



[image: cover]











Leif Bersweden is a writer, botanist and science communicator with a face-down, bottom-up approach to watching nature. He grew up in rural Wiltshire where he taught himself to identify the local wildlife, focusing on plants from a young age. More recently, Leif completed a genetics PhD at Kew Gardens and his first book, The Orchid Hunter, was published in 2017.
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Chapter 1


Botanising by Bike
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If by some unlikely chance I can persuade but one reader to accompany me upon my wanderings and to share my triumphs and disappointments, then indeed shall I have achieved something worth achieving, and have added yet one more to the pleasures that I owe to plants.


Charles Raven, Wild Flowers: A Sketchbook (2012)


Early on a midsummer morning, at a time when people should still be sleeping, I decided to go to the downs. They ran west, away from the village, about half a mile from where I lived: a patchwork of farmland, dirt tracks and nameless flower-filled meadows. It had rained during the week, so the ground was soft and springy. I followed the narrow path out of the village, side-stepping muddy puddles, the red-brick farmhouse on my left, the elm hedgerow thick with Ivy on my right. I had walked this way countless times before, and its exposed flints and low-hanging branches were all comfortingly familiar.


The day’s early risers – Jackdaws and Rooks mostly – flapped and snapped as they fought for position in the greying Ash trees that marked the start of the downs. The sky was warming from deep-dawn blue to first-light orange. By the wayside thistles stood tall, their fluffy heads hung sleepily like early-morning commuters. I had the place all to myself.


I crossed the bumpy grassland at a diagonal, winding along a public footpath that was more obvious on a map than it was in real life. Far away I could make out pockets of woodland visited on previous botanical expeditions: Nightwood Copse, Pope’s Bottom, Hazel Hill Wood. Memories of Fly Orchids and Bluebells flicked through my mind. A short way across the valley the Beech-topped ridgeway was warm with the day’s first light; looking carefully, I could just about see the faded red flag that marked the edge of Salisbury Plain as it twitched and fluttered in the gentle breeze.


Before long I had reached the three oaks that marked the way through to the wheat field. Traveller’s-joy and Honeysuckle had snaked themselves through the twigs that brushed the top of the hedge. I squeezed through the tiny gap and into the colourful field margin scattered with clover. Pyramidal Orchids poked up through the grass, perilously close to the edge of the crop. I followed the treeline south, until there, where the edge of the wood veered away to the left, I came to my spot.


Tucked into a thicket of Blackthorn was a thatched bowl of yellowing oat-grass and fragrant thyme. A well-positioned Beech provided a backrest, with a seat between its moss-covered roots. All around, stubbly Beech husks patterned the ground, lying in wait for an unexpecting hand or backside. I wiggled myself into a comfortable position and looked out over the familiar features of the surrounding countryside.


Oxeye Daisies, heavy with morning dew, bowed their flowerheads melancholically in the grass just in front of me. On the other side of the field, where domestic met wild, there was a tangle of lemony Perforate St John’s-wort and lilac Wild Marjoram. Bright-yellow wands of Agrimony were just bursting into flower. As the land sloped away, lines of wooded hedgerows layered themselves one after another, field after field, silhouettes of ever paler greys and charcoals; further still was the shape of Pepperbox Hill running lengthways along the horizon, its crest darkened by Yew woodland.


I first started coming here to record wildlife when I was eleven years old. It was something that I did at least twice a week, usually rushing home from school to cycle up to the downs for an hour or two before dinner. Pitton Ridge, as I knew it, was extremely species-rich and I recorded nearly three hundred plant species in that little corner of Wiltshire. Each year I explored endlessly, tracking down and identifying as many plants as I could. In the early spring, starry white Blackthorn flowers began decorating the dark hedges, while Cowslips and Hairy Violets formed a sea of contrasting yellow and purple in the short turf. Summer brought Horseshoe Vetch, Wild Thyme and the amber corn-on-the-cob heads of Knapweed Broomrape, before royal purple gentians and lilac scabious welcomed September and the start of autumn.


Spending time wandering through the familiar assortment of wildflowers on Pitton Ridge was a way to place myself within the landscape. For twelve years it was a refuge and a playground; a place where I was free to look at nature away from the judging eyes of my peers. There was always something to look at, no matter where I was or how long I had. The woods and downland occupied me for hours and provided a place from which my interest in wild plants could begin to grow.
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When I first started asking my mum about wildflowers, I could hardly tell a poppy from a buttercup. Botanising – the art of simply wandering along and noticing the plants growing around you – was a relaxing activity full of intrigue and new discoveries; something to be enjoyed but not thought about too much. I learnt it was something that could be done anywhere, and that there were always things to find, even in the most unlikely of places. Over time I began picking up names and soon found that I could walk along the lane and list off Cow Parsley, Red Campion, Greater Stitchwort and Lesser Celandine. These plants turned up reassuringly along the same paths each year and I greeted them like old friends.


When I had learnt to identify the plants around my home, my desire to find species I had never seen before drove me further afield and I began cycling through the Wiltshire countryside, hunting down plants that were otherwise out of reach on foot. Buoyed by the botanical freedom my bike brought me, I became increasingly ambitious with the distances I covered. I cycled further and further from home, a habit that eventually culminated in me having to be rescued by my mum from the depths of the New Forest, some thirty miles from home, having been a little too enthusiastic about the prospect of finding Yellow Centaury. Over the years, my bike became a dependable plant-hunting companion, always there to whisk me home for dinner, though I was late more often than not.


As my interest in plants flourished, so did my collection of botany books. I consumed them as eagerly as I searched for the plants they spoke of. There were identification guides, books about folklore and foraging, and botanical histories of certain habitats or geographical areas. But the old books were my favourites: the ones with plain, dark covers and brown, sun-bleached pages that smelled ancient and musty. They told stories of plant hunters adventuring around Britain and Ireland long before I was alive, discovering collections of plants I could only dream of.


Of these books, none captured my imagination more than Wild Flowers in Their Natural Haunts by the Victorian naturalist Edward Step. My parents found a copy in a second-hand bookshop and gave it to me for Christmas when I was sixteen. It’s a creaky, tattered book, more than a hundred years old, with a forest-green cover and gold lettering on the spine. In it, Step takes his readers botanising with the camera. He guides us on walks from March through to September, moving effortlessly through his local landscapes in southern England and chatting knowledgeably about every plant he sees, as if we were walking at his side. He returns to his favourite places as the months pass to discover the next wave of wildflowers, occasionally providing photography tips for species he considers particularly tricky to capture.


It was written at a time when botanists were beginning to think about taking photographs rather than physically collecting plants. ‘Nowadays,’ wrote Step in 1905, ‘some of us leave our collecting tins at home and shoulder the camera instead when we wander into the fields and woods to make or renew acquaintance with the wildflowers. We seek the plants in their haunts and enjoy them amid their natural surroundings.’ Owning a camera would have been a real privilege, of course, but the wider point – about appreciating the plants in the places they grow – was an important one. Step’s writing resonated with me. It was more than just descriptions: it was an attempt to open the lay reader’s eyes to the world of botany, an offering of encouragement to go searching for wild plants. It was written with love and care by a man who had a desire to help others in recognising the flora around them.


