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BBS Autumn meeting 2017:
British Antarctic Survey,
Cambridge, 6-8 October 2017
Chris Preston reports on the 2017 Autumn Meeting held at the

British Antarctic Survey, Cambridge and the following excursion to
Chippenham Fen NNR

T

he 2017 Autumn Meeting was held
in Cambridge, the fourth time this
meeting has been held in the city. Last
time we met in the ‘distinguished and refined’
surroundings of Downing College (Lightowlers
1991); this time our venue was the British
Antarctic Survey (BAS), where we enjoyed the
use of their bright new conference facilities in
the Aurora Centre. Our thanks are due to BAS
for making these freely available. The meeting
commemorated the centenary of the birth of
the Cambridge bryologist Harold Whitehouse
(1917–2000). Jean Paton, who was unable to
attend, sent a message to say that “I am only
one of so many of us who regarded Harold
Whitehouse as a very special friend, not only as
a bryological collaborator, but also socially with
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his wife”.
Friday afternoon was devoted to meetings at
BAS of the Conservation & Recording, Education
& Training and Publications Committees, with a
Council meeting in the evening kindly hosted by
Mark Hill at his house in Chaucer Road. The
main business of the meeting began with lectures
on the Saturday (the ‘paper-reading meeting’
as those of our generation still quaintly call
it) followed by the AGM, and an excursion to
Chippenham Fen NNR on the Sunday.
Saturday 7 October
The meeting began at 10.30 am. We were
particularly pleased to welcome eight of Harold
Whitehouse’s family and non-bryological
friends, including his daughters Anne and Jane
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vFig. 1. Scapania nimbosa high above the Atlantic on the
northern slopes of Croaghaun, Achill Island, Co. Mayo,
with a rich range of associated liverworts including
Mastigophora woodsii and Bazzania tricrenata. R.L. Hodd.

and grandchildren Aldo, Emily and Oliver.
In all, 55 members and guests attended the
Saturday sessions.
Jeff Duckett gave the first talk, Harold
Whitehouse (1917–2000): his life and
legacy. Drawing on his experience working
in Harold’s lab in the 1960s, Jeff put Harold’s
genetical and bryological work into the context
of the university life of the time, highlighting the
differences between then and now. See the article
in this issue of Field Bryology, p. 20, based on this
paper.
Ray Tangney then told us about The
Whitehouse collection of stereo-slides at
National Museum of Wales. Harold’s 3,600
stereo slides were given to the Museum at
Cardiff after his death. Ray explained the
historic importance of the work on stereoscopic
photography by Pat Whitehouse (1922–1988),
Harold’s wife, who was a leading member of

the Royal Photographic Society, and by Harold
himself. Harold’s stereo photos of bryophytes
were taken using home-made cameras specially
designed by Pat for the purpose. Jonathan Sleath
digitised 1200 slides soon after Harold’s death,
and subsequently 500 slides have been digitised
at higher resolution. They have not only been
used for natural history exhibitions but also for
installations by the artist Andrea Büttner.
Mark Hill gave a joint paper with Chris
Preston on Cambridgeshire bryophytes –
change over 67 years. The detailed records
collected by Harold Whitehouse between 1950
and 1999 can be compared with those made
during a resurvey of the county from 2000
onwards. The habits of recorders have varied
over the years, so that the amount of recording
of arable fields has fluctuated and churchyards
were not surveyed systematically before the
1980s. Nevertheless, some striking changes can
be identified from the dataset. These include
the loss of species of open chalk habitats, the
decline of calcifuges and the expansion of many
epiphytes. These changes will be explored further
in a forthcoming bryophyte flora of the county,

sFig. 2. The micro-moth Catoptria falsella, whose larvae feed on bryophytes. M. Storey.
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rFig. 3. Aline Horwath exploring epiphytic bryophytes in a lowland tropical forest in Peru. R.T. Leon.

planned for publication in 2019.
We then moved from Whitehouse-related
lectures to wider topics. In the last talk before
lunch, Richard Jefferson dealt with Insects
and bryophytes. He described the range of
interactions between the two groups, including
the use by insects of bryophytes for food and
nesting materials and as sites for feeding, breeding
and hibernation. Only a small number of species
eat mosses, perhaps because of their architectural
simplicity and poor digestibility, and only one
species, a snipe-fly, is known to have a diet of
liverworts. Micro-moths such as species of the
genus Bryotropha figure prominently amongst
the bryophagous species. For further details, see
Richard’s recent paper (Jefferson, 2017).
After lunch Des Callaghan outlined his recent
work on Population change in hyperoceanic
liverworts before-and-after hydroelectric
power development in a paper with Sam
D.S. Bosanquet and Rob Bissell. There have
been numerous small-scale hydroelectric power
installations in Scotland and Wales since 2010,
when subsidies were introduced to encourage
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them. Des described a method that he has
devised (‘gridded image plots’) for the detailed
monitoring of liverwort populations in nine
plots, totalling 170 m2, on the faces of oceanic
ravines. He then illustrated changes in the
detailed distribution of five hyperoceanic species
(Aphanolejeunea microscopica, Drepanolejeunea
hamatifolia, Harpalejeunea molleri, Jubula
hutchinsiae, Radula voluta) after the installation
of a hydroelectric installation at Bontddu Gorge
in the Snowdonia National Park.
Aline Horwath whisked us away to the cloud
forests of the tropics for her talk On the magic
of misty & mossy canopies: bryophytes as
environmental indicators. She pointed out
that cloud forests have a fantastically diverse and
endemic-rich flora and fauna – they occupy only
0.4% of the world’s surface but support 20% of
known species. Their canopies harbour a high
abundance and diversity of epiphytic bryophytes
dominated by leafy liverworts. Aline described
her studies along an elevational transect from the
Amazon lowlands to a subalpine cloud forest in
the Andes at 3600 m. She showed how patterns

