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Introduction 

One afternoon, in the late summer of 2012, I was in the visitor centre at Old Moor, along with Di Farrar, talking to Steve 
Rutherford about some of the smaller flowers we had seen on the reserve, when Steve said “Come with me. I want to 
show you something”. He led us outside, through the garden, and stopped towards the end of the path, beside a small 
hawthorn bush. “Look at that!” he said, pointing to the vegetation alongside the bush. All I could see was a tangled 
mass of small pinnate leaves and twisted tendrils sprawling amongst the long grass. Then Steve pointed again - and we 
saw them - tiny white flowers, barely 2.5mm long, hardly visible within the untidy mass of greenery. “Hairy Tare!” 
proclaimed Steve triumphantly. I don’t know what Di thought, but I was distinctly ‘underwhelmed’. That was until 
Steve produced a magnifying glass. Suddenly, the small, insignificant white specks became beautiful flowers, like 
miniature sweet peas, with delicate shades of lilac colouring! 

 That was my introduction to vetches. The hairy tare or tiny vetch or even Vicia hirsuta, whatever you prefer. 
That wasn’t the end of our education that day though. Steve then took us over to a patch of red clover and pointed out 
that the familiar clover flower was in fact made up of dozens of tiny pea flowers growing in a tight cluster. I was hooked!  
Early in 2013 I joined the South Yorkshire branch of the British Naturalists Association, of which Steve, a Registered 
Member (MBNA), is the chairman. At an early meeting I attended, he put the suggestion to me that I might do a survey 
of the vetches on Old Moor as a project for the coming summer. I agreed to do this, but later, having educated myself a 
little on the subject, could see that the dividing lines between vetches and some other members of the Pea family were 
rather blurred. Because of this, I decided to include the whole of the family Leguminosae, or Fabaceae as it is also 
known, in my project. 
  So there we have it. A short insight into how my little project was born.  It isn’t a scientific study. Just a list of 
what I have found in the public areas of the Old Moor reserve, with a few notes and photographs to illustrate my 
findings. A small project, but one that I have enjoyed doing immensely. 
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Survey Results 

Table 1. Vetches, vetchlings, peas, milk vetches, melilots 

 
Name Latin Name Location Area Distribution First seen in flower Remarks 

A1 Tufted vetch Vicia cracca 1,2,4,5,6,7,10 W/A 10-Jun  

A2 Bush vetch Vicia sepium 1,4,5,6,7,8 W/A 16-May  

A3 Common vetch Vicia sativa 1,2,4,5,6 W/S 20-May Seen with pods  12 June 

A4 Hairy tare 

(tiny vetch) 
Vicia hirsuta 3,4 Local 10-Jun Plant had pods when first seen 

A5 Meadow vetchling Lathyrus pratensis 1,2,4,5,6 W/A 10-Jun  

A6 Kidney vetch Anthyllis vulneraria 1,5,6,7 W/A 17-Jun  

A7 Bitter vetch Lathyrus linifolius 5 Local 08-May Seen with pods     17 May 

A8 Goat’s rue Galega officinalis 1,10 Local 28-Jun Some near Bittern Observation shelter 

A9 Ribbed melilot Melilotus officinalis 1,4 Local 03-Jul 
 

   

Table 2. Tref oils, medicks,  clovers 

 

 
Name Latin Name Location Area Distribution First seen in flower Remarks 

B1 

B2 

B3 

B4 

B5 

Birdsfoot trefoil 

Black medick 

Red clover 

White clover 

Alsike clover 

Lotus corniculatus 

Medicago lupulina 

Trifolium pratense 

Trifolium repens 

Trifolium hybridium 

All areas 

All areas 

All areas 

All areas 

5 

W/A 

W/A 

W/A 

W/A 

Local 

Not noted 

23-May 

17-May 

12-Jun 

28-Jun 

White flowered specimen seen on 
14 June, Area 4 

North end of ponds/ start of reedbed 

path 

    

Table 3. Bushes 

  

 
Name Latin Name Location Area Distribution First seen in flower Remarks 

C1 

C2 

Broom 

Gorse 

Cytisus scoparius 1,6,7,8 

Ulex europaeus 1,2,6,7,8 

W/A 

W/A 

Not noted 

Not noted 



A1  Tufted vetch Vicia cracca 

Perhaps the most common vetch seen on the Old Moor 
reserve. A scrambling, slightly downy, perennial, up to 
1.5m, found in hedgerows, scrub and areas of long grass. 
Mainly medium size, robust looking plants, but examples 
can be found that have smaller flower spikes and more 
delicate leaves. 

