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Introduction Pat Acock 
Paul Ripley, Harald Schneider and I met Klaus Mehltreter on 7th February for a pre-tour 
planning week. This was a wonderful opportunity for Paul and me to get to grips with some 
of the c. 1,200 ferns before the rest of the party arrived so that we would not be totally 
helpless. Harald took the opportunity to have a holiday from work but spent the time 
fruitfully finishing his thinking for a new 
Polypodium phylogeny. Klaus gave us some 
immediate advice, which was only to worry about 
coming to terms with the genera and to ignore the 
species for the first few days. We were often 
confused when trying to label our photographs in the 
evening even though we partially took his advice 
only to identify all species of Elaphoglossum, 
Hymenophyllum, Trichomanes and Thelypteris to 
genus level with the exception of unique and easily 
distinguishable species such as Elaphoglossum 
peltatum or Trichomanes capillaceum. The week 
was well spent putting the finishing touches to  
the schedule, which Klaus had worked out the 
summer before, and we were able to experience 
the driving conditions and learn how to drive on 
many of the unmade roads on steep slopes. 

Day 1, 15 February – Volcano Poás Pat Acock 
Tired from our journeys to San José the day before, we gathered for our first briefing at 9:30. 
Klaus gave out superb folders, which we would refer to constantly to remind us what the ferns 
looked like when checking back through the day’s finds and labelling our photographs. 

We spent the day in the vicinity of Volcano Poás. Being a well known tourist attraction, the road 
up the volcano and the car park were well tarmacked and there was a well-stocked café and shop 
where people were able to buy the floras they could not find in town. Martin quickly detected 
that the hedgerow around the car park had large quantities of two-metre high Lophosoria 
quadripinnata. There was also a lot of Elaphoglossum lingua in the understorey. We next 
encountered Sticherus revolutus, which often populates these road and forest edges. Another 
plant Klaus introduced to us was a Blechnum look-alike that has no hairs or scales but does have 
serrate margins and is not closely related to Blechnum at all – Plagiogyria costaricensis.  
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Klaus’ warning not to try and learn all the species but rather to try to get to know the genera 
was very good advice but hard to take on board. However, here there were not too many 
ferns and we could concentrate on Eriosorus, which is an interesting genus. Some species 
scrambled over the woodland edge shrubs and trees and others were more terrestrial in 
nature. On the short paved walk up to the volcano we were constantly overtaken by tourists, 
especially parties of school children, as we stopped to marvel at the ferns. Eriosorus 
flexuosus is an interesting member of the Pteridaceae that scrambles up the vegetation on 
forest edges wherever there is disturbed ground. Just before the summit we came across 
E. warscewiczii; in contrast this grows to about 30 cm and is sparsely pilose on the abaxial 
surface of the lamina. On the way to the crater, several species of Blechnum were common, 
such as B. christii with fewer than ten pairs of pinnae and the larger B. falciforme with up to 
35 pinnae pairs, both with serrate leaf margins, and B. schiedeanum, also large but with 
entire leaf margins. Looking into the crater was awe-inspiring. There was a small lake at the 
centre, surrounded by vents where sulphur accumulated. Plants colonised the crater sides to 
some degree, including a few ferns – mainly one or two species of Elaphoglossum that 
clung to the rock in crevices well above the sulphurous fumes. 

Moving away from the crater, we continued on to a volcanic lake in a neighbouring crater with 
vegetation spreading right down to the water’s edge. Beyond this we came across the hybrid 
Eriosorus flexuosus × E. warscewiczii. Further along we managed to identify another 
Eriosorus species, E. congestus, by its marked hairiness. In the understorey, we saw several 
Cyathea suprastrigosa. Almost completing the circle, 
Klaus was able to identify Vittaria graminifolia and 
show us the difference between the two Plagiogyria 
species: P. semicordata with reduced basal pinnae versus 
P. costaricensis with leaves not narrowed at the base. 

We now had a late lunch in the car park prepared by our 
leader the night before to save time and the ornithological 
branch of the BPS took much pleasure in identifying 
the brightly coloured birds that closed in on us. 

On our way back we could not resist a roadside stop. 
Here we saw a whole range of plants in a 100-metre 
stretch of road including most of the morning’s ferns 
as well as Polypodium loriceum, Terpsichore cultrata, 
Campyloneurum angustifolium, Elaphoglossum 
peltatum, Hymenophyllum polyanthos, Asplenium serra 
and Arachniodes denticulata. The Arachniodes was 
found by Martin who had been looking out for it all day 
having done his homework the night before, checking 
the list to see what possible gems we might find. 

Day 2, 16 February – La Paz Waterfall Gardens  Michael Hayward 
During the first 25 kilometres of our drive north from San José we saw that many hectares 
of the hillsides were shrouded with black netting shading Rumohra adiantiformis plants. 
These ferns, destined for the New York flower trade, are a major export trade for Costa 
Rica. Shortly after passing through Vara Blanca, we reached La Paz Waterfall Gardens, a 
private reserve lying at an elevation of 1,600 metres. There were many ferns within the 
gardens, including a group of Dicksonia sellowiana, but for our morning walk we headed 
away from the formal gardens along the ‘Fern Trail’. Cut through the native forest, this is 
one of many well maintained trails through the garden and adjacent forest, all overlooking 
the spectacular cataracts of the Río La Paz. 

Progress was slow along the gently sloping trail as many ferns new to us were identified. 
Alsophila polystichoides, Cyathea suprastrigosa and Sphaeropteris brunei were the commonest 
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tree ferns. A new record for the site, the large Dryopteris-like Megalastrum acrosorum caused 
much interest, as did a single Marattia plant. Where others struggled to identify the species of 
each new encounter I was mostly pleased to identify the genus, particularly as species names 
confidently assigned at the start of the walk had a habit of changing at lower altitudes! My  
list included Amauropelta, Asplenium, Blechnum, Dennstaedtia, Diplazium, Marattia, 
Microgramma, Nephrolepis, Polybotrya, Polypodium, Pteris, Terpsichore, Thelypteris, 
Trichomanes and five different selaginellas, but this was only a fraction of what others 
identified, including Asplenium harpeodes and Blechnum fragile as common epiphytes on tree 
ferns, Blechnum proliferum with buds on the rachis near the leaf tip, and Bolbitis oligarchica 
and Olfersia cervina with strongly dimorphic leaves. The sheer range of the ferns was 
astounding and there was no way that any of us could finish the walk before lunchtime. 

After a buffet lunch back in the centre of the gardens some were tempted to spend time 
examining the displays of snakes and tree frogs, much easier to see in captivity than in the 
rainforest, and to watch humming birds and local finches at the feeders. We then each set 
off in different directions to explore the byways of this large reserve or to walk the path 
along the steep river-bank where the well maintained paths and steps were much 
appreciated. Here I saw a large Dicksonia sellowiana, large plants of Blechnum divergens 
and B. ensiforme, climbing Polybotrya osmundacea, lush Sticherus, hanging Vittaria, tiny 
epiphytic Micropolypodium and Microgramma lycopodioides, all whilst viewing the 
spectacular waterfalls. I also had a close encounter with a red-tailed squirrel and a pair of 
racoon-like coati-mundi to end another stimulating day in the field. 

The website www.waterfallgardens.com has good illustrations of the waterfalls and of the 
more touristy parts of the garden but fails to mention the delights of the ferns! 

Day 3, 17 February – Volcano Barva Dan Yansura 
We spent Sunday at a high elevation site near Volcano Barva in the south-west corner of 
Braulio Carillo National Park. The drive north from San José through the central valley 
countryside was pleasant, but as we approached the park the road turned to gravel and 
began to deteriorate rapidly. The steepness of the road eventually proved to be more than 
our cars could handle and we were forced to push them up the last part.  

