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LA RÉUNION, INDIAN OCEAN – 20-29 October 

Introduction Pat Acock 
Whilst in Austria with the GEP (Group of European Pteridologists), Caroline Van den Heede 
showed me some of her pictures of La Réunion, taken whilst tracking down Asplenium 
cordatum for her research. I discussed the possibility of a BPS meeting with both Rémy Prelli 
and Michel Boudrie, both of whom had visited the island, and they sent Paul Ripley and I 
annotated maps and personal notes from their excursions. I bought all the detailed maps of the 
island and early in 2005 Paul and I booked our flights and hotel for a reconnaissance. We 
arrived on the island and marvelled at the luxuriance of the ferns but were overwhelmed by the 
numbers and were hard pushed to name even a handful. Michel had given us the name of a 
contact on the island, Edmond Grangaud. After two days Edmond found us and rescued us 
from our ignorance. We spent the next three days in the field with our most excellent and 
patient tutor and in the evenings we pored over books whilst being looked after by Edmond’s 
wife Marie-Françoise, who so generously took us into her home and fed and watered us.  

Our worries as to whether or not Edmond would be available to help us the next year were 
dispelled when we arrived four days early to finalise the tour and were met by Edmond. He 
had worked out the whole programme and would spend the entire time with us.  

La Réunion is situated in the Indian Ocean about 500 miles east of Madagascar at latitude 
21°S and longitude 55°E. The island emerged above the surface of the ocean some two 
million years ago. The oldest volcano is Piton de Neiges and this has been dormant for 
approximately 20,000 years but the second peak, Piton de la Fournaise, has been regularly 
erupting for the last 350,000 years and was quite active while we were there. It erupted so 
much in 2002 and 2004 that it built up the east side of the island out into the sea. 

Day 1, 20th October – University and Western Island Martin Rickard 
After a largely sleepless long-haul overnight flight going three time zones east we did not 
arrive in La Réunion particularly bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, but the excitement of the 
future ten days somehow sustained us into a very interesting first day. 

After sorting out the hire cars we were whisked off to the Université de La Réunion via 
numerous roundabouts. There we were met by Professor Dominique Strasberg who 
introduced us to his staff in the botany section and their ongoing projects, and kindly 
produced very welcome refreshments. It was very encouraging to learn that our guide for 
the coming week, Edmond Grangaud, whom we had not met at that time, was almost 
certainly the best pteridologist on the island. 

We were then joined by a large group of university students and staff for a lecture from 
Klaus Mehltreter. Klaus had travelled out on the plane with us having come beforehand 
from Mexico, yet he did not seem at all tired as he gave us a fascinating insight into the 
ecology of tropical forests. He discussed the huge range of characters for identifying ferns 
and all sorts of fascinating ecological observations. For example ferns on Mayan ruins are 
rarely fertile; ferns often have shiny leaves in rainforest; tropical ferns do not always 
produce spores all year round; tree-ferns can grow up to 90 centimetres of trunk per year; 
Blechnum fragile only grows on tree-fern trunks, etc., etc. It was all very thought-provoking 
and we were fortunate that Klaus spent the entire excursion with us, giving each of us 
ample time to pick his brains and discuss the interesting phenomena so commonly 
encountered in the tropical forests of La Réunion. 

We retired to a secluded dining room for lunch, very generously provided for us by the 
Université de La Réunion. A quick tour of the university’s laboratories was followed by a 
long drive from the island’s capital, St-Denis, south to our centre for the duration, St-Pierre. 
On arrival in St-Pierre we were greeted by traffic jams and detours – our hotel was 
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inaccessible because the town centre was closed for the celebration of Divali! Eventually 
after much frustration we did manage to get to the hotel courtesy of a police escort – after 
tough negotiating from Paul! The fireworks just outside our hotel bedrooms were barely 
noticed as we eventually crashed exhausted into our beds. 

Day 2, 21st October – Cirque de Cilaos and Forêt de Bon Accueil  Alan Ogden 
After all the noise and difficulties of the previous day we were allowed a late start on our 
first excursion into the uplands. Eight a.m. saw us meeting Edmond and poring over maps 
in the hotel foyer before loading our gear into the vehicles. Our convoy made its way up 
into the interior with only a brief stop at the boulangerie for supplies. 

As we passed through the extended area of small farms and habitation that cover the lowlands 
of the island we caught brief glimpses of the crops and gardens. Sugar cane seemed to be 
common and there were bananas and other more mysterious fruit. The locals appeared to be 
keen gardeners with mainly introduced plants such as ‘busy Lizzies’ and bougainvillea. Many 
gardens had the introduced Australian tree-fern Cyathea cooperi, which is a common escape. 

The road twisted and turned, the surface remarkably good and we had occasional views of 
the coast far below. Eventually we reached a small clearing with small picnic huts provided 
by the Office National des Forêts, the reason for the popularity of the place becoming clear 
when we looked over the edge of a cliff into a giant amphitheatre, the Cirque de Cilaos. The 
view was stupendous, a circle of mountains surrounding a base ribbed with steep-sided 
ridges and all clothed in green. Some tiny dots of houses formed small villages and it 
seemed incredible that people would choose such a rugged place to live. I took a picture of 
some bracken, which was growing along the edge – Pteridium aquilinum according to our 
list but looking slightly different to ours. 

A short drive took us to a track and we parked on the verge where Sphaerostephanos unitus 
was growing, a common fern here but none-the-less quite attractive. A short way up the track 
we entered the Sentier (trail) de Découverte in the Forêt de Bon Accueil. We soon learned to 
identify two endemic tree-ferns: Cyathea excelsa and C. borbonica. It was overwhelming to go 
into a forest where all the plants were unfamiliar but we were told that there was nothing harmful. 
Here we met no mosquitoes and there are no snakes, no ticks and no leeches on the island – bliss! 

Many trees were loaded with 
epiphytes and a climbing 
Blechnum attenuatum caught 
our attention, then Loxogramme 
lanceolata and three 
elaphoglossums! In the past 
this forest had been invaded by 
an introduced ginger, a 
vigorous plant that excluded 
other plants. This had been 
cleared on either side of the 
path, allowing more of the 
native flora to establish. We 
saw two species of Selaginella 
and an Asplenium daucifolium 
that had tiny leaflets at the ends 
of mature fronds reminiscent of 
A. bulbiferum. Further down the 

path were the giant fronds of Marattia fraxinea and huge trees that had been enveloped and 
destroyed by strangler fig. On some fallen logs by a boulder-strewn watercourse we found 
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Jennifer Ide with Marattia fraxinea, Bon Accueil, La Réunion
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Trichomanes tamarisciforme and Hymenophyllum hygrometricum as well as Lepisorus 
excavatus clambering over a tree. Above us were the thick, blunt-ended fronds of the 
epiphyte Antrophyum giganteum, known as ‘langue de boeuf’ by the locals. 

In a small clearing we stopped for lunch by two huge Pteris, P. pseudolonchitis and 
P. nevillei, while we learned the difference in venation that easily distinguishes them. A 
small tree-climbing snail with orange eyestalks entertained us by walking like an inchworm 
rather than the usual slimy glide.  

