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Special 
attraction
An extremely rare and beautiful flower draws
admirers from far and wide, finds David Chapman

A
twitcher I am not, but I do
love birdwatching.
Sometimes I have gone out
of my way to see a rare bird,
but these days I draw the

line at travelling any distance to see one
because I don’t enjoy standing in a crowd
of people just for a brief glimpse. Also,

FARNE ISLANDS
Where:Northumberland
Directions: Ferries to the Farnes operate from Seahouses on
the B1340 between Alnwick and Berwick. The islands are owned
by the National Trust and there are landing fees payable to 
non-members as well as ferry charges. Visitors are limited to
about two hours on each island. For more information, see
farne-islands.com and farneislandstours.co.uk.
Nearest Club site:River Breamish in Powburn is 21 miles
away and Berwick Seaview is 22 miles
What to look for:This is a fantastic location for seabirds. The
best islands to visit are Inner Farne and Staple Island. If you can
only visit one, make it Inner Farne where you will be dive-bombed
by arctic terns (so take a hat) and get close to shags, guillemots,
razorbills and puffins. On Staple Island, see impressive guillemots
and razorbill colonies.
When to go:May to July is the peak time for seabirds 
Facilities: There are toilets on Inner Farne but no facilities on 
Staple Island. 
Information: nationaltrust.org.uk/farne-islands

there is always the chance that the bird
might have gone before I get there.
Last spring, I did something that I

have never done before and it did involve
twitching – not for a bird, but for a
flower. I’m not even sure that it is correct
to describe someone who goes looking
for rare flowers as a ‘twitcher’, but you
know what I mean. I was in Blackpool
visiting my mum and, from there, I drove
40-odd miles to the National Nature
Reserve (NNR) near Silverdale.
If this is twitching, then it involves

much less risk. I had been in touch with
the reserve warden just a couple of days
before and he told me that the flowers
were out, and that there were clear
signposts to them from the car park.
So, next day I set out early, hoping to

avoid any crowds – although I thought 
I might be the only ‘twitcher’ there. 
As it turned out, by about 8am there 
were several other people – some, like 
me, had come specifically to see the
flowers, while a few others who had 
come looking for butterflies. 

LADY IN WAITING
It has to be a very special flower indeed
to attract people from all over 
north-western England, and special it is.
Let me introduce you to the lady’s
slipper orchid, cypripedium calceolus,
the rarest flower in the UK.
Found on limestone in lightly-wooded

areas in the North-West, it was
widespread during pre-Victorian times.
Gardeners loved it and took samples
from the wild to plant in their gardens.
By 1917, it was thought to be extinct in
the UK but an isolated plant was
discovered in Yorkshire in the 1970s .
Protection was put in place and, after

several years of succour, it flourished
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once again. For many years, trials were
undertaken at Kew Gardens where seeds
were encouraged to germinate and grow.
These trials eventually succeeded and
thousands of plants have now been
grown with the purpose of reintroducing
them to the wild. The first location for
planting out was near Ingleton, North
Yorkshire, in 1989, but it took 11 years
for the first plant to flower.
Since then, thousands of lady’s slipper

orchids cultivated at Kew have been
planted in the wild at several key sites in
Yorkshire, Cumbria and Lancashire.
Most of these locations are necessarily
kept secret and the plants are guarded to
protect them against collectors.
However, one location has been made
public so that we can all go and enjoy
these wonderful flowers.
So it was to Gait Barrows NNR in

Lancashire that I travelled last year. I was
not disappointed. There must have been
about 100 plants in quite a compact area
and the flowers were even more
impressive than I expected.
They grow to about 60cm tall and

there is a large colourful flower at the top
of each stem. Its sepals and petals are
wine-red and, in the middle of each
flower, it has a large yellow, slipper-
shaped pouch. The pouch is a highly-
modified labellum, the name given to the
lower central petal of an orchid, and this
acts as a trap for insects. It doesn’t eat
the insects but, by trapping them, it
forces them to clamber out past its pollen
sacks where they can fertilise the flower.
Traditionally in late May, Gait

Barrows holds an open day to allow 
the public to come and see the orchids,
which are usually in flower from 
mid-May to early June. For further
details, visit naturalengland.org.uk. 
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“Last spring, I did something
that I have never done before
and it did involve twitching –
not for a bird, but for a flower”


