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The map on the front cover shows the known distribution of Ulex 
europaeus (gorse, furze or whin) on the basis of 1 km squares defined 
by the national grid. It was produced using the DMAP programme 
written by Alan Morton. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Raasay has a splendid variety of plant life resulting from the varied 
geology, the climate, human intervention and chance. The exact 
number of types of flowering plants, conifers and ferns recorded from 
Raasay is not easily stated in that it depends on how one counts 
varieties and deals with plants such as brambles and hawkweeds that 
do not behave according to the standard concept of species.  
However, a figure of about 600 is reasonable. In addition there is a rich 
moss, liverwort and lichen flora. 
 
HISTORY OF PLANT RECORDING 
 
During the 1930's the natural history of Raasay was studied by parties 
from the Newcastle-upon-Tyne outpost of the University of Durham, 
now the University of Newcastle, led by Professor J W Heslop Harrison 
FRS. The results of these surveys were published in a series of papers, 
including one long paper detailing the flora. Following the success on 
Raasay the team went on to study all the major islands and many of the 
smaller islands in the Inner and Outer Hebrides with the notable 
exception of Skye. A further visit to Raasay was made in 1951. As a 
result of these studies, significant understanding of plant and animal 
distribution on islands was obtained. 
 
In 1969 the Botanical Society of the British Isles held a week-long field 
meeting on Raasay, the most interesting find being a single specimen of 
the rare Bird's-nest Orchid (Neottia nidus-avis), a plant not seen again 
since and not found on nearby Skye until 1987. The British Lichen 
Society visited Raasay in 1987 and 2009 and the British Bryological 
Society in 2013. 
 
In addition to these expeditions, numerous individual botanists have 
visited Raasay including Mrs K Creighton, A Currie, L Farrell Mrs C W 
Murray, A Newton, J R Palmer, Dr F Rose and M G V Thompson. The 
author started studying the Raasay flora in 1983 and moved there 
permanently in 2002. 
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PLANT COMMUNITIES 
 
A simple division of plant communities may be made by habitat in 
order to describe where different plants may be found: 
 
1 Coastal 
2 Freshwater 
3 Bog 
4 Moor and Rocks 
5 Woodland and Grassy Slopes 
6 Man-made 
 
1 COASTAL COMMUNITIES 

Raasay has plenty of rocky and stony shores and a limited amount of 
saltmarsh. The only sand is some distance below high tide level (the 
best stretch being at Inbhir) and so there is no plant community typical 
of e.g. sand dunes. 
 
At the top of stony beaches Curled Dock (Rumex crispus), Sticky Willy 
(Galium aparine) and Babington’s Orache (Atriplex glabriuscula) are 
common. Also to be found are Skullcap (Scutellaria galericulata) e.g. at 
Brochel and Oskaig, and under the seaweed at the high water mark, 
there is the dark red Early Orache (Atriplex praecox). This was first 
found in the UK in 1975 and known sites are mostly in coastal areas of 
the north and west of Scotland.  
 
Coastal rocks harbour a specialised flora that can withstand salt spray. 
Sea Spleenwort (Asplenium marinum), Thrift (Armeria maritima), 
Common Scurvygrass (Cochlearia officinalis) and Sea Plantain (Plantago 
maritima) are widespread whilst Scots Lovage (Ligusticum scoticum) is 
to be found at intervals along the west coast from Ardhuish to Eilean 
Tigh. Roseroot (Sedum rosea) is present on coastal and upland rocks, 
growing luxuriantly in shaded coastal dykes and Sea Mayweed 
(Tripleurospermum maritimum) also occurs around the coast. 
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The only sizable extent of salt-marsh is at Oskaig, but there are smaller 
areas harbouring some of the same plants on Eilean Tigh and north of 
Brochel. Plants to be found include Sea Aster (Aster tripolium), 
Common Saltmarsh-grass (Puccinellia maritima), Saltmarsh Rush 
(Juncus gerardii) and Sea-milkwort (Glaux maritima). 
 
