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EDITORIAL 

This edition of Pteridoforum is an armchair safari to visit Mariepskop along 
the Drakensberg Escarpment and Dlinza Forest at Eshowe in Zululand.  
 
A visit to these places is an unforgettable experience. 
 
The Dlinza forest I travelled through in 1956, as a teenager, was probably 
much the same as in 1947 when the Royal Family visited. To enhance on 
the description you can visit: www.youtube.com/watch?v=2sGiGb4MpMQ’ 
 
Also in this edition the author challenges our perception that ferns are in-
herently beautiful. 
 
It is interesting that a single fern species, Pyrrosia 
lingua, can have so many cultivars, that the 
naming of cultivars has interest of its own. 
 
I hope you enjoy this edition. 
 

Stan Dawson          

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2sGiGb4MpMQ
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Reflections on beauty 
 

 
In a recent PTERIDOLOGIST, (2018 Edition [Volume 6, Part 5]), Pat Acock de-

scribes how he light-heartedly uses the question: “What is the ugliest fern” as 
a conversation icebreaker. His suggestion is that it might be Cyrtomium for-
tunei as it is plain, dull and common. He then reflects on what he considers 
the ugliest fern in his collection. The fern in question is 
Ampelopteris prolifera. Although this fern has a disor-
derly growth pattern that always looks untidy, is fairly 
common and easy to cultivate, it does have some inher-
ent beauty. The bright green fronds with intricate veining 
and the linear, zig-zag spore pattern can be appreciated 
as unique. Finally, he admits that even an ugly fern 
would enhance the beauty of the other ferns around it. 
 
The term ‘ugly’ probably conjures up different im-
ages to different people, therefore ugliness is also 

in the eye of the beholder. The Ox-
ford dictionary defines ugly as: Un-
pleasant or repulsive, especially in 
appearance. I personally cannot 
think of any naturally occurring fern 
that I could call “ugly”. 
 
The purist would consider Nephrolepis species ugly. The indige-
holic, any exotic 
fern; the gar-
dener any com-
monly found in-
digenous fern. 

The specie collec-
tor, probably a de-
formed mutant and a 
pteridophile would ar-
gue that there is no 
such thing. 
 
The origin of the word 
ugly can be traced 
back to the Old Norse 
word “uggligr” – to be 
dreaded. Most words have synonyms and 
ugly can be substituted with a caboodle of 
synonyms. Grotesque, hideous and mon-
strous spring to mind. 

Pteridoforum 103 

 

Summer 2018-2019 

Athyrium filix-femina 

Ampelopteris prolifera 

Pyrrosia lingua ‘Cristata’ 

Blechnum  

brasiliense 

by  

 

Allan Nel 
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That said, Andrew Leonard, also on a BPS platform (EBPS 

August 23, 2015), gives his take on the “monstrosities” in his 
own collection. He defines his use of “monstrosity” by giving 
synonyms such as eyesore, horror and outrageously evil or 
wrong. Here are the ferns which he “ranked in order of awful-
ness, the first being the most offensive” to him. Athyrium filix-
femina, Polystichum aculeatum, Polystichum setiferum ‘bevis-
type’ (Frankenstein monster), Polystichum setiferum 
‘Divisilobum’, Pyrrosia lingua and Gymnocarpium dryopteris. I 
find all of these ferns interesting in their own way and would 
say, at the most, their beauty may not be immediately overly 
apparent to the unappreciative eye (nothing personal Andrew). 
 

So, are there any ugly ferns? Several cultivars of Polystichum, Dryop-
teris and Athyrium can be called ugly because of their crested, twirled 

and sometimes misshaped fronds and pinnules. They do however 
possess a rare beauty in their extreme abstract forms. Different 
stages in the lifecycle of a fern could be construed as ugly. The 
croziers of some ferns resemble spiders, caterpillars or slimy 
blobs. The sporangia on the underside of some fronds can look like 
insects or warts. The movement in the shadows of hanging fronds 
can conjure up images of ghosts and demons. All of these again 
interpretations by the eyes and minds of the beholders. 
 
