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There are 47 individual Wildlife Trusts covering the whole of the UK and the Isle of Man and Alderney. Together The Wildlife Trusts are the largest UK voluntary organization dedicated to protecting wildlife and wild places everywhere – at land and sea. They are supported by 791,000 members, 150,000 of whom belong to their junior branch, Wildlife Watch. Every year The Wildlife Trusts work with thousands of schools, and their nature reserves and visitor centres receive millions of visitors.

The Wildlife Trusts work in partnership with hundreds of landowners and businesses across the UK in towns, cities and the wider countryside. Building on their existing network of 2,250 nature reserves, The Wildlife Trusts’ recovery plan for the UK’s wildlife and fragmented habitats, known as A Living Landscape, is being achieved through restoring, recreating and reconnecting large areas of wildlife habitat. As well as protecting wildlife this is helping to safeguard the ecosystems that we depend on for services like clean air and water.

The Wildlife Trusts are also working to protect the UK’s marine environment. They are involved with many marine conservation projects around the UK, often surveying and collecting vital data on the state of our seas. Every year they run National Marine Week in August – a two-week celebration of our seas with hundreds of events taking place around the UK.

All 47 Wildlife Trusts are members of the Royal Society of Wildlife Trusts (Registered charity number 207238). To find your local Wildlife Trust visit wildlifetrusts.org
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Introduction

Meadows ablaze with wild flowers in bloom are the romantic ideal for many lovers of the countryside. When agriculture was less intensive, arable weeds thrived, roadsides had a more varied flora and ‘unimproved’ pasture had a wonderful variety of flowering plants. There is no doubt that there have been huge losses of habitat for wildlife, but prospects for wild flowers have recently improved. Conservationists began to draw the attention of land-users to the importance of biodiversity, and to their credit, local authorities and farmers have begun to take action. The challenge is to continue the restoration of the countryside beyond the confines of nature reserves.

Life Cycles of Flowering Plants

The flower is just one part of the life of a flowering plant. The cycle begins with the seed, is followed by the seedling, and grows to the point where it flowers and then fruits to release the seeds that start the cycle again. There is a huge variety of seed sizes. Some seeds can survive for many years, lying dormant in the soil, while others are so short-lived that they must germinate extremely quickly. Each plant may be able to produce a huge number of seeds, but few will germinate and even fewer will survive to flower. At every stage of its life a plant is vulnerable to predation, weather conditions and accidental destruction.

The roots of seedlings begin to develop before the leaves, and flowering plants are classified into two major orders depending on how the leaves of the seedlings develop. Monocotyledons have one seed leaf, or cotyledon, while dicotyledons have two.

Once the cotyledons have performed their function of protecting and nourishing the developing seedling, they wither to be replaced by true leaves. Secondary roots develop from the young plant’s main roots to create an intricate network probing the soil for moisture and nutrients. Energy from sunlight is synthesized by chlorophyll, the green pigment in leaves, into carbohydrates, cellulose and starch. Growth throughout the plant requires the starches created in the leaves.

It is only when the plant is large enough that it will flower. Typically the flower consists of sepals, which form a calyx, within which are the petals. Sometimes both sepals and petals are similar, and together are called the perianth. Within the petals and sepals are the pollen-producing stamens, the male parts of the flowers. The female parts are the ovaries, each with one or more pollen-receptive stigmas often borne on a stalk-like part called a style. Seeds develop in the fertilized ovary, which ripens and turns into fruit. This can be juicy and berry-like, or dry.
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Plants are described according to their flowering and fruiting habits. The shortest-living are the annuals, which complete their lives within a single year and then die. Biennials germinate in their first year, survive through the winter, and in their second year flower, seed and die. Perennials flower from year to year, surviving the winter either above or below the ground.

Leaf Types

Typically the structure of a leaf is a stalk with a wide blade on either side of it. The blade is usually flat and may be simple or compound, consisting of several separate leaflets. Opposite leaves grow from the stem opposite each other, while alternate leaves grow from the opposite side of the stem, but not opposite each other. More than two leaves growing from the same point on the stem are described as whorled leaves. Simple leaves are found in a large number of shapes, including narrow-elliptical, broad-elliptical, narrow-lanceolate, kidney-shaped, arrow-shaped and ovate. Compound leaves consist of two or more separate leaflets. Pinnate leaves grow opposite each other, while trifoliate leaves grow in groups of three.

Flower Forms and Types

Regular flowers have similar petals and, even when there is an odd number, they give a regular appearance. Irregular flowers are those that are symmetrical only in that each side is similar. Some stems bear single flowers; these are known as solitary. Some flowers appear on spikes of several unstalked flowers on the stem. Clearly stalked individual flowers (for example growing on a spike) are called racemes, an example of which is the Lady’s Smock. When each branch of the flower ends in a flower it is a cyme such as the Water Forget-me-not. Umbels are either flat-topped or domed flowerheads arising from the stem at the same place like an umbrella: this is typical of members of the carrot family such as Cow Parsley and Hemlock.

Adapting To Their Environment

Where a plant grows is the first clue to its identity – some species can thrive in a variety of habitats, while others are restricted. There are several factors that create habitats for plants: rainfall, temperature, soil types and proximity to the sea.

Coasts are often exposed to wind and salt spray, but there may be very little fresh water, so the plants that survive there must have the ability to retain moisture in their leaves and cope with salt. Aquatic plants grow in water. The flowers of the Common Water-crowfoot float on the surface, while those of the Arrowhead protrude above the surface of the water. In the acidic peat bogs the plant community includes the Broad-leaved Sundew, an insectivore that traps and absorbs small insects.

Open habitats cover heathland and grassland. Heathlands’ main characteristics are acidic soils where woodlands were cleared many years ago by humans. The upland heaths are known as moorland. Grassland includes arable farmland, acid grassland and calcareous grassland. Due to intensive agriculture arable land is dominated by cereal crops, but some arable weeds can survive, especially with the aid of conservation-friendly farming. Acid grassland has a different flora from grasslands on chalk and limestone, and ancient meadows that have not been ‘improved’ have a wealth of flowers. The hedges that border meadows also have their own plant communities. Broadleaved woodlands contain mature trees and distinct layers of shrub and ground flora.

The 180 species in this book are a very small selection of the northern European list of almost 2,000. They are grouped into families with shared characteristics. Those chosen are widespread, common and particularly attractive – and likely to be easily spotted on walks, for which this portable little book is perfect.


Mistletoe

Viscum album
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SIZE AND DESCRIPTION

Up to 1m in diameter. A woody evergreen perennial parasite found on the branches of mature, usually deciduous trees, especially apples, limes and poplars. Forms spherical clumps. Branches are evenly forked and 30–100cm in length. Leaves are strap-shaped, leathery and yellowish-green, and borne in opposite pairs. Flowers are tiny (2–3mm in diameter) and green with four minute petals; male and female flowers grow on separate plants. Berries are white and sticky, and are dispersed by birds.

FLOWERING TIME

November–February.

DISTRIBUTION

Widespread throughout central and southern Europe, avoiding upland areas.

HABITAT

Associated with open woodland in which the host tree species flourish.
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