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New records

Sarah Whild & Alex Lockton

First and Second County Records it has only been recorded at Selattyn (E.

Spider Brake, Pteris multifidaPoir., is a
house plant that occasionally naturalises
from spores in sheltered locations. It was
found growing on a basement wall in
Castlefields, Shrewsbury (SJ493160) off 28
March 2007 by Whild, Lockton & Cutler
(specimen irBIRM det. H.J. Crouch & F.J.
Rumsey, 2010).

The variety ofScaly Male FernD. affinis
morphotypepaleaceo-lobatgLowe) Fraser-
Jenkins is the most ‘scaly’ and upland
member of thd®. affinisgroup that might be
expected in the county. It has not been
recorded before, but Anthony Pigott found it
in a rather unexpected, lowland, site: the Old
River Bed in Shrewsbury (SJ4914) ori"14
September 2008.

Ranunculus ficarid.. ssp ficariiformis

(F.W. Schultz) Rouy & Foucaud is a large-
flowered garden cultivar dfesser

Celandine A patch has evidently escaped
(or was planted) by the path between Cross
Hill and Ditherington along the top of the
Old River Bed in Shrewsbury (SJ49621503,
A.J. Lockton, 28 March 2009BIRM ).

TheFen Nettle Urtica galeopsifolia

Wierzb. ex Opiz, is known in neighbouring
Staffordshire and there have been sightings
of it in Shropshire, too. Some of our plants
may be hybrids withJ. dioica The first
county record is by Dan Wrench in 2003,
confirmed from a photograph of plants by
the Rea Brook at Cruckmeole, SJ429095.

Brian Laney has spent a lot of time
surveying the A5 in Shropshire in the last
two years, and during this time he has found
quite a few new and rare plants, mostly in
the salt-spray zone along the roadside. One
of these isGrass-leaved OracheAtriplex
littoralis L., which he found in five places
along the A5 around Shrewsbury. His first
record was at Nobold (SJ473097""1line
2009).

Continuing the theme of roadside plants,
Laney foundSpergularia rupicola_ebel ex
Le Jolis,Rock Sea-spurrey by the A5 at
Edgebold, SJ455113 (conf. WhilBlIRM )
on 8" June 2009.

lan Thompson found a farm pond at Rowley
(SJ306064) overgrown withesser

Knotweed, Persicaria campanulata

(Hook.f.) Ronse Decraene, on"Lluly

2009. This is a scarcely naturalised garden
plant that could possibly spread. In the past

Hardy, 1974).

A cluster of plants growing on the towpath
of the River Severn in Shrewsbury
(SJ494126) on 28June 2009, not far from
the garden from which they had originated,
turned out to b&lountain Madwort ,
Alyssum montanuin. (coll. Whild &
Lockton, det. E.J. ClemergJRM ). They
were subsequently washed away in the
winter floods.

Broad-leaved Cockspur-thorn Crataegus
persimilisSarg., has been planted alongside
the Shrewsbury bypass at Battlefield
(SJ515166, Lockton det. Whild™2April
2009). This is the first time we have found it
being used in a planting scheme.

Sickle Medick, Medicago sativavar.falcata
(L.) Arcang., turned up on a verge of the
Hodnet bypass (SJ616275) ori*2ugust

2009 (Lockton conf. Whild) growing on
sandy soils with a mixture of native plants
such arnithopus perpusillusnd

numerous alien species that had presumably
been introduced in a seed mix.

Hybrid willowherbs are generally under-
recorded, but on 14September 2008 we
were lucky enough to have several experts
from the BSBI exploring the Old River Bed
in Shrewsbury. Both Helena Crouch and
Arthur Chater spottefpilobium xrivulare
Wabhlenb. E. palustrel. x E. parviflorum
Schreb.) (SJ494148)RM ). This is the first
record of it in the county.

One of the more notorious invasive aliens is
Floating Pennywort, Hydrocotyle
ranunculoided.. f., which has been known
to become exceedingly abundant,
particularly in polluted waterways. It has
until now been absent from Shropshire, but
Brian Laney found it in a pond near
Oswestry, SJ307294, on"26lovember

2008.

Argentinian Vervain, Verbena bonariensis
L., has turned up in two places recently.
Brian Laney found one plant by the A5 at
Oswestry, SJ302311, on"26lovember
2008, and Alex Lockton also found just one
plant on the towpath of the River Severn in
Shrewsbury, SJ495127, on"2duly 2009
(det. Whild,BIRM).

An uncommon garden throw-outMentha
x villosonervataOpiz (M. longifolia x
spicatg, Sharp-toothed Mint. It was
collected by Mark Duffell and Sarah Whild



on a roadside verge at Knockin (SJ3322) on
21% July 20009.