I have read books and magazines looking for clues to find the ugli-
est fern, but all I found were descriptions of the fern’s magnificent 
beauty. My search ended, was terminated, when I read  

 the Bible verse, Ezekiel 31 verse 9 (New King James version): 
 

‘I made it beautiful with a multitude of branches, 
   So that all the trees of Eden envied it, 

That were in the garden of God.’ 

Gymnocarpium dryopteris 

Polystichum  setiferum 

‘Plumoso-divisilobum’ 

Selaginella erythropus 

Athyrium niponicum 

‘Pictum’ 

Photographs: Jolanda Nel 

Polystichum setiferum  

‘Cristato-pinnulum’ 
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Dlinza Forest 
 

Thinking of forests, the first picture 
that comes to mind, for most, are 
images of shady fern lined stream 
banks, moss and fern covered trees 
in wet places of the world. 

 

South Africa is mostly a dry country 
compared to most, but we are 
blessed with a few very unique 
forests found in the wetter parts of 
the south and east of the country. 
One such forest is Dlinza forest… 
 
Not just being any old forest, Dlinza 
forest is both remarkable from a 
botanical point of view and also 
historically.   
It is shrouded in mystery as it is believed by some locals that Shaka Zulu himself 
may have found his last resting place in this forest. It is also a well known historical 
fact that when the Zulu warriors went out to battle they would hide the woman and 

children in this particular forest. In 1947 the British Royal Family 
(King George VI, Queen Elizabeth, Princess Elizabeth and Princess 
Margaret) visited Dlinza forest as it was a well known tourist site 
back then already. 
This history may well have been the reason this exotic looking 
island of trees surrounded by fields of sugarcane and residential 
properties had survived until now. 
Situated in Eshowe, a small town close to Richards Bay in Northern 
Kwazulu-Natal province and about 35 km from the coastline, it is a 
remnant of a once larger forest that covered most of the area. 
Dlinza forest is truly unique because it is one of the last of its kind. 
Why last of its kind? Well in South Africa there are many types of 

forests and to understand why Dlinza is unique I have to firstly cover the different 
types of forests found in South Africa. 

 

I will start with Riverine forests. This forest type as the name indicates are found 
close to water along streams and rivers, even in dry areas that cannot support 
forests or only have 
seasonal water flow. These 
forests occasionally get 

damaged by flood waters. 

 

Dune forests. found along 
the coast of KwaZulu-Natal 
and south past East 
London in the Eastern 
Cape Province and are still 
well represented in coastal 

areas.  

 

     

 

by 

Albert van Lingen 
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Sand forests are found on ancient inland sand dunes in 
Maputaland in the north of KwaZulu-Natal. Unique trees 
include the threatened Lebombo wattle tree (Newtonia 
hildebrandtii) in this warm subtropical area.  

 
Swamp forest occurring around the edges of lowland 
lakes and streams with various fig tree species found 
here and are characteristic species of this forest type. 
 
Afromontane forest are found in sheltered gorges and 
valleys in the eastern highlands of South Africa with the 
exception of the southern Cape where they are found 
down to sea level with the Knysna forest a prime exam-

ple and with Yellowwood trees dominating the canopy.  
 
Mistbelt forests are closely related to Afromontane forests and are found in the wetter 
and cooler parts of the highland areas in the mist belt where Cyathea capensis tree 

ferns can be found. 
 
Coastal scarp forest being a mix of montane and riverine forest found from the coast 
up to just below the mist belt in valleys and sheltered places with Kloof in the Durban 
area a good example. 

