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Common fumitory
(beggary, God's fingers and thumbs, waxdoll )
Fumaria officinalisL.

Ocaurrence

Common fumitory is a native annual found on cultivated and wasteland throughout
the UK (Clapham et al., 1987 Stace 1997). It isa mmmon garden weed (Copson &
Roberts, 1991). It is not recorded above 1,000 ft in the UK (Salisbury, 1967). It is
sometimes plentiful on light sandy, calcareous and loamy soils and chalk (Long,
1938. In ealy surveys of Bedfordshire, Norfolk and Hertfordshire it was
charaderistic of light and chalky soils, frequent on sand but absent to rare on clay
(Brenchley, 1911 1913.

Common fumitory was thought to be discouraged by cropping with peas and beans
(Brenchley, 1920. It wasrelatively common in a survey of weeds in spring cerealsin
N E Scotland in 1985 (Simpson & Carnegie, 1989). Common fumitory seed was
found in 5% of arable soils in a seedbank survey in Scotland in 19721978 (Warwick,
1984). In asealbank survey in swede-turnip fields in Scotland in 1982 it was found
in 27 of the fields sampled (Lawson et al., 198). It was most numerous in SE
Scotland. In a study of seedbanks of some arable soils in the English midlands
sampled in 19723, common fumitory seed was not recrded in any of the fields
sampled in Oxfordshire and Warwickshire (Roberts & Chancellor, 1986.

Common fumitory has therapeutic and medicinal uses (Barker, 2001). It has been
used to treat skin conditions and many other disorders (Mitich, 1997). The flowers
were once used to make ayellow dye for wool.

Biology

Common fumitory flowers from May to October and is <lIf fertile (Clapham et al.,
1987 Stace 1997). Seed number per plant is given as 300 to 1600 (Guyot et al.,
1962. The average number is 800 (Hanf, 1970. Common fumitory can be found in
fruit for 6 months of the year (Salisbury, 1962).

In laboratory studies, seed that had been stratified in soil overwinter gave 6 to 29%
germination in the light, in darkness with just a 5 second light flash or in complete
darkness (Anderson et al., 1997). There was no significant effect of the light
treatment. Seead mixed in a 75 mm layer of soil in cylinders sunk in the field and
stirred periodically, emerged from December to June with the main flush from
February to May (Roberts, 1964). In plots dug into a grass svard and cultivated at
monthly intervals, common fumitory seedlings emerged from September to June with
a pe& in February-March and a smaller one in October-November (Chancdlor,
1986. Autumn-emerging seedlings continue to grow through the winter even at low
temperatures (Mitich, 1997). Seealling emergence in Scotland recorded in field plots
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dug a monthly intervals began in April and continued through until
August/September with apedk in April/May (Lawson et al., 1974).

In the field, 92 to 96% of seallings emerged from the surface 40 mm of a sandy solil,
with the odd seedling from down to 90 mm (Chancellor, 1964). In a sandy loam soil,
field seallings emerged from the top 90 mm of soil with the majority in the 5 to 25
mm layer (Unpublished information). There was areasonable distribution of sealling
emergence from depths down to 60 mm but very few seallings emerged from the
surface0-5 mm.

Persistenceand spread

Common fumitory seeds mixed with soil and left undisturbed had declined by 70%
after 6 yeas but in cultivated soil the decline was 90% (Roberts & Feast, 1973. The
decline of seeds broadcast onto the soil surface and then ploughed to 20cm or flexible
tine altivated to 10-15 cm was followed over a6 yea period of cropping with winter
or spring whea grown as commercial crops (Lutman et al., 2002. The experiment
was made on a clay and a silty loam soil. Every effort was made to prevent further
sed return to the soil. Common fumitory had a mean annual decline rate of 21% and
an estimated time to 95% decline of 10-21 yeas. The decline of seeds under a grass
sward was monitored after 1, 2, 3, 19 and 20 yeas (Chancellor, 1986. Fumitory
showed a mean annual decline of 1% and a half-life of over 20 yeas. Seeal recmvered
from excavations and dated at 25 and 600yeas old is reported to have germinated
(Ddum, 1974).

Common fumitory seeds have been found as a contaminant in cereal and clover seel
(Long, 1938. Sed has been found in cattle droppings (Salisbury, 1961). Thereisan
elaiosome dtaded to the base of the seeds that is attractive to ants and this may aid
sed dispersal (Pemberton & Irving, 1990.

M anagement
Control is by repeaed surface ailtivations in spring and ealy summer, and by the
inclusion of root crops (Long, 1938 Morse & Palmer, 1925.

In a comparison of different tillage regimes in winter cereals, common fumitory was
favoured by deep cultivations and ploughing and discouraged by shallow cultivations
(Pollard & Cussans, 1987).

Common fumitory is eaen by cdtle and sheg but horses avoid it (Mitich, 1997).
Goats dislike the plant when it is fully grown.
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