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Mark’s Musings

One year of newsletters completed, I know it’s a sign of old age, but it seems to have gone very
quickly.
In this edition I have to give special thanks to two non-members, in the order they appear: John Edmiston, Director of “Tropical Britain” and Christa Wardrup. John kindly allowed me to cut and paste from
his site while Christa was the inspiration and source of photos for, what I hope, will be an on-going series
on exotic cultivars

Classic Cultivar
Dryopteris affinis Cristata ‘The King’
This is a plant I am sure we all have, or have grown. A few years ago it was to be seen in just
about every nursery and Garden Centre, then it seemed to disappear (certainly down here in the
South east) except for the specialist nurseries.
I had a plant for many years in my previous garden, when we moved and I dug it up to bring with
me, it split into two crowns, sadly neither are doing very well here, in fact I have just moved one to, I
hope, a better location. This has only one frond. The other crown has two “good” fronds and two very
stunted fronds. This gave me a problem for this article as I couldn't use either for illustrations (I do
have some pride!). I had a look on line and decided I was going to have to contact one of the nurseries
to see if I could use their photos when my wife decided she wanted to go out for a while (as a fitness
test after an operation) We went to a
local Hillier’s Garden Centre for
coffee and, what do
I find—they have
several pots of ’The
King’, so, just for
you all, I bought the
one you see on the
left and on the next
page.

Original
Clone

A couple of days
later I saw some in
another nursery!

Note the long “horn” on this.

Charles Druery, in “British Ferns and their Varieties” stated it was found at Charleston, near St Austell, in Cornwall.
The Tropical Britain site has further information which I am using with the permission of John Edmiston, Director so
many thanks to him and Tropical Britain. Please visit their site at: https://www.tropicalbritain.co.uk or, to see the full
account that I have filched from: https://www.tropicalbritain.co.uk/ferns/dryopteris-pseudomas-cristata.html .
In 1880, Captain (later Colonel) A. M. Jones, Treasurer of the British Pteridological Society wrote about it as "perhaps
the grandest and most useful of British Ferns, and it is scarcely to the credit of Pteridologists that
its history should still remain obscure; - all that is known is that it was found in the parish of St.
Austell, in the grounds of Caercleugh and that the plant was at Kew in 1850".
Charles Druery also published two articles in 1909 and 1912, which, as few of us were members at this time, I am reproducing the parts used by “Tropical Britain” below.
This first piece was in Volume 1, No 1: 1909
"We have before us as we write a splendidly grown specimen of this truly regal British Fern, the
fronds of which are fully four feet in length, while the trunk, which thirty years of proper culture has
enabled it to develop, adds a full foot and a-half and constitutes it a thorough-bred British Tree
Fern. This plant belongs to the hard evergreen section of the Male Ferns as distinct from the softer
section "filix-mas," the common Male Fern, and therefore is as ornamental in the winter, when foliage is precious, as in the summer when it becomes one of a host among deciduous species. It is
heavily and symmetrically tasselled at the tips of its fronds and pinnae, or side divisions. This imparts a highly ornate character to it, far and away eclipsing the simpler beauty of the normal form of
the species...
... Thanks to the fertility above mentioned and the extremely easy culture of the Fern, no collection
exists without one or more specimens, but this means little so far as adequate recognition is concerned, for it should not merely figure in collections; its hardiness, beauty and cheapness entitle it
to a place in every rockery as well as to a high post of honour under glass. To attain the result, however, which we have described, viz. the aspect of a Tree Fern, there is just that touch of careful and
persistent culture required, which makes a fern plant precious. If we have nothing to do but dump a
plant into a pot and it straightway grows like a weed, producing offsets in all directions and becoming a bush, we are apt to think little of it, but if, on the other hand, we can, by checking its exuberance in certain directions, induce it to assume a specially beautiful character and then maintain it,
we feel we have, as it were, a " finger in the pie," and that some of the credit is due to ourselves. This
is precisely the case with the "King of the Male Ferns," that very gift of fertility in offsets above alluded to has to be persistently checked if we want a Tree Fern; if we obtain a crown of the plant and
install it in a pot, in a short time it will send up a charming shuttlecock of its tasselled fronds and
promise to be all right, but very soon we shall find little fronds peeping out at the base of the big
ones and all round a little forest of youngsters will appear, each one developed from a bulbil near
the base of the big fronds. These grow apace and in time we have a dense bush in which the original
shuttlecock is indistinguishably merged, while the whole lot are fighting for existence in the limited
area of soil which should only serve for one crown. Hence a mass of medium-sized fronds, pretty but
mediocre. If, however, so soon as these little basal fronds become tangible plants we prize them off
with a blunt knife, we shall find them come away with a little bunch of roots, all ready to give to admiring friends or pot up for additional specimens. These removed, more will come in time, but we
must persist, and presently we shall see that the original shuttlecock, freed from competition at its
roots or contributions from itself towards a brood of youngsters, is fattening up its crown tremendously as a preliminary to sending up a circle of great robust fronds with double the development of
those in the bush. Each year this goes on until the maximum height is attained and a trunk begins
to form by the annual crown always springing up within that of the previous year at a slightly higher
level, while the old fronds, dropping in the late spring as they are pushed outwards by the new ones,
leave their stumps as a contribution. All this time the youngsters will have been trying to assert
themselves, but as time goes on the tendency decreases, and, finally, the old plant has obtained
such a foothold that if any appear they are too far from the ground to become rivals, though they
still should be removed.
The trunk of our specimen by no means represents a full-sized one, as we have seen very old plants
with trunks fully two feet high, but at this stage, unless grown in a damp atmosphere and the trunk
is frequently sprinkled, the size of the fronds is apt to dwindle. This is due to the fact that, like all
trunk-forming or tree ferns, each year's growth sends down its independent bundles of root fibres