After lunch new ferns came thick and fast. We spotted Oleandra distenta climbing a tree while 
Psilotum nudum poked out of a 
cleft in a strangler fig. Another 
Pteris, P. scabra was by a fork 
in the path and Monogramma 
graminea and Vittaria 
ensiformis had Pat shinning  
up a tree. There were more 
hymenophyllums higher in the 
wood where it was drier and 
Belvisia spicata, Hymenophyllum 
inaequale, Elaphoglossum richardii, 
E. hybridum and Trichomanes 
cuspidatum were all noted. 
Polystichum ammifolium, Ctenitis 
lanata and Asplenium nitens 
were also recorded and a frond 
of Amauropelta heteroptera 
looked remarkably like our 
Oreopteris in the way the pinnae 
tapered at the base. 

How can one absorb new species at this rate? I took a lot of pictures and hoped to be able to 
tie them in with the fern names later. We left the Sentier in good time so that we would not 
have to drive down the incredibly twisty road in the dark. 

It was nice to have dinner at the hotel without all the noise of the previous night’s karaoke 
and the Divali celebrations. 

Day 3, 22nd October – Mare Longue and St-Philippe Graham Ackers 
Our sites took us eastwards from St-Pierre along a relatively quiet coastal road (it was 
Sunday) to the St-Philippe area, where we explored along one of the ‘Sentier Botanique’ 
trails, with interpretation posts providing names and details of the forest trees. The site was 
reached by turning inland and driving through lush secondary forest dotted with 
Phymatosorus scolopendria and carpeted by countless numbers of Nephrolepis biserrata, a 
successful coloniser of disturbed areas providing a striking component of this beautiful 
dappled sunlit area. The trail itself was through a primary forest of native trees with long 
straight trunks reaching skywards to create their distant foliage canopy and thus the shade 
beloved by ferns. Some of the tree species displayed colourful bark, some boasted 
buttressed trunks and most harboured epiphytes. The altitude was 200 to 300 metres, the 
area being classified as Lowland Rainforest (with three to four metres of rain per year!), and 
is a nature reserve, ‘Réserve Naturelle de Mare Longue’. 

In the car parking area we noted Adiantum hispidulum, the epiphytic ferns Humata repens and 
Belvisia spicata (with its strange terminal soral spike), and some large specimens of the 
foliaceous bud-producing Diplazium proliferum. On the trail, the path surface consisted of 

 
photo:  A.H. Ogden

Martin Rickard, Graham Ackers, Lesley Williams & 
Edmond Grangaud, Forêt de Bon Accueil, La Réunion 
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lava, and consequently was a little difficult going, but 
most of the party managed to complete the shortish 
circular route. As usual, many ferns were seen, but at 
this early stage in the trip several of us were still 
experiencing problems with their identification. 
Some of those I noted were Asplenium affine, the 
climbing ferns A. daucifolium var. lineatum, 
Blechnum attenuatum and Lomariopsis pollicina all 
displaying frond dimorphism on their epiphytic 
skyward journeys, Christella dentata and 
C. hispidula, difficult to tell apart without viewing a 
magnified pinna held up to the light, Ctenitis 
cirrhosa, a very common bipinnatifid fern belonging 
to a difficult genus, and various species of 
Elaphoglossum, Vittaria and filmies, at this stage all 
insufficiently studied to permit reliable naming. 
Perhaps surprisingly, relatively few tree-ferns 
(Cyathea borbonica) were present. 

After lunch, we drove a little further up the forest 
road, and in its vicinity noted two of La Réunion’s 
most impressive ferns – Marattia fraxinea and Ochropteris pallens, as well as the stiffly 
upright Nephrolepis abrupta. Exploring the dark woodland nearby was potentially hazardous 
on account of the barely visible deep holes called ‘barils’, created when ancient lava flows 
engulfed and carbonised trees, eventually rotting to leave their leg-trapping obstacles. But with  
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Pandanus wood, St-Philippe, La Réunion 
Back row: Graham Ackers, Roger Norman, Paul Sharp, Ian Bennallick, Alan Mellor,  

Alison Evans, Paul Ripley, Martin Rickard, Michael Hayward, Klaus Mehltreter,  
Frank Katzer, Alan Ogden, Lesley Williams  

Front row: John Edgington, Jennifer Ide, Sue Norman, Lizzie Evans,  
Pat Acock, Bridget Laue, Yvonne Golding 
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Yvonne Golding & Frank Katzer, 
Mare Longue, La Réunion 
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wary eyes peering in several directions simultaneously, fine ferns were again seen, including 
the pendulous Ophioglossum pendulum and the rare Vittaria scolopendrina, many more Marattia 
fraxinea and large plants of Asplenium nidus, the ‘bird’s nest’ plant of British garden centres. 

Later in the afternoon our convoy moved a little further east to visit a coastal recreation area 
near St-Philippe with impressive scenery of lava cliffs, rough seas, and a large stand of 
Pandanus utilis (probably planted, but nevertheless creating an unusually uniform and 
atmospheric piece of woodland). The terrestrial Selaginella salaziana and Ctenitis maritima 
were recorded here, and also the maritime Acrostichum aureum, looking a little bedraggled 
in its challenging environment. 

Our second full day’s ferning had proved to be as intellectually stimulating, aesthetically 
satisfying, and socially enjoyable as the first had been and all others were soon to be. Thank 
you to Edmond, Paul, Pat and my companions for making it so! 

Day 4, 23rd October – Piton de la Fournaise Alan Mellor 
The day centred on Piton de la Fournaise (Peak of the Furnace), the active volcano on the 
island. Edmond gave us all a geology lesson to help us understand the incredible views we 
were seeing. The active part of the volcano has progressively moved east as the tectonic plate has 
moved over the hotspot that has over the last five million years given rise to La Réunion itself. 

At the viewpoint Le Nez de Boeuf, at an altitude of 2,136 metres, we looked down on La 
Rivière des Remparts from what had been the edge of the caldera 290,000 years ago and 
across at the caldera’s edge of 100,000 years ago. The flat bottom of this very steep-sided 
valley about 1,000 metres below us had been caused by lava flows ‘only’ 2,000 years ago 
and we saw the source at our next stop. Le Cratère Commerson is an explosion crater just 
200 metres in diameter and about 150 metres deep.  

By now we were above the clouds on the Plaines des Remparts where the vegetation is 
described as high altitude and Ericoid. Essentially three indigenous plants dominate and in 
particular the gold Erica reunionensis and the silver Stoebe passerinoides. The landscape 
has a dry Mediterranean appearance and the annual four to five metres of rain drains 
quickly through the porous volcanic debris and fissures. Despite the generally unpromising 
landscape and the brevity of these first two stops some terrestrial ferns were found. In the 
banks by the roadside at Le Nez these included Asplenium aethiopicum, A. adiantum-
nigrum, Ctenitis cyclochlamys and Cyathea cooperi, which Edmond pulled out with disgust, 
this being an invasive alien. In crevices by the crater at stop 2 were Elaphoglossum 
acrostichoides and Polystichum ammifolium. 

On the caldera’s edge of 40-60,000 years ago we looked down on the moonscape of the 
Plaines des Sables with the road going very straight across to ‘Le Volcan’ as it is referred to 
locally. Six species were noted here including Asplenium kassneri, Elaphoglossum hybridum 
and Blechnum tabulare. At Pas de Bellecombe on the edge of the volcano itself we all 
looked down two hundred metres to the bottom of the current crater and the four kilometres 
or so across at the peak of 2,632 metres and centre of activity at Cratère Dolomieu. 

The party then split, twelve of us going to the volcano itself and the remainder mostly having a 
more typically ‘ferny’ day. 

