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Botanical Society News 

Sarah Whild 
 
Not so much a spring newsletter as a mid-summer newsletter – but I hope you will forgive us for being 
so late.  It has been an extraordinary spring in more ways than one.  This is the first year I have missed 
seeing Adoxa flowering in situ, although a kind friend brought me a piece in case I forgot what it 
looked like.  Of course foot and mouth has had a dramatic effect not just on farmers but on anyone who 
needs to set foot in the countryside.  The impact of footpath and reserve closures has meant a real 
hiatus in survey work, with no field meetings and a real scramble to find sites to take students to – 
resulting in the first thorough survey of the grounds of Rowton Castle hotel, so many thanks to the staff 
and management there – we even made a new record for a stonewort in the Victorian fishponds. 
 
However, we  will have a very much diminished field programme this year so I hope you can make it 
to Queen’s Head and Brown Moss. 
 
Arguably the most botanically exciting event this winter was the rediscovery of Edward Williams’s 
manuscript Flora of Shropshire, which Alex tracked down in the Shrewsbury Records & Research 
Unit. It is not every day that one can hope to discover a 200-year old Flora! In fact this is not the 
original document, but the copy that William Leighton made in about 1839, but it appears to be an 
almost complete transcript. Many of the records in it are undated, but those which do have a date are 
generally from the late 1790s. Most of the records of the rarer species were given by Leighton in the 
appendix to his Flora, but the original manuscript also lists all the common species, together with notes 
on habitat and abundance. We need time to get all the records compiled, but it seems likely that some 
fascinating comparisons can be made, and we hope to report more fully in future editions of this 
newsletter. Unlike Leighton, Williams also recorded charophytes, ferns and bryophytes, so there is an 
additional bonus there. 
  

 
 
The AGM this year was again lively. For the first time, we had invited a talk on the work of an 
organization rather than botany sensu stricto, in the person of Ruth Davis from Plantlife, the Wild Plant 
conservation charity in London. Ruth is a talented and entertaining speaker, and sparked off some 
lively debates of a more political nature than we are used to on such occasions. We are very grateful to 
Ruth for her flying visit, and have made her a member of the society for three years, as is our custom. 
Thanks also to Sue Townsend for her wonderful hospitality at Preston Montford. 
 
In the meantime, may you find a footpath that is open –happy botanizing! 
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First County Records 

Compiled by Alex Lockton 
 
Bryophytes 
(Submitted by Mark Lawley) 

Plagiochila spinulosa (Dicks.) Dum., over rock at 
the Rock of Woolbury, SO314797, M. Lawley, 
January 2001, 1st v.c. record. This old quarry 
faces north, and therefore keeps sufficiently moist 
to suit P. spinulosa, which has a westerly 
distribution in Britain. The Border Bryologists 
found it there in 1995, but this is the first 
confirmed record for the county, according to a 
strict interpretation of the rules of the BBS, 
although a specimen collected in the same place 
by J.B. Duncan in 1913 is in the herbarium at the 
Royal Botanic Gardens, Edinburgh, and has been 
confirmed by M.F.V. Coreley. It is also known in 
Ashes Hollow and in the Wyre Forest. 

Saccogyna viticulosa (L.) Dum., over north-
facing rock beside a track in Withins Wood, 
SO327843, M. Lawley, January 2001, 1st v.c. 
record. The only other localized record for this 
plant is from the Wyre Forest early in the 20th 
century (J.B. Duncan), but no voucher is known, 
so S. viticulosa now for the first time enters our 
inventory as a fully accredited member of 
Shropshire's bryoflora. Like the Plagiochila, it 
likes the damp, so its proclivities are western. 

Rhabdoweisia crispata - amongst scree at the 
northern end of Titterstone Clee Hill (SO 
592781), M. Lawley, Sept 2000, 1st v.c. record. 
J.B. Duncan found this moss on Titterstone a 
century ago, but there is no voucher in BBSUK. 
It's good to know the plant is still on the hill. 

Racomitrium affine (Schleich. ex Web. & Mohr) 
Lindb. On rock, Carding Mill Valley SO434951, 
M. Lawley, Jan 2001, conf. T.L. Blockeel. R. 
affine is very similar to R. heterostichum, and was 
formerly much confused with that species. 

Although this is the first confirmed record from 
v.c. 40 since before 1950, R. affine is probably 
quite frequent on rock in the hills of south 
Shropshire, and has been recorded recently in 
numerous localities by Martha Newton, Ron 
Shoubridge and others. The map in the next 
column shows the recorded distribution in  the 
county, now that it is properly accepted as a 
member of the bryoflora. 

Anomobryum julaceum (P. Gaertn., B. Mey & 
Scherb.) Schimp. On a wet bank in Carding Mill 
Valley, SO433951, M. Lawley, January 2001, 
growing with Blindia acuta. Both these species 
are characteristic of montane streambanks. This 
record is a "de-bracketing." A. julaceum was 
known at Carding Mill Valley many years ago 

and has also been recorded in several batches on 
the Long Mynd as recently as 1994, by Dr M.E. 
Newton. 
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Bryum ruderale Crundw. & Ryholm - on soil at 
Snailbeach, SJ3702, Mark Lawley, Feb 2001,  
det. D.T. Holyoak. A fairly common ruderal 
member of the B. erythrocarpum aggregate, no 
doubt much overlooked, but not previously 
ratified for VC40. It was also recorded during the 
BBS meeting in 1992, at Llanymynech Rocks and 
by the Llangollen Canal near Ellesmere. 

