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Mark’s Musings

Firstly my apologies for the lateness of this edition, partly due to my holiday and partly to erecting a new
greenhouse for ferns. Grateful thanks to both my wife and Julian for help in doing this—advice for anyone
about to build one—don’t fall through the ladder, it hurts!
As I write the garden is suffering from a lack of rain, I am, again, this year putting all the washing-up water onto my Scollie bed. In spite of liberally covering it with a mulch of leaf mould last year and all the autumn leaves falling on it I have large cracks I can get my fingers into! That’s what happens when you have
the same soil as the brick works along the road!

Classic Cultivar
Athyrium filix-femina ‘Victoriae’
This cultivar was found as a plant of several crowns growing in a cart road off the high road at Drymen in Stirlingshire by a Mr James Cosh, a student, in 1861. There appears to be some confusion around the bringing of this form into
cultivation. Lowe states that it was left for two years before being transferred to the garden of the Duke of Montrose at
Buchanan by his gardener, Mr John Connon. It was named ‘Victoriae’ by Mr Moore and was fully described in the West of
Scotland Horticultural Magazine in May 1864. Lowe states that the original plant is still at Buchanan but “by some means,
not altogether legitimate, a portion of this plant got into other hands”. Charles Druery, in his British Ferns and their Varieties states that he found the idea that this plant had been left in situ for 2 years rather strange, and so went to its location
where he met a farmer, who had been present at the finding and was then, as he had been, at the time, cutting the grass.
This farmer stated that Mr Cosh has asked him to leave the fern and that he (Mr. Cosh) would return the following day to
remove it, which he did.
Mr Cosh divided the
clump, one piece going
to the Dukes garden
while the rest was sent
to, it is believed, Edinburgh, to Mr Cosh’s
friends

Original
Clone

Whichever is the true
version, the important
thing is that we still
have this plant in cultivation and in many of
our collections. Thanks
to Steve Coleman, including mine ,since late
last year.
Many spore grown
plants are around, some
very fine but, apparently, never as large as the
original.

The plant above is the best of my non originals.
A not so
good
example.

Two views of a plant purchased as ‘Victoriae’ last week from an otherwise brilliant nursery in South Wales. I have 5 Lady
ferns out of this pot as well as a reasonably large clump of Oak Fern. Not accurate labelling but good value! I am looking forward to seeing what comes from spore sowings of these Ladys

Some thoughts on our cultivars and o possible direction for the future

When you look around the garden at the flowering plants we, and other, “normal?” gardeners grow, many, if not
most, of the plants are the result of breeding experiments and programmes, over many years, sometimes over generations.
Some names immediately come to mind when certain plants are mentioned, for example: David Austin for Roses, Helen
Ballard, Elizabeth Strangeman and the Ashwood and Blackthorn nurseries for Hellebores, Stamile, Salter and Munson for
Hemerocallis and many others for both these plants and many other genera.
For some groups of plants, planned breeding seems less important. With snowdrops the majority of new forms seem
to be the result of either wild finds or recognising something special self-sown in a garden, with relatively few growers apparently going in for breeding programs.

In our world of ferns there seems to have been even less emphasis on breeding. I know there has always been some
mixed variety sowings to see if something new will turn up. I have a few pots of mixed sporelings as have others. Tim Brock
has been doing this with great success for a number of years with Scollies. (See the “New Cultivars” section following). There
has been some exciting work with hybridising recently, Plants like Athyrium ‘Ghost’ are commercially available and Rolf
Thiemann has had great success with Polystichum, Asplenium and Dryopteris, see his articles in The Pteridologist Vol. 5, Part
6 and Vol. 6 Parts 1, 3 and 4.
I am not aware, however, of anyone who is/has been running a breeding program to create a specific target by taking
the best from one generation and breeding from that, taking the best again and repeating until the target is reached, with,
hopefully, interesting side branches as well. Ideally, of course, I am hoping to get a load of emails from you explaining that
this is exactly what you have been doing for the past twenty years, with photos to show the results! That will be the next few
editions of this newsletter sorted!

You might, quite reasonably, be asking at this point “what have you done in this direction?” Not a lot, but I did make a
start, initially with the Polystichum setiferum ‘Revolvens’, ex Lowe that I purchased from Martin Rickard nearly 30 years ago.
After some 15-20 years of growth it suddenly decided to start producing fronds that were flexuose as well as revolved so I
decided to sow spores from the most revolved/least flexuose fronds and the least revolved/most flexuose to see, if over the
generations I could separate each variety. Unfortunately having got the first generation to maturity it was decided that we
would downsize. Many of you now have these plants in your garden and I have received back a couple of sporelings from
these which is very satisfying. Equally satisfying is seeing “my” plants thriving in your gardens.
Another thought I had, and again began, but had to give up for the same reason was to see if it would be possible to
create a P. s. ‘Pulcherrium’ copy from Martin's ‘Leinthall Starkes’. I did bring three of my original sowings of this one with me,
sadly lost the best the year before last, but I have a couple of pots of sporelings underway to start again, sadly I do not have
the room I had before so I will have to select carefully which to grow on.

Have any of you had thoughts along this line, are there old, lost varieties that you would like to see resurrected? Obviously they would not be the same variety but something almost indistinguishable might be possible. Perhaps someone would
like to have a go at re-creating the P. s. ‘Plumosissimun Birkenhead’ as shown bottom of page 80 of the Polystichum Cultivars
BPS publication. If you do, can I put my name down for one?
I am sure that there are many Lady ferns, Male ferns and Polypodies that we would all like to see again, or possibly
go further with, after all, no need to stop at your target, just aim a little higher!

I hope these suggestions will pique some interest and I look forward to attending future meeting when the results of
all your breeding experiments are discussed and the plants shown. In the meantime, keep up the spore mixing and hybridising.

New Cultivars
Last week, while on holiday in wales, I was lucky enough to visit Tim Brock and, in a slight change of format, and with his permission, I present a few of the photos I took of some of his experiments and selections.

Note the long “horn” on this.