For the ‘tourists’ the walk down the steep steps to the crater floor was easy enough but it 
bothered those who were already thinking of the climb back! The walking was relatively 
difficult with a constant need to watch one’s footing; we heard later that another walker had 
been helicoptered out with a broken ankle. We faced a long steep pull up to the peak. But it 
was worth it. We had excellent weather conditions in which to see the crater spattering out the 
blood-red lava and a couple of times we saw bubbling lava spreading across the crater floor. A 
good place for our picnic with the constant rumbling sound from within the fumarole itself!  
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Then we had a long two and a half hour walk back with some muttering that Paul and Pat 
had been slightly disingenuous with their description of the walk!  

Much of the crater was barren of plants apart from the base of the caldera wall, which was 
quite wet and for the first few hundred metres of the crater wall where plants survived in the 
crevices. Histiopteris incisa, Asplenium adiantum-nigrum and Polystichum ammifolium 
were noted. The main find was Lizzie’s who noted what Edmond later told us was 
Asplenium stoloniferum in the caldera wall adjacent to the steps. 

The other group also had an excellent day, but again with a long and quite strenuous walk 
along the Sentier du Fond de la Rivière de l’Est. From the Gite de Volcan just below the 
caldera’s outer edge they walked for two hours on a dry, less ferny track with a 200-metre 
descent to 2,050 metres just to get to their lunch stop! In the afternoon, which included a 
further descent to 1,880 metres, they were in forest and saw 15 or so species that were new 
to them, including abundant Cyathea glauca with many very young plants. In shady ravines 
were Ctenopteris parvula and the golden brown Elaphoglossum splendens together with the 
filmy ferns Trichomanes borbonicum and Hymenophyllum inaequale. On trees, Pleopeltis 
macrocarpa, Lepisorus excavatus, Elaphoglossum aubertii, Vittaria isoetifolia and Huperzia 
ophioglossoides were seen and, included amongst the various spleenworts, A. boltonii was 
identified. Fern of the day was no doubt Asplenium theciferum, which grew epiphytically on 
horizontal branches. Its waxy blue-green fronds and sori near the pinna tips made for a very 
different Asplenium and a few strongly growing ones had a two to three-inch trunk. The 
damp woodland yielded Dryopteris antarctica, D. bernieri, Nothoperanema squamisetum, 
Histiopteris incisa (batwing fern) and others. During the long zigzag 370-metre climb back 
up the hill the group must have been delighted to find Pteridium aquilinum! 

Three of the party necessarily had a less strenuous day because of aches, pains or an attack 
of common sense but all could not help but enjoy the very fulfilling day.  

Day 5, 24th October – Grand Étang Jennifer Ide 
The day was bright and sunny in St-Pierre but we were warned of rain to come. As we 
passed over la Grande Montée, to the east of the Plaine des Cafres, the clouds began to 
threaten and fulfilled their promise. On the approach road to Grand Étang we stopped by a 
large Eucalyptus robusta to admire and take pictures of a large Ophioglossum palmatum 
hanging down from the first main fork of the tree.  

The Grand Étang, literally ‘big pond’, is a large lake at 500 metres altitude formed as the 
result of volcanic activity several thousand years ago. A lava dam formed at the eastern end 
of the valley sealing it off, trapping the waters flowing from the waterfalls at the western 
end to form the lake. A combination of low altitude, heavy rainfall (4,000 to 6,000 
millimetres per year) and relatively mild temperatures (15°C winter mean; 20°C summer 
mean) enables a large range of pteridophyte species to grow in the valley.  

From the picnic site in the Forêt Départementale du Cratère a footpath led up the lava dam 
to the lake, passing through secondary forest-cum-scrub with many introduced woody and 
herbaceous exotics, such as species of Eucalyptus, Carex and Ageratum. Persicaria capitatum 
was particularly invasive and frequently seen along roadsides in many part of the island. 
Banks of degrading lava, varying in height, bounded the path and were the habitat of most 
of the ferns recorded including Pteris scabra, the large filmy fern Trichomanes 
tamarisciforme and the often-epiphytic Antrophyum giganteum. At the foot of the banks the 
first of much Deparia petersenii was recorded, also Sphaerostephanos unitus, Marattia 
fraxinea, the finely divided tripinnate fronds of Ochropteris pallens, the large erect Selaginella 
distachya, Amauropelta heteroptera and A. strigosa and large stands of juvenile Blechnum 
attenuatum. Three epiphytes worthy of note seen on a Eucalyptus robusta were Ctenopteris 
argyrata, Elaphoglossum heterolepis and Nephrolepis biserrata, unusual as an epiphyte.  
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As the path reached the top of the dam, the lake spread before us surrounded by a wide lawn, 
predominantly of Cyclosorus interruptus. The introduced yellow-flowered Raphanus 
raphanistrum, Colocasia esculenta, a raspberry and other exotics in the valley bore testimony 
to early failed attempts at cultivation. The path around the lake continued to ascend, but more 
gently. It soon become evident that Deparia petersenii was one of the most common ferns in 
the valley. Edmond explained that 30 years ago there were just two or three sites known in La 
Réunion for this fern, all at Grand Étang. Considered a native, today the fern is known all over 
the island at both coastal and inland sites. What might have triggered this change to an 
apparent invasive habit was an intriguing topic for speculation. D. petersenii was one of 
three species of similar appearance proving confusing for many, so its close proximity with 
Christella dentata and Sphaerostephanos elatus provided an opportunity to revise their 
distinctive field characters. Hanging down the bank at the side of the path, Ochropteris pallens 
in excellent condition revealed the full beauty of its finely divided fronds. A colony of 
Adiantum raddianum decorated the base of a tree.  

With so many different terrestrial ferns, if one was not careful interesting epiphytic species 
could be missed. Two such plants were Huperzia squarrosa and H. gnidioides growing together 
high in the branches of a tree. Other epiphytes of note were the attractive Asplenium affine, with 
its distinctive large, round, acroscopic basal lobe, a single clump of Psilotum nudum, and 
Arthropteris orientalis, with distinctive calcareous crystals marking the near-marginal hydathodes. 

After crossing a dry riverbed of large water-worn boulders at the western end of the lake, 
the path passed through open, primary forest. Epiphytic hymenophyllums were very evident 
among the lichens and mosses on the trees. The forest hosted large specimens of Pteris 
nevillei with fronds about two metres long, and Equisetum ramosissimum, La Réunion’s 
only horsetail. Cyathea borbonica, though not common, was more frequent here than 

elsewhere in the valley. A rough path through this 
open forest led to a steep set of steps cut in the 
mountain side, made most attractive by the bright 
green, young fronds of Deparia petersenii 
growing in the cracks of the steps and at the side, 
the hanging fronds of Ochropteris pallens. We 
had reached the end of the valley and a cove with 
high cliffs. Into a large pool fell triple waterfalls 
from the top of the cove, each approximately 500 
metres high, the Cascades du Bras d’Annette. We 
enjoyed our lunch at this beautiful spot, sprayed 
by the waterfalls. The Mauritian mountain toads 
that we had encountered as we walked around  
the lake were still with us. Ferns continued to be 
prolific: Ctenitis borbonica, Deparia boryana, 
Sphaerostephanos elatus together with 
S. arbuscula with its small trunk, were abundant 
around the waterfall area. Four ferns rare on the 
trip were found here: Asplenium unilaterale, 
Diplazium proliferum and the delightful, small 
Elaphoglossum spathulatum, which was the ‘fern 
of the day’ for many, with the thin, erect fronds 
of E. aubertii, found in the forest before the 
waterfall, coming a close second. 