Cryphaea heteromalla (Hedw.) D.Mohr was 
found at Beach Bank, Church Pulverbatch 
(SJ4302) in Feb 2001 by Kate Thorne. This 
epiphyte has a westerly distribution in Britain, 
and although recorded several times recently in 
Shropshire, Kate's is the first gathering to be 
retained as a voucher for BBSUK since before 
1950. 

 
Vascular plants 

Kate Thorne has continued to add to our list of 
conifers in the county, with White Spruce, Picea 
glauca (Moench) Voss. A single tree is planted 
by a stream at The Bog on the Stiperstones, 
SO345978, February 2001 (conf. S.J. Whild). 

Dave Buckingham found Tobacco, Nicotiana 
tabacum L., in dumped topsoil (from the centre of 
Bishops Castle) in a field at Lower Broughton 
Farm, SO313905, 5th October 2000. 1st v.c. 
record. 

Joan Fallows collected a specimen of Ligustrum 
lucidum Aiton f., Asian Privet, on the banks of 
the Newport Canal at Newport, SJ749197, on 
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November 26th 2000 (det. M.G. Hoare). This was 
from an established thicket of the species, which 
was presumably out of a garden originally. 

The Shropshire Wildlife Trust’s Merrington 
Green reserve continues to add exotics to the 
county list, with the discovery of Duck-potato, 
Sagittaria latifolia Willd., in one of the ponds 
there in July 2000, by Sarah Whild. It is an 
ongoing cause for concern that people are still 

deliberately introducing exotic plants into the 
wild in the name of conservation, but fortunately 
few of them pose a serious risk. 

Another of Dave Buckingham’s interesting finds 
was Awned Canary-grass, Phalaris paradoxa 
L., as a contaminant of winter wheat crops at 
Plan-yn-Grove farm, SJ381373, in 1999 and 
2000. 

 
Rare Plants 

Fig-leaved Goosefoot, Chenopodium ficifolium 
Smith, is listed in the second edition of Rare 
Plants of Shropshire as a county rarity. However, 
records have trickled in steadily over the last few 
years, and it now has a total of seven current dots 
on the map, making it no longer rare at all. This is 
certainly a real increase in the range and 
abundance of a native species, as the 1962 Atlas 
shows it to be confined to the east of England. 
There is no reason to list it as an introduction, 
however – plants do move around in response to 
a whole range of environmental factors. The most 
recent records are by Rob Stokes in August 2000: 
one plant on disturbed ground at Greyfriars, 
Shrewsbury, SJ495122; and three large plants on 
disturbed ground at Chilcott Gardens, Madeley, 
SJ708046. An up-to-date distribution map is 
given below. 
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�
Wild Liquorice , Astragalus glycyphyllos L., 
turned up in a new location in 2000, when John 
Clayfield found it near Dudmaston, SO749911, 
“several plants on a scrubby bank.” It has long 
been known in this part of the county, but John’s 
new site, which is in a separate tetrad, brings the 
total number of current localities for the species 
to six (in five tetrads), so it can no longer be 
considered rare. 

Green Figwort, Scrophularia umbrosa Dumort., 
is a species which is not quite Nationally Scarce 
(it had 101 current dots in Scarce Plants, where 
100 is the cut-off point) but is certainly of some 
interest in Shropshire. It appears to have gone 
from several sites in recent years, and there is 
some concern for its conservation, especially as 
this is the centre of its range in Britain. 
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Last year Kate Thorne found it to be flourishing 
at the Shropshire Wildlife Trust’s Chelmarsh 
Reservoir reserve, where the management – 
which is for the benefit of migrating water fowl – 
includes clearing out scrapes, maintaining scrub 
communities, and generally creating secondary 
habitat of the type that most botanists would 
frown at. This seems to suit the figwort perfectly, 
however. 

 

The Hawkweed Hieracium lasiophyllum Koch is 
known in Shropshire at only two sites – Earl’s 
Hill and Carding Mill Valley. At the latter it was 
last seen in 1909, so it was an exciting 
rediscovery when Kate Thorne collected it there 
in May 2000 (det. D.J. McCosh, SFG), at 
SO448941. 
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An upland grassland community in Shropshire

Alex Lockton, Sarah Whild & Kate Thorne 
 
U1 Festuca ovina-Agrostis capillaris-Rumex 
acetosella grassland is quite a widespread type of 
vegetation, being found throughout England and 
Wales and as far north as the Scottish border. It is 
described in the NVC (Rodwell 1992) as a “very 
diverse but highly distinctive” community, and a 
number of sub communities are listed, each with 
a more restricted distribution. In most cases it 
tends to be a short, grazed sward with tussocks of 
Sheep’s Fescue, Festuca ovina, and patches of 
bare ground in between. It would be familiar to 
anyone who walks in the Shropshire hills, and 
most people would take no notice of it. At first 
glance you might consider it to be a poor quality 
habitat, but if you look closer you will see that it 
has hidden secrets. 
 
This “upland” grassland community is not 
necessarily upland at all. It was once widespread 
in the lowlands, and is not known in the north or 
on high mountains. The word “upland” in this 
context distinguishes it from calcareous and 
neutral grassland types, and is used to describe 
grasslands that tend to be free-draining and 
acidic. In fact, because of agricultural 
intensification in the lowlands, U1 has indeed 
retreated to the upland fringes in counties like 
Shropshire and Radnorshire, and good examples 
of it are now rare in the lowlands. Perhaps it 
should be termed a “foothill community?” 
 
