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Introduction 

Using this document 

This is a pdf document to be read with a pdf reader such as Adobe Reader (formerly Adobe 

Acrobat Reader). It should open with a contents list in the left hand frame. It consists of this 

Introduction section (with sub headings in red), followed by individual pages devoted to each 

species, each of which can be accessed by a single mouse click on the bookmark. There is 

usually a single page (sometimes two) giving all the available information about the 

occurrence of the species in Caithness. There may be a photo if I have one. 

The aim of this document  

This document aims to record what is currently known (by the author!) about the rare and 

scarce plants of Caithness. It is designed to be a document easy to keep up to date and 

adaptable to modern techniques of promulgation.  

It covers the Watsonian Vice-County of Caithness - which fortunately is the same as the 

county of Caithness as it has been known for many years. So the records contain no points of 

uncertainty about what was in or out of the county when older records were made. It covers 

the higher plants; that is all vascular plants - ferns, fern-allies and flowering plants. It does 

not deal with mosses, liverworts, lichens, fungi, algae and the many simpler forms of plant 

life which are very interesting in their own right, but not the subject of this tract. Nor does it 

deal with the three complex groups of microspecies - Taraxacum (the dandelions), Rubus 

fruticosus agg. (the brambles) and Hieracium (the hawkweeds): insufficient modern work has 

been done on these to make a sensible story.  

This introduction gives a brief summary of the influences on the vegetation of Caithness. 

This is largely derived from the documents listed in the Bibliography and referred to in the 

text.  

The document is about rare and scarce plants, but this has been taken to include not just 

those that are formally rare or scarce, but also a few that are otherwise particularly interesting 

and a few that are now extinct. Rare is used in two senses. Locally Rare means that there are 

three or less hectad records in the county (a hectad is an area of ground 10km square in which 

a record might occur - more detail later). This may be for reasons of real scarcity, or because 

the plant is under-recorded. I have excluded a few cases where it is just under-recorded but 

clearly more exists if one merely set out to record it. The second use of rare   is in the context 

of National rarity, whereby a species has been declared "rare" by the Joint Nature 



Conservation Committee in its Red Data Book. The topic of rarity and the aims of 

conservation and Biodiversity is a complex subject which I will not delve into. Suffice it to 

say that the species identified in this document as Nationally Rare are the ones that are of 

prime concern for conservation on a National, European or World scale according to the 

complex of standards and Agreements that have arisen. A simple view used to be that a 

Nationally Rare species is one that has less than 15 hectad records in Britain, but nowadays 

other considerations are included, particularly rate of loss and perceived threats to the 

species. 

 

Nationally Rare (Red Data Book) plants in Caithness  

  

Calamagrostis scotica  Scottish smallreed  

Calamagrostis stricta  Narrow smallreed  

Carex recta  Wick sedge or Estuarine sedge  

Carex x hibernica  

Euphrasia marshallii  A type of Eyebright  

Euphrasia rotundifoilia  A type of Eyebright  

Hierochloe odorata  Holy grass  

Saxifraga hirculus  Marsh saxifrage  

Trichomanes speciosum  Killarney fern  

A scarce plant can also be Locally Scarce or Nationally Scarce but in this case no plants 

have been included only because they are Locally Scarce. To do so would swamp the 

document with local plants that are merely under-recorded, because the local flora is not 

sufficiently well known to identify what is truly scarce. But all Nationally Scarce plants 

occurring in the county have been included. In 1994 the Joint Nature Conservation 

Committee published a book by Stewart, Pearman and Preston entitled Scarce Plants in 

Britain. This is the prime source for the inclusion of a scarce species. They are the species for 

which there are more than 15 but less than 100 hectad records in Britain.  

The Scarce Species in Caithness  

Ajuga pyramidalis  Pyramidal Bugle  

Alchemilla glomerulans  A type of Lady’s-mantle  

Arctostaphyllos alpinus  Alpine bearberry  

Betula nana  Dwarf birch  

Carex capillaris  Hair Sedge  

Carex maritima  Curved Sedge  

Centaureum littorale  Seaside Centaury  

Cerastium alpinum  Alpine Mouse-ear  



Cochlearia scotica  Scottish Scurvy-grass  

Coeloglossum viride  

Corralorhiza trifida  Coral –root Orchid  

Deschampsia setacea   Bog Hair-grass  

Draba norvegica  Rock whitlow-grass  

Equisetum pratense  Shade horsetail  

Equisetum variegatum  

Euphrasia foulaensis  An Eyebright  

Euphrasia ostenfeldii  An Eyebright  

Fumaria purpurea  Purple Ramping-fumitory  

Goodyera repens  ?? Creeping Lady’s Tresses  

Imperatoria ostruthium Masterwort 

Isoetes echinospora  Spring Quillwort  

Juncus alpinoarticulatus  Alpine Rush  

Juncus balticus   Baltic Rush  

Linnaea borealis  Twinflower  

Lycopodium annotinum  Interrupted clubmoss  

Mertensia maritima  Oysterplant  

Meum athemanticum  Spignel  

Nuphar pumila  Least Yellow Water-lily  

Ophioglossum azoricum  Small Adder's-tongue  

Orthilia secunda  Serrated wintergreen  

Polygonum boreale  Northern knotgrass  

Potamogeton filiformis  Slender-leaved Pondweed  

Potamogeton freisii  Flat-stalked Pondweed  

Potentilla crantzii  Alpine Cinquefoil  

Primula scotica  Scottish primrose  

Pyrola media  Intermediate wintergreen  

Ribes spicatum  Downy currant  

Sagina saginoides  Alpine Pearlwort  

Saxifraga nivalis  Alpine saxifrage  

Vaccinium microcarpum  Small cranberry  

There are 138 species in total addressed in this document, out of the 890 species known in the 

county.  