Refreshed, our enthusiasm returned and some people took the opportunity to study more 
thoroughly the epiphytes of the open forest as we started the four-kilometre walk back 
through the valley. Now able to relax our attention somewhat from ferns, we could enjoy 
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Edmond Grangaud,  
Plaine des Palmistes, La Réunion 
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fully the scenery of the Grand Étang and, in particular, delight in the birds and their singing. 
We made our way back to the car park and part of the group made a short journey to a 
rather special site on the Plaine des Palmistes, an extremely boggy area where Osmunda 
regalis grew in company with Dicranopteris linearis, Sticherus flagellaris, Lycopodiella 
cernua and a dwarf Pandanus – a very strange collection of plants to find in a marsh. 

Day 6, 25th October – Cirque de Cilaos Roger & Sue Norman 
We set off at the usual hour in clear conditions to Cilaos. We stopped before the road really 
started the ascent to photograph Piton de Neige, which marks the north-east edge of the 
crater. Here was found Pityrogramma calomelanos var. aureoflava, well named for its 
brilliant reverse. The road continued upwards in a most spectacular fashion, with more 
hairpin bends than most people meet in a lifetime, tunnels, a bridge to go under and then 
over, very narrow in parts, some parts new but all well engineered and maintained. 
Eventually at the top we were rewarded with a cup of coffee. 

Cilaos sits on a volcanic mound at 1,200 metres in a 
crater about ten kilometres in diameter surrounded by 
sharp top ridges to 3,000 metres, with a water-worn 
passage to the south. On our first day we had looked 
across the crater to Cilaos from Makes Forest at 1,800 
metres in the north-west. To the north-east was Piton de 
Neige, 3,071 metres, a set of peaks visible from many 
places. 

We set off along the ‘level’ path, Le Sentier des Porteurs, 
falling overall 300 metres to the Cascade de Bras Rouge 
via steps, rocks and rough patches plus some uphill 
sections. The area was drier than those of previous walks 
and somewhat more open. There were more than enough 
ferns to keep us occupied. Our highlights included 
Adiantum hispidulum, A. reniforme var. asarifolium and 

A. thalictroides, Asplenium adiantum-nigrum, A. aethiopicum and a wonderful A. daucifolium 
var. viviparum, a couple of christellas, C. dentata and C. hispidula, Dryopteris antarctica, 
D. pentheri and Pellaea viridis.  

Lunch was enjoyed at the cascade, which had some good pools. The walk back was not as 
arduous as some had feared and 
we were rewarded at the top 
with a cup of tea under a tree 
with the best fern of the day,  
a huge cultivated stag’s horn 
(Platycerium), before the drive 
back to the hotel, where Lesley’s 
birthday was celebrated with a 
cake. 

The day was not improved by 
one of our number being 
mugged not far from the hotel. 
John Edgington had the good 
sense not to resist or carry 
much money and escaped with 
some abrasions and bruised 
dignity. 
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Lepisorus excavatus, Forêt de Bébour, La Réunion 
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Doryopteris pedatoides,  
Cilaos, La Réunion 
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Day 7, 26th October – Forêt de Bébour and Forêt de Bélouve John Edgington 
Today we paid the first of two visits to this rainforest, 5,000 hectares of rich vegetation on 
the eroded floor of a cirque. Scene of massive lava flows 20,000 years ago, it is one of the 
best-preserved natural habitats on La Réunion. Stopping to admire Ophioglossum pendulum 
on a wayside tree, we drove along a well-maintained forest road through a stand of the 
timber tree Cryptomeria japonica (whose planting is now being phased out) to our morning 
walk along the Sentier de la Rivière. With the three native tree-ferns Cyathea borbonica, 
C. excelsa and C. glauca around him, Edmond summarised the ecology of the island, 
explaining that here, at 1,300 metres, we were in the ‘meso-therme’ climatic zone, with an 
annual rainfall of around five metres. Fearing that much of this was about to descend in the 
next hour, we donned wet-weather gear, glanced briefly at Huperzia verticillata by the 
roadside and set off down the path to the river. 

At 800 metres this was one of our shorter walks, yet one of 
the richest. Within thickets of the native tamarind, Acacia 
heterophylla and the heath Erica reunionensis grew many 
familiar ferns – Asplenium boltonii, Blotiella pubescens, 
Ctenopteris argyrata and many that were not, such as the 
attractive Athyrium scandicinum. Amongst the filmies, 
Trichomanes meifolium and the curious T. digitatum, 
recently reclassified as a Hymenophyllum despite its 
sporangia borne on a bristle, stood out, while Dryopteris 
aquilinoides and that most un-fernlike plant, Oleandra 
distenta, were frequent. The abundance of epiphytes was 
astonishing, covering the trees in a shaggy green coat. With 
Edmond to guide us, broad-lobed Ctenopteris leucosora 
could be compared with narrow-lobed C. torulosa, the hairs 
on Grammitis obtusa (appressed, dark) with those of 
G. cryptophlebia (erect, white) and Huperzia gnidioides’ 
gradual transition from sterile to fertile contrasted with the 
abrupt narrowing of H. ophioglossoides. 

The weather relented and after lunch in the sunshine overlooking Plateau de Bélouve we took 
another short walk among less humid vegetation. Though by now we could recognise Vittaria 
isoetifolia and Elaphoglossum hybridum at sight, the distinction between Antrophyum 
boryanum and A. giganteum 
was as usual less clear. 
Highlights were Grammitis 
barbatula, larger and hairier 
than the morning’s species,  
and Trichomanes inopinatum, 
distinguished (with difficulty!) 
from T. borbonicum by its 
blacker rhizome hairs. Edmond’s 
discovery of a large Ctenitis, 
possibly C. lanuginosa, unseen 
for decades, brought a frisson of 
excitement. Although by the 
next morning he had determined 
it instead as the rare endemic 
C. canacae, it was nevertheless 
a significant find and a fitting 
end to a splendid day. 

photo:  A.H. Ogden

Trichomanes meifolium, 
Forêt de Bébour, La Réunion 
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Cyathea glauca & C. excelsa, Forêt de Bébour, La Réunion
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Day 8, 27th October – Vallée Heureuse Yvonne Golding & Frank Katzer 
After the usual early start our fern spotting began in St-Pierre, where Edmond showed us 
some dried-up specimens of the dichotomous fern Actiniopteris australis growing on a wall. 
Quite what the locals made of a gaggle of middle-aged pteridologists peering at the base of 
a wall in a back street of St-Pierre at 7.45 in the morning can be left to the imagination. 
Also present on the wall was the ubiquitous Pteris vittata. 

We then proceeded along the coast eastwards before 
heading inland, driving up through a Cryptomeria 
japonica plantation. This was planted in about 1960 
and now had some pretty sizeable specimens; as 
plantations go they are really quite attractive trees, 
which do not cast such deep shade as Sitka spruce and 
very often we saw tree-ferns growing as under storey 
in these plantations. At the end of the track we began 
our ferny walk at an altitude of 805 metres along the 
Vallée Heureuse, heading for the Source Repiquet. 
The walk followed the pipeline that brought the spring 
water down from the source, so in theory there was no 
chance that any of us could get lost! Such was the 
huge range of ferns (60 species) seen along the way 
that progress was slow and some of us did manage to 
lose the path by blindly following others. The site was 
especially rich in filmy ferns and with Edmond’s help, 
seven species of Hymenophyllum and six species of 
Trichomanes were identified. Only three of us came 
anywhere near our intended destination, and near the 
source saw cliff-sides covered in Adiantum capillus-
veneris. Also of particular note were magnificent sub-arborescent specimens of Blechnum 
tabulare, some of which reached two metres in height, while another was spotted growing on 
top of an old tree-fern stem making it appear even more majestic. Those of us interested in 
other plants also saw quite a few species of orchid, including a terrestrial one with green 
flowers that we had not seen before. 

