· Creeping Buttercup Survey. 

On the longest day, the 21st June, five members of our Group conducted a slightly unusual survey on the topic of “the science of geriatric buttercups”! Molly had come across a survey being undertaken by Dr. John Warren of the Institute of Biological Environmental and Rural Sciences (quite a mouthful) at Aberystwyth University. 

Dr Warren has a theory that you can estimate the age of meadows by counting the number of petals on creeping buttercups. Mad or what? 

As he says “the idea is simple, and is based upon the fact that many plants reproduce vegetatively and by doing so live to great ages, however, as we all know as things grow old: they tend not to work quite so well as when they were younger”. (I can relate to that!) “Preliminary research has shown that old buttercups from older pastures are more likely to have extra petals than young. Looking at the proportion of buttercups in a field with more than 5 petals may indicate the age of the field.” 

We were slightly sceptical but thought we would give it a go. 

So on the longest day 5 members, Molly, Fiona, Enid, Sally and John met beside the river at Tommy the Miller’s Field. We started by having a crash course from Fiona on how to identify creeping buttercup from meadow buttercup; where it is growing, shape of the leaves and whether the stem is grooved or not. (Creeping has grooved) 

We started up the path going from the river up through Tommy the Miller’s Field to Castle Terrace. Sampling 3 areas. The sample consisted of counting 100 flowers of the creeping buttercup and recording the number with more than 5 petals. 

We first had a slight diversion looking at some creeping Cinquefoil and also a few bees that looked like flying teddy bears (Bombus pascuorum) and some with white bottoms (Bombus lucorum). 

Our first sample was taken from beside the path a short distance up from the river, (just by main (tarred) path through field). The area must have been much disturbed when original path was built – probably same time as adjacent New Road during the depression after the Napoleonic Wars, (so, soon after 1815?). The path must have been tarred much more recently, probably as the housing in nearby Castle Terrace and Castle Drive was developed, 1930/40s. Of 100 the Creeping Buttercup flowers counted, 5 had 6 petals, 3 had 7, 1 had 8, so 9 had more than 5 petals. So 9% of flowers with greater than 5 petals. (NT 992 535) 

We then sampled near the top end of the field avoiding both the path edge and the place where the gas main had been put in – so never ploughed (too steep). Of 100 Creeping Buttercup flowers counted, 8 had 6 petals, 3 seven and 3 had 8 petals. So 14% had more than 5 petals. (NT 993 535) 

Our third sample was taken below the path, at the base of Castle Mound ( built up prior to 1160) and also along the bed of the old Mill Stream (drained when the railway was built, 1845 or so). Of 100 Creeping Buttercup flowers counted 2 had 6 petals, 2 had 7, 1 had 8 and 1 had 10. So 6% had more than 5 petals. (NT 993 535) 

By this time we were starting to become converted to the idea of geriatric buttercups, having been very surprised at the number of plants with more than 5 petals. Interestingly we did not find any with less than 5 petals. This we believe is due to it being the sepals being “changed/converted” into the additional petals. 

We finally decided to walk up the river along New Road to the fields beyond the old maternity home (NT 985533) 

Along the way we discovered some Russian Comfrey, Fumitory and Hedge Mustard. On the Comfrey we saw some bees, more of the flying teddy bears (Bombus pascuorum), some white bottoms (Bombus lucorum) and some small ones with tan bottoms (Bombus pratorum). 

Our final sample was taken in the fields beside the river by Askew's Walk. Creeping Buttercups were growing in damp place at the bottom of the field, which must have been open to estuary tides before New Road was built (1820ish). The buttercups must have spread there since then (although the field has obviously never been ploughed – too steep). Of 100 Creeping Buttercup flowers counted, 5 had 6 petals. So 5% had more than 5 petals (NT 984 533) 

All of our samples have been sent off to Dr. Warren and we hope to receive some feedback from him in the autumn. 

If you know of some old undisturbed pasture near you and would like to take part in this survey log on to http://www.aber.ac.uk/aberonline/en/archive/2008/05/au7708/ (Quite a mouthful!) 

John, 21st June 2008 