How to move on  



It must be emphasised that this document can only tell the reader what is actually known, and 

not enough is known about the flora of Caithness. So one of the reasons to publish is in the 

hope that others will take up the challenge of searching out the lost and questionable records. 

There is so much in these records that is unknown or uncertain that a plant hunter can have 

many days of delight in the countryside making our facts better. I am the official keeper of 

the records, so please tell me what you have found.  

Another purpose of this document is to inform various officials and professionals who are 

charged with taking care of the countryside. These people cannot be expected to know the 

details of rare plants, yet they have the various duties of giving planning consent, cutting road 

verges, agreeing to the construction of windmills and other similar tasks that would be better 

done if they have the facts to hand. I hope this helps a little.  

 Plant Names  

When naming plants it is my preference to use Latin names, because they are unique and not 

ambiguous; I find English names difficult to work with. So the document has Latin names as 

the first priority and English added on. This is not a serious drawback to users who prefer 

English names, since I hope that in most cases both are clear and available. But there are 

some cases where an English name has not been provided – especially for microspecies, sub-

species and  hybrids.  

The Latin names are, of course notorious for being changed, to add to the frustration of all 

concerned with using them. It arises from the revision of the classification as botanists try to 

get a better understanding of the relationships between species and shuffle them from one 

family to another or split an old species into two or more new species; it even arises, very 

rarely, from the merging of two species into one species. So we have to put up with it as the 

price of botanical progress! The Latin names used in this document are those of Clive Stace’s 

New Flora. These are the same as the names in the Flora by Blamey, Fitter and Fitter  and 

that by Francis Rose quoted in the Bibliography below.  

The English names are the ones selected by the Botanical Society of the British Isles to best 

represent the common names used across Britain. I have occasionally added a second local 

name (but not very often because this document is about rare and scarce plants, while local 

names are mostly given to commonly known plants).  

The County Boundary and Some Features  

The county boundary  

We are indeed fortunate to know what the name “Caithness” represents. The boundary of the 

county has been stable and unchanged for the last two hundred years at least – apart from a 

short period at the end of the 20
th

 Century when a part of Sutherland along the north coast 

was taken into Caithness by the Highland Region Council. Most English and many Scottish 

counties are not so lucky, with changes at various times in the past that make it difficult to 

know whether a plant recorded “in the county” some years ago was truly in the county as it is 

known today. I have never come across a confusion of that sort about a Caithness record.  



In 1852 H. C. Watson, who was an early student of plant distributions, proposed that Britain 

be divided into area about the size of an English county for the purpose of keeping biological 

records. Because they did not all line up with counties, he called his new areas vice-counties 

VC's) and gave each an identity number. Caithness was judged to be a suitable size to be a 

vice-county as it was, so again we have the simple situation that the county of Caithness is 

vice-county 109 in the Watsonian VC system. He considered Sutherland to be too big, so 

divided it into East Sutherland, VC107 and West Sutherland VC108. It is the practice of 

biological recorders to record using these 1852 vice-county boundaries, ignoring any changes 

wrought by politicians since that date.  

Hectads and Ordnance Survey Maps  

Within the county boundary the flora is recorded in units called hectads. These are square 

areas of ground measuring 10km each side. If a species is found within a hectad it is 

registered as present and if not it is absent. These records are irrespective of the number of 

plants to be found in a  hectad – it is “present” if there is one found or if there is ten thousand. 

This is a useful approach when constructing national distribution maps of species but makes 

it much less meaningful when dealing with rare and scarce plants in a limited locality.   

A hectad is identified by the position of its bottom left hand corner on the Ordnance Survey 

grid. As explained on most OS maps, there is a supergrid of 100km squares. The ones that 

concern Caithness are the supergrid 39 – otherwise labelled ND and the supergrid 29, 

otherwise labelled NC. These intersect Caithness as shown below.  

 

   

Within a supergrid there are 100 hectads and the hectads overlay on the map of Caithness as 

shown below  



   

 

   

   

Thus there are 29 hectads that relate to Caithness. Each one is labelled by, first the supergrid 

number, then the number of the vertical bounding line on the left side of the hectad,  then by 

the number of the bounding line that forms the base of the hectad. For example, the hectad 

that contains the Isle of Stroma is the hectad ND37. 

  At the other end of the scale it is now possible to be strikingly accurate with map references. 

With the use of hand-held satellite navigators, otherwise known as Global Positioning 

Systems or GPS, locations can be given to ten figures, or a nominal accuracy of within 1 

metre. The accuracy and repeatability is often not so good as that and varies according to the 

number of satellites currently seen, their strength, the amount of reflection off local obstacles 

and other similar things that reduce performance of the device.   