Flowers: Blue/purple in single sided spikes up to 8cm long 
– June to August. 

Pods: Brown, hairless. 

Leaves: Up to 12 pairs of narrow leaflets, terminating in a 
branched tendril. 

 

A2   Bush vetch Vicia sepium 

Another very common vetch, found in almost all areas of 
the reserve. 
Scrambling, downy, medium height annual, up to 75cm, 
found in hedgerows and other grassy places. 

Flowers: Blue/purple, sometimes lilac, in small groups of 
up to six. Up to 1.5cm – April to November. 

Pods: Black, hairless. 

Leaves: Up to 12 pairs of oval leaflets, broader than tufted 
vetch, terminating in a branched tendril. 



 

A3   Common vetch Vicia sativa 

Although widespread throughout the reserve, this vetch was 
not found in great quantity. This could be because it is a 
fairly insignificant plant with quite small, often single 
flowers. Close examination though reveals a particularly 
beautiful flower. 
Short to medium scrambling, downy annual, found in 
hedgerows, verges and other grassy places. 

Flowers:  Single, or in pairs, April to September. Usually 
reddish – purple but can be variegated with purple ‘wings’ 
and bluish ‘standards’ (see top photograph). 

Pods: Hairless. Yellow/brown, ripening to black. 

Leaves: Up to 8 pairs of oval leaflets with spiked ends. Leaf 
terminates in tendril, usually branched, but can be 
unbranched. 

 



A4   Haiiry tare Vicia hirsuta 

Also known as tiny vetch, this was the inspiration for my 
little project when Steve Rutherford pointed some out to me 
last year, alongside the path out of the garden. It is definitely 
not the most common or the most obvious vetch on the 
reserve. Only two very small samples found this year. One 
in the same place as last year, and the other in the South part 
of the ponds area. It is a scrambling slender annual usually 
found in rough grassy areas. 

Flowers: Very small, 2 to 4mm, in spikes of up to 8. Very 
pale lilac, almost white. May to August. 

Pods: Hairy, usually 2 seeds in each. 

Leaves: Up to 10 pairs of narrow leaflets ending in a 
branched tendril. 

 

 

A5   Meadow vetchling  Lathyrus pratensis 
Another very common plant on the reserve, being seen in 
abundance in most areas. 
Scrambling perennial. Long, angled stems. Likes grassy 
areas. 

Flowers: Yellow, up to 12, on long stalks. May to August. 

Pods: Black/brown, curved. 

Leaves: Usually just one pair of lanceolate leaflets with 

branched tendril between. 



 

 

 

A6   Kidney vetch Anthyllis vulneraria 
Very common. Seen in a number of areas on the reserve. 
Usually upright perennial about 30cm tall. 

Flowers: In heads about 3cm across, May to September. 
The individual flowers look to be set in a bed of cotton 
wool. Colour can vary, but those found at Old Moor were 
all yellow. 

Pods: Short. 

Leaves: Pinnate with a single larger leaflet at the end. 

A7 Bitter Vetch Lathyrus linofolius 

Only a few small clusters of these were found  

in the same area, towards the north end of the wildlife ponds. 

They are a short - medium hairless perennial, with winged stems. 

 

Flowers: about 1.5cm, usually in spikes of 5-6, but can be up to 12. 

April to July. Starting deep pink then fading blue to browny green. 

 

Pods: reddish brown. 

 

Leaves: 2-4 pairs of narrow leaflets, leaf usually  

ending in a spike, no tendril. 

