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I come to my last day as 
President with a mixture of 
sadness and relief. Sadness, 
because being President has 
been an honour and a pleasure 
and it has now come to an end; 
it was a real pleasure to have 
the opportunity to join a group 
of people giving their time and 
skills for the benefit of the 
Society and to be in touch  
with many of the Society’s 
activities. At the same time  
I feel relief because the 
Presidency was a considerable 
responsibility, which I can now 
hand over. I would like to 
thank the Officers, Appointees 
and Elected Committee Members 
for their support and guidance. 
Together, I believe we have 
been able to build on the strong 
foundation that I inherited. 

Looking back over the last three years, I found myself wondering how I got to this position. 
Previous Presidents have described how they came, at a young age, to be interested in 
pteridophytes, and usually how one person was particularly influential in setting them on 
that path. My conversion was late, slow and unguided. Nobody I knew during my childhood 
had any interest in natural history and I did not study biology at school until ‘A’ Level. 
Despite this, an interest in plants developed and I graduated with a Botany Honours degree 

 
photo:  J. Dyer 

Adrian Dyer in his garden 

Editorial note: In this Bulletin the nomenclature of the Dryopteris affinis group follows Fraser-Jenkins 
2007, Fern Gazette 18(1): 1-26: D. affinis subsp. affinis, D. affinis subsp. paleaceolobata, 
D. borreri, D. cambrensis, D. × complexa, D. × critica, D. × convoluta, etc.  
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at Newcastle, then part of Durham University. In the 1950s, interest in ferns was at a very 
low ebb, both academically and horticulturally, and I graduated having had no exposure to 
pteridophytes apart from a catalogue of names and dates of fossils that made me vow never 
to get involved with the group again.  

Chromosomes caught my attention and I decided to do a PhD in cytogenetics, and 
investigated the chromosomes of Trillium and several other genera for my D Phil at Oxford. 
So it was as a cyto-geneticist that I joined the staff of the Botany Department of Edinburgh 
University in 1960 and I taught about chromosomes amongst other things for the next 44 
years. Also in the 1970s, I produced a variety of teaching kits for schools, including sets of 
photographs of nuclear division (which are still selling 30 years later), slides of angiosperm 
reproduction, a pollen germination kit, a chromosome preparation kit – and a fern 
gametophyte culture kit together with an explanatory booklet. Over the years, I worked with 
research students on projects of potential value in crop breeding, such as the creation of 
hybrids between wheat and rye, and of Brassica species. 

My first contact with living ferns was when I chose fern gametophytes as experimental material 
to study cell division in relation to differentiation and chloroplast replication. Gametophytes 
are very good laboratory material: easy to culture in large numbers, their plasticity in response 
to environmental factors makes them easy to manipulate. After trying several species, I chose 
one that produced uniform cultures; indeed, the cultures were so uniform that early divisions 
were synchronous. Later I discovered it was apogamous and diplosporous, so had genetically 
identical spores. Later still I discovered that the fern was Dryopteris pseudo-mas, now called 
D. affinis. This marked the beginning of a love-hate relationship with D. affinis that continues 
today. A quote from Lin Dunbar’s book Ferns of the Coastal Plain (Univ. of South Carolina 
Press, Columbia) comes to mind. Referring to old myths about ferns, she states: “long ago, … 
those who spoiled a fern plant would live the rest of their days with a confused mind”. That 
is certainly how I feel about D. affinis after having spoiled it to study its gametophytes! 

This work gradually led to an interest in gametophytes in their own right, and the 
gametophyte generation in the wild in particular. This required me to learn to recognise the 
British fern species, which I did initially with guidance from Chris Page at RBGE. I started 
teaching undergraduates and MSc students about ferns as well as about chromosomes, 
learning a lot more about fern biology in the process. In the early 1980s, I initiated an 
international symposium at RBGE on fern biology, which was sponsored by the BPS, 
together with the Royal Society of Edinburgh and the Linnean Society. This was my first 
contact with the BPS, which I then joined. This collaboration resulted in a successful 
conference, with 120 participants from over 20 countries, including some of the great names 
in pteridology and I made many new pteridological friends. 

I am still a beginner at fern identification and will never be a taxonomist. I enjoy seeing ferns 
in the wild and have happy memories of excursions in Britain to see ‘Ferny combes’, unusual 
habitats and rarities, as well as of trips abroad. However, looking at ferns in the wild doesn’t 
make me a field botanist. I enjoy the challenge presented by fern photography but I haven’t 
mastered the art yet. I grow ferns in my garden as space fillers or as specimen individuals, 
including a few cultivars. But I am no horticulturalist. I collect fern books but several members 
have more comprehensive libraries. I have accumulated some other fern collectibles, old and 
new, including engraved glass and various pots and prints, but I have no significant collections. 

However, within this butterfly-minded approach to pteridology, my interest in fern biology 
continued, and I soon found out that for many pteridologists, the gametophyte didn’t really exist. 
Fern taxonomy, fern ecology, fern anatomy and development, invariably meant sporophyte 
taxonomy, sporophyte ecology and sporophyte anatomy and development. The gametophyte 
was a forgotten generation, and I had discovered it, not in the sense that I was the first, but as a 
personal revelation, hence the title of my talk Discovering the forgotten generations. 
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What makes gametophytes so interesting? In a nutshell, it is because this generation is 
responsible for most of the critical events in reproduction: dispersal, establishment (which 
determines where new individuals will grow) and the breeding system (which determines 
whether they are cross-fertilised or self-fertilised). 