Like Step, my love for botany manifested itself in wanting to bring plants to the attention of others. It bothered me that none of my friends were interested in plants like I was. Not because I particularly wanted company – I was more than happy to spend hours by myself at that stage – but rather because I had begun to learn about how vulnerable our wildflowers are. In the last century, we have ploughed, felled, fertilised and drained many of our wildflower meadows, ancient woodlands, peat bogs and wetlands, ‘improving’ the land for the benefit of agriculture and urbanisation. Mountains are relentlessly over-grazed, hedgerows are being removed to increase farming efficiency and even our road verges, once managed in a way that benefited wildflowers, are regularly razed unnecessarily to the ground. A hundred years ago, the mesh of species-rich habitats visible through my little hole in the hedge would have stretched to the horizon, but now endless agricultural land is becoming the norm.


There was another problem, though. As my interest in botany developed, I realised that my friends’ lack of interest in plants was symptomatic of something much bigger. In the 1990s the term ‘plant blindness’1 was coined to describe humans’ inability to notice plants growing in the environment and the lack of recognition when it comes to their importance. If most of the country didn’t care about plants, then our already threatened botanical diversity was in real trouble. Exposure to plants and opportunities to interact with nature have been steadily declining with the increase in urbanisation and, as a result, plant awareness in the general population felt like it was at an all-time low.


Plants grow almost everywhere we go, even in the heart of cities, and their many forms and tapestry of colours are integral to the beauty of the world we live in. They are just as alive and devious and determined and resourceful as animals, but when it comes to developing interests, and, ultimately, making decisions about conservation, empathy plays an enormous role. Plants don’t move very quickly (in most cases), and they are often disregarded because of it, but I knew people were dismissing them as being boring before they learnt about the unlikely, extraordinary lives that they lead. I felt sure that if people gave them a chance and learnt how to engage with them, they would start seeing plants as I did and discover the value of spending time outside noticing them. I decided that if I could help people build emotional connections with our wild plants and show them how fascinating they actually are, then the need to appreciate and protect them might seem more appealing, and more pressing, in our modern-day society.
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By the time I had moved away from Wiltshire, much of the downland that had provided so much comfort for me over the years had been ploughed up and planted with winter wheat. In a matter of hours, fields had been transformed from species-rich havens to furrowed monocultures. The Red Bartsia that had lined the footpath up to the church was gone; the little collection of Blue Fleabane among the meadow-grasses had disappeared and the Greater Butterfly-orchid would never come up again. It was heart-breaking to see: the view from my hollow in the hedgerow had been irreparably damaged.


There once was a time when many people would have known what their local plants were called and what they were useful for. But today, with words like ‘Acorn’, ‘Bluebell’ and ‘Dandelion’ falling out of use, plants are no longer deemed relevant in a society that has largely fallen out of love with the natural world. In the face of environmental and biodiversity crises, I didn’t want to believe what I read about the decline of so many of our native plant species, nor the diminishing interest. The losses endured by wild plants in Britain and Ireland are stark, and the dangers they face on a daily basis – climate change, habitat destruction, declining pollinator populations – seem more worrying than ever before. But that age-old connection that we have with wildflowers has not completely disappeared; we are now simply becoming aware of how quickly it is vanishing.


I felt the need to share what plants can do for us, as well as what we can do for them. I wanted to help bring wild plants back into our lives, to help people learn how they can benefit from them and encourage others to build, or rekindle, a relationship with nature. If I was going to help people to empathise with plants, I needed to understand why we have become disconnected from botany and what it is about wildflowers that intertwined our lives with theirs in the first place. What is their role in our lives? How and why have we been so dependent on them, written them into stories, given them meaning and steeped them in folklore and superstition?


So I decided to go on some adventures. Like Edward Step, I travelled through the places our plants call home, learning about their ecology, their role in our culture, the threats they face, and what it is about them we have grown to love. I dedicated an entire calendar year to walking along windswept clifftops spread with Thrift and roaming through flower-filled woodland brimming with Bluebells; I scrambled up mountains, climbed trees, squelched around marshes and bobbed about on lakes and ponds; documenting my adventures through the seasons as I tracked down our most well-known wild plants. Along the way I walked with people who still have a connection to their local flora; to prove to myself, if nothing else, that our instinctive love for the botanical world has not wholly vanished. And, just as I had done throughout my teenage years, I did all this botanising with my bike.


What’s written here is written on behalf of our wildflowers. They can’t do a lot by themselves against the relentless onslaught of human destruction. They can’t run. They can’t fight back. So I want to share with you the depth of delight it is possible to experience from feeling at home among this cast of characters, some familiar, some unfamiliar, who, if you let them, will change the way you see the world. To do this, let me take you with me on my plant-level journeys around Britain and Ireland, adventuring through the rolling hills and woods where the wildflowers grow.










Chapter 2


The New Year Plant Hunt
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Daisy


Bellis perennis


 


There are a great many ways of holding on to our sanity amidst the vices and follies of the world, though none better than to walk knowledgeably among our native plants.


Ronald Blythe, Outsiders (2008)


Plants, in all their myriad incarnations, are most famous – and most sought after – for their flowers. Eight in ten species have them and they come in all sorts of shapes and sizes. Fumitories and honeysuckles have trumpet-like, tubular flowers; oaks and grasses have dangly floral strings; daisies have compound inflorescences made up of lots of tiny blooms. There are dot-like glasswort flowers, water-lily flowers the size of your fist, and orchid flowers that mimic insects or resemble little people. Whatever their form, they are extraordinary entities and often indescribably beautiful, conjured by plants from seemingly so little. As Edward Step so delightfully put it in Wild Flowers in Their Natural Haunts, ‘In all the triumphs of physical discovery and industrial enterprise there is nothing so wonderful as this vital chemistry of the plant, that quietly and without fuss produces these glorious things from the wasting of the rocks, plus a little rain and sunshine.’


Winter can seem like a frustrating time for botanists. Wildflowers are fragile, ephemeral things, so most hunker down between October and March, waiting patiently for the release of spring. During the colder months, each delicate bloom, like the warmth of summer itself, feels like a far-off dream. There is too little sunshine, too many frosts and very few insects around to aid with pollination. Without flowers, and warm summer afternoons for hunting them, many botanists feel at a loss in the middle of winter.


Yet the most devoted enthusiasts find themselves unable to ignore the desire to go plant hunting, even in the winter. Some spend the colder months looking at mosses. Others take on the challenge of identifying leafless winter trees. But the most popular activity of all is searching for unseasonal flowers. And that’s how I found myself waking up at 8 a.m. on New Year’s Day to go looking for little street plants in the rain, on the walls and pavements of Central London.
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It began with a hangover. The kind that reminds you that you aren’t in your early twenties any more. I woke with a groan, grimacing at the sound of my alarm, not yet ready to welcome 2021. The sky outside my sixth-floor window was bleak and I could hear a faint pattering against the glass. As I lay there, allowing myself a few extra minutes before getting up, I remembered the promises made on the phone the night before. Yes, I would be there by ten. No, I wouldn’t be late. Yes, I would be hungover. At least I could keep one of those. I thought ahead to the day’s plant hunting and reminded myself, as I do every year, that I would feel much better once I was outside.


