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The Project future 

As many of you were no doubt aware, the Cornfield Flowers 

Project was coming to a crossroads in March 2015, when our five 

year grant-funded period was due to end. 

We have all achieved an incredible amount during this latest 

phase, which became starkly apparent as we compiled our final 

report for the funders, having far exceeded many of our original 

targets.  The scale of our work and progress made has increased 

to a level where we can now seed-up a whole site, such as at 

Water Fulford, in a single year from volunteer-grown seed stock.  

This would have been unimaginable only a few years ago, as 

some of our longer-serving volunteers might painfully recall. 

Species introductions were gradually carried out over many 

years, with carefully grown potted-plants that required us to 

battle with all manner of natural assaults over the following 

weeks, such as drought, slugs, pigeons and belligerent rabbits, 

that all tried their best to destroy a year’s work in an instant.  

This large scale seed reintroduction has been the fruit of the last 

five years, and with so much at stake the management group 

were determined to keep the project running to maintain the 

effective conservation of arable wildflowers in north-east 

Yorkshire.  To achieve this, the Carstairs Countryside Trust, who 

spearhead the project, have provided funding for an additional 

year.  The Ryedale Folk Museum, already long-term supporters, 

have now assumed the role of employer and we are all looking 

forward to strengthening the project’s involvement there.  In 

particular, our intention is to establish and train a dedicated 

group of volunteers at the museum to care for the plants in the 

nursery and demonstration field, so if this is something that 

would be of interest to you, please do get in touch:   

tom.normandale@north-yorkshire-moors.org.uk 

After an absence of a few weeks, the project resumed in May.  

For this new period, Tom Normandale will be continuing as 

project officer, whilst Chris Wilson has now retired, in a formal 

capacity at least, but is continuing the good work in a voluntary 

role.  We shall be checking-in with you all  shortly. 

Our appreciation goes to past funders and supporters who have 

enabled us to reach this stage and we look forward to picking up 

where we left off, and developing plans for the future of the 

project. 

 

A word from Chris 

I shall be retiring from the position of project officer, though I 

do not intend to absent myself from the project altogether.  

There are too many loose ends to tidy up.  Our participating 

farmers will still be there with many acres of margins to look 

after.  There is still Silpho field with meadow, arable, and 

nectar strips to manage.  There is the cornfield and nursery at 

the Ryedale Folk Museum and sites like Spaunton Quarry and 

Ellerburn Bank  where we have just started to manage an area 

for Red hemp-nettle, and of course all the volunteers who are 

still growing plants for us. 
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Our story to date 

Our regular recap for new volunteers and supporters: 

The Cornfield Flowers Project was first set-up in the late 

1990s by the Carstairs Countryside Trust, Ryedale Folk 

Museum, North York Moors National Park Authority and a 

group of volunteers. For the first five years the project 

was run by these groups.  

In 2005, funding was obtained from the Heritage Lottery 

Fund and the National Park’s Sustainable Development 

Fund, with local farmer and wildflower enthusiast Chris 

Wilson being appointed as project co-ordinator.  Over the 

next five years more farmers and volunteers joined us and 

we continued with our growing, planting and surveying.  

This funding ran out on the 31st December 2009 and the 

CFP was kept in suspended animation for a few months.  

In practice this meant that the plants kept growing, but 

the paperwork did not get done. 

However, new funding was soon successfully secured 

from the North York Moors Sustainable Development 

Fund, LEADER, Heritage Lottery Fund and the Carstairs 

Countryside Trust, and in April 2010 two project officers 

were appointed for the next five years, Chris Wilson and 

ecologist Tom Normandale, whilst the North Yorkshire 

Moors Association joined our management group.  Again, 

this funding drew to a close at the end of March 2015, 

and we now enter a new chapter for the coming year with 

the direct support of the Carstairs Countryside Trust. 

