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A meeting of the Club was held this evening in the Reading Boom of the Public
Library, Banff, ex-Provost Alexander presiding.
Scottish Alpine Plants.
The following paper, entitled Introductory
Notes on Scottish Alpine Plants, was communicated to the Secretary—
The following notes have been prepared
principally for the benefit of those who are
not specially familiar with the flora of our
Scottish mountains, with the view of extending an interest in the study of Alpine plants
by indicating, in a general way, what may
be looked for by the botanist during a short
excursion to any of our Bighland hills. For
this purpose, I have confined myself, as far
as possible, to those plants which are fairly
common to most of the mountains, only making mention of a few of the r a r e r species
which may be occasionally met with at particular points. Those whose acquaintance with.
British plants is confined to the lowland
species, might very readily miss many even
of the very commonest of Alpine plants during the ascent of a mountain, simply from
the lack of knowing what to look for. To
such, therefore, the following brief survey of
the principal features of our Alpine flora may
be of interest, pointing out the special plants
whose occurrence may be expected at particu l a r points on the hill.
I do not a t present intend to enter upon a
discussion of the intricate, and to some extent mysterious laws which govern the distribution of mountain plants. Speaking generally, of course, we know t h a t the origin ot
the peculiar flora which characterises our
lulls has been due to some cause acting with
singular uniformity over a vast area, for, in
no other way, can we account for the remarkable similarity of the plant life of all the
elevated areas of the northern parts ot
Europe. Asia, and North America,—the prevalence of an Arctic flora upon these mountains,
alike unrelated to t h a t of the low grounds in
the same latitude, and of the mountains farther south. But, whilst we may unhesitatingly
point to the one great cause operating in the
first peopling of our sometime Arctic highlands with the hardy gems of the North, and
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their subsequent r e t r e a t to the fastnesses of
the heather hills, we must a t the same time
recognise t h a t the local distribution of particular species, both as regards a r e a and altitude, is dependent upon conditions almost infinitely various, and affecting each plantspecies in different ways. I shall not, however, at present enter in detail into the factors which govern the distribution of species
but there are one or two very apparent facts
to which we must pay attention at the outset.
According to the particular altitude a t
which certain species prevail, the flora of the
mountains falls n a t u r a l l y into different zones,
the precise limits of which are, however, not
easily defined. The point a t which the Alpine
flora, distinctively so-called, may be said to
begin, is in no case clearly definable, for the
conditions affecting the limits of particular
plants upon one hill differ entirely from those
on another hill, even as regards the same
species.
Speaking broadly, however, the
boundary of the Alpine flora, as regards British mountains, was admirably traced by
Watson in his "Cybele Britannica." According to this work, the lowland flora is supposed to extend from the sea-level up to the
possible limit of cultivation, this entire a r e a
being termed the "Agrarian region."
The
upper limit of this "region" is supposed to be
the point a t which the common Bracken (Pteris
aquilina) ceases to grow. This is a very convenient mark, for the Bracken is a conspicuous plant, and very common on the lower parts
of all our hills, and the point a t which we
lose sight of it in ascending the mountains is
easily noticed. By careful observation, moreover, it will be found t h a t the limit thus laid
down is a fairly n a t u r a l one, although, of
course, such an arbitrary line can in no case
be strictly accurate.
The same remarks apply to the f u r t h e r subdivisions of the region above the Bracken, as
proposed by the same author.
This upper
"region" Watson termed the "Arctic." rejecting the word "Alpine" as being less accurate