The mature gametophytes of 
most species are of the classic 
text-book form of a more-or-
less heart-shaped green thalloid 
structure. Each wing is mostly 
one cell thick, made up of 
green photosynthetic cells. 
Attached at the base are 
colourless unicellular rhizoids 
for anchorage and absorption 
of dissolved minerals. 
Eventually, sex organs may 
also occur. Some species also 
have glandular hairs or 
trichomes, and the presence or 
absence of these is one 
character that can be used to 
distinguish species as well as trichome shape, size and number, cell size and prothallus 
habit. Although these differences exist, they haven’t been used to create a gametophyte 
taxonomy, even for the small British flora, and until gametophyte identification keys exist, 
studies of reproductive biology in the wild will always be incomplete. 

Gametophyte development follows a predictable sequence, though there are minor 
differences between species. A short filamentous phase soon gives way to two-dimensional 
growth as a result of a reorientation of cell division when there is sufficient blue light. This 
response is mediated by a pigment located near the tip of the apical cell. If the tip is covered 
by something that excludes blue light, such as the misplaced brown spore wall, the 
transition to two-dimensional growth is prevented. In red light, this filamentous growth may 
continue almost indefinitely. This will prevent development of archegonia, which can only 
form on the central cushion of prothalli, but does not prevent antheridium production. Thus 
a gametophyte in near-darkness will grow as an elongated filament towards any source of 
light (positively phototropic) but if and when the intensity of the light shining on the tip 
increases, normal development will be initiated. Perhaps this occurs when spores germinate 
under soil particles near the surface. 

In the wild, gametophytes are restricted to certain micro-habitats and are small and not very 
competitive. Not all species require the same natural conditions to develop to maturity and 
produce sporelings. Some, such as Asplenium scolopendrium, can be found on the surface 
of exposed soil and porous rocks but on rotten wood the one most likely to be found is 
Dryopteris dilatata. This raises an interesting question: is it the gametophyte, the sporophyte, 
or both, that determines whether a species is terrestrial or epiphytic, calcifuge or calcicole? 
Does the gametophyte play a part in restricting a species to a certain type of habitat? 

Fascinating though all this is, arguably the most remarkable stage of the gametophyte 
generation is the first one, the spore. Spores have been fulfilling their essential role in the 
fern life-cycle for over 300 million years. The fern spore is less than a tenth of a millimetre 
across, but carries all the developmental potential for both the gametophyte and the 
sporophyte within its single nucleus. In this compact form, spore dispersal can carry the 
species tens, hundreds or even thousands of miles to new localities. 

 
photo:  S. Lindsay 

A mature fern gametophyte 
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While it is widely recognised that long distance spore dispersal is possible, there is a 
common misconception that most spores fall close to the source, based on spore-trapping 
investigations such as one by Peter Glaves (unpublished PhD thesis) on D. dilatata, which 
showed the density of spores deposited at distances up to ten metres either side of a single 
source plant. About 90 per cent of the recorded spores fell within two metres. However, no-
one has compared local deposition with total spore output to see what proportion escaped 
beyond the sample area. Such an investigation has been done with mosses (J. Bryol. 17: 
355-368. 1992) and although the scale is slightly different, the deposition curves were very 
similar. However, more than 90 per cent of the total number of spores produced escaped 
beyond the four-metre diameter trapping area. We should keep this example in mind when 
reviewing the evidence for ferns. 

One of the more obvious features of spores is that they vary in volume, shape and surface 
sculpturing of the thick protective wall. Differences exist between genera or even species, 
making spore morphology an important taxonomic character, but this variation must also 
have adaptive implications. Whatever the primary function of these differences, they are 
likely to affect spore aerodynamics, and thus dispersal potential, but there has been little 
study of this. Most spores are very durable and can tolerate a variety of environmental 
extremes such as drought and low and high temperature for considerable periods. Less well 
known is that they can survive passage through the gut of earthworms. Most spores have the 
potential to survive for several years or even decades. The optimum conditions for survival 
require further investigation, but it is known that storage at low temperature prolongs 
viability. More surprising perhaps is the fact that in at least some species spores remain 
viable for longer if they are stored moist, and fully imbibed. For example, spores of 
Blechnum spicant are all dead in about a year stored dry at 20°C; stored moist, there is no 
change in viability even after two years. Another characteristic of spores is their 
sophisticated control of dormancy. Spores are dormant when released. To break the 
dormancy and induce germination, water and, in most species, light are required in addition 
to a suitable temperature, usually between 10°C and 25°C.  

This combination of durability, longevity and dormancy in darkness results in the formation 
of soil spore banks – reservoirs of live but dormant spores buried in the soil. In Britain, 
most species form soil spore banks, and most soils contain viable spores, to a depth of over 
one metre in some sites. Their presence can be demonstrated by culturing soil samples in 
the light. Before 1990, it was not generally accepted that such spore banks existed. If I have 
made any contribution to pteridology, it is that, with Stuart Lindsay, I played a major role in 
establishing the idea that for many, perhaps most, ferns, a soil spore bank is an important 
part of their reproductive strategy. Along the way, we demonstrated that at least eight of 
Britain’s rarer ferns, including Woodsia ilvensis, produced soil spore banks, which could be 
used as a source for establishing ex situ conservation collections. A subsequent research 
project was entirely focussed on W. ilvensis and this work later contributed to the 
conservation action plan for W. ilvensis now directed by Heather McHaffie at RBGE. 

