
 
 

Plantains 
 
In the twenty-first of a series of articles on Raasay’s flora, botanist STEPHEN BUNGARD takes a look 

at plantains. 

We have four of the five native British Plantago species on Raasay. Ribwort Plantain (Plantago lanceolata) and 

Greater or Rat’s-tail Plantain (Plantago major) are amongst the most widespread plants in the British Isles, being 

known from essentially every 10 km square of the National Grid. The latter is very resistant to trampling and is 

often found in the compressed soil of paths, etc. 

Sea Plantain (Plantago maritima) is widespread around the coasts of the British Isles, but particularly in the north 

and west of Scotland, it is also found inland and up the hills, though rarely above 400m. Buck's-horn Plantain 

(Plantago coronopus) is another basically coastal plant but this one is also found inland in the south and east of 

England. Whilst one might speculate on the interactions between salt and climate, the factors that determine 

these different distributions remain a bit of a mystery to me. 

A year ago in an article about our saltmarsh plants I 

mentioned Sea Plantain as being edible, and so too are 

Ribwort and Greater Plantains, though the leaves are 

probably better cooked and with the tough fibres removed. 

When in bud, the inflorescence of Ribwort Plantain is said 

to taste of mushrooms. Many medicinal properties are 

claimed for these species, too. 

 

Whilst these species are usually pretty distinct, there can 

be traps for the unwary. Unusually broad-leaved plants of 

Ribwort Plantain without inflorescences can be mistaken 

for Greater Plantain and unusually hairy specimens of 

Greater Plantain can be mistaken for Hoary Plantain 

(Plantago media), the one native species that is not 
Figure 1 Plantago maritima 
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recorded locally. 

Stephen is Vice-county Recorder for the Botanical Society 

of Britain & Ireland for Skye, Raasay and the Small Isles. His website, including Flora of Raasay, can be found at 

tinyurl.com/Raasayflora OR bit.ly/Raasay, and his botanical blog can be found at 

skyeraasayplants.wordpress.com 
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