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Abstract 

The Guernsey fern, X Asplenophyllitis microdon (T. Moore) Alston, is a rare 
hybrid between Asple11iu111 obovatum and Phyllitis scolopendriwn. An account is 
given of its discovery in Guernsey and Cornwall in the 19th century, its 
re-discovery in Guernsey in 1965, and its subsequent history. 

The events leading to the confirmation of the fern's hybrid origin, and the 
name changes it has undergone, are outlined. 

A study is made of the hedgerow habitat and ecology of the fern, and 
guidelines are proposed for its conservation. 

Fern Hybrids in Guernsey 

Three fern hybrids, all of them sterile, have been recorded in the wild in 
Guernsey: 

1. Asple11ium x sarniense Sleep, the Guernsey spleenwort, is a hybrid between 
black spleenwort, Asplenium adiantum-nigrum, and lanceolate spleenwort, 
A. obovatwn. It was discovered by Dr Anne Sleep in Guernsey in 1971, and 
has since been reported in Brittany. 

2. X Asplenophyllitis jacksonii Alston, Jackson's fern, is an intergeneric hybrid 
between hart's-tongue, Phyllitis scolopendrium, and black spleenwort, 
Asplenium adiantum-nigrum. It was first recorded in Guernsey by Charles 
Jackson in 1856, and was subsequently found in Jersey, Devon and 
Cornwall. It has not been seen wild in the British Isles this century, but was 
found in 1994 in northern Brittc:my. 

3. X Asplenophyllitis 111icrodon (T. Moore) Alston, the Guernsey fern, is an 
intergeneric hybrid between hart's-tongue, Phyllitis scolopendrium, and 
lanceolate spleenwort, Asplenium obovatum. It was found in Guernsey and 
Cornwall in the 19th century, re-discovered in Guernsey in 1965, and is the 
subject of this paper. It appears to be endemic to the British Isles. 



The Guernsey fern and its parents 
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Most fern hybrids show characteristics intermediate between those of the 
parents. In the case of Asplenium x sarniense the parents are so similar that the 
hybrid is difficult to detect without examining the sari microscopically. It may 
therefore be under-recorded. 

In the case of the two intergeneric hybrids between spleenwort species and 
hart's-tongue, the parents are markedly different in appearance and the result
ing hybrids, showing characterics of each, are extremely distinctive. Thus 
although they are extremely rare, when they do occur they stand a good chance 
of being detected. · 

The leaves of both intergeneric hybrids are simply pinnate, with lobed 
pinnae, and bear a superficial resemblance to sea spleenwort, of which they 
were at first thought to be varieties. They are readily distinguished from sea 
spleenwort, however, by their more crowded, often overlapping pinnae, which 
become confluent in the upper third of the leaf. 

The two hybrids can be distinguished from each other by the overall shape 
of the leaf, which follows that of the Asplenium parent. In X A. jacksonii the basal 
pair of pinnae are usually the longest, while in X A. microdon the longest pinnae 
are normally the third or fourth from the bottom. The shape and position of the 
sari (the organs on the lower surface of the leaf which produce spores) are also 
diagnostic. In X A. jacksonii they are elongated (4 - 6 mm) and lie on either side, 
and close to, the midrib of the pinna. In X A. microdon the sari are shorter (2 - 3 
mm) and lie closer to the margins of the pinna. 

A beautiful illustration of a frond of X A. microdon is in Moore (1863, plate 
LXIX). It shows very clearly the marginal arrangement of the sari. 

The Parents of the Guernsey Fern 

1. Hart's-tongue, Phyllitis scolopendrium (L.) Newman, is an unmistakable 
fern with undivided, strap-shaped, evergreen leaves and linear sari. Known 
in Guernsey-French as langue de boeuf, it is abundant in hedges, woods, on 
walls and on the cliffs. In size it varies from stunted plants growing in 
crevices in walls, with leaves a few ems long, to luxuriant plants in woods 
and shaded hedges, with fronds up to a metre in length. 
Hart's-tongue has a circumpolar range. In Europe its distribution is mainly 
southern, but it extends north up the Atlantic fringe as far as Scandinavia. 
It occurs throughout the British Isles, being absent only from central and 
northern Scotland. It is commonest in soils derived from limestone and 
other base-rich rocks. In places such as Cornwall, however, where salt-laden 
winds replenish the soil with magnesium, it can grow even on granite 
(Jermy & Camus 1991). 
Certainly in Guernsey it grows on walls with lime mortar, but it is nowhere 
as luxuriant as in the shady hedges and water-lanes near the south coast, 
where the subtrate is acid but water is plentiful. 
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Hart's-tongue was placed by Linnaeus (1753) in the genus Asplenium as A. 
scolopendrium. However, because of its markedly different appearance it 
has long been assigned to a different genus,. Phyllitis. Morphologically 
Phyllitis resembles Asplenium in the shape of the sori, in the unusual 
X-shaped skeletal strands in the leaf-stalk, and in the latticed (cross-barred) 
scales. 
Natural hybrids are known between hart's-tongue and four species of 
Asplenium. In three cases the hybri~ originhas been confirmed by inducing 
them artificially (Lavis & Vida 1969). The two genera therefore cannot be 
genetically isolated, and Lavis & Vida make a strong case for abandoning 
the genus Phyllitis and merging it with Asplenium. 
Thus wbrk which was stimulated by the re-discovery of the Guernsey fern 
has confirmed Linnaeus's instinct and may result in the return of 
hart's-tongue to the genus Asplenium. 

2. Lanceolate spleenwort, Asplenium obovatum Viv., is a more 'fern-like' 
species, with bipinnate leaves up to 30 or rarely 40 cm in length. It is 
common and widespread in Guernsey, though not as abundant as the 
similar-sized black spleenwort, A. adiantum-nigrum, which is better able to 
withstand competition from surrounding vegetation. 
The two spleenworts can be distinguished by the overall shape of the leaf, 
A. obovatum being lanceola te, with the lowest pair of pinnae shorter than the 
one above it, while the leaf of A. adiantum-nigrum is triangular, with the 
longest pinnae at the base. Also, the ultimate leaf-segments of A. obovatum 
are blunter than those of A. adiantum-nigrum, and the sari are closer to the 
margins of the segment. Both species are evergreen. 
Lanceolate spleenwort is an Atlantic species, restricted by its need for a 
frost-free environment to the Atlantic borders of Europe, the Atlantic 
islands and Algeria. Its distribution in the UK is confined to the south-west 
peninsula of England and maritime parts of Wales, with isolated west coast 
records further north. It is calcifuge, favouring granitic and other acid 
rocks. In its geographical range it is therefore far more restricted than 
hart's-tongue. 
Over most of its British range the main habitat of lanceolate spleenwort is 
sheltered and shady crevices on sea cliffs and rocky outcrops. In Devon, 
Cornwall and the Channel Islands it is also found on hedgebanks inland, 
though never far from the sea. Records suggest that in this habitat it is much 
scarcer today in south-west England than it was a century ago, t~ough it 
still occurs very widely in hedgebanks in the Channel Islands (Page 1988). 
Lanceolate spleenwort is referred to in the early literature as Asplenium 
lanceolatum. This name is not valid as it was earlier applied to an Arabian 
species. More recently it became A. billotii and the name valid at present is 
A. obovatum. 
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All the A. obovatum plants so far discovered in Britain and the Channel 
Islands belong to the subspecies lanceolatum. The correct name for the 
spleenwort parent of the Guernsey fern is therefore: 
Asplenium obovatum Viv. subsp. lanceolatum (Fiori) Pinto da Silva 

The Discovery of the Guernsey Fern 

The fern hybrid now known as X Asplenophyllitis microdon was first found 
in 1855 on a rough wall in the parish of St. Pierre-du-Bois in the south-west of 
Guernsey. 