of stable isotope ratios from bryophytes, in
combination with C/N values, can be used as
sensitive indicators of climatic variation.
Jessica Royles took us even further south for
her lecture, From Antarctica to East Anglia:
interpreting environmental signals in mosses.
She has studied the rare ‘moss banks’ on the
Antarctic Peninsula in sites where a depth
of frozen moss up to 3 m deep accumulates
below a shallow layer of slowly growing
Chorisodontium aciphyllum or Polytrichum
strictum. The permafrost protects the material
from decomposition and material over 1500
years old can regenerate if taken from the core
and warmed up. Studies of rates of accumulation
and isotope ratios demonstrate a rapid response
of the ecosystem to climate warming in the last
50 years, with accumulation rates increasing
from 1 to 4 mm per annum. For further details,
see Amesbury et al. (2017), Roads et al. (2014),
Royles & Griffiths (2015) and Royles et al. (2012,
2013, 2014, 2016). Jessica then outlined her
current work in East Anglia, studying seasonal
variation in the isotope composition of the
new growth of common species at sites such as
Wicken Fen in Cambridgeshire and Dersingham
in Norfolk.
Finally, Rory Hodd gave a richly illustrated
talk, Around Ireland with a handlens:
exploring every cliff and crevice in search
of protected bryophytes. This described his
fieldwork in 2014–16, concentrating on the
species-rich habitats of the western seaboard
from Cork and Kerry to Donegal. In these three
seasons Rory refound 141 sites for protected
species, discovered a further 36 sites and failed
to refind plants at 89 sites. Highlights included
Scapania nimbosa on Croaghaun on Achill
Island, where it had not been seen since 1911;
Oedipodium griffithianum near the summit of

rFig. 4 (top). Chorisodontium aciphyllum dominated moss
bank on Signy Island (60S, 45W). J. Royles. Fig. 5
(bottom). Cross section through core from a moss bank
on Leonie Island (67S, 68W). J. Royles.

Errigal in Donegal, last seen in that exact area
in 1890 and only the second recent Irish locality,
and Barbilophozia atlantica on Bulbin on
Inishowen, not seen there since 1914 and again
only the second recent Irish site.
Rory’s talk was followed by tea and then the
AGM, which has been reported elsewhere.
Afterwards 26 members gathered at a restaurant
in Cambridge for an evening meal.
In addition to the speakers, thanks are due
to Helen Peat, who kindly showed groups
of members round the BAS herbarium at
lunchtime, and to Ken Adams, who showed
digitised images from the BBS photographic
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59

vFig. 6. Bryologists distracted by x Beruladium at
Chippenham Fen. Left to right: Liz Kungu, Gail
Quartly-Bishop, Lucia Ruffino, Jon Shanklin, Sam
Buckton. J. Denyer.

archive at teatime. John Edmondson opened
his pop-up bookshop during the day, attracting
browsers and purchasers.
Sunday 8 October
Twenty-one bryologists assembled at 10.15 am
at Chippenham Fen National Nature Reserve,
Cambridgeshire (v.c. 29), for the excursion. Chris
Hainsworth, Senior Warden, met us, provided
teas and coffees and spent the day guiding us
round the reserve, allowing us to see much more
of it than we might otherwise have managed.
Chippenham Fen lies in a shallow valley at the
junction of Breckland and Fenland; it receives
water flowing into the valley and is also fed by
calcareous springs. The current landscape derives
from the work of Thomas Tharp (1744–1804),
who bought the Chippenham Park estate in
1791 and drained the fen, lowering the water
table and planting areas of woodland which still
survive. Like Wicken Fen, Chippenham was
scarcely mentioned by the early Cambridgeshire
botanists. It came to prominence with the
discovery of Cambridge Milk-parsley Selinum
carvifolia on the site in 1882. The first substantial
60
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list of bryophytes from the Fen was made in 1941
and John Birks, Geoffrey Halliday, Malcolm
McFarlane, Michael Proctor, Cliff Townsend
and Harold Whitehouse recorded here at various
times in the 1950s and 1960s. The first visit by a
Cambridge Bryophyte Excursion led by Harold
took place in 1975. After this Chippenham
became a regular venue, with eight further
excursions between 1976 and 2009. By the time
of our visit 22 liverworts and 108 mosses had
been recorded, with 17 liverworts and 85 mosses
seen since 2000.
Within minutes of entering the fen we found
the fenland specialist Plagiomnium elatum and
fruiting Oxyrrhynchium speciosum which for once
lived up to its name, having fresh green leaves
with a golden sheen rather than the normal
dirty and dingy foliage. A BRECOG team led
by Jeff Bates peeled off for quadrat duty and
the rest of us stuck with Chris H, who pointed
out Selinum and the remarkable intergeneric
umbellifer hybrid between Apium (Helosciadium)
nodiflorum and Berula erecta, recently described
as x Beruladium procurrens from this site. We
spent much of the morning working through
North Jerusalem Wood, a narrow plantation with
at least one Scots Pine which was so massive that
we wondered whether it might be one of Tharp’s
original trees. Here we found several calcifuge
species which are uncommon in the county,
including Calypogeia fissa, Campylopus flexuosus,
Herzogiella seligeri and Hypnum jutlandicum, and
Tim Blackstock detected a tiny piece of Nowellia
curvifolia, which has been known from the site
since 1975.

