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INTRODUCTION
‘New’ seems to be the theme for this year’s newsletter. We have the discovery of new (to us)
populations of Creeping Marshwort, Apium repens and Birthwort, Aristolochia clematitis; this kind of
news is heartening as it gives a higher level of safety to the plant concerned. A new venture is the
decision to manage the Wild Celery, Apium graveolens, for a suite of plants in addition to the Apium.
The salty nature of the site meant that it was once home to other halophytes including Brookweed,
Samolus valerandi.
Our other new venture will be at the triangle at Wytham where in many years of work we
have consistently failed to spot any reappearance of our target plant, Corn Cleavers, Galium
tricornutum, though it is true that our labours have been rewarded by finding quite a few other
delightful annual flowers. We are very pleased now that in partnership with other agencies we are
going to attempt a reintroduction of G. tricornutum at this site.
Otherwise the year has been one of some gains and some losses. We have to be philosophical
about low numbers of annual plants like Grass-poly, Lythrum hyssopifolium, as we expect them to
fluctuate, but the loss of Meadow Clary, Salvia pratensis, from its Ardley site and the low numbers of
Fen Violet, Viola persicifolia in East Anglia are more worrying.
Frances Watkins

THE PLANTS WE MONITOR
Apium repens, Creeping Marshwort
After a good showing on Port Meadow in 2010, we had hoped for some flowering of Creeping
Marshwort in 2011, but it was not to be. The floods must have killed last year’s plants because all we
could find were seedlings (see photo 1). To our delight however a new population was found on Port
Meadow by Judy Webb; it is about half way between the Burgess Field Corner population and the
main north population area, near Round Hill – a Bronze Age burial mound. It consists of two small
(c. 50 cm) non-flowering patches; the sward is closed with Creeping Bent Grass, Agrostis stolonifera,
Strawberry Clover, Trifolium fragiferum, and Marsh Arrowgrass, Triglochin palustris.
Camilla Lambrick

Photo 1: Port Meadow,
Oxford, volunteer recorders
from the Rare Plants Group
and guests observing a
Creeping Marshwort seedling.
Photo: Camilla Lambrick.
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Apium graveolens, Wild Celery
The Wild Celery patch at Marcham was visited on 19 August 2011. The field had been ploughed and
sown with wheat. This had been combine harvested a few days before Susan Erskine, Frances
Watkins and Ann Cole had attempted a count on 19 August.
The part near the telegraph pole had a great deal of Red and White Clover, Trifolium pratense
and T. repens, Plantain, Plantago sp., and Creeping Bent, Agrostis stolonifera about eight to ten
inches high covering much of the area. Through this was growing the Wild Celery; robust young
plants with long leaf-stalks as they strove to reach the light. To have identified and counted
individual plants would have taken a long time and so the figures given are estimates based on the
leaves visible near the top of the vegetation layer. Careful observation here and there revealed many
smaller plants whose leaves had not yet reached the top of the vegetation layer. It is thought that the
larger plants represented germination in March/early April. A hot dry spell in late April/early May
followed, and when this drought broke in mid May a second period of germination took place and was
represented by the smaller plants we saw with two to four pairs of leaves. Only two flowering plants
were noted beside more than 1240 large seedlings and about 19 or more small ones.
We did not have the time or sufficient man-power to survey the whole area and so the number
of plants, 300 plus, in the eastern part of the patch was only a rough estimate.
Strawberry Clover, Trifolium fragiferum, or Brookweed, Samolus valerandi, were not seen
but Water Chickweed, Myosoton aquaticum, was present.
Since then Will and Janey Cumber have enrolled in the HLF (Heritage Lottery Fund)
Landscapes Partnerships scheme and have increased the size of the ‘Wild Celery patch’ to about one
hectare. The original Wild Celery patch will be managed by ploughing one third of it each year to
encourage the Wild Celery, Apium graveolens, to grow possibly using Roundup immediately prior to
ploughing to control the Creeping Bent, Agrostis stolonifera. The rest of the enlarged area will be
left under grass for the time being to see whether any other rarities will reappear.
We look forward to seeing the results of this management over the next few years and
deciding whether or not the plans need modifying.
Ann Cole