So, I hope it is clear from this very brief outline why I consider that spores are so 
remarkable. To use the popular vernacular, spores are ‘magic’!  

As readers of the Pteridologist will know (see Vol. 4, pt 5; 2006), there are long-established 
myths that spores do indeed have magic properties. Most often the species implicated is bracken. 
The magical property most often attributed to spores is the ability to induce invisibility if 
collected at midnight on St John’s Eve (23 June). According to folk-lore, if the spores are 
collected in the right way and then placed in a shoe, the wearer becomes invisible.  

I have travelled a path that has led me first to an interest in plants, and then to ferns, and 
thus to standing here today. This brings me back to wondering how other people get 
interested in ferns and in the BPS. Perhaps there has to be an inborn inclination, but 
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certainly there needs also to be an external influence, perhaps an individual or a group of 
people who can foster the interest. This is relevant in relation to the future role, and indeed 
existence, of the BPS.  

Pteridology now hardly exists in school syllabuses and there are few universities or colleges 
where pteridophytes are given more than a cursory mention. I have recently been advising a 
school close to home on some sixth year projects and suggested some investigations using 
ferns. I find that teachers have no knowledge of pteridophytes and if they did once learn the 
fern life-cycle at school, they can’t remember it. To make once more the link with my title, 
the teachers are a ‘forgotten generation’ in relation to pteridology, and there are other 
‘forgotten generations’ following behind in the children they teach. 

What are the implications of this for pteridology and for the BPS? There is already a lack of 
research into fern biology, and no signs of recovery. There are a few institutions, including 
the NHM and RBGE, where research continues into fern taxonomy, phylogeny and, to a 
lesser extent, conservation and breeding systems, but even if these opportunities for 
employment are maintained, where are the postgraduates with an interest in, and knowledge 
of, ferns going to come from when new staff recruits are needed? Who will stimulate 
interest in ferns and provide answers to questions from the public if staff at museums, 
wildlife reserves and information centres have no knowledge of the group? 

The responsibility for carrying the banner for pteridology in the UK rests squarely with the 
BPS. We need to cater not only for the broad range of interests of our members, which we 
already do very well, but also for the wider public. We must promote the subject, speak out 
on behalf of ferns, and through personal contact, publications and most particularly the 
website, provide the main source of information for those members of the public who have 
questions about them. In taking on this educational role, a service to the public as befits a 
registered charity, we must remember schools and colleges as well as adult enthusiasts. We 
have a particular responsibility towards the British flora, but we must also provide more 
general information at an introductory level. Perhaps some Pteridologist articles should 
have a more overtly educational role, in part aimed at schools and colleges. 

At the same time, we have to do what we can to add to the existing knowledge of the 
natural history of ferns. An important aspect of this is detailed and accurate recording of 
what ferns we have in Britain, where they are and how the populations are changing. But 
our contribution need not be limited to recording; it should also include investigations of 
other aspects of fern biology. Our knowledge of ferns lags well behind that of flowering 
plants and while large research projects involving expensive technology are beyond our 
capabilities, there are things we could do in the way of small investigations that would add 
significantly to our understanding of the lives of our British species. One of the strengths of 
the BPS has been the mix of professional career pteridologists and keen and knowledgeable 
amateur members but the supply of professionals is dwindling and, increasingly, the 
responsibility for interacting with the wider public must be taken by the rest of the 
membership. As a relatively small society our ambitions must be tailored to our capabilities, 
but that does not mean that we can do nothing. A small contribution is better than none. 

To encourage investigations by members, we need workshops to pass on the necessary 
botanical and investigatory skills, and funds to provide modest financial assistance. Our 
existing funds are currently under-used, but they would soon run out if we had a significant 
programme of projects; we need to explore the possibilities of sponsorship. 

The major restriction on what we can achieve is our relatively small membership. 
Opportunities for volunteers to become involved in monitoring and practical conservation at 
working meetings have been a big factor in the remarkable expansion of organisations such 
as Plant Life International over the last ten years. I don’t see why this expansion couldn’t 
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happen also at a more modest level for the BPS. The subtle attraction of ferns will always 
escape all but a discerning minority but a publicised programme of targeted recording, 
population monitoring, phenological studies, and active conservation (and by conservation I 
mean reversing adverse human impact) might prove to be a way of stimulating an increase 
in membership and in turn enable us to expand our activities without neglecting the needs of 
other members, particularly the fern growers. This is a good time for natural history 
organisations provided they have a recognisable purpose, and ferns now probably have a 
higher public profile than at any time in the last 100 years. We need to take advantage of this. 

My vision for the future of the BPS is an outward-looking organisation that caters for its 
members’ needs but is also known as the first port of call for anyone seeking information 
about pteridophytes. At the same time it has a modest programme of working meetings, 
investigations and other activities, co-ordinated by the Project Officer and partially funded 
by the Society, to add to our knowledge of the plants. Where appropriate, as in recording 
and conservation, these would be conducted in close cooperation with other organisations 
such as the BSBI and Plant Life International. We already have the publications to make the 
new information widely available. It would take some years to achieve this objective, and 
would require a major commitment by some members, but it is not an impossible ambition. 
I know that some members enjoy a relatively passive involvement with the Society, as I do 
in other societies, but I am sure that there are sufficient numbers who with support and 
encouragement could join in the efforts to go at least part way towards making this vision a 
reality, especially if these activities lead to an increase in membership. Meanwhile, we must 
encourage any demonstration of interest in ferns.  

