WILWELL - AN EVER CHANGING SCENE

At first glance a site like Wilwell appears unchanging, but year by year the species mix alters. In every one of the last nine years there has been something new or changed to record.

Sometimes the changes are very dramatic, such as the rapid growth in Southern Marsh Orchids from some 400 flower spikes to over 3,000 in four years. Others are less obvious. This year Brooklime (a sort of marsh Speedwell) was recorded for the first time in a decade. It`s return (from a retained seedbank ) seems to be associated with the wetter conditions that also encouraged the SMO`s.

Changing conditions effect other species. Ox Eye Daises are far more abundant in dry years and the spread of Cypress Spurge also occurred during the drier years of the mid 1990`s. For Meadow Saxifrage the move onto the trackbed is linked to the pockets of deeper soil cover appearing on the trackbed in the last 2 years. However it is less clear why Hedge Woundwort and Eyebright have become more widespread through the 1990`s. 

In some cases species seem to hang on despite changes in habitat. Hemp Agrimony tends to be associated with damp areas, but retained it`s foothold in several locations despite a long term drying out. A process that has now reversed.

Many species (gardeners would call them weeds) exploit disturbed conditions to sprout, flower and seed very quickly and then disappear again after a year or two as more vigorous species out compete them. At Wilwell the disturbance caused by the sheep fencing has assisted a variety of plants to temporarily reappear after a long absence – Small Toadflax, Fat Hen and Scarlet Pimpernel. 

In some cases species colonise but find conditions are not really to their liking. Ragged Robin has appeared but lasted only 2-3 years. For the Broad Leaved Helliborine the jury is still out, a single example has appeared on each of the last four years, but has had small success in flowering.

Others move in with every intention of staying. Enchanters Nightshade, a woodland plant, was first recorded some three years ago (although almost certainly present earlier), and is gradually extending it`s range with several patches now dotted around the site. Almost certainly this has come from nearby woods and is settled in for the duration.

But it is not all positive. A decade ago the last Common Broomrape (a parasitic county rarity) was last seen and a Bee Orchid colony that seemed a permanent fixture for two decades has faded away. 

With the Green Wing Orchids the news is both good and bad. In the last two years the colony on the upper meadow has dropped dramatically in numbers (no reason given), yet on the lower meadow the GWO`s are thriving in larger numbers than ever before.

In some cases species have been overlooked. One example is the colony of Bugle on the lower meadow. Hidden out in the middle of a large and rough piece of grassland, it`s continued presence went unnoticed for a decade. Another is Fools Watercress, previously recorded in the 1980`s and re-discovered this year in an obscure part of the marsh during a scrub clearance exercise.
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