  Hence to summarise all these localisation points:  

   

 The Isle of Stroma in in supegrid square ND or 39  

 It is in the hectad ND37, otherwise called 3937  



 The lighthouse at the north end of the island has a normal six-figure OS reference 

of  ND354792 as determined by reading an OS map of scale 1:50,000  

 The rare sedge Carex maritima occurs in a very small patch close by the lighthouse at 

ND35367915 as measured by an eight-figure GPS. In reality it will be within twenty 

metres of that measured point if you return with a different GPS to refind it.  

Geology  

Old Red Sandstone  

The majority of Caithness is covered with Old Red Sandstone. It is divided, for the most part, 

into Middle Old Red and Upper Old Red. The Middle Old Red is a fine grained sedimentary 

rock laid down in the bed of the extensive and shallow Lake Orcadie in Devonian times. It is 

almost completely impervious to water in the direction perpendicular to the bedding planes, 

so groundwater travels though the rock along the bedding planes and though cracks in the 

bed. The rock varies from chemically neutral sand to lime-rich or otherwise mineral-rich and 

some beds are highly bituminous.  

The rocks that promote the greatest natural fertility are the Niandt Limestone Beds and the 

Achanarras Limestone Beds which approach dolomitic limestone in their composition.  

The Thurso and Mey Beds are also able to promote a good degree of fertility and form the 

basis of the best farming land.  

John o'Groats Sandstone is a particular late phase of the Middle Old Red that is medium-

grained, cross-bedded with pebbly lenses and laid down in river beds. It is low in minerals 

and promotes a peaty soil of low fertility.  

The Upper Old Red is laid over the Middle Old Red on Dunnet Head but not elsewhere. It is 

a cross-bedded, pebbly, medium- to coarse-grained material with a low burden of minerals.  

Beneath the flagstone beds there are basal breccio-conglomerates, perhaps of Lower Old Red 

Sandstone age,  which outcrop on the surface at the edge of the flagstone beds from Reay to 

Berriedale and on the east side in the Sarclet and Ulbster areas.  

Other rocks  

West of a line from Reay to Berriedale the ground is more hilly as the flagstones of the north 

and east give way to Younger Caledonian igneous intrusions which are part of the Strath 

Halladale injection complex. The result is that the hills and features have different geologies, 

viz.  

 Morven, Smean and Maiden Pap are basal conglomerate of the Old Red Sandstone  

 Scaraben is quartzite  

 The western hills from Beinn Ratha to the Knockfinn Heights are of a fine grained 

acid granite  

 The ground immediately north of Helmsdale, including Braigh na h-Eaglaise is of the 

Helmsdale granite.  



Soils  

The dominant influence on the soils all over Caithness is the effect of the Pleistocene 

Glaciation. During this period ice moved from the sea in a north-west direction across the 

whole of Caithness. It dragged with it a shelly boulder clay from the floor of the sea to 

become the basis of a till deposit over the land. This till is a moderately fine clay loam with 

varying amounts of sandy content. Only in the south-west of the county is it a more coarse 

and sandy till.  

Moraines, arising from the deposition of material during the melting of the last ice, occur but 

are scarce. The Wick and Thurso river valleys have some moraine material.  

There is wind-blown sand in the hinterland beyond the beaches associated with bays. This is 

a strong effect for a few km. inland from Dunnet bay, Sinclair bay, Sandside bay and for 

about 1 km. inland from Thurso bay and John o' Groats,  

On mountain tops the local rock is frost shattered to produce a thin layer of native rock-soil.  

Then about 4000 years ago the till was covered by a thick layer of peat. The thickness was 

variable. In some areas of restricted drainage the climatic conditions permit the continued 

formation of new peat and there is fresh peat cover. In other areas the peat is no longer 

forming, usually due to the construction of drains, but often the peat remains in a thick layer. 

And where the peat was thin it will usually have been incorporated into the underlying till by 

agricultural practices. Large areas of peat-covered ground remain especially in the central and 

south-west parts of the county. In places where the underlying rock forms a basin, or where 

the drainage is restricted, there can be continuing peat formation and the rich peatland flora 

associated with peat formation. The Flow Country is a good monograph published by the 

Nature Conservancy Council about the peatlands of Caithness and Sutherland.  

Today the soils derive from the above components and range from heavy clay, rich in 

calcium and minerals to thin sandy soils and pure peat cover. The details of this are given in 

the useful book by Futty and Dry - The soils of the country round Wick.  

   

Climate  

The source that I consult for climatic information is that classic book The Ferns of Britain 

and Ireland by Clive Page. It is not primarily a book about climate, but since ferns are very 

sensitive to climate, Clive Page has taken the trouble to collect the relevant data germane to 

plants.  

Temperature  

Caithness is a cool county in the summer and mild in the winter. The July maximum mean 

daily temperature (averaged from 1941 to 1970) ranges from 15.0 to 16.0 °C (cooler round 

the coast). The February minimum daily mean ranges from 0.0 to 1.0 °C. The annual 

accumulated temperature (the number of day-degrees above 6 °C)  ranges from 600 to 1000 

day-degrees per annum - which might be compared to around 1500 day-degrees per annum in 



the south of England. Wick and the east coast is warmer than the rest of the county in 

summer due to a slight continental influence in the east and the slight mildness of the Moray 

Firth.  