in its signification of the foreign relationships
of our British flora. He then subdivided his
Arctic region into three "zones": the first, or
"Infer-Arctic," extending from the upper limit
of the Bracken to t h a t of the Cross-leaved
Heath (Erica tetralix), the second, or "MidArctic," from the upper limit of Erica to t h a t
of the Ling Heather (Calluna Vulgaris), and
the last, or "Super-Arctic," comprising all
above the heather,
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These boundaries are still less accurate than
t h a t of the Agrarian Region; but the plants
chosen as guiding marks have both the same
advantages of conspicuousness and abundance,
and if we clearly bear in mind that such divisions are purely artificial, and do not apply
them too rigidly, this classification into
"zones" will be found very convenient and, on
the whole, fairly correct, more especially as
regards the commoner species.
Keeping these general ideas in mind, then,
we may define as "Arctic" or (since the term
is now in general use) "Alpine," those plants
which occur more or less commonly on the hills
above the upper limit of the Bracken, out
which are either altogether absent, or become
scarce below t h a t limit. The term "Sub-Alpine
may be applied to plants common in mountainous districts, which may ascend the hills
for a considerable distance, but which, whilst
common within the Agrarian Region, become
rarer after passing the limit of Pteris.
Besides these, there are a number of plants
which cannot be classed under either of these
two terms, which occur with almost equal abundance in both the Agrarian and Arctic Regions,
sometimes growing profusely upon the very
summit of the hills and only disappearing at
great heights upon our very highest peaks. Of
these, one notable example is the Common
Blaeberry
(Vaccinium Myrtillus),
stunted
bushes of which form a green carpet upon the
tops of many of the mountains.
Amongst the more interesting of the species
falling under the category of
Sub-Alpine.
according to our definition of the term, mention may be specially made of such plants as
the Globe Flower, the Wood Anemone, wood
Geranium, Bog Asphodel. Gymnadenia. and
Spotted Orchis. The first three are eminently
characteristic of mountain streams at a moderate elevation, the Globe Flower being usually
found flourishing in great luxuriance in sucn
habitats. The two orchids mentioned (Gymnadenia conopsea and Orchis maculata) usually
ascend the hills for some distance—Orchis ma,culata occurring in marshy places on most
mountains up to a considerable elevation, The
Bog Myrtle (Myrica Gale) is also a conspicuous
plant upon the lower parts of most mountains,
but it rarely or never extends beyond the
limit of the Agrarian Region, that is it we
keep to the definition of that Region as the
limit of the Bracken. This well-known shrub,
however, is so characteristic of mountainous
districts that it can scarcely be denied a claim
to rank under the title of "Sub-Alpine.
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Another plant usually found abundant on
the banks of mountain streams is the Wood
Hawkweed (Hieracium Sylvaticum).
This
species is generally one of the most conspicuous of the flowering plants at the lower parts
of the hills. Higher up, its place is taken by
the more strictly Alpine species and varieties
of this most difficult genus. There is still
plenty of work to be done in the elucidation
of the Alpine forms of "Hieracium," but it is
to be hoped it will be taken in hand by someone not too much given to species-making, for
the number of recorded forms—species, subspecies, and varieties—is, to say the least of
it, bewildering.
There are one or two other Sub-Alpine plants
which call for a brief mention before we pass
to the strictly Alpine flora. The Wild Thyme
(Thymus Serpyllum) is usually to be met with
in abundance well up on the hills, and in sliady
corners of the corries the Wood Sage (Teucrium
Scorodonia ) also occurs up to a considerable
elevatTon. Heartsease (Viola Lutea) is a conspicuous plant on the opener and drier parts
of the hills. The Mountain Everlasting (Antennaria dioica) is also frequent in similar situations.
Coming now to the consideration of the "Alpine" flora, strictly so-called, let us look first
at those species which may be regarded as