from the bases of the new fronds, and these, naturally, if they have to travel far down a dry trunk, are apt to suffer on
their way to the soil. The trunk is consequently strengthened year by year, and is gradually built up by these interlacing
roots and the old bases of the decayed fronds...
... the subject of our remarks has many points of interest besides its intrinsic beauty to recommend it, and, to our mind,
by no means the least of these is its longevity, since there are few pot plants which will last their owner's lifetime without
depreciation, as will the ''King of the Male Ferns" when once properly established as a Tree Fern."
Then in Vol. 2 No. 13 - 1912 he writes:
"Amongst our native species we have none which, unassisted, will form a rising trunk, but with assistance, Lastrea pseudo-mas var. cristata, appropriately called the "King of the Male Ferns," will do
so, and we have a specimen some thirty years old which has a well-developed trunk nearly 2 feet
high. We have said that assistance is required, and that is of two kinds. First of all, the species has a
habit of producing young plants from the frond bases, and these must be persistently removed as
they appear, otherwise a bush of moderately sized plants is produced, but when removed the main
plant, invigorated by non-competition with its assertive offspring, gradually rises, and in time loses
this prolific habit. The second aid is afforded by watering the trunk as above indicated, to encourage
the aerial root formation. The specimen we have in view as we write, though, of course, small as
compared with Dicksonias, Cyatheas, and others of the Tree- fern tribe, is yet very handsome, having a trunk of the height described, surmounted with some fifteen or sixteen fronds between 4 feet
and 5 feet long, and beautifully tasselled at all terminals."
Druery also discovered that this plant was aposporous. He wrote: "Apart from its beauty, hardiness, evergreen
character and permanence as a pot plant, it is extremely interesting from the scientific side, since
investigation has shown that its spores are peculiar in yielding fresh plants without any fertilization
process, simple buds being produced on the prothallus, or little green scale, formed by the spore. It
is probably due to this simplification that no fern is more easily raised from spores, and, indeed, it
comes up freely as strays among sowings of other kinds and in the fernery generally."

A fern I didn't think I had!
For the past couple of years I have been keeping a close eye on a setiferum cultivar in the garden that I thought had great
promise. With this summer it suffered badly, in spite of me watering it several times, so, now having a greenhouse, I decided
to dig it up and plant it out under the staging, In doing so I found a large label which had written on it: Polysticum setiferum
‘Caernarvon’ This is a fern I had long wanted and, until Gert-Jan gave me a couple of bulbils a couple of years ago I would
have sworn I didn't have!
If any of you gave this plant to me and I think it highly probable one of you did: Thank you very much and my apologies for
having forgotten you—please make yourself known so I can add your name to the label!
Something I particularly like about this plant is the way the inner basal pinnules twist and stand upright along the rachis, looking like little green soldiers standing to attention. The photo is the best I have managed in about a dozen attempts to show
what I mean.