Details of the discovery are scant. The most informative account is given by 
Thomas Moore in the octavo edition.of The Nature Printed British Ferns (1863) . 
Under the heading Asplenium lanceolatum, to which species he had assigned it in 
1857, he wrote: 

The variety microdon is a native of Guernsey, and was found in 1855, first 
by Miss Wilkinson, and subsequently in other stations by Miss Mansell, of the 
Quesne (probably Le Chene), and Mr C. Jackson, to the latter of whom we are 
indebted for specimens, and for our knowledge of the plant. Mr Jackson informs 
us that it grows on banks of rough masonry without mortar, and intermixed 
with Asplenium lanceolatum, at some distance from the sea. 

The account of A. lanceolatum var. microdon in Marquand's Flora of Guern
sey (1901) follows Moore almost word for word. The reference to 'some distance 
from the sea' was presumably to emphasise that it was not sea spleenwort, 
which it so closely resembles. Apart from the wall of one medieval parish church 
sea spleenwort was confined to the rocky parts of the coast. 

The discoverer of the Guernsey fern, Isabella Wilkinson, is thought to have 
been maid to Dr and Mrs S.E. Hoskins. Dr S. Elliott Hoskins FRS was an 
enthusiast in a number of fields, and during the 1860s was honorary secretary 
of the Guernsey branch of the short-lived Acclimatisation Society. 

A sheet in the Societe Guernesiaise herbarium containing two fronds of 
microdoll is labelled simply 'Asplenium lanceolatum var. microdon. Guernsey. Mrs 
Hoskins.' This small sheet, with no locality and no date, is the only 19th century 
specimen of the Guernsey fern collected in the wild that I have been able to find 
in· Guernsey. The fronds may or may not have come from Miss Wilkinson's 
original plant; since the sheet bears her employer's name there is a strong 
probability that they did. 

Confirmation of Miss Wilkinson's find is at the British Museum, where a 
sheet from the herbarium of C.A. Wright contains eight luxuriant fronds, 
between 14 and 22 cm in length, all collected in St. Pierre-du-Bois, Guernsey, in 
1855. The labelling is confusing but six fronds appear to be labelled 'Legit Miss 
Wilkinson', while two have no named collector. 

Charles Jackson, who is named by Moore as the discoverer of further plants 
of 111icrodon, was a fern enthusiast whose name is commemorated in the other 
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intergeneric hybrid, X A. jacksonii, discovered by him in 1856. We know very 
little about him beyond the fact that he corresponded with Moore and sent him 
specimens, that he was still living in Guernsey in 1857 and that soon after this 
he moved .to Barnstaple. He died before 1863 (D.E. Allen, pers. comm. 1994). 

That Jackson found several plants of microdon as well as one of jacksonii is 
confirmed by a herbarium sheet at the Royal Botanic Garden, Edinburgh. The 
specimen is a single frond 13.5 cm long, labelled at first Asplenium marinum 
microdon; later marinum was changed to lanceolatum. The main interest of this 
sheet is that it contains, as well as the specimen, a long note by Jackson. Since the 
note opens with inverted commas it appears to be a copy of a letter which 
accompanied the specimen. As it contains what must be one of the earliest- if not 
the earliest - descriptions separating microdon from jacksonii, it is reproduced 
here in full : 

"I find it likes warmth and grows freely, my oldest plant which had only 
· two fronds less than an inch last spring, is now a plant with 20 fronds some 

9 in. long, in this respect it differs greatly from marinum, at least with me, 
as I cannot get the latter to grow at all quickly,-! have enclosed you a frond 
but not one of the largest, and shall be glad to have your opinion of it, - I 
cannot think it is at all allied to marinum - there have been 12 plants here 
in the compass of2 or 3 miles but all inland, -I found two young plants last 
week less than the one sent in the same place as I found my first, about 2 
years ago, which proves, I think, that it comes true from spores, - one of my 
old plants varies much from the others, it is quite deltoid, the lower pair 
much larger than the next and very triangular the remainder of the frond 
is nearly decurrent, the shoulders of the lower pinnae only showing the 
small teeth, the whole frond is flat and curves rather downwards instead 
of upwards like the other, the colour is a yellowish green - & c & c. 

Cordier House, Guernsey 
14 Jan 1857" 

Chas. Jackson 

It is not clear to whom this note was addressed. If it was not to Moore, then 
it is fairly certain that he would have communicated the same information with 
the specimens we know he sent him, and this may have influenced Moore when, 
the same year, he divorced microdon from Asplenium marinum and named it A. 
lanceolatum var. microdon (Moore 1857). 

When, in 1863, Moore recognised not only an A. lanceolatum var. microdon 
but also an A. adiantum-nigrum var. microdon, he would have taken into account 
the differences noticed by Jackson between his deltoid plant (undoubtedly the 
hybrid now known as jacksonii). and all the others. 

Jackson's note confirms that in the two years or less since the original 
discovery in 1855, 12 plants had been found, and that they did not all appear to 
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be the same age. Given that one of the older plants was jacksonii, a population of 
at least 11 rnicrodon plants had arisen in the space of a few years in Guernsey. 

In the year following Miss Wilkinson's initial discovery in Guernsey, the 
same hybrid was found in Cornwall. The record is confirmed by a specimen in 
the Moore herbarium at Kew. Although only part of a single leaf it obviously 
represents a luxuriant specimen, with pinnae up to 45 mm in length. The 
specimen is labelled: 

"5 miles inland from Penzance, on a ruinous building, with 
Asplenium lanceolatum. G. Wager 1856." 

To this has been added, in what I think is a different hand: 

"(at the village of Cullen.)" 

I have not been able to trace a village called Cullen. Dr Colin French of the 
Cornish Biological Records Unit suggests that it may have been Sellan, a hamlet 
3 miles W. of Penzance. Another possibility is a farm called Gurlyn 6 miles E. of 
Penzance. 

