
REVIEWS 

Pondwccds of Great Britain and Ire.land. by CD Preston. BSBI Handbook No. 8. 1995. 
B01anical Society of the British Isles. 352pp. £ 16.50. LSBN O 901158 24 0. 

The pondweeds have generally been given a wide berth by fi eld botanists. They can be hard 
to get at without grapnel and thigh waders and. more importantly, have a reputation for 
being a lmost impossible to identify. On this la1ter point there is now no excuse, as this 
excellent hand hook tells you everything you need to know to get 10 grips with these "dimcult ' 
plants. The book covers all the British and Irish members of the Potamogetonaceae 
( !'11w111ogc1011 species and hybrids, and Gr11c:11/a11dia dema) and the closely related Ruppiaceae 
( R11ppia 111ori1ima and R. cirr/1().rn). Other plants popularly known as ·pondweecls·. such as 
Zanniclwl/iu /}(l ft.1s1ris. aod £ /or/ea and Myriophyl/11m species. are not included. 

The book is in the f.i miliar style of previous BSB l handbooks. It is rather larger Limn 
pocket-sized. but this does not detract from its usefulness as. in any case. many of the more 
1roublcsome fi ne-leaved pondweeds need 10 be identified ·back al base· with the help of a 
microscope. There urc usefu l i111roduc1ory chapters dealing with tbe history of pondweed 
studies in Briwin ,111d Ircl.ind. and with pondweed classification. st ructure. life history and 
ecology. 

A pa rt icularly helpful section deals with the co lleuio11 and preservation of plant maleria l 
for identification. This is followed by two keys. The first of these includes all the 
Pow111ogetcm species (plus the two commonest hybrids. P.x zh:ii and /' .. ,· ni1e11.1·. and G. de11.1·a 
and Ruppiu), while the second includes a/1 lhe Porwnugercm hybrids (ma ny of which are 
extremely rare). The latter key fi rst d ivides the la:<a into si,\ major groups on the basis of 
easi ly observed leaf characters. with each group then being keyed oul separately. 

The species accounts arc beautifully written, with technical details easy 10 follow and 
obscure terms and scientific gobbledygook (thankfully) kept to a minimum. T here ure useful 
notes on bow to separate each laxo11 from tbosc that superficially resemble it. with li ne 
detailed drawings illustrating the species and hybrids. and with extra drawings highlighting 
those bits of the r lants necessa ry for identi fica tion. The habit of some species ca n vary 
depending on the conditions in which they are growing. Powmogewn pet·1i1111111s, fo r 
example. which Clccurs in Somerset in both brackish and freshwater si tuaLions, and in both 
sti ll and running w,.,ters, is known lo he very variable in its habi t and leaf shape, with much 
of this variation being environmenta lly induced. 

The distribution of each iaxon (except fo r those which ure now extinct) is summarised in 
the form of a I 0-km square dot map. with pre-1 970 records being distinguished from those 
made from 1970 onwards. The cri teria for de1em1ining whether or not to include a given 
record were fa irly strict, with the consequence that ·recent' records fo r many species CaJl be a 
bit thin on the ground. This sometimes gives a misleading impression: the map fo r P. 
pe1foliw11s , for example. suggests that it has disappeared from many locali ties in Somerset, 
yet in fact this species has been seen in many of its ·otd· squares since 1970, and indeed is 
known 10 occur in a few squares fo r which there are no records ut a ll in the published map. 
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The current stat us ;ind future conservation of pondwcecls is d iscussed. Their distribution 
has been affected by climate change and succc:ssional processes but there is little cvidcm:c 
th,,t the Po111111oge1011 nora has changed much in the highlunds und islands of Scotland. the 
uplands of northern Engl.ind and Wales and the western seaboard of I relancl. In contrast. 
human acti l'itie, in the lowlands have modified frcshw,11cr lrnbitats through drainage. 
canalisation ,rncl eutrophication. Even artificial w,tter bodies like gravel pits - which c,,n 
prnvide important refuges for pondwecds - have so111c1 imc:s now disappeared. The 
distribution mnrs highlight the fact that many pondwecds have declined alarmingly in 
southern and eastern Britain. Son1crset still rosscsses 111,rny in1crcs1ing specie;; including 
several - such as f' .ji-iesii, P. trit·l,oitles and P. co/om111.1· - which arc becoming increasingly 
rare elsewhere in the English lowlands. 