However, I no longer have a major say in the future of the BPS, because today I hand over 
my Presidential responsibilities. I whole-heartedly endorse the Committee’s nomination of 
Robert Sykes, a long-time active member, friend and supporter of the Society, as my 
successor. You also have an excellent team on the present Committee. The Society has a 
promising future. 
 

 
photo:  courtesy A. Leonard 

Alpes Maritimes, France 
Andrew Leonard, Patrick Acock, Sébastien Sant, Paul Ripley,  

Michael Hayward, David & Avril Walkinshaw 
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NATIONAL FIELD MEETINGS 

ALPES MARITIMES, SOUTH FRANCE – 3-7 August   
(Leader: Sébastien Sant) Paul Ripley et al. 
Pat Acock, Andrew Leonard and Paul Ripley met Sébastien Sant on Wednesday August 1st 
for some reconnaissance. Sébastien was born and bred in Nice and knows the Alpes 
Maritimes extremely well. Not only does he know his ferns, but he is also a highly 
knowledgeable general botanist and naturalist. We were extremely fortunate to have such 
an able guide who generously gave us his expertise and time for the whole trip. 

Friday 3rd August (Paul Ripley) 
In the morning we visited a ‘vallon obscur’ (shady gorge), the Vallon de la Madeleine 
(Ravin des Vallières in the Commune de Colomars) just inland from Nice. Brief mention of 
this site will be made in Tuesday’s report when a similar site was seen. 

After collecting Michael Hayward and David and Avril Walkinshaw from Nice airport, our 
party, now complete, stopped barely one kilometre from the airport, at the Centre 
Commercial CAP 3000, St Laurent du Var. The unprepossessing site, close to a retail park, 
was the estuary of the Var. The Mediterranean is scarcely tidal, but the river estuary must 
flood in times of peak rainfall. In the sandy reed beds of the estuary, close to the retaining 
wall, we found Equisetum ramosissimum and E. × font-queri, with its parents, E. telmateia 
and E. palustre. E. × meridionale (E. ramosissimum × E. variegatum) has apparently also 
been reported here by Rémy Prelli.  

Moving on, we took La Moyenne Corniche westwards out of Nice, stopping beyond Cap 
Ferrat, just before the town of Éze in an attempt to see Asplenium petrarchae. The effects of 
the preceding dry weather in this region would dominate the appearance of the ferns we saw 
during the meeting, and in this case the plants were completely dried out. We made a brief 
stop near the Cap d’Ail to see a large clump of Pteris vittata, before seeing it with 
somewhat more ease above the Principality of Monaco (and with stunning views thereof). 

Finally we took the autoroute towards Menton, turning off northwards near Menton for the 
road that follows the Roya river into the mountains. North of Breil-sur-Roya, a few yards 
up the turning for Berghe, we stopped to see a superb stand of Pteris cretica.  

We arrived at ‘Neige et Merveilles’, our hostel for the week (a former lead-mining camp), 
15 minutes hard uphill walk from the road, and accessible only by 4-wd vehicle. One 
certainly kept fit moving between the dining room/bar and one’s bedroom, but the food was 
excellent value and the position magnificent. The wine was cheap but that is enough said. 

Saturday 4th August (Pat Acock) 
We were joined for the morning by the local ranger, Jean-Marie Cevasco, who had come 
to meet a group of naturalists from the Hungarian Academy and had a wide knowledge 
of all aspects of the flora and fauna. We set off up a rough track above our hostel. Very 
quickly the number of ferns on our list grew. Rarities for the area included Huperzia 
selago, Polystichum aculeatum, Phegopteris connectilis and Dryopteris cambrensis, and 
among the commoner ferns were D. filix-mas, Polystichum lonchitis, Gymnocarpium 
dryopteris and Athyrium filix-femina. Further up on a bank we came across one plant of 
the hybrid Polystichum × illyricum. (Not far down the valley was the statue of Sir 
Clarence Bicknell, an English botanist who spent many years studying this region and 
after whom P. × bicknellii was named.) After a little climb just outside the national park 
we were taken off the main trail to see Cystopteris montana. A bit further up we were to 
see a few more fronds of it on the edge of the trail, which is where Sébastien had first 
discovered it in the Roya Valley. 
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Still higher up, Dryopteris expansa became more common along with Athyrium distentifolium. 
After lunch, while most of the group was revelling in the discovery of Selaginella selaginoides, 
Andrew spotted a marmot resting on a rock below us. After a brief stop for refreshments at a 
refuge, four members set off back for the hostel as by now the sun was very hot and the trail 
became ever more rugged. We had hoped to be rewarded for continuing our journey by a 
Woodsia or two. Unfortunately these eluded us but we were compensated by finding a new 
(for Sébastien) site for Phegopteris connectilis, and being shown some of the ancient rock 
carvings dating from 4,000 to 1,500 BC. These were chiselled into the flat red surface of rocks 
and depicted spears and animals and strange symbols. Throughout the region there are 
reckoned to be over 40,000 of these carvings, which were only discovered relatively recently. 

Returning a slightly different way we were rewarded by a completely different vista with alpine 
meadows dominated by many species of umbellifers. Early on we were shown Equisetum 
palustre and in a lake just above the hostel Paul found E. ramosissimum. At the lake edge 
and into the water we found the colony of E. variegatum that Sébastien had promised us.  

Sunday 5th August (Andrew Leonard) 
After an early breakfast we were delighted to see two Range-Rovers turn up at 8a.m. to take 
us into the mountains. Neither had a roof, which turned out to be a mixed blessing as we 
were going to spend the next ten hours driving along bumpy and dusty unmade roads, with 
no protection from the very hot sun. 