Greater Lettuce, Lactuca virosd.., was

first recorded in the county by Henry Spare
in Leighton’s Flora of 1841. That record is
not widely accepted, but Brian Laney has
now found it turning up on the side of the
A5 at Preston (SJ535121) and Upton Magna
(SJ554118), both in 2009. Yet another
interesting discovery by Brian on his
roadside ventures waarrow-leaved
Ragwort, Senecio inaequider3C., which
has spread throughout much of England in
the last few years. He found a seedling on
the verge of the A5 at Rhoswiel, SJ300369,
on 11" November 2008. Although Brian
was confident about its identification, we
decided to grow it on until it flowered in
2009, and indeed he was proven right.

Bulbous Canary-grass Phalaris aquatica

L., is now widespread in the south of
England, and seems to have reached at least
the southern half of Shropshire. It was
recorded by lan Green at Woodhouse
(S0642778) on 16August and by Paul

Green at Downton Hall (S0524782) orf"17
August 2009, both times as a weed in arable
fields.

Great Brome, Anisantha diandrgRoth)

Tutin ex Tzvelev, is another weed of arable
fields that, according to the BSBI maps, has
probably been in Shropshire for some time
but has not been recorded. That has now
been put right, as lan Green found it at
Overton (S0661866 & SO664868,".5
August) and Bransley (506557546
August) and Paul Green found it at Downton
Hall (SO522787, 17 August 2009).

Rough Bristle-grass Setaria verticillata

(L.) P. Beauv., is a rare weed of rough
ground and roadsides, mostly in the south of
England. It was frequent in as an arable
weed in a field of maize at Cobscot,
$J689386, on 27August 2009 (Lockton,

det. Whild,BIRM).

Greater Snowdrop, Galanthus elwesii

Hook. f., is often sold in garden centres,
sometimes labelled &3. nivalis It has not

yet been recorded as naturalised in the
county, but planted specimens have been
seen at Old St. Chad’s, Shrewsbury
(SJ491123, Wrench, 2008) and at The Cliffe
(533921, 11 April 2009, M. Duffell).

Rare Plants

It is astonishing how long some plants
remain in the same site, or how long the gap
can be before they recur. In about 1800
Edward Williams recorded the charophyte
Bristly Stonewort, Chara hispidal., at

Kynnersley on the Weald Moors. This is one
of just two sites recorded for it in the

county, so it is something of a rarity. Itis
also a rather rare plant in Britain, with just
half a dozen currently known sites. In 2009
it turned up again not far from the original
site, at Kynnersley Moor (Lockton,
SJ687167," July 2009BIRM ), in a

recently dug fishing pond.

Although it is probably not all that rare, the
hybrid betweerMale Fern, Dryopteris filix-
mas(L.) Schott, and Scaly Male-ferB,
affinis (Lowe) Fraser-Jenking). x
complexaFraser-Jenkins, is rarely recorded
for reasons that will be obvious to anyone
who has studied this difficult genus. If you
accept the many morphotypesxfaffinis

the task becomes even harder. However, it is
a striking plant, with huge fronds up to 2m
long. It has now been recorded at four sites
in the county — Candy Valley (SJ2528, B.A.
Thomas, 1989), Haughmond Hill (SJ5413,
Lockton, 2006), Earl's Hill (SJ412046, A.C.
Pigott, 2006) and Pontesford Hill
(SJ409055, Lockton, 2009).

There are only a few good recordsDEnse-
flowered Fumitory, Fumaria densiflora
DC., in Shropshire — the last being in 1962,
when Frank Perring found it in fields near
Preston Montford. However, Brian Laney
recently found it by the side of the A5 at
nearby Bicton Heath (SJ448127) dhJune
2009 (conf. WhildBIRM)). This is a very
south-easterly plant in Britain, and it is
tempting to imagine that Laney’s plants are
introductions along the motorway; but the
proximity to Perring’s site leaves open the
possibility that it is actually native in this
part of the county.

Brian Laney foundNight-flowering

Catchfly, Silene noctiflora.., on a sandy

bank near the Nesscliffe Bypass at Wolf's
Head, SJ373200, in fDecember 2008.

This species is on the edge of its range in the
county, and it occurs only as a casual. The
last record was in 1992 by Elizabeth Roberts
at Oswestry Racecourse.

Small-flowered Catchfly, Silene gallical.,

is similarly outside its range in this county
and tends to occur only as a casual. Nick
Button found it in an organic farm at
Brynmawr, SO221835, or'2August 2009.

It was growing with CornflowerCentaurea
cyanusL., and other arable weeds. There are
just seven records of this species in the
county — the previous one being in 1987 on
a road verge at Oswestry, by Marjorie
Wainwright.

Narrow-leaved Bittercress Cardamine
impatiensL., was somewhat elusive for a
couple of decades after Sinker’s Flora, and



we started growing wary of the old records
because it had apparently disappeared.
However, people have evidently started
looking in the right places, because it has
now been found in four sites in the county.
Firstly, Tim Room found it at Craig-y-rhiw

in 2007; then it turned up in Pam and Roger
Green'’s garden at Ratlinghope (SO402966)
in 2008; this year it was found at Helmeth
Hill (SO471941, Wrench, 19April 2009)

and Hopes Wood (SO445931, Locktol, 3
June 2009, BIRM). By reinstating all the old
records, we now have a distribution map as
follows.

