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PLANT CORNER     WHATS IN YOUR LAWN ? (PART 1) 

As my contribution to George's Garden Bio-blitz idea I thought I'd have a close look at our lawn in an attempt to encourage 
you to look at your own. I've entitled this article PART 1 because I intend to start with the more difficult lawn plants - the 
mosses and the grasses. In the May newsletter I hope to move on to the other lawn weeds, because by that stage more 
of those may be in flower, unless you've scalped the lot. 

If you plan to do a bio-blitz count of species in your garden, then your lawn plants will be good additions to your totals. If 
you don't have a lawn of your own you could still have a look at any other area of mown or semi-mown grassland near 
your home that you can get to in these virus-ridden times when you go out for exercise. 

Identifying plants in mown grass is not always too easy. Most species are likely to have had their flowers mown off 
(Plantlife is currently, on their website, encouraging lawn owners to stop mowing and let things grow during May). Also, 
for the grasses, even the leaves will not be intact and identifying grasses with neither flowers nor complete leaves is really 
something of a problem. Perhaps one key is to think back to previous years when you came back from holiday and found 
that many of the weeds and the grasses had taken advantage of your absence to flower and be easier to categorise. What 
follows is related solely to our lawn and there'll be some members who may be mildly appalled that we have so many 
things that are not ‘bowling green' lawn species. 

My photos below show part of my lawn from a ‘normal' viewpoint and then three close-ups of selected parts that give an 
idea of the variety of species. 

 

 

 

From the three close-up shots you can perhaps see, roughly from the left, Fox-and-cubs, Yarrow, Germander Speedwell 
(in yellow circle), Common Sorrel, White Clover and Dandelion. Those are just for starters, and that ignores the moss and 
even a bit of grass. The left-hand photo also has some bits of old rabbit droppings, which adds another, unwelcome, 
garden bioblitz species! 

I'll start with the moss. Unless you spend a lot of time feeding, aerating and otherwise cosseting your lawn, you're almost 
bound to have some moss. Fortunately, from the point of view of identification, there is usually a small suite of moss 
species that are robust enough to be a significant feature of lawns. On ours I can find just four.  



 

The classic lawn moss is Rhytidiadelphus squarrosus, sometimes called Springy Turf-moss or, in the USA, Square Goose-
necked Moss. (If you want to try to pronounce the generic name, try splitting it in two and pronouncing it as “Rightiddy 
adelphus”.) Probably 90% of the moss in our lawn is this species and it is ubiquitous in many other areas of grassland in 
natural habitats. If you are in the habit of walking bare-foot on your lawn you'll know when you are standing on a patch 
of Springy Turf-moss because it is like walking on a mass of miniaturised soft bed springs. When you pull out a handful of 
the moss you can see that the body of the plant consists of much-branched more-or-less horizontal leafy stems (left-hand 
photo), but the outer end of each stem turns to grow vertically. From above, as the right-hand photo shows, each upright 
stem looks spikily squarish because each pointed leaf is bent backwards at a right angle. [P.S. a major prize for anyone 
who can accurately identify the lichen in the left-hand photo which is on the stone of our sundial. I only ask because I'd 
like to know the answer.] 

 

  

At one point where the lawn abuts onto a rather wet 
bank of soil there's a moss species that is really a soil 
weed, but a little of it encroaches into the lawn. It is 
called Atrichum undulatum Common Smoothcap, or, 
rather more prettily, Catherine's Moss. 

The unbranched shoots grow vertically and have 
spread leaves, each of which, under a lens, can be seen 
to have crinkly (undulating) surfaces. 

It's interesting to note the moss shoot at the top of my 
close-up because the leaves on this bit don't seem to 
be crinkly and they seem narrower and more pointed. 
Perhaps the young shoots of Atrichum aren't initially 
crinkly, or maybe it's the shoot of a different moss - one 
of the Polytrichum species perhaps. 