 
Finally we get to subtropical coastal lowland forests of which Dlinza forest 
is a prime example. This part of Kwazulu-Natal is the wettest with an av-
erage rainfall of 1250 mm to 1450 mm of rain per year. Much higher than 
further down the coast especially during winter when most of KZN is dry 
the geography of the area creates a scenario where the low level mois-
ture from frontal systems passing the coast are caught by the hills pro-
ducing weekly light rains all winter including almost daily mists keeping it 
wet and damp all winter. Combine this with warm north coast tempera-
tures at an elevation of between 300 and 600 meters above sea level and 
you get a very unique mi-
cro climate enabling this 
kind of forest to exist only 
in this area. 
 

Subtropical lowland forests are very 
rare in South Africa and can only be 
found in this small area with other simi-
lar forests Ngoye Forest and Entumeni 
Forest.  
 
The first thing you will notice walking 
into this forest type is the very high 
closed canopy averaging 30 meters or 
more dominated by tropical broadleaved trees covered in epi-
phytic orchids and ferns. Some species of trees forming the canopy are Natal Forest 
Mahogany (Trichilia dregeana), Wild Plum (Harpephyllum caffrum) which the epiphytic 
orchids like Bulbophyllum loves to grow on, Flat Crown (Albizia adianthifolia), Fluted 
Milkwood (Chrysophyllum viridifolium), Common pheasant-berry (Phyllanthus dis-
coideus), Giant Umzimbeet (Millettia sutherlandii), at least 5 Wild Fig species and 
many other trees.  

Cyathea 

capenisis 

Stangeria eriopus 
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 Being so far north some species found here do not occur anywhere 
else in South Africa but do occur further north into Mozambique and 
east Africa. 
 
Another interesting thing you will notice are that most of the larger 
canopy trees here form large buttress roots similarly to tropical low 
land forests even on species you would not see doing this in other for-
est types in South Africa giving it a very exotic look. 
 
 

As I walked deeper into the forest I came across many fern and orchid spe-
cies but also many Stangeria eriopus cycads that are nice to see in its natural 
habitat. Some of the ferns include many Asplenium species like Asplenium 
rutifolium being a very abundant epiphyte here and some nice big specimens 
of Pyrrosia africana (Hovenkampia africana).  

 
A list of other fern species I came across 
were Cyclosorus interruptus, Pleopeltis 
macrocarpa, Cheilanthes  viridis var. 
macrophylla, Asplenium  splendens, As-

plenium  preussii, Asplenium 
inaequilaterale, Asplenium bolto-
nii, Hypolepis sparsisora, 
Thelypteris dentate, Selaginella 
kraussiana, Deparia japonica, Mi-
crosorum punctatum, Microsorum 
scolopendrium, Nephrolepis biser-
rata, Microgramme mauritiana and Pteris buchananii. Dlinza forest is 
also home to the elusive Asplenium christii. This fern’s only record in 

South Africa was in 1931 in Dlinza and has never been recorded since. 
 
 

Interesting fauna I saw were Purple Crested Louries, African Firefinches, 
Chameleons and a few Blue Duikers browsing in the undergrowth just to 
name a few. 
 
The Dlinza Forest Nature Reserve is 250 ha in size and is well protected 
and maintained with friendly staff. The famous Dlinza forest aerial board-
walk is a must see with wooden walkways up to 12 meters up in the air 
crisscrossing the canopy when finally it reaches a 20 meter high lookout 
point giving you a 360 degree view of the forest. 
 

My main reason for visiting Dlinza forest was to see fern 
species growing there, as I have never visited this type 
of forest before. I have been to all the other types of for-
ests found in South Africa but this one came last and 
being overwhelmed by its biodiversity and uniqueness I 
can say that I had definitely left the best for last.  
 
Standing up there at the lookout point, looking over the 
forest, listening to Trumpeter Hornbill calls and the buzz-
ing of Cicadas, I took a deep breath of the clean forest 
air and thought to myself that this spot right here is 
where I could stay for the rest of my life.  
Truly something worth protecting. 

