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CALIFORNIA, USA – 30 September – 12 October 
Introduction Pat Acock 
Sue Olsen enlisted the help of Dan Yansura and his wife Patricia Tanttila, natives of 
California, to plan this joint meeting of the HFF (Hardy Fern Foundation) and the BPS. The 
trip was enhanced by meeting a wide range of enthusiasts and professionals in a well-
balanced mix of gardens and natural sites. 

The climate in the places we visited is generally Mediterranean, with a pronounced dry 
period from May to October. Coastal fogs supplement the moisture in the west. We were 
told that the average day for the start of the rain was 15th October in San Francisco Botanic 
Gardens and it started to pour with rain the day we left – 13th October. The Flora of North 
America classifies the vegetation as Type iv 1: ‘Dry summer Mediterranean with humid 
winters’, and the soil as ‘Soils of mountainous areas’. In many of the wild places that have 
little rain for five months many of the plants were quite dry and it was fascinating to see how 
the xeric ferns coped with this water stress and gave the growers real insight into how they 
should modify their growing practices for such ferns. 

During the trip we travelled a total of 2,500 miles. We drove north from San Francisco, 
hugging the coast on Route 101 to within 50 miles of the Oregon border, and then moved 
eastwards to travel south between the Coastal Ranges and the Sierra Nevada to Los 
Angeles, principally on Route 5, then back to San Francisco on Route 101.  

30 September – Welcome in Pacifica Pat Acock 
From about 2p.m. people started to arrive from various American states, Canada and the 
UK and were hosted by Sue, Dan and Patricia in an apartment in the hotel. We were 
introduced to those new to these tours and met up with old friends from around the world to 
enjoy a cheese and wine reception. We were given individualised books, prepared by Dan 
and Patricia, containing our notes, routes, tickets, maps, fern-guides and instructions so that 
we could come prepared to enjoy each day to the full. 

1 October – Dan Yansura’s Garden & Strybing Arboretum, San Francisco Alan Ogden 
We gathered at 8a.m. in the lobby of the Best Western Lighthouse Hotel, Pacifica, in 
various states of temporal disorientation but in good humour and ready for the day’s 
adventures. We made our first acquaintance with the large and comfortable coach and its 
cheerful driver Danny for the short journey to the home of Dan and Patricia, who had 
invited us for breakfast, an inviting spread laid out in the garden. In the provided folder was 
a list of ferns that Dan had prepared for us: 93 different species and varieties in the 
greenhouse and 103 outside in the garden! It was a wonderful achievement in this very dry 
part of the country, though a bit overwhelming for us. The garden was on a sloping site with 
the conservatory tucked in behind the house and the plants outside in terraced beds. There 
were many other plants apart from ferns and a delightful jungle experience was created with 
many mature tree ferns. I was impressed by the large banana-coloured slugs, which Dan 
assured us only ate decaying plant material and the odd Asplenium. I particularly liked the 
Drynaria in hanging baskets, the Lygodium climbing from floor to roof of the greenhouse 
and the Phlebodium pseudoaureum with huge furry rhizomes. I was also impressed by the 
Ophioglossum pendulum, which looked very happy hanging from its suspended containers. 

It was 10.30 when we boarded the bus to go to the Golden Gate Park, travelling along the 
coastal road where acres of Hottentot fig, Carpobrotus edulis, carpeted the land on both sides 
of the road. San Francisco is built on a peninsula and the large park traverses half of the 
northern part. We entered the Strybing Arboretum by a path beside a lake bounded by an 
avenue of huge Dicksonia antarctica with a luxuriant growth of Hypolepis and Athyrium filix-
femina beneath. This was maintained by an automatic watering system as was the tree fern dell 
that was our next stop. Here were more than a hundred tree ferns, mostly Dicksonia antarctica 
but also Cyathea cooperi and D. squarrosa. A boggy area beneath the trees supported Gunnera 
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and Woodwardia fimbriata. Next we came to the Conservatory of Flowers, built in 1878 of 
California redwood and reminiscent of the Palmhouse at Kew. This beautiful large structure 
was divided into ecological sections and stuffed with plants including many ferns and orchids. 

After lunch Don Mahoney led a tour of the Strybing Arboretum. We were joined by an ex-
member of our Society, Philip Hammond, who was known to many of us. Don explained 
that they are beginning a collection of tree ferns and produce enough Cyathea medullaris to 
supply other gardens, there being no commercial source. He was assisted by a volunteer, 
Nani Fitzpatrick, who grows many ferns from spores. The garden, like the glasshouse, is 
divided into ecological zones – cloud forest, primitive plants with a stream and boardwalk 
and a desert area. Many plants were suffering from the drought but the desert ferns looked 
very happy. In a redwood grove Polystichum munitum (with occasional Dryopteris expansa) 
was growing well beneath them as it does in the wild. It was interesting to see that redwoods, 
unlike most conifers, can sprout from the roots when felled, forming a circle of new trees. 

We ended up at the propagation houses where there was a wonderful range of healthy plants 
for the arboretum and for sale. There was a section of ferns, mostly grown by Nani who told 
us she uses several methods, spores, tissue culture plugs and divisions, etc. Several people 
bought ferns despite the daunting prospect of coping with them for the rest of the tour. 
Martin formally thanked the staff who had given us an excellent tour and they responded by 
giving the less mobile of us a ride back to the gate on the electric buggy. 

Back on the bus we journeyed back to Pacifica where we had a ‘Welcome dinner’ at the 
High Tide Restaurant. 

2 October – Tom Ballinger’s Garden & Berkeley Botanical Gardens  Martin Rickard 
Another day looking at local gardens, but what gardens! The first was a very small private 
garden created by Tom and Jeong Ballinger, neither of whom unfortunately could be there 
on the day of our visit. In retrospect, I guess the garden might only be 45 by 30 feet but it 
was literally packed with treasures. 

The front garden was fairly hot and dry but the vast majority of the ferns were in the green 
oasis that is the back garden. Here ferns were planted under various broad-leaved trees and 
several palms. One or two tree ferns also helped provide a canopy e.g. Dicksonia antarctica, 
Cyathea cooperi and C. tomentosissima – although we have been told that DNA sequences 
show that C. tomentosissima and C. cooperi are the same species! Other untrunked 
specimens of tree ferns included Dicksonia blumei and Sadleria cyatheoides. In the more 
open areas several xeric species flourished, e.g. Pellaea andromedifolia, P. calomelanos, 
P. breweri, Cheilanthes lendigera, C. eckloniana, which is one of my favourites, C. grisea, 
Astrolepis sinuata and no doubt others I did not note. Other species rarely if ever seen in the 
UK were Polypodium squamatum and P. bombycinum, both with silvery scales, 
Arachniodes aristata ‘Okoze’ – a beautiful dwarf congested form, Anemia tomentosa, 
Coniogramme gracilis – with narrower leaf divisions than the more familiar C. japonica, 
and Blechnum falciforme with elegant pink young arching fronds. Slightly more familiar 
were the beautiful hybrid maidenhair Adiantum × tracyi, Osmunda banksiifolia and 
Dryopteris formosana. Pyrrosia seems to be a popular genus in the US and here was no 
exception, with several cultivars of P. lingua, including ‘Monstrifera’ and ‘Cristata’. 

Apart from ferns and other open ground plants I must mention that there was a large collection 
of epiphytic orchids, all grown in pots and cultivated in a small shade area. Although this is 
a very interesting fern collection, it is also a wonderful fern garden. It was a delight to see ferns 
beautifully grown, well labelled and attractively landscaped in a small but perfect setting. 

This garden was always going to be a hard act to follow but Dan and Sue were inspired in 
making the University of Berkeley Botanical Garden our next stop. With the resources of 
the university behind it and a large space to plant, it holds one of the best collections of 
ferns I have seen for some time. We were extremely fortunate to have Alan Smith to guide 
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us around. Alan recently retired from the university staff although he still works in a voluntary 
capacity in the herbarium. He was ably assisted by the various staff members responsible 
for the different garden areas, notably Chris Carmichael, Elaine Sedlack and Peter Clement. 

The tour started by admiring the collection of large specimen xerics including Cheilanthes 
notholaenoides, Pellaea mucronata, Notholaena candida, Cheilanthes fendleri, C. distans 
and C. wootonii. Nearby we all poured into a small heated fern house where a wide range of 
well grown non-hardy ferns were on display. I loved the Cibotium sp., Cyathea mexicana, 
C. poeppigii, Pronephrium simplex – it is not often I find anything in the Thelypteridaceae 
attractive, the beautiful silvery fronded Polypodium rosea, and Deparia lancea. Once more 
out into the open we explored areas of the garden covering different parts of the world. We 
started with California and were pleased to make early acquaintance with some natives, 
notably Polystichum californicum, Polypodium glycyrrhiza, P. calirhiza, P. californicum, 
Aspidotis densa, A. carlotta-halliae and Polystichum imbricans. 

