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• Higher plant botany has become a very restricted knowledge base.  
 

• When I started identifying plants at the age of 5-6 most primary 
schools in England had been  issued with a copy of MacGregor 
Skene's 1935 "A Flower Book for the Pocket". It covered 844 
flowering plants including 501 rushes and sedges in colour and 24 
grasses in B & W and 315 more in the text. 
 

• The first 95 pages had wonderfully simple keys to the genera.  This 
was far in advance of the later "Observers" series produced in the 
1960s and was at just the right level to stimulate a primary school 
child into critical I.D.  
 

• Driving a tractor at the age of 7 and a combine harvester at 11 I was 
enthralled by the chocolate & yellow Fluellens and purple and  
yellow Lesser Toadflax I found among the stubble.  
 

• And they were in my flower book. 
 



Notice the succinct but adequate 
diagnoses for each species. Notice that 
each illustration and each description 
had a number and name for quick 
matching, and an inverted comma to 
denote the hard inflexion on the 
previous letter. 





• One of the irritating aspects of FSC courses is that 
headquarters insist on deciding whether a course is for 
beginners, is intermediate or advanced.  

• Advertise a course as one of these and you get perhaps 
half a dozen takers, cater for all three and you can fill the 
course with 15.  

• So I always try and cater for all three by providing plenty 
of original handouts that will appeal to all three. For lab. 
work I try and pair up beginners with the more advanced 
and they enjoy helping each other. And all three 
categories come back for more!  

• These days the beginners are very often at the former 
primary school level and know virtually nothing about 
plants. 
 
 

PHILOSOPHY 







•  As an I.D. resource an illustration of a plant 
carries vastly more morphological information 
that we can take in very rapidly, compared with a 
textual description however detailed. 
 

• Unfortunately however in normal life our brain 
uses pattern recognition to identify something by 
comparing the OVERALL IMPRESSION of the 
picture with a plant without necessarily noticing 
small structural details that clinch the distinction 
between two similar species.  
 















• One of the first hurdles that a beginner higher plant botanist 
faces is that keys and descriptions use unfamiliar terms, and 
frequent trips to the glossy are needed one at a time to find 
out what they mean, and many of them never stick. Many 
people finally trying to do without them and falling back on 
picture matching pattern recognition.  

  
• What I therefore attempt to do when introducing an 

unfamiliar group to anyone is to provide a glossary diagram 
incorporating all the names of the structural features, so they 
don't have to thumb through a glossary, and in looking at the 
diagram not only associate the 'bit' with the name but 
subliminally learn several names at once. 

  
• The next stage is to produce synoptic  side by side annotated 

diagrams of all the species in a genus, so that rather than  
wading through a cryptic key one dichotomy at a time a quick 
visual scan with notes under each drawing to guide the user to 
the critical characters enables a comparison of several species 
simultaneously. 
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CHARA -MORPHOLOGY TERMS 
 

• diplostichous 
• trilostichous 
• isostichous 
• haplostichous 
• diplostephanous 
• haplostephanous 
• heterclamous 
• monarthrodactylus 
• aulanthus 
• tylacanthus 









• In the early days I used pencil drawings with a rubber - not being a vision 
artist but one who drew some lines and if they weren't right - rubbed them 
out until they were. If this turned out to be messy I would trace the drawing 
onto a new sheet using a tracing table with a very bright light.  

• Discovering polyester drafting film however, got over all my problems. I 
would rough sketch  a plant in pencil and then trace it carefully - filling in the 
detail - on the transparent polyester film using a 0.1mm Rotring stylus pen 
and black Rotring ink. If I made an error it was relatively easy to carefully 
erase areas of the ink with a number 11 scalpel blade in a standard dissecting 
handle - without taking the surface off the film.  

• My biggest project at that stage of my life was to produce the master map for 
Eric Philp's first edition Atlas of the Kent Flora. It took me a week to get the 
intensity of the lines just right and to black in the areas for drop-out blue dots 
on which Eric overlaid many thousands of black crepe dots.  

• With the advent of Tipp-ex however  I was able to go back to paper with a 
0.1mm  Rotring pen and produced drawings on ordinary A4 printer  paper at 2 
to 3x final size.  

• With the availability of computer graphics however, everything changed 
again, and in 1998 I acquired the then state of the art Paintshop Pro version 
5. And I have used it without updating it to later versions ever since. It fits on 
a 3.5" floppy and it still runs OK on Windows 7, which I have stuck with since.  
 

LIFETIME CHANGES IN DRAWING TECHNIQUES 



Polyester drafting film, 0.1mm Rotring stylus pen, black Rotring ink, No: 11 
scalpel, >>glass photographic plates, ¼ plate camera, >> bromides glued on 
page with golfball typewritten text >> photographed onto litho plate.  
 
Nowadays the black ink drawings on polyester will scan quite well for reuse. 







START OFF ZOOMING SCANNED IMAGE TO 1,000 PIXEL SCREEN TO GET 
FINE LINES USING EITHER THE LINE DRAW OR ERASE IN REVERSE MODE 



BLACK OUT BACKGROUND USING FLOOD FILL TO REVOVE ALL EXTRANEOUS PIXELS  



REMOVE BACKGROUND WITH FLOOD FILL 









PHOTOGRAPH WITH MICROSCOPE 
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Trace in area to 
remove  with 
FREEHAND tool 



Now delete the 
area with 
FLOOD FILL 



 



KEEP THE FEET OF YOUR MOUSE CLEAN TO 
REDUCE FRICTION 







ESSEX BOTANY KEYS/2 ISSUES/YEAR 

• ONE  - Five Ficarias/Know Your Pines on Mapmate 

• TWO – Know your Reeds/Picture Key to Grass-leaved Pondweeds 

• THREE – Sphagnum Glossary/ Know Your Docks 

• FOUR – Eleven Alien water plants/Picture Keys to Duckweeds & Water Starworts 

• FIVE – Daisies Mayweeds & Chamomiles 

• SIX – Picture Key to Horned Pondweeds of Europe/ Picture Keys to Stoneworts 

• SEVEN – Heartease & Field Pansy/Grass Glossary. Picture Key to Grass Genera. 