 
 

Pyrrosia africana 

Asplenium rutifolium 

Asplenium preusii 
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By  

Allan Nel 

Pyrrosia lingua cultivars 
 

The genus Pyrrosia is best known by the Japanese tongue fern (Pyrrosia lingua). The 
fronds are tongue shaped and the undersides are covered with star shaped hairs or 
scales. The fronds can reach 50cm in length and be 5 cm wide. There are two botanical 
varieties of P. lingua, P. lingua var. heteractis with rounder fronds and sharper tips. 
Some botanists regard P. heteractis a separate species with wider and distinctly more 
spreading rhizome scales and often wider lamina.  And P. lingua var. lingua with longer 
fronds and blunt tips. There are however, many cultivars of P. lingua that have been se-
lected for frond width, crested, variegated, incised and ornate forms. The cultivars some-
times overlap in characteristics and many are known by more than one cultivar name. 
The cultivar names are often in Japanese reflecting their origin.  
 
Some terms are necessary to help distinguish between the cultivars: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The most common cultivars are listed below, with the overlapping names grouped to-
gether: 
 
‘Cristata’ or ‘Obake’: a Pyrrosia lingua cultivar with distinct cresting. 

‘Obake’ or ‘cristata has long fronds up to 20 inches with the frond 
tips forked or crested. 
(‘Obake’ is a class of preternatural creatures in Japanese folklore, 
meaning the thing that changes, referring to a state of transfor-
mation above the natural.) 
 
‘Futaba Shishi’ is divided at least twice, frilled and crested. The 
frond forks at the base of the frond and divides into two blades 
on one stalk, each blade is then crested at its tip. What appears 
to be two fronds is actually one. The name ’Futaba Shishi’ 
means two leaf lion.  
 
 
‘Nankin-shishi’, ‘Peacock fern’: irregularly forked, congested and 
twisted. ‘Nankin Shishi’ a very asymmetrical finely crested ex-
treme form of ‘Cristata’. 
 
‘Obake Nana’ a smaller version of ‘Cristata’. 
‘Corymbifera’ another multi-crested variety. 
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.  

Bourke’s Luck Potholes 

 ‘Monstrifera’or ‘Hiryu’: has a feathery look. It is 
toothed, lobed and variably incised. 
(‘Hiryu’ translates to “flying dragon”). 
‘Kei Kan’ -(Cockscomb) very similar to ‘Hiryu’ 
but more feathery. 
 
 

‘Lacerata’ or ‘Tachiba Koryu’: has undulate (wavy), lacerate and distinctly finely 
cut or fimbriate margins.  
 
(‘Tachiba Koryu most likely literally translates to an 
alternating current situation.)  
 
‘Noko Giriba’ -(the saw) has more regular saw like 
margin.  
‘Nokogiri-ba’ -(a saw of sorts)- frond margins are ser-
rate-crenate. 
 
‘Variegata’ is irregularly mottled and sectored cream-

yellow.  
‘Ogon Nishiki’ is a distinctly undulate, variegated variety. It has 
cream-yellow, greenish-yellow between the veins. (Translates to 
‘Gold Brocade’: a class of decorative fabric with gold or silver 
threads).   
‘Limon’ has rich lemon-lime shades with a dark green midrib and 
silvery sheen. A sport of ‘Ogon Nishiki’.  
‘Alabama Gold’ is also not really variegated, but yellow-gold with 
green veins if grown in high light. 
 
‘Thrombosis’ has unlobed, untoothed, completely entire and very 

rigid fronds. Fronds are 20 cm long, medium green, with much darker, black-
ish-green midribs and secondary veins.  
 
‘Eboshi’ (a wavy hat) has thick fronds that are twisted and contorted, not lobed. 

‘Sugimato’ also known as ‘contorta’ has twisted fronds. 
 
 
 
‘Cuspidata’ has oblong or broadly elliptic, stubbier fronds than the 
normal P. lingua,  fronds have a slight cuspi-

date tip. 
 
There are many more names for plants that 
are more or less crested like ‘Shishigashira’ 
or ‘Oba’ and variegated like ‘Gold Rush’, and 
endless more.  