Since the Penzance specimen is an incomplete leaf, the possibility that it is 
X A. jacksonii must be considered. The shape of those pinnae that are present, 
however, and the note that it was growing in company with A. lanceolatum (now 
A. obovaturn) make it practically certain that the plant was indeed X A. microdon. 
This conclusion is strengthened by a sheet from the Neill Fraser herbarium at 
Edinburgh, containing five luxuriant fronds labelled 'Guernsey and Cornwall, 
cultivated.' It is not clear which fronds are from which provenance, but all are 
undoubtedly microdon. Nor is it clear whether the cultivated fronds were 
propagated from this plant, or from others that may subsequently have been 
found in the neighbourhood. Nor is it known how long the plant continued to 
grow in Cornwall. · 

The Penzance plant is the only confirmed record of microdon growing wild 
anywhere in the United Kingdom. There are vagl,J.e references in the literature 
to Devon and Wales, but I have been unable to trace any herbarium material to 
support them. They are dealt with under 'Unconfirmed Records' below. 

· Wild plants of X A. microdon continued to be found in Guernsey into the 
1880s. A specimen at Aberdeen, not previously identified as microdon, was 
collected in Guernsey by Miss Dawber in 1880. In 1882 the Guernsey Society of 
Natura I Science (which later became La Societe Guernesiaise) was founded, and 
the Report and Transactions for that year, not published until 1889, !=Ontains a 
paper by G.T. Derrick on the ferns of Guernsey. Derrick was headmaster of the 
British Boys' School in St Peter Port, and was the discoverer in 1877 of the only 
Guernsey colony of the Jersey fern, Anogramma leptophylla. 
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Under the heading Asplenium lanceolatum Derrick wrote: 

"The variety Microdon was found in Guernsey; perhaps the only ones 
now to be had are those cultivated from the original wild ones, though 
as this is a distinct and permanent variety not a casual freak, and had 
obtained so firm a footing as to have spread to a considerable extent (as 
I learn from one of the ladies who discovered it) there is a great chance 
of fresh plants springing fro~ the old roots, so that some diligent 
searcher may yet be able to bring wild specimens and exhibit them to this 
society." 

Derrick proved to be right, for an editorial footnote to his paper states that 
a beautiful specimen was found in 1884, growing wild in St Peter-in-the-Wood, 
'which proves that this pretty variety has not quite disappeared.' 

- Marquand, in his Flora of 1901, ends his account of A. lanceolatum var. 
1nicrodon as follows: 

I possess two fronds taken from a root found at St. Peter' sin 1885: but the 
locality was kept secret, and the plant has not been seen by others, though 
often searched for. If this variety grows only inland, it may be extinct, but 
if it also occurs on the coast it would readily be passed over as A. marinum. 

This is the last definite record of the Guernsey fern growing wild in the 19th 
century. There is, however, a sheet in the herbarium of P.H. Ward, now at the 
British Museum, with two fronds of microdon collected by Miss M. Dawber on 
21 October 1887. No locality is given, but as Miss Dawber was a Guernsey 
resident (see 'Herbarium Material' below), there is a strong presumption that 
the specimen originated in the island. 

The fetn continued to be cultivated in English ferneries until early in the 
present century. ltwas listed in nurserymen's catalogues until 1902 (McClintock 
1975). The last known plant, cultivated by F.W. Stansfield, was killed by frost in 
the winter of 1916/17 (Stansfield 1923). 

Unconfirmed 19th Century Records 

Jersey 

Alston (1940) in his paper on the supposed hybrids in Asplenium found in 
Britain, included under the heading X Asplenophyllitis microdon the following 
note: 
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"The var. Sinelii J.F. Robinson (in Hardwicke's 'Science Gossip', p 148; 
1880) is said to be intermediate between obovatum and microdon; it was 
found on old walls near Bagot, Jersey, by Mr Sinel." 

The record is not supported by a specimen. There is, however, a specimen 
in Moore's herbarium of X Asplenophyllitis jacksonii, collected at Greve de Lecq 
in November 1863 and initialled EHN. 

Le Sueur (1984) states that in 19J3 J. Sinel wrote to E.D. Marquand saying 
that the record of the plant from Bagot was published without his knowledge. 
He had found a single plant near Bouley Bay, which was identified for him by 
Fraser and Moore. Despite searching repeatedly for many years he never saw 
another. 

Although Bagot is several miles away on the outskirts of St. Helier, there is 
a small group of old houses called Ville Bagot near Greve de Lecq. Mrs Le Sueur 
(pers. comm. 1994) suggests that the two records may not only have been from 
the same area, bul: may even refer to the same plant. Greve de Lecq and Bouley 
Bay are both small bays in the north coast cliffs of Jersey. Joseph Sine!, who was 
69 when he wrote to Marquand, may have confused the two. If in fact he found 
his plant near Greve de Lecq, it could have been at Ville Bagot, where Moore's 
specimen of jacksonii was found. 

Although the reference to Robinson's var. sinelii was not published until 
1880, it could have been collected at any time in the past. Remembering that Sinel 
sent it for identification to Fraser and Moore, it seems extremely likely that it 
would have found its way into Moore's herbarium. 

If the initials EHN refer, not to the collector, but to an authority who 
examined the sheet at some stage, Sinel's mysterious discovery may have been 
the plant which yielded the specimen in Moore' s herbarium, validating the only 
known occurrence of X Asplenium jacksonii in Jersey. 

Devon 

Fraser and Keble Martin's Flora of Devon (1939) includes under the 
heading Asplenium lanceolatum Huds. var. microdon Moore the following record: 

North Devon coast, T. Stansfield, Todmorden Bot. Soc., 1862 
[Also found] in West Cornwall 

The Flora uses a system of signs to indicate whether there is a specimen in 
the various herbaria to substantiate each record, and there is no such sign after 
this entry. 

I have been unable to trace a specimen to support the record. The her
barium of W.F. Hiern, the largest collection of North Devon plants at the Royal 
Albert Memorial Museum, Exeter contains no microdon, and neither does that of 
W. Keble Martin, also now at that museum. 
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Wales 

Page (1988) mentions in passing (p 132) that there is an unconfirmed 19th 
century record of microdon from Wales. 

There is no specimen of microdon in the herbarium of the National Museum 
of Wales, and the department has no knowledge of a Welsh record. 

19th Century Herbarium Material 

Since all the records of the Guernsey fern before its rediscovery in 1965 
depend entirely on herbarium specimens for verification, it is tantalising how 
Ii ttle can be traced. 

This is particularly the case in Guernsey, where I have only been able to find 
two 19th century sheets. One, in the Societe Guernesiaise herbarium, contains 
two fronds collected by Mrs Hoskins, with no date or locality. The other, in 
Derrick's fern herbarium, now in the care of the Societe, bears two fronds taken 
from cultivated plants, with no other information. 