Day 9, 28th October 
On this day the group split in two, one group relentlessly ferning to the end, the other group 
choosing to sightsee and visit the Botanic Gardens. 

Forêt de Bébour Ian Bennallick 
Ten of the group drove with Edmond to the Forêt de Bébour (approx 1,400 metres) for another 
walk in some of the most attractive of all the vegetation types we saw on the trip. Native trees 
and plants dominated the slopes, with the low canopy punctuated by the tree-ferns Cyathea 
excelsa, C. borbonica and the wonderful C. glauca. Almost every tree branch was dripping 
with epiphytes, including several ferns and orchids. Not surprisingly, the conditions 
supporting this lush vegetation are frequent mist and rain; La Réunion holds several of the 
world’s greatest rainfall records over various periods. As we started the circular walk, a 
‘sentier botanique’, around the low hill of ‘Piton de Bébour ou Piton Rond’, we all donned 
waterproofs for the incessant warm rain. Joining us on the first part of the walk with her 
assistant was Mme Tambay, a journalist who filmed us looking at the ferns for a Mascarene 
nature programme. Hopefully a higher profile of ferns and other plants will encourage local 
people to help towards the conservation of the unique vegetation of the island. 

We were rewarded on the first part of the walk by finding some Belvisia spicata with well 
developed fertile parts, Huperzia ophioglossoides, Loxogramme lanceolata and Ctenopteris 
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Vallée Heureuse, La Réunion 
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argyrata on branches, and a very attractive Athyrium scandicinum – with a frond pattern 
reminiscent of our own Asplenium obovatum subsp. lanceolatum – beside the path. A few 
Histiopteris incisa (blue fern), much Blotiella pubescens and Asplenium daucifolium var. 
lineatum and Blechnum attenuatum grew in the woodland edge. Branches were covered 
with mosses and several species of filmy-fern: Hymenophyllum capillare, H. digitatum, 
H. hygrometricum, H. inaequale and Trichomanes tamarisciforme were all common and in 
places abundant, while the exquisitely delicate T. meifolium grew on the ground around the 
bases of trees. Rumohra adiantiformis and Oleandra distenta could be seen on higher 
branches, with several Elaphoglossum species including E. richardii, E. hybridum and 
E. splendens, and Antrophyum boryanum with its larger fronds. A small patch of 
Ctenopteris torulosa was found on a branch, and some Vittaria isoetifolia seen later on, its 
narrow thin fronds hanging for several inches off another branch. Asplenium boltonii grew 
alongside A. daucifolium, giving the opportunity to compare the two.  

The most interesting aspect of the walk was the presence of tree-fern ‘buds’, which had 
evidently fallen off the large tree-ferns and rooted in the damp ground. Edmond had told 
Martin that this is a way the tree-ferns colonise, and it certainly appeared to be true – maybe 
a way that they can survive being blown over in the high winds of occasional tropical 
cyclones. At least one tree-fern was estimated at about 60 feet high, one of the tallest ever 
seen by the group. The fibrous trunks had also been used in making steps in the path. It was 
also noted that a pattern of fern growth appeared to be regular: the central parts of the tree-
fern trunk would have one or more rings of Blechnum attenuatum encircling the trunk with 
various filmy-ferns on the lower shaded sections, the crown of tree-fern fronds growing 
high above the surrounding trees and shrubs. A fascinating study into fern associations of 
the woodland seems to be needed! 

Returning to the cars, some Lycopodiella cernua, Blechnum tabulare and B. marginatum 
were seen and the fractal-like branched Sticherus flagellaris were found beside the road.  

Sightseeing and Botanic Gardens Bridget Laue 
In the morning, Marie-Françoise Grangaud showed us the St-Pierre street market, which 
sold local fruits and vegetables, including vanilla pods, and craft items made by local 
artisans from wood and volcanic rock. 

In the afternoon, nine of us visited the Conservatoire Botanique de Mascarin, which was 
established in 1986 with the aim of preserving La Réunion’s native and endemic plant 
species. This seven-hectare site is centred on the 19th-century mansion house of the 
Marquis Antoine Sosthene d’Armand de Chateauvieux, at Les Colimacons, near St-Leu. 
Located on the drier west side of the island, at about 500 metres above sea level, the 
gardens look out over the ocean two kilometres away. Pteridologists soon found the shade 
house, containing luxuriant specimens of a limited number of ferns including Nephrolepis 
biserrata, N. exaltata, Diplazium proliferum and Phlebodium aureum, together with 
Adiantum capillus-veneris growing in the walls. 

The local aspects of the garden collections included semi-arid coastal forest species typical 
of pre-settlement times, as well as a display of plants that have had an historical impact on 
the island – such as sugar cane, bananas, a native coffee species, and pelargoniums used for 
the production of perfumes. The most impressive collections were of palm trees (some quite 
enormous) and especially of succulents from both the old and new worlds. Growing 
apparently wild among the garden exhibits were more ferns, including Cyrtomium falcatum, 
Pteris scabra, P. vittata, Christella dentata, Platycerium alcicorne and Pteridium aquilinum! 

Day 10, 29th October – South-east Corner Alison & Lizzie Evans 
With all our luggage loaded into the van and cars we set off to the airport via the east coast 
of the island. Our first stop was at Langevin, a black rocky headland with crashing waves – 
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a tourist spot but we did find Pellaea viridis, Phymatosorus scolopendria, and Nephrolepis 
biserrata. The initial bright sunshine gave way to mist and then rain as we turned north 
beyond St-Philippe, and shortly after we stopped for coffee at a small café with outdoor 
tables under a lean-to, with platyceriums and vanilla growing alongside. Moving on we 
came to a recent lava flow, composed of cinder-type lava that was being colonised mainly by 
Nephrolepis abrupta, with a few plants of Pityrogramma calomelanos var. aureoflava and one 
of var. calomelanos. There were several ‘crispy’ forms of the Nephrolepis, some on the lava 
and some that seemed to be forms of N. biserrata growing on the edge of the lava flow. There 
were a few larger ferns in the vegetation around the lava field, namely Sphaerostephanos 
elatus and S. unitus, bracken, and Dicranopteris linearis. Martin found a single plant of 
Humata repens growing on a tree by the side of the lava field, and also a Cyathea cooperi. 

Our next stop was by another recent lava flow, this time of smooth or ‘Pahoehoe’-type lava. 
In addition to the Nephrolepis, there were many plants of Pityrogramma calomelanos var. 
aureoflava and var. calomelanos colonising the lava, with a few plants of Pteris vittata. 
There were several food stalls in the lay-by next to the lava flow, selling local produce as 
well as baguettes and chips, so we had plenty of choice for lunch.  

The weather improved as we drove further north to Anse des Cascades, just south of Piton Ste-
Rose. This was obviously a popular local picnic spot. The guide-book describes a waterfall and 
a fishing port, but most of us only got part-way down the hill, looking at extensive colonies of 
Pyrrosia lanceolata on the trees. In a dry stream-bed we also found Diplazium proliferum, 
Christella hispidula, Ctenitis cirrhosa, Pseudophegopteris cruciata, and Macrothelypteris 
torresiana. Moving on again, we drove past Notre Dame des Laves, where in 1977 a torrent of 
lava apparently divided, going either side of the church and leaving the building unharmed.  