After a brief stop at the ranger station we headed towards a trail through high elevation 
(2,600-2,900 metres) cloud forest. Although the trail was only a few kilometres in length, 
the great diversity of ferns kept us happily occupied for the next four to five hours. Before 
we even set foot on the trail we spotted Dryopteris wallichiana, a rather common species at 
this site. It is a handsome fern that is also found in cultivation. Nearby a beautiful specimen 
of Terpsichore senilis with long reddish hairs on the underside of the lamina was hanging 
from a dirt embankment. Terpsichore was new to many of us. Other species within this 
genus, including T. delicatula and T. cultrata, were common epiphytes on trees. 

As the day went on, clouds started moving in close to the ground and we began adding 
layers of clothing to stay warm. Numerous different ferns, selaginellas and lycopods lined 
the sides of the trail. A few unusually large ferns attracted our attention: Blechnum sprucei, 
with fronds several metres in length that are proliferous at their leaf tips and formed a large 
colony, Pteris livida with its areolate (netted along the midveins) venation pattern, and the 
spectacular Asplenium squamosum, with fronds over a metre in length.  

The forest itself was composed of many very large oak trees and these trees supported a 
wide variety of epiphytic mosses, bromeliads, orchids, and of course ferns. Much of our 
time was spent looking closely at what was growing on the lower parts of these trees or on the 
many large branches that had fallen to the ground. Particularly interesting were Polypodium 
wiesbaueri, for its green rhizome attached to the bark, and the very scaly Polypodium 
alansmithii. The normally epiphytic Polypodium montigenum, with its scaly snake-like 
rhizome, was actually growing terrestrially; it often falls to the ground but can survive and then 
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climb back into the trees. Large, partially rotted tree stumps provided the perfect growing 
place for many ferns including the filmy Hymenophyllum polyanthos and H. tunbrigense. 

By early afternoon light rain had started to fall. A beautiful specimen of the finely divided 
Arachniodes denticulata was spotted just off the trail, and we all began our ritual with 
cameras and magnifying lenses. This beauty was such a showstopper that we decided to 
make this our lunch break despite the drizzle. A closer look in this area led us to a small 
specimen of Culcita coniifolia. Tree ferns were abundant, with Cyathea suprastrigosa being 
the most common species. A sign proclaiming “Helecho Arborescente Cyathea” was posted 
near an impressive colony of them, a good reminder to the tree fern enthusiasts among us to 
locate Alexander Rojas’ book Helechos arborescentes de Costa Rica upon returning home.  

After the long drive back, we enjoyed a great Mexican dinner with Klaus’ delightful parents. 
We were fortunate enough to enjoy their hospitality a number of times in the days ahead. 

Day 4, 18 February San José Pat Acock 
A few of the newer arrivals had a little stomach trouble and decided that they would have to 
stay in the hotel, so Klaus wisely decided that he would make this our free day to explore San 
José, the centre of which was only a mile away. After lunch Paul and I started identifying the 
vast number of specimens that had gathered in our refrigerator over the previous ten days. 

Day 5, 19 February – Braulio Carillo National Park Martin Rickard 
After the highlands of Volcano Barva, today we were at a very much lower altitude (500 
metres) in rainforest on the Caribbean side of Costa Rica. The continuous rain confirmed that 
we were in the right spot! Of course we did not allow the rain to affect our ferning... much! 

We gathered in the small car park, where just one rock covered with a large number of fern 
species, including at least three filmy ferns, bode well for what we might find in the forest 
proper. We were not disappointed. A well marked trail led off into the forest and ferns were 
everywhere! Personally I was delighted to see the tree ferns Cyathea delgadii, Alsophila 
polystichoides and their much smaller relative Cnemidaria mutica. Epiphytes abounded, the 
climbing Salpichlaena volubilis festooning the trees and hemiepiphytic Lomariopsis vestita 
neatly climbing the tree trunks for several metres. Tufts of Cochlidium serrulatum grew here 
and there on the trees along with other grammitids and polypodies. Also catching my eye were 
many filmy ferns, including the beautiful, iridescent Trichomanes elegans, which was scattered 
along the sides of the path – sometimes 
actually growing under boulders in the path! 
Trichomanes tuerckheimii is recorded from 
here but unfortunately I did not see it until 
day ten. We recorded several species of 
Asplenium with the tiny A. holophlebium my 
favourite. This species has leaves one to four 
centimetres long and grew mainly on the stilt 
roots of palms. The fairly predictable genera 
of low level rainforest were all well 
represented with at least three blechnums, five 
danaeas, six diplaziums and two thelypterids. 
Crossing a river we saw Asplenium delitescens 
on the rocks. Anetium citrifolium, with its entire 
thick-textured leaves, was a rare epiphyte.  

The chosen trail was not very long and all too soon we were back at the cars – perhaps the 
rain had affected us after all! We ate our lunch and our party then split into two, one group 
investigating a marsh but not adding many new species though finding plenty of water! My 
group kept to the road, examining a cutting with abundant Odontosoria gymnogrammoides 
– a wonderful last highlight of a very exciting day. 
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Day 6, 20 February – Tapanti Graham Ackers 
The Tapanti National Park lies about 40 kilometres south-east of San José as the crow flies, 
though it seemed a lot further, the tortuous route taking us into, and miraculously out of 
four towns and along many bumpy roads. The final road caused the downfall of the trailing 
car’s clutch, necessitating a replacement vehicle. Although the weather on our journey had 
been fine, we were greeted at the park by rain, which stayed with us all day. Fortunately it was 
only the drizzly sort, not the tropical downpours of the previous day. Perhaps we were lucky, 
because the average annual rainfall in the park at its elevation of 1,200 metres is 6.5 metres! 

At the administrative offices Klaus paid the entrance fee, and we drove another four kilo-
metres along a forest track lined with curtains of Lophosoria quadripinnata. Considering 
the high rainfall and an average park temperature of 20˚C, it seems remarkable that this 
species appears to be hardy when grown outdoors in the British Isles. Basic facilities 
greeted us at our destination, where Klaus immediately started his usual fern tutorial, 
looking at species in the parking area. These included the delicate Lellingeria limula, the 
climbing Paesia anfractuosa, Elaphoglossum peltatum with its pretty multi-pinnate sterile 
fronds, the tree fern Sphaeropteris brunei, the hanging epiphyte Blechnum fragile, the tree-
fern-like Blechnum werckleanum, and the giant Pteris navarrensis with its spiny petioles. 

We ascended from the parking area to a mirador, noting en route Polypodium fraxinifolium 
and an epiphytic Terpsichore, and attempting to identify more tree ferns. From the mirador the 
view over the valley only revealed itself fleetingly through the misty drizzle, and occasionally 
we spotted the shimmering ribbon of a very high waterfall in the distance. Attempts were 
made to key out more tree ferns at the mirador, with varying degrees of success – it always 
amazes me that such large plants can be so problematical to name! Descending, we noted 
the epiphytic Salpichlaena thalassica and another Blechnum werckleanum. (I do wish we 
could grow some of these statuesque trunk-forming blechnums to their full glory.) 

After lunch we drove a little way back along the park road to the start of the trail Sendero 
La Pava, where we descended through pristine rainforest, crossing two bridges traversing 
torrential tributaries to the Río Grande de Orosi. Along the trail Klaus pointed out many 
ferns – a beautiful little grammitid Enterosora, a sporing Elaphoglossum (we saw very few 
sporing plants during our visit), Elaphoglossum peltatum again, the huge entire-leaved 
epiphytic Niphidium crassifolium, the robust Diplazium striatum, giant fronds of Cnemidaria 
mutica, Polybotrya alfredii, Asplenium auriculatum, the climbing Campyloneurum fasciale 
with its two series of sori, a hemiepiphytic (i.e. low-climbing) Polybotrya, Megalastrum 
acrosorum, the large tripinnate fronds of Diplazium gomezianum, D. atirrense, Trichomanes 
capillaceum with finely dissected leaves, Asplenium maxonii with leaves ending in a 
terminal filament, a Marattia, Bolbitis oligarchica – unfernlike because of its tripartite 
leaves with a huge terminal pinna, Danaea, Asplenium abscissum, Vittaria lineata and the 
ground covering Asplenium cristatum. 