In studies of vegetation, the Breckland grass-
heaths (U1c) of East Anglia are generally 
considered the best examples of this community, 
and our western grasslands are by comparison 
neglected and poorly understood. But there is 
very little good quality Breckland U1 left, and 
our studies suggest that the more westerly 
examples of the community may be far richer 
than is generally appreciated. It could be argued 
that it should be considered a rare and endangered 
community, and worthy of protection in its own 
right. 
  
Habitat and distribution 
U1 grassland is indeed a variable type of 
vegetation, but it is generally quite easy to 
recognise. It will always have small tufts of 
fescue – usually Sheep’s-fescue, Festuca ovina, 
and often patches of bare ground between them. 
It occurs on dry, loose, stony soils. The 
Precambrian Longmyndian shales of the Long 
Mynd, Earls Hill and Haughmond Hill are 
perfect, but it also occurs over the igneous 
Dolerite on Titterstone Clee and at The Lump, 
Priestweston. 

 
Sometimes there are no gaps between the tufts of 
fescue. Especially where there is little slope, and 
it is not too exposed, the soil can build up and 
progress towards the richer MG5 hay-meadow 
community. This can be seen on the east side of 
Earl’s Hill, for instance, where meadows full of 
the hills produced by Yellow Meadow-ants, 
Lasius flavus, are intermediate between U1 and 
MG5 grassland. In general, however, U1 is found 
on south-facing slopes, where the soil is very dry, 
and it will often look more like a scree than a 
grassland in summer. 
 
A recent study of the Long Mynd by Kate 
Thorne, for the National Trust, showed that there 
was about 27 hectares of U1 within the common. 
It is difficult to estimate the total area, as it often 
occurs in small fragments, but it would not be 
unreasonable to suggest that there may be 200-
300ha in total in the county. A lot of this is really 
quite poor quality grassland, but the best 
examples are definitely of considerable 
conservation value. 
 
Plants of U1 grassland 
This type of grassland is best in the spring, 
especially in May. The commonest species are 
Festuca ovina, with Sheep’s-sorrel, Rumex 
acetosella, Early Hair-grass, Aira praecox, 
Common Whitlowgrass, Erophila verna, 
Common Bent, Agrostis capillaris, and often 
Mouse-ear-hawkweed, Pilosella officinarum. 
Bryophytes and lichens are often frequent. 
 
The most characteristic and interesting species of 
this community are the spring ephemerals. One of 
these is Shepherd’s Cress, Teesdalia nudicaulis, 
which has a very localised distribution in Britain, 
and has declined in many parts of the country, but 
is still abundant in parts of Shropshire. Another is 
Upright Chickweed, Moenchia erecta, which also 
has a restricted distribution, but much more 
southerly and lowland than Teesdalia. With these 
two will often be found Bird’s-foot, Ornithopus 
perpusillus, and these three together seem to 
guarantee that you have a good stand of U1. 
 
Many of the plants that occur in U1 are tricky to 
identify. Little Mouse-ear, Cerastium 
semidecandrum, is easy to overlook. It is much 
more common than Field Mouse-ear, C. arvense, 
in this community, although the two do occur 
together at Boreton Bank near Condover. You are 
only likely to encounter Dark-green Mouse-ear, 
C. diffusum,  on Titterstone Clee, but it is worth 
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looking out for elsewhere, particularly in more 
base-rich stands. Common and Sticky Mouse-
ears, C. fontanum & C. glomeratum, also occur 
frequently. 
 
The Forget-me-nots, Myosotis spp., cause endless 
problems. Ours is nearly always Changing 
Forget-me-not, M. discolor, with Early Forget-
me-not, M. ramosissima, confined to a few 
locations. If there is thyme in the grassland, it 
will be Wild Thyme, Thymus polytrichus, never 
Breckland Thyme, T. serpyllum, and unlikely to 
be Large Thyme, T. pulegioides. The Parsley-
pierts also cause problems, but Aphanes australis, 
Slender Parsley-piert, seems to be the common 
one in U1. 
 
In Shropshire you are unlikely to find Maiden 
Pink, Dianthus deltoides, in any other 
community. There are only three places where it 
has been recorded in the wild in the last ten years 
– The Lump at Priestweston, a roadside near 
Clun, and Downton Quarry on Haughmond Hill. 
It may in the last few years have gone from the 
latter site, where it was first recorded over 200 
years ago. In the past it was quite frequent around 
Bishops Castle, and it used to occur in U1 
grassland on several of the hills around 
Shrewsbury, including Sharpstone Hill and 
Bayston Hill. It was even once found on Earl’s 
Hill. A stronghold for this species is in 
Radnorshire, where it presumably occurs in a 
similar community. 
 
Buck’s-horn Plantain, Plantago coronopus, is 
another uncommon species that is largely 
confined to U1 grassland. It can withstand 
trampling and close grazing, so it survives in 
some fairly impoverished stands. It can be found 
at Titterstone Clee, on Haughmond Hill, Lyth 
Hill, and the Long Mynd, among other places. It 
still occurs on Nesscliffe Hill and The Cliffe, 
where forestry has destroyed what might have 
once been extensive areas of grassland. 
 
