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In May 2021 my wife and I set off on one of the least adventurous 
adventures ever recorded. It was from Fulham to Marble Arch 
in London. Apart from the traffic, it was not dangerous, and 
at barely four miles it was certainly not arduous, with coffee 
shops and pubs along the way making it nothing more than a 
leisurely walk, a springtime day out in a sunny London. What 
was different was that our plan was to pay attention to our 
surroundings in a way that people rarely do when walking in 
a city – or, indeed, anywhere. Rather than a bit of window-
shopping, a visit to the barber’s or the post office, we instead 
looked closely at the herbaceous plants and the trees, at every 
lichen and every insect that crossed our path.

Our London stroll was the first of eight walks we would take 
all over Britain, their aim being to look closely at the things that 
make each terrain unique and interesting, and to name, examine 
and describe those things, those organisms, that are passed by as 
commonplace yet unknown, of no superficial interest, but which 
are nevertheless profoundly fascinating once considered with an 
observant eye.

I led my first wild food foray in 1992 and have taken between 
twenty-five and forty every year since. That makes about a 
thousand forays and perhaps fifteen thousand people who have 
been kind enough to join me. The aim of all my forays is, of 
course, to teach people how to recognise plants, fungi and 
seaweeds, to show them the edible species and the poisonous 
species, as well as explaining various related subjects, such as 
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the law of foraging and conservation. However, I have always 
wanted them to be much more than that, to open people’s eyes 
to the glories around them, even if they nestle in the cracks of a 
London pavement.

So, if we find a fungus, I will tell them what it is, how to rec-
ognise it and if it will make for a pleasant supper or a frantic trip 
to A&E. But I might also explain its relationship to other fungi, 
relate the story of the creatures within it that they see only as 
maggots destined to ruin their tea, describe how the spores are 
formed and explain the barely credible process by which they are 
ejected into the air. For a plant, and again in addition to its suit-
ability as food, I will answer such questions as what the incon-
gruous red sphere on one of its leaves is and what it is for, why a 
plant is found here and not over there, what the striking orange 
pustules on some of its leaves are and how the plant distributes its 
seeds. It is these intricacies that make the natural world a place of 
wonder in addition to being a place of beauty.

Most of all, I walk slowly, examine closely everything 
I see and invite those who join me to do the same. This comes 
naturally to the forager and, once the habit is learned, becomes 
second nature in one’s interactions with the broader natural 
world, even if you never pick so much as a field mushroom or 
a blackberry. I know I have done my job when I hear someone 
say that a walk will never be the same again. This has happened 
many times, and I always experience a frisson of joy and a 
hopeful expectation that the ‘never’ sticks. I can certainly take no 
great credit for this, as all I do is slow people down and tell them 
stories.

My approach in this book is, effectively, to take you on eight 
walks and do almost precisely what I do on my forays – find a 
plant, fungus, insect, field system, hedge, woodland or anything 
else and talk about it. Those who know me or have joined 
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me on a walk will know my sometimes lamentable habit of 
digressing, and I have not held back here in talking about my pet 
subjects. These will be such things as conservation, agricultural 
practice old and new, what lichens are, the minutiae of fungal 
reproduction and what the point of wasps might be. Names are 
integral to any story and, indeed, always have a story of their 
own to tell; I will be relating many of these on their owners’ 
behalf.

The corollary to the discovery of the variety, complexity and 
beauty of what may be seen on a simple walk is, of course, that 
people often did not know there were any such considerations 
worth discovering. When walking with friends, I am often 
appalled at their lack of interest in what is around them, the trees, 
hedges and fields just a pretty backdrop to their day.

I would imagine that most of my readers are not so incurious, 
but even the dedicated amateur naturalist will often be focused 
only on birds, or plants, or weevils, missing everything else. 
Thus I invite you to engage with the world you walk through 
in a way that is both expansive and detailed. We are told that 
we have damaged the wildlife of our planet, and this cannot be 
denied, but such a view often dismisses that which still exists, 
thrives even. The close observation that I encourage here will 
reveal to you ten times what you might have expected. There is 
more out there than anyone can imagine.

Identifying plants, fungi, hoverflies and almost everything 
else you might find on your walks is no easy task, and  no doubt 
most people feel the water lapping against their chin when first 
exploring their local park or hedgerow in any great depth (sic).  
Nevertheless, it is a happy situation in which to place yourself, 
both a challenge and a joy. I suggest that you embrace it, but do 
not be too hard on yourself. Most of all, do not do what I did on 
these walks by attempting to understand and identify everything 
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you see. Just take a few samples or very good photographs of 
what you find – three or four species should be enough – identify 
and learn about these, then go back for more. When taking a 
private walk to collect fungi for identification, I may well only 
gather two or three species, knowing the hours of work that may 
be before me.

Seven of the walks were taken during the late spring and 
the summer of 2021, when the plants and their many associated 
organisms are at their most visible, and one was taken during 
October, when the main flush of mushrooms occurs, in the south 
of England at least. There is much to find outside these seasons, 
but it is the principle of stopping, looking closely and wondering 
that is pursued so relentlessly in this book that matters. The 
locations have been chosen for their variety of habitats and 
geographical position. The general habitats explored range 
from urban and modern agricultural, to the uplands of northern 
England, the mountains of Wales and two islands at opposite 
ends of the kingdom. Within each of these there are numerous 
separate environments, so bogs, heath, hedgerow, mountainside, 
meadow, chalk downland, arable field edge, pebble beaches, dune 
systems, woodlands and many more are considered.