This hook is set to become the standard fie ld guide to the British and Irish Pora111ogeto11 
llo ra. Chris Preston·s enthusiasm for ponclwceds is infect ious. nnd is hound to encourage 
more naturalists 10 ·wkc the plunge· (in bot h senses!) and get prorerly acquaintt·d with this 
foscina ting but somewhat neglected group. 

KAREN POLLOCK 

Aquatic Plants in Brilain and lrchu11L by C.D. Pn.-slon and J.i'vl. Crofi. Harley Books. 1997. 
365 pp. £25. ISBN () 946589 55 0. 

This volume is I he outcome of a co-operative venture begun in 1989 between the Nature 
Conservancy Council (latterly the Joint Nature Conservation Committee), the.: Nationa l 
Rivers Authority (now the Environment Agency) and lhe Inst it ute of Terrestria l Ecology. 

The book covers /l{Jll(llic rather than ·wetland' plants. the aim being to include all vascular 
plant species which ·charncteristically grow in warer which persists throughout the year· 
(r.14). This seems straightforwa rd enough, but it must have been a nightmare trying 10 

decide where to drnw the line: Iris pseudacorns. fo r example. is •in·. whereas Co/1/w palusrris 
is ·out' . There are a few curious omissions - including Leersia ory::r,ides. which is a shame -
but in general the selection docs seem to have been a sensible one. The hook·s treatment of 
alien species. infraspecific taxa and hybrids is particularly thorough, and there are excellent 
accounts summarising the history of colonisation of such no torious aliens as Azolla 
filh-11/oides, £/od<!a 111,rwllii. Le11111a 111i11111a nnd Cras.l'llla /,e/msii. 

The bulk of the book consists of systematic accounts, describing for each 1axon its habitat 
requirements. associated species. reproductive biology and distribution. both in Europe and 
the rest of the world. Distribmion within Britain and Ireland is portrayed by means of the 
now familia r 10-km sq uare 'dot ' niars. with records of native populations usefully separated 
into three da le classes (pre-1950, 1950-1969 and 1970 onwards). and those o r int roduced 
populations separated into two (pre-1 950 and 1950 onwards). 

TI1e maps arc excellent. and arc a considerable improvement on those published in the 
A 1/as <f 1/ie Bri1isl, Flom ( 1962). many of which arc nnw badly out of dale. Bui there arc still 
gaps. Take. for example. my ·home· I 0-km sq uare (3 1 /2.2): a quick cycle a longside the ca nal 
bet wccn Obridge and Creech St Michael tu rncd up at least a dozen species for which no 
·recent' records arc given - including 13111011111s 11111hellm11.1· and Callilricl,e srag11alis. 
apparently 1101 seen since 1970. and Pof(11110getm1 ffi.,pus. f' . 11111a11s. P. pecti11m11s and P. 
per.foli11111s. for which there arc only prc-1 950 records. The biggest surrrise. however. was 
J\lyriop/1yl/11m spica111111. which according to the map has 11ner before been recorded in 3 I/ 
2.2! Of course. records gathered for the .-It/as Flora of So111erser will fill many of these 
apparent gaps. but there arc plainly still opportun ities 10 make new discoveries, even in a 
well-worked county like Somerset. 

Here is an essential source book of infonnation fo r anyone involved in the survey, 
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management or conserl'ation of aquatic vegetation. But there is much in this volume to 
interest even those having only a nodding acquaintance with Somerset's watery places. Take 
a look at the distribution maps fo r l·l_rdmcha,-is 11wr.1·11s-ranue. ll'ol(/ia (lrrhi::a. f/1111011it1 
pul11.1·1ris and Oemmtlu.1 uquulica. for exam ple. and you will quickly d iscover why our county 
is held in such high rega rd fo r its aq ua tic nor.1. 