At the Río Grande de Orosi, a fine river in full flow, we noted the rather unassuming (but 
exciting to some) Equisetum bogotense clothing the riverside rocks. Below another bridge 
further along the trail, our elevation permitted a fine view of some more splendid specimens 
of the giant Pteris navarrensis. But perhaps the most remarkable and unusual fern of the 
day was Diplazium palmense exhibiting a metallic blue-green sheen, a phenomenon well 
discussed in Robbin Moran’s book, A Natural History of Ferns. Although not the final fern 
seen, I think enough ferns have been mentioned for this day, but I am sure that they 
represent only a small sample of the total species richness of this remarkable park. 

Day 7, 21 February – Carara Reserve & Skywalk Alison Evans 
A change of plan for today in order to avoid the rain forecast for our intended destination – 
we set off instead towards the sunny Pacific coast, to the Carara Nature Reserve. We were 
dropped off at the gate at the top of the ‘Skyway’ trail down to the Villa Lapas hotel, and 
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immediately saw the climbing fern Lygodium venustum, a rosette of Cyclopeltis 
semicordata, and Pityrogramma calomelanos with its white farinaceous covering on the 
lower leaf surface. A short climb on a well paved path took us to a viewpoint, a magnificent 
plant of Pteris altissima on our left, and splendid views over the coastal plain to the Pacific 
and across to the Nicoya Peninsula.  

The track then descended by a more shady bank with a ‘nursery bed’ of Pteris and 
Adiantum. The different frond types of the young Pteris altissima, very finely divided at 
first, then turning into much broader pinnules, fooled several of us. We noted Blechnum 
occidentale, Pteris grandifolia, Lygodium heterodoxum, the bright green Adiantum 
lunulatum and Adiantum trapeziforme. A highlight was a very large Adiantum, up to 5-
pinnate and standing about three feet high, possibly A. pectinatum. A non-ferny highlight 
was the sight and sound of a pair of scarlet macaws flying high above the valley, Carara 
being one of the few areas where they are still present in the wild. 

The trail zigzags across the valley by way of ‘Skywalks’ – long suspension bridges high 
above the valley floor, giving good views of the tree canopy and the forest floor below, but 
not good for those with vertigo. At the end of the first one we found the first small plants of 
Tectaria rivalis, then much larger specimens further down the path. Four more skywalks, 
with good views of the fertile fronds of Lygodium heterodoxum, as well as the flowers of 

the various trees followed. On 
the lower slopes we found a 
very photogenic plant of 
Adiantum decoratum, and then a 
colony of Bolbitis portoricensis, 
with its very long trailing tips 
rooting at intervals to make new 
plants several feet down the 
hillside from the parent plants. 
Near to this there was Adiantum 
macrophyllum, and near the 
bottom of the trail Pteris 
quadriaurita. We appreciated 
our cold tropical fruit drinks 
back at the Villa Lapas hotel, 
and then lunch at a café 
overlooking the Pacific – 
complete with two-foot long 
iguana begging for food, brown 
pelicans sitting on a fishing boat 
and magnificent frigate birds 
circling above. 

Day 8, 22 February – Cerro de la Muerte & Golfito Lizzie Evans 
We set off at 8.15 from the hotel in San José in bright warm sunshine and drove from 
1,200-1,300 metres elevation up through thick grey misty clouds to our highest destination 
of the trip at nearly 3,500 metres, Cerro de la Muerte. We noted changes in vegetation at the 
different elevations on the way up, and also the effect altitude had on a sealed bag of crisps!  

Klaus explained that the Páramo vegetation at the summit of Cerro de la Muerte was 
generally rather shrubby and scrubby; there were bushes but no trees. The air was very thin 
and some of us felt dizzy and struggled a bit for breath. Extreme changes in temperature 
were noted – when the sun was out it was very hot, but when the cloud and mist appeared it 
was very cold and damp. We saw some good examples of convergent evolution of growth 
here. Most of the plants that survive in the harsh conditions at this site do so by having their 

photo:  K. Mehltreter
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leaves pointing straight upwards so they do not get too badly damaged by the overhead sun. 
They also appear to catch the moisture from the clouds, and then channel this down the upward 
pointing leaves. Some of the plants are hairy, which also helps them to trap moisture. Klaus 
said there is usually some rain or mist every day, mostly in the early afternoon. Sphagnum 
moss is common and builds up deep layers providing a water buffer for other plants. 

With this in mind we scrambled 
off the road looking for the 
‘highlight’ group of ferns of the 
day, the jamesonias. These (and 
the other ferns we saw) often 
grew around the base of rocks 
or larger plants for protection 
from the harsh elements. We 
found Jamesonia scammanae 
and Melpomene moniliformis at 
the first big boulder, but Klaus 
said we would find better 
examples further on. There were 
numerous lycopods and Huperzia, 
most notably H. crassa. 
Lycopodium thyoides and 
Lycopodiella alopecuroides were 
also identified. I found an 
Elaphoglossum hoffmannii with iridescent leaves, which I was very pleased with! The 
highlight clump of ferns at this particular site, however, were a group of Jamesonia 
scammanae growing next to a lovely stand of J. alstonii. The latter was notably thicker and 

hairier than J. scammanae. Klaus told us that J. alstonii 
only grows one centimetre a month. Leaves are of 
indeterminate growth and add new growth on the leaf tip 
while the pinnae at the base appear to have died off. Leaves 
die when their tips are killed by cold or dry conditions. 

Back around the area we had parked, Polystichum 
speciosissimum was identified. Some of the more dedicated 
ferners, notably Pat and Paul, disappeared down a hole to 
identify at close quarters Asplenium monanthes with one or 
two sori and A. polyphyllum with several sori on both sides 
of the mid-vein. We took their word for it! 

We then went slightly higher up the same track to another 
site, where the highlight for some was Cheilanthes 
marginata – a very dry and brown specimen and also an 
example with new green fronds. There was more 
Polystichum speciosissimum, and also P. concinnum and 
P. talamancanum. All three are related, and may 

hybridise. The pinnae of P. talamancanum grow upwards at a 45-degree angle in the sun – 
but not necessarily in the shade, which is what makes the identification difficult. However, 
P. speciosissimum is easy to distinguish by its completely revolute leaf margins. Pat also 
found a fertile Campyloneurum with an incredibly long frond. 

We set off on the long drive to Golfito, at sea level on the south-west coast of Costa Rica. On 
the other side of the summit of Cerro de la Muerte, the heat that we were to experience thereafter 
became apparent. A stop at a lovely bar provided Naud with an interesting Nephrolepis 
cultivar, which seriously divided opinions – from “very pretty” to “hideous mutant”! We 
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passed pineapple fields, and again noted the change in environment and vegetation. The last 
fern of note spotted on the journey was a Ceratopteris, possibly C. pteridoides. 

We arrived at our idyllic hotel in Golfito in time to catch the last of the sunset over the gulf. 

Day 9, 23 February – Las Esquinas Rainforest Sue Olsen 
Today’s excursion took us deep into the rainforest to the Esquinas Rainforest Lodge, our 
headquarters for another exciting tropical jungle experience. The Lodge, a handsome 
thatched structure owned by the Rainforest of the Austrians organisation, sits in the midst of 
9,000 acres in the Piedras Blancas National Park and offers attractive accommodation for 
nature lovers searching for a wilderness experience. 

We set off across a Selaginella lawn, past a Nephrolepis hedge, acknowledged a 
Polypodium triseriale and photographed the now familiar Gleichenella (Dicranopteris) 
pectinata, which surrounded banana trees as it cascaded down the hillside by the road. Our 
path crossed a highway of industrious leaf cutter ants. Klaus told us that the pieces of leaves 
hauled back to the nests would be decomposed in time by a fungus that would then be 
consumed by the ants. Hard work for dinner! 

As we headed up the Fila Trail, we were reminded once again to be wary of snakes; happily 
none joined our group. To everyone’s amusement bracken was one of the first ferns 
discovered. Soon, however, we were completely surrounded by the truly tropicals and once 
again I marvelled at the lush contrast to the temperate fern world with which I am familiar. 
Wherever one looks there are ferns and lycophytes of all shapes and sizes.  