Moving on we explored Central America where Dicksonia sellowiana attracted my 
attention; it did look different from D. antarctica. We also saw Pleopeltis guttata and 
Arachniodes denticulata, which we saw last year in Costa Rica, and untrunked plants of 
Blechnum schiedianum, Central American Asplenium scolopendrium – looking exactly like 
our European form despite the discrepancy in chromosome numbers, and many more 
species. These gardens have such wonderful fern collections it is impossible to do them 
justice in the space available here but I will mention a few more interesting plants well 
established and obviously happy here near San Francisco: Llavea cordifolia with its curious 
dimorphic fronds, Dryopteris decipiens with attractive pink young fronds, Pentarhizidium 
orientalis (Matteuccia orientalis), Angiopteris lygodifolia and Microlepia platyphylla, 
which Judith Jones later assured me was more or less hardy. 

Alan Smith arranged to meet us later in the Jepson herbarium. Several interesting specimens 
were pulled out but we did not have enough time to investigate the collection as fully as we 
would have liked. Alan gave us an introductory talk and touched on the ‘hot’ subject of 
DNA sequences! Apparently some species and genera formerly thought to be distinct or 
similar have now been reassigned in the overall classification – running completely against 
morphological evidence! Interesting times! Alan’s full article on this was published in 2006 
in Taxon 55(3). It would be very useful if this article could be made more widely available 
to pteridologists or perhaps be reprinted in a fern journal. 

The day was wound up with a fish supper nearby before rushing back to Pacifica to see the sun 
set over the Pacific. Needless to say we were running late and missed the sunset completely! 

3 October – Mendocino Coast Botanical Gardens Anon. 
We headed north up the coast, passing through San Francisco and pausing for a photo 
opportunity under the approach to the Golden Gate Bridge. While the rest of the tourists 
were clicking the iconic bridge, this busload was focused on Polypodium californicum 
clothing the buttress walls and Polystichum munitum footing them.  

In need of sustenance, we pulled up to the Rodney Strong winery and sampled the wares, 
before our first roadside stop halfway to Mendocino. Adiantum jordanii, totally shrivelled 
under nearly leafless California buckeye, Aesculus californica, was accompanied by 
Pentagramma triangularis, the goldback fern, which exhibited the same lifeless condition. 
This bank, likely rainless since May, nonetheless was not entirely brown or grey; 
Polypodium calirhiza looked decent, if not perky, but the star performer was Dryopteris 
arguta, the coastal woodfern, with ripe sori despite all these months of drought. 

Our next destination was the Mendocino Coast Botanical Gardens in Fort Bragg. Near the 
parking lot and offices the gardens were geared towards horticultural education with 
perennial displays. Towards the sea, areas were dedicated to heathers, camellias and 
rhododendrons, eventually supplanted by the native flora nearer the ocean. The heather 
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collection was a horticultural high point but the collection of old rhododendrons had a patchy 
appearance, partly due to the demise of the mature tree canopy in the last few decades. On 
the other hand, added light gave the lady fern, Athyrium filix-femina, an opportunity and they 
were large and abundant perhaps also due to frequent fog, and in rather good shape for so 
late in the season. A fern canyon was full of Polystichum munitum. Other ubiquitous ferns 
were bracken and two horsetails, Equisetum arvense and E. telmateia subsp. braunii, which 
differs from the European subsp. telmateia in that the main stem is greenish. Less common 
was Blechnum spicant, the deer fern; we saw it in many places but it was never abundant – 
why is it so difficult to grow in eastern North America while its sister from eastern Asia, 
B. niponicum, adapts happily. Conversely, B. niponicum was described as distinctly more 
difficult to establish in the North-west by our tour leader Sue Olsen. Polypodium scouleri 
was seen on bishop pine, Pinus muricata, just a short distance from the sea. 

Lumber companies sometimes set aside a patch of virgin forest. Such was our last stop of 
the day, the coast redwood grove in Rockport. Grand coast redwoods, Sequoia sempervirens, 
grew with a lot of lady fern and sword fern above a carpet of Oxalis oregona, the redwood 
sorrel. There was also a tall Trillium, perhaps T. ovatum, and here again were Blechnum 
spicant, Equisetum telmateia and Pentagramma triangularis. The bulletin board at the 
trail’s start had a thatched roof occupied by Polypodium glycyrrhiza. 

4 October – Prairie Creek Redwoods State Park Graham Ackers 
Travelling north along California’s coastal strip, one encounters increasing numbers of the 
coastal redwood, Sequoia sempervirens and their associated parks, created to help preserve 
and display these iconic and ancient plants. We visited the Prairie Creek Redwoods State 
Park, a 14,000-acre sanctuary of ancient redwood forest about 45 miles south of the Oregon 
border. For the day’s activities our party divided into two. One group explored some of the 
short trails near the Visitor Centre, and were also conveyed in smaller groups to Fern 
Canyon. My group walked the six miles of the James Irvine Trail from the Visitor Centre to 
Fern Canyon and the coast. Hugging the contours, this gently undulating path passed along 
spectacular redwood forest scenery. Some of these majestic trees were enormous and 
pristine but others were damaged, having been felled by batterings from the elements or 
simply old age, but many were regenerating, optimistic signs for generations to come. 

Despite California’s long hot summers, these coastal forests are lush under the influence of 
their maritime summer fogs, and this area was probably the best we visited for seeing a 
good sample of western forest fern species. Therefore in the list below are included some 
brief ecology notes.  
Adiantum aleuticum. Along the trail this species was restricted to the banks of creeks. 
However, at the end of the trail we reached the spectacular Fern Canyon, the vertical sides 
of which were completely covered with dense stands of this fern, stretching for many 
hundreds of feet. Although the river was low, it was difficult to maintain dry feet whilst 
negotiating the canyon floor, but the scenic rewards were worth every bit of the effort.  
Athyrium filix-femina. Frequent in damper areas and wet flushes; some specimens with 
fronds up to six feet long.   
Blechnum spicant. Occurrence was sporadic along most of the trail, but on approaching the 
ocean, it became the dominant species, superseding Polystichum munitum.  
Dryopteris expansa. Occasional occurrence; specimens rather small with delicate fronds in 
contrast to the more robust plants seen in the Rockport Redwood Grove the previous day. 
To most of us, this species seemed indistinguishable from Britain’s D. dilatata!  
Equisetum telmateia. Occasional stands in wet flushes.  
Lycopodium clavatum. Only one rather poor specimen seen.  
Pentagramma triangularis. Observed on the dusty track whilst driving back to the Visitor Centre. 
Polypodium glycyrrhiza. Occasional; epiphytic on trees; a large colony observed near the 
shore at the end of the trail.  



 117

Polypodium scouleri. Also occasional on trees, but at higher elevations than the previous species. 
Polystichum munitum. The dominant fern of these forests, creating vast understorey carpets. 
I often wonder how many billion specimens there are in western North America – it seems 
to be everywhere!  
Pteridium aquilinum. A rare plant (thankfully), only occurring in the lighter areas when 
leaving the forest and approaching the ocean.  
Woodwardia fimbriata. One possible sighting on the dusty return track. 

An exhilarating day ended with the viewing of a herd of Roosevelt elk in pastures set aside 
for their grazing and a meal in a Brew pub not far from our Holiday Inn in McKinleyville. 

5 October – Humboldt State University, Arcata & East Fork Campground in Six 
Rivers National Forest Pat Riehl 
Another beautiful day, sunny and cool. Our first stop was Humboldt State University, north 
of San Francisco along California’s redwood coast. The Bio-Science Building is a complex 
of greenhouses connected by a common hallway and we scattered to look for ferns among 
the tropical cacti, orchids, cycads and gingers. The fern collection was wonderful but with 
the majority being tropical and some unlabelled it was a guessing game; I love these trips 
because even labelled plants get serious discussion as to the correct names. The collection 
was the project of Dr Walker, a retired Humboldt University botany professor. A lot of 
different genera were represented. Plants included the climbing Selaginella willdenovii, 
Angiopteris evecta – the mule’s foot fern, Psilotum complanatum, and a variety of 
equisetums and tree ferns. There was something for everyone but there were several ferns 
we all coveted such as Cionidium moorei, with green palmate fronds with the sori around 
the edge of the frond on stalks, giving the whole fern a three-dimensional effect. Another 

eye catcher was an unknown 
Polypodium with green scale-
free rhizomes, pinnatifid fronds 
and a reddish purple rachis. A 
huge ball of Pyrrosia hung 
from the ceiling. I wish I could 
better describe all the different 
ferns. 

