Bumblebee on Milkweed.
Photo by Chrissie Garside
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Flax in the parish
Ian Cross: Some years ago farm subsidies were available for growing Flax as a
source of vegetable oil. The plants used were cultivars of Linum usitatissimum
and it wasn’t unusual for fields in our area to be a carpet of dazzling pale, skyblue in the spring. These formed a lovely contrast with the shocking yellow of
Oilseed Rape which was also in fashion at the time. Fashions change, subsidies
disappear and this plant has since largely vanished from the parish. I haven’t
seen cultivated Flax for some time, though it remains a common constituent of
birdseed mixtures and the odd self-sown individual may still turn up in
unexpected places.
Luckily, two wild, native species of flax still grow in the parish, though they
take a little searching for. One of these is the appropriately-named Fairy Flax
(Linum catharticum). If that name suggests to you a tiny, slender plant you’re
not far off the mark – see picture 1. Though its other traditional name ‘Purging
Flax’ (which is alluded to in the Latin ‘catharticum’) suggests it’s not as feeble
as it seems.

Picture 1: Fairy Flax – as dainty as its name suggests. Photo by Ian Cross.
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Fairy Flax can grow on sand but seems to prefer a well-drained, calcareous soil
and it’s commonest on chalk downland. In our parish it meets these exacting
needs by occupying heathland tracks that are surfaced with a ‘ballast’ of
crushed limestone. In such sites it should be searched for on the track edges,
where the vegetation is sparser and trampled, but not too much.
Our other flax is the equally lovely Pale Flax (Linum bienne). The flowers have
five tissue-thin, pale blue petals (picture2). Some botanists think it is probably
the wild ancestor of cultivated flax. A feature of flaxes is that the flowers are
fragile and readily shed their petals – often for no apparent reason. I was
unsatisfied with this picture and turned back to take another. As I looked at the
plant, a single petal silently fell away, totally spoiling the composition. I swear
it did it on purpose!

Picture 2: Pale Flax – the flowers are extremely delicate and liable to drop petals at any
moment. Photo by Ian Cross

3

Pale Flax likes dry, grassy places. Like its smaller relative it prefers a little touch
of lime in the soil and it’s not worth searching for it on pure heathland.
Calcareous, ever-so-slightly nutrient-enriched road verges across the open
heath are the best places to investigate.
The original use of flax was as a source of a natural fibre. Indeed, the word for
the material woven from this, linen, derives from the Latin name Linum. In
recent times the main use has been for the seeds, which are pressed to
produce a rich vegetable oil. The seed heads of flaxes are distinctive and even
in the wild relatives can be readily found, long after the flowers have finished.
The seed heads of Pale Flax can be seen in picture 3.

Picture 3: Pale Flax seed heads. Photo by Ian Cross.

Linseed oil (there’s that name Linum again) was once used to protect wood as
a varnish, as a binder for paint pigments, for hardening putty and in the
manufacture of linoleum. These uses have been usurped as synthetic
substitutes have emerged but the edible version of flax oil is still very much in
demand in the food industry.
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A new species for the garden
Jamie McMillan: Great news! A good morning in the garden here with a new
butterfly species for my garden - Grayling. Pity it chose bubble-wrap as a
settling area, but you can’t have everything! (The bubble wrap is to stop
moths drowning in the pond).

Graying on bubblewrap! Photo by Jamie McMillan

This was after finding my second Beautiful Marbled moth in the trap - even if
this wasn’t a great rarity it would be an exciting moth to find with those
improbable colours. It is gradually colonising Britain from Southern Europe, but
is still confined to the south and east coasts. The food-plant is thistle, so it
might even have bred locally - it looks fresh enough. The map is three years out
of date, but you can see how rare this moth is! The moths website has come
online over the winter and is incredibly useful for mothing folk.
https://dorsetmoths.co.uk/index.php?bf=24091
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Margaret’s favourite wildlife…..
Margaret Cheetham: Back by popular demand (mine, that is. I can’t get enough
of amphibians)

Frog emerging from Affpuddle garden pond (with duckweed on its back)
Photo by Adrian Middleton

Many thanks to: Ian Cross, Wildlife Advisor,
Campbell De Burgh, Briantspuddle Community Website
Margaret Cheetham, Editor
Please send your contributions to macheetham@hotmail.co.uk.
I will confirm receipt. If you don’t hear from me it means I haven’t received your email, so
please make contact through
Briantspuddle Community Website and we’ll sort out a Plan B.
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