Before long lithe little ‘Christmas trees’, Lycopodiella cernua, escorted us along the trail. 
As the surroundings became closer and darker, we delighted in the appearance of filmies 
including a Trichomanes botryoides with a long tip-rooting tail. Lygodium radiatum 
climbed upwards amongst the mosses and the polypodiums that were making their way 
downwards. Always attracted by red new growth I was delighted to find Salpichlaena 
volubilis, one of my favourite ferns of the entire Costa Rican foray. Indicating its close 
relationship with Blechnum, the foot-long fronds emerge a silken red and then fade to bright 
green on this vine-like climber. The twice pinnate fertile fronds have long sori that follow 
the mid-veins of the pinnules, suggestive again of the affinity with blechnums.  

Two rare filmies were a highlight of the trip. The handsome and shiny Trichomanes 
diversifrons has two types of fronds, unusual for the genus. The other, T. tuerckheimii, 
flattened itself against a tree looking like papery bark.  

Meanwhile, we were discovered by ‘sweat bees’. While they do not often sting, as the name 
implies they like the salt in human perspiration. Soon we were out of their range and on our 
way back down a long series of volcanic clay red steps on the Ocelot Trail. We were 
grateful for a dry day, which made our exploration comfortable and superb.  

Day 10, 24 February– Wilson Botanic Garden, San Vito Paul Ripley 
Our second full day in ‘the south’ took us up hilly roads of the usual variable quality into 
the hills east of Golfito. The Wilson Botanic Garden, at 1,100 metres, was founded by two 
Americans in 1945. It comprises a 12-hectare garden of secondary forest that has been left 
untouched for some 20 years and an area of primary rainforest. 

After a group photograph near some impressive introduced Angiopteris evecta, and 
admiration of the tree fern Alsophila firma and its epiphytic Terpsichore lanigera, we soon 
entered the secondary forest. A new Diplazium – D. lonchophyllum, with the basal 
acroscopic pinnule on the lowest pinnae characteristically separated by a deep incision, was 
seen here in addition to D. atirrense with large, fleshy, once-pinnate leaves. Both here and 
in the primary forest we saw several Asplenium species, including an A. cirrhatum with 
tendril-like leaf tips, the once-pinnate species A. serra and A. pteropus, the latter with a 
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strongly alate rachis, and A. cristatum, a delicate 2.5-3-pinnate species. Lastreopsis exculta 
also caught our eye. We saw three Pteris species, the fascinating P. altissima with its young 
fronds feathery and quite unlike the adult, a good example of heteroblastic leaf series, 
P. podophylla and P. quadriaurita, a smaller 1.5-pinnate species.  

The primary rainforest was particularly beautiful and at times illuminated by shafts of 
sunlight through soft rain. We noted the hemiepiphytic Campyloneurum repens with more 
than two rows of sori between the conspicuous main lateral veins of the simple frond, very 
short petiole and long-creeping rhizome, and a number of species of Trichomanes. A 
Polybotrya, different from P. alfredii and P. osmundacea, was remarked on. Growing 
epiphytically near the reception area were Micropolypodium taenifolium, Polypodium 
dissimile and P. fraxinifolium. The latter polypodiums are being placed into the new genus 
Serpocaulon. Finally, Pat spotted Polytaenium lineatum, an epiphytic grammitid with 
simple linear fronds and two to three rows of linear sori on each side of the mid-vein.  

We lunched excellently and very healthily in the hostel attached to the garden before 
leaving this delightful place. Stopping by the roadside to admire the view, the scrambling 
Odontosoria gymnogrammoides was pointed out to us by Klaus. 

In the evening we ventured along very rough roads to remote country up the coast from 
Golfito to Playa Cacao. The heavens opened just as we arrived. The noise on the ubiquitous 
tin roof scarcely impeded conversation as we enjoyed good basic local cooking. The rain 
stopped on cue as we left but had done nothing for the quality of the roads on the way home. 

Day 11, 25 February- Return to San José via Paraíso del Quetzal (Hummingbird & 
Quetzal Reserve) David Walkinshaw 
Golfito breakfasts overlooking the Sweet Gulf (Golfo Dulce) were always productive for an 
assortment of birds and Alison’s bird book was in demand. After a fairly early start, empty roads 

 
photo:  K. Mehltreter 
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clear of large lorries allowed progress such that an unhurried stop at the Balsa Tree Café could 
be made. Butterflies gave at least two photographers the fly around in the bright sunshine.  

Journeying onward over the Cerro de la Muerte with its magnificent páramo vegetation, we 
were soon at the Quetzal reserve. The narrow road in was soon blocked by our four vehicles 
as a grove of Blechnum buchtienii tree ferns were spotted, with their pink opening foliage 
most photogenic. On the other side of the track were large specimens of Culcita coniifolia, 
another statuesque fern. On the ground, Lycopodium thyoides with its flattened branches 
and erect strobili was common. We had several sightings of the resplendent Quetzal bird, 
which nests here because of the abundance of its favourite food, the small wild avocados. 
Pat found three Hymenophyllum species on one fallen tree. Further on, two Podocarpus 
trees, hundreds of years old, were thick with epiphytic bromeliads, orchids and unreachable 
ferns such as Asplenium serra, Terpsichore cultrata, Vittaria graminifolia and a Huperzia. 

Back at the reserve buildings we had a splendid lunch of chicken or trout with a local salad 
that had you guessing its contents. On our way home in the late afternoon the mist had 
come down to white-out the Pan American Highway. Overtaking, always difficult, was now 
impossible as we made our way down to the central valley. All the drivers showed great 
skill and bravery as they made their way onto the San José ring road. We were soon back in 
home territory, safe and sound at Apartotel la Sabana. 

Day 12, 26 February – Laguna de Hule Paul Ripley 
Passing La Paz, we stopped to admire the lowest, and possibly the most spectacular, of the 
La Paz waterfalls. Close by, a very large Thelypteris angustifolia was admired. Descending 
through pretty villages to the east (Caribbean) side of the central Cordillera, we stopped to 
admire an extremely photogenic group of coati-mundis before ascending a track that took us 
to a private reserve above Laguna de Hule, at about 800 metres. On the Cordillera ridge, the 
position offers views west towards the Central plain. Laguna de Hule is an (extinct) 
volcanic crater lake and we walked downwards to reach it. After about one kilometre we 
entered, on a broad track, an incredibly fern-rich area of forest. We again saw the 
spectacular Thelypteris angustifolia with its simple pinnae, but the feature here was the 
range of Diplazium species, from the simply pinnate 
D. ceratolepis, through D. striatum (pinnules more 
deeply cut than in D. striatastrum) to the beautiful 
4+-pinnate Diplazium myriomerum. Klaus noted ants 
and other insects living in the hollowed-out rachis.  
A number of Tectaria species were seen, including 
T. heracleifolia and T. draconoptera. We saw  
the amazing and most unfernlike Hemidictyum 
marginatum, with characteristic linear sori on either 
side of simple leaf-like pinnae, and Megalastrum 
pulverulentum, at first sight looking like a thelypterid 
fern, but the veins of its basal pinnule segments 
emerge from the costae and not the costules. At a 
veritable hotspot of species diversity, Klaus was 
attracted to a Blechnum-like fern with a short decumbent rhizome and sori borne in small 
cups, comb-like, along the margins of fertile pinnae. At first considered a Saccoloma, buds 
on the rhizome suggested Dennstaedtia to Klaus. This was subsequently identified, with the 
help of Pat and herbarium specimens at the Natural History Museum as Dennstaedtia 
wercklei. Some like their ferns big, but medium species attract me and for me the fern of the 
day was easily the lime green and aptly named Lonchitis hirsuta.  