Fortunately the national herbaria contain several specimens collected in 
Guernsey, largely as the result of the activities, first of Charles Jackson, and later 
of another Guernsey resident, Miss M. Dawber. 

Jackson, as we have seen, corresponded with Moore, and Guernsey speci
mens collected by him are at Kew, which now holds the Moore herbarium, and 
at Edinburgh. In the Moore herbarium is a pair of microdon fronds 16 and 12 cm 
long, labelled at first 'apiculatum'. They were collected in Guernsey by Jackson 
in 1855, the year of its discovery. At some stage a printed Type Specimen label 
has been attached to this sheet. It is not known when or by whom it was attached, 
but the two fronds were accepted as the type material by Alston, who proposed 
the name X Asplenophyllitis microdon in 1940. (MS note in British Museum 
negative collection.) The longer of the two fronds was accpeted by Lovis and 
Vida (1969) as the lectotype for A. marinum var. microdon Moore. 

Margaret Dawber, later Mrs C. Lewis, who was active between 1882 and 
l 901, was a member of the Watson Botanical Exchange Club, and a great source 
of Guernsey specimens for English collectors. One dreads to think how many 
rare Guernsey plants were dug up and exported in this way; on the other hand 
her specimens, preserved in numerous British herbaria, are now invaluable 
reference material. 

As far as the Guernsey fern is concerned, specimens of hers are at Aberdeen 
and the British Museum. 

In about 1990 two previously unknown sheets of microdon came to light at 
the herbariu91 of the Royal Botanic Garden, Edinburgh, which added signifi
cantly to the known herbarium material (Page 1991). The sheets were originally 
in the herbarium of Neill Fraser, purchased by the Royal Botanic Garden in 1905. 
Together they include 10 magnificent fronds, measuring from 15 to 26 cm in 



Table I 
I 9th century Herbarium Specimens of X Asplenophyllitis microdon 

Herbarium Date No. of Location Collector 

fro nds 

Aberdeen (ABO) 1880 I Guernsey Miss L. (sic) Dawber 

British Museum 1855 8 St Pierre-du-Bois, Miss Wilkinson 

(BM) Guernsey 

- I - 'From W. Reeves' 

1887 2 - 'ex H Miss M. Dawber' 

Edinburgh (E) 1857 I Guernsey C. Jackson 

1860/ 1 5 Gsy & Cornwall -

1862/5 5 - -

Kew(K) 1855 2 Guernsey C. Jackson 

1856 I Near Penzance G. Wager 

- I Guernsey the late C. Jackson 

1860 I - -

1856{7 7 - -

1857 5 - -

1858 5 Guernsey j. (sic) Jackson 

1874 3 - -

Oxford (OXF) 1863 I Guernsey Mr Griffiths 

- 3 - -

Societe - 2 Guernsey Mrs Hoskins 

Guernesiaise (STP) 

- 2 - -

Not located 1856 ? St Pierre-du-Bois, Miss Guille 

Guernsey 

Other information 

Ex Herb. W.W. Reeves. Not previously 

· identified as microdon 

Ex Herb. CA Wright 

Ex Herb. Arthur Bennett 

Ex Herb. Frederic Ward 

includes long note by Jackson 

Cultivated. Ex Herb. Neill Fraser 

Cultivated. Ex Herb. Nelli .Fraser 

'Type specimen' Herb. Thomas Moore 

'At the vi llage of ?Gullen'. Herb. Thomas Moore 

Herb. Thomas Moore 

'Cott. gard.' or possibly 'cult. gard.' Herb. T. Moore 

Cult. at Chelsea by Thomas Moore 

Cult. at Chelsea by Thomas Moore 

Cult. George B. Wollaston. Herb. W.W. Reeves 

Cult. Herb. R. Sim 

Herb. Druce 

'H.O.' Herb. Druce 

No other information 

'from cultivated plants' Herb. Derrick 

In Guille Herbarium - where is it? 
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length. They are dated between 1860 and 1865 and originated in Guernsey and 
Cornwall, although most of the fronds are marked as cultivated. 

Page points out that, as would be expected in a hybrid between two such 
different parents, the form of the frond varies between specimens, adding 
substantially to the known variation pattern. 

The Neill Fraser specimens raise a difficulty which I encountered repeat
edly when studying herbarium material. Many specimens were collected by 
Victorian fern enthusiasts whose hobby was cultivating ferns, often under glass, 
and it is by no means obvious which specimens were collected in the wild, and 
which were cultivated. In some cases it is clear 1 y stated that they were cultivated, 
but even then it is not clear whether the date, if any, refers to the collection of the 
original plant, or the mounting of the cultivated specimen. Some of Moore's 
specimens, cultivated at Chelsea, are particularly fine. Two of his sheets have 
between them 12 magnificent fronds, the longest 29.3 cm. Thomas Moore was 
curator of Chelsea Physic Garden from 1848 to 1887. 

- Table I includes all the 19th century herbarium sheets I have been able to 
trace, together with one mentioned in the literature but not traced. Doubtless the 
list is incomplete, and I would be delighted to hear from anybody who can add 

· to it. 

The Re-discovery of the Guernsey Fern 

In September 1965 Peter Girard, then headmaster of the Castel School, 
spotted an unfamiliar fern in a lane at Les Effards, Castel. It was rooted in the 
sloping face of a hedgebank consisting mainly of soil, supported below by a dry 
stone wall about 0.6 m in height. The lane was shaded on both sides by large 
Guernsey elms, Ulmus minor subsp. sarniensis. 

Fronds were sent to Dr Clive Jermy, who identified the fern as X 
Asplenophyllitis microdon, and suggested that specimens should be sent for 
cytological investigation to Dr John Lovis, who subsequently confirmed Jermy' s 
identification (Girard 1968; Girard & Lovis 1968). 

Because of the rarity of the fern, and its value as a source of cytological 
material for the study of fern evolution, and because neighbouring ferns had 
been d amaged by people climbing over the bank, the plant was dug up and 
planted in a large pot, which was sunk in the ground on Girard's property at Le 
Tertre, Castel, where the environment was somewhat similar. It throve, and 
subsequently provided root-cuttings which were distributed to two or three 
other locations. 

In August 1967 Girard found a second plant in a lane in St. Saviour's parish. 
It was growing on a very similar hedgebank, except that this time the shade was 
provided by Turkey oaks Quercus cerris. The plant was still there in 1971, when 
it was visited by the British Pteridological Society, but has since disappeared. 
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When I visited the lane, near Le Gron, in 1994 the side of the bank had been cut 
back by passing traffic, and the top was so heavily shaded that very little 
vegetation remained. 

In 1968 Girard spotted several plants, including one which appeared to be 
very young, in the lanes near St Peter' s Church, an area where several more 
plants have subsequently been found. In 1969 I found one in a lane in the Castel, 
and the following year one was found in a new area of St. Saviour's by Lady 
Anne Brewis. 