After a few hours we headed 
back to the bus and drove into 
the mountains, climbing 
through areas of conifer, dry 
grasses and big leaf maples  
that were turning a beautiful 
yellow. The surroundings were 
dry, sunny and rocky and we 
expected to start seeing xerics. 
We stopped inside Six Rivers 
National Forest State Park for a 

‘quick’ look at ferns. Just off the road with poison oak we found some Pentagramma 
triangularis in both its green and shrivelled states and an unknown Selaginella that was 
pretty crispy. Someone spotted Polystichum imbricans to add to the ubiquitous P. munitum. 
Kent nonchalantly announced he had found P. californicum just above the place where 
everyone had been searching. On the other side of the road was a view of the magnificent 
mountains we were among and we looked down into a deep canyon filled with evergreen 
trees and a river.  

After another long drive the day ended at Days Inn in Sutter Creek, an area famous for the 
1840s gold-rush. 

photo:  B.D. Smith

Polystichum californicum 
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6 October – Yosemite National Park Paul Ripley 
Leaving Sutter Creek we drove through attractive, deeply folded country, straw-coloured 
grass dotted with contrastingly dark green trees, gradually climbing into the Sierra Nevada 
of Western California. Soon we were in pine forests, burnt in places, and stopped to admire 
the view above the Yosemite valley. Taking advantage of this break we found Pellaea 
mucronata, P. andromedifolia, Pentagramma triangularis somewhat dried out, Aspidotis 
densa, a UFS (Unidentified Fried Selaginella, possibly S. hansenii), Cheilanthes gracillima 
and a second Cheilanthes that we thought was C. covillei but which was later identified for 
us by David Schwartz as C. intertexta. 

The Yosemite Valley is a dramatic valley lined with vertical cliffs carved out by glacial 
action. El Capitan is one such vertical face, a classic challenge to rock climbers, and the 
aptly-named Half Dome is its most famous landmark. We made a brief stop to see the 
Bridal Veil waterfall before lunching at the Visitor Centre. We saw dried-up Cystopteris 
fragilis near the falls and commonly elsewhere.  

Yosemite National Park (El Capitan centre background), California 
Standing on wall: Pat Acock, Dan Yansura  

Middle row (sitting on wall or standing): Alan Ogden, John Acock, Richie Steffen,  
Bryan & Gill Smith, Graham Ackers, Jane Whiteley, Paul Ripley, Kent Kratz,  

Paige Woodward, Pat Kennar, Rose Marie & Jack Schieber, John Scott 
Front row (crouching): Martin Rickard, Naud & Wim Burnett,  

Kathryn Crosby, Sue Olsen, Pat Riehl 

The party split up, some taking the tourist bus for a tour of the valley, others, including 
myself, taking a short trail to the Vernal Falls. Here we found bracken (Pteridium 
aquilinum), Cystopteris fragilis – always shrivelled up, Dryopteris arguta, Woodwardia 
fimbriata, Polystichum imbricans – difficult in this habitat to distinguish morphologically 
from P. munitum, Adiantum aleuticum, Athyrium filix-femina, Polypodium californicum, 
Polypodium hesperium, Pellaea mucronata, Aspidotis densa, Cheilanthes intertexta and to 
our delight, Woodsia scopulina. In spite of the lack of water, the Vernal Falls were dramatic, 
with rock spray creating a permanent but ever-changing rainbow. Our billet for the night 
was the Yosemite View Lodge with the Merced River tumbling over rocks below our terrace. 

 
photo:  S. Olsen 
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7 October – Kings Canyon & Sequoia National Parks John Scott 
The time during our long bus ride was occupied by two slide presentations – Ferns of Juan 
Fernández Island off Chile by Dan Yansura and Ferns of Australia by Martin Rickard. We 
arrived at the park about noon and proceeded to the two largest trees in the world, the 
General Grant tree and then the General Sherman tree, both giant sequoias. I had been here 
twice before so the visit was not as awe-inspiring as it was to first-timers. The general effect 
of being among these giant redwoods is a feeling of being in a great cathedral. 
Sequoiadendron giganteum are the biggest trees in the world, as opposed to the coast 
redwoods, Sequoia sempervirens, which are the tallest trees. The most exciting moment for 
many was sighting a black bear. The ferns of the understorey consisted of Athyrium filix-
femina and Pteridium aquilinum var. pubescens. 

8 October – Kern Canyon Richie Steffen 
We left the small city of Visalia where we had lodged overnight and headed toward Kern 
Canyon. Located in the southern part of the Sequoia National Forest, it is the home of several 
xeric ferns. Just outside the small town of Springville we met David Schwartz, a local fellow 
fern enthusiast who specialises in dry land species. Entering the mountains we passed shrubby 
oak forest interspersed with grassland. Our first roadside stop was along rocky and grassy 
slopes dotted with boulders. Tucked at the base of a particularly large granite boulder were 
several plants of Pentagramma pallida, our first sighting of this small difficult-to-cultivate fern. 
Similar in size to the much more common Pentagramma triangularis, it differs in having a pale 
creamy white underside to the fronds. As with most of the xeric ferns seen during this trip the 
fronds were held in tight bundles, nicely exposing the characteristic colouring of the underside 
of the foliage. There were also scattered plants of Pellaea andromedifolia with its characteristic 
deep reddish purple dry foliage and a few patches of a Selaginella, perhaps S. bigelovii. 

As we continued up the canyon road we made a brief stop to see a lone colony of Equisetum 
arvense growing along the edge of the road surrounded by a forest of oaks and conifers. 
Travelling along the twisted road the remaining trip passed through the typical dry Californian 
landscape. Our main stop for the day was at the Johnsondale Bridge, which spans the River 
Kern. After a quick lunch we prepared for a short hike along the river looking for native 
xeric delights. Once we crossed the bridge David provided us with a lesson on native ferns. 
Outcropping boulders were home to the ubiquitous Pentagramma triangularis along with 
three different species of Cheilanthes. The most common of these interesting rock dwellers 
was C. gracillima, a charming delicate frame with fine slender fronds. Nearby was our first 
sighting of C. covillei, with characteristic white scales on the undersides of the frond, with 
the allotetraploid between the two, C. intertexta situated nearby. A trail led along the river 
below, and the rocky parched path provided plenty of habitat for all three species, allowing 
everyone the chance to try their hand at identification. Further down the trail we were able 
to see two of the native pellaeas, Pellaea andromedifolia and P. mucronata.  

Gathered back on the bus, we proceeded to our next stop, a small park along the river with a 
trail that led up a mountainside to a limestone outcrop. A small group decided to scale the 
mountain to see a choice small fern only found on limestone, Argyrochosma jonesii. We set off 
at a quick pace; the high and thin mountain air left us breathless near the top, but the fantastic 
views over the valley more than made up for the effort. Once on the ridge we trekked over to the 
limestone formations. The crumbling sharp layers of stone made excellent homes for a handful 
of A. jonesii, the tightly curled fronds filling the cracks in the rock. Pellaea andromedifolia 
grew in scattered patches nearby, equally defiant of the harsh environment. The remaining 
group searched along the riverside, finding either Equisetum variegatum or E. laevigatum, a 
few leaping lizards and two handsomely striped crawfish that skilfully eluded capture.  

As the sun hung low in the sky we reached our final fern stop of the day, a roadside pullout called 
the Upper Rich Bar Day Use Area. There was little to see in the roadside park, but across the street 
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were several hundred plants of Pellaea andromedifolia. The characteristic deep red-purple crispy 
fronds dotted a bluff, with a few patches of xeric selaginellas along the top. The dry gravelly soil 
littered with loose rocks proved hard to scale to any degree, but with a little effort everyone could 
find ferns for a closer look. As the sun set we boarded the bus and left for our hotel in Bakersfield.  