Favoured again by good weather, we took our lunch of beef and chicken with traditional 
local accompaniments (rice, beans, chayote = Sechium edule, vegetable pear) on the terrace of 
a bar overlooking the beautiful Laguna de Hule before returning along the San José ring road. 

 
photo:  P.H. Ripley 
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Day 13, 27 February – Volcano Irazú Pat Acock 
We parked between the primary and secondary crater rims of Volcano Irazú. At about 3,400 
metres above sea level the air was rare and over-exertion led to breathlessness. We could see 
few plants in or around the secondary crater as we skirted the edge of the rim, so we made our 
way up to the primary crater rim. Ferns had colonised the crater walls and a dense shrub layer 
extended up the near vertical cliff above. We had 15 species on our list for the morning and 
fighting our way into the overlying vegetation at various points only slowly revealed four 
ferns namely Melpomene moniliformis, Elaphoglossum tenuifolium (or E. minutum), 
Asplenium monanthes and Polypodium montigenum. I was on the point of giving up and 
going for a coffee, when a voice called from the bushes and I was able to join Martin who 
had of course already found a further six ferns. The number of ferns now rapidly increased. 
We added Polystichum fournieri, Asplenium polyphyllum, Dryopteris wallichiana, 
Polypodium murorum, Cystopteris fragilis, Eriosorus warscewiczii and Elaphoglossum 
mathewsii as well as an unidentified Asplenium, an Elaphoglossum, a Polypodium and a 
Terpsichore. A well-earned coffee was greatly enhanced by one of Klaus’ father’s cakes. 

We then went to the highest point on the other side of the crater wall but we did not add any new 
species. It was nice, however, to see hummingbirds working the large orange-red inflorescences 
of the climbing Bomarea (Alstroemeriaceae). Dropping 100 metres, we climbed up the side of 
Irazú from the road to be rewarded with Elaphoglossum tenuifolium (or E. minutum), Eriosorus 
warscewiczii, Cystopteris fragilis, Dryopteris wallichiana, Polystichum fournieri, Plagiogyria 
costaricensis, Lophosoria quadripinnata, Polypodium dissimile, Blechnum christii, Asplenium 
polyphyllum, A. monanthes, Hymenophyllum polyanthos and Blechnum loxense.  

Returning, we found our car was short of petrol and only just reached a filling station in 
time. You can imagine my frustration when on trying to catch up the others I saw a large 
colony of one of the large tropical equisetums close to the road edge and was unable to 
return to it to get a picture! 

In the evening we had our final meal together in the local Italian restaurant where we were 
joined by Klaus’s parents. Klaus once again announced that we were well in budget and funds 
would cover the price of the meal and wine. The restaurant was packed and the final vote of 
thanks had to take place over the noise of the other diners so was unfortunately a little shorter 
than Martin would have liked for this most splendid of all our overseas tours to date. 

Conclusion Pat Acock 
Next morning, most people were able to enjoy breakfast together before gradually 
dispersing to the airport. 

Klaus is one of the best fern people around. His knowledge of all aspects of pteridology is 
exceptional and he combines this with patience and the most outstanding teaching ability. 
He is able to deal with trivial questions right through to the most complex with equal grace, 
being able to encourage everyone in his company to develop at their own level. Klaus’ 
organisational skills are second to none. He knew a great deal about Costa Rica and had 
honed the tour down to a two-centred affair, which gave us good working bases where we 
could collect our data, collate and identify our photographs and specimens and generally 
discuss the day’s work before going out for our evening meal. Klaus not only brought the 
trip in on budget but was able to include many of the evening meals in the cost. I doubt that 
anyone could have achieved a better tour in this most glorious of settings, and at such a price. 

We were able to see a very varied group of sites without having to travel great distances. We 
saw ferns in one of the most diverse hotspots on earth and all in the most splendid geological 
and botanical scenery. We had lunches looking into volcanic lakes and overlooking the 
Pacific Ocean, dinners on terraces overlooking bays of islands and in the outdoors with rain 
pouring down on our shelter knowing that Paul was swimming somewhere out in the 
darkness. All this was possible thanks to Klaus, to whom we give our heartfelt thanks. 
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MADEIRA – 18-25 April 

Introduction Pat Acock 
Madeira, with its clement climate and breathtaking landscapes, has long been a favourite 
halt for pteridologists. The Rev. R.T. Lowe, having spent a couple of decades studying both 
the flora and fauna, wrote a Flora in 1868 in which the larger ferns are described. Nearly a 
century later, in 1949, Irene Manton took a group of students from Leeds University to 
study the ferns as a next step in working out the relationships between the Macaronesian 
and European floras. After Benl’s report of his 1970 trip appeared in the British Fern Gazette 
(1971), much interest in the island was aroused in both professional and amateur pteridologists. 
A lot of useful information has accumulated over the years so that a picture is beginning to 
develop of the fern flora and the way in which it is changing. I am particularly indebted to 
Andrew Leonard who not only led the 1995 BPS tour of the island but has accompanied me 
on several other trips and shared his extensive knowledge of the fern flora of this island.  

My family arrived a week early for a little extra reconnaissance for this more gentle tour of 
the island. We were joined by Bryan and Gill Smith and Mattan Schout on Friday 18th 
April to check on the Asplenium hemionitis and A. aethiopicum in Ribeira Funda. It is so easy 
to reach the village now that there is a road. More of the village is under cultivation but the 
fern site was even more overrun by brambles than the previous year. We then checked out a 
site at Serra de Agua for Notholaena marantae and Asplenium (Ceterach) lolegnamense. 
We are pleased to report that the latter is thriving having looked decidedly in decline a few 
years back; Mattan found large numbers of it underneath the bank-side vegetation. We then 
turned our attention to a southern levada, Levada do Norte, where we discovered another 
site for A. lolegnamense. By the evening most of the rest of the group had joined us. 

19 April – Queimadas Matt Stribley 
We set off in good weather along the 
north coast road heading towards 
Santana. This proved to be a breathtaking 
drive on the renowned tortuous but 
spectacular Madeiran roads. Patrick 
informed us that construction work had 
commenced on long-awaited tunnels to 
by-pass the most narrow and dramatic 
sections. On reaching Santana our 
navigation skills were tested but after 
following a long winding road up to an 
altitude of 883 metres we successfully 
reached our destination for the day, 
Parque das Queimadas. Here we parked 
and set off with much expectation along a 
good path in an easterly direction. We 
only took a few paces before we started 
seeing many ferns. Many were new to 
me, including Stegnogramma pozoi and 
Asplenium monanthes but amongst these 
were some old friends such as Blechnum 
spicant and Dryopteris affinis. As we 
walked further along the path we came to 
areas with greater tree growth and a small 
stream running out of the adjacent woods. 
There was a shout of Trichomanes 
speciosum, which we saw on the woodland 

 
photo:  B.D. Smith 

Robert Sykes looking at Polystichum drepanum 
among Diplazium caudatum, Queimadas, Madeira 
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floor, with upright leaves looking as if they were standing to attention. In the vicinity there 
were also fine specimens of Dryopteris maderensis, Diplazium caudatum and Woodwardia 
radicans. The morning passed very quickly and we had seen 23 different ferns before lunch. 

We stopped for lunch at Achada do Roche. The owner of the premises, Mario, had a small 
plant nursery on the site where he was growing, among other things, some tree ferns. In 
response to Martin’s request he invited us in to see the plants, which included an 
interestingly branched Cyathea cooperi and a Dicksonia antarctica that had died but had 
many plantlets of the same species on its trunk. 