Aristolochia clematitis, Birthwort
The site at Godstow was visited on 4 June 2011. Many shoots of Birthwort could be seen in the same
general area as in previous years, namely in the ditch running westward from the southernmost wall of
the Abbey ruins. Along this ditch 284 shoots of Birthwort were counted, of which 163 were in flower.
There were probably more shoots present, but they could not be counted because of the dense
vegetation (hawthorn, nettles, etc.) that hampered access. The distribution of shoots was similar to
that in previous years, with a high proportion of tall shoots bearing flowers at the easternmost end of
the ditch, where there is maximum exposure to sunlight. A walk around the old walls of Godstow
Abbey revealed another patch of Birthwort (about two and a half metres by three and a half metres in
extent), growing next to a south-facing wall, at the north western corner of the open space contained
within the old walls of the Abbey. No Birthwort had been seen here in previous years, so it was
gratifying to find a patch containing 98 shoots at this spot, of which 80 were in flower. Adding
together the figures, the total number of shoots counted at Godstow on 4 June amounts to 382, of
which 181 were in flower. All the shoots appeared to be in a healthy condition.
On 27 June, a search was made in Wytham for Aristolochia clematitis, as it was known that
the plant had been spotted here some years ago. Shoots of the Birthwort were indeed found growing
next to and within a Hawthorn hedge, on the road from Godstow to Wytham. A total of 72 shoots of
Birthwort were counted along a stretch of about five metres of hedge. Some of these shoots had
evidently borne flowers in 2011, but flowering was now over. The plants were also found to be
growing in a garden in Wytham.
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The site at Godstow was revisited on 28 August. Most of the Birthwort plants in the locations
described above were still visible, but by now most shoots had finished flowering, and some of the
leaves had begun to turn yellow. Once again dense vegetation made a precise count difficult, but in
and around the ditch 248 shoots were counted. In the area next to the Abbey wall, 95 shoots were
counted. Many of the tall shoots next to the wall were now more or less horizontal, and some had
sent up small secondary shoots (these now being vertical). Four of these secondary shoots were in
flower. The total number of shoots counted on this date was 343.
Sheila Ottway

Cynoglossum germanicum, Green Hound’s-tongue
The site at Pyrton, near Watlington, was inundated with Green Hound’s-tongue which has become
dominant there. The total number of plants counted was 1468. The site has been managed by
removal of some scrub and ivy which covered the ground and previously prevented germination of
Cynoglossum germanicum.
The site at Stratford Bridge, near Wooton, Woodstock has now produced 17 flowering plants
of Green Hound’s-tongue which shows a steady increase in numbers. Most plants are growing quite
near to the original two plants. A need to remove a further area of Goosegrass or Cleavers, Galium
aparine, and Dog's Mercury, Mercurialis perennis, has been identified to encourage movement of
Green Hound’s-tongue further into the wood. This will be done early in March 2012.
Shirley Leach

Filago pyramidata, Broad-leaved Cudweed
Broad-leaved Cudweed grows in two sites in Oxfordshire, one in Vice-county 22 and one in Vicecounty 23. The site at Carswell has caused some concern in the past two years. Perennial grasses and
herbs have given a closed sward crowding out the annual plants and rabbit activity was responsible
for the only bare ground. However in 2011, the site was cleared and much bare ground exposed. The
annuals made a comeback, not least the Cudweeds. The first 100 Cudweeds I looked at were the
Common Cudweed, Filago vulgaris. These seemed to have taken over the area previously populated
by Broad-leaved Cudweed. However on widening my search, I was delighted to find eight plants
showing the distinctive pyramidal shape in the flower head and with obovate over-topping leaves.
Broad-leaved Cudweed, Filago pyramidata, is flourishing again. The soil disturbance came just in
time.
The site at Sonning has always been reliable, and Broad-leaved Cudweed is the only Filago
species growing there, which makes identification easier. Several plants are always checked to make
sure of identification, but as over 90% of the plants are less than two centimetres high, with some less
than one centimetre, it is good to be able to take on trust that it is Broad-leaved Cudweed we are
looking at. After the bumper crop in 2010, it was inevitable that the numbers were down; nevertheless
an accurate count of 277, with an estimate of up to another 100 on the quarry floor was a very
pleasing result for an afternoon’s hard work. Many thanks to the team for crawling about the quarry
floor so willingly and cheerfully to get this result.
Our thanks go to the landowners of both these sites, which are on private property, for giving
permission to monitor the work and for looking after the sites.
Susan Erskine
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Fritillaria meleagris, Snake’s-head Fritillary
For the first time for more than thirty years a small population of Fritillaria meleagris was found on
West Mead, Yarnton, on the 7 May. It included 27 plants of which 13 were in fruit. A search for
these plants is scheduled for next year.
Alison W. McDonald