I was going on a New Year Plant Hunt.2 This annual citizen science event is organised by a small, welcoming charity called the Botanical Society of Britain and Ireland, or BSBI for short. During the first few days of January, hundreds of plant-lovers across the country head outside, from the Isles of Scilly to Shetland, to brave the winter weather and record the wild plants in flower in their local area at the turn of the year. This information is helping scientists to track which species flower during the winter months and to understand how our wild plants are responding to autumn and winter weather patterns.


Today marked the tenth anniversary of the Hunt and for many botanists it has become a bit of a tradition. I usually do my New Year plant-spotting with a motley crew of wonderful London-based botanists: Sandy, Nell, Jo and Kath. Each year we pick somewhere cool, fuel up with Sandy’s homemade gingerbread, and wander around in a directionless sort of way, identifying the little street plants and laughing – there’s always a lot of laughing.


We invariably struggle with yellow-flowered members of the Cabbage Family and remark how early the Hazel catkins are. Our meandering takes us along canals or the Thames path where we peer at inconspicuous plants and get strange looks from passers-by. Eventually, giving in to the cold, we end our Hunt huddled in the warmth of a pub, samples of as-yet-unidentified plants spread chaotically across the table while we nurse mugs of mulled wine and bowls of chips. Waking up early on New Year’s Day, having only slept for a handful of hours, is always unpleasant, but I have never once regretted it.


This year, with Covid restrictions in place across the country, doing the Hunt would be a little different. We were only permitted to meet with one other person outside of our household, so I had asked my mum to join me. She would be expecting me soon. I checked my phone: it was time to get up.


Wincing at the cold, I climbed out from under the covers, threw on as many layers as I could and brushed my teeth, gazing out over the estate with its grey clouds and sheets of rain. I tried, fairly unsuccessfully, to eat a bowl of cereal before giving up and grabbing my camera, battered wildflower guide and notebook, shoving them all into my bag. As an afterthought, I added some extra jumpers and woolly socks for good measure. From past experience of the New Year Plant Hunt, I knew I would need them.


Already late, I piled out of the flat and carried my bike down the stairs. The ride to my parents’ house was wet and chilly. I skidded to a halt on the road outside, greeted my family with those pretend air hugs we all became so used to in 2020, then stood in the drizzle clutching a steaming mug of tea while we discussed which route to take.


The rules of the Hunt are threefold: one, you go for a walk in your local area, for a maximum of three hours, and record the wild or naturalised plants that you find in flower. Two, you submit your findings to BSBI using their online app. And three, most importantly, snack and loo breaks are permissible reasons for pausing the clock. You don’t need to be an expert botanist to get involved, it’s for everyone and anyone – you just have to be willing to be outside. Mum and I settled on a loop that took in a range of urban environments, including the tracks and heath on the Common and some smaller roads where I hoped there would be some wall plants that had avoided the council’s weedkillers.


We started in the churchyard round the corner from the house. The morning chill was swiftly forgotten as I settled into plant-hunting mode, eyes sweeping the ground, looking for little specks of colour. Churchyards are often good places to go plant hunting, because they tend to have been left undisturbed for many years. We split up, silently concentrating on the grass: Mum happily pottering, me secretly competing to be the first to find something in flower.


The first wildflower of the year is always a special moment. It might seem completely insignificant, but to me it matters whether it’s a bright-eyed Daisy or the dull green of a frost-beaten Petty Spurge. I wouldn’t say that any plant is a bad sign, but I’ve always taken something beautiful or unusual as a promising omen of the months of botanising ahead. It’s silly, really, but it’s habit now.


My first wildflower of 2021 was not rare, nor particularly beautiful. After five minutes of searching, Mum called out that she had spotted one and I scurried over to have a look. It was Groundsel, a rather meek member of the Daisy Family that looks like it has lost most of its petals. Its rocket-like leaves were sprouting from the bottom of a gatepost. Among the yellow button flowerheads were wispy Groundsel clocks, each about the size of a Malteser. Just like the Dandelion, Groundsel inflorescences undergo a transformation in which golden flowerheads become a globe of parachuted seeds ready to be carried off by the wind. They aren’t particularly useful when trying to tell the time though: one puff is all it takes to set the seeds on their way.


We continued shuffling around the churchyard, side-stepping graves decorated with brightly coloured Chrysanthe-mums and Hyacinths. Even in this carefully manicured space we began steadily clocking up wild plants in bloom. I found the deep-blue flowers of Germander Speedwell, then Mum got Creeping Buttercup and Wavy Bittercress. On a gentle slope, overshadowed by two large tombstones, was a pristine, pastel-petalled Primrose. To me, the appearance of one of our most well-known harbingers of spring so early in the year was a little worrying.


Many of the plants found flowering at the turn of the year can be separated into early and late flowerers. The late-flowering species are those summer stragglers that might survive a mild, frostless start to the winter, while the early-flowering plants are those that traditionally mark the beginning of spring. The bulk of plants recorded on the New Year Plant Hunt are considered late flowerers: things like Yarrow, Oxford Ragwort and Hogweed that are normally expected to finish flowering in September but are now regularly found dawdling on into the middle of winter. In previous years there have been some notable examples of these, like Meadow Fescue and Horseshoe Vetch, species that usually come part and parcel with hot June afternoons.


Records of early-flowering species make up a smaller per- centage of the New Year Plant Hunt finds, but their presence is nevertheless alarming. Cow Parsley, Primroses and Red Campion, plants lovingly associated with winding country lanes in April and May, crop up fairly regularly on participants’ New Year lists. Worryingly, some people have been spotting May-flowering Hawthorn in bloom. Generally speaking, the warmer the winter, the more species there are in flower. We might assume that this would be bringing forward the first flowering of spring species and there is certainly wider evidence of this occurring. For this to be seen in the New Year Plant Hunt data though, there would have to be a dramatic advance in first flowering dates.


It might seem counter-intuitive, but spring flowerers need a long, cold period to stimulate flowering. In temperate regions, like in Britain and Ireland, we get warm summers and cold winters, so if you’re a plant you don’t want to produce a bunch of delicate flowers during the winter, because they would just get damaged by the cold. Spring plants have evolved to use that period of cold we get during the winter to control when they flower.


There is a genetic switch, romantically named Flowering Locus C,3 that acts like a floral brake pedal. When it’s on, in late summer and autumn, it stops spring plants flowering. The cold slowly turns it off, so during the winter the brake is gradually released until flowering can occur. This sequence of events is called vernalisation. It’s a slow process. Each cell acts independently, over many weeks, so it takes a long time for most or all of the cells in the plant to switch the gene off. Only once most of the genes have been switched off can the plant start to flower. Requiring this long winter cold period makes sure that spring plants don’t flower if there’s a cold week in early autumn or a mild one in December. At winter’s end, as the average temperature rises again, that’s when we start seeing the Wood Anemones, Blackthorn and all the other spring wildflowers starting to bloom.


