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The flora of walls in south-eastern Essex
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ABSTRACT

The flora of650 walls in south-eastern Essex is analysed, with emphasis on the relative frequency ofspecies on walls
of different kinds. Comparisons are made with other survevs of wall-flora.

AIM AND SCOPE OF THE SURVEY

During the four years 1973-1976, I  kept 650 walls and series of walls in south-eastern Essex under
observation, with the primary aim of discovering the relative frequency of different species of flowering
plants and ferns in such habitats. The area covered \4'as that part ofS. Essex, v.c. 18, roughly east ofa
line running south from Chelmsford through Billericay to Tilbury.

Of the 650 walls surveyed,278 (43\) were urban garden walls (or series of walls), 182 (28[) were
churchyard walls, 47 (79;) rai lway walls, 41 (61") walls of secular bui ldings other than rai lway
buildings, 44 ( '7i) retaining walls ( including some also in the other categories) and 79 (12 

") 
walls in

relat ively rural areas (other than churchyard, rai lway and retaining walls). River and sea walls were
wholly excluded. Separate l ists were made of the spccies found on these dif ferent types of walls.

Lit t le attention was paid to the composit ion of rval ls. because. apart from some church walls of
Kentish ragstone. almost al l  wal ls in south-eastern Essex are made of bricks. The size of the task and
limitat ions of t ime precluded consideration of ecological lactors (aspect, shade, adjacent vegetation,
etc. ) .

NOTES ON THE METHODS USED

The unit for the survey was either a single wall or a series ol adjacent wa1ls of similar construction and
age. Thus in churchyards the stone fabric of the church and the brick perimeter wall of the churchyard
would be treated as separate units.

Each wall  included in the survey supported at least one plant at some t ime during the four years, and
each was visi ted at least twice, at dif ferent seasons, though most of the walls were visi ted much more
often.

Plants growing at the extrenre base of a wall  were ignored, since these would probabl-v be rooted in
the ground and therefore not truly rupestral.  Similariy. wall- tops with an obvious accumulation of soi l
were excluded from the survey.

On garden walls, al l  plants not l ikely to have been del iberately planted were included. I t  was of
course usually practicable to l ist only the plants growing on the outside of garden walls, to which
species of hort icultural origin would be l ikely to have spread by natural means.

THE FLORA IN GENERAL

A total of 286 species was recorded, of which 83 (299") were probably or certainly of hort icultural
origin; included in this category are not only obvious garden escapes such as Aster ct'. novi-belgii,
Campanula portenschlagiana and Linaria purpurea. but also such species as Tanacetunr parthenium,
Fagus svlvatica, Pollstichunt setifbrum and Sorbr.rs aucuparia, which are either not native in south-
eastern Essex or, as wall  plants. are highl l '  l ikely to be derived from garden specimens.
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of the 286 species. 200 o(f , ,)  rvere found on l 'ewer than ren of the 650 rval ls. 164 (57?;) on fewer than
five walls. and indeed 8,5 (30".,) on onl l '  one i . i ,al l .  The order ol frequencl, of the 47 species which
occurred on at least 51,, of the walls is shown in Table l .

TABLE I .  PERCENTAGE OCCURRENCES (  >  5" , . )  ON ALL WALLS

*  of  garden or ig in 'f status doubtful

Pou unnua
Sonthus oleruceus
Senecio t'ulgaris
Epilobiun adenotaulon
Senecio squolidus
Hedera helixt
Dr yop t er i s .fi I i x -tno s I
Antirrhinum ntajus*
Sambucus nigrct
Cortdalis lutea*
Mercurialis annua
Sagino prot'umbcn.s
Cymbalaritt muralis
Lamiunt purpurenn
L'rtica dioica
Tar a ra t um oJJt c i n a I e a gg
Stelluria nrcclitt
Rubus fruticosus agg.
Bromus .sterili.s
I'eronica sublobata
Galium aporine
Arrhenat he runt e I a t ius
Dattvlis glLtnteratu
Pou t r iy ia l is

