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I first read about Corydalis solida in The Natural History 

of an English Forest by Norman Hickin (1971) in which he 

referred cryptically to this “most unusual plant” growing 

at a site by a hedge “within a few yards of the old railway”. 

It wasn’t a lot to go on and it didn’t help that the plant was 

only visible in flower between March and early May, but 

like all naturalists I relish a challenge. 

In the event I stumbled on the plant by accident one 

spring in the early 1980s when I was counting adders 

nearby at Rudd’s Bridge. Seeing the tufts of ferny leaves 

and purplish-pink flowers along the verge near Goodmoor 

Grange was a much-anticipated pleasure and I was 

impressed by its delicate and fleeting appearance. Hickin 

thought that it might have spread from the garden of a 

nearby cottage. Whatever its origins it has been known 

in the area since 1910, just missing an entry in The Botany 

of Worcestershire (Amphlett & Rea 1909). In the 1970s its 

roadside verges were marked by red posts to protect it 

from early cutting by highways maintenance teams. The 

modern  Flora of Worcestershire (Maskew 2014 ) suggests 

that it might be in decline in Wyre, but as Rosemary 

Winnall and I discovered in early May  2020, hundreds 

of  plants thrive along two hundred metres of lane-side 

at Goodmoor SO7276 and south along the bridleway to 

Wyre Farm. This glacial increase over a century suggests 

that the plant is hardly invasive, though evidence that it 

does move around came to light a few years ago when, 

during a Wyre Forest Study Group field trip, members 

found a solitary clump growing on the Shropshire side of 

Dowles Brook north of Goodmoorhill Farm – probably a 

tuber carried in floodwaters from a garden upstream.

A closer look reveals why horticulturalists call the plant Bird-

in-a-Bush. The pink flowers with their long spurs perched 

jauntily on the stems do have a fanciful resemblance 

to elegant birds. In his Herbal of 1597, John Gerard 

described the individual flower as a “little bird of a purple 

colour”. The blooms bring to mind a much commoner 

garden relative, Yellow Corydalis Pseudofumaria lutea, 

which sprouts abundantly from cracks in walls. This plant 

can propagate itself so successfully on vertical services 

because it has a trick which it shares with Bird-in-a-Bush. 

The seeds of these and several of the 450 or so Corydalis 

species carry a protein-rich, fatty structure called an 

elaiosome which is attractive to ants. After feeding the 

elaiosome to their larvae or eating it themselves, the ants 

discard the seed in cracks and crevices and unwittingly 

propagate the plants. This dispersal device used by 

Corydalis and other species is known as myrmecochory 

and avoids competition between seedlings because the 

ants “plant” the seeds separately.
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Corydalis solida can be myrmecochorous in the wild, but 

most garden populations are self-incompatible clones 

and so do not set viable seed. The slow increase of the 

Wyre colony suggests that it has spread by division of 

underground tubers rather than being ant-assisted.

Our Wyre plant is the subspecies Corydalis solida ssp 

solida, common in woodland across Central and eastern 

europe and I have found it growing among mossy 

scree blocks in the high- altitude beech copses of the 

Apennine Mountains. In the United Kingdom it is locally 

naturalised as an escape from gardens where it has been 

grown for centuries. It was also cultivated in monastery 

and apothecary gardens for the medicinal properties 

of its tubers which contain alkaloids which lower blood 

pressure. The last word goes to John Gerard, who called 

the plant Great Purple Hollow-Root and wrote that when 

combined with the sticky coating of poplar buds, “...it 

prevaileth against the pains of the hemorrhoides which 

are swollen and painful”.
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