Our last stop was in Ste-Anne, where there is a highly decorated odd-looking church. The 
church walls did have Phymatosorus, Nephrolepis, and Psilotum nudum growing on them 
however, with Pyrrosia on the surrounding trees, and a rather fine Davallia (probably 
D. denticulata) in a garden at the back. We all agreed that the combined day of sightseeing 
and ferns was a good way to round off a very successful and enjoyable trip. 

Conclusion Pat Acock 
We were extremely fortunate in the group that came to La Réunion. We all got along 
together well and apart from John Edgington’s unfortunate incident we returned unscathed. 
We featured in the island’s daily newspaper and are to feature on TV. We were so fortunate 
to have had the help of Edmond and Marie-Françoise Grangaud, for whose support the BPS 
owes a deep debt of gratitude.  

We had to rise early each day and the drives could be a little arduous around so many 
bends, especially for the drivers, but the places we visited were so well selected by Edmond 
that it was always worthwhile. Having Klaus Mehltreter from Mexico with us was a great 
boost. His shrewd and analytical perceptions on the world of ferns allowed for informed 
discussions on the world of pteridology and always helped when we were descending into 
the realms of speculation. The evening meal times together were a great way to relax, 
reinforce and unwind at the end of the day 

We do hope one or two more people from outside the UK reading this will be inspired to 
join us on our international expeditions. It is a great way to increase our knowledge of these 
magnificent ferns and as Jennifer is wont to say of the fern fraternity, “It must contain some 
of the nicest people in the world.” 

As with New Zealand and Trinidad, we seemed to have seen about half the known ferns 
during our short stay. To see more one would have to spend a lot more time and be willing 
to walk much further in more difficult terrain. I still have not seen Asplenium cordatum in 
the wild but I intend to go back and see it very soon. 
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Ferns seen during La Réunion excursion, October 2006 

KEY TO SITES 
1.  (Day 2)  Forêt de Bon Accueil – Sentier de 

Découverte (nr. Les Makes)  
2.  (Day 3)  Réserve Naturelle de Mare Longue 

(Forêt)  
3.  (Day 3)  St-Philippe  
4. (Day 4)  La Fournaise: 
  4a. Le Nez de Boeuf viewpoint 
  4b. Le Cratère Commerson 
  4c. Rempart de Bellecombe & Cratère 

du Piton de la Fournaise  
  4d. Sentier du Fond de la Rivière de l’Est 

5.  (Day 5)  Grand Étang  
6.  (Day 6)  Sentier de la Cascade de Bras 

Rouge, Cilaos  
7.  (Day 7)  Forêt de Bébour: southern part  

of Le Sentier de la Rivière  
8.  (Day 7)  Forêt de Bélouve  
9.  (Day 8)  Forêt de la Vallée Heureuse  
10  (Day 9)  Le Tour du Piton Bébour  
11. (Day 10) Cinder lava  
12. (Day 10) Pahoehoe lava  
13. (Day 10) Anse des Cascades  

Site 1 2 3 4a 4b 4c 4d 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 
Acrostichum aureum   +              
Adiantum capillus-veneris         +   +     
A. hispidulum +        +        
A. raddianum        +   +      
A. renifome var. asarifolium         +        
A. thalictroides         +        
Amauropelta bergiana var. bergiana +      + +  + +      
A. heteroptera +       +  +   +    
A. strigosa        +  +   +    
Antrophyum boryanun +      +   + + + +    
A. giganteum +       +   + +     
A. immersum  +               
Arthropteris orientalis var. orientalis         +        

var. subbiaurita  +      +         
Asplenium adiantum-nigrum    +  +   +        
A. aethiopicum    +   +  + +       
A. affine + +     + +   + + +    
A. boltonii ?      +   + +  +    
A. daucifolium var. lineatum + +      +  + + + +    

var. viviparum +        +        
A. kassneri     +  +          
A. nidus  + +              
A. nitens +      +   + +  +    
A. pellucidum subsp. pellucidum  +               
A. stoloniferum      +           
A. theciferum var. concinnum       +          
A. unilaterale +       +    +     
Athyrium scandicinum          + +  +    
Belvisia spicata + +      +     +    
Blechnum attenuatum + +     + +  + + + +    
B. australe       +  +        
B. marginatum          +   +    
B. tabulare  +   + + +   +  + +    
Blotiella glabra       +   +       
B. pubescens        +  +  + +    
Cheiroglossa malgassica        +         
Christella dentata + +      + +   +   + + 
C. hispidula + +       +       + 
Ctenitis borbonica        +         
C. canacae           +      
C. cirrhosa + +      +        + 
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Site 1 2 3 4a 4b 4c 4d 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 
C. cyclochlamys +   +   +    + + +    
C. humida       +          
C. lanata + +         + + +    
C. maritima   +              
Ctenopteris argyrata        +  + + + +    
C. leucosora          + + +     
C. parvula       +     +     
C. torulosa          +  + +    
Cyathea borbonica + +      +  +  + +    
C. cooperi    +    +  +    +   
C. excelsa +       +  +  + +    
C. glauca       +   + + + +    
Cyclosorus interruptus        +         
Deparia boryana +       +    +     
D. petersenii        +         
Dicranopteris linearis              + +  
Diplazium arborescens +       +    +     
D. proliferum  +      +        + 
Doryopteris pedatoides         +        
Dryopteris antarctica       +  +        
D. aquilinoides          + +  +    
D. bernieri       +  +        
D. pentheri         +        
Elaphoglossum acrostichoides     +  + +  +       
E. angulatum       +   +       
E. aubertii       + +  + + + +    
E. heterolepis + +      +    +     
E. hybridum +    + + +   + + + +    
E. lancifolium  +       +        
E. lepervanchii          +   +    
E. macropodium + +      +  + + +     
E. richardii +       +  +  + +    
E. spathulatum        +         
E. splendens       +   + + + +    
E. stipitatum      +           
Equisetum ramosissimum        + +        
Grammitis barbatula           +      
G. cryptophlebia          +   +    
G. obtusa  +     + +  +  +     
Histiopteris incisa      + +   +   +    
Humata repens  +            +   
Huperzia gnidioides        +  +  +     
H. ophioglossoides       +   + +  +    
H. squarrosa  +      +    +     
H. verticillata          + + + +    
Hymenophyllum capillare          + + + +    
H. digitatum (Trichomanes)          +  + +    
H. hirsutum  +          +     
H. hygrometricum +       +  +  + +    
H. inaequale + +     +   + + + +    
H. sibthorpioides  +          +     
H. tenellum  +      +    + +    
Hypolepis goetzii      +           
Lepisorus excavatus (Pleopeltis) ?      + +   + + +    
Lomariopsis pollicina + +          +     
Loxogramme lanceolata +       + + + + + +    
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Site 1 2 3 4a 4b 4c 4d 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 
Lycopodiella cernua        +  +  + +    
Macrothelypteris torresiana                + 
Marattia fraxinea var. fraxinea + +      +    +     
Microsorum punctatum  +               
Monogramma graminea + +          +     
Nephrolepis abrupta  +            + +  
N. biserrata  +      +      + +  
N. tuberosa         +   +     
Nothoperanema squamisetum       +   + +      
Ochropteris pallens  +      +    +     
Oleandra distenta + +        + + + +    
Ophioglossum palmatum        +         
O. pendulum  +      +         
Pellaea dura         +        
P. viridis         +   +     
Phymatosorus scolopendria  +      + +      + + 
Pityrogramma calomelanos var. 