We retraced our steps to the cars and headed off along the levada in a westerly direction 
towards Caldeirão Verde. Beside what must be the prettiest toilet block in Madeira (thatched 
roof) stood a row of planted and well trunked Dryopteris affinis. It was only minutes before we 
were seeing an excellent selection of ferns growing in the damp banks beside the levada. Of 
the two clubmosses Selaginella denticulata and S. kraussiana, the former appeared to be the 
most common, spreading in large patches over the exposed soil and rock surfaces. Later, 
Mattan’s sharp eyes spotted a specimen of Elaphoglossum semicylindricum growing high up 
on a moss-covered branch. As we walked we were privileged to see some spectacular views to 
the north looking across the stunning landscape towards the ocean, while to our left  
we encountered a number of waterfalls cascading over the tree-covered cliffs. A highlight of 
the afternoon (especially  
for those experienced in 
Madeira) was the search  
for Polystichum drepanum. 
Patrick knew the area where 
it grew but an adventurous 
spirit was needed to reach  
it; Martin and Patrick 
climbed about in a steep 
gully while the rest of us 
watched from the safety of  
a higher path. But it was 
Mattan who spotted the 
narrower grey-green fronds 
of P. drepanum amongst  
the abundant Diplazium 
caudatum and we shouted 
instructions of its location  
to those below. A second 
plant was later found further 
down the gully. As we 
continued along the path Patrick pointed out a plant of Hymenophyllum that he thought was 
possibly H. maderense. A number of us examined it and the fruiting capsules did appear 
intermediate between H. tunbrigense and H. wilsonii. We walked a little further before 
returning to the cars. The whole day proved to be an excellent introduction to Madeiran ferns, 
habitat and scenery. In total we saw 30 different ferns of which 18 were new to me. 

20 April – Levada do Norte northwards from São João Paul Ripley 
Madeira is an elongate volcanic island (although the volcanoes have been inactive for 
millennia) aligned approximately north-east to south-west. There is very little flat land and 
the centre of the island comprises an eastern mountainous spine and a more westerly 
plateau, the Paul da Serra. Where these meet there is a col, at Encumeada. Generally 
excellent roads circle the island, but the only major road (now shortened and by-passed by a 
three-kilometre tunnel) to cross the island from north to south passes here before 
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descending to Ribeira Brava on the south coast. Levada do Norte runs from Encumeada and 
above Ribeira Brava to supply water to Funchal.  

We joined the levada above São João and headed roughly northwards, following the levada 
as it rose gently. Common plants throughout were Pteridium aquilinum, Polypodium 
macaronesicum, Athyrium filix-femina, Asplenium onopteris and the characteristically 
reddish-hued Selaginella denticulata. Christella dentata, a rather weedy and variable fern 
was found, typically, near civilisation at the start of the walk. After passing through a wood, 
Adiantum capillus-veneris and Anogramma leptophylla were seen on damp walls and 
levada banks. Davallia canariensis was common on drier walls and banks. In wetter places 
Equisetum telmateia and Adiantum raddianum were noted. 

There was a cool breeze, although the day was sunny. We lunched with views of the 
Ribeira valley deep below us. We moved on, seeing the occasional Polystichum setiferum, 
neater and more compressed than we are used to, Dryopteris aitoniana and in wetter places, 
Woodwardia radicans and Diplazium caudatum. Highlights of the day were Adiantum 
reniforme, Asplenium lolegnamense and Notholaena marantae, the latter two species 
growing on dry walls of old terraces. We also stopped to admire the endemic Convolvulus 
massonii with white flowers like our species but with woody stems, before returning for the 
obligatory ice-cream, coffee or excellent orange pressé by the sea in Ribeira Brava. 

21 April – Encumeada & Bica da Cana Yvonne Golding 
We set out from the small car park and café at Encumeada (1,007 metres altitude). From 
here there were wonderful views in all directions and ferns to be seen within a few steps of 
the car: the ubiquitous Pteridium aquilinum, Blechnum spicant, Dryopteris affinis, Athyrium 
filix-femina, Polystichum setiferum and the splendid Asplenium onopteris. 

The main party walked along the Levada Grande in a westerly direction. All along the levada 
we found a profusion of ferns including Cystopteris 
diaphana, Pteris incompleta, Dryopteris aemula  
and Selaginella denticulata, with Davallia 
canariensis and Polypodium macaronesicum growing 
epiphytically on the laurels. We spotted a fine 
specimen of Cyathea cooperi and a particularly large 
Polystichum setiferum growing in a pretty levada-side 
garden. An exciting find was the endemic Asplenium 
lolegnamense, locally known as Deiradinha, which 
looks similar to our own rustyback fern but with 
slightly longer fronds that are a wonderful blue-green 
colour. In the curve of the levada side we came across 
emerging plants of Equisetum telmateia, including 
some stems with cones. A few of us scrambled down 
the bank to photograph a clump of the very showy 
Dactylorhiza foliosa, an endemic orchid commonly 
encountered in the laurisilva on Madeira. And if this 
was not exciting enough, further along the levada 
beyond the tunnel, we scrambled down the bank 
again to see several plants of the wonderfully elegant 
Polystichum falcinellum. 

Retracing our steps we steeled ourselves to walk through the tunnel, almost one kilometre 
long. It was only the prospect of fine ferns at the other end that got some of us through! 
Once through the tunnel we entered a wonderful luxuriant ferny paradise in pristine laurel 
forest. Many of the ferns we had already seen grew here, only bigger; the huge lady ferns 
were particularly fine. The levada walls were covered in Stegnogramma pozoi with frequent 
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stands of huge-fronded Woodwardia radicans. The earthy banks on the other side of the 
path were lined with clumps of Asplenium monanthes and fine specimens of A. onopteris 
with occasional plants of Doodia caudata. On the levada side we found many plants of 
Trichomanes speciosum and Hymenophyllum tunbrigense. I heard a rumour that H. wilsonii 
was also spotted but I didn’t see it. Then keen-eyed Mattan spotted Elaphoglossum 
semicylindricum growing high up the bank. We rested by a high waterfall admiring a tree-
sized Euphorbia mellifera and some stately plants of the endemic Musschia wollastonii. On 
the way back some of us lingered to admire again the Huperzia dentata growing on the 
sheer cliff near the tunnel entrance. Near the car park we considered the polypodiums 
growing on the cliff, some of which were P. vulgare. Lunch was taken in the local café. 

We then headed west along mountain roads to Bica 
da Cana (1,620 metres altitude). We strode out 
across open moorland, which seemed unpromising 
at first; my only fern spot was Pteridium aquilinum 
and I started to think we had gone the wrong way. 
But then we dropped down to the Levada da Serra 
and things began to change. In addition to many 
ferns already seen that morning we saw the delicate 
Dryopteris maderense in amongst luxuriant 
specimens of Polystichum falcinellum, P. setiferum 
and Dryopteris aemula. The banks were covered in 
Stegnogramma pozoi and Selaginella denticulata 
and the small orchid Neotinea maculata. The 
commonest spleenwort was now Asplenium anceps. 
We found several plants of A. scolopendrium 
growing on the levada side and I managed to miss a 
whole wall of it; I was surprised to learn that it is 
very rare on Madeira. By now we were in cloud and 
some of us slowly made our way back by a slightly 
different route, which was fortuitous because we 
found the other clubmoss Huperzia suberecta. On 

the way back we also admired the huge dandelion trees Sonchus fruticosus. We had left Patrick 
and Martin scrambling around the banks. When they caught up with us they were pretty 
pleased with themselves as they had found the rare hybrid Polystichum × maderense 
(P. falcinellum × P. setiferum). It was too far to go back so we were only able to admire a frond! 

It was a very memorable day, with 27 ferns spotted, and I had been able to realise an 
ambition to see one of my favourite ferns, Polystichum falcinellum, growing in the wild.  

22 April – Monte Palace Tropical Garden & Levada dos Tornos Mattan Schout 
On a sunny morning a 40 minute drive took us to Monte, a garden above Funchal at 550 metres 
altitude. The main interest here was tree ferns; there were numerous Cyathea cooperi, which are 
by far the most common tree fern and we found plenty of sporelings of it as well. Other tree 
ferns were some fine C. medullaris, a mystery Cyathea with long stipes, thorns and suckers, 
thought to be C. leichardtiana, Cibotium species and some nice Dicksonia antarctica. There 
was a massive Angiopteris evecta, a fern Tim and I thought to be Microlepia platyphylla and at 
least five large and very well grown clumps of Culcita macrocarpa about two metres high. 