Despite the absence of sand dunes there is one site for Lyme-grass 
(Leymus arenarius), a plant usually thought of as living in that habitat, 
but in northwest Scotland it is a plant of rocky shores. However, you 
will need a boat to see it or else to be a strong swimmer since the 
colony is on a skerry off Oskaig. 
 
The east coast has the only Raasay sites for Upright Hedge-parsley 
(Torilis japonica) and almost all sites for Fragrant Agrimony (Agrimonia 
procera). Wild Carrot (Daucus carota) is to be found here too but this is 
also found in a few other locations. 
 
2 FRESHWATER COMMUNITIES 
 
Many lochs contain White Water-lilies (Nymphaea alba) and two 
including one on Fladday contain Yellow Water-lilies (Nuphar lutea). 
Pondweeds are common, especially Bog Pondweed (Potamogeton 
polygonifolius) in many wet places and Broad-leaved Pondweed (P. 
natans) in lochs - but look out for others too. 
 
Floating Bur-reed (Sparganium angustifolium), Water Horsetail 
(Equisetum fluviatile), Floating Club-rush (Eleogiton fluitans) and Bottle 
Sedge (Carex rostrata) are widely distributed in lochs, the last three 
being found along ditches and burns as well. Common Reed 
(Phragmites australis) forms small reed beds at the edge of several 
lochs, being most extensive on Fladday in the northern end of Loch 
Mòr. In the northern end of Loch Storab and in a few smaller lochans 
there is bog hair-grass (Deschampsia setacea) which is nationally 
scarce. 
 
Near the sea where streams broaden out into marshy areas there are 
iris beds. Water-cress (Nasturtium officinale) and Water Mint (Mentha 
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aquatica) are present in wet areas, the cress needing running water. 
There is an extensive marsh at Screapadal containing Ragged-Robin 
(Silene flos-cuculi), Marsh-orchids (Dactylorhiza spp.), etc. 
 
There is a fine clump of great fen-sedge (Cladium mariscus) near the 
road about 1 mile before you reach Brochel and in nearby pools there 
are two species of the insectivorous Bladderwort (Utricularia spp.). 
 
Water-starworts (Callitriche spp.) are to be found in Home Loch and on 
mud everywhere. 
 
3 BOGS 
 
The acid bogs found on the peat contain sundews, the round-leaved 
species (Drosera rotundifolia) being common and the Great Sundew (D. 
anglica) more local in very wet areas. Similarly with theremaining 
insectivorous group, Common Butterwort (Pinguicula vulgaris) is 
widespread but Pale Butterwort (P. lusitanica) is more local. White 
Beak-sedge (Rhyncospora alba) stands out with its brilliant white 
flowers in summer and, in fine contrast, Black Bog-rush (Schoenus 
nigricans) is not uncommon.  
 
Bog-sedge (Carex limosa) is occasional whereas Bog Orchid 
(Hammarbya paludosa) is rare, but in one site in the north of the island 
it has been found flowering in large numbers. 
 
Where bog merges into moor, Common Cottongrass (Eriophorum 
angustifolium), Bog-myrtle (Myrica gale) and Bog Asphodel 
(Narthecium ossifragum) are common. 
 
4 MOOR AND ROCKS 

Large tracts of moorland in the centre of the island are not very 
exciting botanically, largely comprising Deergrass (Trichophorum 
germanicum), the three common heathers (Calluna vulgaris, Erica 
cinerea and E. tetralix), Soft- and Compact Rushes (Juncus effusus and J. 
conglomeratus), Star Sedge (Carex echinata), Hard-fern (Blechnum 



5 
 

spicant), Common Cottongrass (Eriophorum angustifolium) 
interspersed with Tormentil (Potentilla erecta), Lousewort (Pedicularis 
sylvatica), Heath Milkwort (Polygala serpyllifolia) and Marsh 
Arrowgrass (Triglochin palustris). It is the Deergrass that turns large 
tracts of moor a bright orange-brown in late summer. 
 
