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Great FenGreat FenGreat FenGreat Fen----sedgesedgesedgesedge    
In the seventh of a series of articles on Raasay’s flora, botanist STEPHEN BUNGARD takes a closer look at Great Fen-sedge 

Driving along the Raasay Highway as it crosses 
the island just south of Brochel, you may have 
noticed a dense stand of reed-like plants below 
the road in the marsh. This is Great Fen-sedge 
(Cladium mariscus) and it was first recorded there 
in 1969 during a Botanical Society of Britain & 
Ireland (BSBI) field meeting. It was apparently 
not there in the 1930s when Heslop Harrison and 
his team covered Raasay pretty thoroughly, as 
they made a point of saying they found it only in 
Loch Braig on Rona. The patch has been slowly 
growing over the 33 years I can vouch for. It is 
also known very occasionally along the northwest 
coast of the mainland and also on Muck and Soay 
and, since 2011, in one spot on Skye. 

Great Fen-sedge is a perennial with short 
horizontal rhizomes and can reach a height of 2.5 
metres. The leaves have sharp serrated edges 
and for this reason it is sometimes known as saw-
grass. 

It requires a water 
table close to ground 
level, a range between 
+40cm and -15cm in relation to the soil surface having been found 
most favourable, so removal of peat can give rise to suitable 
habitat but obviously, seed or rhizome fragments are needed for 
colonisation. 

This is the generic ‘sedge’ of East Anglia where it was used for 
thatching and fuel, though serious protection for the hands is 

needed. It is too sharp to be much 
use as forage but Highland Cattle 
have been known to eat young 
shoots. One wonders whether its 
sporadic appearance in the 
Northwest Highlands is the result of 
deliberate introduction with one or 
more of these uses in mind. 
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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