After a drive through many beautiful valleys we arrived at 10.30 for our first stop, over the 
border in Italy between Cime du Bec roux and Cime du Bec. The main group walked down to 
a lake to see Selaginella selaginoides. I decided to do a less arduous walk to a nearby scree 
slope to catch my first sight of Dryopteris villarii. Also in the scree D. filix-mas, 
D. cambrensis, Polystichum lonchitis, Asplenium septentrionale and Athyrium distentifolium 
could be found. I understand the main group failed to see the promised clubmoss, but instead 
saw Botrychium lunaria. On the return trip and above and along the road were seen Huperzia 
selago, Dryopteris expansa, Cryptogramma crispa and Asplenium septentrionale. 

After an hour we returned to the vehicles 
and drove for another half-hour to the 
Marguareis area of karstic limestone. Along 
the road at and above 2,100 metres we 
began to see Asplenium fissum, which is 
only known from this region. We stopped  
to look at the roadside rock-walls and were 
delighted to be shown the very rare hybrid 
between A. fissum and A. viride, A. × 
lessinense. This was a small but spectacular 
fern, looking nothing like either parent.  
It had been found some time ago by  
Rémy Prelli and Jean-Louis Polidori and 
confirmed as the hybrid. We spent about 
half an hour here, finding A. fissum, 
A. viride, A. ruta-muraria subsp. ruta-
muraria, Cystopteris fragilis and C. alpina. 
There had not been rain in the south of 
France for two months and many ferns were 
suffering badly from the drought. 

We then drove a short way for lunch and 
an hour of individual fern-hunting. In this 

photo:  P.J. Acock

Asplenium × lessinense  
in Alpes Maritimes, France 
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area could be found Asplenium fissum, A. viride, A. trichomanes, A. ruta-muraria subsp. 
ruta-muraria, Cystopteris fragilis, Dryopteris villarii, D. filix-mas, Polystichum lonchitis, 
Athyrium distentifolium, A. filix-femina, Gymnocarpium robertianum and one very small 
plant of Botrychium lunaria. Despite the drought, A. fissum was particularly fine here. 

At 2p.m. we began the four-hour drive back through many unremarkable valleys. 
Temporary respite came when one of the Range-Rovers broke down; unable to mend the 
vehicle, our driver rang for a replacement, which took us back to our hotel for a welcome 
drink and a shower before dinner. 

Monday 6th August (Michael Hayward) 
On our morning walk to the cars we left the piste to explore the adjacent river bed. There 
were stands of Equisetum hyemale and Dryopteris cambrensis shaded by large boulders and 
bushes. In more open sections were delightful carpets of Asplenium septentrionale. Back on 
the piste, A. trichomanes and Polypodium vulgare were common and a few very dehydrated 
Asplenium ceterach were found. 

Next we travelled towards the coast to the mediaeval town of Saorge, with its tall bell 
towers, precariously perched on a rock spur jutting into the Roya Valley. Sébastien 
disappeared into a small cave by the ancient public washing house, emerging with a rather 
dazed but very photogenic salamander, which was no doubt glad to be returned to its black 
hole. After coffee in the town square we descended past the monastery and drove two 
kilometres east in the Bendola Valley to the Pont de Castou where we ate our lunch on the 
river bank with brightly coloured damsel flies for company. After lunch we started to climb 
upwards, following the river through mostly deciduous woodland where ferns were 
abundant; finds included Dryopteris filix-mas, Polypodium vulgare, Asplenium 
trichomanes, A. ruta-muraria subsp. dolomiticum, A. foreziense, A. fontanum and Adiantum 
capillus-veneris. Polystichum aculeatum and P. setiferum were found, the latter becoming 
more common and larger as we climbed higher, searching for a known plant of their hybrid, 
P × bicknellii, which was still surviving despite the use of strimmers on the path edge. 

We then drove inland through the town of La Brigue, following the river Levenza to the 
Chapel of Notre Dame des Fontaines with its 15th-century wall paintings. Some of us chose 
to explore the chapel but the majority who descended the steep banks of the river found 
Gymnocarpium robertianum, Cystopteris fragilis, Asplenium trichomanes subsp. 
quadrivalens and possibly subsp. hastatum, and the low growing Selaginella helvetica 
clinging to exposed rock surfaces.  

Driving back the four kilometres to La Brigue, part of France since 1947, we had time for a 
relaxing drink in the town square to round off a pleasant day’s ferning. 

Tuesday 7th August (Paul Ripley) 
On our last day we travelled back to Nice and visited Vallon du Donaréo, another ‘vallon 
obscur’, where small streams have cut narrow gorges in the soft, rather amorphous 
limestone-rich rock. They are all protected sites under the EU Natura 2000 network. At 
times the scenery was spectacular, with narrow sections and natural tunnels through the 
rock. The walls of the gorge were covered with Adiantum capillus-veneris – easily more 
than the entire British population, as was pointed out. We also saw Equisetum 
ramosissimum, E. arvense and E. telmateia growing in the largely dry river-bed. On the 
banks we noted Selaginella denticulata, Dryopteris filix-mas, Asplenium onopteris, 
Pteridium aquilinum and Polystichum setiferum (in abundance here, though not common 
elsewhere on our trip). Asplenium scolopendrium and A. trichomanes were occasionally 
seen, and Pteris cretica and a single plant of the alien Cyrtomium fortunei grew further 
along the gorge. A comparison with the Vallon de la Madeleine visited on the previous 
Friday might be instructive. In addition to the species noted above, we there saw Selaginella 
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kraussiana, Dryopteris cambrensis, and a 
lot of curious and attractive variegated 
Pteris, almost certainly P. nipponica, that 
has locally been referred to as P. cretica 
‘Medio-Picta’ and would repay further 
study. We also saw one plant confirmed 
by others as Dryopteris borreri, but  
very difficult to distinguish from 
D. cambrensis. Just beyond where we 
stopped Sébastien had previously found 
D. dilatata, but we did not go far enough 
on Friday to confirm this finding. 