If you search under the heather you may find Lesser Twayblade (Listera 
cordata) and, more rarely, one of the Wintergreens (Pyrola spp.). 
 
In sheep scrapes there are often Common Chickweed (Stellaria media), 
Wavy Bitter-cress (Cardamine flexuosa), Wood Burdock (Arctium 
nemorosum), Spear Thistle (Cirsium vulgare) and Common Nettle 
(Urtica dioica). 
 
Where rocks protrude from the moor there may be Hay-scented 
Buckler-fern (Dryopteris aemula) particularly on the north-facing side, 
Kidney Vetch (Anthyllis vulneraria) and in a few places in the east, 
Thyme Broomrape (Orobanche alba) which is a parasite on Wild Thyme 
(Thymus polytrichus). Particularly in the north of Raasay, Dwarf Juniper 
(Juniperus communis ssp. nana) forms large mats on the Lewisian 
gneiss. 
 
On Jurassic limestone in the east of the island south of Brochel there 
are Holly-fern (Polystichum lonchitis), Mountain Avens (Dryas 
octopetala), Hairy Rock-cress (Arabis hirsuta), Hoary Whitlowgrass 
(Draba incana) and in a few sites, Dark-red Helleborine (Epipactis 
atrorubens). Common Twayblade (Neottia ovata) and Heath Fragrant-
orchid (Gymnadenia borealis) are to be found in the limestone areas. 
 
Although the highest point on Raasay is only 1456ft (444m) the highest 
points and the limestone escarpment in the east are home to a number 
of montane plants, some of which descend to sea level on the east 
coast. Alpine Lady's-mantle (Alchemilla alpina), Moss Campion (Silene 
acaulis) and Yellow Saxifrage (Saxifraga aizoides) are fairly widespread 
whilst Alpine Clubmoss (Diphasiastrum alpinum) and Dwarf Willow 
(Salix herbacea) are much more restricted. 
 



6 
 

Rocks and gorges are home to many ferns. Wall-rue (Asplenium ruta-
muraria), Maidenhair, Green and Black Spleenworts (A. trichomanes, A. 
viride, A. adiantum-nigrum) can survive in quite open environments 
whilst Hart's-tongue Fern (Phyllitis scolopendrium) and the two Filmy-
ferns, Wilson's (Hymenophyllum wilsonii) which is not uncommon and 
Tunbridge (H. tunbrigense) which is known in only two sites, require a 
shadier spot. 
 
5 WOODLAND AND GRASSY SLOPES 
 
There is a limited amount of natural woodland on the island and it 
tends to be near the coast. The commonest trees are Downy Birch 
(Betula pubescens), Eared Willow (Salix aurita), Hazel (Corylus avellana) 
and Rowan (Sorbus aucuparia) but Holly (Ilex aquifolium), Wych Elm 
(Ulmus glabra), Grey and Goat Willows (Salix cinerea ssp. oleifolia and 
S. caprea) and Aspen (Populus tremula) are widespread and in the 
south there are a few Oaks (Quercus spp.). 
 
Ash (Fraxinus excelsior) and Alder (Alnus glutinosa) are present and on 
the cliffs near Leac there are a few specimens of the uncommon Rock 
Whitebeam (Sorbus rupicola). 
 
The natural woodland is generally open in aspect and there is an 
interesting field layer growing under the trees, though grazing prevents 
regeneration in some places. By the path from Brae to Inbhir there is a 
great deal of Hay-scented Buckler-fern (Dryopteris aemula) as well as 
many other types of fern. (The smell of hay is only apparent with dried 
material.) In the spring and early summer some woods are full of 
Bluebells (Hyacinthoides non-scripta) and Wood Anemones (Anemone 
nemorosa) and particularly in the autumn there are a great many 
different fungi to be seen. 
 