In April 1971 five members of ·the British Pteridological Society spent a 
week in Guernsey. The visit was notable for the discovery by Dr Anne Sleep of 
the Guernsey spleenwort, Asplenium x sarniense Sleep, but that is another story. 
As well as seeing the plant found by Girard at Le Gron, microdon plants were seen 
at three other previously-known site;:; and one new one. 

The new discovery was the first known example of a Guernsey fern 
growing in a coastal site. It was found by Dr Howard Gabe, growing on the bank 
of a cliff path abcwe Portelet Bay, to the west of Petit Bot in the Forest parish. 
Another unusual feature was that the shade was provided, not by trees, but by 
blackthorn scrub. 

By the end of 1972 some 18 plants had been discovered, distributed in 10 
squares of the 1 km grid. All were in the south and west of the island, and the 
two parents were always growing nearby. With the exception of the one beside 
the cliff path, and another on a shady wall, all were on inland hedgebanks 
(McClintock 1975). 

New finds continued to be made throughout the 1970s. There was a long 
and severe drought in 1976; despite this new discoveries of microdon were made 
in this and each of the next six years. New finds in the 1980s were far fewer, and 
plants were increasingly difficult to find in their known sites. The reasons for the 
decline are discussed under Ecology below. 

Records of the finds are maintained by the Botanical Section of La Societe 
Guernesiaise. It is impossible to be certain of the total number of plants that were 
seen, since grid references were not always given and some plants thought to be 
new by one worker may already have been recorded by another. My estimate is 
that by 1990, approximately 55 plants had been seen, in 14 grid squares. 

By the beginning of 1994 only two plants of the Guernsey Fern were known 
to be growing in the wild. Both were in 'green lanes' to which motor vehicles 
have no access, one in St. Saviour's and one in the Castel parish. My attention 
was drawn to this by Mrs Patience Ryan, who was responsible for the discovery 
of several microdon plants in the 1970s and 1980s. During the winter of 1994/ 
5 searches were made in the previously known sites and in other suitable lanes 
by Mrs Ryan, my wife and myself, with the result that seven wild plants are now 
known, in five 1 km squares in St Saviour's, St Peter's and the Castel. 
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Map I shows the distribution of all 20th century records (the locations of the I 9th 
century finds are not known). 
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Map 2 shows the distribution of those plants known to be alive in 1994/5. 
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Naming the Guernsey Fern 

Given its strong resemblance to sea spleenwort it is not surprising that the 
Guernsey fern was first thought to be a variety of Asplenium marinum. The 'type 
specimen' in the Moore herbarium at Kew, collected by Jackson in Guernsey in 
1855, was given no specific name but was labelled 'apiculatum' m. The varietal 
name a picula tum was quickly changed to microdon (=small-toothed), for in the 
first published reference to the plant, Moore (1855) names it as Asplenium 
marinum var. microdo11. Soon afterwards, on receiving better specimens from 
Jackson, he revised his opinion and renamed it Asplenium lanceolatum var. 
microdoll (Moore 1857). It is interesting that in the same year Jackson, in the note 
accompanying the specimen at Edinburgh, had also concluded that it could not 
be a variety of A. marinum. . 

By 1863 it had become clear to Moore that in 1857 he had failed to recognise 
that two distinct plants were involved, and he now proposed not only an A. 
lnnceolatum var. microdon but also an A. adiantum-nigrum var. microdon (Moore 
1863). The la tter is the plant we now know as X Asplenophyllitis jacksonii. 

Moore said of his A. lanceolatum var. microdon that 'when better known it 
may be found to be a species'. He does not seem to have considered the 
possibility of it being a hybrid. However, the idea of hybridity was gaining 
popularity among Victorian fern enthusiasts, and Jones (1877) considered our 
fern to be a hybrid between lanceolate and sea spleenwort. 

The first reference to the possibility of microdon being an intergeneric 
hybrid (i.e. between members of different genera) is by F.W. Stansfield, in an 
editorial note in the British Fern Gazette (1920). Commenting on a report by H. 
Stansfield in the same journal that a sporeling resembling a pinnate hart's-tongue 
had appeared in his fernery, F.W. Stansfield wrote that he had long considered 
hart's-tongue a much more likely parent than sea spleenwort. 

Despite this speculation the name given to the fern by Moore in 1857 
continued to be used until 1940, when Alston proposed the hybrid genus X 
Asplenophyllitis. Included in the genus were four hybrids, one of which was 
based on A. lanceolatum var. microdon of Moore, whoch now became X 
Asplenophyllitis microdon (T. Moore) Alston. 

The re-discovery of the fern in 1965 provided living material which 
allowed Alston's hypothesis to be tested cytologically. Preliminary work by 
Lovis at Leeds, described by Girard & Lovis (1968), established beyond reason
able doubt that the plant found by Girard in 1965 was a hybrid between 
hart's-tongue and a species of Asplenium. The shape of the fronds and arrange
ment of sori suggested A. obovatum, but complete certainly was not possible 
without artificially reconstructing the hybrids between hart's-tongue and both 
A. obovatw11 and A. adiantum-nigrum. 

In 1967 both hybrids were successfully synthesised (Lovis & Vida 1969). 
Twenty-five plants of the A. obovatum hybrid were reared by Lovis & Vida. 
Morphologically all were very similar; both in leaf-shape and the position and 
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shape of the sorus they matched very closely not only the 'type specimen' at Kew 
and fronds in the British Museum collected by Miss Wilkinson in 1855, but also 
the plant found by Girard at Les Effards in 1965. Furthermore, a cytological 
investigatio11. showed that meiosis (the reduction of chromosomes in the forma
tion of spores) in the synthesised Phyllitis x Asplenium obovatum was indistin
guishable from that of the wild plant from Les Effards. The Guernsey fern was 
thus proved to be a hybrid between hart's-tongue and lanceolate spleenwort. 

In their paper of 1969 Lovis & Vida proposed that since Phyllitis can no 
longer be regarded as genetically distinct it should be merged with Asplenium, 
and the generic names Phyllitis and X Asplenophyllitis should be abandoned. The 
new name proposed for the Guernsey fern was Asplenium X microdon (T. Moore) 
Lovis & Vida. 

Despite support by other authors this proposal was not followed by Kent 
in his List of Vascular Plants of the British Isles (1992), and at present the 
accepted name for the Guernsey fern remains X Asplenophyllitis microdon (T. 
Moore) Alston. 

The English name, the Guernsey fern, was coined by David McClintock 
and used in his Wild Flowers of Guernsey (1975). 