Rainfall  

Annual rainfall in Caithness is a fairly uniformly 1000mm per annum. There are no rain 

shadow areas and the lack of high mountains means that no areas provoke a high rainfall. But 

there is some variation in how it falls. A "wet day" is one in which at least 1mm of rain falls. 

On the east coast 160 wet days was the average (in the period 1951 to 1960) while on the 

west side 190 wet days was the average.  

Wind  

The wind is predominantly from the north-west or from the south-east. From the north-west it 

is generally of higher speed, colder, wetter and more salt-bearing. It gets up to 120 mph in 

winter, causing structural damage to trees. Cool salty winds in early summer are particularly 

damaging to young leaves of shrubs and trees. The winds from the south-east bring 

continental conditions with cold and snow in the winter and warming drier winds in the 

summer. One particular feature is that the more gentle south-east winds in summer can carry 

cold damp air from the North Sea to blanket the east coast and the north-east corner in sea fog 

and mist.  

Oceanicity  

 The term Oceanity is intended to convey the idea that the proximity of the Atlantic Ocean to 

the west of Caithness brings with it a set of influences on the climate. But they are complex 

influences that are not easily turned into practical numbers. The main factors of oceanity are:  

     Rainfall and other forms of precipitation (dew, snow, fog etc);  

     Transpiration - the rate at which water evaporates from the land, driven by 

temperature, direct sunshine, wind and humidity;  

     Cloud cover, which prevents direct sunshine on plants and has secondary effects 

such as coolness and increased humidity;  

     Amelioration of temperature range - making winters milder and summers less 

warm.  

It would be good to have a true numerical oceanity index that took all the above factors into 

account, but there are two approximations that seem useful:  

 Potential Water Deficit is a measure of the net balance of precipitation and 

transpiration. Caithness is in the range 1 to 3 inches of excess of transpiration over 

rainfall with a particularly wet area on the eastern side where the two effects are 

almost in balance.  

 

 The Temperature Range is the difference between the highest and the lowest average 

monthly temperatures. The average difference between summer and winter is merely 

10°C across most of Caithness and only 8°C around the north –east corner, where 

there are the most cool summers and mild winters. 



Both of these parameters indicate that the oceanicity is highest in the north-east corner and 

some distance down the east coast. 

 

   

   

History of the Land  

Early peoples  

There is little evidence of significant population of the area before Neolithic times around 

3000BC. After that there were sufficient people to have some impact on the natural 

vegetation, and the population grew as the advance in technology allowed. There is little real 

understanding of where they lived. It is clear that the peaty and hilly areas had few people. 

There is evidence of population of land of low but positive fertility in the Neolithic and 

Bronze Ages, but the coastal and high fertility land has been so much used and modified that 

evidence of early use has been largely eradicated. These peoples would have been mostly 

static herders and farmers. 

Vikings  

Around 875AD the Vikings invaded Caithness; they were farmers and travellers so they 

changed the agricultural practices and enhanced the likelihood of new plant introductions. 

Judging by the place-names, they set the pattern of farmland use. Words ending in -bster, for 

example, indicate a main farm site and many Caithness farms still have this ending and are 

thought to be of continuous occupation and use since Viking times. Also, until 1750 the 

dominant type of farm building was a long house of the Viking type - indeed many such long 

houses survive in modern form today.  

Agricultural practices  

Until around 1750 the agriculture would have been based on what could be done with the 

land that nature had provided. There was small scale crop production on the land that was 

plough-able with simple tools and there was animal grazing on the rest of the land, including 

migration of families to the more inhospitable places in the summer, to live in sheilings and 

get the benefit of summer grazings.  

Then, between 1750 and 1850 there were large changes. "Town farms" brought initiatives in 

which the land was modified on a large scale to make improvements to crop production by 

enclosure of land and major drainage projects. Cottars and small farmers were moved off 

both common land and fertile parks and large sheep flocks were introduced to the hill land. 

New crops such as turnips were introduced and crop rotation and fertilisation with guana and 

lime made a big difference.  



Beyond 1850 agriculture became more stable, but a major new industry sprang up to create 

sporting estates. This involved the regular burning of peatland to get controlled heather 

growth, some drainage schemes and the elimination of predator animals to maximise deer and 

grouse populations. This had a big impact on trees and shrubs on the peatlands and on the 

diversity of plants.  

From 1850 to 2000 there has been a steady increase in the control that the farmer and the 

sporting estate manager has had over the land - and this focussed on productivity, generally at 

the expense of biodiversity. Drainage of marginal ground has reduced wetland areas, hill 

drainage has dried out peat bogs and planting of conifer trees has taken large areas of ground 

out of any normal biological activity since it causes blanket death of the vegetation beneath.  

Since 1950 there have been quite significant changes to the grazing regimes in response to 

agricultural subsidy schemes and also from a general policy of grater enclosure. This 

produces very noticeable changes to the plant populations year by year in which there are 

gains and losses in the diversity of plants. But overall it is a detrimental effect. Plants can 

only react slowly to changes in habitat and each rapid change produces casualties. There may 

be new opportunist plant species that get a short term benefit, but the long term residents 

suffer.  