These were my walks, but it is your walks that matter. Yes, it 
is perfectly possible for you to tread in my footsteps, but where 
you walk may be quite different in ecology and season. It is the 
principle of walking with an open eye and its practicalities that I 
promote here, so do apply them to wherever you go.

This book has a strong personal thread running through it, 
though I have attempted not to swim too deep in the syrupy 
waters of self-indulgence. You will meet D, my wife of over 
forty years, who accompanied me on most of the walks, her roles 
being spotter of things to look at, recorder of what they were, my 
companion, carer and, all too often, compass. Six of the walks 
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were taken at places I know, four of them intimately so. The 
remaining two were adventures into terrains unknown.

So that you know yourself not to be in the hands of an in-
sufferable know-it-all, I have taken the considerable risk in this 
book in being honest about my level of knowledge about what I 
describe. I am a reasonably competent field mycologist with the 
ability to name fifteen hundred or so species in the field, and ca-
pable of identifying most of the rest when back home with my 
books, gently steaming chemicals and microscopes. With flow-
ering plants and invertebrates, it is a few hundred of each and 
with mosses, liverworts and lichens we are down to the tens. In 
writing and researching this book I have learned much because 
I simply had to. Lack of knowledge is no sin, but not wishing to 
learn, I think, is. Casting myself, as I do, as the wannabe botanist, 
lichenologist, bryologist and, say, specialist in the Diptera,* I put 
myself in the shoes of most people, as no one can be all of these 
things, (though you will meet an exception later). I am also hon-
est about my mistakes. There is an outstandingly egregious ex-
ample of this recklessly placed in the first chapter, where I spent a 
couple of days researching and writing the story of a species that 
was not what I thought it was, and then needed to spend another 
two days writing about the species it actually was. I relate this 
humiliating story to show the perils of jumping to conclusions, 
that peril being infinitely greater if it is your dinner that is in 
question. Rest assured, this was my worst mistake. I hope.

While this book is certainly not a field guide, I have been 
liberal with my advice on how to identify individual species, 
with several practical processes that should prove useful. Some 
of them are neat short cuts (cheats), though these do not quite 
compare with the standard method, which involves careful 

*  Two wings = flies!
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examination and a large pile of books!  I do not dismiss the skill 
of proper identification, as it is the key by which the door to 
understanding is unlocked.

As the author of The Forager’s Calendar, I could not neglect 
wild food. Every plant, fungus, seaweed, lichen and invertebrate 
with comestible potential that we found is noted and described. 
I also describe anything we found that is poisonous – everyone 
loves a bad boy.

Both common and Latin names are used throughout the book 
and, as a great fan, I make no apology for the latter. After the first 
mention, I use only the common name, if it has one. All common 
names will be capitalised where they refer to a species, rather 
than a group. Sometimes there will only be a Latin name, as the 
organism to which it applies does not have one that is common. 
The first mention of a name is rendered in bold. For the Families, 
Orders, Classes and Divisions into which we classify the natural 
world I have broken convention by capitalising them to avoid 
confusion with the everyday sense of these words.

The chapters are in no particular order, so you will lose 
little by dipping in and out – though the National Vegetation 
Classification system is mentioned throughout the book and 
explained in the first chapter. We did not discover everything 
there was to see on our walks or record everything we did see, 
and not everything we recorded found room in this book. 

I have placed the references, plus other supporting material 
such as additional photographs and full lists of species found 
online at: www.foragerscalendar.net/the-observant-walker

Walk slowly. Look closely. Look up everything you can. 
Have fun.
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DAY ONE

Hayling Island

I first visited Hayling Island in the late 1950s, or at least I presume 
I did. My family moved from Hook, in Hampshire, in 1957 to 
a conspicuously post-war Portsmouth: conspicuous because 
of the numerous bomb sites that were adventure playgrounds 
to us children. My father had always run a car and would take 
our still small family on trips at weekends, when a day out  
on Hayling Island was irresistible. From my first visit to my 
last, I have always thought it a place of wonders and mystery: 
another adventure playground, and one not entirely unlike  
those bomb sites in its appeal. Hayling Island is a glorious and 
endlessly interesting mess, and I love it. I took my daughters 
there when they were about nine or ten years old, and they, by 
contrast, thought it ghastly. The seafront was, they thought, 
tacky, dilapidated and of no interest, or, in their terms, ‘a bit of a 
dump’.

An early nineteenth-century lawyer-made-good called Wil-
liam Padwick, who was just as fond of Hayling Island as your 
author, joined forces with others to replace or supplement the 
existing causeway (worryingly known as the Wade-way) with a 
bridge to the mainland. His associates in this successful venture 
were the Duke of Norfolk and Sir George Staunton of Leigh 
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Park. (Speaking as a Pompey lad, I should tell you that a Leigh 
Park address is no longer chic.)

In 1825 Padwick bought the manor, rectory and estates 
from the duke, acquiring manorial rights along the way. These 
rights included tithes, the rights over ferry operations and, 
mysteriously, ‘mud rights’, which are likely to have been for the 
oyster beds in Langstone Harbour to the west.

With the bridge in place, he turned his attention to 
transforming Hayling Island into a Brighton, a town whose 
bright lights glitter twenty-seven miles to the east. This involved 
the building of impressive villas and ‘ornamental’ cottages to 
encourage in-comers and hotels to accommodate holidaymakers. 
There were ornamental gardens and a hothouse for exotica. 
It does not seem that Padwick’s dreams were ever completely 
realised, even with the arrival of the railway in 1867, gloriously 
named the Hayling Billy and much missed by all who remember 
it. (It stopped running in 1963.) Visually, Hayling seafront 
is nothing like that of Brighton in appearance, even with its 
scattering of attractive late Georgian architecture. Nevertheless, 
the population is now so large that most of the southern half 
of the island is built upon, and people holiday on Hayling still. 
Apart from the Misses Wright, they are not disappointed.