There was nothing warm about that January day in London though. The city air was cold and damp, but the Primrose we’d found didn’t seem to mind. We left the churchyard and began walking through the streets. I crouched down on the pavement to peer at a small, white-flowered plant called Shepherd’s-purse, trying to ignore the pounding in my head. It was sprawling across the pavement, scraggly stems too long and thin to keep it upright. Shepherd’s-purse is one of those often-overlooked plants that grows pretty much anywhere. Its seed pods resemble tiny drawstring pouches or green Valentine’s Day decorations. Mum entered it into the app, absent-mindedly repeating back to me its features under her breath: four petals, lobed leaf rosette, heart-shaped seed pods.


Against all the odds, the plant was growing straight out of the concrete, where the pavement met the wall. Above it, sprouting happily from the mortar, a crowd of Common Chickweed and Hairy Bittercress jostled for space. There was a fire hydrant sign on the brickwork – one of those brash yellow squares – with some Maidenhair Spleenwort, a small fern, that had propped itself on top, its foliage hanging down over the big black ‘H’ like the arms of an octopus. Ferns don’t produce flowers, so we couldn’t count it, but it was a beautiful bonus find.


Tiny plants poked out of pavement cracks all around us. There was Common Field-speedwell, sporting a solitary sky-blue flower; Petty Spurge, which was all shades of green and looked like a miniature, alien tree; and Red Dead-nettle, a plant that is neither dead nor a nettle, it just looks a bit like it might sting you (it won’t). They were flowering defiantly, little pinpricks of colour against the grey concrete. The sight of them immediately made me feel happier and – in a moment of botanical excitement – helped me forget the rain, the headache and the exhaustion.


Over the years, the New Year Plant Hunt has produced some interesting findings. More than five hundred species are recorded in bloom over the first few days of the year, an order of magnitude more than late twentieth-century textbooks suggest should be flowering in midwinter. It is difficult to know whether this is the result of climate change or whether we are just seeing the effect of increased search effort. It is likely a bit of both. There are also more naturalised plants escaping from gardens than there would have been fifty years ago.


One of the difficulties with drawing conclusions from the data is that there is nothing to compare it to. We have no reliable record of what is normally in flower all year round, nor what was typically flowering at New Year two hundred years ago. This means it is tricky to tell whether plants are flowering more often at the turn of the year now than they did in the past. We can’t be certain about the extent to which latitude, search effort and the proportion of Hunts taking place in built-up environments affect the patterns we observe in the data. These factors all influence the results, so a large dataset developed over a long period of time is required to begin teasing apart the explanations for what we’re seeing. As the BSBI builds up this invaluable collection of records, contributed to by ordinary people like you and me, we will begin to see the trends appearing over the years.


Mum and I crossed the Common, passing families out for a New Year’s Day walk. There were children playing football and ducks floating nonchalantly on the lake. People wrapped in coats and scarves wandered by clutching takeaway coffees. Where the Common met the road, spiny Gorse thickets bristled, armed with botanical barbed wire. Gorse, or Furze, is a reliable year-rounder when it comes to flowering, a phenomenon that inspired the saying ‘When the Gorse is out of bloom, kissing is out of fashion’. Sure enough, poking out from between the spines, I could see the canary yellow flowers. They were covered in fat water droplets and smelled faintly of coconut.


I stopped to bend down, lifting the head of a white umbellifer trying to escape a spiny prison of Furze: it was Cow Parsley. It was looking a bit sorry for itself, dripping with rainwater and a shadow of the spectacular lane-side displays that I would encounter later in the spring, but it was Cow Parsley all the same. Mum added it to the list. ‘I have this early memory,’ she said. ‘I must have been really tiny, because I was in a buggy, but I remember reaching out and grabbing at the Cow Parsley as we went down the road. There used to be so much of it!’ She smiled as the recollection came back to her. Our little fragments of memory from such a young age are precious, to be held close. I listened with curiosity, a smile spreading slowly across my face as I marvelled at how this soggy, urban Cow Parsley was enabling a series of happy childhood memories to resurface.


Plants have this wonderful ability to draw out joy from the past. I find they can catch people off-guard, relaxing them into a comfort zone they might not even have known existed and allowing them to reminisce without even realising they are doing so. Wildflowers awaken forgotten memories of walking in meadows or collecting buttercups with a parent or grandparent, of learning names and listening to stories. People remember making Daisy chains, hunting for four-leaved clovers, telling the time with Dandelion clocks and shooting plantain flowerheads. Experiencing the outdoors in a tactile way like this is an important aspect of developing, and maintaining, a child’s connection with nature. Plants are a way of reminiscing about the past. Each plant unlocked different memories, so walking down that street was like taking a tour through our childhoods.


‘I remember we had a nature table in the classroom at school,’ Mum continued. ‘We could take things in to show: bird’s nests, eggshells, conkers – just things we found. It was only as I got older that I realised how important that was. We really took for granted the fact that these little bits of nature were valued. When you were growing up’ – she turned to look at me – ‘we always had bits and pieces like that in the house that you had found on our walks.’ I smiled at this. To this day, I still have a habit of pocketing little nature sou-venirs while out walking. My own nature table (occasionally known as my desk) is always covered in my latest seasonal finds.


My parents were superheroes when it came to encouraging my love for being outside. They have always wholeheartedly supported my headlong rush into nature which was, in part, thanks to their own childhoods. Mum recalled annual pilgrimages to see Cowslips on the South Downs and beautiful, ancient Bluebell woods. ‘There was a sense of wanting you to have that same experience of knowing what things were and looking for them each year,’ she explained. ‘That whole cycle of growing and anticipating them; we wanted you to have that awareness of the seasons.’ It’s all too easy for children to lose touch with the seasons in our modern society. This is something so second-nature, so ingrained within us, that we rarely give it a moment’s consideration. The idea of losing touch was a terrifying one.


By the time we had looped back towards home, our allotted time was beginning to run out. We totted up our findings: twenty-four species in flower. My stomach grumbled noisily: the few spoons of cereal I’d managed to eat that morning were rapidly wearing off. On our walk back we passed through a park, an expansive green space bordered by ornamental trees and winter-flowering Viburnums. These spaces are advertised as nature but, in my eyes, they are more devoid of wildflowers than some of the roads. Concrete pavements and brick walls might seem barren at first glance, but after spending the morning strolling around the streets it was clear to me that they were home to so many more wild plant species than these immaculate park lawns and flowerbeds.
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I was feeling considerably better than I had been at the beginning of the morning, so after some soup and crusty bread I headed into Central London to conduct a second Hunt. I was curious: Westminster in midwinter is probably the last place and time you would think to go plant hunting. I wondered what was growing there, unseen in plain sight.


Alone now, I crossed Westminster Bridge at a trot. The clouds had cleared and the Houses of Parliament were glowing in wintry sunshine. There was a crisp wind – the kind that punishes any attempt to take your hands out of your pockets – and down below the Thames was being whipped into ruffled peaks. I walked through to Parliament Square, crossed the road and took a quick glance around. I wasn’t completely certain that I was allowed to walk here, but I was sure that this famous patch of grass that’s so often disturbed by the feet of protestors and campaigners would have at least something growing in it that I could count.


Behind me, Big Ben loomed silently over the city, its famous tower shrouded in tarpaulins. People – couples, mostly – were meandering around the Green, taking photos and selfies in front of Westminster Abbey. No one was on the grass. After another cursory glance around to check for please-don’t-walk-here signs, I stepped forward.