The Ecology of the Guernsey Fern 

Although the original discovery of X A. microdon in Guernsey was 'on a 
rough wall', and in Cornwall was 'on a ruinous building', nearly all the 
discoveries this century have been on shady hedgebanks. Even the 'rough wall' 
of Miss Wilkinson's discovery may have been what we would call a hedge bank. 
Moore (1863) described it as 'a rough wall without masonry', whatever that may 
mean, and Alston (1940) mentions a specimen collected by Jackson 'on banks of 
rough masonry without mortar'. 

The hedgebank is a man-made habitat consisting of a bank between 1 and 
3 metres in height, either with a facing of dry stone each side and an infilling of 
soil, or constructed entirely of earth. Page (1988) has pointed out that hedgebanks 
are fundamentally different from the walls and hedges of most of Britain, both 
in their history and method of construction, and in the vegetation they support. 
They are common, however, in the Channel Islands and the south-west penin
sula of England - the only areas where the Guernsey fern has been found . 

Page considers (ibid.) that the hedgebanks of Devon, Cornwall and the 
Channel Islands have played an important part in preserving ancient genetic 
variation in ferns. The stones, which vary in geology from place to place, were 
already well weathered when they were collected from the fields and surround
ing countryside and built into the banks. They thus provided a refuge for part 
of the native flora which may not otherwise have survived. 

Some of the Guernsey hedgebanks are of great antiquity, particularly 
where they border the lanes or mark the parish boundaries. Most of the 
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remainder date from the enclosure of the open fields, which in Guernsey was 
largely completed by the end of the 16th century (Jee 1982). 

Where they border the lanes, the sides of the hedgebanks support a rich 
herbaceous flora, which is prevented from developing into scrub by a law which 
decrees that any bank which borders a public road or footpath must be trimmed 
twice a year, in the first half of June and the second half of September. This is 
particularly important for lanceolate spleenwort, whose natural habitat is 
crevices in cliffs, and which cannot compete with dense vegetation. The Guern
sey fern seems to inherit this need for open vegetation, at least until it is well 
established. In my view the statutory hedge-trimming has been a vital factor in 
enabling both lanceolate spleenwort and its hybrid to exist in the hedges. 

The law only applies to the side of the hedge bordering the lane. The field 
side, and the banks between fields, only receive a trim when the farmer has time. 
This means that they are often overgrown with brambles, suckers of elm and 
blackthorn, or bracken. It is significant that all records of the Guernsey fern this 
century have been from hedges bordering lanes or footpaths. 

(X A. microdon is not the only rare fern to benefit from the statutory trim. The 
only known Guernsey station for the Jersey fern, Anogramma leptophylla, is a 
hedgebank bordering a lane, where it flourishes along several metres of the 
bank. It has never been found on the other side of the hedge.) 

That hart's-tongue and lanceolate spleenwort can grow together on the 
same bank is surprising, for lanceolate spleenwort is calcifuge, requiring a 
mildly acid soil, while hart's-tongue tends to grow on base-rich soils. Page (1982) 
suggests that this is made possible by the combination of granite boulders and 
clay background material. Jermy & Camus (1991) consider that hart's-tongue is 
enabled to grow on the banks by magnesium deposited by salt-laden winds. 
Whatever the reason, the distribution of the Guernsey fern is limited by the 
unusual combination of factors which allow its parents to grow together. 

The intricate pattern of narrow lanes with steep, shady banks in the south 
and west of Guernsey thus provides the ideal habitat for the hybrid and its 
parents. A further factor encouraging the establishment of the hybrid is the 
instability of the banks. Minor landslips are frequent after heavy rain, and are 
also caused by traffic. This has generally been seen as a danger to microdon, but 
Page (1982) points out that the hybrid is mostly found where erosion maintains 
a mosaic of open patches among slightly denser vegetation. This is discussed 
further under Conservation below. 

The top of the bank may be maintained as turf by trimming, but more 
usually it supports a hedge of trees and shrubs. All the banks on which the 
Guernsey fern has been found have been shaded to some degree. The shade has 
usually been provided by elms, either Ulmus minor subsp. sarniensis or U. X 
hollandica. This is probably not because of any ecological preference, but simply 
because elms are by far the commonest hedgerow trees, though this dominance 
is threatened by the outbreak of Dutch elm disease which is raging at present. 
The first plant found by Girard at Les Effards was under an avenue of elms. 
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Other deciduous trees can provide shade, however. Girard's second plant, at Le 
Gron, was on a similar hedgebank but heavily shaded by Turkey oaks, Q. cerris. 
In 1969 I found one near King's Mills under an ancient ash tree, and the one 
discovered by Dr Gabe on the cliff path was shaded by blackthorn scrub. A plant 
at present growing in St Peter's is vertically beneath the edge of the canopy of 
an evergreen oak, Q. ilex. 

Girard's first two plants were both growing on barish, heavily shaded 
banks of similar aspect; the first faced NNE and the second just east of north. 
Subsequent plants have been found on hanks facing in almost every direction, 
though a southerly aspect is made possible only by heavy shading. Of the seven 
plants at present known to the author, three have a northerly aspect; one faces 
east, one south, one west and one north-west. The plant facing south is in a 
narrow, heavily-shaded 'green lane'. . 

Lists were made of the plants growing in association with Girard' s first two 
hybrids, and except for the tree cover the species were identical (Girard 1968). 
A combined list for the two is given by McClintock (1968). With minor variations 
the list would apply to any of the hedges on which the Guernsey fern has been 
found this century. 

Table 2 compares the lists of associated species made by Girard and 
McClintock at the time of the discovery of the first two plants (the first two 
columns) with lists made by the author in 1994/5 of species growing with the 
seven microdon plants known to him. 

To provide a suitable habitat the hedge must be sufficiently shaded, 
sheltered and humid for the sexual stage in the fern's life cycle to take place. The 
familiar fern plant is the sporophyte or asexual generation, producing spores 
which are dispersed by air current. If a spore lands in suitable conditions it 
develops into the gametophyte or sexual generation. This is a small, insignifi
cant plant called a prothallus which is not normally noticed among the liverworts 
and mosses growing on the damp soil of the hedgebank. 

The prothallus produces both eggs and sperms. The sperm swims in the 
surface film of water and may fertilise an egg, normally in another prothallus of 
the same species. There is no further dispersal; the fertilised egg develops where 
it is into a new sporophyte. 

A more detailed account of the life-cycle of a fern is given by Girard in the 
Transactions for 1967. 

For a hybrid to occur sporophytes of both parents must be in close enough 
proximity for their spores to give rise to a population of prothalli of both species, 
close enough and in large enough numbers for there to be a reasonable chance 
of a sperm of one species fertilising an egg in a prothallus of the other. 

The experience of Lovis and Vida in synthesising the hybrids is interesting 
here. They found that the cross between hart's-tongue and lanceolate spleenwort 
(ie the Guernsey fern) was very much easier to achieve than that between 
hart's-tongue and black spleenwort (Jackson's fern). Twenty-five plants of the 
first were raised, compared with two of the second. In all successful cases the 
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Table 2 - Species growing in association with X Asplenophyllitis microdon 

a. b. c. d. e. f. g. h. i. 