 
All these plants are hardy, easy to grow but very slow 
growing. Still worthwhile to have in any collection.  
 
 

‘Pyrrosia heteractis’  
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Mariepskop: Fern Paradise 
 

 

The Mariepskop area in 

Mpumalanga is about 32 km 

west of Klaserie in the 

>Transvaal Drakensberg= and 

forms part of the eastern 

Escarpment. It has an altitude 

of 1 946m at the highest 

point. To reach the area, one 

has to travel either via 

Lydenburg through the Abel 

Erasmus Pass towards 

Acornhoek, or via Nelspruit, 

northwards to Acornhoek and Klaserie. The area is not accessible by road through 

the Blyde River Valley. 

 

During the early 1800s, the mountain was known by the Pulana people as AThaba 

ya Mohuluhulu@, meaning Athe great one@. Chief Maripi and his tribe found 

sanctuary on this high mountain from raiding Swazi warriors - the 

plateau on the summit forming a natural fortress of great strength. 

The Swazis attacked the fortress on numerous occasions, but 

without success. Maripi=s warriors were able to defend their fortress 

by rolling boulders down the cliffs. This ingenious warfare impressed 

the later inhabitants of the area to such an extent that they re-

named the mountain after Chief Maripi. 

 

Since the 1950's the area has had a strong military presence, with a 

military base on the one slope and radar installations at the summit. 

From a conservation point of view this was an advantage, as 

members of the public did not visit the area very often and the flora 

was not too disturbed. 
 

Mariepskop is formed of erosion-

resistant quartzite, known as the Black 

Reef Series that extends from 

Duiwelskantoor near Kaapsehoop to the 

Wolkberg (Cloud Mountain—a reference 

to the fact that the summit is often 

covered in cloud). The Wolkberg region 

has been recognised as an important 

centre of Plant diversity. The soil in the 

area is strongly weathered and deep, but 

has a generally poor mineral content. In 

the higher, wetter areas, it is more leached than on the 

foothills of the mountain. The humus content in the 

topsoil is fairly high. 

By 

 

Jolanda Nel 

Clivia caulesence 

Huperzia gnidioides & 

Selaginella caffrorum 



The Mariepskop area has a very wet climate, 

averaging 2 300 mm rainfall per year. Decem-

ber, January and February 

are the wettest months 

and June, July and August 

are the driest. Heavy 

downpours of 50 mm and 

more within 24 hours is 

usual. Mist blankets the 

mountain more or less 

300 days a year. In ex-

treme winters snow can 

fall on the plateau.  

 

These conditions make that Mariepskop has a very rich plant diversity, with over 2000 

plant species, and a fern paradise. Over the years a total of 124 

pteridophytes have been documented in the area. Of these, three 

species are naturalized exotic species and two are nat-

ural hybrids. The low altitude areas and sour grassland 

do not have the high variety of fern species the one 

would find in the ferntastic rain forest. However, other 

members of the indigenous flora are well represented. 

The lower altitude and grassland areas have condi-

tions, better fit for xerophytic ferns, like several spe-

cies of Cheilanthes.  

 

 

The plateau, with an altitude of 1 920 m, is bordered 

by vertical cliffs and is moist and cool. There are hardly 

any trees, as strong winds blow over the summit, year-round. This area is 

characteristic by Aloe arborescens, Clivia 

caulescens, Kniphofia linearifolia and the 

exceptionally dark purple-flowered Aga-

panthus inapertus, almost black. The mist condens-

es in small pools on the rock surfaces, which makes 

it the ideal habitat for the very rare fern Isoetes wel-

witschii and the unique Schizaea pectinata, that 

grows between the rocks. Selaginella caffrorum, S. 