9 October – David Schwartz’s Garden, Bakersfield & Huntington, San Marino  
  Bryan & Gill Smith 
Today began with a real treat – David Schwartz’s garden in Bakersfield. After seeing many 
desiccated ferns the day before, it was a pleasure to see David’s rock and scree front garden 
resplendent with green xerophytes of all shapes and sizes. All the more amazing was that, 
despite fronting the road, the garden remained unvandalised and no-one had pinched his plants. 
Indeed, David actively encourages youngsters to appreciate his garden provided they stick to 
the paths. It is impossible to detail all his ferns – we were given a list of over 160 species, so 
suffice it to say they included an abundance of cheilanthes, pellaeas, pityrogrammas, mildellas 
and notholaenas. David’s favourite was Actiniopteris semiflabellata. Ours included Bommeria 
hispida, a lovely stand of Lygodium japonicum growing up the outside of the house and a very 
pretty, small Pityrogramma calomelanos 
var. austroamericana. Around the back of 
David’s house we found more familiar 
Dryopteris, Polystichum and Woodwardia in 
normal soil – once we had circumnavigated 
the inviting outdoor pool. It was also good to 
see that David liked fern memorabilia – from 
the ferny welcome sign on the front drive to 
pictures on the walls, a ferny carpet in the 
lounge and ferny tea-light holders on the 
patio. At the end of the visit, Martin Rickard 
presented David with the BPS Special 
Publications on Polystichum cultivars and 
Victorian books as a thank-you, commenting 
that David had aged well – Mr Swartz 
having produced an early-1800s fern book! 
We left vowing to try and create a small 
xerophytic fern area in our own garden. 

We continued a further 120 miles on our journey to San Marino to visit the Huntington, a 
private non-profit collections-based research and educational institution founded by Henry 
E. Huntington in 1919. This impressive 207-acre estate includes a library containing a 

Gutenburg Bible and several editions of 
Darwin’s Origin of Species, an art gallery 
with numerous original Joshua Reynolds 
and Gainsboroughs – and 120 acres of 
botanic gardens. Unfortunately, due to a 
mix-up, we did not have a guided tour of the 
gardens so we all went our separate ways to 
explore. Pat Acock and a couple of others 
did, however, later meet the guide and were 
rewarded with a behind-the-scenes tour  
of the fern greenhouses. We gather this 
included seeing several Lecanopteris, 
Elaphoglossum crinitum, E. decoratum, 
Microsorum thailandicum, Polypodium 
pyrrholepis, P. bombycinum and Pecluma 
pectinata. In the gardens, we saw part of 

photo:  B.D. Smith 

Bommeria hispida in David Schwartz’ garden 

photo:  B.D. Smith

Equisetum hyemale hedge at the Huntington
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Barbara Joe Hoshizaki’s fern collection, which she had donated to the Huntington several 
years before. Unfortunately, this did not do justice to her ferns as many were mislabelled or 
yet to become established. However, in the gardens and glasshouses, we did see good stands 
of Blechnum appendiculatum, a nice clipped hedge of Equisetum hyemale, a Lecanopteris 
(ant-fern), and an interesting time-line display of pteridophytes in one of the greenhouses. 
Did you know that dinosaurs became extinct 65 million years ago, between the development 
of lemmaphyllums 80 million years ago and platyceriums 50 million years ago? 

We concluded our day at Motel 6 in nearby Arcadia. 

10 October – Los Angeles Arboretum & Lotusland Sue Olsen 
We breakfasted at Rod’s Grill, a diner from 1950s Americana Route 66 days, before heading to 
the Los Angeles County Arboretum. Denia Mandt, spore exchange director for the AFS, joined 
us as we were greeted by Jim Henrich who briefed us on the history of the county parks system 
and specifically the LA Arboretum. Time was short but we enjoyed a display of tropical ferns in 
the company of orchids in their conservatory as well as the fern collection in their shade-house. 
The Blechnum occidentale with vivid accents of red new growth were especially attractive. 

The highlight of the day’s botanical/horticultural immersion, however, was Lotusland, a Santa 
Barbara garden that turned out to be one of the favourites of many participants. It was 
developed and donated as a non-profit educational institution by Madame Ganna Walska 
(whose fifth husband (of six!) was the great uncle of Alan Ogden’s wife Valerie). She strongly 
promoted the use of plants en masse. We had been divided into two tour groups, the speedy 
ones and the lingerers, who turned out to be indistinguishable from one another. Both in turn 
toured the mass plantings of cycads, cactus, etc. and all went well until we converged in the fern 
garden. At this point cameras and discussions prevailed and groups dissolved! Small, almost 
horizontal, plants of Polystichum 
munitum stood modestly shoulder to 
shoulder under impressive tree fern 
canopies including Cibotium schiedei, 
a Mexican contribution to the garden. 
I was especially impressed by a 
nearby statuesque specimen of 
Asplenium australasicum with its 
definitive keel marking the midrib  
of this brilliant green five-footer. 
Familiar ferns such as Rumohra 
adiantiformis, Woodwardia radicans 
and assorted adiantums joined with 
the unfamiliar, including Nephrolepis 
exaltata ‘Tesselata’, Blechnum 
moorei, Asplenium surrogatum, 
Arthropteris tenella, Microlepia 
strigosa ‘Mcfadden’, looking from 
a distance deceptively like Athyrium 
filix-femina ‘Frizelliae’, and the healthiest plant I have ever seen of Asplenium goudeyi. All were 
presented in excellent condition and accompanied by begonias and other modestly flowering 
ornamentals making the garden one of the most attractive and best maintained that we visited. 

Our motel was just a block back from the beautiful beach, giving us a brief opportunity for 
a quick walk on the sand before heading to the elegant hillside home – complete with a 
striking spore-grown Cyathea medullaris and a huge hanging Platycerium – of Dan’s sister 
and brother-in-law, Sharon and Jim Westby. They graciously hosted us for a splendid 
evening of delicious food, great wine and relaxed socialising, surrounded by the comfort of 
a warm fire. It was a most welcome finish to a delightful day. 
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Asplenium australasicum & Platycerium bifurcatum 
at Lotusland 
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11 October – La Purisima Mission Jack Schieber 
This was a quiet day ‘in Lake Wobegon’ for us as we were mainly travelling. On the way to 
breakfast, Dicksonia antarctica, Cyathea cooperi and Dryopteris arguta were seen on the street 
sides. Later in the day we saw bracken near the roadside for a count of four species and nothing 
new. The road map indicated that for part of the journey north we were on a ‘scenic route’. For 
miles we saw only brown hills with oak-forested tops, which would seem to make a lie of the 
map. But there is a beauty in any natural landscape. To break the long journey we stopped at La 
Purisima Mission State Historic Park, where we had a guided tour. This Franciscan Mission was 
set up in 1787, one of 21 Spanish Missions set up from San Diego to just above San Francisco to 
encourage immigrants from Spain and Mexico; after working for ten years the settlers were 
to be given the land as their own. The goal was never reached and the Missions declined. In 
1843 La Purisima was sold to private owners and was eventually abandoned to weather and 
time. After a hundred years it was rebuilt, and for the last 68 years it has been a state park.  

Another long drive found us just on time for our reservation at the Fishwife Restaurant close to 
the ocean and we then retired to the nearby Asilomar Conference Centre close to Monterey. 

12 October – Half Moon Bay Nursery Bryan & Gill Smith 
Not being far from Monterey, we managed a short detour to drive along Cannery Row, of 
John Steinbeck fame, passing some very expensive sea-front houses, one with Polystichum 
munitum in the garden. Continuing 80 miles north along Highway 1, we turned off on a 
windy road to Pescadero for lunch, and spotted stands of P  munitum, Athyrium filix-femina 
and Pteridium aquilinum along the roadside. 

After lunch, we drove a further 20 miles to Half Moon Bay Nursery, which, among other 
plants, had a good selection of ferns reasonably common in the US trade. Fortunately, Dan 
and Patricia had warned the owners of our impending visit, so there was a good selection  
of ferns. These included various familiar Adiantum, Dryopteris, Selaginella, Pteris, 
Polystichum and Cyrtomium etc. The more unusual included Polypodium californicum 
‘Sarah Lyman’, Doryopteris pilosa ‘Gemmifera’ and Pteris quadriaurita ‘Flame’. Also, 
where else could you get a small trunked Cyathea australis for under £7? Growing out of 
the gutter of the fern greenhouse we saw a small plant of Polypodium glycyrrhiza and much 
larger plants of P. scouleri, which the owners could have profitably sold in the nursery. 
Normally California gets no rain from July to November, but the owner warned us of an 
impending storm the next day, which did duly arrive. 

Continuing the 20 miles to Pacifica and passing some Equisetum telmateia on the roadside, 
we stopped off briefly at our hotel before heading back to Dan and Patricia’s house for 
cheese and wine. This gave us another chance to see round the garden but, more 
importantly, provided a perfect opportunity for Martin and Graham, on the group’s behalf, 
to thank Sue, Dan and Patricia for organising such a tremendous trip, and to give them 
small tokens of our well-deserved appreciation. We gave Sue a magnificent framed fern 
print by Niki Simpson, and Dan and Patricia a Highgrove fern plate and two BPS Special 
Publications. We finished off the evening with a group meal in Pacifica, joined at the last 
minute by Alec and Linda Greening, Judith Jones and Vanca Lumsden. 

