
Thirty years ago Robin Lang did a pilot survey of the 20 woodlands in 
Plumpton parish that were larger than 0.5 ha. In fact, he was only able 
to do 19 of these because one was changing ownership at the time and 
he was not allowed access. I thought it would be interesting to resurvey 
these woods to see if there had been any detectable changes. So, 
together with some other members of the wildlife group, we set out to do 
just that. 

While Robin Lang did all his surveys in June 1986, shortage of time 
meant that we had to spread our surveys out a bit more, doing some in 
2014, 2015 and 2016. Like Lang, we were only able to visit 19 of the 20 
woods (the one we were not able to visit was different from the one that 
Lang did not survey), but we are very appreciative of the co-operation 
of owners in allowing us access. The season we did ours differed from 
Lang’s too – we wanted to make sure we covered the springtime flowers 
(some of which disappear by June) so we surveyed in the months of April 
and May. So our results are not closely comparable with those of 1986 
and we missed a few June flowering plants, while Lang missed a few 
spring flowers. 

The two surveys together recorded 258 species (186 by Lang and 205 by  
us). Robin Lang missed species such as the moschatel or town-hall clock, 
which flowers in April and May and then disappears underground. We 
missed species like the bird’s-nest orchid, which flowers from late May, 
although we may have missed it because it is so inconspicuous, and the 
greater butterfly-orchid, which flowers in June. However, it is also pos-
sible that these orchids no longer grow in the woods. Talking of orchids, 
both surveys failed to record the broad-leaved helleborine and the violet 
helleborine, which flower in late summer, but I know that these grow in 
at least four of our Plumpton woods.

Other differences between the surveys are noticeable. Lang recorded 
more species that flourish in open areas and it may be that the woods 
have become denser and shadier in the last 30 years. There is evidence 
from other surveys of this occurring in woods throughout the country. We 
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recorded more ferns, and I cannot speculate why this should be so because 
they are fairly persistent plants. One of the woods is no longer fenced and 
cattle have more or less eliminated the woodland ground flora but other 
woods are much as they were in 1986.

A total of 48 native trees and shrubs were recorded in the two surveys, with 
the most common species being oak, ash, hornbeam, field maple, black-
thorn and hawthorn. The least common were buckthorn, wild service tree 
and aspen. Fortunately, native species were far more abundant than any of 
the 24 species of introduced trees and shrubs. Some of the latter have been 
long established in our woods and reproduce themselves: snowberry (an 
American species) was once planted as game cover, and sycamore, which 
was introduced in the 15th century from mainland Europe, now behaves as 
a native. Others planted as ornamentals or for timber do not reproduce in 
our climate and will eventually die out in the woods unless replanted. Of 
the native trees hornbeam is notable for being abundant in the northern part 
of the parish but absent in woods south of the greensand ridge. It favours 
heavy clay and was selected for coppice in the past because it is a high-cal-
orific firewood and makes great charcoal. 

Every wood has bluebells, bramble and elder and most have wood anemo-
nes too. Some woods have wild daffodils (seed from one of the larger popu-
lations now rests in the seed bank at Wakehurst Place). The surveys recorded 
a total of 118 native herbaceous plants that would fall into the category 
of woodland or woodland-edge plants. We recorded 11 aliens: garden es-
capes or deliberate plantings such as cultivated daffodils and snowdrops, 
bamboos and periwinkles. Some of these are not ideal in that they smother 
our more sensitive native plants. In addition, the surveys recorded a total of 
50 herbaceous species that would not be considered as part of a woodland 
community – weedy species such as plantains, and annuals that grow in 
disturbed, open ground, mostly along the paths that thread through some of 
our woods.

All the records have been sent to the Sussex Botanical Recording  
Society, where they will be part of the data for the new Sussex Flora  
(to be published soon).
Jacqui Hutson 