Phylliti.s stolopendriuml 9 5
Lamiunt album 9. I
Cupsello bursa-pa,storis 8 9
Saginct apetola 8 5
Epilobium angusti/blium 8 3
Acer pseudo-platanus 8 0
.4nthri.;cus r.l he.rlrir 7.4
Sedunt acrel 7 2
Hordeum murinum 6.9
Cumptmula portenstltlagivut* 6 9
Poa pratensis 6 8
Pteridiwn aquilinunt 6 6
Loliton perenne 6 2
Poa angustiJblia 6 2
Agro1t.t,ro11 vspsnt 6 0
Bullora nigra 6 0
Con.l:a tanudensis 6 0
Euphorhia peplus 6 0
HolLus lonltus 6 0
Aster cf. nori-belgii* 5 1
Centrartthus ntber+ 5.'7
(ontol tu lut  urrensis 5 2
Plantago lanceolata 5 I

) 4

3 5
3 3
32
29
2 7
22
20
l 9
1 8  3
1 8  2
1 8 , 2
| t 4
1 6  6
1 6 0
1 5  7
1 4 6
1 1 5
1,1 -l
1.1 3
1 1 9
I t  1
I l 4
I t r ' j

Table 2. u'hich is based on a similar table publ ished b1 Kent ( I  961). compares the l i -equency of the 20
commonest wall  plants in the present survey with the l iequency of some of them as recorded in wall
surveys in Middlesex. the London i trea. Durham and Cambridge.

Poa annua stands out as the predominant species in four of '  these l ists, but other plants show
remarkable dissimilari t ies in lrequencv. Durham might be expected ro have- a dif lereni f lora from
Essex, being 350 km to the north and \\ ' i th a colder. wetter cl imate. Indeed. nine species among the
commonest l4 on l)urharn walls (Woodell  & Rossiter 1959) do not appear in Table 2: these are
Epilobium angustiJolium, Dat'ttlis glonerota, Epilobiunt nu)ntanum, Acer pseudo-platanus, Lolium
perenne, Plantugo lunceolata, Poa prutensis agg.. Rrilr,.\ ohtusifolius and Sent,cio.jttc,obaea. (The last-
named was lbund on only four walls in south-eastern Essex). Species prominent in the Carnbridge
survey (Rishbeth 1948) but considerably less so in south-eastern Essex are Festu(a ruhra. Arenaria
serpylli.lttlia, Tana(etnl1 parthenium, Acer pseutlo-pletLnus, Capsella and Epilobiutn angu.ttil'olium. Of
the two segregates ol Arenaria serp.t'llifolia in Essex. I found A. leptot'laclos rwice as frequentlv as '1.
serpvl l(bl ia (as did Grose (1957) on Wiltshire walls); neirher occurred on urban girden rval ls.
Epi lobium adenot'utt lon has clearly' increased enormousl) in south-eastern England even in the l5 lears
since the Middlesex surve!. when both E. ungu.st i lol iLnt and E. nt()t l totuun \\ 'ere much commoner \. \ 'al l
species. The high figures shown f or Cortdulis lureu rellect the greater proportion of garden walls in the
Essexsurvey .  t r le rcur iu l i suru tuL tand l 'L r ( ) t r i . . thL 'L lc t i lo l iuagg. .ne i thero f l lh ich f iguresprominent ly inany
ofthe other surveys, are abundant urban weeds in south-eastern Essex. Al l  rupestral specimens ofthe
la t te r tha t lexaminedappearedtobethesegregate  L ' .sub lohuta , !vh ichKent (1975)s ta t l s tobea lso the
usual Middlesex plant.
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TABLE 2, PERCENTAGE OCCURRENCES IN