The garden is situated in a sheltered valley with a stream running through it; there are some 
ponds, and overhead trees are mainly large native laurels and alien eucalypts. The 
mountains of Madeira are frequently covered in mist and so is Monte, which I think 
contributes to the microclimate. We found several species of fern naturalised, some exotics 
and some natives: Adiantum raddianum, A. capillus-veneris, A. hispidulum, Davallia 
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canariensis, Doodia caudata, 
D. australis, Christella 
dentata, Pteris tremula, 
P. vittata and a single 
Deparia petersenii. On a 
shaded rock wall were some 
Dicksonia sporelings. The 
total number of species we 
saw in the garden was 45. 

After lunch we did a walk 
on the southern Levada dos 
Tornos above Monte, but 
first we had to do some 
climbing. One of the first 
ferns we encountered was a 
pair of nice Asplenium 
lolegnamense on a dry-
stone wall. We continued 
along the slope of a ravine covered in non-native Eucalyptus forest. After that a shaded 
rock-face gave us masses of Adiantum reniforme. The usual ‘suspects’, Davallia 
canariensis, Polypodium macaronesicum, Pteridium aquilinum, Asplenium onopteris and 
the maidenhairs, Adiantum raddianum and A. capillus-veneris were quickly added to our 
list. The best part of the levada for me was when we passed a waterfall behind which was 
the non-native Adiantum raddianum and surprisingly some Pteris vittata. Most members 
returned at this point because it became somewhat dangerous. On the slopes around the 
waterfall were some laurel trees and several well developed Dryopteris aitoniana and even 
a few Woodwardia radicans and Diplazium caudatum. The total species number was 23. 

The day was rounded off at a local bar, where they had some fine ice-cream. 

23 April – Lombo da Cima, Ribeiro Frio & Pico do Arieiro  Bryan & Gill Smith 
Another warm, sunny morning bode well for our ferning today. As on the 19th, we had to 
drive the scenic, but precarious and occasionally sheer-sided, north coast road towards 
Santana, encountering dark, dripping tunnels, potholes and hairpin bends. However, this 
time we headed inland and southwards at Faial. This was to prove a day for seeing many of 
the ferns that we newcomers to Madeira were gradually starting to recognise, but there were 
several new and exciting additions. 

Our first stop was at Lombo da Cima where we clambered down a roadside wall, using 
stones set in the sheer face, to see lovely plants of Asplenium aethiopicum and Doodia 
caudata. Back on the road, a single frond of what appeared to be Christella dentata fooled 
most of us – but the experts pronounced it to be Cyathea cooperi – and indeed about 300 
metres away we spotted the likely parent in a garden well above the road. 

Our next stop was at Ribeiro Frio for a very pleasant walk along Levada do Furado after the 
ever-welcome tearoom break. We headed eastwards through a mixture of wooded glades, 
fern-covered banks and waterfalls, and eventually encountered our first and only plants of 
Ophioglossum azoricum, complete with maturing fertile spikes. The other rarity was a form 
of Asplenium monanthes (several plants) with fronds growing from what were clearly 
bulbils part way up the stipes. This is something we (Bryan and Gill) had never seen before 
even in those plants we grow in our own garden. Our lunch break on a bridge at the eastern 
end of this walk gave us an opportunity to feed and photograph the colourful local chaffinches.  

Back at the cars we made a brief visit to the grounds of a fish farm to see several plants of 
Asplenium hemionitis under a garden hedge, before driving up Madeira’s third highest peak 
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and highest road point, Pico do Arieiro (altitude 1,810 metres). The rocky terrain here 
yielded our goal for this site, just one plant of A. septentrionale. We also saw several 
isolated plants of Polystichum falcinellum and Asplenium onopteris, one looking very much 
like A. adiantum-nigrum. However, intrepid explorers scrambled further afield and Martin 
Rickard and Pat Acock spotted 20 or so more plants of A. septentrionale on a crag about 
100 metres lower than the single plant the rest of us saw. We also found what could be the 
highest occurrence of Christella dentata – closely guarded by a lizard! However, it was the 
spectacular views well above cloud level that was the real bonus of this site. It was a pity 
that Bryan dropped and damaged our camera so could not record the sights. On the way 
back down, one car stopped at a spot about 200 metres along the road finding amongst other 
ferns in a gully a possible Polystichum × maderense. 

All in all, another excellent ferning day and our tally of ferns amounted to 38 species. 

24 April – Levada da Ribeira da Janela Tim Pyner 
The Ribeira da Janela is situated in the north-west of the island, flowing northwards 
towards Porto Moniz. The levada runs along the western fringe of the valley at around 420 
metres, affording good views of the surrounding scenery. The start of the walk was not 
promising, with stands of Pteridium aquilinum being the only fern amongst the invasive and 
dominating aliens Eucalyptus globulus, Acacia mearnsii and A. melanoxylon. However, as 
we walked farther into the valley the prospects improved and coinciding with the first 
appearance of the native laurel, Laurus azorica, the fern diversity escalated.  

Naturalised alien ferns were a feature of the first part of the walk, with large colonies of 
Doodia caudata thriving on the steep bank above the levada despite being regularly strimmed, 
frequent plants of Adiantum hispidulum, Selaginella kraussiana and, more interestingly, 
several colonies of Deparia petersenii. The last species has only recently been found 
naturalised on Madeira and is slowly increasing; it is much more frequent in the Azores and 
may be expected to increase rapidly in the future. Another naturalised alien, Adiantum 
raddianum, was abundant wherever moisture seeped through the cliff-face but only small 
quantities of A. capillus-veneris were seen. In drier places large colonies of A. reniforme 
clung onto bare rock, often tucked under small overhangs. The wonderful Diplazium 
caudatum was also abundant, occasionally occurring in drier, sunnier spots as well as the 
normal shady, wet gullies. Woodwardia radicans and Pteris incompleta were, as usual, 
almost constant associates. One of the highlights of this walk was the endemic Arachniodes 
webbianum. This can form large patches of creeping rhizomes with abundant glossy fronds. 
The unfurling croziers are also distinctive, like reversed Polystichum fiddleheads.  

We finally reached our turnaround point at the tunnel at Ribeira da Quebrada where the 
target species of the walk would hopefully be found. In this we were successful and a single 
large plant of Polystichum drepanum was spotted by hawk-eyed Patrick on the steep cliff 
wall across the gorge. He knew that a plant had been seen on earlier occasions but had 
failed to re-find the plant on previous visits. It is remarkable that this plant can be so rare in 
the wild yet be easily propagated and grown in cultivation. Surely colonies of this beautiful 
fern occur higher on the inaccessible cliff-faces with only the odd plant establishing lower 
down to thrill the intrepid fern hunter. The three plants seen during the week were all large 
healthy individuals that were visible but not easily reached, so hopefully they will remain to 
be admired by the knowledgeable few for many years to come. 

Following our picnic lunch a few hardy pteridologists remained behind searching the steep 
walls of a boulder and log-strewn gorge for signs of P. drepanum but to no avail. However, 
there were many fronds of Trichomanes speciosum, some looking very lush. Martin spotted 
a single young plant of Cyathea cooperi, perhaps an early signal of future problems. 

Returning the way we had come and admiring the views, we noted that three of the four 
species of native laurel grew in close proximity – Laurus azorica, Apollonias barbujana 
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and the rare Persea indica were all present. The Persea in particular was visible across the 
valley in large numbers in deep gulleys; the old leaves are reddish just before falling, 
helping the trees to stand out from the surrounding dark green laurisilva. The importance of 
these ancient laurel forests to the long term existence of the native flora and fauna cannot be 
overstated. One only has to make a brief comparison of the contents of the endemic laurel 
and Erica forests to that of the introduced pine, eucalypt and acacia woodlands to realise the 
enormous negative impact these introductions have made on the island’s flora.  

Following well deserved refreshments in Porto Moniz we stopped off at the coastal village 
of Seixal during the return to our hotel to look for Asplenium marinum. This we found on 
natural rock after some searching. The alternative habitat of man-made harbour walls had 
been relinquished to Cyrtomium falcatum. We finally returned to the hotel after another 
immensely satisfying day. 