 



Highlights of the past year 

2014 was a good year for finding new species.   By far the most 

notable was Martin Stringer’s discovery of Small-flowered 

catchfly (Silene gallica) on his land at Hayton.  This was a 

great find because it had several old records in our area but 

had not been seen since 1940.  It is a high-status arable plant 

which had previously been declared extinct in the vc61 - 

south-east Yorkshire area.   Happily no more. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Water Fulford, in its first year as a dedicated field for arable 

plants, put on an excellent show, and rarities such as Sand 

catchfly and Dense silky-bent brought from Glebe Farm seem 

well established. 

 

Left: Small-flowered catchfly (seed heads) at Hayton.  Not seen for 74 

years, photos of it in flower are even rarer! 

Above: Sand catchfly (Silene conica) –  historically featured in sandy 

arable margins just south of our area.  Grown for demonstration 

purposes at Water Fulford. 

 



Silpho Meadow produced four Bee orchids and 

the Common broomrape, which is so uncommon 

that this seems to be its first occurrence in the 

National Park.  Martin Stringer clearly had a great 

year, as he also discovered Knapweed broomrape 

on his farm, another local rarity . 

Finally of particular note, after many years of 

trying to establish it at Silpho, two spontaneous 

plants of Venus’s-looking-glass were found during 

the survey.  A most appreciated reward for our 

persistence. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Above: Venus’s-looking-glass 

Spot the difference! Common broomrape (Orobanche 

minor) at Silpho, left; Knapweed broomrape (Orobanche 

elatior) on Martin Stringer’s farm, right. 

 



News from the farms 

The dedicated arable plot at South Fordon Farm produced spontaneous plants 

of two of their rarest flowers, Small-flowered buttercup and Corn parsley. 

At Stoupe Brow Cottage Farm, Will Terry left an area unsprayed in the corner of 

the arable field.  It had a good show of Corncockle, Corn marigold, Prickly poppy 

and Cornflower. 

The arable plants headland at Spikers Hill Farm produced Red hemp-nettle 

spontaneously for the fifth season in a row.  The area for arable plants has now 

been doubled in size. 

Down at Old Rectory Farm on Martin Stringer’s land at Hayton, apart from 

producing the two new plants Small-flowered catchfly and Knapweed 

broomrape, also had a good show of Common broomrape and Bee orchid.  Wild 

clary, a locally rare Scarborough Biodiversity Action Plan species, was planted in 

spring and some of the plants survived to flower.  Martin managed to gather 

seed from the Small-flowered catchfly and it seems to be germinating well.  We 

could have good numbers of plants for 2015. 

The margin at Birkdale Farm did well this year, but the real stars of the arable 

plants world are in the garden, or Jocylene Gibson’s plant pots.  Plants such as 

Spreading hedge-parsley, Field cow-wheat and Annual knawel were shown to 

the Wharfedale Naturalists Group.  The group then went on to Glebe Farm to 

see the sandland specialist plants. 

Top: Small-flowered buttercup (Ranunculus parviflorus), fortunately grows much larger at Fordon 

Middle: Prickly poppy (Papaver argemone), drops its petals by midday so get out early to see it 

Bottom: Annual knawel (Scleranthus annuus), now very uncommon in our area 

 



Finally, the theme colour at Glebe Farm, Potter Brompton was definitely blue this year.  One margin next to the A64 had large quantities 

of Cornflowers, while another margin had hundreds of self-sown Viper’s-bugloss. 



Conservation of our native sites 

Ellerburn Bank 

The field corner next to the Ellerburn Bank Nature 

Reserve, which was cleared by the National Park 

volunteers and then seeded with Red hemp-nettle by 

the CFP in autumn 2013 produced 35 seedlings in May 

2014, some of them quite big plants. 

Not all of these survived to flowering, but sufficient did 

to give a good chance of continuity.  Other plants such 

as Violets, Cowslips and Field penny-cress seem to have 

benefitted from the clearing process. 

