[image: image1.jpg]


0

Looking back over the best part of a varied, if not sensational, botanical summer, I think my favourite moment was when Bill Burlton discovered a sizeable population of Carex limosa, Bog-sedge, growing in the reed-bed which lies immediately to the east of the newly discovered population of Betula nana, Dwarf Birch on Elishaw Moss, south of Ridsdale (see Newsletter 9). This find was made during a visit by the ‘Wednesday Botany’ group of NHSN on June 23rd, and was one of several interesting additions made to the plant list for this excellent site, for instance Carex lepidocarpa (Long-stalked Yellow-sedge). This is only the fifth known extant site for Bog-sedge in the county, and by far the most accessible. Incidentally, the group was unable to rediscover the single plant of the Dwarf Birch hybrid, Betula x intermedia found last year, but another putative example of the hybrid was discovered deep within the reed bed.
Early birds
Perhaps as a reaction to our relative freedom, following ‘lockdown year’, 2021 was marked by a burst of early botanical activity. Some ferns are evergreen and can be best sought for during the winter months, if conditions allow. Bill Burlton spent some of the late winter revisiting known sites for Hymenophyllum tunbrigense (Tunbridge Filmy-fern) in the Kielder area and was able to refind it at Roughside, Paddaburn, Johnny’s Crags, Jamie’s Lodge and Bull Crag. (I have also heard recently that a party of Cumbrian botanists visited Spy Crag, north of Lampert on the River Irthing in late August and re-found the Filmy-fern in at least eight microsites there).
March revealed a particularly good flowering year for Gagea lutea (Yellow Star-of-Bethlehem) at known sites such as Howford Banks, Wylam Chimney Mill, Felton, Plessey Woods and Coldwell. It was also reported from several subsites at Borough Woods, Mitford, which appears to be a new location for it.
It also proved a productive spring for Lathraea squamaria (Toothwort). Mark Welfare found it at two sites in Morpeth, including Carlisle Park in the centre of the town, and at Bothal, Charlotte Rankin found it near Mitford, and Jim Bowyer recorded it at Haydon Spa, all apparently new locations.

Another revelation this spring was how widespread populations of wild daffodils (Narcissus pseudonarcissus) are in Hexhamshire denes. The superb stands in Letah Woods, ‘discovered’ by my tiny daughters in 1976 while I was stealing leaf-mould and now cared for by the Woodland Trust, are well-known. However, there are also several good stands beside the Devil’s Water between Finechambers Mill and Linnelswood Bridge, between Letah Wood and Dipton Mill, and south-east of Whitley Chapel, the last-most also discovered by the ‘Wednesday Group’ in April in company with Saxifraga granulata (Meadow Saxifrage), another species which enjoyed a good spring.
Viola reichenbachiana

We lie at the northern limit of the British native distribution for V. reichenbachiana (Early Dog-violet). Most of our sites lie south of the Tyne in denes with ancient oak forest. However, there is a record from the north of the county in NU11, and a scatter of sites in northern Scotland, especially around Inverness. The latter seem to refer to introductions, perhaps as garden escapes, as this is a plant that can be accidentally introduced from southern nurseries where it can sometimes be a pest. This may account for James Common’s surprising (but apparently correct) record from Silverlink, a highly anthropogenic site east of Newcastle. Early Dog-violet is a confusing species. It is separated from V. riviniana (Common Dog-violet) in Stace by the short sepal-appendages (<1.5 mm) and the spur darker than the sepals. Unfortunately, in this area at least these features can both be true for V. riviniana, although they may also indicate the presence of V. x bavarica when V. reichenbachiana occurs with V. riviniana. In most of our localities, the hybrid appears to outnumber V. reichenbachiana. As far as I can see, the most reliable character of true V. reichenbachiana is the long narrow spur, scarcely notched or pouched at the end, and at least 4 x as long as broad. Also, the flowers are of an indefinable but distinctive colour, lilac-blue and with darker guide-lines. 
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Two introduced grasses.

On a visit to Letah Wood, south of Hexham,in late May to visit the considerable population of Paris, I was struck by a tall, fine, tufted grass growing at the entrance and extending a short distance into the wood. This is Festuca heterophylla (Various-leaved Fescue) which differs from most forms of F. rubra (Red Fescue) in being densely tufted and with very fine tiller leaves but quite wide culm leaves. It is also taller than F. rubra and a distinctive yellowish-green. This is only the second record for the county, but I suspect it is underrecorded (photo next page).
In 2018, I reported the first record for Bromus racemosus v. commutatus (as B. commutatus) in the county for more than a century. However, it seems to be becoming more frequent in the county and was recorded twice this year, once by the ‘Wednesday Group’ at Whinney Hill, and by Mark Welfare at Newbiggin Flash, near the coast.
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Arctostaphylos uva-ursi
Bearberry is a rare plant in our county, found only above the Darden Burn beyond Rothbury, and on the Potter Burn, north of Blanchland. I visited the latter site for the first time in June and found a huge and ancient plant overhanging the cliffs there. Like Tom Charman who had also visited recently, I also found a small quantity of Genista anglica (Petty Whin).
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Whetstone Mea
When I heard that Richard Friend, Brian Harle and Lizzie Maddison were planning to visit the alpine willowherb site at Whetstone Mea, east of Coalcleugh last month, I was keen to join them. In the event, Lizzie couldn’t make it, but I was delighted to revisit this site for the first time since shortly after its discovery by Brian and Gordon Young in 2012. At that time, only a little Epilobium alsinifolium (Chickweed Willowherb) was present, accompanied by much more of its hybrid with E. palustre (E. x haynaldianum). During the intervening years, both plants have flourished; there is much more E. alsinifolium and the hybrid now occurs right down the flush as far as the burn at the bottom. Both willowherbs were flowering quite freely and there was a good deal more of Micranthes stellaris (Starry Saxifrage) than previously.
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Glaux maritima at Winnows Hill
Back in 2012, I recorded a few plants of Glaux (Sea Milkwort) on a salted road-verge north below Winnows Hill, north of Blanchland. I confess to have forgotten this when Jim Bowyer reported last month that great quantities were growing there, together with masses of Plantago coronopus (Bucks-horn Plantain). It is indeed a remarkable site with six different roadside halophytes (Plantago maritima, Sea Plantain and Sagina maritima, Sea Pearlwort were the pick of the others), masses of Anagallis arvensis (Scarlet Pimpernel), Acaena novae-zelandiae (Pirri-pirri Bur) and Polygonum rurivagum (Cornfield Knotgrass). John Norton notes that the last-named often grows in saline sites by the sea in southern England. In this picture, Glaux is growing mixed with the lichen Cladonia portentosa.
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Carex limosa, Elishaw Moss, photo by Bill Burlton
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The ‘Wednesday Botany’ group found some fine examples of V. reichenbachiana in Steelhall Wood (Devil’s Water) in May, a new locality but typical habitat and it is pictured here (nb the individual was later replanted!). Note the narrow lilac petals and narrow spur.








Festuca heterophylla, Letah Wood.








Epilobium alsinifolium                                                           E. x haynaldinum