Conclusion Pat Acock 
We learnt so much from the people we met, who were so generous in sharing their time and 
gardens with us. Many of us are picking up a great deal of expertise and knowledge through the 
privilege of travelling in the days of cheap air flights. I am ever conscious that the average age of 
the active members of the Society is becoming higher and it is to be hoped that the skills and 
knowledge gained on these forays can be handed on to the next generation of pteridologists. We 
thank Sue Olsen, Dan Yansura and Patricia Tanttila for their meticulous planning and hard work, 
which resulted in such an interesting tour. It had attracted a diverse and amenable group who 
enjoyed each others’ company and learnt so much about ferns and Californian ecology and culture. 
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LECTURE MEETINGS AND DAY VISITS 

AGM & SPRING MEETING, UNIVERSITY OF MANCHESTER MUSEUM 
– 4 April Bryan Smith, & Graham Ackers (book auction) 
As well as having an amateur interest in living ferns, I am also interested in fossil ferns, so I 
was really looking forward to hearing a professional talk about the latter. I was not 
disappointed. Joan Watson, Honorary Reader in Palaeobotany at Manchester University, led us 
on an informative, knowledgeable excursion entitled ‘Pteridophytes in the English Mesozoic’. 
Joan told us that there are two major Mesozoic fossil floras in the British Isles occurring in 
non-marine deposits of the Middle Jurassic and Lower Cretaceous. The former is the Deltaic or 
Estuarine flora of North Yorkshire, the latter is the Wealden flora in Sussex, Dorset and the 
Isle of Wight. Both floras are dominated by gymnosperms but are also replete with 
pteridophytes: horsetails, lycopods and ferns. Many of these are easily attributable to modern 
families and some are hardly distinguishable from modern genera. The Wealden horsetail 
Equisetites lyellii is a species known in considerable detail and clearly shows characters that 
indicate that it belongs to a subgenus distinct from the two living subgenera. English Mesozoic 
ferns, with two notable exceptions, belong to tropical and subtropical families. Easily 
recognisable are Schizaeaceae, Matoniaceae and Dipteridaceae. Two exceptional ferns, 
Tempskya and Weichselia, are attributed to extinct families. Both were of enormous stature, 
but unlike modern tree ferns, present strong evidence of having been fire resistant and might 
even have been fire dependent. Joan’s talk was rounded off with some lovely artist’s 
interpretations of what the scenery and flora might have looked like in the Mesozoic. Let’s 
hope that these, and articles on fossil ferns, start appearing in the Pteridologist. 

‘The trends of ferns in the Netherlands and the colonisation of a former sea-floor’ was the 
title of the well presented and informative talk by BPS member Piet Bremer of Wageningen 
University, based on his PhD thesis (gained at the University following a formal lecture 
presentation to a high-powered audience – the norm for the Netherlands, apparently). His 
study of fern trends in the Netherlands revealed that ten species had been recorded for the 
first time since 1980, including Polystichum lonchitis and Marsilea quadrifolia. Most species 
showed a positive trend, and this was related to reductions in sulphur dioxide concentrations, 
ageing of woodlands, creation of new habitats, mild winters and the afforestation of a 
former sea-floor (formerly the Zuider Zee, nowadays the so-called IJsselmeerpolders).  

The discovery of a large group of rare ferns in the Kuinderbos in one of these 
IJsselmeerpolders in 1977-1979 offered an opportunity to study ecology, colonisation and 
demography for over 30 years. Most rare ferns grew on drainage trench banks, often on the 
fine, calcareous sand, where water supply was guaranteed by capillary seepage from the 
peat. Environmental preferences between species were related to soil, light levels and 
position within the trenches. For example, Polystichum setiferum preferred the lower parts 
of the fine sand deposits and Asplenium trichomanes the steeper trench banks. Within a 
period of 30 years, some species had changed environmental preference as new habitats 
became available. At the same time, population size in the group of rare ferns increased 
from 1,900 to 15,600 plants, with Asplenium scolopendrium being most successful. The 
moment of colonisation proved to be related to the size of neighbouring fern populations. 
There was a multiple site colonisation with probably the soil sporebank playing an 
important role. Demographic studies showed light levels to be crucial to Gymnocarpium 
dryopteris. Light levels were also important to Asplenium scolopendrium, but matrix 
transition analysis showed the impact of litter cover (lower reproduction), severe winters 
(reduction in survival, increase of retrogression) and summer rainfall.  

It was fascinating to see that Polystichum lonchitis could flourish at sea level, the spores 
most likely having blown over from the UK. Piet encouraged us to survey drains for ferns, 
and in question time Matt Busby revealed that he had been doing this for years!  
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Members were then able to enjoy visits to two other areas of the Museum. In the herbarium, 
a small selection of the Museum’s 27,000 fern herbarium specimens were available to 
inspect, together with displays about William Crawford Williamson, an eminent Victorian 
naturalist and palaeobotanist who had been a natural history professor of one of the 
Manchester colleges. The other area was the room that would become our archive once the 
‘Manchester Hermit’ had completed his tenure there. Back in the lecture room, there were 
displays of fern fossils to complement Joan Watson’s talk, and in the adjacent room 
members were tempted with sales of BPS merchandise, plants and books. 

The Society’s AGM was held in the afternoon (see separate item), and the day concluded 
with a book auction (see below). Many thanks to Yvonne Golding for arranging a very 
successful meeting at an excellent venue. 

The Book Auction Graham Ackers 
An unusual event at this AGM meeting was the auctioning of some 27 fern books, a 
small but valuable part of the 237 books acquired by the Society from Nigel Hall. Our 
booksales organiser Frank Katzer had decided that three sales categories were needed for 
disposal of Nigel’s full collection – direct sale, ‘silent’ auction, and a ‘live’ auction of those 
books where five or more people had expressed an interest. This latter was very 
professionally run – auctioneer Roland Ennos giving a vibrant and business-like 
performance, Frank supportively displaying each item, Gill Smith recording the results, and 
all the participants bidding positively. From my knowledge of the second-hand book 
market, I would say that virtually every successful bidder had acquired a bargain. Here 
are some highlights: 

• An Album of Indian Ferns by C.E. Baynes, 1887. £150. Beautifully produced 
chromolithographs of parts of fern fronds. Silver-gilt fern cover a little jaded, but 
contents fine. Rare, archival reprints on the market for about £140, but market value of 
original (as this) unknown. 

• Birkenhead Catalogues. Two, £100 each. The larger (1892) was in original soft 
beautifully illustrated covers, the smaller (1890) with hard covers. Both in very good 
condition, with fine wood-engraved illustrations. Market value unknown. 

• European Ferns by James Britten, 1893-1895. £150. The 30 original parts as issued with 
decorated paper wrappers. Extremely rare in this state, market value unknown. The 
bound version of this book is fairly common, and one in very good condition sold in the 
auction for £45 – still a bargain price. Attractive chromolithograph plates. 

• The Fern Portfolio by Francis George Heath, 1885. £270. Slightly dull covers as usual, 
but contents of impressive chromolithograph plates fine. Quite rare, sold for somewhat 
below market value. 

• The British Ferns by Sir William Jackson Hooker, 1861. £90. Definitely the bargain of 
the day! This book was in near fine condition, with hand-coloured lithographs by the 
great Walter Hood Fitch. It is rare, but when on the market, sells for much more than 
this. Only a few days before the auction I had seen a copy in antiquarian book dealers 
Maggs Bros. of Berkeley Square for £500! 

• Ferns: British and Exotic by E.J. Lowe, 1858-1864, 8 volumes. £200. Original boards 
slightly worn, contents clean. Not particularly rare on the market, but asking prices are 
now typically £800 – £1,000, so another splendid bargain! 

In the end, the 27 books were sold to 11 people, the total sales coming to £2,026, the 
reserve being £1,575. All participants are to be congratulated on an enjoyable and 
successful session that kept even the non-bidding members entertained. 
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RBG KEW – 6 June  Martin Rickard 
After a gap of many years a national meeting was held at the Royal Botanic Gardens Kew. 
Nigel Rothwell very kindly hosted a group of 40 members for the day. He acted as our 
guide, arranged free entry into the gardens and a delicious buffet lunch – far more than we 
could consume! Very many thanks Nigel. Sadly the meeting had to be limited to 40 and I 
had to turn down a few late applicants although once the limit was reached some local 
members kindly stood down to make room for others from further afield. You know who you 
are – thank you! I am very pleased to say that John and Joan Woodhams were in our group. 
For newer members it might be necessary to say that John, now one of our Honorary 
Members, was in charge of the ferns, and much more, at Kew for many years. Unfortunately 
poor health forced his early retirement, but it was great to have his expertise on the day. 