  

Cockrah Bank 

Mires Beck Nursery supplied the CFP with 130 pots of May 

lily plants (see above) for the reintroduction programme on 

Cockrah Bank.  This was a great deal more than we expected 

and as a result 104 plants were put out on two sites, whilst 

the rest were distributed to such interested places as 

Natural England headquarters, National Park headquarters 

at Helmsley, the Walled Garden at Helmsley and the Physic 

Garden at Whitby Abbey.  Janet Hutchinson at Spikers Hill 

Farm, of which Cockrah Bank is part, now has a group of 

May lily in her garden.  We consider that the present 

reintroduction programme is now finished but the site will 

need monitoring for some time. 

  



Forge Valley 

Forge Valley is one of the sites identified as being suitable for the 

reintroduction of Royal fern.  We know it once grew there, but the 

exact location is not known.  Because Forge Valley is a National 

Nature Reserve, we told Natural England we had local provenance 

Royal Ferns ready to be introduced.  A suitable site was identified, 

and NE carried out some of the clearance work beforehand.  On 

23rd May 2014, with Fallon Mahon of Natural England, Chris 

planted out our four largest Royal fern plants.  We will now monitor 

these and allow time for the remaining 17 to grow larger.  There 

will probably be at least another four plants available for 2015. 

Silpho Meadow 

Silpho Meadow had a particularly good year in 2014.  The 

limestone base of the meadow droughts off very easily and in a dry 

spring the plants suffer badly.  Some years we have suffered from 

late frosts.  Neither of these conditions occurred and the Cowslips 

were numerous and strong plants. 

The big success story of Silpho in 2014 was our show of Orchids.  

There were still the species found in previous years, Pyramid, 

Common-spotted and Northern marsh present in greater numbers 

than previously but also there were four Bee orchids.  Another new 

plant was the Common broomrape mentioned earlier in this 

newsletter.  As well as being new in Silpho Meadow, we think it is a 

first record for the National Park.  The same day we first discovered 

this plant, Tom Normandale did the survey of the meadow.  It was 

2nd July and 64 species were recorded. 

Top: Royal fern (Osmunda regalis) being planted by Fallon Mahon 

in a suitably wet spot, Forge Valley 

Above: The species-rich sward of Silpho meadow, complete with 

Common-spotted orchids (Dactylorhiza fuchsii) in foreground 

 



2014 saw many of our volunteer groups grow in experience and 

success, particularly evident from the favourable season we had 

last year.  We were also fortunate to be joined by two new 

organisations in this period: 

The Friends of Whitby Physic Garden are now working with the 

project and have received plants from us.  In the shadow of 

Whitby Abbey, they are working to develop an arable annual 

section to their existing Physic Garden, an area of land previously 

used by the monks to grow herbs for medicinal and healing 

purposes.  Many of our cornfield annuals would have been 

familiar sights in those days and likely used in folk remedies. 

  

Volunteer group progress 

Also joining us are the Helmsley Walled Garden, an impressive 

example of a 250 year old walled garden brought back to life.  

They have previously featured an arable wildflower bed with 

commercial seed, but this time received our local provenance 

stock to sow the bed.  A combination of cuttings from the Folk 

Museum and volunteer grown seed were put down last 

autumn, and we look forward to seeing the results this year.  

They have also taken some of our spare May lily plants to see 

how they go at this location. 

As regards our existing volunteer groups, the CIRCLE team at 

Flamingo Land (Centre for the Integration of Research, 

Conservation and Learning), led by Dr Andy Marshall of York 

University, continue to be dedicated supporters of our work, 

and this year extended the boundaries of their arable plot to 

increase the scale of seed production.  Despite some 

challenges at this location given the very heavy clay soil, it is 

quite unique in supporting a number of plants that don’t seem 

to do so well at our other sites.   Many-seeded goosefoot in 

particular seems to have made itself at home here. 

 

 
Thorn-apple (Datura stramonium) 

One of the cornfield annuals supplied to the Physic Garden.  Historically 

used to relieve asthma, despite being highly poisonous. 



Filey Brigg Ornithological Group  had a very successful second year.  Despite their 

arable strip being on heavy clay and very exposed on the cliff top, often difficult 

conditions for our plants, it is doing an excellent job in supporting some of our 

rarest species, most notably Shepherd’s-needle, Corn buttercup, Small-flowered 

buttercup and Venus’s-looking-glass, which were all self-established from seed. 