Next come two species that both have fronds that are flattened and pinnately branched. I think (hope) I've identified 
these correctly. The left-hand image is what the internet says is Brachythecium rutabulum Rough-stalked Feather-moss. 
I failed to get a decent shot of what I think is this species in my lawn. The right-hand shot is from the edge of the lawn 
by the gravelled driveway. The moss is Kindbergia praelonga Common Feather-moss. What makes this photo more 
interesting is that it also includes, in the blue circle, a small specimen of Cardamine corymbosa New Zealand Bitter-
cress and in the red oval a rather nice small patch of the Liverwort Marchantia polymorpha with some of the asexual 
reproductive cups called gemmae. 

Piece of Springy Turf-moss Springy Turf-moss in the lawn 



 

 

You will have to forgive me for not giving detailed descriptions of why I think these two mosses are what I say they are. 
To do so would take an acre of space and I'm inclined to feel might bore readers to death. 

Then we come to the grasses. I've already said that identifying grasses in mown lawns is problematic, but there are some 
things you can look for that make it a bit easier. The first is any sign of patches of grass with coarse broad leaves that 
grows rather more quickly than the rest of the lawn. If you have that phenomenon then this is probably Cock's-foot 
Dactylis glomerata. Particularly when you make the first cut of the year these patches quite often end up pale and whiteish 
because you are cutting down to the lower parts of the vigorous leaves which tend to be deprived of light in the rather 
dense tufts and so have little chlorophyll. To put it mildly, Cock's-foot is not exactly an ideal lawn grass and you are not 
too likely to have any unless your garden is adjacent to farmland (like ours) or to overgrown road verges. 

The next clue is to check the grasses at the edges of the lawn to see whether any are making regular attempts to spread 
sideways into flower beds with strong underground rhizomes. As you start to sort your lawn edges and your flower bed 
weeds in the spring you are most likely to discover these rhizomatous grasses. One fortunate thing is that these problem 
species are not too likely to be the dreaded Couch Grass Elymus repens, also called Twitch. Twitch is far more often a 
problem in vegetable gardens that are next door to waste ground. Much more likely in a lawn are Red Fescue Festuca 
rubra or Smooth Meadow-grass Poa pratensis. These two are easy enough to tell apart if they have flowers, but, if mown, 
you need to look at the leaves to see if they are tightly folded, and so look quite thin (Red Fescue) or rather more open 
flatter blades between 1 and 4mm wide (Smooth Meadow-grass). 

The main non-rhizomatous species in my lawn are Lolium perenne Perennial Rye-grass, Anthoxanthum odoratum Sweet 
Vernal-grass and Poa trivialis Rough Meadow-grass. This last grass does spread sideways, but via horizontal surface stems 
called stolons rather than subterranean rhizomes. The other two are better behaved. If you are down on hands and knees 
checking your lawn and you come across horizontal stolons in the ‘thatch', don't assume that they are from Rough 
Meadow-grass until you've made sure that they are not part of White Clover's efforts to achieve world domination. 

Lastly, in my lawn, is the small annual grass that specialises in colonising bare soil patches. Poa annua Annual Meadow-
grass is ubiquitous and is the usual grass weed that seeds itself in flower beds. So, if you have bare patches where the 
children/grandchildren have been playing football, the grass that will first appear if you manage to give those areas a rest 
will be this species. It doesn't compete too well with larger perennial grasses, so will tend to disappear as the sward 
recovers. 

On the next page are some illustrations of the main grasses I've mentioned, but with flowers attached. So, if you do decide 
to let your lawn grow in May in order both to provide more nectar sources for insects and to enable you to identify more 
of your lawn weeds, you'll get some flowers on the grasses and these illustrations may help.  

Brachythecium rutabulum Kindbergia praelonga 



 

 

Cock's-foot   Red Fescue    Smooth Meadow-grass 
 
 

 

Perennial Rye-grass    Sweet Vernal-grass 
 
 

 

Rough Meadow-grass     Annual Meadow-grass 



STEWCHAT. 