aureoflava         +     + +  

var. calomelanos              + +  
Pleopeltis macrocarpa       +   +   +    
Polystichum ammifolium +    + + + + + + + + +    
Pseudophegopteris cruciata            + +   + 
Psilotum nudum + +      + +   +     
Pteridium aquilinum subsp. aquilinum +      +  +     + +  
Pteris cretica         +        
P. nevillei +       +    +     
P. pseudolonchitis +                
P. scabra + +      +   + + +    
P. vittata         +      +  
P. woodwardioides            +     
Pyrrosia lanceolata                + 
Rumohra adiantiformis        +  + + + +    
Selaginella cataphracta           +      
S. distachya (S. falcata) +       +    +    + 
S. membranacea           +      
S. obtusa         ?        
S. salaziana   +              
S. sinuosa + +               
Sphaerostephanos arbuscula        +         
S. elatus subsp. elatus        + +     +   
S. unitus + +      + +     + + + 
Sphenomeris chinensis            +     
Sticherus flagellaris       + +  +   +    
Trichomanes bipunctatum  +               
T. borbonicum       + +  +  + +    
T. cuspidatum + +      +    +     
T. giganteum  +      +    +     
T. inopinatum           + +     
T. meifolium          +  + +    
T. tamarisciforme +       +  +  + +    
Vittaria ensiformis + +               
V. isoetifolia       +   + +  +    
V. scolopendrina  +               
V. zosterifolia  +               

NOTE: Additionally, Actiniopteris australis was recorded in Terre-Sainte, a suburb of St-Pierre, and  
  Osmunda regalis on the Plaine des Palmistes. 
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LECTURE MEETINGS AND DAY VISITS 

AGM AND SPRING INDOOR MEETING, CAMBRIDGE – 25 March    
  Mike Porter 
Once again the Society met for its AGM and Spring Indoor Meeting at the established and 
popular venue of the Cambridge University Botanic Garden. The day was appropriately 
bright and spring-like as members gathered to greet friends and acquaintances, to enjoy the 
refreshments provided and to have a quick preview of the attractions on offer. By the time 
the meeting was due to start more than 50 members were present and the room was the 
usual hubbub of ferny talk, discussion of travel problems, some members having travelled 
considerable distances that morning, and the outlining of plans for future visits to fern-rich 
sites. Promptly at 11.00 a.m. Barrie Stevenson called the assembly to order and on behalf of 
the East Anglia group welcomed members to what was to be an extremely full but well 
organised programme.  

The rest of the morning was taken up with illustrated talks, demonstrating members’ 
enthusiasm for various fern-rich parts of the world, ranging from north-east America to the 
coast of China and from the Atlantic Ocean to the Caribbean. 

Andrew Leonard began proceedings with a talk on the Canaries, Spanish islands off the 
coast of Africa, which have an extremely rich fern flora. Andrew set the scene for his talk 
with a geographical outline of the seven main islands and supported his pictures of ferns 
with fine landscape views. Among the rich array of ferns pictured, particularly intriguing 
were Adiantum reniforme with its most unfern-like fronds and Davallia canariensis and 
Diplazium caudatum, all ferns of the laurel forests, and the endemic, glossy green 
Polypodium macaronesicum. Another impressive plant was the globally threatened tree-fern 
Culcita macrocarpa. However, it was also good to see some of our own rare ferns including 
Cystopteris diaphana and Ophioglossum lusitanicum. Some of the sites visited by Andrew 
were distinctly ‘scary’ and his feelings of vertigo seemed, to me at least, totally 
understandable. 

From the Atlantic Ocean we moved smartly across to the eastern Caribbean to look at the 
Ferns of St Lucia with Tim Pyner. This tropical island is noted for its rainforests, which 
contain, amongst many other ferns, quantities of the widespread Cyathea arborea, the less 
common C. aspera and a range of adiantums including A. villosum, A. latifolium and 
A. obliquum, often growing closely together and needing careful separation. Here too was 
Selaginella flabellata, the ‘fan spikemoss’. Tim also showed us pictures of some of the 
many epiphytic ferns that grow here including the tiny ‘tree snailfern’ Cochlidium 
seminudum, and Trichomanes punctatum with its circular fronds. The tour of this fern 
paradise concluded with a visit to what is claimed to be ‘the world’s only drive-in volcano’ 
with its sulphur springs and Blechnum serrulatum.  

Our next move was north to the north-eastern USA, with Alan Ogden giving us a taste of the 
delights enjoyed by those who participated in the BPS visit to this area in June and July 2005 
led by John Scott. Among the many ferns illustrated, especially interesting were those of the 
New Jersey Pine Barrens including Botrychium virginianum and B. matricariifolium, (as Alan 
pointed out, botrychiums are comparatively common in this part of the USA) Schizaea crispa 
(‘curly grass’) and the clubmosses Lycopodiella appressa and L. caroliniana. Woodland by the 
River Susquehanna produced ‘the walking fern’ Asplenium rhizophyllum (one of Alan’s 
favourites) with A. montanum and their fertile hybrid A. × pinnatifidum. Another particularly 
striking group, found by the Dunfield Creek Trail in the Delaware Water Gap, included 
Woodsia ilvensis and W. obtusa and that most attractive of often cultivated ferns, here growing 
wild, Cheilanthes lanosa with its hairy stipe and leaves.  
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Our last fern hot spot involved a long journey east to Hong Kong where Michael Hayward 
showed us some of the species of this densely populated area. We started with a trip to the 
Howgate Conservatory and Botanic Gardens on Hong Kong Island with its superb tree-
ferns, including the splendid Angiopteris evecta ‘elephant fern’, before moving on to the 
Peak, which gives a stunning view of the city. Here the fern species included Selaginella 
uncinata, the ‘rainbow spikemoss’ with its blue-green iridescent foliage. At the time of 
Michael’s visit the area had just endured its driest autumn and winter on record and much 
damage had been done to the hillsides by fire. However, it was encouraging to see 
Blechnum orientale sprouting again after burning. A different type of habitat was provided 
by the saltmarsh behind Silvermine Bay on Lantau Island where a fine colony of 
Acrostichum aureum occupied up to two hectares of land. Finally Michael showed us his 
new record for Lantau Island, Phymatosorus longissima, growing in marshy ground and 
only the third record for the New Territories.  

With the completion of Michael’s talk the first part of our programme was at an end and 
thanks are due to all four speakers for such an excellent and varied morning. The East Anglia 
group had laid on a tempting choice of foodstuffs for lunch and, having eaten, members 
took the opportunity to wander round the Botanical Garden or to patronise the bring-and-
buy fern sale, or the stalls offering variously, journals, fern books and BPS merchandise. 

The afternoon’s activities began with ‘The 
Pteridological Antiques Roadshow’. Barrie Stevenson 
had invited members to bring in any old and 
interesting fern-related items. These had been on 
show during the morning and lunch-time and were 
now used by Barrie as the subjects for his Antiques 
Roadshow. This was a tremendous tour de force, as 
Barrie spoke expertly and entertainingly on whatever 
ferny object came to hand. At no point during the 
entire performance was he lost for words! In fact the 
audience was enjoying itself so much that it was 
decided to postpone the AGM for a little longer until 
almost every ferny object had had its moment in the 
limelight or until Barrie ran out of steam (he didn’t). 
When the last item had been thoroughly discussed, 
the Society got down to business and the AGM 
began. A full report can be found on page 416. 