 



 

 

A8   Goat’s rue Galega officinalis 
Not widespread on the reserve, but locally abundant. 
Particularly good specimens were found near the Bittern 
Observation Shelter and in the verges down Old Moor 
Lane. 
Medium to tall, upright perennial. 

Flowers: About 1cm in long spikes. Usually white in bud, 
opening to blue/lilac. May to August. 

Pods: Cylindrical. 

Leaves: Pinnate with up to 8 pairs of leaflets and a single 

terminal leaflet. No tendrils. 

A9 Melilot  Melilotus officinalis 
Abundant in verges on Old Moor Lane. A few small 
clusters at the side of the path to the South of the ponds. 
Upright, fairly tall biennial. Likes grassy areas and waste 
ground. 

Flowers: Bright yellow, in long spikes. June to September. 

Pods: Brown when ripe. 

Leaves: Trifoliate. Leaflets oval, slightly serrated 



B1   Bird’s-foot trefoil Lotus corniculatus  

Very common – seen all over the reserve. Often known as 
the ‘Bacon and Egg plant’ or something similar. Low, 
sprawling perennial, usually hairless but can be downy. 
Likes grassy areas. 

Flowers: About 1.5 cm in heads of up to 7. Mainly yellow 
but often orange/red. May to September. 

Pods: In a head resembling a bird’s foot (see bottom 
photograph). 

Leaves: Five leaflets with bottom pair separate from others 
and often smaller, giving the appearance of a trefoil. 

 
 

B2   Black medick Medicago lupulina 

Fairly abundant in all areas of the reserve. 

Low growing, downy annual. Likes short to medium grassy 
areas. Will evolve a prostrate habit on mown verges or worn 
edges of paths. 

Flowers: Tiny yellow flowers in small, dense, spherical 
heads up to 8mm diameter and up to 50 flowers in each head. 
May to September. 

Pods: Kidney shaped. Black when ripe. 

Leaves: Trifoliate, with small broad leaflets, similar in 
appearance to white clover.  Each leaflet ends in a tiny 
central spike. 



B3   Red clover Trifolium pratense Lots of it in all areas of 
the reserve. 
Erect, hairy perennial. Variable height – can be low, 
medium or tall. 

Flowers: Pink to Red. Rarely cream or white (see bottom 
photograph).  Dense clusters of small flowers in heads 2 to 
3cm across. May to October. 

Fruits: Concealed. 

Leaves: Trifoliate. Relatively large, oval leaflets with white 
‘crescent’ mark. 

B4   White clover Trifolium repens Common in all areas of 
the reserve. 
Creeping, hairless perennial. Adopts a prostrate habit on 
mown verges, lawns and trodden  edges of  paths. 

Flowers: Creamy white, sometimes pink, ageing to brown. 
Dense head of small flowers about 2cm across. May to 
November. 

Fruits: Concealed. 

Leaves: Trifoliate. Leaflets broad, almost round, often with 
a white mark. 

B5   Alsike clover Trifolium hybridum 

Only two patches found, both in the same area to the North 
of the ponds. 
Upright, hairless perennial, short to medium height. Grassy 
places and waste ground. 

Flowers: Pink, ageing brown. Stalked heads of small dense 
flowers about 2 to 3 cm across. June to September. 

Fruit: Concealed. 

Leaves: Trifoliate. Leaflets broad, unmarked. 



C1   Broom Cytisus scoparius 

Common in many areas of the reserve. Particularly 
abundant in Green lane and other areas nearby. Deciduous, 
spineless shrub with angled stems. Hedgerows and 
embankments. 

Flowers: Bright yellow, 2cm long, single or in pairs. April 
to June. 

Fruit: Hairy pods, ripening to black. Explode in dry sunny 
weather. 

 

 

 

C2   Gorse – Ulex europaeus Widespread and common. 
Evergreen shrub with thorny green stems. Found at Old 
Moor in hedgerows and embankments. 

Flowers: Golden yellow, 2cm long. Can flower all year 
round but mainly February to May. 

Fruit: Hairy pods. 

Leaves: Young plants have trifoliate leaves that almost 

disappear as the shrub ages. The leaves are replaced by 

the green spines on the stems, and these become the 

photosynthetic organs. 
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