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Churchyards are some of the best places to discover mosses and lichens. Old stone, 
brick, mortar, bark and weathered wood create a patchwork of tiny habitats, and many 
species grow so slowly that they may have been here for decades. In lowland England, 
churchyards are especially important for lichens because they offer a rich variety of 
surfaces in one small space, from gravestones and boundary walls to tree trunks and 
benches. Essex churchyards can be particularly rewarding, with open light, old masonry 
and a mix of dry and shaded corners. These small organisms are easy to overlook, but 
once you begin to notice them, they turn every stone into a miniature landscape. 

How to explore 
Move slowly and look closely. A hand lens is useful, but not essential. Try comparing 
sunny and shaded sides of the same stone, or the top of a wall with its vertical face. 
Notice how colour, texture and moisture change from place to place. Recessed 
lettering, rough mortar, old yew bark and the upper edges of headstones can all support 
different species. Please enjoy them without scraping, rubbing or cleaning the surface, 
as many lichens are extremely slow growing and churchyard communities can be of real 
conservation value. 

Where to look 
• Gravestones and tombs: especially older stones with rough, undisturbed 

surfaces. 
• Church and boundary walls: sunny mortar and lime-rich stone can hold a rich 

crust of lichens, while damper faces may carry moss cushions. 
• Stone crosses and ledges: horizontal tops often collect nutrients and moisture, 

attracting different species from the vertical sides. 
• Trees: old bark, especially on yew and other long-standing trees, can support 

foliose and crustose lichens as well as mosses. 
• Wooden benches, fences and gates: weathered timber can also host lichens. 

Moss or lichen? 
Mosses are small plants. They usually look leafy, forming cushions, tufts or carpets, and 
often turn greener when damp. Lichens are different: they are a partnership between a 



fungus and an alga or similar microscopic partner. Many look-like crusts stuck tightly to 
stone, while others form leafy rosettes or shrubby growths. In the field, a useful first 
step is to look at shape. If it is obviously leafy and tufted, it is probably a moss. If it looks 
like a paint crust, flakes, powder, or a tightly attached patch, it is probably a lichen. 

Species notes: lichens 
Golden shield-like crusts on lime-rich stone: On older limestone or other calcareous 
memorials, bright orange or golden crustose lichens are among the most eye-catching 
species. A well-known example is Variospora flavescens, often seen as glowing patches 
or circles on sunlit stone. Lowland churchyards in eastern and southern England are 
particularly important for such communities. Grey and white crusts: Many stones 
carry pale grey, white or cream crustose lichens that look like a fine map, dusting or 
cracked glaze. Species in groups such as Myriolecis, Lecanora and related crusts are 
common on walls and headstones, especially where stone is well lit but not heavily 
disturbed. Leafy rosettes: Nutrient-enriched spots, such as the tops of stones or 
ledges, may support broader, leaf-like lichens such as Xanthoria parietina and species 
of Physcia or Phaeophyscia. These can form neat rosettes, often grey with pale lobes or 
yellow-orange where conditions suit them. On bark and twigs: Tree trunks may carry a 
different set of lichens, including pale crusts and leafier species that respond to bark 
texture, light and moisture. Even a single old yew tree can host a surprising variety. 

Species notes: mosses 
Grey-cushioned Grimmia (Grimmia pulvinata): One of the easiest mosses to notice 
on walls and old masonry. It forms neat, rounded cushions, often with a frosted grey 
look caused by silvery leaf tips. It is especially common on exposed tops and sides of 
walls.  

Wall Screw-moss (Tortula muralis): Another classic wall and gravestone species, 
often forming grey-green cushions. When fruiting, it sends up long stalks with capsules 
that make it look bristly.  

Intermediate Screw-moss (Syntrichia montana): Usually a little larger and often more 
golden than Tortula muralis, though close inspection may be needed.  

Observed 9.6.26 on several gravestones: Twogood – rear side (#F19); Twogood (#F17); 
Burrell – headstone on ground (#J13); Reeve (#S13); Martham (#Y15); Maynard (#2116); 
Barrett – on chest tomb (#2313) 

Anomalous Bristle-moss (Orthotrichum anomalum): A small cushion moss of sunny, 
lime-rich masonry, often olive-green and at its most distinctive when the reddish-brown 
capsules are present. These are all characteristic mosses of lowland walls, old 
buildings and churchyards on fairly basic stone. 



Rough Stalked Feathered Moss was observed 9.6.26 on Caton – top of headstone 
(#C22) and Gunnell bench (#J16). 

Silky Wall Feathered Moss was observed 9.6.26 on Brown – chest tomb (#2212); Cook 
(#2506); Fitch (#2902); Caton (#2600); Caton (#2700); Bugler (#2802); Caton (#2607); 
Caton (#2708). 

What changes through the year? 
Mosses often look freshest and brightest in damp weather, especially in autumn, winter 
and spring. Lichens can be found all year round and are often easiest to notice in winter, 
when surrounding vegetation is less distracting. After rain, both groups may seem more 
vivid, with colours deepening and textures becoming easier to see. Because many 
lichens grow very slowly, even small patches can represent many years of growth. 

Please look after them 
Mosses and lichens are part of the churchyard’s history as well as its wildlife. Some 
churchyards support exceptionally rich lichen communities, and older stones may carry 
species that are locally uncommon. The best way to appreciate them is simply to 
observe, photograph and compare different surfaces. If this guide is for visitors, you 
may also wish to add a note inviting people to record what they see, perhaps by 
sketching, photographing, or joining a local natural history group. 