This book is an invitation to all o f us to rise from ou r arm-chairs a nd risk gett ing our feet 
wet! Get hold of a copy if you can. It 's worth every penny. 

SIMON L EACH 

Scarce Planes in Britain. edited hy A. Stewart, D .A . Pearman. and C.D. Preston. JNCC. 
Peterbo rough. 1994. 515 pp. £34. ISBN I 87370 I 66 7 

The publication of Scurce P/11111s i11 /3ri111i11 is the culmination of a co-operat ive project begun 
in 1990 to survey t.he nationally scarce vascular plants. The definition of a scarce plant 
adopted for the project was a native species recorded since 1970 from 16-1 00 10 km sq ua res 
of the National Grid. The A1/a.1· of the /Jri1islt Flum. published in 1962. p rovided a crude 
guide to the distribution and rarity o f plants in Britain a nd Ireland and it was from this 
important source that the initial list of plants 10 survey was compiled. 

Since the publica tion of the Atlas. much attention has been paid to the rarest British plants 
and in I 983 the Br£1isl, Red D 111t1 Book: - I. Vuswlar !-'Imus was published. detailing those 
plants which occurred in 15 10 km squares or less. But many of the species which are not 
suflicien tly rare to be included in the Red .Daw Book are importa nt as indicators of 
environmental change and are of considerable in terest to conservationists. It was recognised 
that many species had undergone si&'l1ific.:rnt decline since the A1l11s of 1he Bri1isl, Flum. ,1nd 
the Scarce Plant Project a imed to create a database or records oft he species in the second tier 
or national rarity. 

The main source of new records was information gathered over two field seasons by 
a mateur bornnists from the Botanical Society o r the British Isles (8S81). u,c Wild Flower 
Society and the British Ptcridological Society. Individuals with a parLicula r interest in one or 
more species were invi1ed to 'adopt' a species fo r field survey o r herba rium research and to 
wri te the species account for the publica tion. 

As a result o f the work undertaken during the project, 254 species are delincd as na tionally 
Scarce and 9 species as Rare (found to occur in 15 or fewer 10 km squares). T he number of 
native scarce species in each vice-county is tabulated. South Somerset aml Nort h Somerset 
having 62 a nd 94 respectively. 

In Srnn:e Plants i11 Brirni11 the aims. methods and data compilation arc well set out and 
clearly explained. The main body of Lhe book is taken up with the accounts of individual 
species. Most species have one page on which the status (Rare, Scarce or Not Scarce) is 
clearly shown, together with a species account and a d istribution dot-map. The accounts are 
wri11e11 by many d ifferent ind ividuals and of v:uyi □g length and style. They are generally well 
written ,111d ma ke interesting reading but a more extensive use of references would have been 
useful. The 1m1ps are sim ilar to those in the A tlas of 1/,e Brilish Flom. with present and past 
distribution a nd introductions ind icated by means of' different symbols in each 10 km sq uare. 
The changing dis11ibution of some species is illustrated by means of a series of maps for 
different time periods. For 73 species. where dat<1 were avai lable, furt her maps are shown 
indicating the number of tetrncls in each 10 km square in which the plant has recently been 
recorded. This laller info rmat ion is an important refinement which gives u more accura te 
indication or scarcity, ror. as we are all aware. one dot in one 10 km square gives no 
indication of whether the presence is one single plant, o r a species th,11 is fo und in every 
hedge bank. 
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In the chapter on habita ts of sca rce species in Britain the two difTerent approaches (species 
and habitat) 10 the conservation of the British nora and fauna are well presented. They arc 
both stated as essential fo r the development and 11pplicatiou of effective conservation 
measures. Concise accounts of all the major ha bi tut types from mountains to the sea. arc 
provided. Geographical. historic and human factors are outlined in relation lo changes and 
declines in the norn. Scarce plams of each hc1bitat type are listed. ,111d paired maps presented 
showing the numbers of scarce species in each habiia t for all records und those since 1970. 
These maps indicate the decline in hc1bitat and species richness since the original Atlas in 1962. 