From Vallon du Donaréo we went to Nice 
Botanic Garden, where Sébastien works. 
The dry, hot location is well suited to  
the display of Macaronesian and  
sub-tropical plants. Davallia canariensis, 
Platycerium bifurcatum, Nephrolepis 
biserrata, Pteris tremula, Christella dentata, 
Dicksonia squarrosa and Cyrtomium 
fortunei were among the ferns seen.  

After refreshments, the Walkinshaws 
wisely left us, before we drove for about 
an hour along the busy Autoroute 8 to 
Théoule-sur-Mer. On the cliff path that 
accessed the sea from Théoule-sur-Mer, 

and accessible regrettably only to the most sure-footed, Asplenium balearicum grew in rock 
crevices. This is the only station for this species that can be reached (just) without recourse 
to a boat. On the path sides we also saw Pteridium aquilinum, Osmunda regalis, Adiantum 
capillus-veneris, Asplenium onopteris and rather dry A. obovatum subsp. obovatum.  

We are deeply grateful to Sébastien for giving so freely of his time and knowledge of the 
area and its plants (and snakes!) and for planning such a varied and action-packed few days.  

NORTH-WEST WALES – 11-12 August Brian Dockerill (Saturday) & 
  Martin Rickard (Sunday) 
This was an exceptionally well attended meeting, with 55 members, most of whom had 
found accommodation in Criccieth.  

The first day comprised visits to four gardens on the Lleyn peninsula. We set out from 
Criccieth at 9a.m. and gathered in the car park of our first destination, Portmeirion village and 
gardens (23/592373). The village, which was the creation of Clough Williams-Ellis between 
1926 and ’76, is well known for its extraordinary idiosyncratic architecture. However, our 
main target was the gardens, developed piecemeal by purchases of land in the years up to 
1954, and the ferns therein. Local knowledge is always a great benefit. On this occasion we 
were led by William Hughes who knows the gardens well. We set off along a main path from 
where, amongst many unusual trees and shrubs, we saw the rare maiten, Maytenus boaria, an 
evergreen tree from Chile. We were then quickly rewarded by the sight of our first tree ferns, 
fine specimens of Dicksonia antarctica and perhaps the best Cyathea dealbata we were to see 
on the trip. These were clearly well at home in the moist and sheltered woodland habitat. After 
stopping to admire fine plants of a particularly good form of Osmunda regalis ‘Undulatifolia’, 
we were led by William into the undergrowth. Here, after some searching, he pointed out a 
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colony of Microsorum punctatum growing under conditions of perfect drainage on a large 
rock. The only disappointing find was a specimen of Dicksonia fibrosa back in the village. This 
had been thriving until recently, but the shelter belt had been reduced to open the view and the 
increased exposure was having a very detrimental effect and the fronds were badly browned. 

From here our convoy left for Nanhoron (23/282317) where we were to be the guests of 
Bettina Harden. Unfortunately, we became separated in the busy traffic but before long we 
were all gathered on the lawn outside the house and engrossed in the important matter of 
consuming our packed lunches, along with coffee kindly provided by our hostess. Suitably 
refreshed we had a brief introduction. The estate had been in the hands of the same family 
for over 700 years, although the present house and garden layout dated from the late 18th 
century. Bettina and her husband David had received advice from Martin Rickard on the 
siting of tree ferns and we were delighted to find tall plants of Dicksonia antarctica thriving 
in a sheltered corner near the house. Further in the garden we saw more recent plantings of 
D. antarctica, Cyathea australis and Lophosoria quadripinnata. We also found plants of 
Woodwardia radicans and W. unigemmata growing together, the rich red colour of the new 
fronds of the latter demonstrating clearly the easiest means of distinguishing these two 
species. Bettina explained that “when a house has been in the same family for hundreds of 
years, little gets thrown away” and we were able to see working greenhouses and potting 
sheds, these last dating from the 18th century. 

We then faced a small 
logistical challenge, as our 
convoy had to be reduced to 
the absolute minimum to 
permit parking at the garden of 
John Sanford in Abersoch 
(23/313266). We entered the 
rear garden to see huge 
specimens, first of Dicksonia 
antarctica and Cyathea 
dealbata and then no less than 
four plants of C. medullaris. It 
was suggested that these were 
likely to be the finest growing 
in the UK, having been planted 
in ideal conditions more than 
ten years ago. The garden was 
very close to the sea and 
sheltered from the north by the 
higher ground of the peninsula. 
Therefore, although the plants 
were fully exposed to the sky, 
the air was very moist. An 
insight into the climate was 
offered by a tall Araucaria 
heterophylla (the Norfolk 
Island pine) growing happily 
outside without protection. 
John explained that, when 
planting, he buried from six 
inches to two feet of the stem 
of these large specimens into the ground, staked then securely and watered them daily at 
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first. However, once established, they required little attention. This was graphically 
confirmed when he told us that he had just returned from a prolonged trip abroad, and that 
the plants had received no attention at all for the previous six months. This trip had led to a 
possible gift for Martin, hidden under an upturned pot, but first he had to agree to attempt 
an identification. This he duly did with the predictable successful outcome, and a plant of 
Cibotium chamissoi (formerly C. splendens) was his. 