20 COMMONEST SPECIES IN THE
VARIOUS SURVEYS OF THE
PRESENT SURVEY

650 500
Essex Middlesex
walis u a l ls

Cambridge
u  a l l s *

72
London

ri a lls

66
Durham

u a l l s

Poa annua
Sonchus oleraceus
Senecio rulgaris
Epilobium adenocaulon
Senecio squalidus
Hedera heli.r
D r t, o p te r i s Ji I i.r -ma s
Antirrhinum majus
Santbucus nigra
Corj'dalis luteu
Mercurialis annua
Sagina procunbens
C.vmhalaria murolis
Lamiunt purpurettm
L'rtita dioica
Tura.ru.um oJfic inule agg
Stell,trn medn
Rubus .lruticosus alg.
Bromus sterili.t
Veronita sublohata
Total number of species

54 48
3 5  1 8  6
33 9 .2
3 2 4
29 2s

2 2  3 4 8
2 0 7
1 9  5 6
l 8  3  2
1 8  2  0 2
t8 .2  17 .4
17.4 23.6
1 6 . 6  2
1 6 4
15.7 t2.6
l L 1 6  - 1 6
1 4  5  I  6
1 4  3  2
r 1 3  0  6

286 204

(4)
4 I  e )

3 7 5
12.5
I 3 . 9

2 2 2

2 1  8

I 4

9 1
6.9

I l . l

40

28

( l )

( 8 )

(  5 )

(2 )

IE6

64

i 6 88-l

Table 3 l ists the commonest species on
those species which occurred on at least

* order of frequencl

each ol the six types
20un of the walis are

of walls studied. In each column only
included.

URBAN GARDEN WALLS

150 species were recorded from -earden walls rn bui l t-up areas, a surprisingly large number perhapspart ly accounted for by the prevalence in the Southend conurbai ion oi ' tu.. 'w'olrr.  i .e. brick walls madeof cl inkers' which provide a more lavourable hafi tat for seedlings than the conventional smooth brickwall '  Among native plants partrcularly associated_ with urban garden walls were Mercurial is ctnnuu(869'" of its sites)' Epi'lobit.tnt'l.tonrrrrurr'173'lll.Et,phorbia pept,,,?s;,j, l'.J,i.oniro subrobata(67i.") andLapsana t'onrntunis (601.); all except Lupsano ura .or.on garden weeds in this area. It is perhaps
1119. 

nsine that as many as 47o , '  of t i re sites for Pteridiunr aqtt i i inunt*.. .-*utt ,  of this type, since this rsnerther a garden plant nor a common garden weed. cot,rr,trgio ,iir:rri.r. ,riglrrl,.ommoner throughoutthe survey than C' sepiunt, was predoir inantly is6"") a plant of urban gu.i .n walls. whereas C. sepiutnoccurred equally on urban and rural walls.

CHURCH\ 'ARD WALLS

Although churchyard walls in south-eastern Essex tend to be r ich in numbers of-species ( 160 species intotal) '  I  have not found such a.m.ark9! disparity b.r*..n these and other walls as Kenr ( l  g64) noted inMiddlesex' where he ascribed the disparitl, ;;;iy l" a colonizing of churchyard walls fiom relictpopulat ions of wi ld plants st i l l  growing in in. ln,r.ct ' ryards though-eri i" f i i "  the surrounding urbanareas This is probablv becausi .u.n'nor'  south-eastern Essex-is. on the whole, more rural thanMiddlesex. Neiertheless. the fol lowing l j  *. ; ; ,  were seen onl5, on churchyard walls during thepresent surve)': Cynosurus t'ri.ttatus, Fragurit resca, Fra.rittus eic,elsior. Ligu.stum vulgare, o.xalis
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exilis, Potentilla sterilis, Ranunculus repens, Raphanus raphanistrum, Ribes nigrum, Sonchus arvensis,
Tussilagofarfura, Urtica urens and Veronico agrestis.In addition, five species were found mainly on
churchyard walls'. Glechoma hederacea (84-9" ol its sites), Slmphoricarpos riyularis (75'1), Parietaria
diJfusa (67i), Potentilla reptans (619") and Veronica chamaedrl's (57i.,,).

