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EQUISETACEAE 
Horsetail family
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EEquisetum arvense L.

Field Horsetail

DESCRIPTION
Field Horsetail is a medium-sized, mostly upright, 
colony-forming plant. The branched stems often 
have a short, unbranched portion at the tip and the 
base is likewise unbranched. The central hollow is 
less than half the diameter of the stem so that the 
stem feels firm and the lowest branch internode is 
longer than the adjacent stem sheath. 

The stem sheath-teeth are black-tipped but without 
a scarious margin while the branch teeth are 
spreading. In section the branch internodes are 
4-ridged with deep furrows between and a further 
groove at the very base. The cone-bearing fertile 
stems appear earlier in the year, usually in April. 
Brownish in colour, they look so different from the 
later, green, vegetative shoots that they could almost 
be taken for a different species.

DISTRIBUTION IN EUROPE
Circumpolar Wide-boreal (Preston & Hill, 1997), 
E. arvense is widespread in Europe, having a 
Northern-Continental range that extends from the 
Mediterranean to the sub-Arctic In Britain and Ireland 
it is found virtually everywhere including the Channel 
Islands and the Isles of Scilly.

HABITATS AND DISTRIBUTION

Cornwall
Though probably the most common horsetail in 
Cornwall, its distribution is uneven. Rarer in granite 
areas, it is most frequent where habitats are both 
less acidic and better drained. It occurs in a variety 
of quite highly exposed coastal sites, these including 
the steeper cliff slopes where rocks are soft and 
crumbling, rocky banks and a few scrubby areas 
and marshes on dunes. In such situations plants are 
often decumbent and dwarfed. Inland, E. arvense can 
be found at the margins of a variety of woods, both 
natural and semi-natural, but especially in Salix carr. 

In man-made habitats it can act as a pioneer of dry 
mineral wastes such as those associated with areas 
of old tin-mines and tin-streaming valleys, but it is 
not often found on the sandy wastes in the china 
clay area near St Austell. Occasional on roadside 

verges, on low hedgebanks, tracks by railways and 
rocky cuttings, Field Horsetail can also be found in 
and around quarries and is frequently a troublesome 
weed of cultivated ground.

Isles of Scilly
Equisetum arvense is the only horsetail recorded on 
the Isles of Scilly and even this is rare, occurring 
at just a few sites on St Agnes, St Martin’s and St 
Mary’s. There are no records since 1999.

Equisetum arvense 

Field Horsetail, Gwithian SW54

Field Horsetail habitat in disturbed areas near Hayle, SW53