Parliament Square wasn’t exactly the epitome of bio-diversity. It largely consisted of Perennial Rye-grass, a species with shiny, dark-green leaves that’s often sown to create parks and recreation grounds. But as I wandered, I noticed little plants popping up here and there. There were Shepherd’s-purse and Common Chickweed, but neither was in flower. A couple strolled past, arm in arm, eyeing me with a mixture of curiosity and misgiving. I grinned sheepishly at them.


Bright-red London buses slid by, heading south over Westminster Bridge. I glanced over my shoulder at the Houses of Parliament and eyed the police guards cradling their enormous guns. I felt like I was trespassing in one of the most famous places in the world. ‘Sorry, officer, don’t mind me, I’m just looking for midwinter wildflowers’ is the kind of excuse that would probably only increase their suspicion if I was questioned about my activities. My concerns were interrupted, however, when I saw the Daisy: tall, bright and open-flowered. I got down on the ground to have a closer look.


Flowers evolved for reproduction and, in their simplest form, the fertile structures at the centre – the plant’s private parts – consist of the female stigma and pollen-covered male stamens. Pollen is transferred from the stamens of one plant to the stigmas of another, which initiates seed production. A typical flower has a ring of green, leaf-like flaps called sepals that protect the unopened bud. When the flower opens, these shadow the petals, which are usually brightly coloured and serve to attract pollinators.


A Daisy flower is not a typical flower, though, but a collection of many tiny flowers called an inflorescence. The white petals that you pick off while playing ‘she-loves-me, she-loves-me-not’ all belong to individual flowers called ray florets. Look closely at the centre of a Daisy and you’ll see that the yellow dome consists of many little golden flowers: these are the disc florets, and each one has five tiny petals.


Cropping up in short turf all over the country, the Daisy has buckets of charm and is one of the most recognisable members of our native flora. It permeates our everyday lives without us even noticing: you may have woken up ‘as fresh as a daisy’, or comforted a toppled child with a light-hearted ‘ups-a-daisy, you’re all right’. In Anglo-Saxon Britain, more than a thousand years ago, it was known as the ‘Day’s Eye’, a reference to its habit of closing up overnight and opening again in the daytime.


While most people don’t think beyond the modest white and yellow blooms in their lawn, this is a plant with a rich cultural history. It features in folklore, mythology and medicine. In the sixteenth century the Daisy was used in herbal remedies for fever. The folk name ‘Bone Flower’ tells of its reputation for treating broken bones, and Roman physicians made use of its astringent properties to heal wounds suffered by soldiers in battle. Plants offer us a window to the past and, like the links in a Daisy chain, they connect us through time.


I never give Daisies a second glance, but I made a mental note to do so more often. As adults, we don’t properly appreciate this everyday wildflower. Unlike children, our ability to marvel so often lacks the innocent curiosity required to truly recognise a Daisy’s beauty. There was something brilliantly refreshing about this one, flowering with abandon in this bland sea of rye-grass, in the middle of winter, with London life going on around it.


Feeling pleased with myself, I headed up Whitehall and spent some time perusing the base of walls for plants around Trafalgar Square. Behind me, the bells of St Martin-in-the-Fields chimed three. There were lots of people milling around and I caught snatches of laughter and conversation over the white noise of the fountains. Two teenagers were clattering around on skateboards, driving throngs of pigeons into the air as R&B music blared from a battered CD player on the concrete. There were no plants in the walls, not even any moss to look at, but the grass at the front of the National Gallery provided more Daisies and a very sorry-looking Dandelion.


I walked up Haymarket to Piccadilly and turned west towards Green Park station. A cursory search of the drains outside Fortnum & Mason yielded some Annual Meadow-grass, but there was very little else on the streets around the fancy boutiques, hotels and arcades. Even Green Park, an oasis in the city, offered up little more than Common Chickweed. I was beginning to think there wasn’t much flowering in Central London after all, that it really was too tidy here, but then, against all the odds, I hit the jackpot outside Buckingham Palace.


Upon approaching the stately gates, I spied a wonderfully weedy patch of ground just to the side, overlooked by the Palace’s groundskeepers. It was a small area, barely the size of a London pocket-square garden, but behind the black railings the ground was covered in wild plants. Within seconds I clocked up gangly towers of Canadian Fleabane, furry white Common Mouse-ear and the minute blooms of Knotgrass. Lilac tufts of Creeping Thistle sprouted from cracked paving slabs, accompanied by Red Dead-nettle, Hogweed and the bright-pink Geranium flowers of Herb-Robert. Underneath a small sign warning of the illegality of trespassing, I spotted a cluster of White Dead-nettles. Their square stems had fuzzy, nettle-like leaves and whorls of yawning white flowers resembling a megaphone pole.


This unassuming wildflower has a little secret. Many years ago, when imagination really hit its prime, people would share stories of the fairy folk getting up to mischief. Plant fairies were particularly impish creatures and one of their favourite activities was to play tricks on the centipede.4 Every morning, the centipede would sit down and put on all his little shoes. There were lots of pairs to keep track of and the fairies would hide them away, sniggering from out of sight when the centipede realised what had happened.


One day, the centipede decided to ask one particular lady centipede to marry him, so he stayed up late into the night to polish all his shoes so as to look respectable for the big occasion. But in the morning, he found that the fairies had been in and stolen every single pair, so he had to spend the whole day looking for them: behind the Bluebells, down by the stream, in the cushions of moss. By the time he had found the last pair, cleaned them up again and hurried to meet his lucky lady, he was all sweaty and discombobulated. In his haste, he had put many shoes on back to front, on the wrong feet or forgotten to lace them up altogether, but fortunately his lady was a forgiving centipede and she immediately accepted his proposal, despite his failings in the shoe department.


‘Those pesky fairies,’ she grumbled when he explained what had happened. ‘Next time, go to the dead-nettle in the garden and hide a couple of pairs of shoes under each flower – dead-nettles look like stinging nettles, but they won’t hurt you. The fairies don’t know that though, so they won’t go looking there for your shoes!’ So that night he popped his shoes under the dead-nettle flowers and the following morning found all fifty pairs exactly where he had left them. The centipedes had many offspring who all learnt this trick, so today tiny centipede shoes can be found under the protective shelter of White Dead-nettle flowers. Have a look next time you find one.


There are various different accounts of this story. In some versions the shoes are those of the fairies and they hide them there so the centipedes don’t steal them. Whichever the ori-ginal, it is a delightful example of how seemingly insignificant flower parts – the stamens, in this case – can conjure all sorts of magical folklore.


After checking a few flowers for their little pairs of shoes, I left Buckingham Palace behind me, circled around St James’ Park and cut through to the station. The buildings here were particularly dull, and the pavements particularly plant-less, but as I walked, I noticed some Shaggy-soldier growing out from the bottom of a streetlamp. This is a relatively common urban wildflower from the Daisy Family, but it was by far the most exciting plant I’d found all day, so I eagerly crouched down to get a closer look. Each inflorescence had a small dome of miniscule yellow flowers surrounded haphazardly by five jagged white petals. The whole plant was softly hairy.