I am uncertain to what extent Hedera helixis a genuine rupestral plant; I endeavoured to record it
only where it appeared to be rooted in a u'all, but whether it can survive indelinitely without contact
with the ground may be doubted.

It is interesting to compare the fern flora of these Essex churchyard walls with that of similar sites in
Norfolk, which were investigated by Si lverwood (1965). The most str iking dif ference is the much
greater frequency ol Poh'podium in Norfolk. In his survey, Silverwood lound ten species of ferns, of
which Poll'podiunt vulgare agg. was slightly more numerous than Drtoptet'is/ilix-mas, the other species
in order of decreasing frequency being Pht'llitis scolopendriunt, Asplenium adiantum-nigrum, Asplenium
rula-muraria and Aspleniutrr trichomanes, with Pol_r'stlchum aculeatunt, P. setiferum, Ceterat'h and
Pteridium al l  very scarce. In the rather drier and much more pol luted south-eastern Essex, I  found eight
species on church walls. of which Dr.r'opterisfili,r-r?ar was much the commonest, followed by Phl,llitis;
considerably rarer were Asplenium adiantum-nigrum, A. ruta-nuraria, Polypodium and Pteridium, with
Asplenium trichontanes and Dr1'opteris dilatata very scarce. As I suggested in an earlier paper (Payne
1960), the retention of i ts fronds by Poll 'podium throughout the year may make i t  less able to withstand
pollut ion than some other ferns; sulphur dioxide pol lut ion is known to be more intense in the autumn
and winter months.

TABLE 3 ,  PERCENTAGE OCCURRENCES (>  20" . , )  ON DIFFERENT TYPES OF WALLS

Urban Church- Rai lwa_v Retain ing Rural  Wal ls  of
Garden yard Wal ls Wal ls Div id ing Bui ld ings
Wal ls Wal ls Wal ls

Poa annua ,13 26 4 39 13 44
Senecio squalidus 36 3 45 36 28 46
Sonchus olerateus 50 26 25 43 24
Epilobium adenocaulon 36 0 32 47 4l
Senecict vulgaris 48 20 23 43
Hedera helix 52 21 25 28
Drl'opteris.iilix-mas 23 24 56
Arrhenatherum elatius 24 7 30 32
Urtica dioica 25 3 23 37
Lamium purpureum 23 32 27
Rubus Jruticosus agg. 27 30 23
Sambucus nigra 25 8 24 22
Datty,lis glomerata 23 25 23
Bromus sterilis 20 28
Tararacum officinale agg. 23 24
Lamium album 21 23
Antirrhinum mujus 4l
Corydalis lutea 38
Merturialis annua 36 3
Cymbalaria muralis 29
Capsella bursa-pastoris 28
Galium aparine 21
Preridium aquilinum 27
Phvllitis stolopendrium 26
Sagina procumbens 22
Veronica sublobata 22
Poa angustilblia 21
Sagina apetala 20
Stellaria media 20
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RAILWAY W,{LLS

Railway walls proved to have a more dist inct ive f lora than those ofchurchyards. Of a total of 1 l0 species.
the fol lowing l5 were found only on rai lway walls (which comprise both dividing and retaining walls,
aswell  aswallsolstat ionsandotherrai lrvaybuildings): Brotrrusrantosus,Cctrdanrinefleruosa,Ceterttch
o./ficinarum, Epilobium lanceolutunr, Equi.setuttr arrense, Heracleurn sphondtlium, Hierocewn
perpropirtquunr, Inula cony:a, Pustinat'a satira, Senecio erucifulius, Sinapis arvensis, Smyrnium
olusatrum, Solidago tanaden.sis, Lt'ut'anthemunt vulgare and Triglochin nnritimum (on a bridge over a
brackish dyke). In addition, 7 5'. o ol Stellaria holostea sites were railway walls. as were 699; of sites lor
Aspleniunt trichomanes and 60o,o for ,4rtemisia wlgaris.