Lythrum hyssopifolium, Grass-poly
The site at Cholsey had not flooded in 2010/11 and because of this the vegetation had become rank
and only one plant of Grass-poly was found with difficulty. This situation has happened before and
there is no reason to think that the plant has disappeared altogether.
Shirley Leach

Microthlaspi perfoliatum, Cotswold Penny-cress
This is not a new plant for us, merely a new name, following the New Flora of the British Isles by
Clive Stace, Edition 3 (2010). It has been placed in a separate genus from Thlaspi. This has not
adversely affected its numbers in 2011! In all three sites that we monitor the number of plants has
increased over 2010 counts.
At Bridgefield Bridge there was general alarm in January, when a landslip on the side of the
cutting necessitated emergency work by Network Rail, as the line was blocked. Unfortunately their
work cabin was put on the site of the plant. Fortunately Bill Clarke spotted this and he rang me. I got
in touch with my Network Rail contact and the cabin was moved a few metres to another site within
24 hours. We were very grateful for such prompt action. There was no long term damage. When the
plant was monitored in April the plant was found in and around the ruts created when the cabin was
erected and moved, thus demonstrating the need for soil disturbance. Network Rail also erected
permanent fencing around the site, with a ‘keep off’ warning notice. The total number of flowering
spikes counted was 49, two of which had full seed heads. This was a very welcome increase from
2010, when only three flowering plants and three immature plants were found.
The site at Palmer’s Bank yielded the largest number of plants for some time. 277 flowering
shoots were counted but they were found in long grass and they were weak specimens. During the last
five years, the plants were all clustered around the Hawthorn (Crataegus monogyna) tree and seemed
reluctant to spread further along the headland, despite the area having been partially cleared and
scarified.
Finally at the Linch Hill verges, the population remains in the southern half of the site. The
new grips of 2009/10 again held a good population and some plants had spread beyond the grip to the
grass verge. The householder came to see what we were looking at, and being told of the rarity of
this plant, she agreed not to cut the verge until after the seeds had dispersed. Plants were also found
on the opposite side of the road, 84 on the western, and 27 on the eastern verge. The total was an
increase on the count for 2010.
On all three sites the numbers of Cotswold Penny-cress plants counted were better than the
previous year. The weather conditions for seed set and germination undoubtedly has an influence on
the fortunes of the plant and a cold winter may also have been a contributory factor. We hope that the
reversal in the downward trend will continue in 2012.
Susan Erskine
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Oenanthe silaifolia, Narrow-leaved Water-dropwort
Many plants of Narrow-leaved Water-dropwort were re-discovered in West Mead, Yarnton, on 7 May
2011. They were investigated on 21 May by the ANHSO Rare Plants Group. Fifteen groups of
Oenanthe silaifolia were found including 534 individual flowering/fruiting plants.
Alison W. McDonald

Salvia pratensis, Meadow Clary
A visit in July confirmed that the last of the six plants at Ardley recorded in the 1980s by Sue Everett
have now died. However offspring plants on the layby area itself are surviving. The one planted by
Kathy Warden in the 1990s is now large and has young, which are themselves flowering. Of the 27
plants planted out by Sue Helm in 2007 two were found, both flowering well, but this is one down
from the three seen in 2009. The County Council officer responsible for Road Verge Nature Reserves,
Camilla Burrow, has arranged for the boundaries of the Ardley Reserve to be changed to enclose the
new area.
Camilla Lambrick

Sium latifolium, Greater Water-parsnip
This has not been a good year for Greater Water-parsnip, due I suspect to the late frosts and spring drought.
A total of 26 plants and 194 inflorescences of Sium latifolium was recorded along Hagley Pool ditch in 2011
(see front cover photo). The plants themselves were much shorter than usual and there were fewer shoots
per plant than has been seen in the past. The associated vegetation was also much shorter than in previous
years. In Marston the three plants surviving were non-flowering and swamped by the taller vegetation.