I had always intended to include a walk along the seashore, 
and Hayling Island is a place I know very well. It is blessed with 
at least three of the major coastal habitat types: sandy beach and 
dunes, pebble beach and estuary. Only cliff and rocky shore are 
absent. I rather missed the rocky shores, as it is there that one 
finds most of the seaweeds.

On a cool but dry and brightly overcast day, D and I set out 
early from Dorset, stopping to pick up my sister Carol, who still 
lives in Portsmouth and was keen to join us. We parked in the 
almost mile-long car park set above the pebble beach. I was on 
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home territory as I know the pebble beach at Hayling well and 
am even more familiar with its more magnificent sister in Dorset, 
Chesil Beach. I did not expect to find too many plants that would 
involve head-scratching. I was wrong.

Hayling Island, like its neighbouring island of Portsea 
(Portsmouth), is roughly and appropriately in the shape of an 
anchor, with both islands bordered either side by large harbours 
with hooked spits projecting from both east and west. The five 
miles of the southern shore of Hayling stretches from a long, 
eastern spit to its mirror image in the west. The beach itself 
is pebble, giving way to gravel and sand, and just sand at the 
spits. Characterising the beach in this way does not allow for 
the vagaries of so dynamic a terrain, as a shoreline can easily be 
pebbles one day and sand the next, something I have seen on 
several occasions in Dorset.

It is the common experience of peripatetic teachers of botany 
that one sees three-quarters of all the plants there are to be seen 
in the first forty-five minutes of any walk. This was certainly not 
the case with our walk around Hayling Island: the great variety 
of habitats ensured that the plant species just kept coming.

Over half of the two-day walk was through or alongside a 
Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) called Sinah Common. 
The SSSI narrowly encompasses the western half of the southern 
beach, widening to include most of the western peninsula. There 
are two unusual features of this protected area: first, a substantial 
proportion of it is a golf course, and second, its land area is 
accompanied by a massive tidal sandbar that runs south-east 
from the peninsula’s tip. The latter feature is the mile-long East 
Winner and is exposed at low tide. Yes, there is a West Winner, 
a smaller sandbar that stretches south from the Eastney spit at 
Portsmouth. Both are created by the tidal dumping of sand from 
Langstone Harbour.



Hayling Island, Hampshire

22

The most treasured plants to be found within the SSSI are the 
Childing Pink, Petrorhagia nanteuilii, with Sinah Common being 
one of only two British sites where it is found, and the Suffocat-
ed Clover, Trifolium suffocatum, also a rarity. The latter is strik-
ing in that its flowers are almost invisible and densely situated at 
the base of the plant, hence ‘suffocated’. I found neither plant, not 
that it mattered – rarity is not a quality of notable interest, it is 
merely a state.

Sinah Common SSSI is an extremely complex and varied 
habitat, with pebble and shingle giving way to sand, sand 
dunes, dune heath and acid grasslands. These are complemented 
by a small area of pure heath, a lake, several ponds, scrub and 
woodland. Such plenitude is common in most seashore habitats, 
so your favourite seashore will not be found wanting, provided 
the hand of man has not been laid too heavily upon it. Vegetated 
pebble beaches, the main focus of our walk on the first day, 
are found all around the coast, though scarce on the east coast 
between Lowestoft and Dunbar. In Scotland they are most 
common on the south-west coast. Sandy beaches and dunes 
are similarly common, with only the south-eastern corner of 
England being largely devoid of them.

The Car Park

For much of the island’s southern shore there is a broad band of 
gravelly grassland above the beach, with which it melds. The plan 
that day was to follow the beach west and then northwards for a 
total of one and a quarter miles to reach the Portsmouth ferry be-
fore turning back. We had six hours in which to accomplish this 
simple task but failed, only managing a single mile and abandon-
ing the final quarter until the following day. This is a reflection in 



The Car Park

23

part of how very much there was to see, but mostly of how long it 
takes to set up a tripod.

It may also have been an indication of how much time we 
spent in the car park. I am a huge fan of car parks, and getting 
me out of one, even during a shopping trip, has sometimes found 
D losing patience. They attract pioneering plant species, and any 
associated, woodchip-covered flower bed will, at one time or 
another, contain unusual fungi. Car parks are also places where 
introduced plants, unable to make a living in well-established 
plant communities, do so on the disturbed periphery.

It is always a pleasure to find something unusual, something 
rare – such as the two above-mentioned celebrity plants – but we 
often ignore that which is common. So it is with the commonest 
of our lichens, Xanthoria parietina, which we found growing di-
rectly on several of the posts in the car park. It is a bright yellow/
orange and can be found in almost every corner of the British 
Isles. I invariably hand people a loupe to examine any lichens we 
find, and the delayed ‘Ooh’ of surprise and delight always tells 
me when they have it in focus! Loupes can cost upwards of £300, 
but one that is perfectly serviceable can be had for about a ten-
ner. Do avail yourself, as they are helpful in the identification of 
many organisms, notably lichens, for which they are essential.