The final chapter, on cha nges in the knowledge of distribution of species. 1962-92. 
emphasises the changes in recording of the British nora that have taken place since the first 
major effort in 1955-59 for the A 1/11s ;!f JJri1ish Flom. It charts the dcvelopmelll of the BSBJ 
recording network and deta iled nora mapping schemes. Several important roints ure raised 
regarding the apparent increase or decrease in the dis tribution of many species. It states tha t 
the greatly increased number of records available fo r some species (tabulated). can be 
att ributed almost entirely 10 increased recording effort and that some declines in the number 
of sites in which the plant occurs arc actu,il ly masked by the increase of records. ·For the 
majority of species there is no evidence that the range of the plants themselves has 
expanded." Where declines have taken place. they are usm1 1ly significant. 

For those in Somerset who arc fam iliar wi th the abundance of species such as Roo1lcss 
Duckweed Wo(ffia arr/1izu, or Frogbit li_rdrocharis 111orsm-ra11rw on the Somerset Levels ,rnd 
Moors. it is very valuable 10 sec that both these species are prac1ical\y absent in the rest of 
south-we.'i l Britain . The similarity bctll'cen the distribution of two ot her Somerset Levels 
rarities is of great interest. Marsh Pea Lal/,_Pms pol11.1·1ris and Milk Parsley Pe11tedm111111 
pa/11s1re, lrnvc similar habitats and both occur as isolated locutions in Somerset. well away 
from their strongholds in East Anglia. The fom1 in which the info rmation is presented makes 
i1 rossible t0 evaluate the imporiance of species and their habi1a1s and to place them in 
11,1tio11al anci even ,1 Europc,1n context. Smrc:e P!m11s in Briwi11 should help coumy wild life 
trusts and other conservation organisations 10 assess their coumy resource and it will 
facilitate the production of more County Red Data books. 

Scare/' l'/aJl{S i11 Bri1ai11 is a beaut ifully produced book. l1 is a large, substantial volume, 
well bound, and lies na1 when opened. The species arc listed in a lphabetical order. making 
the infomiation quickly and easily accessible. The 1c:-:1 and maps arc well spaced on the page 
and arc ·easy on the eye'. It is a great pleasure to use as well as being packed with valuable 
and interesting information. This important publieHLion sets a high standard which it is 
hoped will be emulated in the rorthcoming third edition or the R<>d Dai(/ /Jook and. in a few 
years time. A rlas 1000. 

E.J. M CDONN ELL 

British Plant Communities, Volume 4, Aquatic communities, swamps and iall-herb fens. edited 
by J .S. Rodwell. Cambridge University Pms, 1995. 283 pp. £60. ISBN 0 521 39 168 7. 

Volumes 1-3 of Bri1is/i P/(111/ Com111w1i1ies have been reviewed in previous numbers of this 
journal. Now we come 10 Volume 4. covering aqumic communities, swamps and tall-herb 
fe ns. As usua l. the de$criptive accounts arc excellent. Even noristieally dull communities 
(carpets or Le1111w gibha spring 10 mind!) arc made interesting by the eloquent ·Rodwellian· 
prose. Apparently meaningless jumbles of water-side plunts suddenly make perfect sense. 
while tbc ·swampy bits' I have a lways viewed from afar arc portrayed here with such 
emhusiasm that I'm beginning to think seriously about buying wellics1 