The day ended as it had begun with us again in the capable hands of William, this time in 
his own garden in Llanystumdwy (23/474386). As we passed down a narrow entrance by 
the side of the bungalow, the many fine plants whetted our appetites, but nothing could 
prepare us for the sight of the steep slope at the rear. A maze of narrow paths was soon 
dotted with people exclaiming in surprise at the range and quality of the ferns. A list is 
impossible here (one can be found on his comprehensive website at www.mygarden.ws)  
but two specimens of Dryopteris neorosthornii caused much comment. William proved to 
be a generous host and was hopping from path to path, naming plants and handing out 
fronds with spores to eager collectors. Extensive though the fern collection was, it was clear 
that this was the garden of a person with wide tastes and skilled at cultivation, and it 
contained a rich collection of other genera, particularly of woodland plants.  

At this point the weather, which surprisingly had been kind all day, deteriorated as we 
returned to Criccieth, arriving back just in time for dinner. 

Saturday evening & Sunday (Martin Rickard) 
Fifty one members and guests sat down for the dinner, an irregular celebration of the Jimmy 
Dyce supper club at the Marine Hotel. A very enjoyable evening with good company and 
good food, the only problem was that the hotel’s wine cellar was getting low! Our 
President, Robert Sykes, reminded us of how Clive Jermy dubbed the dinner ‘the first 
Jimmy Dyce supper club’ on the Saturday night during the meeting held at Bampton around 
20 years ago. Jimmy was present on that occasion, I know he would have approved of our 
evening in Criccieth, and contributed to the problems with the wine cellar! 

On the Sunday morning we arranged to meet at Glynllifon, the former home of the Hon. H.G. 
Wynn (23/453553). Here he created a significant fernery fully written up by Dr Stansfield in 
the British Fern Gazette for 1925, Vol. 5, pp. 94-99. Glynllifon is a large estate with a huge 
mansion. The grounds are surrounded by a magnificent perimeter wall several miles long, on 
which Polypodium cambricum ‘Cambricum’ was reputedly discovered many years ago. In 
the main valley above the house there is a largely derelict area called the Children’s Mill. It 
was in this area that most of the ferns were found. The most notable was probably 
Cystopteris diaphana, which occurred in several places. It is mentioned in the 1925 account 
and was probably introduced but with its recent discovery in Cornwall, a not very different 
climatic zone, it is possibly native. Other ferns included several cultivars of Polystichum 
setiferum and Athyrium filix-femina, no doubt sporelings from the original planting. In a 
delightful valley a small plantation of Dicksonia antarctica was settling in nicely. Before 
moving on, Bryan Smith did brisk trade in the car park with Society merchandise. 

Our next stop was The World of Ferns, formerly Rickards Hardy Ferns (23/593668). Here 
we were delighted to see towering plants of Dicksonia fibrosa – the tallest I have ever seen 
– as well as a bewildering range of other tree-fern and ground fern species. The large barn 
is like a temperate rain forest and could justifiably be a tourist attraction – wonderful! Dick 
Hayward was on hand to give information on the plants on offer and did brisk trade, ably 
supported by his partners Ben Kettle and Jenny Jones. I believe Dick has accumulated one 
of the best fern collections in the UK.  

Leaving The World of Ferns we travelled east towards Conway and visited Aberconway 
Nursery (23/799744), which is extremely well known for its wide range of excellent quality 
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alpines. It is less well known for ferns. The wide range on offer may have been prompted 
by our visit, but I know they always carry an interesting selection. Mostly smaller 
herbaceous ferns, no tree ferns, but all plants are grown on the nursery and are not generally 
available elsewhere. They even offer a select range of xerics – Cheilanthes and Pellaea. 

As organiser I must say it was a delight to meet so many friends old and new over the 
weekend. The total attendance was 57 including four notable visitors from America – Sue 
Olsen (author of the wonderful recently published Encyclopedia of garden ferns), Naud 
Burnett (owner of Casa Flora in Texas, possibly the largest fern nursery in the world), his 
wife Wim and Pat Riehl, and two from Ireland – Jim and Val Denison. The international 
flavour of the meeting added greatly to the interest for everyone. 

PEAK DISTRICT, DERBYSHIRE – 1-2 September  Roland Ennos (Saturday),  
 Bridget Laue (Sunday a.m.), Paul Ruston (Sunday p.m.) 
On a sunny Saturday morning a group of 24 ‘ferners’ set off from Monsal Head 
(43/185715), north-west of Bakewell. The group descended to the Monsal viaduct and the 
end of the tunnel where the first ferns were spotted: Dryopteris filix-mas, an unidentified 
Polypodium, Asplenium scolopendrium, A. ruta-muraria and A. trichomanes subsp. 
quadrivalens. Further along the fern-rich cutting (43/178718) were more of these ferns, 
along with plentiful Cystopteris fragilis and our first hard shield fern, Polystichum 
aculeatum. A huge Dryopteris was also spotted, which turned out to be an affinis-sized 
D. filix-mas. Turning right from the trail onto the path to the River Wye, we passed several 
specimens of Asplenium trichomanes subsp. quadrivalens growing on scree. 