Vegetation and Places  

Here is a brief review of the main places of botanical interest in Caithness. Such a review has 

not been published in recent times, so it is my personal review. It was influenced by an old 

source - Crampton's very good book The Flora of Caithness considered in Relation to its 

Geology published in 1911. 

Peatlands 

One very good areas of peatland, relatively undamaged by human activities, is the basin 

around Munsary, Kensary and Shielton which can be pinpointed by the generally central map 

reference ND210475. Here there is a good range of the Sphagnum mosses so characteristic of 

peatland and the classic vascular plants that live amongst them. One can see the common 

plants of such a habitat - Common Cottongrass (Eriophorum angustifolium), Hare's-tail 

Cottongrass (Eriophorum vaginatum), Purple Moor-grass (Molinia caerulea), Bog Asphodel 

(Narthecium ossifragum), Heather (Calluma vulgaris), Cross-leaved Heath (Erica tetralix), 

Bell Heather (Erica cinerea), Deergrass (Trichophorum cespitosum), Mat-grass(Nardus 

stricta), Great Sundew (Drosera anglica), Round-leaved Sundew (Drosera rotundifolia), 

Heath Rush (Juncus squarrosus), Bulbous Rush (Juncus bulbosus), Lousewort (Pedicularis 

sylvatica), Bottle Sedge (Carex rostrata), Crowberry (Empetrum nigrum) and Cowberry 

(Vaccinium vitis-idaeus) -  to name but a few. It is also the location for some rarer species - 

Fir Clubmoss (Huperzia selago), Lesser Twayblade (Listera cordata), Few Flowered Sedge 

(Carex pauciflora), Marsh Orchid (Hammarbya paludosa) and Marsh Saxifrage (Saxifraga 

hirculus). 

I also pick out Blàr nam Faoileag, to the north-west of Loch Ruard around ND130445 as a 

good example of a pool system, and the Knockfinn Heights ND930430 as a good example of 

an elevated, exposed habitat of deep wet peat. 



Overall the peatlands of Caithness are some of the most superb examples of this type of 

habitat in the world, worth treating with great respect and repaying detailed study. 

River Valleys 

The most interesting ones botanically are the Thurso, Wick and Dunbeath river valleys. 

Thurso river arises in the acid peatlands of Loch More and the hinterland beyond. North of 

Loch More the river valley has a more mineral-rich geological base and north of Halkirk it 

flows through a valley cut into the calcareous clays of the glacial drift that overlays the Old 

Red Sandstone rock base. At Dirlot (ND126486) the river has cut a gorge through a 

particularly calcareous sandstone rock. Large bushes of Guelder-rose (Viburnum opulus) and 

a single specimen of Downy Currant (Ribes spicatum) are present among a rich tall herb flora 

on the steep rocky sides. For several miles between Todholes (ND123640) and Thurso town 

there are colonies of Holy Grass (Hierochloe odorata) on the river banks. There are sparse 

occurrences of the Pyramidal bugle (Ajuga pyramidalis) along this same stretch. To the south 

of Thurso town a Hazel coppice, a colony of Shady Horsetail (Equisetum pratense) and a few 

plants of Wood Vetch (Vicia sylvatica) are amongst the rich community of the steep clay 

slopes. 

Wick river arises in good farmland around Watten where the clay soil has a good level of 

minerals and nutrients. The vegetation is naturally rank but mostly kept low by grazing. It 

gets interesting at the highest point that sea salt penetrates where the brackish environment 

supports the rare Estuarine Sedge (Carex recta), the Water Sedge (Carex aquatilis) and the 

hybrid between them (Carex x grantii). That area also has an isolated northern colony of the 

Celery-leaved Buttercup (Ranunculus sceleratus). 

Dunbeath river arises in the peatlands below Ben Alisky (ND 045386). It enters a steep and 

rugged valley as it passes between the two hills Cnoc Fuarain (ND115345) and Wag Hill 

(ND108321). The rock is more mineral-rich and better drained between this point and the sea. 

There are rock exposures, grassy slopes and wooded areas. Where the Achorn Burn joins the 

river there is a deep and narrow rocky gorge. Notable plants are Broad-leaved Cotton-grass 

(Eriophorum latifolium), Rock Whitebeam (Sorbus rupicola), Downy Currant (Ribes 

spicatum), Moschatel (Adoxa moschatellina), Guelder-rose (Viburnum opulus), Wood 

Millet (Milium effusum), Agrimony (Agrimonia eupatoria), Squirrel-tail Fescue (Vulpia 

bromoides) and Goldilocks Buttercup (Ranunculus auricomus). 

One small but excellent river valley is the Reisgill Burn Gorge at Lybster (ND242351). It is a 

steep sided gorge from the main road to Lybster harbour, clothed in shrubs. It has the Bloody 

Cranesbill (Geranium sanguineum) at its most northerly location in Britain, and a colony of 

the rare grass formerly known as Don's Twitch and now considered to be a variant of 

Bearded Couch (Elymus caninus). 

