
Hi everyone, I hope your semester is going well so far. The Botany 
Department has undergone some changes as of late. For a start we 
now have a new head of department, Kath Dickinson. Catriona Hurd is 
now in charge of ecology, and there is a new head demonstrator for 
ECOL111, Haseeb Randhawa who starts next year. I wish them all good 
luck in their new positions! 
There have also been major changes to some of the courses, namely 
BIOL113, which has had a lot of content cut from both labs and 
lectures. The ‘dumbing down’ of first year papers seems to be an 
ongoing fad for university departments, and I’m personally not 
convinced that it is a good thing. Pass rates may go up but the quality 
of qualifications is reduced. The university looks to be putting more 
emphasis on research to boost its reputation. The cost of this is that 
undergrads are missing out, as teaching contact time is reduced, and 
teaching staff have their hours cut.  Is this what you want?  Come and 
meet other botany students  and have your say at the botany 
undergrad meeting.  All views welcome and respected.  Cheers, Rowan 
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Botany Undergrad Meeting  
Thursday 22nd September 
Good Earth Meeting Room 
(Upstairs above the Good Earth Café opposite St David 

lecture theatre on the one way south, entry from alleyway 
at the back of the café.) 

10.00am-12.00pm 
Meet other botany students. 
What do you like about the department/papers? 
What could the department improve on?  
Have your say and be heard. Students only please. 

Free biscuits and chips!!! 



Close-up of Crocus sp. flowers, 
Freiburg, Germany. 

(Photo: Rowan Hindmarsh-Walls) 

Plant of the month 

Crocus sativus showing large 
stamens, Osaka, Japan. 

(Photo: Wikipedia) 

Crocus sativus is a species not known to most people, even 

though the food spice it produces is the most expensive by 
weight anywhere in the world. And yes I’m talking about 
saffron. Most of you students have probably never used the 
stuff before due to its price which was about $200 per 100g in 
New World last time I looked. I have to say I have tried it once 
at my auntie’s place, but I can’t say that I was too impressed. I 
think it’s a bit of a silly con for rich people. Saffron spice is 
made only from the stigmas of C. sativus, which means that 
each stigma has to be individually harvested from the Crocus 
flowers which can be a very labour intensive exercise, and hence the 
cost of the spice.  
The name Crocus is derived from the greek word krokos, meaning 
saffron yellow, the colour of the stigmas. The species epithet sativus 
means cultivated in latin. The species C. sativus is not known from 
the wild, and occurs only in the triploid form, so cannot breed 
sexually. It is believed to be a cultivated variety derived from C. 
cartwrightianus, a south-east Asian crocus species. It is an autumn-
flowering perennial plant that dies down for part of 
the year, leaving fleshy corms buried underground. C. 
sativus is cultivated asexually by splitting these corms 
yearly to create new plants. Its preferred habitat is 
warm semi-arid areas, and so is commercially grown 
in countries like Iran, Greece, Spain, and India.  
The plant itself is fairly insignificant with no stems 
and small linear leaves protruding from the top of the 
subterranean corm. The flowers are large (often 
taller than the leaves) and are purple in colour, with 
very large red-yellow stigmas, and yellow stamens. 
The species has been selected for increased stigma 
length so these are disproportionately large 
compared to the rest of the flower. 
The Crocus genus is fairly large, with at least 80 species found 
worldwide. The genus natural distribution is confined to Asia, 
and Africa. All are deciduous corm-forming species. Some flower in 
Spring while others flower in Autumn, known as Autumn crocuses. 
The genus makes up part of the Iridaceae (Iris) family of tuberous 
monocotyledonous plants. 
If you would like to see C. sativus you’ll probably have to go to Iran or 
India, but other spring Crocuses are flowering in places like the 
Botanic Gardens at this time of year. In fact I have some C. vernus, 
which started flowering in my garden last week.  
 ‘Happy plant hunting, 
 Rowan Hindmarsh-Walls’  

Crocus sativus 
Iridaceae  

Saffron Crocus 
Exotic, Ornamental, Food Crop 



Musings from a Cracked Seed 
Sloths as a habitat for algae 

 
Julia O’brien is an enthusiastic third year Botany Student who loves 
cuddling dirty sloths  so much that she just had to write an article 
about them. 

This month Rowan asked me to write a gem of an article on sloths 
and algae, he said it was because I looked 
like a sloth and moved at the same pace 
as them. Thanks Rowan.  Sloths and algae 
I can hear you saying, they don’t hang out 
together, you are so silly Julia. Well I am 
here to tell you, you are wrong.  
Those sloths that reside in Central and 
South America are so slow they don’t 
even take the time to groom themselves 
(much like the boys at Otago University). 
This allows a whole ecosystem to unpack 
their suitcases and party up a storm in 
their hair. Algae is the most prevalent 
organism at the party but on the invite 
list is also heteroptrophic organisms like 
diatoms and decomposers such as fungi. 

A molecular analysis of hair from different species also showed 
there were differences in the species that were growing on the fur. 
Another fun fact is that algae prefer to party during the wet season 
(before exam time) with a larger population occurring then 
compared to the dry season (during exams). It is thought that this 
relationship is mutualistic; the greenish tinge that occurs on the fur 
camouflages the sloths and protects them from being attacked by 
eagles and the algae get a party house. Pretty awesome I hear you 
say. But we all know that algae wouldn’t just be content with 
protecting the sloth, they also provide food for many insects like 

beetles and moths. The motto 
appears to be work hard and party 
harder. Recent work has shown there 
is a wider range of algae species in 
the sloths hair then previously 
thought and three species from the 
genus Trichophilus are only found on 
the sloth and is thought to pass 
directly from mummy sloths to their 
babies.   
There you have it algae aren’t just 

content with being found in water or 

in soil, they are so super amazing that 

they have conquered animals as well. Watch out guys they may 

conquer the whole world yet!  

A Bradypus sp. (Three-toed 

Sloth)  and young. You can 

almost see the diatoms falling 

off its back. 

Julia in a cardboard box 
(Photos: Wikipedia?) 



 



September 
 
21st Botany Department Seminar 
 Friendly Forest Fungi: Mycorrhizae of 

New Zealand Native Forest Trees. 
 David Orlovich, Botany Department. 
 12.00 pm, Union Street Lecture Theatre. 
 
October 

6th Orokonui Ecosanctuary. 
 Garden Design and Plants to Attract 

Native Birds. 
Philip Dunn, Ribbonwood Nursery  

 2.00pm-3.00pm, Orokonui Ecosanctuary. 

 
7th Hort Talk 
 Green ways to eradicate Invasive Weeds 
 T. J. Irvin. 
 12.00pm-1.00pm, Botanic Garden Centre 
 

7th Ecology Seminar 
 Conversations about Science: 

Communicating the Science of 
Controversial Issues. 

 Jean Fleming, Science Communiction 
Centre, Otago University. 

 12.00 pm, Zoology Benham Seminar 
Room. 

 
12th Botany Seminar  
 Talks by the winners of the botany 

postgraduate colloquium 
 Tim Crawford, Diego Urrutia Guevara , 

and Jaz Morris 
 5.30 pm, Zoology Benham Seminar 

Room. 
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BIOL113 , the excitement of a ‘Clicker’ lab. 
(Photo: John Steel) 

A Tui feeding on Kowhai (Sophora microphylla), 
Dunedin Botanic Gardens. 

(Photo: Rowan Hindmarsh-Walls) 

Magnolia flower, Dunedin Botanic Gardens. 
(Photo: Rowan Hindmarsh-Walls) 


