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The plant figured above is the only flowering plant whose UK distribution is known to be presently
confined to South Northumberland. This is Alchemilla micans, limited to four sites on short whinstone
grassland. Remarkably, by far the strongest population has resulted from transplantation within a
roadstone quarry. When the Scroggs population was scheduled for quarrying, a quiet corner which had
already suffered extraction within Keepershield Quarry was protected, and large areas of turf were lifted
and successfully moved. Subsequently, an original population of some 500 plants has at least quadrupled
in size. A. micans is a rather small species with hairy leaves and erect hairs on the petioles. The most
distinctive features are in the inflorescence; rather long pedicels, and narrow, hairy bases to the flower.

An Annual Request
This may have been one of the most miserable and late springs on record, but at least we have had a lot of
rain. Northumberland has interesting assemblages of annuals, particularly on the whinstone again, and in

stable sand-dune grassland, but they are often bedevilled by spring drought, resulting in a lacklustre
showing late in the season. However, this year should amply reward visits in May.
Several of our annuals have pairs of ‘twin’ species, usually a commoner and a rarer partner which are not
easily separated. These are often ignored, so that we are short of records for the scarcer species.
Cerastium semidecandrum and C. diffusum
These two little annual mouse-ears are best known by being highly glandular-sticky (often covered with
dust or sand) and delicate; much less robust than the pale, stocky, congested C. glomeratum. Neither are
particularly common, but C. diffusum is the rarer with us and is often thought to be confined to the coast.
However it has recently been found on two inland Whin sites and should be sought for elsewhere. By far
the best way of distinguishing these rather similar species is by the bracts which are green throughout in C.
diffusum, but with a scarious (‘papery’) outer half in C. semidecandrum. This can clearly be seen in these
herbarium specimens (from the NHSN herbarium at the Discovery Museum).

Cerastium diffusum

Cerastium semidecandrum

Arenaria serpyllifolia and A. leptoclados
Of the two Thyme-leaved Sandworts, A. leptoclados is considerably the scarcer and is mostly confined to
the whinstone again. It rarely occurs on limestone or on sand. It has a more delicate appearance than A.
serpyllifolia and can be fairly safely identified by a careful measurement of the sepal lengths and capsule
lengths which scarcely overlap (less than 3 mm in A. leptoclados, more in A. serpyllifolia.). There is also a
difference in capsule shape. This is more globular in the shorter A. leptoclados, and has more of a flask
shape in A. serpyllifolia. In the former, capsule teeth are very short and bend inwards.
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Aphanes arvensis and A. australis
There is an interesting parallel with Arenaria here, as the rarer species of the pair, A. australis, is also most
often confined to the whinstone in our county and tends to have a more slender habit. Most technical
differences between the two are not easy, as they concern stipules to the bracts which immediately
subtend the tiny flowers, rather than the bracts themselves or leaves (non-flowering nodes) and it is very
easy to become confused between these. In A. australis, the narrower stipule teeth are half the length of
the stipule, but in A arvensis they are shorter and more triangular. However, I find the best characters are
the tiny sepals to the minute flowers (lens). These are extremely short in A. australis and bend inwards. In
A. arvensis they are longer and erect. However, the jizz of the species does usually differ.

A. arvensis. Erect sepals.

A. australis. Long narrow stipule teeth. Slender habit.

Erophila verna agg.
The annual whitlow-grasses are very common short-lived plants of paths, gutters, walls etc as well as
occurring in more distinguished annual communities such as dunes and limestone rocks. Most of our plants
are referable to E. verna s.s. (‘in the narrow sense’) which has petals cut to more than half-way, and is
glabrous to not very hairy. However, E. glabrescens, with petals cut to less than half-way, has mostly
glabrous stems and leaves and rather narrow fruits. It is not uncommon, particularly on limestone, and is
probably underrecorded. There is only a single record in vc 67 for E. majuscula which is squat, hairy, and
has petals cut to less than half-way. It is distinctive and should be sought after. The character of relative
petiole length is very difficult to define and should not be used.

Typical E. verna. Deeply dissected petals.

E. majuscula; squat habit, hairy, shallowly dissected petals

Erodium cicutarium and E. lebelii.
Here’s a chance to make a name for yourself with a new county record! Our common storksbill (mostly in
sand-dune grassland) is E. cicutarium, which is tetraploid. The diploid E. lebelii is more localised and more
southern in distribution, but it is recorded from Teeside and there is a good chance that it occurs in
Northumberland. It is more often white flowered than E. cicutarium (but both species can be either
colour), has smaller flowers (< 10 mm diameter), fewer flowers together (4 or less) and the fruit beak is
<2.2 cm (often but not always longer in E. cicutarium). If you look at the fruit (mericarp) with a lens, hairs
overlap the pit at the top (they don’t do this in E. cicutarium).

Erodium lebelii, Sandscale, Cumbria. Note small flowers, 2-3 together and short fruit beaks.
Geranium molle and G. pusillum.
Yet another case in which the rarer species (G. pusillum) is mostly found on the whinstone. However, G.
pusillum seems to be becoming more common in vc 67 and well-established colonies occur in inner
Newcastle, Tyne Green Hexham and elsewhere. In most of the foregoing cases, it is necessary to look
carefully at key features, often with a lens. However, G. pusillum is in fact distinctive enough that, when
the observer is familiar with the subtleties of leaf shape, it can be recorded with confidence on sight (see
below). To be safe, look at the fruits (mericarps) with a lens. In G. pusillum they are smooth, but
appressed-hairy; in G. molle they are glabrous but usually ridged. Don’t try to count stamens! In G. molle,
reputedly with 10 stamens, some anthers have usually fallen off, so that this is a misleading character!
Geranium molle

Geranium pusillum