EXOTICA
Quite understandably most of us tend to concentrate on the cultivars that we can grow in our
gardens, of which there are a great and increasing number, rather than the exotic, non-hardy plants
that are also around. In addition, many of these are not available in the UK so we cannot grow them
even if we wish to, and have the necessary heated greenhouse. As this is the case, I thought it might be
interesting to occasionally highlight some of these plants.
I am starting with some photos, with her permission, taken by Christa Wardrup who is based, I
believe, in Malaysia. She posted one of these on Facebook, in the “Planet Fern” group, looking for an
identification. I contacted her to ask if I could use the photo and she kindly agreed, and sent me some
more to use, which follow: They are of Asplenium nidus cultivars. A good place to start as we are familiar with the species and cultivars do show up here sometimes.

For those of you who are into social media, I can recommend Pinterest for other “exotic” cultivars. If you do a search on
“Ferns” you will find many familiar plants plus some less than familiar.
I hope to include some of these in future editions and others that appear on Facebook. Thanks again to Christa

The secret problem with cultivar propagation no-one ever talks about!
As a new member to the cult of propagating your own fern cultivars, through spore or bulbils, collected from your
own plants or through the society, at meetings or through the friendships that develop from these, you will, after a couple of
years, find yourself in a bit of a quandary.
This quandary is not confined to fern cultivars. It is equally, if not more so, rife in the Cyclamen world and in the Mesemb world, most strongly with those growing Lithops. I have no doubt it rears its head in many other plant groups as well.
In spite of how widespread this is, I have never seen it mentioned in any fern books (or any other books in my possession). Lowe, Jimmy Dyce and Martin Rickard obliquely allude to it occasionally in their writings, but it is never explicitly stated. I have been involved in, and listened to, many conversations at BPS meetings over the years, and have never heard it
discussed.
The feature that makes cultivar propagation such a joy and the reason we have so many wonderful plants to grow in
our gardens, past losses to bemoan (who mentioned Cranfield’s name?) and future delights to look forward to, is the fact
that these plants can be so variable in their growth and appearance. And here lies the problem. We have all, I am sure, experienced the pot/tray/tub or whatever you sow into, having just one or two prothalli appearing. Frustrating and annoying
though this is, it does not produce any future problems, however the other extreme, where the pot/etc. is thickly covered
with prothalli certainly can.
Let us jump forward in time. Your pot full of prothalli becomes a pot full of sporelings, you managed to transplant
then into trays or larger pots or however you proceed, with only minimal losses, and now its time to pot them on, possibly
even plant some in the garden, pot some up to take along to the plant swaps at meetings, and plant the rest into a nursery
bed to grow on. Here’s the bit no-one told you when you started: you have to decide which to keep and which to give away.
The best you want to put in your own garden but ferns, like Lithops, can change as they mature. Each time you look at them
in their trays or bed you will spot another one or two that look a bit different, or look like it has potential and so you decide
to keep that one back as well, just in case.
Very soon you go from: “I’m going to keep a couple and give the rest away” to “ I’m going to give a couple away and
keep the rest”!
Then you realise that you have rather more plants than you have garden (unless you are the one of our number with
access to a large estate, or have several acres to play with—I’m not really jealous honestly!). Then you remember that you
have another dozen or so pots just beginning to germinate and you have just sent for your allocation of spores from the BPS!
I think its high time this secret we have all held, myself included, was admitted to, and all new comers should be taken
aside by a long serving member and quietly informed of the problems ahead, should they start down this propagation road.

A new cultivar.
In the piece above I mentioned the “Fern World” group within Facebook. A little while ago a new cultivar of
Athyriun nipponicum was posted called ’Lemon Cream’ which is a variegated form with random splashes of lemon yellow over green, the normal red/purple colouring seems to be absent in some photos but present in the rachis/stipes in
others.
I have not been able to find a copyright free photo of this to publish here, but , I think, it is worth doing a Google
search if you would like to see it. There are a few photos around.
I don’t know when it will be available over here but I hope to see spores appearing in the list in the not too distant future, although I have seen it suggested that the variegation might be due to a virus, so may only be possible to propagate it by division.
I will be interested to here what others think of this plant. I certainly would like to add one to the garden.

