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Buttercups 

 
Throughout the summer months buttercups adorn the Chester Meadows, specks of gold in a sea 
of green.  In the British Isles there are seventeen species of buttercups and closely related 
swearwords belonging to the genus Ranunculus, a name derived from the Latin, rana, a frog, 
alluding to the damp meadows where certain species are to be found in the company of frogs.  
Most buttercups possess acrid and poisonous juices containing the glucoside ranunculin which is 
why, in a grazed meadow, buttercups stand alone, unmolested.  The genus Ranunculus includes 
the aquatic water-crowfoots whose floating tresses display a mass of delightful white flowers in 
high summer and that harbinger of spring, lesser celandine, the poet Wordsworthós favourite 
flower. 

Three common species of buttercup found on the Meadows look similar and are often confused: 
the bulbous buttercup has reflexed sepals and a bulbous base, the creeping buttercup is more 
spreading and produces runners that root at the nodes and the meadow buttercup, tallest of the 
three with finely-cut stem leaves.  During a walk between Eccleston Ferry and Iron Bridge I once 
found an interesting member of the genus, wood goldilocks that closely resembles a slender 
meadow buttercup.  The flowers of goldilocks often have a bird-pecked appearance as some of its 
petals may be distorted or even absent.  Goldilocks is interesting in that it exhibits óapomixisô, the 
ability to form seeds asexually without pollination or fertilisation; each group of genetically identical 
plants or  clones are often recognised as separate species or ómicrospeciesô.  Dandelion, small 
reed, ladies mantle, sea-lavender, white beam and bramble also exhibit apomixis. 

The ócupô of buttercup is probably a corruption of the Anglo-Saxon word ócopô meaning head, thus 
the original name may have been butterhead.  Generations of young children have picked 
buttercups; thrust them under a friendôs chin and on seeing a golden reflection on the skin declared 
this was a sure sign that they liked butter.  The appellation, buttercup did not become commonly 
used until the late eighteenth century, prior to this there were many local names such as goldweed 
and soldiers buttons. 
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