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Atlas 2000: Botanical Recording in Pembrokeshire since 1990

A report on plant recording in Pembrokeshire - VC 45 - was presented in the Welsh
Bulletin No. 50 in 1990. Steady progress has been made since then with help from
local stalwarts Jo and Gordon Hannah and Elizabeth Redd. .

Although field excursions continue apace the input of records into BIORECS has
faltered. A total of about 175,000 speciee records have been entered but 18 months
of cards are awaiting attention. The store of over 750 rare species population forms
is being added to and maintained as well as being constantly used for nature
conservation purposés. Tremendous pleasure is obtained from repeat visits to
populations first found over 20 years previously especially as so many stands
appear to be remarkably stable. These population forms have proved invaluable
when responding to queries. They greatly eased the workload that arose during the
submission of information for the scarce plants atlas and are currently helping with
inputs to the revision of the British Red Data Book for vascular plants. Looking
ahead | am sure they will assist the local application of the emerging Biodiversity
Action plans for key habitats as well as plant species.

Turning to the Atlas 2000 project, the author recognises that his lack of interest in
naturalised species and his impatience with difficult groups will leave Pembrokeshire
somewhat under-recorded unless help can be found. Fieldwork between 1987 and
the end of 1994 has already listed over 400 species for over half of v.c. 45's ten km.
squares so a good start has been made. The two June 1996 field eecursions will
test the potential for further membership participation in this vital project and similar
excursions are planned for subsequent years.

Finds since 1990 have included two new native species, Carex divisa found by Jack
Donovan and Elatine hexandra found by Elwyn Hughes. The discovery of a new
location for Orobanche purpurea by Mike Higgins and of several new sites for
Ononis reclinata were also noteworthy.

Stephen Evans

Atlas 2000: v.c. 46, Cardiganshire

Although a great deal of recording has taken place in v.c.46 during the last five
years, master cards for tetrads and hectads have not yet been compiled and | have
no means of knowing for certain how adequate the coverage is. My impression is
that at the hectad level coverage is good. A number of rich sites though have not
been re-listed since before 1987 and there will need to be a methodical revisiting of
many of these places. Otherwise there should be no difficulty in meeting the Atlas
2000 requirements so far as fieldwork is concerned. 1 am, however, not yet
computerised, so data-handling rather than recording is the big problem.

During the last five years, although a lot of site recording has taken place (including
such expert surveys as CCW's Phase II of grassland sites and the Dyfed Wildlife
Trust's metal-mine survey), my own fieldwork has shifted somewhat from site
recording to tetrad recording. This is partly because many of the better sites have
already been recorded, and partly because of the need to cover the ground for a
tetrad Flora and for the new Atlas. Square records are now more urgently needed,
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and seem likely to be put to better and quicker use, than site surveys, Instead of, for
example, spending a whole day listing and describing the vegetation of a site, it now
often seems more useful just to list it and describe it briefly and to spend the rest of
the time finding other species in the tetrad.

The Ceredigion Rare Plant Register was updated earlier this year after a five-year
gap, its format refined and computerised by Alan Hale of CCW. An inordinate
amount of time has been spent on critical groups such as Hieracium, Rubus,
Festuca ovina, Euphrasia, Populus, Ulmus etc., chiefly in collaboration with experts.
Visitors and the faithful few local botanists contribute enormously and keep the
Recorder on his toes. The chief task now is to become computerised, to compile
tetrad lists from existing records, and to cumulate these into hectad lists.

Arthur Chater

Atlas 2000: Montgomeryshire v.c. 47

Last November we published the first full Flora of Montgomeryshire after 11 years of
work by a whole team of people. Back in 1990 the real perils of vanishing printers
and vanishing money were all ahead of us. There were just the imagined disasters.
What if a fire destroyed all our records? Suppose some of the work which had taken
weeks to prepare disappeared in the post? These things never happened, but now,
five years on, | could write a book about what did. Its title would be 'Take Nothing for
Granted' !