Cardamine impatiens

Dittander, Lepidium latifoliumL., has just
four records ever in Shropshire. It was found
growing in some abundance in a derelict lot
at The Humbers, near Telford, SJ703149, by
Lockton on 4' June 2009. It was last
recorded at Oswestry in 1993 by M.E.
Roberts and E. Townsend.

In 2003 Kate Thorne found a population of
Floating Water-plantain, Luronium natans
(L.) Raf., in a field at Edgerley (SJ3418).
The field was put into a conservation
scheme and left ungrazed, so by 2007 it was
completely overgrown witkslyceria

maxima and the plant was considered lost.
However, this year Kate searched carefully
along the fence line where it used to grow
and found a small population still surviving.
Hopefully it will be better protected in
future.

Elongated SedgeCarex elongatd.., is a
Nationally Scarce plant with a large
proportion of its British population in
Shropshire. It appears to have been in
decline here for some time, as its canal sites
were restored (it used to grow on the rotting
wooden pilings) and in the meres it suffers
from conservation — the sites are often
fenced off and allowed to succeed to dry
woodland. It has recently turned up in three
new sites: Preston Coppice (SJ497197, 25
May 2009), Tunstall Wood (SJ628269 25
August 2009) (both Lockton) and Towery
Moss (SJ4334, 2010, I. Diack). The
distribution map now looks as follows.

Carex elongata

Transfer of fumitoriesto NMW

In the last few years our knowledge of the
fumitories of Shropshire has changed drastically,
thanks largely to the support of Dr Tim Rich at
the National Museum of Wales in Cardiff
(NMW). Species such &imaria purpureahave
been found to be more common than previously
known, while new species suchfsvaillantii

have been added to the county list. The entire
collection of specimens to support these new
records has now been transferred fl@iRM to
NMW to ensure their safekeeping. The more
important specimens have also been scanned and
are on Herbaria at Home.



Rushes of Shropshire ID Guide




Wood-rushes of Shropshire ID Guide

The good news is thauzulaspp. (Wood-rushes) in Shropshire are relativelight forward to identify,
once it has been established that it is a Wood-isick for the fibrous white hairs on the leaf gias).

The main trick to using the key in Stace’s New &I{t997) is to understand how the flowers are horne
and how to look at the seed appendages. The kewhegladapted from Stace and | have included a
species that is not yet recorded from vice-coulty-&outhern Wood-rushyuzula forsteri This species
has a southerly distribution as the name suggesithas been recorded right up to the vice-county
boundary with Herefordshire. It is worth looking fa the Ludlow area — but do collect a voucher
specimen if you think you have found it as it wobkla first county record.

If you have to measure any part of the plant, abrxahoose a representative part rather than an alyisu
small or large part — if in doubt, measure ten tahke the average. To look at the seed appendages, p
open a ripe capsule and pop the seeds out intoatlhe of your hand — there should be up to thredsee
and the seed appendages are big — you can segjtfienalearly with the naked eye or x10 lens.

1 Flowers borne singly or in pairs on pedicelswio stalks) greater than 3mm long...........ccc.c..... 2
1 Flowers borne in groups of two or more, the geosgssile or with pedicels (flower stalks) lessitha
2mm long (there may be a few solitary flower helagismost in CIUSLErS) .......vveveveeviviiiiiiceeeeene, 3

2 Basal leaves usually greater than or equal to #vitta. Lowest branches in the inflorescence
reflexed (pointing downwards) when in fruit. Seggp@ndages more than half the length of the seed

(often longer) and curved or hooked; common inwedsbdlands........... L. pilosaHairy Wood-rush

2 Basal leaves usually less than 4mm wide; lowestdhes patent to upright in fruit; seed appendages
straight, less than half length of the seed; net#0...................] L. forsteri Southern Wood-rush

3 Tepals white (rare garden escape — voucher spadieguired)...........| L. niveaSnowy Wood-rush

G T I =T o= 1SN o] (o 1,71 o SRR 4

4  Most basal leaves greater than 8mm in width,ue@¢jin woods ...... L. sylvaticaGreat Wood-rush
4 Leaves 1eSS than 8MIM WIE ........coiiiiiiceeeee et e e e e 5

5 Rhizomes and/or stolons present, anthers 3-&taadong as the filaments, very common in

unimproved grassland, churchyards etc......cccccceevvvvviiiviiiiieenn.n. L.. campestrid-ield Wood-rush
5 No rhizomes or stolons, plant forming a discedtenp, anthers as long as or twice as long as
filaments, common on acid, heathy soOils .......ccccceeeiiiinii. L. multiflora Heath Wood-rush



Sinker’s plants

Alex Lockton & Sarah Whild

It was over half a century ago that Charles Sinker
came to Shropshire to be warden of the new
Field Centre at Preston Montford. Prior to this,
the county was something of a backwater for
botany, with only the University of

Birmingham'’s Extra-mural Studies department
delivering natural history courses and a few
small societies such as the Caradoc and Severn
Valley Field Club to encourage amateur
naturalists. However, by the 1950s Shropshire
hosted the regional office of the Nature
Conservancy and the head office of the Field
Studies Council, and it soon became a centre for
ecological expertise, which continues to this day.
The secret was to bring in experts from all over
the country, something Sinker did ambitiously by
facilitating national meetings of organisations
such as the British Bryological Society and
encouraging researchers like Francis Rose and
David Bellamy. However, despite all his
involvement in ecology and his commitments as
Director of the FSC, Sinker was primarily a
botanist, so our purpose in this article is to
review his records for Shropshire and put them in
perspective.