Two other uncommon but characteristic species 
of U1 are Small Cudweed, Filago minima, and 
Knotted Clover, Trifolium striatum. The former 
can be found on the Long Mynd, at Earl’s Hill 
and Titterstone Clee, while the latter occurs on 
the Long Mynd, at Pulverbatch Castle, 
Haughmond Hill, The Lump, Priestweston, and 
on the roadside verge at Clun. 
 
Rock Stonecrop, Sedum forsterianum, is a bit less 
choosy about its habitats, and often persists on 
rock screes and ledges in woodland. But there is 
some evidence that it is also a characteristic U1 
plant, especially on rocky outcrops. An intriguing 
question is whether it survives in grassland after 

the tree cover is taken away, or persists in 
woodland and scrub after the grassland has 
reverted. Generally, S. forsterianum does seem 
more luxuriant in woodland; but is that because 
so many stands of U1 are overgrazed? 
 
One species that appears to be very rare in 
Shropshire is Smooth Cat’s-ear, Hypochaeris 
glabra. The few records that do exist suggest that 
it could be largely confined to U1 grassland. It 
used to grow on Earl’s Hill, and was once on The 
Cliffe, The Wrekin and Harmer Hill. The only 
recent record is from  Boreton Bank. 
 
Looking further afield, U1 grassland is listed by 
Rodwell as the home of some of Craig Breidden’s 
rarities – Lychnis viscaria, Sticky Catchfly, 
Veronica spicata, Spiked Speedwell, and 
Pilosella peleteriana, Shaggy Mouse-ear-
hawkweed. 
 
Further work 
This is very much a provisional account of U1 
grassland – there is plenty of work still to do to 
determine the precise extent and nature of this 
community. What we have in Shropshire and 
neighbouring counties might not fit all that 
comfortably into the NVC, as it appears to have 
been under-represented in the data in comparison 
to the more well-known Breckland vegetation. It 
is easy enough to recognise a really good stand of 
U1, but the boundaries are not so obvious, 
especially in the transitions to other grassland 
types. 
 
Members of the Botanical Society can always 
look out for those characteristic species – 
Moenchia erecta, Teesdalia nudicaulis and 
Ornithopus perpusillus. If the theory is correct, 
they should together signify a stand of U1. It 
would be useful to us to have information about 
any site where they occur. You do not have to 
record a quadrat. Notes on which species are 
there, and the nature of the vegetation (tussocky, 
open turf, loose scree) is probably enough. If you 
would like to see some good stands of U1, try the 
south-facing slopes of Carding Mill Valley, or the 
corner of Haughmond Hill above Downton Hall. 
Places where it might occur, but we have no 
details, include Caer Caradoc and other hills 
around Church Stretton, Brown Clee, Sharpstones 
Hill and Bayston Hill. With luck, anyone hunting 
for U1 might discover a patch of Dianthus 
deltoides or Viola lutea. 
 
Reference 
Rodwell J.S. 1992. British Plant Communities 
Volume 3 - Grasslands and montane 
communities. Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge. 
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Note: V. riviniana and V. reichenbachiana are virtually impossible to tell apart vegetatively. 
 
Mountain Pansy can also be blue and yellow but can always be determined by the large flowers and 
creeping habit. 
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Stoneworts in Shropshire 

Nick Stewart & Alex Lockton 
 

toneworts, or charophytes, are a group of 
complex algae that are usually included in 
the recording activities of botanical 

societies because they superficially resemble 
vascular plants more than they do other groups of 
algae. They are all rather difficult to identify and, 
as the taxonomy has changed somewhat in recent 
years, we do not accept any records without a 
voucher specimen. However, this can be a 
definite advantage, as it means anyone can make 
an interesting record, especially as so little is 
known about them in Shropshire. We have 
included in this account all records for the 
county, but only those determined by Jenny 
Bryant (JAB) or Nick Stewart (NFS) can be 
considered completely reliable in terms of 
modern taxonomy. 
 
Chara aspera Deth ex Willd. 
Rough Stonewort 
National status: scarce 
Extinct in Shropshire 
 

This plant has only been recorded in Shropshire 
twice. William Leighton collected it at Cole Mere 
(SJ43) in 1840, and William Beckwith found it at 
Acton Burnell (SJ50) in 1882. There are 
specimens of both of these at the Natural History 
Museum. It is thought to be declining throughout 
England & Wales. 
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Chara contraria A. Braun ex Kutz 
Opposite Stonewort 
National status: scarce 
Rare in Shropshire 
 

Although it is only occasional in south-east and 
central England, this species is widespread 
elsewhere. It sometimes occurs in deep waters, 

but more usually in shallows at the edge of lakes 
or in pools that dry up during summer. It has been 
recorded in the Shrewsbury Canal at Upton 
Magna (SJ51, 1881, J. Groves); at Shawbury 
Heath (SJ52, 1881, W.E. Beckwith); and at 
Dolgoch Quarry (SJ22, 1998, S.J. Whild det. 
NFS). One of the specimens from the latter site 
was determined to be the variety Chara contraria 
var. hispidula. 
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Chara globularis Thuill 
Fragile Stonewort 
National status: frequent 
Not rare in Shropshire 
 
Early records for this species, up to 1924, could 
just as easily be C. virgata, which was considered 
first a variety, then a subspecies, of C. globularis, 
but is now fully recognised as a separate species. 
 
C. globularis sensu lato was first recorded at 
Berrington Pool (SJ50) by Leighton in 1836, and 
was later seen in the same place by James Groves 
in 1881. It was found in Wellington Reservoir 
(SJ61) by Edward Forrest in 1890, and again by 
William Hunt Painter in 1900. The precise 
location of the reservoir eludes us – possibly the 
pool by the Ercall, or possibly the ones by 
Dothill, to the north of Wellington. George 
Claridge Druce also recorded it at Bomere Pool 
(SJ40/50) in 1908. 
 