Dune Links 

The strong tidal currents sweep away sand from most of the coast and deposit it in deep 

water. However where a bay has been formed by erosion of more erodable rock, the sand, 

which is a product of that erosion, lies on the sea bed of the bay. Some of it is carried by the 

waves onto the shore to form a sandy beach if the shape of the bay is amenable to such 

deposition. The wind then carries the sand inland - it's noticeable for around 2 miles inland in 



such a windy county. Close to the beach it remains mobile and forms sand dunes; behind the 

dunes it forms increasingly stable soil with distance from the beach. The sandy soils are free 

draining; some are made up of pure silica sand to form an acid soil, while more commonly 

the sand has calcium and other minerals in it that help to form a good mineral-rich low-

nitrogen loam. Caithness has some good examples. 

Dunnet and Greenland Links are the best (around ND2269), with a hinterland behind Dunnet 

Bay 3 miles wide and 2 miles deep of links soil that supports a rich variety of dwarf plants. 

The soil is a thin layer and damages easily, so it is vulnerable to mechanical damage, grazing 

and trampling. It is nevertheless in good condition and well worthy of a visit. The water table 

is quite high due to the impervious rock beneath the sandy layer, so there are pools, slacks 

and burns running through the area. The high water table causes freshwater flushing on the 

beach side of the dunes where the scarce subspecies of Whorl-grass (Catabrosa aquatica ssp. 

uniflora) occurs. Notable plants on the links are Scottish Primrose (Primula scotica), Baltic 

Rush (Juncus balticus), Hair Sedge (Carex capillaris), the most northerly Rue-leaved 

Saxifrage in Britain (Saxifraga tridactylites), Early Marsh-orchid (Dactylorhiza incarnata 

ssp. incarnata), the northern sub-species of Kidney Vetch (Anthyllis vulneraria ssp. 

lapponica), Frog Orchid (Coeloglossum viride), the scarce subspecies of Autumn Gentian 

(Gentianella amarella ssp. septentionalis) and Moonwort (Botrychium lunaria). 

Reay, or Sandside Links (ND965650) were botanically good, but have now largely been 

taken over by the village and the golf course. The Cowslip (Primula veris), which is not 

common in Scotland, is a prominent species. So is the particular form of Eyebright (it used to 

be called Euphrasia borealis ssp. reayensis, but is now sunk into Euphrasia arctica ssp. 

borealis); it grows in extensive carpets on the golf course. Tucked in odd corners are the 

nationally scarce Curved Sedge (Carex maritima), Common Cornsalad (Valerianella locusta) 

and Common Stork's-bill (Erodium cicutarium). 

Keiss and Ackergill Links (around ND3358) is an extensive area behind Sinclair's Bay. It has 

been much damaged by farming and some of it is a golf course with only small patches of 

good links turf undisturbed. It is cut by the River of Wester which has at its estuary a 

particularly fine colony of the nationally scarce Curved Sedge (Carex maritima) and the 

county's only known colony of the Variegated Horsetail (Equisetum variegatum). 

Coast 

 Much of the coast is rocky cliff with turf on the top. The brittle Old Red Sandstone rock 

fractures square giving vertical cliffs which are fissured and creviced. This provides a good 

surface for plants to get a foothold, but whether they can survive there depends on the 

exposure to salt, winds and salt spray. The topping of turf is also exposed to the salt winds 

and spray and it is usually a very short turf of salt tolerant plants that might otherwise be 

found in a salt marsh.  

The north coast is of this type, with Scottish Primrose (Primula scotica) the most notable 

frequent species. At several points around the coast are small patches of the very rare type of 

Lesser Spearwort (Ranunculus flammula ssp. minimus) and the tiny Small Adder's-tongue 

(Ophioglossum azoricum). The cliff-top turf is also the home of the Eyebrights (Euphrasia 

species) which remain little understood in the county. 



The rocky shore at the foot of the cliff has its own interest. Most of the Oyster Plant 

(Mertensia maritima) has been eliminated from the beaches and sheltered bays by human 

disturbance but it remains well established in a few places on the rocky shores and smaller 

beaches. The Whorl-grass (Catabrosa aquatica ssp. uniflora) occurs on rocky shores and 

small beaches in its small form where fresh water is flushing onto the shore. In the extreme 

south-east of the county the rocky shores have small populations of the scarce Seaside 

Centaury (Centaurium littorale). 

The cliffs of the south-east of the county, between Helmsdale and Berriedale, are more 

sloping faces with a richer mineral content and a grassy flora with Mossy Saxifrage 

(Saxifraga hypnoides). 

  

Places of Interest 

The following is a list of sites in Caithness with some botanical merit. This is a personal view 

and should not be taken to reflect positively or negatively on the sites that SNH has chosen as 

Sites of Special Scientific Interest, which are declared according to different criteria from 

those I have used in my selection. 

The sites are listed roughly north to south. 

 Dunnet Head  ND2077 

 The whole Dunnet Head coastline 

 Loch of Mey shoreline ND2673 

 St John's Loch shoreline ND2272 

 Links of Dunnet ND2270 

 Holborn Head ND1071 

 Clardon cliffs ND1570 

 Scrabster cliffs ND1070 

 Castlehill shore ND1869 

 Links of Greenland ND2269 

 Thurso riverside (Thurso to Todholes) 

 Olrig ND1866 

 Freswick Bay ND3767 

 Sandside Head and Bay NC9565 

 Scrabster Hill ND0769 

 Loch of Aukengill ND3565 

 Around Stemster House ND1860 

 Loch of Wester and river Wester shoreline ND3259 

 Keiss Links ND3358 

 Beinn Freiceadain ND0655 

 Loch Watten round the shore ND2157 etc. 