Foraging and plant-spotting in car parks is often rewarding 
and most of the car park posts were garlanded with wild plants. 
One was engulfed in Spear-Leaved Orache, Atriplex prostra-
ta, and the furry leaves and pink flowers of the statuesque Tree 
Mallow. The latter’s Latin name, Malva arborea, is no great puz-
zle. It is not native to Britain, but has spread widely and some-
times too well, becoming an annoyance in some locations. It is 
edible inasmuch as it is not poisonous, and passable if you like 
your food hairy. In contrast, Spear-Leaved Orache is one of the 
many excellent edible plants found on seashores, though it does 
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not confine itself to a salty habitat. It is in the Goosefoot Family 
and related to spinach, for which it makes an excellent and free 
substitute. Other wooden posts were surrounded by Sea Beet, 
Beta vulgaris subsp. maritima, also a Goosefoot, their leaves hid-
den beneath a tangle of flower spikes. When out of flower, Sea 
Beet leaves are the best of the wild greens for the table. It also is 
related to and similar to spinach, but with a sweeter flavour and 
more succulent bite. These three plants are common, and we saw 
dozens of each. I had decided to restrain my collecting instincts 
on these walks, the cotton bags habitually kept in my pocket left 
behind. Still, it was hard to leave either of the two Goosefoots 
behind.

Yet another post yielded a plantain. Plantains (not to be con-
fused with the banana-like fruit!) are disregarded plants, mere 
weeds wherever they grow, but sometimes they excel themselves, 
like the exceptionally well-turned-out specimen of Ribwort 
Plantain, Plantago lanceolata, we saw that day. Its seed heads hung 
from their ribbed stems with an artistic droop that would grace a 
watercolour. This post harboured a third edible Goosefoot Fam-
ily member, Babington’s Orache, Atriplex glabriuscula. While it 
was in its only habitat – the seashore – this particular plant was 
not in its customarily precise location – the strandline. I have 
seen this plant all around the British coast, clinging tenaciously 
to its unreliable linear niche.

The Pebble Beach

Finally, much to D’s and Carol’s relief, we left the car park to 
venture on to the beach itself and begin our walk proper.  The 
beach was one of pebbles interspersed with plants – a vegetated 
pebble beach, one of the most exciting of all the British land-
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scapes. Such a beach occurs on the upper shore, the pebbles nearer 
the sea being too mobile from wave action, to support any plant. 
We immediately found one of its typical inhabitants, Curled 
Dock, Rumex crispus subsp. littoreus. We dismiss all dock species, 
like the plantains, as weeds, their presence among more attractive 
plants a tiresome intrusion of a lower-class plant into an upper-
middle-class neighbourhood. Such views are absurd, of course, 
and this species is more important than its common appearance 
may suggest. It, and the Yellow-Horned Poppy (of which more 
later), are integral to and thus indicative of one particular plant 
community, as defined under the National Vegetation Classifica-
tion (NVC) scheme, one of a handful of classification systems that 
help ecologists define and understand the very many plant com-
munities.

The NVC scheme set out thirty years ago to classify all of the 
natural and semi-natural British plant community types, such 
as blanket mire, chalk downland, heathland and pebble beach, 
splitting them further into sub-communities. Each community 
or sub-community is listed, discussed and described in a 
remarkable series of heavyweight and notoriously impenetrable 
books. The volume dealing with coastal plants is British Plant 
Communities, vol. 5, Maritime Communities and Vegetation of Open 
Habitats. What these volumes lack in native charm (and they lack 
it in spades), they more than make up for in being so very useful 
to ecologists and anyone interested in knowing precisely what 
is going on in any one place. Each community is named with 
a reference code, the hyphenated names of (usually) two of the 
species that are characteristic, followed by a brief and friendly 
description in plain English (such as ‘dune grassland’ or ‘salt 
marsh’). To understand, manage and protect ecosystems, it is 
essential that they can be classified, rather than relying on vague 
descriptions that could apply to several types of community, only 
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some of which are exceptionally worthy of protection. It is this 
classifying role that the NVC scheme fulfils. The presence of the 
two above-mentioned species suggests that the community here 
is ‘SD1 Rumex crispus – Glaucium flavum shingle community’, 
‘SD’ meaning (unhelpfully) ‘sand dune’. There are a worrying 
sixteen sand dune (SD) communities to choose from, each with 
numerous sub-communities, hence the tentative nature of my 
suggestion. Despite my reverence for them and their usefulness to 
any budding naturalist, I will not, you will doubtless be pleased 
to hear, relate the NVC status of every habitat we encountered on 
our walks, just a few to keep you on your toes.

Next to this, and dominating the beach as no other plant can, 
was my favourite of all the herbaceous plants, Sea Kale, Crambe 
maritima, another near-constant of the SD1 community. The ma-
ture plants were enormous at a metre or more wide and high, a 
typical size for Sea Kale. Their pale, frosted-green leaves are the 
size of dinner plates and the texture of slightly damp cardboard. 
This was a large and very welcome population and one that 
would stretch for most of our walk that day, but nowhere near as 
impressive as that on Chesil Beach in West Dorset, where thou-
sands of these huge plants continue beyond sight.

Sea Kale overwinters as nothing but a root, producing a dense 
cluster of leaves from late March onwards. Most parts of the plant 
are edible: the leaf shoots and young leaves, the ‘broccoli’ of the 
immature flower heads, the flowers and the immature seed pods. 
It has long been gathered for the table or market, but its restricted 
habitat – the landward side of pebbly and gravelly beaches – 
indicates that collecting should be done with great care and only 
occasionally. One of the issues is that rare lichens that frequently 
share the shingle with Sea Kale could conceivably suffer from 
the habitat disturbance caused through commercial foraging 
activities. A report by an academic who had carefully examined 
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a site on which commercial foraging was taking place, argued 
that the ‘perceived threats to Sea Kale … have been greatly 
exaggerated’, though I am unsure whether or not the threat to 
the associated lichens is exaggerated.