April 2019 and every other one in living memory for that matter, was totally different to the concerns we are 
all facing in April 2020. Little did we know last year at this time that in 2020 we would all be largely housebound, 
we would have to queue at supermarket doors for household basics and we would be afraid to watch the latest 
news bulletins for the depressing information it provides on a daily basis. Such is day to day life with COVID-19 
or Coronavirus lurking across the world.  

But, despite this blight on humanity, the natural world continues about its business undeterred. 

For me, I have never had a spell as long as this at home without going in to work. We will be into week 4 of the 
Lockdown by the time you read this, a state where we are only allowed out for essential work, shopping, 
medicine or some basic exercise.  I am currently working from home, but even taking this time constraint into 
consideration, I am able to spend an hour and a half each day in the garden when I would normally have been 
driving to and from the office. Even lunchtimes and tea breaks are spent outside on my patch, so from the 20th 
March when these restrictions began for me, I decided to make the most of my garden wildlife watching. Until 
we are able to get back to normality, these pages will try to help you to look for wildlife in your house , garden 
and view as I have. 

Where do we start? I am very lucky in that I live in a rural area with a great view over open countryside, but 
hopefully even if you live in a town or village with a small garden you will be able to get to find and learn about 
some wildlife. You just have to set your sights a little smaller and try thinking ‘out of the box’. 

Some Literature 

Before I start with the wildlife, some essential reading might help with garden watching. My main source of 
inspiration to get outside is a little book available online in either new or used copies for as little as £4  –  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Ken describes a study he and students of Sheffield University carried out of gardens in the city. Without the 
details they found that ALL gardens are good for wildlife and you can make them better with very little effort 
or cost or deviation from your usual gardening methods. The basic rules to improve biodiversity are -   

Do not use any chemicals ie pesticides, slug pellets, weedkillers etc. 

Plant as wide a variety as possible. It need not be native to the UK, but keep things diverse. 

Have a good compost heap. 

And that’s about it. Anything else you can do is a bonus. Many people see garden wildlife as Hedgehogs, 
Blackbirds, Frogs, Bees, Butterflies etc but these are in the final 1% of all garden wildlife, the rest are the tiny 
things such as insects, worms, slugs, flies etc. Look after these, and the larger stuff will look after itself… 

To begin, what to look for at home, let’s try some window moths. 

If you have a bright window light such as a bathroom or downstairs toilet or an outside light in a porch maybe, 
try leaving it on all night when it is mild cloudy and calmish. It can often attract some moths in small numbers, 
in particular in spring, the flatter, ‘geometer’ species such as Pugs and Carpets, but chunkier ‘noctuid’ moths 
can be there too. Check the window and surrounding walls as late at night as possible to see if anything has 
arrived. 

In April look out for – 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Water Carpet, Hebrew Character and Early Thorn, all very common at this time. 

 

Figure 2: Common Quaker and Double striped Pug 



Whilst you are checking windows after dark you will likely come across a few spiders too. These are much more 
difficult to identify but you might be able to assign them to a family group. 

Commonest around houses is –  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Missing Sector Orb Weaver Zygiella x-notata found around 
windows inside and outside all houses. 

 

Figure 4: Lace Web Spider Amaurobius sp lives in cracks and holes 
around stones or door frames, window cills etc. It rubs its hind legs 

together like a grasshopper to attract a mate. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I hope we can inspire you to investigate all wildlife forms around your house and garden while we are in 
temporary confinement, we will continue next month with a few things outside in the garden…Stay safe and 
well everyone. 

 

Stewart Sexton, Howick. 

 

 

Figure 5: Mouse Spider. Around 1cm across its leg span, it is a very 
proportionate spider and runs around walls hunting after dark. It doesnt 

build a web. 

 

Figure 6: The Giant House Spiders, Tegenaria / Eratigena sp. Common. They 
don’t want to be put outside, much prefering a shed or outhouse in which to 

live. 



Phil Hanmer ‘A’ Ringer/Trainer; Natural History Society of Northumbria Ringing Group (Hancock Museum).  
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