Barrie Stevenson and the East Anglia group deserve 
our gratitude for setting up such an enjoyable and 
well-organised day and for the warm and welcoming atmosphere they created. 

AUTUMN INDOOR MEETING, NATURAL HISTORY MUSEUM, LONDON 
– 18 November Graham Ackers (with Barrie Stevenson, Michael Hayward, Robert Sykes) 
In recent times this final meeting of the season has been themed. This year I decided to discard 
the themed approach in favour of a ‘miscellany’, potentially to allow members to share their 
own particular interests with others. However, those of you who saw the programme will 
know that we did end up with a ‘semi-theme’ – books! This was further emphasised by the 
appearance of dozens of rare antiquarian volumes, which were displayed around the very 
comfortable lecture room of the Department of Palaeontology at the Natural History Museum. 

With the various displays in place, Martin Rickard commenced telling us about ‘The Victorian 
Fern Book Phenomenon’ by announcing the availability, hot off the press, of his new book co-
authored with Nigel Hall, Fern books in English published before 1900 (BPS Special 
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Barrie Stevenson expounding on  
an exhibit in the Pteridological 

Antiques Roadshow, Cambridge 
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Publication No. 9). Martin used this book as the framework for his talk, which was 
appropriately illustrated by reference to the many books on display. Holding these works aloft, 
he expertly guided us through the many fern authors, their books and their various editions – 
some being virtually identical, others having worthwhile improvements, or in at least one case, 
with quality deterioration (the plates in the later editions of Mrs Lankester’s British Ferns 
displayed a distinct quality reduction!) A very pleasing feature of Victorian books is the 
decorative gold stamping on their covers, and Martin demonstrated some where the same fern 
image blocks had been used on different books. The locations of regional fern floras were 
shown on a map of Britain, demonstrating the focus (unsurprisingly) on our fern-rich areas. 

The first of the two ‘non-book’ talks was ‘Recording Fern Hybrids’ by Fred Rumsey. There 
are 47 pteridophyte hybrids currently listed in the British flora, this being quite a high 
number in relation to the size of the country and flora. Hybridisation is an important 
contributor to the diversity of our ferns as 25 of our fern species originally resulted from 
hybridisation. On the Continent there are about ten non-British hybrids where the parent 
species occur also in this country, so it would be worthwhile to look out for these in the 
field. At the same time, some of our recorded hybrids are either extremely rare, or possibly 
extinct, so a watch should be kept for these also. Perhaps we could expect to find hybrids of 
Ophioglossum, the cross between Hymenophyllum tunbrigense and H. wilsonii, and maybe 
our Huperzia selago is a species/hybrid complex. By performing an analysis of five 
regional floras, Fred concluded that fern hybrids are under-recorded, even by competent 
field botanists. Fred’s presentation concluded with some ideas and a short discussion on 
how the Society might contribute to the recording of fern hybrids. 

In commencing his talk on ‘New Zealand Fern Albums’, Barrie Stevenson explained how 
he had become intrigued by the efforts of Victorians in collecting and fixing actual plant 
specimens in the pages of albums. His interest in New Zealand fern albums in particular had 
been fired by Martin Rickard’s 1986 article in the Pteridologist. Having photographed those 
in the Natural History Museum, in 2005 Barrie spent six weeks in New Zealand, a trip that 
included viewing and photographing the many fine albums in the collections of the 
Wellington and Auckland Museums. Whilst showing us these images, Barrie related what was 
known about the albums’ main creators – Craig, Cranwell and Seuffert. Having kauri wood 
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covers with beautiful marquetry, Barrie argued that these albums were intended to be 
displayed flat, perhaps as ‘coffee table’ adornments, and they were sometimes bought by 
settlers to send home as presents (a Cranwell advertisement actually suggested them as 
being the “Best Present for England”!) One fascinating photograph showed a beautiful box, 
produced by Eric Craig, containing 25 cards of mounted ferns, amazingly all with their colours 
well preserved. In concluding, Barrie pointed out that these albums should be considered more 
as works of art than scientific publications, and he directed us to the various items on display. 

In his talk ‘Three Centuries of Nature Printing’, Michael Hayward presented an overview of 
the wide range of Nature Printing techniques and publications used between the 18th 
century and the present time. The imperial printing house in Vienna recorded impressions, 
not just of botanical subjects, on a lead plate from which either electrotypes or stereotypes 
could be created. Many examples from Vienna were illustrated. The most characteristic 
feature of the stereotyped plates is that the image of the frond is embossed, as well as being 
printed in intaglio, making the image stand out from the page in the best examples. Henry 
Bradbury learnt the technique whilst visiting Vienna, using it for four publications 
including his greatest achievement, Moore and Lindley’s The Ferns of Great Britain and 
Ireland. In contrast, Colonel Jones’ nature prints, of which several thousand are in the 
possession of the BPS, are flat and rather dull images created by impressing a frond coated 
on both sides with black printer’s ink between two sheets of paper. The present state of 
Michael’s research into the Jones prints was reported. 

Robert Sykes in ‘This Summer’s BPS Germany Tour’ gave an account of the joint visit by 
the BPS and the Hardy Fern Foundation to Germany in July 2006 (fully reported elsewhere 
in this Bulletin). It was a fully international party, with the USA and Britain well 
represented, plus one person from Holland, several from Germany itself and two South 
Africans for part of the time. The visit was led by Berndt Peters (with Patrick Acock 
handling much of the administrative detail). The party of 24 visited nine gardens, three fern 
nurseries, and two wild sites close to the Czech border. Germany does not have a huge wild 
fern flora, but the gardens were outstanding. Berndt’s garden had about 700 taxa, and Christian 
Kohout’s garden had about the same, nearly all well grown flourishing plants. Other gardens 
with fewer plants nevertheless had a wide range, with many ferns new to most of the party. 
There is a strong culture of growing from spores, creating new hybrids, and passing material 
round to other growers. Robert’s conclusion was that this was a successful and exciting visit. 

My talk was entitled ‘Opportunities from Fern Plate Iconography?’, the question mark 
implying an invitation to those present to give their opinions as to whether the BPS should 
publish some of the fine fern images from early published works. The publications covered 
were James Bolton’s Filices Britannicae (1785), Curtis’s Botanical Magazine (1787 to 
date), Hooker’s Botany of the Antarctic (1844-1859), Flora Graeca (1806-1840) and 
Banks’ Florilegium (1980-1990). Apart from the first, these were not primarily fern 
publications, and so the fern images and their story would probably be unknown to most 
fern enthusiasts. A brief account was given of the history and background to each 
publication, including potted biographies of the main participants. Apart from the actual 
published works, there were potential opportunities from publishing James Bolton’s original 
drawings as well as the pattern plates for the Botany of the Antarctic, both of which are at 
the Natural History Museum. I summarised the talk by discussing whether either the 
Pteridologist or a Special Publication might be the best vehicle for publication. 

Although the turnout of 28 members was a little disappointing, I felt that this was a most 
interesting and successful meeting, and would like to thank the speakers, as well as Adrian 
Dyer and Alastair Wardlaw for chairing the morning and afternoon sessions respectively. 
Particular thanks are due to Alison Paul who so conscientiously and successfully planned 
and executed the in-house logistics to ensure a smoothly running enjoyable day. 
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