Still, I am always very careful as it is too beautiful a plant 
to risk its loss. A more serious threat than foraging to Sea Kale 
and the community to which it belongs is trampling. Light 
use by the general public and by the ever-cautious forager 
does insignificant damage. However, some of the long gaps in 
vegetation along Chesil Beach centre around the few seashore 
car parks that invite holiday makers, dog walkers and shoreline 
anglers. This heavy footfall has damaged not so much the mature 
plants as the frequent and delicate seedlings, ultimately leaving 
the beach barren. Fortunately, a substantial boardwalk has been 
constructed across Chesil Beach near the most used of these car 
parks, enabling the casual visitor to stroll comfortably from car 
park to sea and back again without harming the fledgling Sea 
Kale.

Clinging to the fence that surrounds the golf course and 
sitting in an area of grass, pebble and gravel was a cruelly trapped 
beauty, the aforementioned Yellow-Horned Poppy, Glaucium 
flavum. It is, as mentioned, one of the two plants included in the 
SD1 NVC designation and a few yards from its classic habitat. 
It is a familiar plant of pebble and gravel beaches, its brilliant 
yellow flowers and grey-green succulent leaves a joy to see 
throughout much of the summer. All poppies are poisonous, 
but the Yellow-Horned Poppy pulls no punches, containing 
a cocktail of alkaloids that could conceivably prove fatal in 
someone medically compromised. Even its seeds are poisonous. 
The most dangerous of its alkaloids is glaucine, one found in 
several poppy species. It has some underwhelming use as a 
cough remedy and a handful of other dubious medical purposes; 
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however, it is glaucine’s ability to cause euphoria and visual 
anomalies (including bright colours) that has gained attention. 
A feeling of entering another world is one of its more appealing 
effects. I mentioned this to D, who said that I had been in another 
world for years, so why would I bother? Since all of the plant’s 
alkaloids are classed as toxic, just remember that, should you 
tread this dangerous path, the other world you may enter may 
well be the next one. To distract you from such considerations, 
I give you the astonishing full chemical name (though in truth 
it is a coded description) for glaucine. It is the longest I have 
encountered and takes thirty seconds to read aloud: (S)-5,6,6a,7-
tetrahydro-1,2,9,10-tetramethoxy-6-methyl-4H-dibenzo [de,g]
quinoline.

The Golf Course

For good or ill, golf courses are familiar sights near the sea: one 
such, for example, can be found on the stretch of land between 
Deal and Ebbsfleet on the Kent coast, the entirety of Sandwich 
Bay. Perhaps it is the ready access to sand for the bunkers that 
swings it. The golf course that forms part of the Sinah SSSI abuts 
the car park to the east and to our right as we walked west. It 
is surrounded by the previously mentioned and serious fence, 
which gives every appearance of being there to keep the golfers 
in rather than the public out. But no doubt its main purpose is to 
prevent the frequent deaths that would result from high-velocity 
golf balls, to which the large number that had accumulated at 
the base of the fence bore sorry witness. I felt a strong urge to 
tackle the fence to retrieve these lost balls and sell them back 
to their owners. This inclination was an echo of a gratifyingly 
successful business I ran from 1960 to 1962, when I would crawl 



The Golf Course

29

on my stomach through the dense low shrubs next to the school 
playground to retrieve lost balls which I would sell to other 
children.

Golf balls were not the only treasures on the other side of the 
fence; there were also several interesting plants. We often think 
of golf courses as barren wastes of overweening tidiness, and all 
too often they are. However, where a course is constructed on 
an area of dull arable land, the inclusion of rough areas and even 
the neat lawns can only be an improvement. Sinah Warren golf 
course is quite different. It was established about a hundred years 
before it became an SSSI and has managed to live fairly comfort-
ably with its second role as a nature reserve. Indeed, the fact that 
it was declared as an SSSI while it was already a golf course indi-
cates that there was much there worth protecting.

About twenty yards in I noticed something lying on the 
ground that looked like nothing alive and was in the shape 
of a cowpat. Using a telephoto lens, I managed to obtain a 
photograph good enough for an ID. It was Cladonia rangiformis. 
This lichen is a relative of one I used to buy as a child to make 
trees and bushes for tiny plastic soldiers to hide behind on my 
papier mâché battlefields. Cladonia species are still collected for 
this purpose from heathland (their typical habitat) and have thus 
suffered from over-picking.

As well as the sunny heads of poppies, the irregular browns 
and greens of the golf course were lit up by countless spots of 
colour: the bright yellow flowers of Lady’s Bedstraw, Galium 
verum, and the small blue scabious-like heads of Sheep’s Bit, Ja-
sione montana. This was once known as the Sheep’s Bit Scabious 
because it looks exactly like a scabious. It is, in fact, in the Bell-
flower Family, not the Teasel Family (in which the scabious spe-
cies reside). Such lookalikes are the bane of the amateur naturalist 
and must be tolerated with fortitude.
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Not noticed on the day (it is so easy to miss things) but clearly 
visible in the same photograph is a newly minted Marbled 
White, Melanargia galathea. Whoever was in charge of making 
butterflies must have put their top designer on this true beauty, 
whose exquisite black-and-white patterning is complemented by 
a shock of grey fur running down the body and on to the wings. 
It is a butterfly that is doing extremely well in Britain at the 
moment, though triumph follows disaster and disaster follows 
triumph in the world of the butterfly. For them, the weather 
is (nearly) everything, with a bad season causing population 
numbers to drop like a stone.