I was just trying to work out how to give the plant a stroke without appearing completely insane when I heard a muffled ‘Excuse me, hello?’ from somewhere behind me. I turned to see a security guard clad in a crisp hi-vis jacket waving frantically at me from behind a large iron gate. ‘What are you doing?’ he asked, suspiciously. ‘You’re on all the security cameras and they want to know what you’re up to.’ I wondered who ‘they’ might be. ‘Oh, don’t worry,’ I said happily, gesturing at the plants protruding inexplicably from the street. ‘I’m just looking at this Shaggy-soldier; do you want to see?’ The security guard looked puzzled, as if he hadn’t heard what I had said, then repeated his question and reached for his radio.


‘I’m looking at this Shaggy-soldier,’ I said again. ‘It’s a plant – a wildflower – just growing out of the pavement here. How amazing is that?’ He opened his mouth as if to say something, then shut it again, looking nonplussed. Eventually, evidently deciding that I wasn’t a threat and therefore it didn’t really matter what I was up to, he cleared his throat and said, ‘You’re on all the cameras. Are you done?’ I began to feel slightly annoyed at this man’s failure to understand my innocent intentions. Was it really that difficult to understand that I was looking at plants?


‘Well, nearly, I just wanted to take some photos,’ I answered, trailing off as I tried to appeal to his good nature. There was a long pause. The look on his face suggested he was struggling to believe that this man in his mid-twenties was hunting for flowers, in the middle of winter, on the streets around St James’ Park. Coming to a decision, he drew himself up and said, rather pompously, ‘I’m going to have to ask you to leave; you’re disturbing the peace. You can’t just snoop around outside the Ministry of Justice like this, it’s not normal.’ I wasn’t sure how that detail was relevant, nor could I see how I was disturbing the peace, but I had what I was after and didn’t really fancy being arrested, so I stood up. If I had my way, I thought defiantly as I walked away, peering at plants on the street would be just as normal as stopping to chat to a friend.


Ten minutes later, I was zigzagging through the streets of Victoria towards Pimlico. The white buildings were washed gold in the day’s last light and hordes of Christmas trees congregated outside houses, abandoned on the pavement now that the festive period was over. The streets were quiet and the impact of the pandemic was evident all around me. Pubs stood empty and silent, windows dark. Grubby, disposable masks had collected with the leaves in corners of the pavement.


I reached the river as the sun was setting. London Plane trees stood bare, last year’s seed heads hanging like forgotten Christmas decorations. I was freezing cold, couldn’t feel my fingers and was in desperate need of some tea. As I walked west, I stopped briefly to admire the purple and yellow snapdragon flowers of Ivy-leaved Toadflax growing on top of the embankment, the fifteenth species of the afternoon. I had passed by a few weeks previously and noticed that someone had weeded the cracks, so it was good to see these pervasive, indefatigable plants clawing their way back again. They might not be intelligent, feeling, thinking creatures in the same way that you and I are, but you cannot fault their spirit.


A wildflower growing from a crack in the wall is an everyday miracle. It never ceases to amaze me that despite humanity’s best efforts to eradicate and tidy, nature always doggedly persists. The plants will always return, even in the smallest of ways, like this wall-top toadflax overlooking the Thames, or a Daisy flowering in Parliament Square.










Chapter 3


The Timekeepers
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Lesser Celandine


Ficaria verna


 


Let us sally forth with the camera-case on our shoulder containing all we shall need, and as the winds of March are keen today, let us make our first essay in the woods, where behind the boles of the larger trees we may find some of the less robust plants harbouring.


Edward Step, Wild Flowers in Their Natural Haunts (1905)


In my time spent exploring the world of botany, I have collected different ways of viewing and experiencing our wild plants. When I was a particularly young botanist, I would collect them, pressing plants between sheets of newspaper and sticking them carefully into a notebook with sticky-back plastic. Each one would be neatly labelled (often incorrectly) with its name, location, date of discovery and habitat. After a few years, ticking species off a list as I saw them became a new way of collecting them without picking or uprooting anything. I took detailed notes on every walk I ever went on. My tattered notebooks are annotated with dates, places, weather conditions; common plants, rare plants, numbers, drawings and, best of all, excited, barely legible scrawls written upon discovering a particularly unusual species – either planned or, even better, by accident. I made extensive descriptions of the places I found wildflowers, scattering maps with little crosses and miniscule instructions in case I ever wished to track a particular plant down again in the future.


At the age of eleven I was given a second-hand digital camera by my godfather, Michael, that completely changed the way I observed the natural world. Suddenly able to take thousands of photographs, I documented every plant I came across. On my orchid-hunting trips, I would often take hundreds of photos of individual plants, attempting to capture their weird, idiosyncratic flowers at all levels of detail. Today, one of my favourite ways to experience plants is to appreciate them as part of the landscape, to acknowledge the harmony with the place into which they fit and which their colours and shapes contribute to, be it a summer meadow or a winter woodland.


The early months of the year are a time for building anticipation for the seasons ahead. American writer Adam Gopnik, in a series of essays about winter, told of how our experience of the colder months allows us to enjoy the summer. ‘Without the stress of cold in a temperate climate,’ he wrote, ‘without the cycle of the seasons experienced not as a gentle swell up and down but as an extreme lurch from one quadrant of the year to the next, a compensatory pleasure would vanish from the world.’5 The pleasure we derive from the arrival of spring would be lost without the necessity of surviving through the winter.


It is hardly surprising that most botanists go into hibernation during the winter, emerging only once the spring has arrived, but to fully appreciate the world of plants, botanising must be a year-round activity. We are taught that winter is a botanically barren time of year, when the trees have shed their leaves and the ground vegetation has died back. But winter is not as bleak as it might seem: January is a month of amazing botanical colours and shapes if you take the time to stop and notice.


Edward Step was no stranger to early-season botanising. ‘We have paced these woods at intervals through many winters,’ he wrote, ‘always looking for the dreariness and desolation that the townsfolk believe to be inseparable from that season in the country, but we have never found them . . . the observing eye can see on all sides an active preparation for the outburst of spring and the splendours of summer.’ Step began his wildflower hunting in March but concedes that ‘it is never too early in the year to find subjects to interest us, and that we must start early in order to get several plants it is desirable to find and know’.


For the first few weeks of January, I had little time for botanising. I spent a busy week boxing and carrying, loading and unloading, as I moved my life from London to Oxford. It was physically and emotionally exhausting, full of mixed feelings at leaving a place I had grown to love for one surrounded by a bit more countryside. The day after I finished moving in, I woke at dawn, before my alarm went off, in eager anticipation of the day’s exploring. It was still dark outside, but the clear sky and hint of light on the horizon suggested that this winter Monday morning would be worth getting out of bed for. Looking out of the window, I took in my new view. The narrow garden was wonderfully overgrown, sloping gently down to a ramshackle shed at the bottom. The lawn, if you could call it a lawn, was white with frost. Lights flickered on here and there, but the view was largely free of houses.


I climbed out of bed and padded downstairs, pulling on jumpers as I went. My wellies stood invitingly by the back door, surrounded by cardboard boxes. I was going on a short circuit that I hoped might become my homecoming walk: the kind of quick route that you end up knowing inside out and back to front and do almost instinctively at the end of the day. I wanted to find the walk that I would end up doing every time I returned from my adventures around the country; the walk that would allow me to catch up with the wildflowers on my doorstep and to watch as the seasons changed through the year.