Records for C. globularis sensu stricto date from 
1983, when Marjorie Wainwright collected it 
(det. JAB) at Quina Brook (SJ53) and Stokesay 
Castle (SO48). It was found in various places 

S 
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along the Montgomery Canal (SJ32, 1997-’98, 
R.V. Lansdown, det. NFS) and most recently by 
Julie Edwards (det. NFS), who collected it from 
ponds at Aychley Farm (SJ63) in 1998. 
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Chara hispida L. 
Bristly Stonewort 
National status: occasional 
Extinct in Shropshire 
 

There are old records for this species by Edward 
Williams at Kynnersley on the Weald Moors 
(SJ61) in about 1800, and by Augustin Ley at 
Whittington (SJ33) in 1882, but it has not been 
seen in the county since then. 
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Chara rudis (A. Braun) Leonh. 
Rugged stonewort 
National status: rare 
Extinct in Shropshire 
 

This was apparently recorded in Rushbury Station 
Yard (SO59) in 1880, but we don’t know who the 
recorder was. It was subsequently recorded at 

Crose Mere (SJ43, 1884, H.F. Parsons) and 
Bomere Pool (SJ40/50, 1908, G.C. Druce). It is 
possible that some old (pre 1920s) records for 
Chara globularis could actually be for this 
species. 
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Chara virgata Kutz. 
Delicate Stonewort 
National status: frequent 
Not rare in Shropshire 
 

The first record is from Berrington Pool (SJ50), 
where it was collected and recorded as C. aspera 
in 1832 by Rev. John Stevens Henslow but a 
specimen at the Royal Albert Memorial Museum 
in Exeter was recently redetermined as this taxon 
by NFS. 
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There are subsequent collections from Berrington 
Pool dated 1834 (probably Henslow again) and 
1881 (J. Groves). Norman Hicken found it in the 
Dowles Brook (SO77) in 1965 (det. S.P. 
Phillips), and it has been found to be frequent in 
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the Montgomery Canal (SJ32 & SJ33, 1997-’98, 
R.V. Lansdown det. NFS). In 1998 it turned up in 
Dolgoch Quarry (SJ22), in the same pool as the 
Chara contraria and in a pool at a factory in 
Telford (SJ61); and in 1999 at Haughmond Hill 
(SJ51) (all of these coll. S.J. Whild det. NFS). 
 

 
 

Above: Chara virgata, collected at Hortonwood, 
Telford in 1998. 

 
Chara vulgaris L. 
Common Stonewort 
National status: frequent 
Not rare in Shropshire 
 

Although this species is called Common 
Stonewort, it is not necessarily any more common 
than some of the others, and should certainly not 
be recorded without proper determination of a 
voucher specimen any more than the other taxa 
should. Edward Williams described it as 
“common in ponds and ditches” in about 1800, 
but we don’t really know to which species he was 
referring. Augustin Ley had the first confirmed 
record for the county in 1882 (det. H. & J. 
Groves) but he did not record the locality. This 

was probably the same record that was published 
without date, recorder or locality in the Journal of 
Botany in 1883. 
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The first real Shropshire record was therefore as 
late as 1899, when William Hunt Painter 
collected it at Hem Mill (SJ70, det. H. & J. 
Groves), although the general confusion 
surrounding this species was added to by this 
being published as “Shifnal” in the Victoria 
County History of 1908. In 1902 Painter also 
claimed to have found it at Rushbury Station 
Yard (SO59), but there is no independent 
confirmation of his identification, and one has to 
wonder if it might not have been C. rudis 
(although they can grow together). Painter also 
claimed to have it at Tickwood (SJ60, 1903). We 
can only hope these specimens turn up in a 
herbarium some day. 
 

 
 
Above: Chara vulgaris, collected on Titterstone 

Clee by Kate Thorne in 1999 (1½ x life size). 
 
Apart from this short burst of recording at the 
turn of the century, there are no records for 
Common Stonewort until 1985, when Mary 
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Scruby collected it in a “pool near Cronkhill 
Farm” (SJ50, det. JAB) during a survey for the 
National Trust. The grid reference shows this to 
have been a pool within the grounds of 
Berrington Hall, and on the opposite side of the 
road from Cronkhill Farm, so there is possibly 
some confusion here. Marjorie Wainwright found 
it in a pool at New Hall Farm at the foot of 
Wenlock Edge (SO49, 1986, det. JAB) and in a 
flush on the edge of Sweeny Fen (SJ22, 1999, 
det. NFS). Kate Thorne also collected this species 
on Titterstone Clee (SO57, 1999, det. NFS). 

 
There are various recognised varieties of Chara 
vulgaris. The var. longibracteata was collected 
from the Mere at Ellesmere (SJ43) by William 
Beckwith in 1882 (det. NFS). Var. papillata was 
apparently also collected by Beckwith in 1883 
(det. H. & J. Groves) but the location is unknown; 
and was subsequently found by Ian Trueman in 
the old Shropshire Canal at Coalport (SJ60, 1981, 
det. JAB). 
 