Photo 2 left: In Hagley Pool ditch, Wytham , all the vegetation was shorter than usual and fewer plants of
Greater Water-parsnip were found. Photo 3 right: In Marston only three plants of Greater Water-parsnip
were discovered and these were poorly grown and not flowering. Photos: A.W. McDonald.

Alison W. McDonald
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Veronica praecox, Breckland Speedwell
Once again, no plants of Veronica praecox were seen at its Oxfordshire site in 2011. A report on our
twelve years of work on this plant is now on the Fritillary website at www.fritillary.org.uk under
Fritillary Reports. Fritillary is the journal of the Ashmolean Natural History Society of Oxfordshire.
Frances Watkins

Viola persicifolia, Fen Violet
The huge population which appeared in 2010 after clearance of Willow has continued to flourish.
Seed was collected and sent to the Millennium Seed Bank, and seed pods continued to ripen after the
hay cut, being seen in early October when a half released pod was found showing the squeezing
mechanism which flicks the seed out (see photo below).

Photo 4: Fen Violet seed pod
caught having flicked out the
seeds from one locule but not
from the other two.
Photo: Phil Cutt.

A visit to Ireland coinciding with the BSBI (Botanical Society of the British Isles) AGM
allowed me to see Fen Violet growing on the edges of turloughs – lakes with fluctuating water levels
in limestone areas which are fed by ground-water (see photo 5). Here Fen Violet grows in the
extensive drawdown zone in a thick grazed sward of abundant Creeping Bent grass, Agrostis
stolonifera, and Common Sedge, Carex nigra, with occasional Common Marsh-bedstraw, Galium
palustre, Silverweed, Potentilla anserina, Creeping Cinquefoil, Potentilla reptans, and Creeping
Buttercup, Ranunculus repens.

Photo 5: Fen Violet habitat in Eire.
BSBI members left to right John
Bailey, Camilla Lambrick, Tim
Pankhurst, Lynne Farrell, Mary Pugh
and John Swindles at Caher Glassaun
turlough, Co. Clare, recording Fen
Violet in closed sward which is under
water during the winter.
Photo: George Lambrick.
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Fen Violet has again done badly in East Anglia with a few plants at Woodwalton and none at
its other site, Wicken Fen. However an experiment burying pots of seed there to see how long they
remain viable has been reactivated with the pots being found. Good news also, that thanks to renewed
funding from Natural England, we are looking to have the Millennium Seed Bank bulk up plants for
proposed translocations in Oxfordshire and East Anglia.
Camilla Lambrick

Galium tricornutum, Corn Cleavers, at the Triangle, Wytham Wood
The most exciting news for some time is that, at a meeting with Natural England on 25 October 2011,
it was agreed to accept the invitation of Kevin Walker of the Botanical Society of the British Isles, to
provide a ‘safe-site’ for the re-introduction of Corn Cleavers, Galium tricornutum, to the Triangle. We
have been looking there for this species for ten years and it was last found there 30 years ago!
Interestingly, from the point of view of biodiversity, the number of species recorded in the
Triangle in 2011 (110 species, including three new ones, out of a maximum of 188 found over the last
ten years) was a little greater than any other year. Blue Pimpernel, Anagallis arvensis foemina, White
Heleborine, Cephalanthera damasonium, Small Toadflax, Chaenorhinum minus and Round-leaved
Fluellen, Kickxia spuria, are annuals (except for the White Heleborine), which prefer drier conditions
than Common Ramping Fumitory, Fumaria muralis, and Slender Tare, Vicia parviflora, which have
always been infrequent but were absent in 2011. Without any records for seedling establishment it is
impossible to tell whether or not the cold winter and dry spring had a hand in the poor performance in
2011 on, for example, Small-flowered Buttercup, Ranunculus parviflorus. Observations suggest that
this is the case. Nevertheless, autumn ploughing and harrowing remains essential management for
these species and this should continue. See the table below for the number of different species found
in the Wytham Triangle since 2001.
No. of species in the Triangle, 2001 - 2011.
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Alison W. McDonald

