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Uses

Clematis Vitalba, Old Man’s Beard, or Traveller’s Joy has 
been used in various treatments as it is said to contain 
anti-inflammatory properties. 
Traditional recipes used the plant to treat various 
illnesses, including skin irritations and stress.
As this species is a woody plant, the stem was used in the 
past to make baskets



Origin
The Latin Clematis is thought to derive from the Greek word for shoot as it is a climbing plant. The 
name vitalba is derived from the Latin words for ‘white vine’, referring to the mass of white flowers that 
cover vines in summer. The common name, ‘traveller’s joy’, also refers to this massive floral display, 
whereas the common names ‘old man’s beard’ and ‘virgin’s bower’ refer to the creamy mass of 
feathery achenes that hang on the bare canes through winter. Other common names are used 
regionally in England. It was also recommended that traveller’s joy did the devil’s work as it would kill 
other plants by out-competing them. This is why it is viewed as an intrusive weed by many people. 
Medicinally, the leaves of the plant mixed with wine would serve to combat various problems diarrhea 
and suitably combined matrix relieve pain and tooth or even have beneficial effects on snake bites. It 
was used by beggars to cause ulceration of the skin, thus stimulating the mercy of passers, so the 
plant was known also as beggar’s grass.



My Grandmother’s Advice
As my grandmother studies biodiversity and dedicated her first poetry book to nature, I 
decided to ask her about this species. My grandmother gave me some very helpful facts 
about Clematis Vitalba, as she recognised the species right away. 

The facts included:

● Old Man’s Beard does not usually produce flowers until its third year. Flowering then 
occurs in late summer to early autumn. The flowers turn into wispy seed heads

● It is a member of the Buttercup family of plants, also known as the  Ranunculaceae 
family. It is a woody vine that has a vigorous growth habit and can grow up to 95 
feet long.



General Knowledge 
● Clematis Vitalba is native to northern Africa, Europe and western Asia.
● It produces many flowers, which are a soft white colour.  Each is about 2cm across. 

Some say that the flowers have a slight almond scent. When it has finished flowering, 
the developing seeds retain part of the flower called ‘the style’.

● It was John Gerard, the 16th  century herbalist, who named this plant 'Traveller's Joy'.  
The plant is toxic and it causes blisters so mendicants of yore would apply it to their 
skin before begging in order to encourage sympathy and help. 

● Clematis Vitalba goes by many names, some including Traveller’s Joy, Old Man's Beard, 
Clematide Vitalba, Vezzadro and Vitalba.

● There are over 200 species of clematis. If you decide to become a collector, you can 
find at least a dozen species without too much effort.



How Did Clematis Vitalba Get Here?
● Clematis Vitalba has been estimated to have arrived in contaminated soil, as 

seeds have been introduced through the horticulture trade as a rootstock for 
other ornamental clematis species. It can be bought in various places, such as 
plant nurseries, mail order catalogues or plant and seed websites.



Invasive Species 

What makes Clematis Vitalba an invasive species?

Clematis vitalba is a vine with climbing, woody stems that can grow 20 
to 30 metres long. It physically smothers and collapses indigenous 
forests and causes a loss of indigenous plant species.



Why Should We Be Worried About It?
Old Man’s Beard spreads both vertically and horizontally. It can grow up to 7 times faster 
than ivy. Stems can grow several metres in a single season. The vines can form a dense, 
light- absorbing canopy that suppresses all vegetation beneath it and can be so vigorous 
that the weight of the foliage and stems breaks the supporting trees. One plant is capable 
of blanketing an area of 180 square metres. 

Old Man’s Beard is tolerant of cold, moderate shade, damp, wind, salt and most soil types. 
Damage from the species also enhances the colonisation of native habitats by other 
invasive plants. Access to sites can be restricted for humans and animals as a result of an 
Old Man’s Beard infestation. Contact with Old Man’s Beard can cause irritant dermatitis in 
humans. Old Man’s Beard is also poisonous to grazing animals.



Dermatitis

As you have previously heard, C. Vitalba can cause ‘dermatitis’. What is dermatitis? 
Dermatitis is a general term that describes a skin irritation. Dermatitis is a common 
condition that has many causes and occurs in many forms. It usually involves itchy, dry 
skin or a rash on swollen, reddened skin. Or it may cause the skin to blister, ooze, crust 
or flake off.
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Thank you.