Nitella flexilis agg. 
Smooth Stonewort 
 

There are now thought to be two species – Nitella 
opaca and N. flexilis. N. opaca, Dark Stonewort, 
is dioecious (having male and female 
reproductive organs on different plants) whereas 
N. flexilis is monoecious. Unfortunately, when no 
reproductive organs are present, it is impossible 
to say which species you have. Under these 
circumstances, the aggregate N. flexilis agg. is 
recorded. This must also be used for all old 
records without voucher specimens, as the two 
taxa have been confused in the past. 
 
The oldest records for Shropshire are by Edward 
Williams, who recorded it at Berrington Pool 
(SJ50), White Mere (SJ43), Betton Pool (SJ50), 
Bomere Pool (SJ40/50), Hencott Pool (SJ41), 
Shrawardine Pool (SJ31) and Eaton Mascott pool 
(SJ50). William Leighton collected it near Holly 
Coppice on Haughmond Hill (SJ51, 1839); Henry 
& James Groves found it in the Shrewsbury 
Canal (SJ51, 1881); and William Hunt Painter 
found it at Ratlinghope Common (SO49, 1897) - 
where it was still present in the Threshold Pools 
in 1999 (A.K. Thorne, det. NFS). Elsewhere on 
the Long Mynd, there is one from 1985 at Round 
Hill (SO49, Mary Scruby, det. JAB), and one 
from New Pool Hollow (SO49, S.J. Whild det. 
NFS). 
 
During the Shropshire Flora project Bryan Fowler 
collected N. flexilis agg. in the Moat at 
Cheswardine (SJ72, 1977) and in a stream at 
Woore (SJ74, 1978) (both det. JAB). Marjorie 
Wainwright collected it at Eyton upon the Weald 
Moors (SJ61, 1982) and in the Montgomery 

Canal at Queen’s Head (SJ32, 1983) (both det. 
JAB). 
 
Two other sites have been recorded as having 
N. flexilis agg: Weston Lullingfields (SJ42, 1999, 
P. Parker det. NFS) and Brown Moss (SJ53, 
1999, S.J. Whild det. NFS).  
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Nitella flexilis (L.) Adargh 
Smooth Stonewort 
National status: occasional 
Not rare in Shropshire 
 
The only place in Shropshire where N. flexilis 
sensu stricto has been recorded is the 
Montgomery Canal, where Richard Lansdown 
found it in almost every 1km length of the 
Shropshire parts of the canal (SJ33, SJ32, SJ22, 
1997, det. NFS). 
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Nitella opaca N.F. Stewart 
Dark Stonewort 
National status: frequent 
Not rare in Shropshire 
 

Because this taxon has been distinguished at 
various points in the past, there are some old 
records for it, but how reliable these are we do 
not know. The first Shropshire one is from the 
Journal of Botany in 1880, but the site is not 
given. In 1908 George Claridge Druce found it at 
Bomere Pool (SJ40/50). 
 
In 1999 it turned up in Wildmoor Pool (SO49, 
S.J. Whild) and at Ashes Hollow (SO49, A.K. 
Thorne) (both det. NFS), and it seems likely that 
it could account for all the records of the 
aggregate on the Long Mynd. It was also found in 
a temporary pool in grassland near Craig Sychtyn 
(SJ22, S.J. Whild, det. NFS). 
 

7

8

9

0

1

2

3

4

2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Nitella opaca

 
 
 
Nitella gracilis (Smith) Agardh 
Slender Stonewort 
National status: vulnerable 
Extinct in Shropshire 
 

This is one of the great mysteries of Shropshire 
botany. It has been found only once, among some 
specimens of Potamogeton collected by W.E. 
Beckwith and sent to Arthur Bennett. Beckwith 
always refused to name the locality and would 
only describe it as "a small deep pool, about 
1/12th acre in extent, Shropshire". The specimen 
is at the Natural History Museum, and has been 
confirmed by all the leading experts. It may have 
been on the Long Mynd, possibly Wildmoor 
Pool, because all of Beckwith’s other records that 
year were from around Church Stretton. But we 
may never know for sure. N. gracilis is the rarest 
species of charophyte recorded in Shropshire – it 
is considered a Red Data Book species in Britain 

and Ireland, although it is widespread in the 
northern hemisphere. 

 
Above: distribution of Nitella gracilis in 

Britain, giving the Shropshire record the grid 
reference SO49. 

 

 
Nitella mucronata var. gracillima J. Groves & 

Bullock-Webster 
Pointed Stonewort 
National status: scarce 
Rare in Shropshire 
 

This is known only in the Montgomery Canal 
(SJ32), where it was found to be quite widespread 
during a survey in 1997 & 1998 (coll. Whild, 
Lansdown & Lockton det. NFS). 
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Above: Nitella mucronata ssp. gracillima, 

collected in the Rochdale Canal in Manchester. 
(1/3 life size) 

 
Nitella translucens (Persoon) Agardh 
Translucent Stonewort 
National status: occasional 
Extinct in Shropshire 
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This has only been recorded twice: once in 1856, 
by an unknown recorder, at Shawbury Heath 
(SJ52, det. Groves & Groves) and once at Tong 
Castle (SJ70) by William Hunt Painter in 1897. 

 
Discussion 
As the species accounts demonstrate, there are 
only a few records of charophytes in Shropshire. 
They occur typically in more calcareous water 
bodies, but it is worth looking for them just about 
anywhere that there is standing water – even just 
temporary pools in farmland. George Claridge 
Druce famously described one species as a 
“vegetable comet” – arising in huge quantities 
one year and then completely disappearing for 
several years thereafter. At Dolgoch Quarry the 
quantity that formed in a temporary pool one year 
was so enormous that when it dried up the 
skeletons of the desiccated stoneworts lay an inch 
deep on the ground. 
 