specially characteristic of the lowest of
Watson's three "zones." The change in the
appearance of the vegetation as one passes
from the Agrarian into the Alpine or "Arctic"
region is quite sufficient to arrest the attention
of even the most careless observer. One of
the first Alpine plants usually encountered in
ascending is the Alpine species of Lady's
Mantle (Alchemilla Alpina). This is one of the
commonest and most widely distributed of Alpine plants. It occurs upon all our bills, growing profusely by the sides of the streams, and
also upon dry parts of the open moors, where
it frequently forms a dense carpet of light
silvery green.
The Mountain Sorrel (Oxyria reniformis) is
another plant common a t the sides of the
streams at this part of the hills. Its curious
bunches of fleshy, kidney-shaped leaves, of a
pale green colour, sometimes tinged with red.
and its elegant inflorescence, with flowers of a
colour similar to the leaves, make it an attractive feature of the vegetation hereabouts. Like
a great manv more of our most beautiful Alpine plants, this species flowers in June, but its
appearance is most attractive when in ripe
fruit, about the end of July, at which season
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t h e whole plant assumes a bright crimson
colour, variegated with light green and yellow
—altogether a sight worth seeing.
Another plant usually abundant in like situations a t a similar altitude is the Eoseroot or
Mountain Rose (Sedum Rhodiola). This plant
grows freely in the clefts of wet rocks and by
the side of cascades, and is common on most
hills. I t is easily seen at a distance, being
conspicuous by its large glaucous leaves,. It
makes a fine display in the early part of the
summer by its bright yellow flowers. which,
however, are soon past. This plant is dioecious, the unisexual character being brought
about by suppression of the stamens in the
female plant, and abortion of the pistil in the
male. The f r u i t consists of a cluster of dark
red follicles, and is usually ripe about the end
of July. The thick fleshy rhizome has the scent
of roses when cut or bruised—hence the name
"rose-root."
Amongst the commonest and most beautiful
plants of the mountain streams is the Yellow
Saxifrage (Saxifraga aizoides). It grows in
large clumps in the bed of the streams, forming masses of shining green foliage, adorned
with numerous brilliant yellow flowers. This
species is rather late in flowering being seldom
found in bloom earlier than July- It is perhaps the commonest member of the genus of
which several specimens abound on our hills.
Another of these may be met. with also a t a
moderate elevation, namely, the Starry, Saxifrage (Saxifraga Stellaris). This species is not
so much confined to the streams, but grows all
over the hills in marshy or watery places i t
is one of the most widely distributed, and extends upwards to the very top of many or our
highest mountains. Another species ot [saxifrage frequent at a moderate altitude is tne
Lady's Cushion (Saxifraga hvpnoides). This
one, however, is not as abundant as eitner of
the other two, and is much more restricted in
its range, seldom ascending beyond the "InferArctic" zone.
A common feature of this lower zone is the
presence of two curious grasses. One of these,
a viviparous form of the Sheep's Fescue (Festuca ovina, var. vivipara), is very abundant on
the drier parts of most hills. The other :is the
Alpine Hair-grass (Aira Alpina) which is common at the sides of streams. . This latter is
also usually viviparous, and is regarded by
many authorities as merely an Alpine form of
the common Aira caespitosa, so abundant by
the side of rivers and streams in the lowlands.
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It is distinguished by its much smaller size and
smooth leaves.
The peculiar viviparous habit is shared by
another Alpine plant, Polygonum. vivivarum,
also common at a similar altitude.
At this part of the mountains a few of the
less common Alpine species may be found on
som.e hills, such as the Cloudberry (Rubus
Chamasmorus), the Chickweed Wintergreen
(Trientalis Europaea,), and the Asphodel (Tofieldia palustris).
Of ferns there is pretty certain to be an
abundance of the Green Spleenwort (Asplenium
viride), which usually takes the place upon