For years we had been happy in the knowledge that the National Library of Wales
would print for us a Welsh Flora, printed expertly in Wales. Suddenly the Library was
required to withdraw from major outside printing. By now prices had risen
considerably and our cheapest option was far away in Bath. Just six weeks after all
our material had gone off to Bath and we were breathing a sigh of relief, the biow
fell. Printer number 2 suddenly shrank like Alice and disappeared from view. By now
paper prices were rising steeply and the hunt for a replacement was urgent. Printer
number 3 seemed promising and fortunately still in Bath, but he had no typesetters,
still apparently a necessity even though almost all of our material was on disc.
Separate typesetting we found to our dismay attracted VAT. Even at the eleventh
hour disaster threatened again. A funding hiccup forced us to revamp our marketing
policy radically, but by now printing was well advanced.

Lest this cautionary tale should persuade aspiring Flora-writers that it is better to
travel hopefully than to arrive at publication, there is one great bonus. Atlas 2000
now seems far less daunting. Every record qualifies for a dot, its size depending on
when the record was made. Our main task will be to update the records of the
commonest plants made during the earliest stages of the project. Although almost
certainly still there, they currently qualify for a small dot only.

At the other end of the scale, some of our rarest plants, reduced to a single location
or very low numbers, may well have become extinct by the turn of the century.
Change goes on and despite pious words, protection is still wholly inadequate. The
national rarities, like the plants on Breidden will need further intervention by man to
save them from a man-made threat, quarrying.
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Finally there are arrivals as well as departures. The long hot summer of 1995
produced two first records, Lactuca virosa and L. serriola , spotted on the same day
but just too late to go into the Flora. By 2000 we hope there will be many more and
so the work goes on.

M. Wainwright

Atlas 2000: Recording in Denbighshire (v.c. 50) at the end of 1995

Recording is proceeding steadily, having started with the Monitoring Scheme in
1986.

Seven 10 km squares have been adopted by Geoff Battershall, Jean Hughes,
Wendy McCarthy, Jo Philips, Alison Robertson, Jean Robertson and Keith Watson.
There is also an informal recording group who meet monthly in the spring and
summer in an under-recorded area. We also record butterflies for an on-geing
survey of Denbighshire butterflies.

There are 39 x 10km squares (or parts of squares) in v.c. 50.
In 4 squares over 500 species have been recorded since 1986

13 .. .. 4-500 ..
8 .. .. 3-400 ..
12 .. .. 2-300 ..
2 .. .. 1-200 ..
0o .. .. <100 ..

While all squares have been visited, there are many gaps, and any records are
welcome. Often it is common plants that are missing, so | welcome a complete plant
list.

One difficulty is the vagary of the v.c. 50 boundary. "Denbighshire" ceased to exist
politically in 1974. "Clwyd" included Denbighshire and Fiintshire, but with some
important boundary changes. In 1996 Ciwyd is to split into four pieces, one of which
is to be called "Denbighshire". This is going to cause confusion uniess we refer to
"old Denbighshire" and "new Denbighshire”. Few people still use the pre-1974 OS
map, so do not know the old v.c. Denbs. boundary. If in doubt | can supply a line
drawing of the county, or suggest that records are sent with map refs and routes.

This problem must exist in other counties.
| would be interested to hear comments from other recorders.

Jean A, Green
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Atlas 2000: v.c. 51, Flintshire

| have been asked to write something about the "state of recording" in vc 51, - a sort
of botanical Queen's Speech for Flintshire. Five years have passed since |
responded to a similar request, and during this period (2 years ago in fact) the Flora
of Flintshire was published, after a gestation period of over 20 years. After a number
of distressing hiccups !he printers did a nice job, the reviewers have been kind and
the public have opened their cheque-books, - in fact, about 850 copies have been
sold out of a print run of 1,000.

As one would expect there have been quite a number of new records forthcoming
since the Flora appeared, - many for tetrads, some for 10km squares (I don't like
this new synthetic "hectad” !) and one or two new records for the vice-county. | have
had an inter-leaved copy of the Flora prepared by a local bookbinder, so that new
records can be entered on the blank pages in the appropriate place, as well as on
the original BSBI species cards.