The reserve collection at Kew is not open to the public so it was a special privilege to be able 
to wander through the glasshouse at will, with Nigel on hand to answer questions. For me the 
most outstanding group of plants here was the Marattiaceae although the drynarias and 
morphologically similar genera kept most of us nicely confused. After lunch we toured the 
gardens and went behind the scenes in the alpine section. There were a lot of good things here 
(dare I mention some stunning Paris spp.?!). Favourite ferns growing outside were Asplenium 
× alternifolium, Onychium contiguum (possibly O. japonicum), Microlepia wilfordii and many 
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RBG Kew, June 2009 
Back: Clive Brotherton, Roger Golding, Melville Thomson, Jim Dennison, Steve Munyard, 
Roland Ennos, Gill Smith, Alison Paul, Lesley Williams, Sandy Strang, Tony Braithwaite,  

Phil Nokes, Jennifer Ide, Graham Ackers, Matt Busby, Jack Hubert, Brian Dockerill,  
Rob Cooke, Dawn Isaac, Pat Acock, Tim Rayner, Julian Reed, Michael Hayward 

Front row standing: Bryan Smith, Alan Dickman, Andrew Tolman, Janet Jephcott,  
Doreen Brotherton, Eleanor Hards, Christine Mullins, Jane Braithwaite,  

Joan Woodhams, Sue Dockerill, Grace Acock, Karen Munyard, Nigel Rothwell 
In front: Yvonne Golding, Nick Hards, Martin Rickard, John Woodhams 
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more. The star was possibly a small colony of Asplenium marinum established on the 
brickwork of one of the raised beds, a new record for London? Moving on, we visited  

the Temperate House where  
we admired the magnificent 
specimens of Dicksonia 
antarctica with an under-
storey of Australasian 
ground ferns, most 
appropriate after our  
recent BPS Australian trip. 
Our final stop was in  
the Princess of Wales 
Conservatory. Here the 
many ferns in the tropical 
and temperate sections are 
all landscaped to good 
effect, but there was not 
enough time to really do this 
part of the collection justice. 

After the organised part of 
the meeting the group 
dispersed, some to explore 

the gardens further while others were able to visit Julian Reed’s garden nearby in 
Twickenham. It was evident from reports I heard that Julian’s garden is already very 
interesting and is sure to be one of our best fern gardens before too long. In the evening 16 
of us re-convened for a very convivial evening meal at a restaurant on Kew Green. 

FERNS & FOSSILS AT MANCHESTER MUSEUM – 26 September   
  Alison Evans, Yvonne Golding & Frank McGavigan 

Once a month, the University of Manchester Museum has a ‘Big Saturday’, a family-
friendly event with special exhibitions and activities on a particular theme. To devote one of 
these to ferns was the brain-child of BPS secretary Yvonne Golding who also works as a 
volunteer at the Museum. The Museum indulged us and supported the idea by providing the 
link with fossils and organising the children’s activities. Our programme for the day, which 
was supported by a Lottery Grant from OPAL, catered for all ages and all levels of 
knowledge about ferns, their relatives and their fossil ancestors. 

The Museum Entrance 
Visitors to the Museum were greeted with a splendid display of large potted ferns, including 
Dicksonia fibrosa, D. squarrosa, Polystichum munitum and Todea barbara, surrounding 
some reproduction Coalbrookdale fern chairs. This was very eye-catching on what is 
normally the bare concrete approach to the Museum entrance; many people were observed 
examining the ferns and trying out the fern chairs. A further display of ferns surrounding 
model dinosaurs in the Museum entrance hall, underneath the projection of the DVD Secret 
Life of Ferns, again attracted people’s attention. Nearby, the BPS stand at the entrance to 
the Discovery Centre was constantly manned to welcome people to the exhibition, give out 
quiz sheets, stickers and BPS leaflets. New BPS posters and some large ferns including a fine 
specimen of bird’s nest fern (Asplenium nidus) made the stand attractive and interesting. The 
quiz prizes, a boxed set of fossils for the juniors and James Merryweather’s DVD British 
Ferns for the adults, were also displayed on the stand. Many thanks go to John Grue who 
manned the stand for the best part of the day and also to Ann Gill and Brian and Sue Dockerill. 
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Dicksonia antarctica from aerial walkway in Temperate 
House, RBG Kew 
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The Discovery Centre 
The feeling on entering the exhibition was like entering an Aladdin’s cave of beautiful ferny 
treasures, on one side illustrating the evolution and life-cycles of ferns and other spore-bearing 
vascular plants, and on the other a collection to illustrate the many different growth forms and 
habitats of pteridophytes. The ferns on display were almost all from Yvonne’s extensive 
collection, as were the ferns outside; some of the ferns are permanently housed at The Firs 
(University of Manchester Botanical Experimental Grounds). Each group of plants was 
accompanied by an interpretation sheet with explanations and photographs to help people 
understand what they were seeing. The first display on the ‘evolution’ side was on ferns, 
then horsetails, adder’s tongues, quillworts, clubmosses and spikemosses, in each case with 
living plants and their fossil ancestors side by side. Thanks to James Merryweather, Sue Evans 
and Roger Golding for supplying some material for this exhibit. Diagrams of the fern life-cycle 
were on poster boards behind the specimens. Thanks to Heather McHaffie for loaning these. 
We were also fortunate to be able to display some early models of parts of the fern, horsetail 
and clubmoss life-cycles. The models were made in Germany around 1900 and are in  
the Museum’s permanent 
collection. The clubmoss 
section also featured some 
Lycopodium powder floating 
on water to illustrate its very 
oily, hydrophobic nature – 
people were amazed that 
their fingers didn’t get wet 
when they pushed them  
into the container. Several 
people asked about setting 
fire to the powder, but we 
weren’t allowed to do that, 
spectacular as it would have 
been. This section ended 
with a very popular exhibit 
of Peruvian stick insects 
that eat ferns. 

On the other side of the 
room ferns were organised into ecological groups, each with an interpretation sheet. These 
included epiphytes where an impressive tree-fern trunk with several platyceriums was 
displayed, also Drynaria rigidula showing its ‘bird’s nest’ of old fronds, and the creeping 
rhizomes of Davallia mariesii. There were common woodland ferns: male fern (Dryopteris 
filix-mas), lady fern (Athyrium filix-femina), buckler ferns (Dryopteris dilatata and D. aemula) 
and oak and beech ferns (Gymnocarpium dryopteris and Phegopteris connectilis). For filmy 
ferns all three of our British native species were displayed together in a fish tank, with a fertile 
frond of both hymenophyllums, allowing visitors the opportunity to view them closely and 
distinguish the species from the sori. Examples of ferns that prefer acid or limestone soils were 
shown: parsley fern (Cryptogramma crispa) and hard fern (Blechnum spicant) typifying acid 
moorland and mountain screes, whereas holly fern (Polystichum lonchitis), wall rue 
(Asplenium ruta-muraria) and green spleenwort (A. viride) characterised mountain screes and 
limestone pavements. Ferns that live in marsh and fen were illustrated by royal fern (Osmunda 
regalis), fen buckler fern (Dryopteris cristata) and marsh fern (Thelypteris palustris). Pillwort 
(Pilularia globulifera), floating fern (Salvinia molesta) and water clover (Marsilea 
drummondii) donated by Heather McHaffie demonstrated that some ferns live under or on 
water. The section ‘How ferns become trees’ featured a trunkless specimen of Dicksonia 
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Ferns & Fossils at Manchester Museum – 
part of the display with fern stick insects, living & fossil ferns 
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fibrosa and an older specimen with trunk, together with a fine trunked Blechnum gibbum, a 
plant donated to The Firs by Heather McHaffie. Lastly there was a category called ‘Weird ferns’ 
in which Psilotum nudum was displayed and discussed together with unfern-like ferns such as 
Vittaria, Pyrrosia (from Stevie Jakusz) and Adiantum reniforme (from Roger Golding). This 
section was indeed a Cook’s tour of the Fern World. Many thanks to Lizzie Evans who helped set 
up this section. All educational resources were developed by Alison Evans and Yvonne Golding. 

Fern propagation, spores, ferny items and more 
People were welcomed into a second room with more posters and pictures of ferns. On one 
side there were propagation demonstrations, with BPS members in attendance to explain 
how to grow ferns from spores, giving out leaflets and packets of spores and also explaining 
about other methods of propagation. Thanks to Michael Hayward and Patrick Acock for 
providing the material for this demonstration and for being on duty for most of the day. On 
the other side there were microscopes for people to look at spores and other structures 
featured in the first room. Under one microscope there were Equisetum arvense spores, 
together with instructions describing how to make the spores ‘dance’ by breathing on them. 
This caused much amusement. Thanks to Barry and Anne Wright for facilitating this section. 
We discovered how many ways it is possible for people to ‘disable’ a microscope, but there 
was no major harm done and the section was hugely popular, particularly with children. 