Conclusion Pat Acock 
On the final day people dispersed to the airport at different times. Some late leavers visited 
the caves above São Vicente and were surprised to see Adiantum capillus-veneris and even 
more surprised to see Asplenium hemionitis growing underground in the meagre light of the 
caves’ artificial light.  

We had based ourselves in São Vicente for easy access to both the north and west of the 
island, but with the road development on the island over the last ten years, we found that 
most places are now easily accessible from anywhere on the island. The group seemed to 
enjoy the excursion immensely and we added a number of new locality records for the ferns 
and flowering plants of the island.  

SOUTH WALES – 14-15 June Roger Golding (Saturday) & Tim Pyner (Sunday) 
Seventeen people met at the 
car park below Melincourt 
waterfall (22/826016), near 
Resolven, north-east of Neath 
(Neath Port Talbot). Starting 
along the path towards the 
falls we were soon mired in 
the inevitable discussions over 
the Dryopteris affinis group 
and their varieties – a few of 
us were deciding we were 
looking at D. cambrensis until 
Ken Trewren caught up with 
us and told us it was D. affinis 
subsp. paleaceolobata. It was 
a good thing Ken was with us, 
as there was a bewildering 
variety of D. affinis and 
D. borreri types, including the 

form of affinis currently known simply as ‘Torc’, after the area in Ireland where it was first 
found. Outside Ireland it has so far been found in North and Central Wales, and this was its 
first known South Wales locality. 

The waterfall itself was impressive and it was possible to walk along behind the fall. There 
we found Osmunda regalis, unusually growing out of the vertical rock-face. Nearby, after a 
bit of searching, Ken found the gametophyte of Trichomanes speciosum. The ferns found 

photo:  R. Golding

Debating Dryopteris affinis, Melincourt 
Alison Evans, Tim Pyner, Alison Paul, Ken Trewren, 

Howard Matthews (behind), Susan Lewis 
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reflected the mainly acidic nature of  
the woods, including Oreopteris 
limbosperma, Blechnum spicant and 
Phegopteris connectilis, although 
Asplenium scolopendrium was also 
relatively frequent, sometimes in close 
proximity to the B. spicant. Athyrium 
filix-femina, Pteridium aquilinum, 
Dryopteris dilatata, Polystichum 
setiferum, Polypodium vulgare and 
Asplenium trichomanes were also 
noted. 

After lunch we moved north to the 
next site, Henrhyd Falls (22/850119) 
near Coelbren (Powys). The ferns here 
reflected a rather more mixed 
environment, with acidic species 
dominating the humus over underlying 
basic rock and featuring such species 
as Cystopteris fragilis, Asplenium 
viride, Oreopteris limbosperma, 
Phegopteris connectilis, Gymnocarpium 
dryopteris, Polystichum aculeatum and 
P. setiferum. Once again, Dryopteris 
affinis and D. borreri types were much 

in evidence, including a very foliose form of D. borreri. Once again, the waterfall 
featured Osmunda regalis growing horizontally from the rock-faces. The star find here 
was Polystichum × bicknellii, the hybrid between P. setiferum and P. aculeatum; two 
plants were seen, both exhibiting the large size and intermediate frond and pinnule 
morphology of the hybrid, although it was too early in the year for confirmation by 
checking the spores. 

Most of the group stopped off for tea and cakes, before moving on to Ogaf Ffynnon Ddu 
(22/866160) (Powys), a 
National Nature Reserve. 
Here Pat had negotiated 
permission for us to enter 
an area of limestone 
pavement and quarry spoil 
heaps that had been 
enclosed to prevent grazing. 
Regeneration was taking 
place, and we saw many  
of the typical limestone 
pavement ferns including 
Asplenium viride, A. ruta-
muraria, A. scolopendrium, 
Polystichum aculeatum and 
Cystopteris fragilis. Dryopteris 
filix-mas and D. borreri 
were also present but 
despite a £5 reward on offer 

photo:  A.M. Paul

Osmunda regalis, Melincourt waterfall 

photo:  A.M. Paul 

Limestone pavement, Ogaf Ffynnon Ddu NNR 
Pat Acock, Roger Golding, Susan Lewis 



 20

from Pat for a sighting of Gymnocarpium robertianum, none was found. On limestone scree 
at the abandoned quarry workings lower down, we found much Asplenium trichomanes 
subsp. quadrivalens, and two plants of A. ceterach with the rather crenate margins often 
found in plants in south-western areas of the country. 

On Sunday the group congregated at the entrance of Carmel NNR (22/603165; 
Carmarthenshire), a disused limestone quarry. The floor of the quarry contained a variety of 
horsetails; Equisetum arvense, E. palustre and E. fluviatile were all present. Despite 
searching for E. variegatum, recorded here previously, we had no luck. Several odd looking 
stems were carefully examined by Pat for signs of hybridity but turned out to be just 
E. palustre. The usual common ferns were found amongst the scrubbed over areas: 
Dryopteris filix-mas, D. dilatata, Athyrium filix-femina and very luxuriant Asplenium 
scolopendrium, plus A. trichomanes subsp. quadrivalens on rocks. Of more interest were 
the varied examples of the Dryopteris affinis aggregate. Both D. affinis subsp. affinis and 
D. borreri were present, the latter with apparently two additional morphotypes evident, 
‘insolens’ and ‘foliosum’. Walking upwards around the quarry we spotted some good 
examples of the distinctive D. affinis subsp. paleaceolobata. 

Upon reaching the area above the quarry we were surprised to see many tufts of Asplenium 
ruta-muraria colonising the bare limestone rock. Some of these plants were quite large and for 
those of us from the south-east it was a change seeing wall-rue in a (semi) natural setting. 

On the way back, following a circular route around the quarry we started to notice 
Polystichum aculeatum and P. setiferum. Looking out for possible hybrids we came across 
several large plants that matched the description of P. × bicknellii. These were later 
confirmed under the microscope. Somewhat surprisingly a few Blechnum spicant were 
noticed on damp banks that must have become less calcareous through leaching. Small 
quantities of both Polypodium interjectum and P. vulgare were found as was one plant of 
Dryopteris carthusiana. 

Following lunch we made our way to Glynhir Waterfall (22/641151), east of Llandybie 
(Carmarthenshire). A narrow track was followed down to the Afon Llwchwr. Dryopteris 
dilatata, D. affinis subsp. affinis and subsp. paleaceolobata, D. borreri, Blechnum spicant, 
Asplenium scolopendrium, Athyrium filix-femina and Polystichum setiferum were all 
growing luxuriantly. As we approached the waterfall P. aculeatum and Cystopteris fragilis 
grew on the wet walls of the ravine. Dryopteris aemula had been recorded here in the past 
and we managed to find two plants clinging to the cliff-face. Returning to the cars, 
Asplenium adiantum-nigrum was found on the bank of the track. 

After a quick stop for refreshments we made our way up to Carreg Cennen Castle 
(22/667190; Carmarthenshire), seeing Dryopteris dilatata, D. filix-mas, Asplenium ruta-
muraria, Cystopteris fragilis, Asplenium scolopendrium and Pteridium aquilinum on the 
way up to the castle walls. On the castle walls we saw an Asplenium trichomanes subspecies 
that has yet to be named with a form close to A. trichomanes subsp. pachyrachis, and one 
colony of A. ceterach. On a steep rocky ledge just beyond the other side of the castle Martin 
Rickard found a Polypodium cambricum variety. 

On Monday people dispersed in different directions, but the trip having been advertised 
wrongly as a Gower meeting, six members decided to make their way to Mill Wood near 
Penrice (21/493882; Swansea unitary authority) where many common ferns were found in 
pleasant surroundings. We then moved on to Oxwich NNR in search of adder’s tongue; the 
very pleasant beach yielded few ferns but beautiful flowers in a very compelling setting. 

Later in the week Roger Golding returned to Carmel NNR and after careful searching 
managed to find the Equisetum variegatum that had eluded the rest of the group. 
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