Now we must tackle the Atlas 2000 project. We held one or two “official" field
meetings last year, (which attracted far more English than locai Welsh botanists)
and | am busy making up master cards for each of the 10km squares in the county.
The next job is to re-activate those good people who worked so hard to collect
records for the Flora. They have had a well-earned rest for a few years, but now we
must "fill in the gaps" and do some serious plant-hunting once more. Flintshire is
small, but there are still many carners that have not been properly botanised. How
anyone can tackle a county the size of (say) Cumbria on a tetrad basis is beyond my
comprehension!

One final note if | could turn back the clock and begin the field work for the Flora
again, | would try to record far mare on a site basis as well as by tetrad. How many
times have | been asked for a species list for this quarry or that wood, and have had
to concede that | could only provide a list for the relevant tetrad - not really what
most people want! Perhaps others have been wiser in this respect, but if you are just
starting you might like to learn from my mistake.

And a final, final tit-bit. We've discovered a FEMALE Black Poplar in Flintshire. |
wonder how many of those there are around? | suppose that somebady will spoil my
fun by telling me that there are dozens!

Goronwy Wynne
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AN ANGLO-IRISH BRAMBLE NEW TO WALES

In 1980 A.L.Bull and the late E.S.Edees described as a new species a widespread
East Anglian bramble which they had been coming across there for some years.
Believing it to be endemic to that region, they named it after the famous queen of
the lceni, Boadicea - more correctly, Boudicca.

That choice of name proved to have been unfortunate, for Rubus boudiccae
promptly turned out to be identical with a bramble common in the south-east of the
Isle of Wight and dotted much of the way up the west edge of Hampshire. Almost
simultaneously, it was found in the Arden district where Warwickshire overlaps with
Oxfordshire. Far more surprisingly, though, If has since been detected in no fewer
than six vice-counties in the northern half of Ireland, thinly scattered from Dublin
right across to East Donegal. It thus appears to be a western species rather than the
eastern one that it was assumed to be initially.

In view of the big gap between Warwickshire and Dublfin an intermediate
stepping-stone has begun to seem likely, with Wales as the most obvious location
for this. In the course of the past year, while going through undetermined
Pembrokeshire material at Cambridge (CGE) and Cardiff (NMW) which the late
T.A.Warren Davis had sent to B.A.Miles and Edees respectively, | was consequently
highly gratified to encounter three undoubted gatherings of R. boudiccae. The
localities in question are :-

1. St. Ishmaels, in moist scrub woodland {(SM 817080), 1963, Davis no.63/731.
2. Llys-y-fran, bank of a shady lane (SN 0324), 1966, Davis no.68/1056.
3. Haverfordwest, river bank (SM 95186), 1968, Davis no. 68/1167.

Although Pembrokeshire has a markedly more westem florula than the rest of
Wales, there is a good chance that this bramble also occurs in the adjoining
vice-counties and in the north-west as well. Alec Bull indeed telis me that he
believed he had found it in Anglesey some years back, only to fail to convert Alan
Newton to the same opinion. it now begins to look as if he may have been right after
all.

D.E.Allen, Lesney Cottage, Middle Road, Winchester, Hants. 022 5EJ.

CORKSCREW RUSH - JUNCUS EFFUSUS FORMA SPIRALIS
IN CARMARTHENSHIRE

Botanists have been aware that the remarkable corkscrew (or spiral) rush, Juncus
effusus L. forma spiralis (J. McNab) Hegi, occurs in Carmarthenshire (v.c. 44) since
at least 12 August 1904, when it was found on a 'grouse moor... [on the]
Carmarthenshire Vans', E. Milner-Jones (Nelson, 1993). The specimen resides in
the herbarium at Kew. Given the extraordinary twisted shoots of this form of the
. Soft-rush, it is likely that it was also known to shepherds and other local people long
before. Indeed, the name of the next locality from where it was reported is 'Pant
brwyn trorum' {"holiow of the twisted rushes"), where a David Davies collected
specimens for the National Museum of Wales on 19 July 1933. This locality is given
as 'on the path to Llyn y Fan Fach, Rhyblid. Myddfai'. | have been unable to trace
this exact locality, even after interrogation of local people.
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Being interested in ascertaining whether this distinctive plant still grew in the county,
I asked Mr Denys Smith, who regularly contributes short articles on natural history
matters to local newspapers, to enquire whether any readers knew of this taxon. A
couple of subsequent correspondents then mentioned that they knew where the
plant once grew, though one (Mr Gwilym Evans of Llangadog) had failed to refind it
on a recent search. Mrs Mary Williams of Cwman, Llandeilo recalled that her
parents used to tell her of the unusual rushes which grew near the catchment of
Llechach river and gave more details of one locality:

'As you go from Llanddeusant towards Trecastle on the road going through Mynydd
y Llan, over a cattle grid, facing you on the right is a large mound or hill top which
we knew as "Tomen Liechach". There used to be a footpath, so | thought - most
probably a sheep walk or path. Further on there is another hill again [Bryn Elen, SN
809257] and they grew around there'.

| checked this extensive area (in the autumn of 1993) but failed to find any
corkscrew rush. Considering that (see later) | subsequently experienced great
difficulty in relocating some corkscrew rush | had been shown a few weeks earlier, it
should not by any means be assumed that forma spiralis is extinct at this site.

In October 1994, Mr Myrddin Parry of Aberdyfnant Farm, Llanddeusant showed me
a population covering an area of ¢. 6m x 5m growing on a flushed hillside at Cefn
Disgwylfa (SN 814235) near Llyn y Fan Fach. It was, it is emphasized, a discrete
population and the corkscrew rush did not grow admixed with the ordinary form of J.
effusus. Within the population, the degree of 'spiralling’ varied considerably from
mere curved stems to up to half a dozen "twists". For a sketch map of the location of
this population, see opposite page.

It is quite possible - indeed likely - that the corkscrew rush still grows elsewhere on
the Old Red Sandstone uplands of the Mynydd Du massif, and in addition, probably
also survives on the neighbouring uplands of Breconshire. The writer would be
interested to hear of any other localities.
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MONITORING MISTLETOE IN CARMARTHENSHIRE

Prompted by the national Plantlife Mistletoe Survey, sponsored by both Plantiife and
the BSBI, which has been given much publicity over the winters of 1994/5 and
1995/6, known Carmarthenshire records of Viscum album have been followed up
and, where possible, checked. The species has always been scarce in the ve.
Several records are known from neighbouring Glamorgan to the east but there are
no records from Cardiganshire to the north {except for two planted bushes) or from
Pembrokeshire to the west.

Fifteen Carmarthenshire records were known prior to the survey. The first, reported
in 1858 in "Llandeilo vawr and its Neighbourhood: Past and Present” by William
Davies (Gwilym Teilo) states that Viscum had been "found lately at Rhiw-yr-Adar on
old apple trees, but now extinct”. The site, near Cilsan, has recently been checked
confirming the absence of Viscum. In the same district O. Donovan, pre 1885,
recorded Viscum "on oaks in remains of old forest along the courses of the Rivers
Towy and Cothi' (Science Gossip XXI, p.174). No recent records of Viscum have
been made either on oaks or in the Tywi or Cothi valleys.

On 24 February 1995, George Hutchinson and I spent a day visiting six previously
recorded sites. Only two were extant: The population reported in Glanamman the
previous year proved to consist of thirteen plants, both male and female, in an old
apple orchard in the garden of a house. Some plants were very large and all grew at
about shoulder height, presumably having been planted many years ago. A single
plant recorded near the top of a Populus x canadensis 'Serotina' { Black-Italian
Poplar) tree about 1km away in 1985 was known to have disappeared by 1987. The
tree had continued growing after having been blown over but the Viscum had been
brought down to a height easily reached by Christmas Mistletoe gatherers. With
hindsight this plant was probably bird sown having originated from the Glanamman
orchard population.

Unconfirmed reports of Viscum in tall trees adjacent to Ffairfach mart field and by
the A40 near Manordello were followed up. The species was not found but in both
cases large agglomerations of Hedera helix (lvy) were present in the tree-tops. A
similar situation was found when | checked a report of Viscum in trees at Cynwyl
Elfed a few weeks later.