There are no reports for Carex vulpina, True Fox-Sedge, Gentianella anglica, Early Gentian, and
Pulsatilla vulgaris, Pasqueflower, this year.
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OXFORDSHIRE RARE PLANTS REGISTER
2011 was mostly occupied with the job of pulling together the information and drafting species
accounts for the Register. Ellen Lee has entered some 500 more records and John Killick, Susan
Erskine and I have been trying to work out a consistent format. Janet Welsh has been helping with
drafting, and we seem to have made a start on all the species except Callitriche – Water-starworts
never were very popular! Species identification is always a problem – the Narrow-leaved Marsh
Orchid, Dactylorhiza traunsteinerioides, has been causing particular headaches. It seems the plant in
the Cothill area may only be a form of Southern Marsh Orchid, Dactylorhiza praetermissa .
For many plants the difference between actual decline and our just not having found them is
difficult to untangle. For instance Fly Orchid, Ophrys insectifera (see photo on page 10), was
recorded in 15 tetrads (2 km x 2 km areas) in the Flora of Oxfordshire (1998), but in 2000-10 it has
only turned up in two areas – are the deer eating it or has it died out?
Special expeditions were made for various species. Juniper, Juniperus communis, at
Swyncombe Down is dying back and no young plants were found. This is a national problem which
Plantlife are addressing with some success. Also we monitored the tiny Variegated Horsetail,
Equisetum variegatum, at Dry Sandford Pit BBOWT Reserve. This Nationally Scarce species is
mostly found in dune slacks on the Welsh coast and with us in Oxfordshire is more than 100 km from
its other nearest site. We were pleased to find a healthy population with at least 768 vegetative shoots,
plus 38 shoots with cones were counted in eight patches (see photo 6 below).

Photo 6: Variegated Horsetail,
Equisetum variegatum, at Dry Sandford
Pit. The cone is about 5 mm long.
Photo: Chris Harford.

Peter Creed has expressed interest in publishing the Rare Plants Register and Phil Cutt has
been collecting more photos. There still seems to be an enormous amount to do organizing the actual
records that are going to be published.
Camilla Lambrick

Rare Plants in Marston Meadows
The meadows adjacent to the East side of the Cherwell River as it runs through Oxford have long
been known for their botanical interest, much of it concentrated in the floodplain meadows. George
Claridge Druce did much botanising there in the early years of the 20th century so there are abundant
historical records. Some of the meadows are within New Marston Meadows SSSI, but there are other
sites of botanical interest in the meadows north of the Victoria Arms public house. These meadows up
to the to the Oxford ring road are a botanical hot spot, with 14 species that are currently on the Draft
Rare Plants Register. Six of these are on the National Red Lists: Snake’s-head Fritillary, Fritillaria
meleagris, Marsh Stitchwort, Stellaria palustris, Tubular Water-dropwort, Oenanthe fistulosa, Round9

fruited Rush, Juncus compressus, Greater Water-parsnip Sium latifolium (see front cover picture) and
Flat-sedge, Blysmus compressus (photo 7 below). For Flat-sedge, the small population in these
meadows was detailed by Druce and is the only known one surviving in old Oxfordshire, Vice-county
23 and possibly the only remaining one in the new Oxfordshire, which comprises Vice-county 23 and
part of Vice-county 22. I have surveyed the meadows over the last two years, locating all the
populations of the rare plants and assessing the health of their populations. A report on the findings
for all species is due to be released soon.
Judy Webb

Photo 8: Fly Orchid, Ophrys insectifera
(see page 9). Photo: Robert Barber

Photo 7: Flat-sedge, Blysmus compressus at
Marston Meadows, June 2011. Photo: Judy Webb