One of the first things to appreciate about Sinker
is that, although he organised a tetrad Flora, he
was never a tetrad-basher. For the author of a
major County Flora, and a BSBI County
Recorder, he made surprisingly few records: just
1,850 in total. He was not a great collector or
taxonomist, either, with just 46 voucher
specimens to his name, most of which are now in
Shrewsbury Museuns@yY). However, a
distribution map of his records (Fig. 1) shows
that he did explore much of the county. The
secret to understanding Charles Sinker is to
appreciate that he was primarily a
conservationist, and most of his work was
designed to educate people to act to protect the
natural environment.

Sinker was about as comfortable with bryophytes
as he was with vascular plants. With Francis
Rose he made a good list for Earl’s Hill and
Oaks Wood in 1960. Here they fouBdzzania
trilobata (Greater Whipwort), an intricate little
liverwort that occurs only in the most humid,
undisturbed upland oakwoods in the county. It
had been recorded previously, by Hamilton in
1899, but they are unlikely to have known that.
B. trilobatahas so far only been found in three
places in the county, and it is now vanishingly
rare as so much of Oaks Wood was felled and
replanted with conifers in the 1960s. It was also
Sinker and Rose who first found tBé&caea x
intermedia(Upland Enchanter’s-nightshade)
along the Habberley Brook in 1960, thus solving
the mystery of J.C. Melvill's plants, washed

downstream to Meole Brace in 1915. In 1966,
with Franklyn Perring, he produced a Flora of
Earl's Hill — the first Site Flora in the county,
and possibly one of the first ever written. It is
still invaluable for monitoring the changes in the
vegetation there, and it in fact is pure
coincidence that we have used it in a study of
Earl’s Hill elsewhere in this newsletter.

Sinker’s records in Shropshire.

Another rare liverwort he recorded, with Rose
and Bellamy, waf€ephalozia macrostachya
(Bog Pincerwort) on Clarepool Moss and Wem
Moss. This is a Nationally Scarce plant that
grows in only the best bogs. It is long gone from
those two sites, although it was later found at
Cramer Gutter (M.J. Wigginton, 1981). One of
Sinker’s great passions was the meres and
mosses, on which he wrote his celebrated paper
in Field Studiesthe now defunct scientific
journal of the Field Studies Council. The rare
bog-mossSphagnum magellanicum
(unimaginatively dubbed ‘Magellanic Bog-moss’
in English) has only ever been recorded on four
of Shropshire’s raised mires, and Sinker
discovered it on one of those sites — Whattall
Moss (now long degraded by drainage and
afforestation).

A particularly good find of his waBuxbaumia
aphylla (Brown Shield-moss) in Ashes Hollow in
1960. This was a first county record and it id stil
the only known site for it in the county. He did
not discover th&ryum weigelii(Duval's Thread-
moss) on the Long Mynd but when the British
Bryological Society visited in 1975 they
naturally wanted to see such a speciality, so
Sinker took them to the top of Ashes Hollow to



see it. Unfortunately, in early April the site was
deep in snow so, as Mark Hill related in the BBS
newsletter, ‘Mr Sinker instructed us where to
dig, and we soon came on its elegant pink mats.’
Not such an easy trick.

Dryopteris oreadegMountain Male-fern) is one

of the more difficult plants to identify, as the
differences between it and the much commoner
D. filix-masare subtle. Sinker found it on
Titterstone Clee in 1962 and collected a
specimen which was confirmed by Clive Jermy
and is now in Shrewsbury Museum. As an
amusing anecdote about the difficulty of
identifying this species, there were quite a few
records of it there over the next forty years, and
several botanical tours where groups of people
were confidently shown it by various leaders, but
it later transpired that they were all looking in
completely the wrong place and must have been
admiring common male fern. It was not until
John Bingham rediscovered it in 2002 that we
found out where it really was.