The night before, I had unearthed my brand-new Ordnance Survey map for Oxford from under a pile of books and unfolded the crisp sheet, searching for a place to begin my wanderings. There was a forest to the west that was dotted with footpaths, scythed through by the A34 as it swept around Oxford, and split into irregularly shaped compartments with intriguing names: Laud’s Copse, Hangman’s Bottom, Woodcraft Wood. Just inside the red ring road that loops around the city, there were two little nature reserves tucked between blue wiggles where the river couldn’t make its mind up. The fact that my new home was a short walk away from the river was exciting. I love living near the water (one day I will live by the sea and never leave), so the decision about where to walk had been an easy one.


I started off down the road, crunching through icy puddles, the dawn sky beginning to wake behind me. The air was crisp and refreshing, the streets silent. I walked through Iffley and down a little road promisingly named Tree Lane. It was lined with Beech and Elder and the ground at their base was thick with Snowdrops: a blanket of drooping, white-propellered flowers.


After I’d spent a few minutes getting lost around little streets, the road dropped down past a church and came to the river. A series of short footbridges took me over Iffley Lock, the water slipping by swiftly but silently down below, and onto the towpath. Young Alder trees sprouted from the riverbank, decorated with budding male catkins and the cone-like remains of last year’s female flowers. Their boxing-glove buds were a wonderful dusky purple.


I followed the towpath south, past cosy-looking houseboats with names like Water Wanderer, Coddiwomple and Aunt Lucy. One had a warm glow emanating from behind drawn curtains and wood smoke rising slowly from a chimney. Another had stickers in the window: a Heron and a pair of Kingfishers. I nodded a greeting to a man sawing logs by the path, dressed in a t-shirt and a woolly hat. On days like this, it must be lovely living on the river.


My route took me past a pub with a large beer garden full of picnic tables and an old Yew tree, then willow woodland and beige reedbeds that bordered the expansive floodplain meadows to the west. In the distance, the ring road was already roaring, carrying early-morning delivery lorries around the city. But despite the background noise, the meadows had a quietness about them. A skein of geese drifted across the sky, loosely formed yet purposeful in their direction.


After a while, the neatly maintained towpath slowly morphed into a bumpy trail that shadowed the lazy meander of the river. The ground was hard underfoot, frozen solid after several nights of sub-zero temperatures. My breath formed clouds in the air in front of me as I walked from meadow to meadow, scrunching through clumps of grass, rushes and frosty buttercup leaves. Ice lay on the straw-coloured skeletons of last year’s umbellifers, Hogweed and Wild Carrot, which were frozen in time like fireworks in a tired, sepia photograph.


Step suggested that to be a botanist one should get to know plants all year round. ‘These dead and dried stems of last year’s annuals that rattle in the wind and look so beautiful when the hoar-frost settles on them: these have an interest as they stand in the place and attitude of their heyday, though every drop of sap has long been dried up.’ They help the winter wanderers, he wrote, to know what plants they might expect to find in spring and summer, if they will come to seek them. I wondered how there could be so many wildflowers out there, lying dormant as seeds in the soil, surviving, alive, in the cold, hard ground. It was remarkable to think that this meadow would be full of floodplain wildflowers in only a few months’ time.


I crossed over a wrought-iron bridge and tramped along a path encroached by dark spiny Blackthorn. The riverbank held a rich mix of tree species leaning over the water. I stopped to admire their wealth of winter colour: matt-green Goat Willow and blood-red Dogwood twigs grew next to the subtler olive brown of Crack-willow. An Ash thrust pale-grey, knobbly twigs across the path, its black, chocolate-chip buds arranged in neat, opposite pairs.


During the winter, when most plants aren’t flowering, botany can seem like it goes on pause. But the fact there are fewer flowers around just means there is more time for noticing other things about plants that we might normally ignore, or that may only exist during the colder months. Winter botany involves wrapping up warm and looking closely at the trees, which are so special at this time of year. There are distinctive patterns in the bark and in the shape silhouetted against the sky, and best of all are the twigs and buds. For botanists, peering closely at trees helps to bridge the gap between the last blooms of summer and the first signs of spring.


We have around seventy deciduous tree species in Britain and Ireland, about half of which are commonly encountered. There are the gnarled woodland stalwarts like oaks and Sweet Chestnut, then delicate, graceful species like Silver Birch. Spindle sprouts square, green branches, while young Common Lime twigs are as red as a post box. We tend to think of trees as green, leafy giants, but, in the winter, we get to see a whole other side to them.


One of the best ways to experience trees is to climb them. I paused by an old English Oak near the railway line that marked where the path fed muddily through a hedgerow and out into the field beyond. There was a ladder of crooked branches that twisted skywards, so, after a self-conscious glance around, I clambered up.


Climbing trees brings back a rich collection of memories. As a child, my favourite trees to climb were Beech and oaks. They had strong, reliable branches that began low to the ground, unlike the birches with their flimsy twigs and the willows, which would crack easily. There was a Beech tree in the garden where I grew up. It had smooth, elephant-grey bark and a fork halfway up where I would perch, gazing out over the fields and watching as people walked along the road beneath me, oblivious to my presence.


Climbing a tree is an adventure. It’s something every child should have the opportunity to do, but the art of tree-climbing is dying. As childhoods gradually move indoors amid increasing safety concerns and a dissipating connection with nature, outdoor activities are becoming the exception, not the norm. Climbing trees has a positive impact on a child’s physical, social and emotional development. Doing so strengthens muscles, helps develop balance and coordination, builds confidence and teaches them to calculate risks. It helps them to stay in touch with their physical abilities and limitations, to develop a sense of self. The risk involved is part of the benefit: teaching children to vigilantly navigate potentially dangerous situations in a play environment provides an important lesson to take into their future.


When I was a child, I was taught three rules for tree-climbing. One, you must always look up, not down. Two, only go up if you’re confident you can get back down again. Three, you need to have at least three points of contact at all times: two feet and a hand, or two hands and a foot. These rules came back to me as I scaled the oak. I realised that I had naturally settled into a rhythm: one hand off, grab the next branch, move one foot, then the other, repeat. Halfway up there was a broad branch with a flat top and I settled down to watch the sunrise. Next to me, silver twigs protruded at random from the furrowed bark. Orange, egg-shaped buds covered in countless little scales spiralled up each twig, culminating in a trident at the tip. I gave one a little squeeze, but it was rock solid. I sat there, humbled, trying to get to grips with the fact that, come May, these tiny, hard tree buds would burst open, revealing handfuls of delicate, miniature oak leaves.


Glancing down, I grinned: the upper surface of each branch was patterned with life, completely invisible to the world down below. There were clouds of smoky blue lichen and colonies of rubbery, chestnut-brown Jelly-ear fungus. The branches were brimming with bryophytes: Wood Bristle-moss formed vivid lime clumps that lined up, single file along the branches; Forked Veilwort, a liverwort with little snake-tongue shoots stuck flat on the bark, was a deeper, forest green, while the Cypress-leaved Plait-moss brought warm hints of amber. It was another world up there. We all know that tree-climbing provides a different perspective of the surrounding landscape, but fewer appreciate that you can also access other realms entirely.


