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This note describes a new locality for Alpine 
Clubmoss (Diphasiastrum alpinum) discovered 

in 2021, 33 years after the species was last 
recorded in the North York Moors national park 
(NYM). Management considerations are briefly 
discussed. We refer the reader to Stace (2019) 
for identifying Alpine Clubmoss and to Rumsey 
et al. (2021), and references within, for further 
identification characters when telling Alpine 
Clubmoss from Issler’s Clubmoss (D. × issleri).

Alpine Clubmoss in Vice-county 62 
(N.E. Yorks) 
Alpine Clubmoss has been recorded three times 
in the past from the NYM and a further two 
19th century specimens from v.c. 62, one possibly 
from the NYM, are confirmed as Alpine Clubmoss 
by Rumsey et al. (2021) (Table 1). Prior to 2021, the 
most recent record was dated 1988. Moreover, the 
new location is probably the most easterly extant 

Discovery of Alpine Clubmoss 
(Diphasiastrum alpinum) in the North York Moors 
after a 33-year gap in recording
AMBROISE BAKER

Alpine Clubmoss (Diphasiastrum alpinum) at Danby 
Beacon, v.c. 62. Ambroise Baker

site for this species in mainland Britain. The identity 
of  the plant has been confirmed by Fred Rumsey 
(with grateful thanks).

Significantly, only one plant of  Alpine Clubmoss 
was found at the new site, Danby Beacon (NZ 7364 
0932). Following the initial discovery, a party of  
four experienced field botanists (Dave Barlow, 
Wendy English, Alan Ritson, Ambroise Baker – see 
photograph) met at the site; however, this search party 
was not successful in finding any further individual 
plants. Similarly, there was only one plant recorded 
in 1988 (Table 1).

Habitat
The plant is located in a patch of  mature 
heathland (Gimingham, 1975) recently managed 
by cutting. Prior to cutting in 2021, this stand of  



38 BSBI NEWS 150 | April 2022

heathland was dominated by maturing Calluna 
vulgaris (Heather), as illustrated by the quadrats 
collected in 14/10/2019 by students from Teesside 
University as part of  their practical ecology skills 
training (Table 2). Based on the experience of  the 
author, this stand of  mature heathland is typical 
of  those found in the NYM, in terms of  plant 
biodiversity and vegetation structure. 

 While the 1969 record does not have associated 
information to my knowledge, there is some 

Table 1. Records of Alpine Clubmoss from v.c. 62. 

Source Date Date 
extinct

Location Grid ref Recorder Altitude 
(m)

Abundance

1 1843 Hutton Buscel Moor SE98
1 1846 Strensall nr York SE6360 S. Thompson
2 09/09/1965 Dalby SE8587 Perks Thompson 90–180
2 1969 SE99
2 1988 1991 West Arnecliff Wood NZ782047 K. Trewren 130 1 plant
3 10/2021  Danby Beacon NZ 7364 

0932
Ambroise Baker 298 1 plant (Figure 1)

1: Rumsey et al. (2021); 2: NBN Atlas; 3: This article.

From right to left: Wendy English, Dave Barlow and Alan Ritson at Danby Beacon observing the plant of 
Alpine Clubmoss amongst cut heath.

information attached to the two other 20th century 
records. The 1965 record is from a monad partly 
planted with conifer plantations and partly vegetated 
with open habitats, since at least 1950 and to date 
(Ordnance Survey, 1952–1970). The 1988 record 
was located in ‘steep shale bank beside track’ in what 
appears to be deciduous woodland according to the 
maps consulted and aerial photograph available at 
the time of  writing. 
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Table 2. Summary of 13 quadrats collected by students in the mature 
heathland stand where Alpine Clubmoss was found.

Mean Min Max Frequency  
out of 13

Quadrat average height (cm) 41 33 58 13
Vascular plants (% cover)
Calluna vulgaris 82 10 100 13
Erica cinerea 2 0 20 2
Betula sapling 0 0 2 2
Bryophytes (% cover)
Hypnum 46 0 100 11
Dicranum scoparium 0 0 5 1
Pleurozium schreberi 0 0 5 1
Lophocolea sp. 1 0 10 1
Lichens (% cover)
Cladonia cf. portentosa 2 0 20 3
Cladonia sp. (cup-forming) 1 0 10 3

 Based on this information, the habitat favoured 
in the NYM is unclear. However, it may well contrast 
with the classic open, exposed habitat where the 
plant is found in Britain (Preston et al., 2002). It 
could be speculated that habitats such as woodland 
and tall Calluna stands, are better suited to Alpine 
Clubmoss in the NYM where rainfall is typically 
lower than other upland locations of  this species 
in Britain, because of  their influence on limiting 
evapotranspiration.

Abundance at the site 
In addition to supervising students collecting 
quadrats, I brought other student parties to the 
site and visited it on several occasions on my own. 
I believe I walked across this patch of  mature 
heathland on at least six occasions and never noticed 
the plant before. However, after cutting was carried 
out, I spotted the plant from a distance, as it was 
more visible. 

Given the unsuccessful 2021 search party and 
the fact that it was not spotted before cutting, it 
can be concluded that the species it is certainly not 
abundant at the site but it may be present at very 
low abundance and undetected across the hills.

Management of the site 
The cutting management of  
this patch of  heather contrasts 
with the usual burning method 
currently applied across the 
NYM. It can be argued that 
the plant would not have been 
observed if  the stand had been 
burnt, and that the chances for 
survival would have been lower 
following fire. However, the far-
creeping rhizomes of  Alpine 
Clubmoss may enable it to survive 
fire. 

Alpine Clubmoss is obviously 
very rare in the NYM and it is 
hard to predict where and if  other 

plants remain undiscovered. For this reason it is 
difficult to make any recommendations regarding 
management before abundance and distribution is 
better known.

 Burning methods in upland Britain are 
increasingly under scrutiny because of  the potential 
counter-productive effect they may have on 
biodiversity and climate change. It is possible that 
a management switch towards cutting instead of  
burning would enable better recording and survival 
of  Alpine Clubmoss in the NYM. 
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