There is an interesting relationship between
nature conservation and secrecy. A county
recorder once related that, when she was young,
the job was clearly defined: to keep the localities
of the rare plants and make sure no-one ever
found out about them. It was (and still often is) a
common belief that secrecy helps to protect rare
plants. Part of this belief is well founded,
because there are people who will collect rare
ferns and orchids. But in reality conservation is
much better served by having information about
the places and plants that are most in need of
protection, and Sinker was always
(uncharacteristically, for that time) helpful taeth
Nature Conservancy Council about rarities. The
only exception beinfuphar pumila(Least
Water-lily), about which he made the following
note in 1962: ‘| am pleased to be able to confirm
that the small yellow water lily still occurs in
small quantity... Unfortunately | have undertaken
not to divulge the precise locality to anyone in
the interests of protecting our few remaining
rarities.’ It was probably Edward Wilson who
insisted on the secrecy — he certainly knew where
it grew as early as 1954. Bizarrely, as recently as
the 1990s botanical books suchSzsrce Plants

in Britain were still suppressing this information
to botanists, while the display board at the
entrance to Cole Mere proudly boasted of its
presence there to anyone who turned up.
Fortunately, it is now well known but it only
survives because of constant lobbying of Natural
England and Shropshire Council to cut back the
trees and rhododendrons when they grow too
close.

A particularly interesting discovery was
Gentiana pneumonantt{®arsh Gentian) in a
field at Oreton Common. This was not really a
discovery of Sinker’s at all, as it was reported to
him in 1962 by Miss Aston, a local naturalist

who had known of it there for some time.
Happily, the Wildlife Trust subsequently bought
this site and has managed to keep the gentians
alive through some last-minute management
action. There is no reasonable chance that they
would still be there otherwise.

Another very difficult plant to spot igaccinium

x intermedium(Hybrid Bilberry), which Sinker
first found on The Stiperstones in 1968. Again,
to illustrate how subtle this is, it was not seen
again until Kate Thorne made a special search
for it in 2002 — after visiting other known sites t
find out what it looks like.

It was on the subject of willows that Sinker had
the most enthusiasm. He built up a fair sized
collection of specimens of lowland willows from
his time at Malham Tarn and Preston Montford,
and he constructed a rather fine key based on leaf
shape, which we reproduced in this newsletter in
2002. At the insistence of his wife, Margaret, he
asked us to send this herbarium to the National
Museum of Wales in 2001. Amongst his most
important finds wa$alix x capreoldS. auritax
capreg at Coldyeld on the Stiperstones in 1976.
This is the only record of it in the county,
although the parents are both common. It is
probably around and about, if anyone is sharp
enough to spot it. On the other haBalix
myrsinifolia (Dark-leaved Willow) is probably

not still wild anywhere in the county. Sinker
found it at Merrington Green in 1982, and there
is no reason to think it was planted, but it is now
gone from there.

Of no conservation value at all, but more a
plantsman’s observation, is Sinker’s record of
Aralia racemosgAmerican-spikenard) in

Badger Dingle in 1985. In StaceXew Floraof
1997 this is listed as the only known site fonit i
the UK. Another non-native curiosity Bhacelia
tanacetifolia(Phacelia), which he spotted on the
roadside opposite Grafton School in about 1980
— some 15 years before it started turning up quite
widely in the countryside.

The canals were a particular issue of
conservation importance when Sinker was active
in botany. In the 1950s they were derelict and
slowly drying up, but the remaining stretches of
open water were full of such raritieslagonium
natans(Floating Water-plantain) and
Potamogeton compress(Grass-wrack
Pondweed). One spectacularly good site was the
Edstaston Arm of the Llangollen Canal, which
was scheduled to be made into a marina. Sinker
argued for this to go ahead, when the Nature
Conservancy wanted it protected. The problem
was that if the canal was totally neglected it
would dry up, and Sinker believed that a certain
level of use would be more sustainable. In the
end, both sides won, as the top end of the canal
was redeveloped into the marina and the rest was
given to the Wildlife Trust as a reserve.
Unfortunately, neither plan worked. All the



plants in the marina died while the reserve
slowly dried up anyway, and now there is little of
interest left in the Prees Branch Canal.

When it came to spotting difficult plants, Sinker
was definitely one of the best botanists to have
worked in Shropshire. In 1963 he spotted
Bromopsis beneken(Lesser Hairy-brome) at
Harton Hollow, although he always considered
this only a tentative record. It is not far from
where Augustin Ley and William Moyle Rogers
recorded it in 1909, but Sinker didn’t know that.
In 2001 we collected specimens and had it
formally confirmed by Clive Stace. Harton
Hollow is also a Wildlife Trust reserve and,
although it is a small site, it is a well-choseontsp
on the Wenlock Edge, with exceptional diversity.

One of the thorniest issues for botanists is the
subject of dodgy records. For some reason
people are astonishingly prickly about their
ability to identify plants, as if it is somethingty
are born with rather than a skill to be acquired.
All good botanists admit mistakes, and the best
botanists actively want to know about them,
because it is an opportunity to learn something
new (just look inWatsoniato see what sort of
person withdraws their errors). Thus, everyone
has made a dodgy record if they are active at all,
and it is not an insult to mention them. In 1973
Sinker thought he had fourlbtamogeton x
griffithii (alpinusx praelongu3}in the Prees
Branch Canal, but he did not collect a specimen
and it seems unlikely that it was right, even
though both parents occur there. It is a very rare
hybrid. We will never know for sure, but it is
best not to record such a plant unless it can be
proven. Another notable error was recording the
sedgeCarex x corstorphingibinervisx viridula)

at Catherton Common, published in the
Transactions of the Caradoc Club in 1968. This
record was not reproduced in tGeological

Flora, and it is taken as withdrawn. Another
hybrid sedge he recorded w@arex x involuta
(rostratax vesicarig at Brown Moss and Marsh
Pool (a site near Stapeley Hill that has long since
gone) without confirmation or any specimen.
However, in recent years we have collected
specimens from Brown Moss that appear to be
this hybrid, although as yet we do not have
confirmation from the experts. Maybe it is this
and maybe it is not — but any botanist worth their
salt would want to investigate it and find out.
Which is precisely what Sinker did.