the mountains of the more elegant Maidenhair Spleenwort (A. Trichomanes) common in
the valleys. The Fir Clubmoss (Lycopodium
Selago) may also be expected here, and is
generally abundant up to a considerable altitude.
Ascending now to our new "zone." we find
quite a different set of plants making their
appearance. "We leave the region of the fine
heaths behind, and with them disappear also
most of the Sub-Alpine species, besides a few
of the lower Alpine forms. The character of
the ground in this "zone" is generally more
open. The streams do not run in deep shady
gullies, but instead we have dripping rocks and
high cliffs, on the face of which we may expect
to find an abundance of interesting plants. The
majority of our mountain plants keep more or
less to this part of the hills, and it is in this
zone too. that most of the rarer Alpine species
occur. Hence it is here t h a t the botanist
usually finds most work to do.
One of the characteristic plants is the Purple
Saxifrage (Saxifraga oppositifolia). If this
plant is to be seen in flower on our hills, the
ascent should be made early in April, when it
may be found blooming amongst the snow. The
flowering season is very soon past; an occasional late blossom rarely rewarding the bill
climber as late as the month of May.
In
summer, the capsules may visually be found
in considerable abundance. This plant is common on the hills, but from its trailing habit and
the .very small size of its leaves, it is never
very conspicuous except when in bloom.
To
those who care to ascend the hills before their
snowy robes have disappeared, however, the
sight of its beautiful flowers will prove an
ample reward.
Another plant which is abundant here is the
Alpine Meadow Rue (Thalictrum alpinum). Although this is one of the very commonest plants
of our mountains, it is so small and incon-
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spicuous t h a t it may easily be passed over unless carefully looked for. It abounds a t the
side of rills and on wet rocks. The leaves are
biternate, the leaflets small and wedge-shaped,
with a dark green upper surface, and slightly
glaucous beneath. The flowering stem rarely
exceeds 3 inches in height, and is very slender,
bearing a few very small flowers.
At this p a r t of the hills may usually be
found in abundance t h a t loveliest of all the
floral gems of our mountains, the Moss Campion (Silene acaulis).
This beautiful Plant
forms dense bright green cushions upon banks
and rocks, adorned, in May and June, and often
well into July, with its little bright rosy-pink
flowers. As its name implies, there is no erect
flowering stem as in other species of Silene,
the flowers being borne singly on very short
peduncles rising from the dense t u f t s of foliage. The Moss Campion is common on all the
higher hills, often extending to a great elevation.
. ,
Having left the fine heaths behind us. we
shall probably find their place taken here by a
plant of heath-like habit, namely the Crowberry (Empetrum nigrum).
The very inconspicuous flowers appear in May, and the fruit
—a small black berry—is generally ripe about
the month of July.
Trailing on the ground, especially about dry.
stony places in this zone, a common plant is
the Alpine Clubmoss (Lycopodium
alpinum):
and on banks and about the edges of cliffs, a
small rush (Juncus trifidus) occurs on many
hills at this part. A sharp look-out should be
kept amongst the rocks for the Parsley Fern
(Cryptogramme crispa). It is fairly well distributed upon the higher hills, but keeps usually to the less easily accessible parts.
At
about the same elevation, and in similar localities, the Holly Fern (Aspidium
Lonchitis)
may be found upon some hills.
.,
A very small species of Willow-herb (Epilobium alpinum) is found, at the sides of rills in
this zone. This species is generally regarded as
rare: but this probably arises.from its being
easily overlooked. The stem is from one to
three inches, the flowers being large in proportion to the rest of the plant I have found
it on many of the higher hills, but never
abundant.
„
A form of the Golden Rod (Solidago Virgaaurea) is very common at this part of the hills.
This Alpine form is usually much shorter than
the lowland plant, and has fewer and much
larger flowers. Hooker mentions a mountain
variety (Solidago cambrica, Huds.), with the