Close to the microscopes, a lap-top with James Merryweather’s British Ferns DVD was 
available (with details of how to order copies). A selection of modern books on ferns were 
also available for people to browse, and although the books moved around the room as 
people sat to read them, they were all still there at the end of the day. 

A star attraction was a Victorian display case loaned from the Museum with some of the items 
from Jennifer Ide’s impressive collection of fern-decorated ware. The display included items 
dating from late Victorian times to the present day. Setting-up posed some logistical problems 
as only one side of the case could be removed, so a young member, Lizzie Evans, came to the 
rescue by climbing into the case and crawling through with the items. The display of plates, 
jugs, glasses, ornaments and other ferny items made a lovely centre-piece to this room. 
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Ferns & Fossils at Manchester Museum – 
the Discovery Centre showing some of the living ferns on display 
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Children’s activities 
The third room was a hive of activity for children, staffed by Museum helpers to show the 
children what was available and how to do the various activities. 3-D prehistoric scenes with 
dinosaurs and pressed fern material, pictures of dinosaurs and ferns to draw and colour, 
cards made with pressed ferns (adults enjoyed this too!) and fern mobiles were some of the 
things that the children could make and take away. The mobiles were made with laminated 
ferns in small panels that could be joined with string and weighted with balsa wood shapes. 
Demonstration models were hung on a coat rack, as no-one had ladder training to be able to 
fix them higher up! Many children watched the Secret Life of Ferns projected in the 
entrance hall and enjoyed dinosaur cartoons put on by the Museum at lunch-time. 

The quiz 
The quiz was based on information in the Discovery Centre, requiring participants to look 
at the exhibits very carefully. The adult quiz was quite taxing (so BPS members were not 
allowed to enter!); full marks were only possible by visiting another gallery in the Museum. 
Consequently only four adults got full marks. The winning entrant pulled out of the hat was 
Rachel Webster from West Didsbury who won James Merryweather’s DVD. The junior 
quiz was very popular with many attempts but only 32 actually entered the draw. Though 
there was a complaint that the quiz was too hard, many children gained full marks. The 
winner was Ricardo, aged nine years, from Manchester who was delighted with his fossil 
set. He had a brilliant time making lots of ferny items and enjoyed the film shows too.  

The talks 
Apart from the fern and fossil fun on the ground floor some of us enjoyed the talks given in 
the Museum’s Education Department. Expertly chaired by Roland Ennos, the speakers were 
light-hearted but informative, with no one breeching Frank’s boredom threshold of 20 
minutes. The day began with an introduction to the Manchester Museum and the Fern 
Herbarium by Dr Leander Wolstenholme, the Curator of Botany, who managed to make a 
potentially dry subject amusing and brought along several herbarium specimens for us to 
drool over. He was followed by our own Robert Sykes who talked about the founding of the 
BPS (as the Northern British Pteridological Society) in 1891 and its development and 
growth since then. His enthusiasm for the sheer beauty of ferns was palpable.  

Fred Rumsey, speaking on the ‘Private life of ferns’, apologised that he would be telling us 
what we already knew, but I’m sure all the non-botanists like me in the audience learned a 
lot, for the non-sporophyte stages of the fern life-cycle are little understood by many of us. 
The fossil aspect of the day was covered by David Gelsthorpe, Curator of Palaeontology, 
who kindly stepped in at the last minute and used the opportunity to talk about Marie Stopes 
– yes, that’s right, the social reformer and birth control advocate, but also for much of her 
life a palaeobotanist at the University of Manchester, and indeed the first female lecturer in 
the north of England. She pioneered the study of coal ball fossils, went to Japan (in pursuit 
of a man), and narrowly escaped being a member of Scott of the Antarctic’s ill-fated trip. 

The afternoon session began with Martin Rickard relating his experiences of designing and 
creating fern stumperies. His slides showed that old stumps, driftwood, or even just logs, 
can enhance the beauty and appeal of ferns in a garden setting. It is good to raise the wood 
on mounds for otherwise it gets lost among the greenery, but the placement, he said, is very 
much a matter of personal taste. He noted that hostas, trilliums, arisaemas and epimediums 
make good fern companion plants. He was followed by talks on the ferns of two northern 
counties. Firstly Dr Alan Willmot showed slides on the ferns of Derbyshire, concentrating 
on the commoner members of the fern flora. It was good to be reminded of the English 
names, which he used throughout. It was also interesting to learn that green spleenwort 
reaches its southern limit in Derbyshire. In contrast, Mike Porter pointed out that Adiantum 
capillus-veneris is at its northern limit in Cumbria. Among his pictures were slides of 
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Asplenium obovatum subsp. lanceolatum and Woodsia ilvensis as well as that other rarity, a 
sunny day in Cumbria. With 43 fern species found in the county it is no surprise, as Robert 
Sykes had pointed out earlier, that the BPS was founded there. 

The last two talks of the day were on subjects that are as dear to the hearts of many fern 
lovers as ferns themselves. Martin Rickard discussed early fern books from Bolton to Lowe via 
Newman (his own favourite), Heath, and that infamous plagiarist, Moore. He had brought 
along several examples from his own library for us all to look at. Jennifer Ide’s talk was on 
‘Ferns as decoration in the 19th and 20th centuries’. Given the Victorian fern craze and the 
1851 Great Exhibition’s emphasis on decoration, it was almost inevitable that later in the 
century fern motifs would appear everywhere – on pottery, lace, fans, brooches, umbrella 
stands, cast-iron benches, wallpaper, tombstones and memorials, as well as the famous 
Mauchline ware and beautiful marquetry on tables and cabinets made in New Zealand. The 
trend continues with modern examples on scarves, tee-shirts and even bathroom scales. 

Overview 
We had a constant stream of visitors, many of whom were learning about ferns for the first 
time. Manchester Museum estimate that around 2,000 people passed through the doors on 
Ferns and Fossils Big Saturday. Of these around 1,060 took part in activities consisting of 
262 under fives, 536 five to sixteen year olds and 262 accompanying adults. In addition, 
around 25 BPS members attended. The children enjoyed doing the quiz, having the 
opportunity to use the microscopes, making ferny craft items, seeing the films and watching 
the stick insects mating! Adults were interested in the range of ferns on display, being able 
to handle the fossils, learning about how to grow ferns, using the microscopes and admiring 
the fern-decorated ware. BPS members enjoyed the talks and chatting to old friends and 
interested members of the public.  

The day provided excellent publicity for the BPS, as well as raising awareness of ferns and 
other pteridophytes. We wanted to provide something for everyone and this was achieved. 
All in all, a winning formula that deserves to be repeated elsewhere. Many thanks go to all 
BPS members who helped and to Museum staff Anna Bunney, David Gelsthorpe, Phil 
Rispin and Leander Wolstenholme. We were delighted to receive a lottery grant from 
OPAL, which helped enormously with our expenses, notably the printing costs incurred in 
putting on such an ambitious event. 

AUTUMN INDOOR MEETING – HYMENOPHYLLUM WORKSHOP, 
UNIVERSITY OF READING – 31 October  John Edgington 
The crowded lecture theatre of the Centre for Plant Diversity and Systematics and the 
animated discussions that followed the talks were testament to the popularity of ‘filmies’ and 
to the varied programme that Paul Ripley had devised. In his welcoming remarks Stephen 
Jury, Curator of the Herbarium, told us of the Victorian fern enthusiast Mrs Murray-Lyle, and 
the correspondence between her and Sir Joseph Hooker at Kew, who became a family friend. 
The Murray-Lyle herbarium is rich in filmies and other tropical ferns, including specimens 
collected by Wallace in Bali. A good selection was on display during the workshop. 

Despite the meeting’s title, the family Hymenophyllaceae was its subject. This is an ancient 
lineage, cosmopolitan, morphologically diverse and taxonomically contentious. In his 
overview, Fred Rumsey (NHM) pointed out that the family’s anatomy – lack of stomata and 
roots, and leaves only one cell thick – is both distinctive and highly reduced. At the cellular 
level, an unusual chlorophyll composition (high ratio of chlorophyll b to a) and relatively 
few mitochondria allow slow growth even in very low light levels, with good desiccation 
tolerance. In their ecology filmies resemble bryophytes, another group adapted to a shady, 
humid environment. Features of the life-cycle, in which gametophytes commonly produce 
vegetative buds and are capable of indefinite growth, are found in few other ferns, mostly 
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epiphytes (Grammitis and Vittaria) but are widespread in bryophytes. The filamentary 
gametophytes of Killarney fern (Trichomanes speciosum) that survive independently of the 
sporophytes are a well known example. 

