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FEATURE

F LOVEOF MISTL

WORDS BY SIMON COOPER

There are many tall poplars that grow along the margins of the water
meadows in the Test valley south of Stockbridge; they are remnants
of the British match industry. Long ago matchmakers would pay
landowners around these parts to grow these water loving trees on
otherwise unproductive patches of damp land.

But that was half a century ago. The promise of cash-for-trees is as
long forgotten as the souls who planted them.Today they continue to
grow, becoming taller, but with no corresponding increase in utility,
with each passing year. For poplar is not a sought-after wood. So,
upwards they reach until some storm slays them or the landowner
swallows the cost of felling. However, just lately they do seem to have
acquired a new friend. Mistletoe.

Mistletoe in not traditionally a plant of southern England, its
recent(ish) arrival from the Welsh/English border something of a
mystery. But arrive it has and trees that once stood bare in winter are
now bedecked with large, green baubles that stand out as oddities
against the skyline. But why is this parasite, part of the folklore of love,
now here? Will it hasten the demise of its hosts before the storms

or chainsaws? How does it take hold, with apparent ease, in places it
never existed before?

Mistletoe seeds, properly called drupes, are generally thought to be
spread by birds who eat them and then 'deposit' them on branches
where they stick tight with a sort of glue that envelops each drupe. It
is a rural myth that mistletoe requires cut or rough bark to take hold.
In fact, what it needs is smooth, healthy bark into which it grows a
sort of root that will eventually tap into the sap of the poplar. At this
point, two to three years after germination, the mistletoe becomes a
full parasite relying on its host tree as it starts to grow exponentially
with each passing year as each stem bifurcates, or divides into two, to
create a slowly growing ball of green stems and leaves.

My photo doesn't really do justice to
the height of the poplars at Timsbury,
so by association the size of mistletoe
clumps, but having squinted up the
height of three or four average houses
I'd say the bigger ones are the size of a
space hopper. Now I'm no expert on
mistletoe but I'm guessing that this puts
them in the 15-20 year age bracket
which explains why we see them today
but would not have seen them in the

past for the poplars would have been matchsticks long before the
mistletoe took hold.

EURASIAN BLACKCAP

And therein probably lies part of the answer for the increasing
frequency of mistletoe. Poplars, the second most popular host tree
behind the apple, are living longer. And the longer they live the larger
the mistletoe balls become, producing an ever-larger crop of the
white berries each winter. But strangely most birds don't like these
white berries which they digest in thirty minutes, excreting the drupe
minus the vital glue. Birds generally prefer red, orange, black or blue,
with mistletoe being the only native British plant species with white
berries.

Step forward the Blackcap, a summer visitor from Germany. This little
bird, a bit smaller than our native House sparrow, has the knack with
drupes whereby they only swallow the berry skin and pulp, wiping
each sticky seed off their beak onto a convenient branch, before
swallowing. Ah, but I hear you say they are summer birds and the
drupes require winter distribution. But, like many birds, the Blackcaps
are no longer making their winter migration preferring to stay with
us. So, they eat more drupes. Distribute them more widely. And in
turn more mistletoe grows. And the Blackcaps have even less reason to
return to Germany.

I am not sure whether this is what you might classify as a virtuous
circle, but it certainly demonstrates, for good or ill, the happenchance,
speed and ease of evolution.

Simon Cooper is the Founder and Managing Director of Fishing
Breaks, leading chalkstream fishing specialists. He is also author of
best-selling books Life of a Chalkstream and The Otters’ Tale published
by William Collins. His next book Frankel: the greatest racehorse to ever
live is published in May. www:fishingbreaks.co.uk