dregei, silverback fern Pityrogramma argentea, 

Lepisorus excavatus (Pleopeltis excavata), Elapho-

glossum acrostichoides, Hu-

perzia gnidioides and the 

leatherleaf fern Rumohra adianti-

formis are some of the other 

ferns found on the summit. 
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Pityrogramma 

argentea 

Schizaea pectinata 

Aphlebia  

on the crown of 

Cyathea capensis 

Asplenium sandersonii 

Cheilanthes bergiana 

Polypodium polypodioides 

subsp. ecklonii 
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From the summit, I normally prefer to walk down to the military camp,  as the plants 

on the side of the winding road always make it a very interesting botanising experi-

ence. A substantial distance leads through the Montane forest. A 

variety of orchids, mosses, magical fungi, Streptocarpus are only a 

few of the interesting plant groups found along the way. There  are 

very interesting ferns along the route, such as the hairy Elapho-

glossum hybridum. Before entering the deep forest, you might no-

tice the felt fern Pyrrosia schimperiana (Hovenkapmia schimperia-

na). It is the location where it was first documented for South Afri-

ca, the southernmost limit 

of its distribution. Glei-

chenia polypodioides, cov-

ering the banks, sparkles 

like fairy-lights when drop-

lets of mist settles on them. 

Rock faces covered by huge 

colonies of Maidenhairs 

(Adiantum capillus-veneris) 

wave in the wind. Oleandra 

distenta decorate boulders, 

with their simple fronds 

hanging from the rhizomes. Numerous species of filmy 

ferns are present. As you approach one particular 

curve, the bank next to the road appears rusty. It is a 

huge vertical rock-face, completely covered with a curtain of the hairy Hy-

menophyllum capillare var. alternialatum. The rusty appearance is due to 

the colour of the hairs on this magnificent fern. As with Pyrrosia schim-

periana, this is also the location where this fern was  

first documented in South Africa. Just before the road 

leaves the forest, there is a clearing on the roadside 

with the biggest colony of Ophioglossum vulgatum that 

I have ever seen in South Africa. There is so much 

beauty, that it is too much to absorb it all. 

Pyrrosia 

schimperiana 
Hymenophyllum capillare 

var. alterniatum 

Oleandra  

distenta 

Ophioglossum 

vulgatum 

Vittaria isoetifolia 

Asplenium rutifollium 

xPleopadium 

simianum 
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The rainforest is the most spectacular, in terms of ferns on the 

whole Mariepskop. It gets almost the highest rainfall and the 

ferns are protected from severe winds and direct sunlight. 

While moss, filmy ferns and other epiphytic ferns cover the 

tree trunks, boulders and embankments, the forest floor is 

covered with pteridophytes. Many epiphytic ferns thrive in 

these conditions. To the non-fernatic quite a number will not 

appear to be ferns at first glance - the shoe lace fern Vittaria 

isoetifolia and the tassle ferns, Huperzia verticillata and H. 

dacrydioides might fool the uninitiated. Some of the other 

epiphytes which grow abundantly are Pleopeltis polypodioides subsp. 

ecklonii (Polypodium polypodioides subsp. ecklonii), Loxogramme 

lanceolata, Pleopeltis macrocarpa, Asplenium splendens, A.rutifolium, A. 

saundersonii and xPleopodium simianum. The species diversity of 

Asplenium is just ferntastic. . The forest tree fern Cyathea capensis grows 

near streams. Some very wet embankments have numerous Marattia 

fraxinea var. salicifolia sporelings. And so the list of all the  wonderful ferns 

goes on and on. It is not uncommon to document a list of 86 different fern 

species on only one weekend. Mariepskop is the ferniest spot in South 

Africa. 

 

Mariepskop is just one of those places 

you have to go back to every once in a 

while. It just has a magic that draws you 

back again and again. For me the spell 

lays partially in the diversity of the plant 

communities and partially in the 

pristineness, but then there is a part, perhaps 

the biggest part of the spell, Mariepskop 

remains a magical place. 

 

Huperzia  

verticulata 

Histiopteris incisa 

Blotiella glabra 

Cyathea dregei (back ground) 

L—R: Allan, Jolanda, Andrew Leonard, 

late Tim Pyner and Martin Rickard (UK) 