The only effective method of recording 
charophytes is to collect a specimen if you 
happen to come across one. They will keep fresh 
in a plastic bag for a day or two – long enough to 
bring it to the county recorder. Alternatively, 
vouchers can be made by carefully floating out 
the specimen in a sink full of water, and allowing 
it to settle on a sheet of thin white card. It will 
stick there firmly, so make sure it is arranged in 
such a way as to make examination easy. 
 
This makes them ideal subjects for Botanical 
Society members to record. You need no 
identification skills beyond the ability to 
recognise that the plant in question is a stonewort. 
By all means have a go at identifying it, but 
properly determined specimens are essential. 
Always label every specimen with the date, 
collector and site. 
 
Please send all specimens in the first instance to 
Sarah Whild, who will forward them to Nick 
Stewart for determination, if appropriate. Happy 
hunting! 
 
 
 
Further reading 
 

Moore, J.A. 1986. Charophytes of Great Britain 
& Ireland. BSBI Handbook No 5. Botanical 
Society of the British Isles, London. 
 
Stewart, N.F. & Church, J.M. 1992. Red Data 
Book of Britain & Ireland: Stoneworts. Joint 
Nature Conservation Committee, Peterborough. 
 
Stewart, N.F. 1996. Stoneworts – Connoisseurs 
of Clean Water. British Wildlife 8:92-99. 
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In Defence of Mary McGhie (?1770-1844) 

Mark Lawley 
 
Had Miss McGhie lived in our "interesting" 
times, she would have been a near neighbour of 
mine. Alas, though, she cannot now defend her 
reputation from the slight on her botanical worth, 
printed in the last issue of the Shropshire 
Botanical Society's Newsletter. May I therefore 
leap to the lady's defence, and beat off an attack 
impugning her honour? 
 
A site whose habitat is hostile to a particular suite 
of species nowadays might have been eminently 
suitable for them many years ago. But many 
naturalists underestimate the great extent to 
which secular ecological successions alter 
habitats and the identities of species living at 
particular locations, even during brief periods of 
only a few years. This fault is apparent in the 
article discussing Miss McGhie's botanical 
records. 
 
Juniper (Juniperus communis) was once quite 
common on the hilly brakes of Deerfold Forest, 
about eight miles south-west of Ludlow in north-
west Herefordshire. Thus, the Hereford Times of 
June 5th, 1869, P.10, quotes a paper delivered by 
Henry Graves Bull: 'Common Juniper.... grows 
very freely on the eastern side of the Forest [i.e. 
west of Aymestrey].' W.H. Purchas also reported 
Juniper from the Vinnals on Bringewood Chase 
just west of Ludlow, presumably around the 
middle of the 19th century before he left 
Herefordshire to live in Gloucestershire and 
Staffordshire. And Sinker et al. report its 
rediscovery on Bringewood late in the 20th 
century. I therefore think it reasonable for Juniper 
to have also existed - if only as isolated plants - 
on the hillsides of south Shropshire, for instance 
at Caynham Camp. Presumably Juniper declined 
and approached extinction in north Herefordshire 
and south Shropshire during the 19th century, as 
hillsides were cleared of scrub for pasture. 
 
Wood Stitchwort (Stellaria nemorum) is easy to 
overlook unless you've got your eye in for it, and 
Miss McGhie may have been more observant 
than we latterday worthies. It grows in woodland 
on Wigmore Rolls only six miles west-south-west 
of Ludlow, so as with Juniper, the plant may have 
occurred (and perhaps still persists unnoticed) 
elsewhere in woods about Ludlow. 
 
Pale St John's-wort (Hypericum montanum) 
and Spring Cinquefoil (Potentilla 
neumanniana) like abandoned quarries where 
calcareous rock and soil yet remain fully 
insolated, succumbing once trees and shrubs cast 

sufficient shade. Thus, they become victims of a 
natural ecological succession, in contrast to the 
human influence which did for Juniper. Both 
species live at Nash Quarry near Presteigne, 13 
miles south-west of Ludlow, and Pale St John's-
wort also persists in an abandoned quarry near 
Leintwardine, six miles west of Ludlow. 
Moreover, the landscape of south Shropshire is 
littered with small quarries for building and road-
stone, which had only recently been abandoned in 
McGhie's time in the first half of the 19th 
century. Quarries with calcareous rock and soil - 
such as those on Wenlock Edge, its southern 
extensions around Craven Arms and Stokesay, 
and The Novers on the southern flank of 
Titterstone Clee Hill - would have been ideal for 
the Hypericum and Potentilla until more robust 
woody plants succeeded them. 
 
