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We have enjoyed a lovely September which has spilled over into October. However, the weathermen say 
it is now Autumn; it is official.  
Here is our Autumn newsletter with Part 2 of Murray’s article, which I know you will enjoy reading. 
Also in this edition on the second page are details of the Annual General meeting, to be held at 
CAPRON  HOUSE, on THURSDAY 6TH NOVEMBER. 
We look forward to welcoming as many of you as can come along and please encourage your friends to 
come along as well. We will keep the business side of the meeting as brief as possible, enjoy our 
traditional break for a glass of wine and refreshments, followed by our speaker, who this year is Dave 
Rudwick,  Midhurst Museum. 

New Pond allotment—Twenty years on from two Thoughts. 
(Weasel’s Snout in the foreground – a small pink Snapdragon, an arable weed and Sussex rarity.)  
Photograph. Andrew Young 

Two Thoughts—Part 2. 
 

                Which is the odd one out: the plantain, the broken willow 
pattern pieces, the two wild pansies (in the previous newsletter’s 
picture) or a superstition about goblins? 
[Continued from the last newsletter: the answer]            
Speculation aside, the answer to the riddle centres on the hard, 
lustrous grey metal, cobalt, first discovered by the Swedish 
chemist Georg Brandt in 1735. Before that time deep mine 
workers in Germany knew its sparkling ore which mimicked their 
prized silver ore. Even after being brought to the surface it was 
still difficult to separate the two types of rock. There were 
suspicions about the prevalence of this useless extra burden; 
perhaps competing labourers of a Stygian underworld had been 
disturbed – a belief that was inflamed when the high temperatures 
needed to extract pure silver sometimes released deadly fumes. 
They emanated from arsenical compounds bound with the 
unwanted ore and its metal.   
There are other compounds of cobalt, the most famous one is the 
blue pigment used since the dawn of history by Chinese and, 
before them, Egyptian ceramicists. Cobalt blue, as it later came to 
be known, is harmless and, apart from its colour, has no further 

interaction with us. Well, not quite – an exception is the abundance of willow pattern shards in old 
allotments and gardens. Each piece is slowly weathering into the soil tiny amounts of cobalt that will 
eventually be taken up by microorganisms and made into cobalamin. This is a vitamin that is essential to 
the animal kingdom and is particularly important for nerve and brain cell function. However, humans along 
with all other omnivores and carnivores are unable make it; the only agents of its synthesis are soil 
bacteria or specialised intestinal bacteria in herbivores. This means that for agrarian societies, the main 
source of this vitamin is meat or dairy products from grazing animals. They in turn require pasture growing 
on ground with all the necessary trace elements. These occur at very low concentrations but they are 
maintained by various pathways going from soil to plant to animal and back again. So, willow pattern in 
this riddle can be counted in because, not only does it have an obvious chemical association with cobalt, it 
can also be contended that it is yet another contributor to the recycling of this element.    

Back to the answer and the story from the peat: yes, plantain can also be counted in. This is 
because, for some reason, the plant is a very good accumulator of cobalt and, crucially, it is also highly 
palatable to herbivores. Furthermore, the bog sediments at New Pond contain a strong signal for plantain 
pollen coinciding with the advent of wheat pollen. So, taking these facts together, it is quite likely that this 
humble weed helped ease the way for the pioneering Neolithic livestock and their herders who created in 
this locality the first primitive pastures and fields. These would have evolved from the expansion of natural



glades by the cutting and ring-barking the smaller trees and by the regular fodder harvest of elm and lime 
foliage in the vast forest which was composed mostly of those two species at the time.   
 Five millennia later, cobalamin’s structure was determined in 1958. We now know it as Vitamin B12. 
Cobalt was found to be at its active centre and came to be understood as one of the essential elements 
for a healthy diet and life itself. But its name belies this accolade. The word derives from the mythology of 
those German silver miners who thought the barely distinguishable poisonous ore had been horded 
underground by a malign presence. They called it kobold, whence the name cobalt – it means goblin. 
However, any such irrationality could never have worried Georg Brandt, for it is he who had the idea to 
experiment on kobold. Somehow he survived the arsenic fumes to become the first person to isolate a 
new metal since the beginning of written records. Prior to this event all the other metals known to man had 
been extracted or found in prehistory. So, the superstition in the riddle can join the company of the willow 
pattern pieces and the plantain because they all have, in one way or another, a close association with 
Brandt’s famous discovery. 

Finally, the Wild Pansy: a small but charming flower with an abiding and engaging nature which 
lasts from early spring to late autumn. It likes to include itself in every patch, row and corner of the 
allotment and even tries to be part of the riddle by asserting its virtue as a nurturer of the spirit. It must 
have been doing this for a long time, to generations of labourers of the soil, because it is also known as 
Heartsease, a title that goes back to the early mediaeval. Competing with that name, is the more subtle, 
half hidden message offered by the word pansy: it is French in origin and means thought (pensee). Clearly 
it is a flower that is regarded with great affection yet, despite this and all its efforts, the Wild Pansy is the 
odd one out. It has no known dietary, grazing or mythical connection with cobalt and besides the plant is 
very scarce. With luck, you might find one or two poor specimens in a fortuitously unsprayed corner of 
some perfectly tidy monoculture. In contrast on this plot, the Wild Pansy, being a lover of the laissez-faire, 
has managed to become a prevalent yet benign weed – a cheerful legacy originating twenty years ago 
from just two plants or, if you prefer, two ‘thoughts’. They occurred together, quite by chance, when deep 
ploughing disturbed and brought to the surface a long dormant seed bank.  M. Marr.                 
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ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING 
 

To be held on 

THURSDAY 6th November 2014 

CAPRON HOUSE, North Street, Midhurst. 
The meeting will commence at 7.15pm with the general business and election of the committee. 
This will be followed by our usual break for a glass of wine and refreshments. 

 

GEMS OR JUNK— COLLECTING MEMORABELIA. 
Our speaker this year is  

Dave Rudwick 
Local Historian, Vice chairman of the Midhurst Museum and Ex-centric Collector  

 
The talk will commence at approximately 8.15 pm. 
This year, we are also holding a RAFFLE, the proceeds of which will be donated to Midhurst 
Museum. 
There will also be the usual opportunity to renew your membership and encourage friends to 
become members.    We look forward to welcoming you all 

Midhurst common litter clearance 
Our attention has been drawn away from this subject recently by other, more pressing local events. How-
ever, we hope to organise an Autumn day, possibly on a Wednesday this time, during late October or early 
November. An e-mail will be sent to members and posters will be displayed around Midhurst Common, 
giving details. 