Old apple trees in a garden at Horeb were next visited but only one plant was found
despite reports of the species' abundance only a few years previously. The trees
were very overgrown with brambles and nettles and some appeared to have
succumbed to the competition imposed by these and the Viscum. Further enquiries
established that Viscum still occurred in several gardens in the village, at least one
plant having self sown onto a relatively young apple tree.

A 1973 record from Llangadog, attributed to Mrs Vaughan, was searched for next.
No sign could be found at the grid reference given but subsequently the details of
the record have come to light and despite the site now being rather overgrown,
several Viscum plants remain in an old apple orchard.

The old orchard at Glanrannell Park in which Viscum had been recorded around
1920 had been grubbed up within the last twenty years. The owner reported that the
trees were in such poor condition that they were beyond resurrection and, in any
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case, no Viscum had been present at that time. The last site visited was near
Cwmann where a large male plant had been recorded in 1970. The farmer's wife
complained that the plant had never produced berries but had been lost when the
apple tree in which it grew was blown down in about 1985.

Several additional old records have also since been followed up but none have been
found to be extant. These include plants at Laugharne Pendine, Greencastle,
Dynefor Home Farm, and Lianelli.

Publicity of the Plantlife Survey in the Carmarthen Journal led to the location of
another Viscum plant an Apple in a garden at Croesyceiliog and another single plant
has also come to light at Bethlehem. It is still possible that some plants occur in
gardens in the vc which as yet have not been reported and any further records
would be very welcome.

Richard Pryce

THE HARDINESS OF COASTAL PLANTS

Pembrokeshire pokes out into the Atlantic Ocean and lrish Sea. Thus frost is seldom
a factor to be reckoned with, but wind "scorching,” drying-out and salt spray are, and
it is instructive to compare the response of different species to these hazards.

Hedera helix (Ivy)

Scientists studying fluctuations of the ice cap during the Pleistocene have used the
presence or absence of Hedera in Scandinavia as an indicator of climate fluctuation,
its presence, as now, indicating a climate ameliorated by the Gulf Stream, its
absence indicating a continental climate. It climbs cliffs here and there along the
Pembs. coast, but it is noticeable that the margins of the leathery leaves become
severely browned after cold, Siberian-type winds blow down the Irish Sea.

Lavatera arborea (Tree-mallow)

This amazingly hardy, biennial plant is abundant along the Pembs. coast, including
its offshore islands, its colonies being replenished and maintained by the high
turnover of seeds and seedlings. It thrives on the guano of bird islands, as on Ynys
Ddu, Carreg Rhosson, North and South Bishop and no doubt other islands between
Strumble Head and St. Davids. Indeed on Ynys Ddu it is normally present as a
“jungle." And significantly in my coastal garden it tries to form "jungles" about my
compost heap.

There is a limit to its hardiness, however, which was reached on one particular night
in Feb. 1987, when an extremely cold north wind blew down the Irish Sea,
destroying, so far as | could see, every plant due to flower that sumner. But of
course the various colonies survived due to the many small first-year piants "waiting
in the wings", for the seeds germinate ali the year round.

| have seen it growing along the Antrim coast of Northern Ireland, but only
occasionally and always in sites well sheltered from the north wind, and | assume
this to be the case in all areas further north than Pembrokeshire.

Armeria maritima (Thrift)
Hugging the ground as it does, one would not expect this plant to suffer from cold
winds like Hedera or Lavatera, although when its delicate flowers emerge from the
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ground-level cushions they are frequently killed by winds, and particularly on May
16th and 17th 1993 when a wet southerly gale ripped through Pembrokeshire
causing widespread devastation to wild flowers. But winds such as those of Feb.
1990 and 1991 which killed acres of Festuca rubra {Red Fescue) on exposed
headlands, scarcely affected Armeria. Furthermore it does not suffer from salt spray,
as is well known, being even able to actively excrete salt.