Woodruff (Galium odoratum), Sanicle (Sanicula europaea), Pale Sedge 
(Carex pallescens) and Wood-sedge (C. sylvatica) are among the many 
woodland plants to be found. 
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Grassy slopes often merge through scrub into woodland, but there are 
also areas of close-cropped grass where rabbits graze and there are 
areas dominated by the tussocks of Purple Moor-grass (Molinia 
caerulea) to such an extent as to make walking difficult. 
 
6 MAN-MADE ENVIRONMENTS 
 
Human intervention is most apparent is in the extensive conifer 
plantations at Screapadal and near Inverarish, now largely felled. 
 
Little can grow below the thickly planted spruce and larch but the rides 
between the trees are home to Primrose (Primula vulgaris), Heath 
Speedwell (Veronica officinalis), Wavy Bitter-cress (Cardamine 
flexuosa) and Blaeberry (Vaccinium myrtillus). In felled areas early 
colonists such as Foxglove (Digitalis purpurea) are now rampant. 
 
Osier (Salix viminalis) is found near past and present habitations where 
it was presumably planted for basket-making. Gorse (Ulex europaeus) is 
also found near sites of habitation where it may have been used for 
forage and fuel, but it has also spread more widely. In Inverarish, a few 
plants have escaped from gardens towards the burn, such as 
Montbretia (Crocosmia x crocosmiiflora) and Lesser Knotweed 
(Persicaria campanulata). The area around Raasay House has been 
planted with various trees and shrubs and a few plants have 
naturalised locally such as Fringe-cups (Tellima grandiflora) and 
Tuberous Comfrey (Symphytum tuberosum). 
 
The areas of present-day habitation are the principal sites for a number 
of weeds that are common elsewhere such as Shepherd's-purse 
(Capsella bursa-pastoris), Fat-hen (Chenopodium album) and Groundsel 
(Senecio vulgaris). 
 
Passing places on the road are interesting. They become colonised by a 
number of common plants such as Bracken (Pteridium aquilinum), 
Spear Thistle (Cirsium vulgare), Selfheal (Prunella vulgaris), Sheep's 
Sorrel (Rumex acetosella), Procumbent Pearlwort (Sagina procumbens), 
Greater Plantain (Plantago major), Thyme-leaved Speedwell (Veronica 
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serpyllifolia) and Early Hair-grass (Aira praecox). However, they also 
harbour some more interesting plants such as Glabrous Whitlowgrass 
(Erophila glabrescens), New Zealand Willowherb (Epilobium 
brunnescens), Heath Pearlwort (Sagina subulata), Changing Forget-me-
not (Myosotis discolor) and a pirri-pirri-bur called Spineless Acaena 
(Acaena inermis) which is common from East Suisnish to Inverarish and 
at the inland end of the old railway, but also turns up occasionally 
further afield. 
 
The whole face of the moor would be different without the grazing by 
sheep and the associated burning. This use of the moor is what 
produces its current appearance, producing habitat for certain types of 
plant. 
 
There is little land used today for crops but whenever land is ploughed 
there is a burst of new plants from seeds that have lain dormant for 
many years, for example Common Hemp-nettle (Galeopsis tetrahit), 
Corn Spurrey (Spergula arvensis) and Turnip (Brassica rapa). 
 
CONCLUDING REMARKS 
 
It is possible in this short booklet only to mention some of the plants to 
be found on Raasay. A full web-based flora of Raasay and Rona is 
available at http://bit.ly/Raasay.  
 
There are quite a few plants that are found on Skye which have never 
been found on Raasay of which the most surprising are perhaps Purple 
Saxifrage (Saxifraga oppositifolia), Burnet rose (Rosa spinosissima), 
Globeflower (Trollius europaeus) and Lady's Bedstraw (Galium verum). 
Records of these and other notable plants are always of interest to the 
author - but please make a careful note of the exact location.  
 
Finally, please do not pick the flowers - leave them for others to enjoy. 

http://bit.ly/Raasay