The path led down to the river at Cressbrook Mill (43/172728), where the same three 
aspleniums were seen growing in the wood on natural rock, along with a fine specimen of 
Polystichum aculeatum. From the bridge spanning the river we were afforded a good view 
of a single Asplenium scolopendrium with lustrous dark green, ramose fronds. On arrival at 
the aptly-named Water-cum-Jolly Dale, dabchicks were spotted on the millpond and 
rainbow trout in the crystal-clear water. Refreshments were obtained from a tea shop next  
to the mill and the group then made its way along the road and river bank under the  
Monsal viaduct to the weir (43/176713). Here Polypodium vulgare was spotted growing 
epiphytically on a riverside tree while plenty of specimens of Dryopteris dilatata dotted the 
hazel coppice and ash woodland beside the path leading back to Monsal Head. Lunch was 
taken here, in the pub, tea shop or alfresco. 

We travelled by car to the next stop, Coombs Bridge near Bakewell (43/230679), where two 
impressive stands of Equisetum were examined along the footpath to the south. The first 
group, though seeming to have characteristics of E. telmateia, were pronounced by Patrick 
Acock to be simply very robust specimens of E. arvense. A second colony further along the 
path was E. telmateia, probably the largest and finest in the Peak District. 

The final stop for the day was at the car park at the foot of Topley Pike (43/104725).  
We walked downstream along the River Wye, spotting a dipper before the first ferns  
were encountered on a railway viaduct: Asplenium scolopendrium, A. ruta-muraria, 
A. trichomanes subsp. quadrivalens and Cystopteris fragilis. Further along the path, just 
before the cottages, a number of ferns were found that gave the group interesting 
identification practice: huge colonies of Polypodium interjectum and Asplenium 
trichomanes subsp. quadrivalens covered a scree bank by the side of a viaduct. A nearby 
tree was host to an epiphytic colony of P. interjectum. Rising to the Monsal Trail proper, 
we examined the ‘well-ferned’ cutting (43/115727) where large, healthy examples of the 
limestone oak fern, Gymnocarpium robertianum were found at head height on the north-
facing rock wall. Lower down were many specimens of the exquisitely-shaped Asplenium 
trichomanes subsp. pachyrachis. At the far end of the railway line was a footbridge over the 
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river where there was a fine 
specimen of the lady fern, 
Athyrium filix-femina, together 
with Dryopteris dilatata and 
Polystichum aculeatum. The 
final destination was the 
stepping stones in Chee Dale 
(43/124732), where on the rock-
face on the far side an unusual 
specimen of Cystopteris fragilis 
was found with similarities to 
limestone oak fern. The 
possibility that it was a hybrid 
was mooted. Less contentious 
but even more satisfying was 
the final discovery on the rock-
face above the stepping stones 

of Asplenium viride, its green stipe readily distinguishing it from A. trichomanes. The group 
returned to the cars, and after a quick pit stop reassembled at the White Lion, Great 
Longstone, where vital tissues were restored with a good meal and fine wines. 

We launched our Sunday morning excursion to Hay Wood from the Grouse Inn 
(43/258779), north-east of Froggatt. The sandstone terrain (the Dark Peak) with acidic 
conditions hosted distinctly different ferns from those seen the previous day in the alkaline 
conditions of the limestone areas (the White Peak). Immediately we observed Pteridium 
aquilinum, curiously missing on Saturday, and instead of the ubiquitous Dryopteris filix-mas, 
today’s common fern was D. dilatata in abundant stands. Along the trail we encountered a 
few Athyrium filix-femina, and a new fern for the weekend, Oreopteris limbosperma. In an 
open boggy area we found healthy stands of Equisetum sylvaticum and E. arvense. Good 
specimens of Blechnum spicant were found in shady areas along the path. Eventually we 
did find a Dryopteris filix-mas and a nice D. carthusiana conveniently growing along the 
path. Some inconclusive discussion followed later about a potential hybrid between 
D. carthusiana and D. dilatata. There were several D. borreri in the woods. A clump of 
Polypodium interjectum was seen in a stone wall. 

We had a rather challenging scramble up the hillside to return to the road, but were 
rewarded by finding several large Asplenium scolopendrium plants. The roadside trek 
yielded a single specimen of Dryopteris × complexa (confirmed later after microscopic 
examination of the spores – small and misshapen – by Matt Stribley and Bruce Brown). 
Large mixed communities of Equisetum arvense, E. fluviatile and E. palustre – including 
polystachous specimens – were seen along the damp ditches (43/256775). We reached the 
Grouse Inn for a hearty lunch before the clouds moved in and rain started. 

Some members then set off on their homeward journey. The remaining group made the 
short drive to Ramsley reservoir to visit a site renowned for its quite vigorous Asplenium 
ceterach (43/285745), which has colonised whole sections of the stone walls along the 
overspill of the disused reservoir. A long section of the overspill is fenced-off to stop the 
Derbyshire sheep grazing the fern communities along the walls; this has obviously had 
some success, as the difference in the fern growth between the fenced and unfenced sections 
of the overspill was quite noticeable. Cystopteris fragilis, Asplenium adiantum-nigrum, 
A. ruta-muraria and A. trichomanes subsp. quadrivalens were also present. One particularly 
robust specimen of A. trichomanes with large scalloped basal pinnules caused interest and 
discussion. We determined that it was probably subsp. quadrivalens.  

After books and other merchandise were purchased, the group dispersed. 
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Pat Acock examines Polypodium interjectum in Derbyshire
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