Polypodium i nte~ectum y y y y y y y 

Pteridium aquil inum y 

Phyllitis scolopendrium y y y y y (Y) y y y 

A splenium adiantum-nigrum y y y 

A. obovat um y y y y y (Y) y y y 

Dryopteris fili x-mas y y y y 

D. dilatata y y 

Ranunculus repens y y 

R. ficaria y y y y y 

Urtica dioica y 

Si lene dioica y y y y y y y y y 

Rumex acetosa y y y y y sp. 

Primula vu lgaris y 

Umbilicus rupestris y y y y y y y y y 

Rubus fruticosus sl y y y y y y 

Oxal is incarnata y 

Hedera hel ix y y y y y y y y 

Smym ium olusatrum y y y y 

Heracleum sphondylium y y 

Galium aparine y y y 

Cirsium vulgare y 

Senecio jacobaea y 

Festuca rubra y y 

Dactylis glomerata y y y y y 

Arrhenatherum elatius y y y y y y 

Brachypodium sylvaticum y y y y y y y y 

Allium t riquetrum y y y 

Moss sp. y y y y 

Tree cover 

Cupr-essus macrocarpa y 

Ulmus X hollandica y y 

U. minor var. sarniensis y Y? 

Quercus cen-is y 

Q. ilex y 

Crataegus monogyna y y 

Acer pseudoplatanus y 

Fraxinus exce lsior y y y 

Sambucus nig1-a y 

a. Les Effa1-ds, Castel 3078 d. Les Buttes, St Saviour's 2877 g. Green lane, St. Saviour 2777 
b. Le Gron, St Saviour's 2876 e. W . of Sous l'Eglise, St Saviour's 2777 h. Green lane, Castel 2980 
c. Les Arquels, St Peter's 2576 f. Wall near Sous l'Eglise, St Saviour's 2777 i. Near King's Mills, Castel 2878 
NotP: on the wall near Sous l'E2lise (column f), the nearest parent species were several metres away 
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female parent was the Asplenium species, and the male parent hart's-tongue. 
One prothallus of lanceolate spleenwort gave rise to three sporophytes: two 
were hybrids and the other a self-fertilised lanceolate spleenwort (Lovis & Vida 
1969). 

Fertilisation probably takes place in March or April, before the tree canopy 
is in leaf. The herbaceous vegetation clothing the hedgebanks, however, is well 
developed by February. Many, if not most, of the microdon plants found since 
1965 have been growing near the base of the bank, where the cover from other 
vegetation is greatest. This would facilitate the damp conditions necessary to 
enable the sperms to swim from one prothallus to another. 

By June, when the hedges receive their first statutory trim, the tree canopy 
is fully developed, and it is possible that the relatively bare but shady conditions 
which now prevail may favour the settHng of spores and the establishment of 
prothalli of the two parent species. · 

I:-Iybrids growing near the base of the bank may have the advantage of extra 
shade and moisture, but they are also at most risk from passing traffic. Several 
known plants have been lost when the foot of the bank has been scraped by lorry 
or tractor wheels. 

Another cause of mortality is the loss of tree cover through Dutch elm 
disease. The virulent strain of the fungus reached the island in 1977. For 16 years 
its spread was limited by a felling and burning policy, but in 1993 this was 
abandoned and the disease is now running uncontrolled. In one lane in St 
Peter' s, heavily shaded by Ulm us x hollandica, eight or nine microdon plants were 
seen between 1978 and 1987. By the spring of 1994 all the elms had died, and the 
hybrid ferns could no longer be found. 

Another potential cause of death that must be considered is frost. The 
Guernsey fern, like its parents, is evergreen, and the leathery, dark green leaves 
are well able to fulfil their function throughout a normal year. The two areas 
where it is known to have occurred naturally, Guernsey and west Cornwall, 
seldom suffer from severe frosts, and I am not aware of any specific cases where 
wild plants have been lost from this cause. 

The hybrid can, however, be killed by severe frost. Stansfield (1923) 
describes how a fine 111icrodon plant he had in cultivation was killed by frost in 
the severe winterof 1916/17. If microdon is frost-tender it resembles its Asplenium 
parent rather than hart's-tongue. While hart's-tongue is widespread in the 
British Isles, lanceolate spleenwort is limited by its need for mild winters to 
maritime areas of the south and west. Obviously microdon can only occur within 
the geographical range of lanceolate spleenwort, but there is no evidence that it 
is more frost-tender than its parent. 

Since the re-discovery of the hybrid in 1965 there have been two winters 
severe enough in Guernsey to cause widespread damage among tender plants. 
In January 1985 the temperature reached a minimum of -4.7C, and in January 
1987 it dropped as low as -7.4C. Exotics such as Cordyline australis, Carpobrotus 
edulis and Echium pininana were destroyed, but little damage was done to the 
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native flora. Despite these severe winters, the records show that in 1986 one 
adult microdon plant was found, and in 1987 six more were discovered. 

The effect of drought is more problematical. The summer of 1976 was the 
hottest, driest and sunniest on record. The effect on the vegetation was devas
tating, and some hedgerow plants such as primroses took years to recover their 
numbers. Yet the following year five microdon plants were found, all 
well-established. 

In 1989 there was a prolonged shortage of rain, the extended period from 
May to September being the driest on record. There was a further serious 
drought in 1990. These two drought years coincide with a period when few 
Guernsey ferns were seen. From 1988 to 1993 incl. there were no new records, 
and very few previously known plants were seen. 

The lack of microdon plants may: have been the cumulative result of the hard 
winters of 1984/5 and 1986/7, and the droughts of 1989 and 1990. Alternatively 
the lack of records may simply have been because nobody was looking for them. 
My own guess is that the decline was caused by drought, not by killing the 
established plants, but by drying out the hedgebanks and destroying the 
covering of vegetation on which young plants and prothalli rely for their 
survival in the early spring. It was not until 1994, after a series of wet summers 
and mild winters, that new plants began to be found. 

Conservation of the Guernsey Fern 

The problems involved in the conservation of a sterile hybrid are different 
from those of a self-perpetuating species. As long as the habitat is not destroyed, 
and conditions remain within certain limits, a species can be relied upon to 
perpetuate itself. With a sterile hybrid the most that can be hoped for is to give 
each existing plant sufficient protection for it to live out its lifespan, and to 
maintain a suitable habitat for the parent species, in the hope that when 
conditions are suitable more hybrids may be generated. Of these aims, the 
second is in my view the more important. 

1. · Protection of known plants 

Marquand (1901), in a passage already quoted, wrote that the locality of a 
plant found in 1885 had been kept secret and it had never been found again. In 
fact we do not know the exact location of any of the 19th century finds. 