The sky was bright now, with streaks of pastel peach painted along the horizon. From my vantage point in the oak, I could see the path as it meandered around the dark patches of Hard Rush that marked where the ground was most waterlogged. Miniature floodwater lakes had sprung up, reflecting the morning sky. Pied Wagtails were busy hopping and scuttling over the thin layer of ice that had formed at the edge of the water and I marvelled at how little they must weigh. In the distance, a Green Woodpecker yaffled.


I looked out over the floodplain as the sun’s first rays broke over the wooded horizon, illuminating millions of frosty blades of grass. The bare bones of last year’s plants glinted and sparkled and I sat there beaming. This was where I lived now.
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February arrived with a run of cold, frosty mornings and crisp dawn walks. I quickly learnt where the muddiest paths were and the morning routines of the houseboat inhabitants. One Saturday, I decided to take the afternoon to explore Brasenose Wood, a small square of green on the map that was a short walk from home and laced with dotted footpaths. Formerly part of the Royal Forest of Shotover to the east of the city, it was a little haven of ancient woodland, once managed by Brasenose College.


After lunch I eagerly pulled on my walking boots, unearthed the warmest coat I could find and set off down the road, patches of grass alongside the pavement still crunchy with frost. I zigzagged through Cowley, squinting at the February sun low in the sky, and watched Red Kites circle above me as I crossed the ring road. Brasenose Wood was lined up on the other side. The trees looked bare and skeletal, still held in the grip of winter. A bulky wall of dark Blackthorn surrounded the exterior, broken only by the entrance.


Spreading from the main track running through the wood was an arterial network of paths that vanished invitingly into the trees. I took great lungfuls of the cool, fresh air and trotted along the icy trails, the fragile February sunlight filtering through the trees as I walked. Parents, escaping the city for the afternoon with their families, were busy rounding up errant children clad in scarves and mittens. In their busyness, few, if any, had noticed one of the first signs of spring that was flowering right next to the path.


A hedgerow of Hazel trees had grown over the track, dangling lemon-yellow catkins overhead. They were suspended in bunches of twos and threes, looking oddly like caterpillars on a washing line. Each catkin is about the length of your little finger and crammed full of tiny flowers. I tapped a hairy twig and stepped back abruptly as a cloud of pollen puffed into the air.


Hazel is monoecious. This is a fancy word with a silly number of vowels that simply means that a plant has separate male and female flowers. In Hazel, each dangly, pendulous catkin is packed with more than two hundred male flowers, all stuffed full of pollen. They develop at the end of the year, surviving the beginning of winter as short, hard pellets, then concertina as the flowers open in late January, morphing from dull grey to a bright, yellowy green.


The really special thing about Hazel, though, is the female flower. Finding one requires a little more patience: they don’t catch your eye from a mile off like the catkins do, but rather wait modestly for those taking a closer look. They unfurl like botanical sea anemones: little tufts of tentacles the colour of red wine sprouting from the tips of swollen buds. It might take a minute to spot one, but once you’ve got your eye in they start appearing everywhere.


As January rolls into February, a tree-wide network of female flowers is set up to catch wind-blown pollen. The catkins dangle like lambs’ tails, shivering at the slightest draught. Each time there is a gust of wind, the male flowers release pollen into the air, which is carried on the breeze to the stigmas of the female flowers, ideally on a Hazel some distance away. They bloom early in the year when woodland foliage is at its thinnest and the wind is free to move through the trees relatively unhindered. And being wind-pollinated there is no need for summer-loving insects.


I gazed up into the Hazel, searching for tell-tale pinpricks of crimson among the bright, flimsy catkins that wriggled in the light breeze. They were everywhere, velvety red and only a few millimetres tall, yet full of character. I sensed the familiar thrill at finding them; a truly beautiful part of nature that marks the first stirrings of new life, yet it felt like secret treasure that most passers-by didn’t know existed. Once pollinated, these minute flowers would shrivel and begin the summer-long process of metamorphosis. Come early autumn, this hedgerow would be covered in clusters of sweet Hazel nuts, cushioned in leathery caps, or shucks: food for dormice, voles and woodpeckers. These caps give Hazel its name, from the Old English ‘hæsel’.


[image: clip0003]


The appeal of the early months of the year is in the changing of the seasons: watching for that first Blackthorn flower, the first leaf, the first Lesser Celandine; listening for the birds and waiting for that moment when you suddenly realise it’s still light at six o’clock. It’s in the joy of witnessing the everchanging sequence of life: with each new day, I would spot something new. I walked my local landscape endlessly, noticing little changes in the world around me, watching and waiting for the spring.


At the end of February there was a run of warm days that made it feel like winter was on its way out. It wasn’t spring – not yet – but there were little signs here and there that pointed enticingly towards what was to come. The small white flowers of Common Whitlowgrass and Rue-leaved Saxifrage sprouted from the forecourt of the local car dealership. On the river, the Goat Willows were festooned with fat, yellow-grey catkins and the spade-shaped leaves of Lords-and-ladies were twisting out of the soil in the woods. Then there was that bright winter sunlight that lingers slightly longer than you were expecting.

OEBPS/OPF/clip0003.png





OEBPS/OPF/clip0065.png
“Tuanflower
(innaea bosealis

U
o !
Alpiae forgeb-me-aov %
pine forgek-me -no §
NP

Myosobs alpestas

Meadow Buttercump
Lanvnadnas acns

13

(3

Yellow - tatHe
N Aninantinus Miner

Yy

18

Tt 2 g
Afreria manbima & 7\
1 =
8 3 2
» s
Q) 4
61:- g
Blugk ok

Hyocintiroides noa- scipta





OEBPS/OPF/clip0004.png





OEBPS/OPF/toc.xhtml


  Where the Wildflowers Grow



  



  



			Cover



			About the Author



			Title Page



			Imprint Page



			How to Use this eBook



			Dedication



			Website



			Locations visited in this book



			Contents



			1 Botanising by Bike



			2 The New Year Plant Hunt



			3 The Timekeepers



			4 The Mountain Emperor of Pen-y-ghent



			5 Bluebells of the South Downs Way



			6 Sea Pinks and the Lizard



			7 The Downland Danger Zone



			8 Lakeland Rivers and the Buttercup Floodplain



			9 Botanising on the Moon



			10 The Shetland Mouse-ear



			11 The Ancient Pine Forests of Caledonia



			12 Poppies in the Cornfield



			13 The Bladderwort on the Broads



			14 The Cloud Flowers



			15 The Meadow Maker



			16 Beach Botany



			17 Fly Traps and Bog Sponges



			18 Autumn Leaves and Kentish Seaweeds



			19 The Mossy Rainforest of West Cork



			20 Something Worth Protecting



			Acknowledgements



			Plant hunting: how and where to start



			Picture Section 1



			Picture Section 2



			Recommended Reading



			Chapter Notes



			Bibliography



			Text Permissions



			Endmatter page 1











  



OEBPS/OPF/clip0002.png





OEBPS/OPF/cover.jpg
MY BOTANICAL
JOURNEY
THROUGH

’ BRITAIN
AND IRELAND






OEBPS/OPF/titlepg_2line_logo_zoom2.jpg
HopDER G
sty





OEBPS/OPF/clip0005.png