b

9

10

Ba

nf

fs

hi

re

Fi

el

d

C

lu

b

description of which this plant appears to correspond in all the particulars, except the ciliate
leaves—a character which I have never found
well marked upon any of the specimens I have
seen.
Amongst the prizes which sometimes reward
the Alpine botanist in this zone, a few of the
rarer plants may be mentioned, such as the
White Dryas (Dryas octopetala), the Northern
Rockcress (Arabis petraea), the Bartsia Alpina,
the Dwarf Cornel (Cornus suecica), and of
Ferns, the Woodsias (Woodsia hyperborea and
W. ilvensis), and the Mountain Bladder(Cystopteris
montana).
Leaving this happy hunting ground, we ascend next into the desolate region of dry,
barren rocks and stony moors, which constitutes the last of Watson's "zones," above the
-limit of the heather. A few species eminently
characteristic of this "summit-flora," as it may
be termed, will be found common on most of
our high mountains—of these, perhaps the
commonest is the Dwarf Highland Cudweed
(Gnaphalium supinum).
This is a very small
plant, rarely exceeding an inch in height; but
from its usually growing in very barren places,
it is not readily overlooked.
Another plant common in stony parts of the
mountain tops is the Scottish Cinquefoil (Sibbaldia procumbens).
The flowers are very
small and inconspicuous, but the light green
ternate (or sometimes quinate) leaves, usually
lying flat upon the ground, are sure to be
noticed by the botanist.
In places where the ground is not too dry.
the Dwarf Willow (Salix hcrbacea) is a characteristic plant of the hill tops. This is our smallest native shrub, having its short tough branches generally huried, and exposing a little
rosette of sub-orbicular crenate leaves, with one
or two very minute catkins in the centre. In
similar situations an Alpine species of Woodrush (Luzula spicata) is not uncommon on the
higher mountains. It may be easily recognised by the harsh channelled leaves, and the
dense silvery panicle which has a graceful
drooping habit.
Among the less common plants to be met with
here we may mention the beautiful Alpine
Chickweed (Cerastium alpinum). and the Mossv
Cyphel (Cherleria sedoides). Two species of
Whitlow-grass (Draba incana and D. rupestris)
are also among the prizes, as well as another
Woodrush (Luzula arcuata).
These, however,
will only be found in some of the more favoured localities.
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A curious experience which the Alpine botanist meets with, is to be suddenly confronted,
a t a considerable elevation, with some of the
characteristic plants of the seashore.
It is
strange to find oneself beside the Shore Plantain (Plantago maritima) and the Sea Pink
(Armeria vulgaris), with the solemn silence of
the mountain substituted for the roar of the
surf. How came they here, we are inclined
to ask, flourishing as if at home in this region
of wild solitude, whilst no trace of them can
be found in the long stretch between these
dizzy heights and the level of the sea?
Armeria is common on many hills at a great
elevation, whilst the Plantago is less frequent
and does not ascend so high. Another plant
which suggests the sea-side is a form of Scurvygrass (Cochlearia alpina), which is common a t
great height on the mountains.
Although
differing in a few minor characters, this plant
is, by most authorities, regarded as a variety
or a sub-species of the common seashore plant
(Cochlearia officinalis).
.
AS stated at the outset, I have in this
paper endeavoured merely to sketch an outline of the flora of our hills, keeping, as far
as possible, to the species most widely distributed. It should be borne in mind t h a t
the arrangement of the plants into zones,
according to altitude, is only approximate,
and can best be regarded merely as a guide
in searching for various species. I t must be
remembered t h a t altitude is only one of
many factors in the restriction of particular plants to particular places, and t h a t
species which may be confined to one particular zone on one hill, may extend both
higher and lower upon another hill, where
the soil, or the exposure, or the amount or
moisture, is different. It by no means follows,
for example, because a particular mountain
reaches a high altitude, that it will . be
found to yield a rich variety of plant-species.
Take as an instance of this, the two Scotch
mountains which, from their easy accessibility, are best known to the ordinary
tourist—Ben Nevis and Ben Lomond
the
former, although attaining a height unequalled in Britain, is one of our most barren
hills; while the latter, a lull of very moderate
altitude, is, in many respects, an Alpine
botanic garden. The geological features of
the hills bear a very important relation to
the plants which are to be found upon them,
and also to the particular extent of species
both as regards area and altitude.
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