Charles Adrian Sinker OBE was born™April
1931 and died 23January 2010. He founded the
Shropshire Flora Group in 1975 and remained a
member all his life.
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Changes in the vegetation of Earl’

s Hill

Alex Lockton

Itis a tricky task to assess a site for somethimng
complex and ethereal as nature conservation.
Many systems have been devised over the years,
and many continue to be promoted, but there is
one that is emerging as the best and most
empirical. That is to use species as indicators of
the habitats of value — axiophytes. Entomologists
have a similar system, and are arguably ahead of
us botanists because they even have a computer
program that selects indicator species from a list
and produces a scoring system for habitat
quality. The best thing about axiophytes (or
axiozoa) is that they are very easily quantified. A
species is a species, and we can all count. So you
do not need to be a mystic or a rocket scientist to
do this; but you do have to be a good naturalist
and you do have to be prepared to work quite
hard. Especially on a site like Earl’s Hill.

In 2009 we checked the government’s official
web site (www.english-nature.org.uk) to see
what ‘condition’ Earl’s Hill was in, in
conservation terms. It said favourable in most
areas, but the grassland at the top is overgrazed.
It is easy to see how one might come to that
conclusion, wandering around the site for a few
hours on a summer’s day. The classic Ul
Festuca ovinajrassland that is such an important
feature of this site does indeed look bare and
eroded in the middle of summer. But come back
in the early spring to see it at its best and you
would get a different impression entirely.
Anyone who knows Earl’s Hill well would be
surprised by this conclusion. It is rare to see any
livestock there at all. However, the axiophytes
should tell us the full story.

Earl's Hill is one of the best-recorded sites in
Shropshire, with detailed species lists dating
back more than two centuries. It is quite a well-
defined site, surrounded by farmland, so most of
the lists will be for almost exactly the same area
— the main exception being to the east, where the
reserve extends into Oaks Wood, and some
records will undoubtedly be from there. At one
point the waterfall at Lyd Hole was also included
as a detached part of the reserve, so lists frem th
1970s include records from there. But we can
make allowance for these discrepancies.

The first task is to identify the species of
importance. The SSSI citation is not a lot of use.
It mentions 18 species of vascular plants, but
some of these (e.g. bracken) are there merely for
descriptions of the habitat, and are not meant to
be of conservation importance. A few plants are
specifically listed as being rare in some way,
(Circaea x intermedigSedum forsterianum
Geranium lucidumG. sanguineunandTilia
platyphyllog but this is also not necessarily a
criterion of conservation value. Of more interest,
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perhaps, it states that some plants are abundant
(Jasione montan&ilosella officinarumand

Carlina vulgarig. However, the axiophyte list is
much more helpful. Of 343 vascular plant taxa
that have been recorded on Earl’s Hill, 95

species (28%) are axiophytes, and that gives us a
decent number to work with.

The simplest analysis we can do is to count the
number of axiophytes present in each time period
(Fig. 1). This shows that the 1980s recording
period was rather weak, but apart from that there
has been no obvious increase or decrease in
axiophyte diversity. That is not altogether
unexpected, because there has not been any
agricultural improvement or urban development
on the hill. Any changes within a nature reserve
are more likely affect the type of species present
rather than the total number.
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1990s 2000s

Fig 1. The number of axiophyte species recorded
at Earl's Hill during each of the recording periods.
There has been little overall change in total
species diversity.

A more careful look at the species list (Table 1)
shows quite a few axiophytes that have not been
recorded recently. Some of these laog or

marsh plants:Anagallis tenellaHydrocotyle
vulgaris & Menyanthes trifoliataStachys
palustrisandValeriana dioica There were once
two substantial ‘bogs’ at Earl’s Hill, one at the
bottom of the Craft Valley at the south-west end
of the site, and one at what was known as the
lower entrance, on the north-east side. A small
fragment of the latter still remains, but in esgenc
both these bogs have been destroyed by
succession to woodland.

The onlyarable weedto have gone iKickxia
elating which Honor Pendlebury recorded in
1939. It may have been in a quarry, in a field or
on a roadside. It is no great loss to the reserve.