The addition of numerous potted plants grown by their own volunteers at the 

beginning of June also benefitted this site greatly, and there should hopefully be 

sufficient seedbank in the soil after this year for it to be more or less self-

sustaining.  

In the autumn they extended the length of this strip to provide a greater growing 

area, which is all good news for the plants. 

 

Clockwise from top: Shepherd’s-needle (Scandix pecten-veneris), Corn buttercup (Ranunculus arvensis), 

Venus’s-looking-glass (Legousia hybrida), Large-flowered hemp-nettle (Galeopsis speciosa), Pheasant’s-eye 

(Adonis annua).  All being given a new lease of life in the FBOG arable headland. 



Species custodians 

As with our other volunteers, the Species Custodians had a 

productive year, though a few battles were lost to slugs. 

Jo at Hunmanby had a lot of success, producing large quantities of 

seed for Green field-speedwell and Corn spurrey.  Her greatest 

achievement though was to successfully grow our first ever Purple 

ramping-fumitory – a plant not seen locally for 95 years when we 

found it in 2012, and a UK Biodiversity Action Plan Priority 

Species.  We only managed to collect four seeds for her to work 

with, but fortunately one sparked into life and produced a 3-foot 

tall scrambler that could have given a Sweet-pea a run for its 

money.  It was certainly well admired by gardeners at the 

Dalbyology event where it was star of our stand, and there’s no 

shortage of people requesting seed for it now. 

Heidi suffered this year from the slugs in her garden, which 

unfortunately seem to have developed a rare and exotic palate.  

Despite this she was successful with Corncockle and Shepherd’s-

needle, which have been used in one of our local volunteer farms. 

Josie had a great first year growing impressive quantities of plants 

in her allotment, which were even joined by some Field penny-

cress of its own volition.  The Cornflower in particular was good 

news as we are struggling to keep sufficient stocks of this species.  

It is only the native strain we grow, which is actually very rare.  If 

anyone would like to help give it a hand, we’d be happy to hear 

from you. 

 

We were also joined by a new custodian, Christine, who had 

learned of the project through our talk to the Scarborough and 

District Beekeepers Association.  She also competed with the slugs 

to successfully grow Pheasant’s-eye, the blue-variant of Scarlet 

pimpernel and Wild clary, a locally scarce grassland plant. 

Above: Purple ramping-

fumitory (Fumaria purpurea) 

Right: Green field-speedwell 

(Veronica agrestis).  

Both are custodian species 

and returned large volumes 

of seed at the end of the 

season 



Promotion and species cards 

In 2014 the project featured blog articles on the National Park 

and Ryedale Folk Museum websites, as well as an article in the 

Voice of the Moors magazine and an impressive spread in the 

Yorkshire Post, found here if you missed it: 

www.yorkshirepost.co.uk/news/features/and-they-call-it-poppy-

love-1-6730087 

The full set of project Species Cards are now complete, all 105 of 

them, and we are producing some printed copies for distribution 

along with uploading the online versions, to be found on the 

National Park website: www.northyorkmoors.org.uk/looking-

after/our-projects/cornfield-flowers-project/species-cards 

One exciting new addition to the set has been the Small-flowered 

catchfly (Silene gallica).  As previously explained, this species 

hadn’t been seen for 74 years, and was declared regionally 

extinct.  Although we had historic records of it growing in our 

area, it was never included on our original target list of plants to 

re-find, so it’s especially pleasing that it decided to pop its head 

up just at the end of our last phase. 

It perfectly demonstrates that there is always still hope these 

species may reappear, as long as we have sufficient numbers of 

people trained to spot them, and that there is always more work 

to be done in bringing these arable plants back from the brink. 

The Cornfield Flowers Project is spearheaded by the Carstairs Countryside Trust, Ryedale Folk Museum, North Yorkshire 
Moors Association and North York Moors National Park Authority.  It is supported by the North York Moors National Park 
Sustainable Development Fund, North York Moors Coast & Hills LEADER Programme and the Heritage Lottery Fund. 
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