Butterflies fall vaguely into ‘specialist’ and ‘generalist’ species, 
depending on whether or not they are fussy eaters. An iconic 
example of a fussy eater is the Marsh Fritillary, Euphydryas 
aurinia, whose larval food plant is the uncommon Devil’s Bit 
Scabious. The larval food plant of the Marble White is, more 
sensibly, grasses, particularly Red Fescue, Festuca rubra, though 
it does require long grass. This is a ubiquitous plant, found 
everywhere from beaches to hilltops, and an excellent choice for 
a butterfly wishing to get on in the world, slotting the Marbled 
White firmly into the ‘generalist’ category.

The Shingle and Its Grassland

Back on the beach side of the fence we found a host of plants 
that can be classed as generalists or weeds, so I will pass them by 
largely unnamed. Among them, however, was a common plant 
that had worried me vaguely for years because, although I had 
seen it everywhere, it was never in a condition good enough to 
identify. In the high summer there is little to see but a large, wiry 
bush of tough, straight stems arranged at approximate right- 
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angles to one another, the long seed pods pressed closely to them. 
The next year I found some in flower and leaf and discovered it 
to be Hedge Mustard, Sisymbrium officinale. It has four yellow 
petals on each flower and a leaf like that of Rocket, with a simi-
lar flavour, clearly placing it in the Cabbage Family, the Brassi-
caceae.

A plant that was to be with us for most of this walk was 
Sea Radish, Raphanus raphanistrum maritimus. It is extremely 
common beside the seaside, and a favourite of mine at this time 
of year for the immature seedpods. These taste like, well, radish, 
but with a better texture. The entire plant is untidy, large and 
nothing like the domesticated radishes that are uprooted long 
before their time.

Sea Mayweed, Tripleurospermum maritimum, a relative of 
Chamomile, was, as expected, present; I was to see a more 
unusual one later. Restharrow, Ononis repens, with its bright 
pink and white pea flowers in splendid display, was vastly easier 
to identify and tangled among the feathery leaves of Yarrow, 
Achillea millefolium. This last plant was once used as a bittering 
component in ale before hops were invented, and it still makes 
an indifferent tea. It has long been used to staunch blood and 
is named after Achilles, who presumably had it pressed to his 
wounded heel, albeit to no avail. A poor choice of name in my 
opinion.

Three hours had passed, and the grassy, herb-rich area be-
hind the shingle, pebbles and sand had widened considerably as 
the golf course fence receded. In some places the soil there was 
almost black with dead organic matter. Sandy, nutrient-poor 
and acidic, it was lowland acid grassland. It is worth noting that, 
when talking about ‘acid’ soils, these are not steaming no-go 
areas infused with sulphuric acid, but nutrient-poor soils (gener-
ally a ‘good thing’ when it comes to wild plants) with a pH a little 
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south of 7 (neutral). In other areas of grassland memories of the 
beach were clearly to be seen in the many patches of bare pebbles. 
Visually, these lands beyond the beach were still a sea of Lady’s 
Bedstraw and Sheep’s Bit. Among these plants were the extreme-
ly hairy-leaved Mouse-Ear Hawkweed, Hieracium pilosella, the 
pink pompoms of Hare’s-Foot Clover, Trifolium arvense, and 
Rough Clover, Trifolium scabrum.

In one of the more shingly parts we found Cat’s-Ear, 
Hypochaeris radicata, one of the endless dandelion-like plants sent 
to annoy amateur botanists. When studying these hawkweeds, 
hawksbeards, hawkbits and closely related others, including, 
of course, Cat’s-Ear and indeed others lacking ‘hawk’ in their 
name, one must, as ever, look at the details rather than garner 
vague impressions. They are known, charmingly, as the Hawkish 
Complex. With hawkish plants it is the following details that set 
individuals apart: degrees of hairiness, whether the flowers grow 
on a single stem or from branching stems, the shape of the leaves, 
details of the bracts, calyces, sepals and more. Bracts, calyces and 
sepals may require a bit of swotting. Briefly, bracts are modified 
leaves just below the flower, calyces (singular ‘calyx’) are the part 
of the flower that protects it as it develops, and sepals are the 
individual and ultimately branching parts of the calyx. Well, I 
did warn you that they were details.

The unregarded weed near by, Redshank, which lay trailing 
across the pebbles, was not, on closer inspection, this at all, but 
Ray’s Knotgrass, Polygonum raii. I presume that it is John Ray, 
the celebrated seventeenth-century botanist, after whom this 
plant is named (twice, in fact, as raii = Ray). It was once known as 
the subspecies, P. oxyspermum subsp. raii, having previously been 
split away from plain old P. oxyspermum before being accepted as 
a separate species. Ray was a notorious ‘splitter’, meaning some-
one who sees seven species where most people see only one, so it 
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is fitting that he is commemorated in a species of which he would 
have approved. I did find several bona fide Redshanks, Persicaria 
maculosa, not long after. It is very nearly a weed species but one 
that is attractive once closely observed, with its discreet but pret-
ty pink flowers and richly red stems.