The biggest group of plants that has apparently
disappeared is thgrasslandindicators. These
includeAchillea ptarmicaAira caryophyllea
Alchemilla filicaulis Botrychium lunariaBriza
medig Carex paniceaCerastium
semidecandruprCynoglossum officinale



Dianthus deltoidesEuphrasia officinalisagg.,
Genista tinctoriaGeranium columbinum
Hypericum humifusupHypochaeris glabra
Lepidium heterophyllupMontia fontana
Myosotis ramosissim#@robanche rapum-
genistaeSherardia arvensjsSilaum silaus
Stachys officinalisSuccisa pratensjgrifolium
campestreaandT. striatum Some of these might
well be found again, but yet more seem to be on
the verge of extinction. For instandasione
montanaandCarlina vulgarisare no longer
abundant, as described in the citation. Nor is
Sedum forsterianupwhich has only been seen
recently as a small patch in deep woodland,
looking very unhappyOphioglossum vulgatum
is no longer present within the old part of the
reserve, where it was once abundant, but there
are some plants in a meadow which has been
added to the reserve recently.

A few woodland specialists seem to have
disappearedBlechnum spicanEuphorbia
amygdaloidesLathyrus linifolius Listera ovata
Melica uniflora Orchis masculaPolystichum
aculeatumSolidago virgaureaVicia sylvatica
andViola reichenbachianaSome of these (such
asP. aculeaturhwould undoubtedly be re-found
by a diligent search; otherB (spican} are
present on nearby Oaks Wood. So there has
definitely been some loss of woodland plants, but
it is minor.

Set against the apparent losses are some gains.
Ceratocapnos claviculathas only been recorded
recently. This is a woodland plant that seems to
be spreading in the county. Other things that
appear to be gains but are probably just better
recorded includ®anthonia decumbens
Dryopteris oreadesStellaria pallidaand

Trifolium micranthumThis leaves very few, if
any, real gains in axiophytes in the last two
decades.

Overall, the loss of grassland species is the most
obvious and dramatic change that has occurred
on Earl's Hill. A lot of species have gone, and
quite a few more are faced with extirpation.
Despite more thorough surveys, there is a loss of
biodiversity on this site, and the overwhelming
change is from grassland to scrub with fewer
axiophytes.

Is it possible to rescue the species-rich grassland
before it is gone for good? Wildlife Trusts often
have problems managing grassland — it is
expensive and difficult if you are not geared up
for livestock farming. But there is a precedent. In
the 1960s, when the reserve was first given to the
Wildlife Trust, Charles Sinker arranged to burn
the scrub off the summit, and this successfully
restored the grassland and the rock outcrops with
their rare mosses. It should be possible to do
something on the eastern slopes to restore the
grassland that has been lost.

One conclusion we can make from this analysis
is that the list of axiophytes really does provide
useful information. The entire list is published
here, so all that anyone needs to do is find these
species on the site and they will be able to repeat
this analysis and see how the site is faring in
future. It is difficult in that you need to be a
reasonable field botanist and willing to work
quite hard; but the valuable thing about the
analysis is that anyone could do it and they
would have to come to similar conclusions.
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Table 1. Axiophytes on Earl's Hill, showing when each has been recorded at Earl's Hill. All historical
records from 1800 to 1969 are aggregated into the first list, and after that the records are grouped by

decade.

Species Common name <1969 '70s '80s '90s ’'00s
Achillea ptarmica Sneezewort - 1 - - -
Adoxa moschatellina Moschatel - 1 - 1 1
Aira caryophyllea Silver Hair-grass 1 - 1 - -
A. praecox Early Hair-grass 1 1 1 1 1
Alchemilla filicaulis Common Lady's-mantle 1 1 - - -
Allium ursinum Ramsons 1 1 1 1 1
Anagallis tenella Bog Pimpernel 1 1 - - -
Anemone nemorosa Wood Anemone - 1 1 1 1
Aphanes australis Slender Parsley-piert - 1 - 1 1
Blechnum spicant Hard Fern - 1 - - -
Botrychium lunaria Moonwort 1 - - - -
Briza media Quaking-grass - 1 - - -
Bromopsis ramosa Hairy Brome - 1 1 1 1
Calluna vulgaris Heather - 1 - 1
Carex caryophyllea Spring Sedge 1 1 - 1 1
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C. muricatassp.lamprocarpa
C. panicea

C. sylvatica

Carlina vulgaris
Cerastium semidecandrum
Ceratocapnos claviculata
Chrysosplenium alternifolium
Circaea x intermedia
Clinopodium vulgare
Colchicum autumnale
Cynoglossum officinale
Danthonia decumbens
Deschampsia flexuosa
Dianthus deltoides
Dryopteris affinis

D. oreades

Elymus caninus
Euonymus europaeus
Euphorbia amygdaloides
Euphrasia officinalis agg.
Filago minima

Galium odoratum
Genista tinctoria
Geranium columbinum
G. sanguineum
Hieracium cinderella

H. lasiophyllum
Hyacinthoides non-scripta
Hydrocotyle vulgaris
Hypericum humifusum
Hypochaeris glabra
Jasione montana
Kickxia elatine
Lamiastrum galeobdolon
Lathraea squamaria
Lathyrus linifolius
Lepidium heterophyllum
Listera ovata