rFig. 7. Venturing into wet woodland, Chippenham Fen. J. Denyer.

At lunch, in an area of open fenland,
Gordon Rothero found that he was sitting on
Cirriphyllum piliferum, the first of the pre-2000
species to be refound. This presaged a string of
additions to the species list after lunch as we
made our way along Baxter West Ride and the
adjoining compartments of fenland, areas where
the vegetation is disturbed during the winter
by the Fen’s small population of water buffalo.
The first addition was Pohlia wahlenbergii (the
third extant site in the county) then a stretch
of ride which was described by one of the
younger bryologists as ‘scuzzy looking’ provided
Aphanorrhegma patens, Microbryum floerkeanum,
Phascum cuspidatum and Tortula truncata, all
new to the reserve, and M. davallianum, not seen
here since 1960. The single plant of A. patens was
particularly appropriate on a meeting dedicated
to Harold Whitehouse. However the star find
was an Ephemerum found (in small quantity)
near the Ride by Liz Kungu. Although Chris
P predicted that it would be E. recurvifolium,

which is fairly frequent on calcareous soils in the
county, it turned out to be E. cohaerens, new to
the county and only the fifth recent site for the
species in Britain.
We went on to an area of open fenland grazed
in summer by the water buffalo, tipped off by
the BRECOG team who had spent much of the
day there. It later transpired that Rachel Carter
had collected Plagiomnium ellipticum here, only
the third Cambridgeshire record and the second
recent site. We did not see this, but we did add
Campylium stellatum to the C. protensum we had
already seen, and also found Campyliadelphus
elodes and Ctenidium molluscum. We then
reached Forty Acre Wood, the largest plantation
on the site, but by now time was running out
and before long we had to return to the cars.
As meeting organisers we had worried that the
bryophytes would be too droughted in early
October for convenient study and would anyway
be insufficiently varied to interest a national
meeting. In fact they were in excellent condition,
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vFig. 8 (top). Microbryum floerkeanum on a disturbed ride
at Chippenham. B. Scott. Fig. 9 (bottom). Herzogiella
seligeri, Chippenham Fen. J. Denyer.
polar-regions: lessons from Antarctic moss bank archives.
Global Change Biology 21: 1041–1057.
Royles, J., Amesbury, M. J., Convey, P., Griffiths, H.,
Hodgson, D. A., Lengand M. J. & Charman, D. J.
(2013). Plants and soil microbes respond to recent warming
on the Antarctic Peninsula. Current Biology 23: 1702–1706.
Royles, J., Amesbury, M. J., Roland, T. P., Jones, G. D.,
Convey, P., Griffiths, H., Hodgson, D. A. & Charman,
D. J. (2016). Moss stable isotopes (carbon-13, oxygen-18)
and testate amoebae reflect environmental inputs and
microclimate along a latitudinal gradient on the Antarctic
Peninsula. Oecologia 181: 931–945.
Royles, J., Horwath, A. B. & Griffiths, H. (2014).
Interpreting bryophyte stable carbon isotope composition:
plants as temporal and spatial climate recorders. Geochemistry,
Geophysics, Geosystems 15: 1462–1475.

following heavy rain the evening before, and
most people in the group found plants to interest
them. One curious feature we did not fully
explain is the poverty of epiphytes here compared
to many other sites in the county. Nevertheless,
we saw 12 liverworts and 62 mosses during the
day, adding 7 mosses to the list and refinding
4 known only from older records. We left after
thanking Chris H for the privilege of roaming
round this impressive reserve.
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Postscript. I’d like to take this opportunity for
thanking the BBS for the award of honorary
membership at the Cambridge AGM. On my
first BBS meeting in 1977 I learnt the word
‘eponymous’ from Mark Hill’s field meeting
programme and over the years I have learnt so
much more, though not everything has lodged
so firmly in the memory. And always as a
counterpoint to the serious bryology has been
what Hilaire Belloc called ‘laughter and the love
of friends’. I can honestly say, as I remember Dick
David saying when given honorary membership
of another society, ‘there is no honour I would
value more’. C.D.P.