In 1885 the danger was not habitat destruction but eradication by fern 
enthusiasts. Today the more serious threat is to the habitat. Nevertheless, the 
fern has such a striking appearance that there is a danger that it may be dug up, 
in the same way as primroses and bluebells, to embellish gardens. There is no 
wild plant protection law in Guernsey, and a certain amount of secrecy is 
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unfortunately necessary. For this reason exact locations are not given in this 
paper, except for those already published elsewhere. Details of the 20th century 
finds are maintained in the records of the Botanical Section of La Societe 
Guernesiaise. 

On studying the records of the microdon plants found between 1965 and 
1970 it is disturbing to find that of the seven plants found, no less than four were 
considered to be in such a hazardous position that they were dug up and either 
removed to safety or replanted elsewhere on the same bank. I am not convinced 
that this was the right policy. An establ{shed plant has considerable vigour and 
tenacity, and is much more likely to survive in situ than one that has been 
transplanted. When once the roots have been disturbed the plant becomes 
vulnerable to drought, particularly on a vertical bank where it is impossible to 
water it. 

The reason the Guernsey fern so often seems to be growing in a hazardous 
postion is that it needs the open conditions which a relatively unstable bank 
provides. The answer is not to move the fern, but to take steps if necessary to 
ensure that the bank does not collapse completely. 

2. Conservation of the Habitat 

Although we do not yet know all the conditions necessary for the cross to 
occur, we do know that a shady hedgebank is required, on which the two parents 
are growing together. We also know the other species that are likely to be 
growing with them. 

Hedge banks containing hart's-tongue, lanceolate spleenwort and the asso
ciated species are still fairly plentiful in the south and west of Guernsey. While 
few of them are in danger of deliberate demolition, many are being degraded by 
traffic damage, and erosion caused by trimming the vegetation too closely. 

The threat to plants growing at the base of earth banks from the wheels of 
passing traffic has already been mentioned. This is an island-wide problem 
which needs to be addressed urgently, since the ultimate stability of the whole 
bank is threatened. 

Another potential hazard to ferns is the twice-yearly hedge-cutting de
manded by law. Some conservationists have objected to this, and particularly to 
the timing of the June cut, on the grounds that the hedgerow plants are still in 
flower, and should be allowed to set seed. The fact remains, however, that the 
law has been in place for many years, and Guernsey's hedges are still famous for 
their spring flowers. 

For evergreen ferns such as microdon and its parents, the statutory 
hedge-cutting can be a positive advantage, preventing the surrounding vegeta
tion from smothering them, and allowing the leaves to be active in the winter, 
when there is plenty of water in the soil. 

Although the ferns can lose a few leaves in June and September without 
harm, the cutting must not be so close that the crown of the plant is damaged. 
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There is a real danger from the use of flail-type hedge cutters, which on a smooth 
bank tend to trim the vegetation so closely that only grasses and bryophytes can 
survive. It may be significant that all the known surviving plants are on banks 
which are too irregular for close trimming by machine. 

By far the most serious threat ot the Guernsey fern at present is the removal 
of cover by Dutch elm disease. Since 80% of Guernsey's hedgerow trees are elms, 
shade will go from many hedgebanks in the next few years. We know that the 
hybrid will grow under a number of other tree species; the most effective 
conservation measure will be the replaceme~t of dead elms by other deciduous 
species as quickly as possible. 

Discussion 

The only confirmed records of X A. microdon are from Guernsey and 
Cornwall in the 19th century, and from Guernsey in the present century. 

The 19th century records coincided with the height of the Victorian fern 
craze. The Guernsey fern is an extremely striking and distinctive plant, and it is 
difficult to imagine that it would have been overlooked if it had been present in 
the lanes and hedges of Britain at a time when they were being scoured for 
unusual fern varieties. It seems reasonable to conclude that the plants that were 
discovered represented a good proportion of those that were actually present. 

Miss Wilkinson's initial discovery in Guernsey and Wager's in Cornwall 
occurred within a year of each other. Both were established plants. Jackson, in 
his note at Edinburgh quoted above, states that by 1857 a dozen plants had been 
discovered, and implies that some were younger than others. It is not clear 
whether other plants were found in Cornwall. Bearing in mind that one of 
Jackson's plants turned out to be another hybrid, X A. jacksonii, we can say that 
in the course of a few years before and after 1855, at least 11 plants of microdon 
and one of jncksonii arose .spontaneously in Guernsey, and at least one plant of 
microdon in Cornwall. 

Between 1887 and 1965 there are no records of microdon growing wild 
anywhere, although plants survived in cultivation well into the present century. 

Of the first two plants found in Guernsey this century, the first was spotted 
by Peter Girard from horseback, and the second, by the same observer, from a 
car. This was a considerable achievement, even for someone already noted for 
his serendipity. It is also an indication of the distinctive appearance of the 
hybrid. 

Girard's discovery stimulated local and visiting botanists to look for the 
hybrid, resulting in an intermittent stream of records which I have suggested 
may represent about 55 plants. 

Girard's first plant of 1965 was estimated to be four years old, which would 
give a date of 1961 for the cross to take place and the young sporophyte to be 
born.Calculations based on the estimated ages of the first nine plants discovered 
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give the following as the approximate years in which the hybrids were gener
ated: 

1961 1 plant 
1962 1 plant 
1964 3 plants 
1965 2 plants 
1967 1 plant 
1968 1 plant 

Subsequent records contain too little information for this exercise to be 
continued further, but they do show that plants continued to be found in almost 
every year until 1982, despite the severe drought in 1976. Froml 983to1993 there 
is a dearth of records, although five plants were found in 1987, following a 
particularly hard winter. With renewed interest in 1994 plants began to be found 
again, and some of them appear to be quite young. 

The erra tic history of the fern since its discovery in 1855 calls for some 
explanation. I began this study in the hope of pinpointing the particular 
conditions which prevailed in Cornwall and Guernsey in the 1850s, and again 
in Guernsey in the 1960s, to enable the hybrid to arise. My conclusion is that in 
Guernsey, at least, hybrids arose in several years in the 1850s, and again in the 
1960s and 1970s, but that there is insufficient evidence to correlate the generation 
of hybrids with any particular climatic conditions. 

Although the sporophyte, once established, is hardy and long-lived, the 
conditions necessary for the cross to occur are critical. Among these conditions 
the physical state of the hedgebank and the nature of the other vegetation are 
probably at least as important as the weather. 

In par ticular, shade is vital, and the loss of tree cover through Dutch elm 
disease is having an adverse effect. It is possible, however, that the paucity of 
records between 1983 and 1993 was due as much to a lack of botanists as to a lack 
of plants. 

Finally, our improved knowledge of the ecology of the Guernsey fern has 
enabled us to suggest guidelines for its conservation. 
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