It far more often visibly suffers from drying out, despite its deep tap root, as on
south-facing slopes and in gocd summers like 1984 and 1995.

Cochlearia officinalis (Common Scurvygrass)

Rarely have | seen the succulent leaves of this hardy, coastal (and occasionally now
inland) species damaged. On the contrary icicles hang from its leaves in hard
winters. For sheer hardlness there is probably not another coastal species to match
it.

Silene uniflora (Sea Campion)

Even in this cushion-forming species the flowers are readily destroyed by winds in
May, demonstrating the unreliability of sexual reproduction in cold conditions and
the need for alternatives in perpetually cold climates, e.g. viviparity.

Without the penetrating roots of Armeria its leaves frequently dry into a yellow,
papery consistency in good summers, many plants withering away.

Umbilicus rupestris {Navelwort)

Frequent near the coast more often than actually on it, Umbilicus corms and roots
are embedded superficially in the soil of steep hedgebanks, in weathered walls and
in the moss-covered vertical surfaces of rocks. Consequently it is at a serious risk in
the summer, its round, succulent leaves being more a feature of the winter. And
because it cannot compete with grass it favours coastal hedgebanks whlch face
seawards.

Smyrnium olusatrum (Alexanders)

Although it Invariably grows "within sound of the sea" Smyrnium rarely grows
actually on the coast, its early foliage being blackened and destroyed by spring
winds, which is only to be expected in view of its Mediterranean origin.

Leucanthemum vuigare (Oxeye Daisy)

In certain summers this species is a conspicuous member of the cliff-top flora, in

others rather scarce. For example it flourished in June 1991, but was poorly

represented in the Junes of 1994 and 1995. June 1991 followed the two
"wind-mowing" Februaries of 1990 and 1991, while the summers and winters of

1993 and 1994 were very wet, favouring the growth of rank grass.

The cliff-top/coast path population is regularly replenished by wind-blown seed from

the more permanent populations which grow here and there on the steeply, eroding

slopes which descend to the sea.

Ulex europaeus (Gorse)

The windward (seaward) side of Ulex thickets is invariably browned and dead, but
during prolonged or very cold winter winds, e.g. Feb 1990 and Feb 1991
respectively, huge areas of Ulex thicket are destroyed. Unfortunately other species
cannot exploit these sites until there is a fire, the dead Ulex remaining upright.
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Erica cinerea (Bell Heather) and Calluna vulgaris (Heather)

Both Heathers when they grow with Ulex are clearly less susceptiible to wind
damage, but where they grow in fully exposed situations, as on the steep slopes of
gullies where the wind is funnelled up from the sea or on headlands, they are
destroyed, E. cinerea being the more vulnerable.

Although both species survive for several years on the shallow soils which carpet
many cliff tops, they become vulnerable to desiccation in dry summers, when large
rust-coloured areas become reduced to dust and whole plants die, as in 1995.

Festuca rubra (Red Fescue)

All the above ground-hugging species, and some others not mentioned, require
more or less grass-free sites along the coast for success, and their principal grass
competitor is the hardy Festuca rubra which carpets headlands and other exposed
sites, often to the total exclusion of other grass species.

After wet, mild, grass-growing winters and summers, the above species are
suppressed or are quite absent. After grass-kiling seasons they multiply. For
example, huge areas of F. rubra were destroyed on many headlands during the
February winds of 1990 and 1991 and the green, cushion-shaped “islands" of
Armeria started to expand in the years following to exploit the unoccupied niche. But
perhaps the easiest and mast accessible site for monitoring the fluctuations of
coastal wildflower populations is the approach road to Abereiddi (SN 796311) where
after the two grass-destroying Februaries of 1990 and 1991 a spectacular display of
wildflowers was to be seen in early June, which included Leucanthemum vulgare,

A. maritima, Anthyllis vulneraria, S. uniflora, Lotus corniculatus and Jasione
montana. But in June 1995, after two very wet winters and summers, this colourful
display was very much reduced, the last three species being barely present.