A frequent problem with species is that, despite Latin names 
supposedly being ‘for ever’, they change all the time. It is generic 
names that change most frequently, owing to a single genus being 
split into two or more genera, resulting in scores of species suf-
fering a name change. Redshank was once called Polygonum per-
sicaria, but the Polygonum genus was split into several genera, with 
Polygonum retained for the various knot grasses, and new genera 
(including Persicaria) created for former members that were not 
knot-grassy enough. Redshank’s specific epithet was deemed suf-
ficiently venerable to be promoted to generic status: that is, per-
sicaria, its specific epithet, became the name of an entire genus, 
Persicaria and the new specific epithet, maculosa, was duly coined.

Lunch on the Beach and an Unsolicited Lecture

We were barely half a mile from our starting point. Sister Carol 
had displayed the early signs of impatience about ten minutes 
after we started, so it was agreed that lunchtime had arrived. We 
sat down on a convenient grassy knoll among the pebbles to eat 
and, obviously, drink. I wandered off halfway through my sec-
ond beer to see what could be found in and under some nearby 
Blackthorn and Bramble scrub. Among the tangle was a Dog 
Rose, Rosa canina. Two of the leaflets were folded together either 
side of the central rib, in Cornish pasty fashion. On one of these 
the leaflet sported a bright, maroon-coloured blotch. The whole 
‘Cornish pasty’ was a gall, created for the midge Dasineura rosae, 
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whose tiny larvae will feed and develop within the safety of the 
envelope they have forced upon the leaflet.

On the grassy area around the scrub there were two species of 
fungi. One was a splendid find. It was Agaricus bernardii, a close 
relative to the Horse Mushroom, A. arvensis, a fact witnessed by 
its substantial size, its tendency to bruise slowly yellow and its 
almond scent. It is similarly edible, but not particularly common 
and found only near the sea. Best left in peace, I think.

I had set up my camera and tripod to photograph the other 
mushroom when a group of people who were passing asked 
what I had found. D, who was still near by, put her head in her 
hands. Having been asked a million questions over the last thirty 
years on my walks, I went into full professional mode and told 
them. After learning that I was photographing the mushroom 
Psathyrella candolleana, that it was one of the commonest and 
easiest to identify of a difficult genus, with its thin white cap, 
brown gills and slender white stem, and that you couldn’t eat it, 
that the curled leaf near by was caused by a gall midge, and the 
names and interesting details of half a dozen nearby plants, they 
edged away and thanked me. 

Mrs Paterson

I was pleased with having educated and entertained my unex-
pected students, and we continued our quest. The magnificent 
Viper’s Bugloss, Echium vulgare, was everywhere; a 70-cm-
high or more plant with numerous deep-blue flowers. These are 
formed one at a time – small, closed and pink, then open and 
blue – on many curved and bristly racemes (a raceme is a ‘stem’ 
on which a series of stemmed flowers form). Each flower forms 
a small trumpet, with five lobes ornamenting the edge. Viper’s 
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Bugloss is largely a coastal plant, though frequently found inland. 
It does not take a botanical genius to notice that it is similar to 
Borage and Green Alkanet, the former familiar from the herb 
garden, the latter from waste ground. All three species are in the 
Boraginaceae Family and all are very attractive to bees. The puz-
zling name, ‘Viper’s Bugloss’, appears to come from its presumed 
ability to cure snake bites; the ox’s tongue bit is a reference to the 
bristly surface of the long, thin leaves.*

Later in our walk I would find a single specimen of Purple 
Viper’s Bugloss, Echium plantagineum, a once rare species now 
seemingly recovered. It has an intriguing alternative common 
name, ‘Paterson’s Curse’. This derives from the belief that a Mrs 
Paterson took it with her from England to Australia in 1880. It 
seems to have preferred its new home and is now a widespread 
and pernicious weed in Australia. Unfortunately, it is toxic to 
stock, owing to the alkaloids it produces. These toxins also affect 
honey production as the honey too becomes poisonous, requir-
ing it to be diluted with non-toxic honeys. Some genetic research 
has been undertaken to confirm or deny its origin. It seems that 
Mrs Paterson may indeed have taken it to Australia, but its curse 
cannot truly be laid at her feet as the plant had been there since 
around 1850, having come via a South African population, its 
seeds hitching a lift on the fleece of imported sheep. RIP at last, 
Mrs Paterson.

Viper’s Bugloss has a personal resonance for me. Forty years 
ago, when I was beginning to fill the embarrassing chasm that 
was my inability to name anything much more than a dandelion 
and daisy, D and I would wander the fields, woods and coasts of 
Dorset looking for plants to identify. One day we were sitting 
on a low cliff, examining a plant we had not seen before. We 

* Bu = cattle and gloss = tongue.
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had just begun contentedly flicking through our Wild Flowers of 
Britain and Northern Europe when a passing, pompous know-it-
all shouted ‘Viper’s Bugloss!’ and went on his way. I quite like 
looking things up, so was a little annoyed that he should have 
spoiled my pleasure. Some people just don’t know when to keep 
quiet.

Eggs, Sand and Sand Dunes

We were now nearly a mile from the car park, our path following 
the beach, which turns north, with the narrow channel between 
Hayling Island and Portsmouth to our left. Scrubby areas were 
easy to ignore among the plethora of specialist seashore plants, 
but two caught my eye. They were a Blackthorn, Prunus spinosa, 
and an apple tree. Both demonstrated the effects of the harsh 
environment in which they had found themselves by being 4 m 
in diameter and barely 1 m high!

