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Navelwort is a member of the Stonecrop family which has
large round fleshy leaves (Fig.1) with a characteristic navel-
like depression in the centre which gives rise to its common
name. It is a plant of shady walls or damp rocky crevices and
has a remarkably western distribution, occurring in the south-
west of England, Wales and the west of Scotland (Fig. 2). Its
distribution is probably governed not only by rainfall and
humidity but also by temperature because it is absent from the
east and north of the country.

During the Spring, in certain locations, the leaves exhibit a
characteristic pinky-yellow blotching on the upper surface but
if one examines the under surface you will find concentric
rings of dark brown bodies emerging from the leaf (page 6, Fig.
3). Closer examination with a x 10 hand lens shows these
blotches have a granular content (page 6, Fig. 4). The dark
brown pustules are the spore bodies of the rust Puccinia um-
bilici. The rust only produces one spore type during its life
cycle so there is no alternate host as is the case with many rusts.
During the season many of these rust pustules are grazed by
slugs resulting in holes in the leaves. The spores are rich in
proteins and this grazing effect can be seen in other rusts as is
the case with Puccinia sessilis on Arum.  Although most of the
rust pustules are formed on the leaf surface some are found on
the petiole as well. Another interesting phenomenon regarding
this rust is that pustules have been recorded within the tissue of
the host and if one picks a leaf with an infected petiole and
sections it the spore-producing bodies (telia) can be seen as tiny
black-brown dots in the internal cell matrix. The presence of
‘internal sori’ is rare in rusts.

In Carmarthenshire P. umbilici is found mainly from January
to early June at which time the plant may have lost its leaves
because of the dry conditions.

There are close to 200 records of this rust in the UK, most of
the records from Devon and Cornwall but Tom Preece and
members of the Shropshire Fungus Group  have recorded a lot
of infected plants in Shropshire. There are 1980’s records from
Pembrokeshire and in recent times Vicky Tomlinson and David Harries have reported it from
Freshwater East and Somerton Farm. Arthur Chater and Debbie Evans have found it in west and north
Wales. It is also present in Carmarthenshire but it has a very odd distribution pattern (Fig. 5). Nearly
all the records are lowland and from the river valley systems.
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Many people think that the rust is a ‘refuge’ species because its distribution is not as extensive in
Europe as it once was. There is also some debate on whether the host is declining in Britain so it may
be useful if enthusiasts in Pembrokeshire keep an eye out for this rust as there are many stony banks
and walls throughout the county which support the plant.
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