EVENTS IN 2011
Lunchtime talks
The sixteenth series of four Thursday lunchtime talks was held in the Large Lecture Theatre of the
Department of Plant Sciences at the University of Oxford. We were most grateful to Professor Jane
Langdale for allowing us to use this theatre and also the Common Room.
20 January:

Tree Structure and Growth in Fragmented and Semi-Natural Woodland
Terhi Riutta
School of Geography and the Environment

3 February:

Bee Orchids Challenge Our Understanding of Species
Professor Richard Bateman
Fellow of Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew

17 February:

Plants of the Drawdown Zone

Dr Camilla Lambrick
Chairman of the Rare Plants Group

3 March:

Yellow-rattle: Ecology and Use in Grassland Diversification
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Dr Markus Wagner

Plantlife International in 2011
Plantlife held many events at its reserves this year, including Deep Dale in Derbyshire and Joan’s Hill
Farm in Herefordshire. At Lugg Meadows in June, we bade farewell to Adrian Darby our President.
The annual Members’ Day was held at Ranscombe Farm in Kent where members and visitors enjoyed
walks on the reserve as well as a good programme of talks and other activities. Philip Mould has taken
over as President; you may know him from his TV appearances on Antiques Roadshow and Fake or
Fortune.
Plantlife has worked hard on campaigns, trying to influence government and other agencies to
halt species decline, to protect peat and to try to stop the spread of invasive plants among many other
issues. (The problem of invasive plants is exemplified right here in Oxford with the spread of New
Zealand Pigmyweed, Crassula helmsii; we are concerned that it does not spread even further and
damage the prospects of Creeping Marshwort, Apium repens, on Port Meadow.)
Plantlife is the only British charity devoted entirely to the conservation of plants in situ. Its
work is absolutely crucial but does not attract the same funding as cuddly animals or lifeboats, for
example. In the present economic climate, with government funding being reduced or withdrawn,
your support is more important than ever. You can find out lots more about Plantlife and its activities
and see how you can help, if you visit the website, www.plantlife.org.uk, or phone 01722 342730.
Frances Watkins

RARE PLANTS GROUP AUDITED ACCOUNTS Jan to Dec 2011
Balance Sheet
Bank Balance at 1st January 2011
Income from Donations
Total Income

£
3286.61
111.80
3398.41

Less Expenditure
Bank Balance at 31st December 2011
Balance of income over expenditure

£

742.48
2655.93
-630.68

The full accounts have been audited and are available on request from the Treasurer.
Alison W. McDonald

PLANS FOR 2012
Numerous field events take place which involve plant monitoring and practical conservation work,
not all strenuous, such as scrub clearance and scarifying. These are too numerous to list in this
newsletter. Please check on the Rare Plants Group website which is regularly updated by Frances
Watkins and can be found at www.oxfordrareplants.org.uk. This is linked to the Ashmolean Natural
History Society of Oxfordshire website, www.anhso.org.uk. Alternatively if you are interested in
attending field events, please ring Susan Erskine on 01367 241499 or Camilla Lambrick on 01865
735161 or email camillalambrick@btinternet.com
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Bovine observers of the monitoring of Apium repens,, Creeping Marshwort, on Port Meadow, June 2011.

ABOUT THE RARE PLANTS GROUP
The Group is part of the Ashmolean Natural History Society of Oxfordshire and works in partnership
with many other organisations
ons to conserve rare wild plants in Oxfordshire:
Oxford City Council
Oxfordshire County Council
The University of Oxford Department of Plant Sciences
The Thames Valley Environmental Records Centre
Farm Animal Initiatives
and the following:

Committee
Chair
Deputy Chair and Treasurer
Secretary and Talks Organiser
Webmaster
Other

Newsletter Editor
Hon. Auditor

Dr Camilla Lambrick
Dr Alison McDonald
Susan Erskine
Frances Watkins
Shirley Leach
Phil Cutt
Bill Clarke
Judy Webb
Serena Marner
Andrew Churchill Stone

The newsletter is intended to inform about the work of the Rare Plants Group and is circulated to
interested members of the Ashmolean Natural History Society of Oxfordshire, our partners,
landowners
wners we work with and other interested parties. If you don’t think you are on our mailing list
and you would like to be, please email serena@oxfordrareplants.org.uk
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