The format of the book is the same as its predecessors. An introductory preamble is 
followed by community descriptions which are divided into two groups - first. 24 aquatic 
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comnwnitics (coded t\ I to A24), then 2S swamps and tall-herb fens (SI to S::18)- each grot1p 
r,receded by a n account or sampling methods and data a nalysis. and an overview or the 
communit ies. In cornparis<.rn with h;1bit.1ts covered bv previous volumes. the samrling of 
aq uat ic and swamp vegetation is rather poor, with nine communities and 22 suh­
comrnunitics being characterised on the basis of fewer than I O quadrals each. Stands 
dominated by such species as A::01/11 .filirnloit!es. Elodea 111111allii. Carex arn1a, C. aq11atilis 
and C. /asiocarpu are described brielly. but due to lack of samples arc 1101 considered as 
communities in their own right. Duck\\'eed vegetation dominated by ll'o/jfia arr/1iz11. a 
Somerset srecia li ty, is largely subsumed within thc L1!1111w g ihha comna1ni1y (A I). while 
pond-choking mats or L. 111i1111111 arc included in the Le11111a 111i11or community (A::1). A few 
vegetation types aprear to ha ve been overlooked ent irely: why. for example. is there no 
Sparga11i11111 ('111Cl"Sl/lll commL111i1 y'/ 

Fo r aquatic vegetation the usual dic:hotomous key to communities is replaced by a 
·synoptic table·. though how one is supposed to use this Lo identify new samples is unclear. 
For poorly sampled commun ities the whlc can bi! misleading. For example, I have seen 
/-/11111111i11 1wf11s1ris. CJ,,1w1l(he aq1101im. S. enwr.1·11111 and Urrirnloria rulgoris in the Spimdela­
/-/yilmi'llflri,1· commtmity (A]) during recent di tch surveys in the Somerset Levels. yet none 
are listed ror that community in the table - this is hardly surprising given that the species list 
was derived fro m just eigh1 quad ra ts. 

It is a pity that. due to tht: poo r geographical coverage. there are no d istribution maps fur 
the aquatic communities. Sun:ly ·maps-with-gaps" would have been better than no mars at 
a ll ! It i~ also disappointing that there is no distribution map of all aquatic samples. though 
an cquivalen1 mar is included for s11•amrs and Lall-herb fens. 

Al the hack o r the book there is a useful •inde.x o r species". listing the communities in 
which each species was recorded. However. it on ly includes instances of species appearing in 
the Ooristic tables. sc) one can easily be misled. Fo r exa mple. Nymplroides pelu1111 is lis ted for 
l.llle vegetation uni t - the Pora11111g<•11111 per1i11a /(l,\"-1\f_l'riopfi_rl/11111 spirn//1111 community (A 11 ) 
- yet is menlioncd in the text as occurring also in the N_rmphaea a//;(I and N11p/111r lwea 
communities (A 7 .i nd A8). 

We an: told that aqu,11ic vegetation shoul<l be sampled separately from any emergent 
vegetation amongst which it is growing. This seems a sensible a pproach. with different 
structural t:lcmcnts being treated. in effect. as scpara1c communities. Why. then. do the 
Ooristic tables fo r many swamp <.:ommunities cont ain aquatic species (and l'ice 1wsa)'! Le1111w 
mi11or. for example. is represented in 13 swamp and tal I-herb fen commun itics, and ea n a ttain 
high cover (7- 10 on the domin scale) in seven of these. When is a 170,lling ma t or L. minor 10 

be assigned 10 the Lc•11111a 111i11or community (A2). as opposed 10 the swamp comm unity it is 
growing beneath'? 

There arc similar problems with the 1reatme111 of aqua tic communi ties. Again. we arc told 
tha1 the different layers - submerged . lloating-leaved and frce-Oont ing - should be sampled 
a nd described separately. Yet the Elodea cc111ade11sis community (A lS), fo r e.xample. has 
included within it ma ts of overlying L. 111i11or (J- 7 on the domin scale) which would surely 
have been belier distinguished as a scpara1c community. Such inc:onsi~tencies o f approach 
arc likely to be a source of immense frustrat ion 10 field workers. 

Notwithstanding these crit icisms. this is an important book. While perhaps 1101 i 11 the 
same league as earlier volumes. it is still a bsorbing reading for anyone with nn in1ercs1 in 
British vegetation. For those involved in the Sllldy of wetland vegetation it will be as 
essential as a p,Li r ofwcllics. But don·t drop it in the water-at £60 you wou ldn"t want to buy 
ii more I han once! 

SIMON L EACH 