Next, Sabine Hennequin (Université P. et M. Curie, Paris) reviewed her collaborative work 
with J.-Y. Dubuisson and A. Ebihara on genetic relationships within the Hymenophyllaceae. 
Phylogenetic trees constructed by sequencing the rbcL chloroplast gene confirm that the 
family is monophyletic and diverged early, probably in the Permian, from other 
leptosporangiate ferns. Traditionally about half the 600 or so species were assigned to 
Trichomanes (epiphytic, terrestrial or climbing plants with tubular involucres) and the rest 
to Hymenophyllum (exclusively epiphytic or saxicolous, with bivalved involucres). Cladistic 
analysis splits the former into eight genera while retaining the single genus Hymenophyllum 
(divided into ten subgenera), with a few transfers between the two groups. We shall have to 
learn some new names, though it is good to know that they correspond to groups that are 
not only genetically separated but also, as Sabine showed, morphologically distinctive. 

Excellent keys to the genera and subgenera, with lists of representative species, are given  
in Ebihara et al. (A taxonomic revision of Hymenophyllaceae. Blumea 51(2): 221-280. 
2006). This can be downloaded as a PDF file by anyone interested, so my summary of the 
new taxonomy will be brief, with a few examples from those Sabine used to illustrate each 
clade. The trichomanoid genera, with basal chromosome number (x) between 32 and 36, 
comprise Cephalomanes (the basal clade, 4 spp.), Callistopteris (5 spp.), Abrodictyum (25 
spp.), Trichomanes (60 spp.), Polyphlebium (including P. venosum of New Zealand), 
Didymoglossum (>30 spp. including D. punctatum, an epiphyte so appressed that it seems to 
be painted on the tree), Vandenboschia (>15 spp. including Killarney fern V. speciosa, and 
V. gigantea, seen on the BPS visit to Réunion) and Crepidomanes (>30 spp. including 
C. bipunctatum, also from Réunion). The basal subgenera of Hymenophyllum are the 
monospecific Cardiomanes (H. nephrophyllum, the kidney fern of New Zealand, formerly 
Trichomanes reniforme) and Diploöphyllum (the enormous H. dilatatum, also from New 
Zealand), together with Fuciformia, Hymenoglossum, Pleuromanes and Myrmecostylum, each 
with a few species. These all have x = 36, as do Globosa (25 spp.) and Sphaerocionium (70 
spp., including H. capillare, H. digitatum and H. hygrometricum from Réunion) while the 
most recently divergent clades, Mecodium (70 spp.) and Hymenophyllum itself (100 spp.) have 
x = 28 and x ranging from 11 to 28, respectively. This phylogeny, based on genetic analysis 
of about 250 species, suggests that terrestrial filmy ferns are ancestral to the epiphytic ones, 
which appeared with the flowering plants in the Cretaceous and diversified in the Tertiary. 

Both H. tunbrigense and H. wilsonii are in subgenus Hymenophyllum (the former is the type 
species of the genus) and in the next talk Fred Rumsey discussed their status where they 
meet and (possibly) hybridise in Macaronesia. Both are diploid with 2n = 26 and 36 
respectively (x = 13 and 18 in Sabine’s notation) and occur in the Azores, Madeira and 
sparingly in the Canaries: H. tunbrigense on Tenerife and Gomera, H. wilsonii only on 
Gomera where it was found in 2003. In 1970 Lovis found a Madeiran fern with intermediate 
morphology, good spores and 2n = 62, which must have arisen by chromosome doubling of a 
hybrid; H. maderense has since proved elusive, and is possibly extinct. Fred described recent 
discoveries along the Levada de Caldeirão Verde, near Queimadas, of three populations that 
look similar to it. One, on a dead Madeiran laurel, has good spores and is probably 
H. maderense; the others are more cryptic but are likely candidates. A plant with 2n = 49 
collected by Lovis was regarded by Gibby and Lovis (Fern Gaz. 13(5): 285-290. 1989) as a 
backcross between H. maderense and H. wilsonii. Near Pico de Encumeada, Fred found a 
similar plant, and in view of the scarcity (or absence) of H. maderense he thinks both this 
and the earlier example more likely to be hybrids between H. tunbrigense and an 
(unreduced) H. wilsonii. DNA analysis shows that the maternal parent is always H. wilsonii, 
even in the case of a possible H. maderense from Tenerife (where H. wilsonii is not 
present). Fred’s photos and enthusiasm brought this complicated story to life. 
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After lunch, Rob Cooke talked about threats to the three British representatives. Spores of 
both Hymenophyllum species, and possibly Trichomanes speciosum too, are found in 
deposits from the Hoxnian interglacial of 1.5 Ma ago. Whereas H. wilsonii is holding its 
own on more exposed rocks of north-west Scotland and Cornwall, H. tunbrigense, like 
Dryopteris aemula, is an extreme Atlantic component of our flora and is declining in south-
east England and the Lake District where it is being shaded out by conifer plantations or 
Rhododendron ponticum. Rock-climbing is a threat to its type locality, Eridge Rocks near 
Tunbridge Wells. The discovery that gametophytes of T. speciosum are much more 
widespread than sporophytes indicates that the genetic diversity of this ancient species 
(perhaps Cretaceous, according to Sabine) is not at risk. Surprisingly, as Rob showed, if 
both generations of the life-cycle are included, the hectad maps of T. speciosum and 
H. tunbrigense are similar. A recently discovered colony of Killarney fern sporophytes in 
North Yorkshire is still intact, suggesting that collection is no longer a threat. Of more 
concern to all three species are grazing, woodland clearance and changes to water systems. 
Temperature and humidity are the principal factors limiting their success. Most climate 
models suggest that 2050 will bring fewer frost days and warmer summers (good) but less 
humidity and drier summers (bad). Conservation action should be limited to habitat 
management and creation, with re-introduction a last resort. 

If the worst happens and plants disappear from the wild, we shall thank the gardeners who 
preserved them. Not content with tending a fine collection of hardy ferns in his near-vertical 
garden, Stephen Munyard has also been growing filmies for more than forty years and in 
the next talk he disclosed a few of his secrets. Having overcome the tribulations of 
acquiring, growing, losing, finding again and eventually managing to maintain Killarney 
fern in cultivation, Steve made his subsequent successes sound easy. Constant humidity 
seems the key. Steve showed us ferns in Wardian cases but aquarium tanks are just as good. 
For substrates he uses a slightly acidic mix of composted bark and soil, or coconut matting, 
watering sparingly with soft tap water. Light levels are low, such as on the wall opposite a 
north-west facing window. Questioned on heating, Steve agreed it wasn’t easy to get this 
right. On the south coast, his plants are in unheated rooms such as an unused bedroom, but 
he doesn’t grow extreme thermophiles. Trichomanes, including T. speciosum, seem easier 
to grow than Hymenophyllum though he has been successful with H. falklandicum, 
H. tunbrigense and H. wrightii, among others. Currently Steve has about eight species in 
cultivation, and his talk led to a lively discussion and a suggestion that the BPS revive the 
filmy fern Special Interest Group. 

The day ended with Martin Rickard’s conspectus of filmies worldwide, starting with de 
Crespigny’s directions to an 1838 record of H. tunbrigense (“on a rock called Pook Church 
in Cow Wood, left of the Brighton Road, and half a mile from Handcross”), taking in 
Killarney fern in Wales (the botanists in the photo being further underwater than the fern), 
Cornwall (a new site on the River Camel) and Ireland (a bleak rock 1,400 feet above sea 
level) and continuing with a superbly illustrated tour of Old and New World filmies, many 
seen on BPS meetings. Highlights from Australia (2009) included H. australe, 
H. flabellatum, H. marginatum, H. pallidum, H. rarum, Abrodictyum caudatum, 
A. elongatum and Didymoglossum mindorense (generic names are those of Ebihara et al.). 
From La Réunion (2006) I’ve selected H. hirsutum, H. sibthorpioides, Abrodictyum 
meifolium and A. tamarisciforme while amongst the Trichomanes from Costa Rica (2008) 
that Martin showed were T. crispum, T. elegans, T. osmundoides and T. tuerckheimii. 
Photos from South Africa included H. capense and H. marlothii, from mainland Chile 
H. caespitosum, H. ferrugineum, and Crepidomanes paniculatum, while a visit to Chile’s 
Juan Fernandez Island yielded H. cruentum and H. pectinatum. This recital of a few names 
doesn’t do justice to Martin’s sparkling commentary or the extraordinary diversity of 
Hymenophyllaceae, bearing out Fred Rumsey’s remarks at the beginning of the day. 
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