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HORSETAILS 
 
In the fourteenth of a series of articles on  
Raasay’s flora, botanist STEPHEN BUNGARD 
takes a look at Horsetails. 

 

Horsetails are part of a very ancient plant lineage and 
reproduce by spores. Some ancient relatives were 
large trees and fossils are often found in coal from the 
Carboniferous period. The silicates in the stems result 
in the use of some of these plants as an abrasive said 
to produce a finer finish than sandpaper. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Field Horsetail – Fertile Shoots near Raasay 
Stores © Stephen Bungard 

 
Today, the sole genus (Equisetum) is divided into two subgenera, one of which is confusingly called 
subgenus Equisetum. There are six species in this subgenus native to the British Isles and all of 
them, plus one hybrid, are known on Raasay. 

 

Two have very distinctive brown fertile stems with cones on top. Writing in April, Field Horsetail 
(Equisetum arvense) is already well into its sporing season with very obvious brown stems showing 
well. Later these will die down and we will be left with the green sterile stems that are less obvious 
unless present in good numbers. Great Horsetail (Equisetum telmateia) is found along the east 
coast and can grow to a height of 1.5m or even more. Its brown fertile fronds usually appear in May 
– but lots of things are early this year. 

 

Two locally common horsetails are Marsh Horsetail (E. palustre) and Water Horsetail (E. fluviatile) 
whose names are pretty descriptive of their habitats. Of the remaining two, Wood Horsetail (E. 
sylvaticum) is unique in that its branches are branched. Despite its name, in this part of the world it 
is usually found in heather or acidic grassland. Shady Horsetail (E. pratense) is a Nationally Scarce 
plant and has not been seen on Raasay for twenty years. I have revisited the previously reliable 
site west of Meall Daimh several times and failed to find it. It is, however, thriving in various places 
on Skye nearly all from Portree northwards. 

 

The other subgenus, Hippochaete, is represented by two 
species and a hybrid on Skye, one of which may be 
familiar as Dutch Rush (E. hyemale). As a final thought, 
the name Mare's-tail is best reserved for the flowering 
plant Hippuris vulgaris – present on Skye but not on 
Raasay. 

 

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  
Great Horsetail – Young fertile and sterile botanical blog can be found at 

shoots © Stephen Bungard skyeraasayplants.wordpress.com  