Historical evidence, botanical probability and 
secular ecological succession therefore suggest 
that many of Miss McGhie's more surprising 
records stand every chance of being correct, and 
that it is over-harsh to impugn her botanical 
reliability. It is more reasonable to conclude there 
is not quite enough evidence to prove her records 
wrong than not enough to prove they were right. 
True, she would have been botanically isolated in 
Ludlow, perhaps only with Withering's Botanical 
Arrangement and John Galliers of Stapleton and 
Leintwardine to assist her with identifying 
puzzling plants. Galliers was a fellow-member of 
the Ludlow Natural History Society in the 1830's, 
and must have come to Ludlow fairly frequently. 
On the other hand, I doubt if McGhie met Joseph 
Babington, for he had left the district by 1817 
when Miss McGhie arrived (Shrewsbury 
Chronicle, June 28th, 1844). However, I do not 
think that Miss McGhie was a botanical novice 
by the time she came to Ludlow. Au contraire, 
she probably possessed more botanical nous than 
most. Her father, Robert McGhie was living in 
the (then) very fashionable Russell Place, Fitzroy 
Square, London before he died in 1806 
(Gentleman's Magazine, 1806, 76: 590), and as a 
maiden lady Mary presumably lived there too, 
where she very probably attended soirées at their 
neighbours the Marcets. Jane Marcet was a 
popular botanical Anglo-Swiss authoress (Shteir, 
A.B., 1996, Cultivating Women, Cultivating 
Science, John Hopkins University Press, Page 
100), whose parties would have brought Miss 
McGhie into contact with a wider botanical 
world. Moreover, Miss McGhie may well have 
first widened her botanical outlook while visiting 
or living in Jamaica, where her father had owned 
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an estate in the late 18th century, and Maryland, 
U.S.A., where her brother Thomas lived before 
coming to Woodhampton near Little Hereford. 
Miss McGhie may therefore have had a much 
broader and more varied botanical background 
than any of her contemporaries in Shropshire. 
 
Added to historical evidence for the creation of 
and subsequent changes in habitats, and the 
known occurrence of uncommon plants in those 
habitats around Ludlow, I conclude that Mary  
McGhie's records are more likely to have been 
right than wrong, and recommend that we regard 
them in that light. 

Today, with so many better floras and more 
informed botanical colleagues to call upon for 
guidance, we latterday botanists still make 
mistakes in identification. Yea, even the best of 
us have bad days and blind spots. Miss McGhie, 
too, will, of course, have been human. 
 

~ 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

- Advertisement - 
 

A Flora of Weston Lullingfields 
 
A Flora of Weston Lullingfields presents an intimate picture of a Shropshire 
country parish and its wild flowers at the turn of the millennium. The text 
explores the whole parish scene: its geology, geography and history, and relates 
all of these features to the species of wild plants which inhabit the 800 hectare 
parish today. 
 
As well as describing the various habitats in which the plants occur the author 
also gives a balanced account of farming methods as practised in this part of 
lowland Shropshire and some of their apparent effects, both positive and 
negative, upon the parish plant life. 
 
The book contains a complete list of all the species of wild plants recorded 
during the closing years of the 20th century, together with brief descriptions of 
the habitats in which each species was found.  There is also a note on the 
commonness (or otherwise) of each species. 
 
Although the data is specific to this one particular parish it nevertheless provides 
a valuable datum with which to compare wild plant populations of other parishes. 
 
Local people will find this book particularly fascinating.  So too will botanists 
and more general readers with a broad interest in the countryside. It is well 
illustrated with maps, dot maps, photographs and a beautiful collection of fine 
drawings. 
 
C 2001: abe mm x pqr mm: Imn pp: tt illus: £9.50  (Pre-publication offer £7.00). 
 
Please contact the Shropshire Wildlife Trust for details. 
167 Frankwell 
Shrewsbury 
SY3 8LG 
 
01743 241691 
 



  

Field Meetings in 2001 

Sarah Whild 
 
Owing to the Foot & Mouth restrictions, the following meetings are all that we are holding this year. 
Please call me on 01743 343789 before turning up to confirm that access is still possible.  
 
Saturday July 14th. Montgomery Canal. Meet at Queen’s Head, SJ338267, at 10:30 am, to record the 
off-line reserve at Aston Locks and maybe explore the canal down to Maesbury Marsh and assess the 
impact of the recent restoration works. Although most of this will be along the towpath, you may want 
to wear boots for getting around the reserve. Members might like to join us for lunch at the Queen’s 
Head Inn, but we would need to know numbers before Thursday 12th, so phone me before then. 
 
Sunday September 23rd. Brown Moss. Meet at the main car park, SJ563394, at 11 am to see if 
Luronium natans, Baldellia ranunculoides and the other rarities are responding to the management 
work recently undertaken on the Moss. 
 
 
 

Golden Ragwort Award 

There is no doubt that this year’s award must go to the Severn-Vyrnwy Project for losing the plot.  
What was originally envisaged as an ambitious scheme to restore the seasonal wetlands of the 
floodplain around the confluence of the Severn and the Vyrnwy, appears to have turned into a general 
countryside project, encouraging farm diversification and writing management plans for all and sundry. 
  
Following the autumn that brought Britain its worst flooding in history, one might have assumed that a 
project set up specifically to rectify some of the mistakes of land drainage in the past might have 
received a boost from the politicians. But no, almost all mention of restoring wetlands seems to have 
disappeared from their objectives. 
 
 
 

Conservation News 

Congratulations have to go to Bob Daniels and his team for producing arguably one of the finest hay 
meadow swards in Shropshire. Cole Mere is a real treat to visit in mid-summer with a fantastic display 
of Meadow Thistle at its only Shropshire site, and each time I take students there we seem to record 
new species. Well done, Bob, keep up the good work! 
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…is an independent association of professional and amateur botanists concerned with botany, ecology 
and conservation in Shropshire. It is a voluntary society with the aim of promoting the study and 
appreciation of botany; conducting research into and recording the flora and plant communities of 
Shropshire (vice-county 40); and co-operating with other organisations to promote the conservation of 
the flora of Shropshire. 
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