Senecio squalirfus is revealed as the railway wall plantprzr excellence, but a remarkable absentee from
this column of Table 3 is Poa annua. which was recorded from only 13i 

" 
of rai lway walls. Yet grasses in

general,  mainly perennial species, were found to occup)'six of the top 22 places. compared with only
two (both annuals) in the overal l  l ist,  doubtless because of the prorimity of grassy rai lway banks to
most of these wall  si tes. Ferns are also prominent. Dr.t 'opterisJi l ix-ntas surprisingly ranking below four
other species. Aspleniunt adiantunt-nigranr. though occurring in slightly f-erver sites than the other two
Spleenworts, is much more numerous where i t  does occur. hundreds of plants growing on the brick
walls of several bridges over the derel ict Woodham Ferrers-Maldon l ine rvhich opened in 1889 and
closed in 1939. an interesting paral lel to Cambridgeshire. where Walters ( I  969) records an old rai lway
wall  containing'hundreds of plants .  .  .  more than al l  the other Cambridgeshire sites put together. '

Of the 47 walls in this category. ten were on derel ict l ines. and on the whole these had the more varied
flora, presumably because thev were subject to less disturbance; indeed. every piece of rai lway
brickwork eramined on the long-abandoned Maldon l ine produced plants, whereas very many walls
and bridges on active lines were quite barren (and therefore excluded from the survey).

RETAINING \&'ALLS

This categorv. with a total of l l4 species, overlaps with rai lw,ay'walls, and very sl ightly also with
churchyard and garden walls. I t  supported ten species not found on dividing walls ' .  Brontus ramosus,
Cardamine.llexuosa, Carex divulsa. Celerat'h o.ffitirttrunt, Equisetum art'ense, Heracleum sphontll'lium,
Poll,gonum cuspidatum, Senetio eruci/blius, Srnt rniun olusatrum and Leucunthemttm t'ulgare. Eight of
these were in fact confined to rai lway retaining walls. As Woodall  & Rossiter (1959) remarked. i t  is
dif f icult  to determine whether a plant on a retaining u'al l  has extended i ts roots through to the soi l
behind. Equiselunt art-€nS€ and Pol.rgonum cuspidatunt must be particularl-v suspect here.

RURAL DIVIDING WALLS

This category comprises walls surrounding countr l  estates and large gardens in semi-rural areas,
farmyard walls and other walls outside the bui l t-up areas. I t  does not include any churchyard, rai lway
or bui lding walls.

This is another category u i th rr l ich (154 species) and dist inct ive f lora. No less than l8 species were
found only on these walls. those markc-d * being of horticultural origin Asparogus o.ffcinalis* ,Cerastium
semidecandrunt, Erodium tit'uturiunt, Fugu.s s.r'lrutica*. Geratium dissectunt. G. lucidunt, G. pusillunt,
Mutricaria recutita, Papaver drgenrctrc, Pentttglottis sentperyirens* , Pltleun hertolonii, Ribes rubrum*,
Rubus laciniatus*, Spergular"ia rubra, Taxus baccattt*. Tragopogon pratensis, Verbascum nigrum and
Vinca minor* . A further eight species were found predominantly on these rural walls: Agrostis tenuis
(649. of its sites), Arabidopsis thaliana (63' ,), Erophila t'erna (75o."), Ht'pocl'toeris radicara (57 .9,). Ilex
aquiJblium (67" 

"), 
Saxifraga rridacnlires (80"."). Sis.t'nrbrium o,fficinale (54'") and Vulpia bromoides

(7  1  
" . ; .

WALLS oF sEcULAR BUTLDINCS (other than rai lwal '  bui ldings)

Dr!-opterisf l i r-mas\s the commonest species on walls of this category (80 species in total).  Pteridiumis
also lrequent and, together with Buddleja davidii, Epilobium angusti/blium, Lolium perenne, Hordeum
murinum and Convza canadensis, \\,as more commonly seen on these than on other walls.
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