A Botanical Tour through
Dorset Exploring British Native
Orchids

By Eliot Barden

Introduction
Orchidaceae is one of the most diverse and widespread families of flowering plants. It is a
little known fact among the amateur gardening community that there are several species of
Orchid native to the United Kingdom. Having spent 5 years studying botanical horticulture at
the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew I have found myself becoming increasingly interested in
native UK flora. During one of my final spring placements at Kew, I was lucky enough to be
given the highly demanded placement in the Orchid Unit, based in the Tropical Nursery at
Kew. At the beginning of April, despite having a good background knowledge of UK native
trees and grasses, I had little prior knowledge of Orchids. The team at Kew put in a great deal
of time and effort into training me in their ecology and morphology. I took to Orchids very
quickly and spent lots of time learning about Orchid morphology and pollination syndromes
as well as trying to understand their complex evolutionary history and the conditions they
grow in. As a result, a real passion for the family has arisen which he wishes to pursue
further.
With the location of my work having extensive collections of tropical orchids, my passion
then developed into those orchids which grow in the wild in the UK which I may see in my
future career in Horticulture.

With a good theoretical understanding about Orchids gained from the team at Kew, The
Hardy Plant Society granted me the most incredible opportunity of visiting part of the UK I
had never visited before which has one of the most abundant selection of British Native
Orchids. This opportunity was not to be missed and a densely packed itinerary was
coordinated in order to view as many species as possible and to meet with local experts to
understand their unique ecology. The opportunity was priceless with respect to my future
career which when I am tasked with native orchids growing in an area I am responsible for, I
now feel confident to proactively work with, conserve and ultimately protect these ecological
marvels as a key part of the British flora.
Despite the adverse weather conditions this year, I managed to view the majority of species
stated in my application. Some species were behind in the growing cycle due to an
abnormally cold and dry spring, however some were already finishing flowering due to the
scorching temperatures at the end of June. This however was less of a problem, because I met
on several occasions with local Dorset Orchid Expert, Ted Pratt who knew of other locations
which had slightly different aspects and conditions meaning that the flowers lasted longer. I
viewed a large number of species growing in the wild I built up an in depth picture library
and recorded important information about the site, situation, aspect, surrounding species and
edaphic factors to build a factsheet for future reference by myself.

A unique opportunity was taken by me due to the amazing help of the Hardy Plant Society to
visit some of the most abundant Orchid sites in the UK with the widest number of species in
such a small space.

Itinerary
Saturday 14th July – Collect hire car and travel to Swanage. Check in etc.
Sunday 15th July – Visit Townsend Reserve Swanage to view Ophrys sphegoides. Visit Kings
Lane Orchard Nature Reserve and view native orchids. Visit Sopley Common Reserve.
Monday 16th July – Catch boat to Brownsea Island Nature Reserve for the day.
Tuesday 17th July – Visit Abbotsbury Subtropical Gardens and Athelhampton Gardens.
Wednesday 18th July – Visit Ashley Wood Nature Reserve. Visit Lordon Meadows Nature
Reserve.
Thursday 19th July – Visit Girdlers Coppice Reserve. Visit Corfe Barrows Nature Park.
Friday 20th July - Spend day at Brooklands Farm Nature Reserve and Conservation Centre.
Saturday 21st July – Return to London and return hire car.

Picture Library and Fact Sheet
Anacamptis morio

Information: The green winged orchid is identified by distinct parallel green veins on either
side of the hood petal. The flowers varied in colour from very pale pink to deep purple. It is
in serious decline in the UK due to the destruction of its habitat – old unimproved species
rich meadows.
Dactylorhiza fuchsia

Information: The common spotted orchid was seen growing between 20 and 40cm tall. The
lip of the plant has an over pronounced central tooth to the petal. This Orchid grows well on
unimproved grassland providing the soil is calcareous. The flowers were just coming to an
end in early July, and so one presumes that the main flowering period is June.

Gymnadenia conopsea

Information: The chalk fragrant orchid grows in alkaline boggy ground. It grows to between
30 and 40cm in height. The inflorescence appeared cylindrical. The flowers had a noticeable
sweet perfume which was incredibly pungent in early morning. Flowers were purple in colour
and had broad lips.
Orchis mascula

Information: The early purple orchid grows to around 40cm tall and has around 5 basal leaves
in the specimens which I viewed. These are shiny and were covered in purple spots. The
flowers are deeply pink in colour. The plant again, likes calcareous soils and were viewed
growing at woodland edges.

Ophrys apifera

Information: The bee orchid was seen growing to 30cm tall with multiple flowers up the
stem. It tolerates slightly drier conditions than the previous few species. It grows in
unimproved grassland and meadows with a chalky subsoil but was also actually seen growing
in a clay soil to. The lip closely resembles a bumblebee however, I was told that this Orchid
is largely self-pollinating in the UK.
Anacamptis pyramidalis

Information: The pyramidal orchid has a conical shape inflorescence. The flowers are very
bright pink and were highly numerous in the calcareous costal fields of Dorset. The flowers
were just beginning to open at the time that I viewed this species so one may assume that they
are a later flowering species.
Ophrys sphegodes

Information: Seeing this Early Spider Orchid was perhaps the cherry on the cake of the trip.
Ted Pratt took me to a known location where this was growing. It is very rare as far as British
Orchids go and it was a privilege to see this growing in the wild. It grows in very open sites
in unimproved grassland on a calcareous soil. Many publications suggest that this flowers in
March and April, and Ted informed me that this was the case in open fields. However with

the cold spring, and looking towards woodland edges, there was still a very small population
flowering at the beginning of July.
This scholarship was made possible by the Hardy Plant Society and was a huge success. I
have benefitted in so many ways and look forward to looking at more of these wonderful
plants in the future. Wherever my career may take me, I hope I can impart my knowledge
gained from this trip into the conservation and care of these wonderful ecological marvels.
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