 Loch of Winless ND2954 

 Wick river (Wick to Cruives) 

 Large areas of the "Flow Country" such as ND04 

 Dirlot ND1248 

 Dubh Lochs of Sheilton ND2048 

 Blar nam Faoileag ND1344 



 Munsary ND2146 

 Loch Stemster shoreline ND1942 

 Yarrows / Warehouse / Ulbster Area e.g. ND3141 

 Lybster Gorge ND2435 

 Leodebest ND1834 

 Latheronwheel Burn ND1832 

 Dunbeath river (Dunbeath to Culvid) 

 Morven 

 Smean 

 Langwell water (Ladies Tent to the sea) 

 East coast cliffs (Ord to Berriedale)                  
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Lycopodium annotinum L.                                                       

Interrupted Clubmoss                                                          

  

 

 

 

Number of hectads with records in VC   1  

Rarity: Locally rare /   Nationally Scarce 

History of Discovery: Robert Dick - Morven.  Also recorded in error from 
Smean in 1992 on BSBI card SRN3616.  

K Butler – Whaligoe 2005, Murdo Macdonald – Ward Hill 2008. 

Descriptions of individual sites:  

 On a heathery hillside above Whaligoe at ND31064070, last seen by K 
Butler 2005 

 In a quarry on Ward Hill at ND3721370159, found by Murdo Macdonald. 
Last seen 2008 

 

Ecological comments: In open sub-alpine vegetation, preferring moist hollows 
in upland peatmoor. 

Conservation Status: Vulnerable 

BRC Number 1214         Database number 3    Vice County 109 

 



Isoetes echinospora Durieu                                                    

Spring Quillwort                                                              

  

Number of hectads with records in VC:   1  

Rarity: Nationally not Scarce but Locally Rare 

History of Discovery: Found in 1973 by ER Bullard in Loch Ruard 

Descriptions of individual sites:   

 Found as debris on the north shore of Loch Ruard around ND14_43_. 

 Ecological comments: A plant that lives submerged in nutrient-poor to 
mesotrophic lochs, usually in a stony or peaty substrate. 

 Conservation Status: Not threatened 

  

BRC Number 1043         Database number 8    Vice County 109 



Ophioglossum azoricum Presl. 

Small Adder’s-tongue 

Number of hectads with records in VC: 1 

Rarity: Nationally scarce / Locally Rare 

History of Discovery: Found by members of a BSBI meeting in 1974 

Descriptions of Individual Sites: 

 Found on the clifftop on the west side of Dunnet Head. No precise 

location and not refound. 

Ecological Comments: In short turf in exposed places near the sea. Plants are 

mature by late June and wither during the summer. 

Conservation status: Not threatened 

BRC Number  1381.1       Database Number  940      Vice County 109 



Equisetum hyemale L.

Rough Horsetail

Number of hectads with records in VC: 1

Rarity: Nationally not scarce, locally rare or extinct

History of Discovery: “By the Burn of Houstry near Dunbeath” Miss M 
McCallum-Webster on 30/6/1956. Specimen ED9633 placed in RBG Edinburgh.

Descriptions of Individual Sites: Not refound in that area.

Ecological Comments: Likes a heavy silicaceous permanently moist soil

Conservation status: Extinct?

BRC Number  714 Database Number   9 Vice County 109



Equisetum variegatum Schleicher ex Weber & Mohr                               

Variegated Horsetail                                                          

  

Number of hectads with records in VC   1  

Nationally Scarce and Locally Rare 

History of Discovery: Recorded in ND35 North of Wick - probably in Keiss links 

Descriptions of individual sites: Not available 

Ecological comments: Likes flooded areas of dune slacks. 

Conservation Status: Not threatened. 

BRC Number 723          Database number 10   Vice County 109 

  



Equisetum x mchaffieae C.N.Page 

= E. fluviatile x pratense 

A hybrid fern 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Number of hectads with records in VC: 1 

Rarity: Endemic to Britain and known only from this site in Caithness. 

History of Discovery: Found in 2003 by Dr Heather McHaffie on the banks of St. 

John’s Loch. World first discovery of this hybrid.  

Descriptions of Individual Sites: At various points on the west shore of St 

John’s Loch not far from the pier ND220722 in the gravel of the shoreline and 

in the near shore above. 

Conservation status: Probably vulnerable 

Reference: Page, C.N., McHaffie, H. & Butler, J.K. 2007. A new far northern hybrid 

horsetail from Scotland: Equisetum x mchaffieae C. N. Page (Equisetum fluviatile L. x 

E. pratense Ehrh.). Watsonia 26, 339-345; 

BRC Number  N/A       Database Number  2001     Vice County 109 

  



Equisetum x dycei C.N.Page

= E. fluviatile x palustre

A hybrid horsetail

Number of hectads with records in VC: 1

Rarity: World rarity known from several sites in Britain. Rare in Caithness.

History of Discovery: On the west bank of St John’s Loch by Dr Heather 
McHaffie in 2003.

Descriptions of Individual Sites: : At various points on the west shore of St 
John’s Loch not far from the pier ND220722 on the bank above the waterline.