Luzula multiflora

L. pilosa

L. sylvatica

Melica uniflora
Menyanthes trifoliata
Milium effusum
Moenchia erecta

Montia fontana

Myosotis discolor

M. ramosissima
Ophioglossum vulgatum
Orchis mascula
Orobanche rapum-genistae
Oxalis acetosella
Pimpinella saxifraga
Polystichum aculeatum
P. setiferum

Ranunculus auricomus
Sanicula europaea
Sedum forsterianum
Sherardia arvensis
Silaum silaus

Solidago virgaurea
Sorbus torminalis
Stachys officinalis

Prickly Sedge
Carnation Sedge
Wood-sedge
Carline Thistle
Little Mouse-ear
Climbing Corydalis

Alternate-leaved Golden-saxifrage
Upland Enchanter's-nightshade

Wild Basil

Meadow Saffron
Hound's-tongue
Heath-grass

Wavy Hair-grass
Maiden Pink

Scaly Male Fern
Mountain Male Fern
Bearded Couch
Spindle

Wood Spurge
Eyebright

Small Cudweed
Sweet Woodruff
Dyer's Greenweed
Long-stalked Crane's-bill
Bloody Crane's-bill
Long-bracted Hawkweed
Stiff-haired Hawkweed
Bluebell

Marsh Pennywort
Trailing St. John's-wort
Smooth Cat's-ear
Sheep's-bit
Sharp-leaved Fluellen
Yellow Archangel
Toothwort
Bitter-vetch

Smith's Pepperwort
Common Twayblade
Heath Wood-rush
Hairy Wood-rush
Great Wood-rush
Wood Melick
Bogbean

Wood Millet

Upright Chickweed
Blinks

Changing Forget-me-not
Early Forget-me-not
Adder's-tongue
Early-purple Orchid
Greater Broomrape
Wood-sorrel
Burnet-saxifrage
Hard Shield-fern

Soft Shield-fern
Goldilocks Buttercup
Sanicle

Rock Stonecrop

Field Madder
Pepper-saxifrage
Goldenrod

Wild Service-tree
Betony
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S. palustris

Stellaria pallida
Succisa pratensis
Teesdalia nudicaulis
Tilia cordata

T. platyphyllos
Trifolium campestre
T. micranthum

T. striatum

Trisetum flavescens
Umbilicus rupestris
Vaccinium myrtillus
Valeriana dioica
Veronica montana
V. officinalis

Vicia sylvatica

Viola reichenbachiana

Total

Marsh Woundwort
Lesser Chickweed
Devil's-bit Scabious
Shepherd's Cress
Small-leaved Lime
Large-leaved Lime
Hop Trefoil
Slender Trefoill
Knotted Clover
Yellow Oat-grass
Navelwort

Bilberry

Marsh Valerian
Wood Speedwell
Heath Speedwell
Wood Vetch

Early Dog-violet

Fig. 2: The eastern slopes of Earl’s Hill in May0BQ showing how the scrub has advanced up to
and, in places, beyond the cliffs.
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Recording progress 2000-2009

The map below shows the number of taxa now recardeech tetrad in v.c. 40. One of our main aims
this decade has been to improve coverage, and ltherbeen some progress — but not enough. We still
have many squares with fewer than 100 speciesdedaver. Our target now is to get all these tstrad
over 100 by the end of 2010. However, we do natnedy tetrad; all records should be made by 1km
square or with higher resolution.
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This table shows the number of records that haea becumulated so far in date class 4 (2000-2009) b
each recorder or determiner. Thanks are due toyemerwho has contributed. Quantity, of coursepis n
the same as quality, and some of the people whe imade very few records have nevertheless made a
disproportionate contribution by finding first cdymecords and rare plants. But it is one viewhef data.

If anyone has records that have not been sentjplgase feel free to do so.
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- - - - - - - 265
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- - - - 2 - - -
- 1 - - 1 - - -
- - 109 - - - 56 -
- 184 - - - - - -
- - - - 1 - - -
- - - - 1 - - -
- 2 4 2 1 1 - -
-9 - 237 - - - -
- - 2 - - - - -
494 967 440 605 790 1317 577 0 27
- - 23 3 - 84 1 -
- - - - - - 26 -
1 - 3 6 - 5 9 8
187 - - - - - -
- - - - - 2 - -
- - - 1 - 1 4 1
- - - - - 1 - -
- - 141 1 - - - -
1 - - - - - - -
- - - - - 17 - -
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- 76 - 152 4 - 79 -
- - - - - 129 - -
- 63 - - - - - -
- - - - - - - 93
- - - - 3 5 62 54
- 1 - - - - - -
- 17 - - - - - -
- - 108 - 1 - - -
- 2 - - - - - -
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- - 2 376 350 100 3 -
- - 2 3 1 - - -
1731 6867 4870 5112 239048 9666 19155
2 - - - - - - -
- - 2 - - - - -
- - - - - - - 1
- - - - 10 - - -
- - 1 - - - - -
- - - - 1 - - 1
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1
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32
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142

17
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831

57864
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