Gordon Knight
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ANOTHER ROAD VERGE STORY

Driving near Llansannan, a colourful verge made me stop to have a closer look. On
both sides of the road, for 50 yards, an area had been seeded with wildflowers.
There were 10 new square records for SH 96:-

Melilotus alba (White Melilot)

Centaurea cyanus (Cornflower)

Anthemis arvensis (Corn Chamomile)

Papaver rhoeas (Common Poppy)

Medicago sativa ssp. sativa (Lucerne)

Agrostemma githago (Corncockle) 2nd post 1930 v.c. record

Vicia sativa ssp. sativa (Common Vetch) 1st v.c. record sirice subspecies were
defined. Specimen to NMW.

Chenopodium album (Fat-hen)

Persicaria amphibia (Amphibious Bistort)

Spergula arvensis (Corn Spurrey)

together with 17 other weed species.

Since we record "railway" weeds, so we are going to have more occurrences of
"road " weeds to record. where road contractors have sown wildflower seeds instead
of grass seed. They may persist for several years, depending on the cutting regime.
They may appear in nearby gardens, or be spread for several miles by road traffic.
Do we record these obviously introduced species? | have recorded them, with the
description " introduced" and will see how many appear again next year.

Jean A.Green v.c. 50 Denbighshire.

THE TWO HEMLOCKS

It is interesting to compare Conium maculatum (Hemlock) with Oenanthe crocata
(Hemlock Water-dropwort) in Pembrokeshire, where both occur abundantly. At the
same time it might be helpful to tidy up some muddied statements in books about
their poisonous properties.

Oenanthe crocata, sometimes appropriately called "Dead Men's Fingers" from the
appearance of its roots, is frequently described as being very poisonous to humans
and to livestock (because of oenanthe-toxin, an unsaturated higher alcohol), but
locally sheep and cattle eat it with apparent relish, in the same way that they eat
Heracleum sphondylium (Hogweed) which isn't poisonous. In fact they can demolish
whole stands of it in the wet low-lying sites where it grows. Also the larvae of a small
moth, Depressaria species - probably D. daucella, eat the inflorescences as they do
those of Heracleum, first webbing the flowers together with silk for protection, after
which they crawl down the stem and bore a hole into its hollow centre to mature.

As with Senecio jacobaea (Common Ragwort) the poisonous nature of Oenanthe is
a subject of continual argument, resolved only by recognising that there are degrees
of poison. Oenanthe frequently grows along nutrient-rich water courses and is just
as frequently uprooted during winter floods, and here lies the danger, for the roots of
this perennial umbellifer contain a far greater concentration of poison than does the
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foliage and they are occasionally eaten by cattle with fatal consequences.
Apparently even fish can be killed by it, as there was a local case, a few years ago,
where a small river tributary was widened and where occasional Oenanthe roots
were broken up, releasing the poison.

Conium maculatum (Hemiock), despite its delicate, even beautiful, appearance, has
had a reputation for being poisonous for thousands of years. Our ancestors believed
that the purple blotches and streaks on its stem were a warning from God, and the
herbalist Henry Lyte in 1578 wrote that it was a "naughtie and dangerous herbe". It
contains a "cocktail” of poisonous alkaloids, including coniine. Conium is a biennial,
which explains its occurrence in disturbed ground, particularly if the site is a little bit
damp.

I have made every effort over a number of years to discover if anything eats it, and
have completely failed. Daucella species do not attack the flowers and there are no
leaf-beetles attacking the foliage. There are never snails "roosting" on it like they do
on Heracleum. Moreover the flowers are seldom visited. In fact this summer, 1995, |
inspected 100 plants growing in one damp site near the village of Trefin and not one
plant was damaged. Furthermare | occasionally found dead flies or beetles on the in
florescences, which made me wonder if they had succumbed to its poisons!

On the basis that "One man's poison is another man's meat", | am reluctant to
accept that there isn't some animal that can eat it. | have read somewhere that
sheep will eat the foliage of the first year rosettes, like they do Senecio, and | believe
| saw a willow warbler picking off the green, immature seeds of Conium, but that is
all. Has anyone else evidence that scmething eats Hemlock?

Gordon Knight