I was pleased to see an area of the beach fenced off to provide a 
nesting site for Ringed Plovers, Charadrius hiaticula. This species 
nests on open beaches and has a difficult time raising a family 
with people and their dogs trampling over the nursery. Despite 
my lack of any profound interest in birds that do not come in a 
pie, I have had a fondness for the various plovers ever since I was 
asked to write about the historic collection of their eggs for food. 
Fascinating stuff, not least because plover eggs are really Lapwing 
eggs. Lapwings and plovers are close cousins in the Charadriidae 
Family, and the Lapwing was once considered to be a plover, 
the ‘Sociable Plover’. Any wild bird’s egg is now legally off the 
menu in Britain, but I do not think we are missing much. A 
bizarre experiment, a survey really, was conducted in 1953 on the 
palatability of the eggs from about one hundred species of bird. 
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They were marked on a scale from one to ten. Disappointingly, 
the ordinary hen’s egg came top (8.7), followed by that of the Emu 
(8.4) and the Coot (8.3). The Lapwing’s egg scored a relatively 
poor 7.5, but at least it was better than the Southern Black Tit, 
which managed a truly appalling 2.4.

Scattered here and there in the sand near the Ringed Plover 
nursery were tiny plantains, quite unlike their larger cousins 
in that their leaves were very narrow and branching at the 
tips. They were Buck’s-Horn Plantain, Plantago coronopus. 
This is found throughout most of lowland England and coastal 
everywhere else in Britain. Right on the sandy strandline I found 
another of my favourites, Sea Sandwort, Honckenya peploides. 
Like many overtly seashore plants, such as Sea Beet, Sea Rocket, 
Sea Purslane and Annual Sea Blite, its leaves are succulent. The 
shore is effectively a desert, a place also known for its succulent 
plants. With little accessible water that is not extremely salty, 
any water they manage to acquire must be conserved. Sea 
Sandwort is very distinctive, with leaves that are pointed-oval 
in opposite pairs, closely stacked up their supporting stem and 
providing the whole with a geometrical appeal. Large seedpods 
succeed the small, five-petalled flowers, both emerging from 
the joint between stem and leaf. Sea Sandwort is headlined 
in the NVC title of the habitat in which it is found, the other 
being Sea Rocket: SD2 Honckenya peploides-Cakile maritima 
strandline community. Another constant of this community is 
the Babington’s Orache I mentioned earlier.

I was disappointed not to find Sea Rocket, Cakile maritima, 
that day but presume that it does exist there and was just hav-
ing the challenging time it often seems to suffer on well-trodden 
beaches. However, it is not unknown for a community type to 
be recognised for what it is even though one of its star species 
is sometimes missing. This is presumably on the principle that 
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Buckingham Palace is still a type of royal palace even if the king 
is not in residence. Sea Rocket is edible and quite good if you like 
flavours that cause you to gasp, choke and cry.

Sitting among the many shorter plants in the sand of the level 
upper shore next to the dunes was the good-looking Hare’s-
Tail Grass, Lagurus ovatus. The generic name literally means 
‘hare’s tail’ and the specific epithet ‘egg-shaped’ a reference to 
the shape of the seed heads. This is one of the plants that began 
life in domestic gardens and has taken its place with native plants 
without being too troublesome – a remarkable trick when so 
many other plants seem determined to make a thorough nuisance 
of themselves.

As the landscape became dominated by sand and dunes, one 
of the botanical gems of the British coast began to appear: Sea 
Holly, Eryngium maritimum. A strictly coastal plant, it is found 
in sand dunes and sand-rich upper beaches around most of Brit-
ain. It is largely absent from the east coast north of Hull and all 
around Scotland to Galloway, but with scattered populations in 
the Western Isles. It has the accolade of being the prickliest of 
all British plants (with Juniper being an arguably close second), 
making it a treacherous plant for holidaymakers wandering bare-
foot (or bare anything) through the dunes. The multiple drink-
ing-straw-diameter roots that can sometimes be seen hanging 
out of eroded sand dunes were once candied to make a sweetmeat 
that was reputed to be an aphrodisiac. It isn’t, I’ve tried. The most 
surprising thing about this attractive plant is that it is in the Car-
rot Family, the Apiaceae. Nothing about it – not the holly-like 
leaves or the pompom of brilliant blue flowers – looks remotely 
like anything possessed by other members of this Family, but re-
latedness does not necessarily imply similarity. Sea Holly is pro-
tected in many parts of Europe, though, as is often the case, it is 
its habitat that really needs protection.
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We were now firmly in sand dune country, another exciting 
habitat, and one I wanted to examine further before the day had 
ended. But for domestic reasons (sister Carol’s) we had to beat a 
retreat.

DAY TWO

The Ferry and an Unfortunate Butterfly

Carol felt that we had entertained her sufficiently and did not 
come with us on the second day. We parked near the ferry, half 
a mile north of where our adventure of the previous day had 
ended. The bright blue sky and warm breeze that greeted us 
shamed the day before. I had allowed two days for the walk, but 
at five miles of fairly light walking, it could easily be completed 
in two hours by anyone not stopping to take a photograph every 
five minutes. The area in which the car park was situated was 
the part of Hayling Island I knew best. Our plan that day was to 
walk back to where we had finished our walk the day before, and 
to continue from there.

A day trip to Hayling Island from Portsmouth, and especially 
from Southsea, the southern part of the city and where I 
once lived, could easily avoid the bridge to the north of the 
island by taking the ferry. It runs between the two spits across 
a 320-m-wide channel and on occasions can be an exciting 
ride. The first thing one notices is that the ferry only points 
consistently towards its destination pontoon during slack water. 
At full ebb and full flow it will begin its progress by pointing 
almost at right angles to its destination and follow a parabolic 
route thereafter. Spring (high) tides make matters more exciting 