Ecological Comments: A weak plant of loch shores and ditches

Conservation status: Probably short lived and needs constant re-creation.

BRC Number  2590 Database Number  1002 Vice County 109



Equisetum x litorale Kuhlew. ex Rupr.                                         

Shore Horsetail                                                               

  

Number of hectads with records in VC:   2  

Rarity: Nationally Scarce/Locally Rare or under-recorded. 

Easyview site:  ND219723 and extending southwards 

History of Discovery: JK Butler, Lady Janet's Wood 1999.  Dr H McHaffie St 
John's Loch 2001. 

Descriptions of individual sites: 

 In wet ground in Lady Janet's Wood ND134683 July 1999. 
 By the shore of St John's Loch on the west shore from ND219723 

extending southwards in the shoreline vegetation 

Ecological comments: Damp water-edge habitats  

Conservation Status: not threatened 

BRC Number 715          Database number 16   Vice County 109 



Equisetum pratense Ehrh.                                                      

Shade Horsetail                                                               

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Number of hectads with records in VC:   2  

Nationally Scarce/Locally Rare 

Easyview site: ND115678 

History of Discovery: Thurso riverside - Robert Dick. Seen between Wick and 
Castletown - ES Marshall (1910?); site not refound. No details available for the 
pre-1970 record in ND12. 

Descriptions of individual sites:  

 In neutral grassland on the floodplain of Thurso river beside the 
cemetary. at ND1120 6728. Thousands of plants present. 

Ecological comments: On undisturbed sandy or clayey river and stream 
banks, often in lightly shaded situations.  

Conservation Status: Thurso riverside population threatened by 
"improvements" to the area. 

BRC Number 718          Database number 14   Vice County 109 

 



Equisetum telmateia Ehrh.                                                     

Great Horsetail                                                               

  

Number of hectads with records in VC:   2  

 Nationally not Scarce / Locally rare  

  

 

 

 

 

Easyview site:  Forss river below Bridge of Forss at ND03506858  

  

History of Discovery:  ER Bullard 1970 at Forss. Unknown discoverer at 
Latheronwheel  

  

Descriptions of individual sites:  

¶ On a steep wet bank on a bend in the river at Bridge of Forss 
ND03506858. A large colony of hundreds of plants. Last seen by JK 
Butler in 2005.  

¶ On a steep wet cliff face north of Latheronwheel at ND20863303. A 
colony of about 200 plants. Last seen by JK Butler in 2005.  

  

Ecological comments: It occurs exclusively on steep cl ay banks which are 
constantly irrigated with lime rich water from a spring or flush above the site.  

  

Conservation Status:  Not threatened  

BRC Number 721          Database number 17   Vice County 109  

  

  



Hymenophyllum wilsonii Hook.                                                  

Wilson's Filmy-fern                                                           

Number of hectads with records in VC:   1  

Rarity: Nationally not Scarce / Locally Rare  

Easyview site: On the tors of Smean; ND 033 277 

History of Discovery: ER Bullard and JM Gunn 1974 on Smean. 

Descriptions of individual sites:  

 Small colonies at the base of rocks and cliffs on Smean around 
ND033277. Last seen 1995. 

Ecological comments: In wet shady situations on mountains. 

Conservation Status: Not threatened. 

 BRC Number 1001         Database number 19   Vice County 109 



Trichomanes speciosum Willd. (gametophyte)  

Killarney Fern  

Number of hectads with records in VC: 2  

Rarity: Globally Rare / Locally Rare  

History of Discovery: While the fern-like sporophyte stage is very rare in 
Britain,and "Globally Rare", it was realised in 1989 that the gametophyte stage 
- a mere network of green threads - was widespread in Britain. A national 
survey turned up three observations in Caithness. The plants have probably 
been there undisturbed for thousands of years, though never in recent times 
transmorphed into the fern.  

Descriptions of individual sites:  

 ND18_73_ West side of Dunnet Head, S of Dunnet Hill, nr Chapel Geo 
and W of old chapel, 175m alt, J + RM Walls 1993.  

 ND19_76_ Dunnet Head, N of Burifa Hill on coast by Shira Geo, 8m alt, J 
+ RM Walls 1993.  

 ND11_22_ On steep banks of Langwell Water, at Berriedale, 17m alt, AC 
Jermy and RM Walls 1993.  

Ecological comments: It requires sheltered, low-light, humid but not wet 
crevices that have existed in a stable state for thousands of years. Cliff face 
crevices near the sea are the preferred environment in Caithness.  

Conservation Status:Not threatened. The national conservation status of the 
plant is likely to be revised in the light of recent findings, but meantime it must 
be treated as a rare, Red Data Book species.  

References:  

 Rumsey, FJ., Jermy, AC., Sheffield, E. (1998) The independent 
gametophyte stage of Trichomanes speciosum Willd. 
(Hymenophyllaceae), the Killarney Fern and its distribution in the British 
Isles. Watsonia 22, 1-19.  

 Rumsey, FJ., Vogel, JC., Russel, SJ., Barrett, JA., & Gibby, M. A Review 
of Progress towards the conservation of the Killarney Fern 
(Trichomanes speciosum Willd.) in the British Isles. Bot. J. Scotl. 54(1), 
37-47.  

BRC Number 2075      Database number 1169   Vice County 109   

 


