
Hi everyone, I’m very surprised I didn't receive any response to last 
months controversial article. So you are all either sitting on the fence, 
or too lazy to write me letters voicing your opinions. I have to say Zool-
ogy can throw a good party. Those of you that went to the combined 
Botany/Zoology drinks the other day will know what I’m talking about. 
But seriously I need your articles! You don't want this thing full of my 
dribble do you?  Cheers, Rowan 

Sitting on the Fence  

Svalbard is an archipelago approximately 700 km north of Norway, within the 
Arctic Circle. Around 170 plant species are found here, and I got the chance 
to travel there and study a few of them in depth, with help from the Botany 
Department here at Otago, and the University Center of Svalbard (UNIS). 
Longyearbyen is the main settlement of the island group, with approximately 
1200 permanent residents. 
My work in Svalbard focused primarily on the Arctic Poppy (Papaver dahl-
ianum ssp. polare) and differences between the two colour morphs found in 
this species. P. dahlianum is found all over Svalbard, including in the high 
arctic polar desert regions. A hardy plant, it grows in a small rosette and 
flowers after several years with either white or yellow flowers. 
However, to work in the field in Svalbard it is required to carry a fire arm and 

a flare gun as protection from polar bears; a unique hazard when 
you’re accustomed to field work in New Zealand! Also when setting 
up field experiments you need to take into account ptarmigan and 
reindeer herbivory – my experiment became known round Long-
yearbyen because of the flags and ribbons I used to deter hungry 
visitors. 
In the course of field work I got to join an undergraduate course on 
their field trip (by ship along the coast of Spitsbergen, the main is-
land), catch a lift with a helicopter and a hovercraft to collect pop-
pies, climbed eight local mountains, and got to hunt reindeer and 
ptarmigan. To top it all off, I watched Beluga whales from my lab 
window, and followed the course of a polar bear as it visited empty 
cabins on the other side of the fjord. 

It has been an excellent experience, and hopefully shall be again as I am re-

turning to Longyearbyen soon, just in time for the end of the snow scooter 

season. 

Both morphs of Papaver dahl-
ianum, Svalbard, Norway 

(Photo: Lorna Little) 
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Lorna Little is completing  a PhD in Botany  in the field  of flower col-
in plants of the Arctic and sub -Antarctic. Her research took her to the 
crazy island of Svalbard.  



Brachyglottis hectorii panicle, Mt 
Burnett, Golden Bay 

(Photo: Rowan Hindmarsh-Walls)  

Brachyglottis hectorii inflo-
rescence, Mt Burnett, Golden Bay 

(Photo: Rowan Hindmarsh-Walls)  

Plant of the month 

Brachyglottis hectorii, Mt Burnett, 
Golden Bay 

(Photo: Gillian Crowcroft, from NZPCN) 

 Brachyglottis hectorii is one of New Zealand’s largest leaved daisies. I 
made up my own nickname for this tree when I was younger. I called it 
the cave tree, because it only grows on or near limestone and marble, 
rock outcrops, and when I was a teen I had (and still do have) a fascina-
tion for caves, which are common in this type of rock. When I was bored 
at home I used to head off into the hills with my rifle, some lunch, and a 
torch and go looking for caves to explore. Any wild goats that were unfor-
tunate enough to show their plant munching faces on the way to a cave 
ended up on the dinner table at home that night.  Brachyglottis hectorii 
was my cave tree because when I saw it growing I knew I was in the right 
place to find caves and then all I had to do was start looking for the near-
est sink-hole. Luckily for the cave trees goats don’t seem to take too 
much notice of them, probably because the trees like the 
damp semi-shaded areas that goats tend to avoid.   
The name ‘Brachyglottis’ is greek for short tongue, which 
refers to the short ray florets of the genus. ‘hectorii’ refers 
to James Hector, the famous 19th century New Zealand ge-
ologist. Brachyglottis hectorii is quite visually distinct from 
any of the other New Zealand native Brachyglottis species, 
in that it has very large dentate-serrate leaves (up to 30cm 
in length), and is the only species with small irregular lobes 
at the base of the leaves. The young leaves have a thick 
covering of white cottony hairs which are mostly shed as 
the leaf grows. The branchlets and petioles of the plant are 
also hairy. The ‘flowers’, in this case capitula, are quite 
‘showy’ and are borne on a large panicles above the leaves. 
The species can grow into trees up to about 5 metres high. 
Although Brachyglottis hectorii is not regarded as a threatened species 
yet it has a relatively confined distribution within North-West Nelson and 
the upper West Coast, matching the underlying carbonate substrate on 
which it lives. 
This species is one of many Brachyglottis species in New 
Zealand. The genus is quite variable in form, with some 
species being herbs and others trees. One good use for 
most of the large leaved species is that they make the 
most excellent bush toilet paper, second only to the silky 
soft wooly mullein.  
I’m not sure that this species is planted anywhere in Dune-
din, but I suspect not as there is little limestone around 
here, so to see one you will have to travel north. To view 
many of the other interesting native Brachyglottis species 
the best place to look would the natives section at the 
Dunedin Botanic Garden. 
 
Happy plant hunting, 
Rowan 

Brachyglottis hectorii 
Asteraceae 

 Hectors Tree Daisy 

Native 



From the Summonstrators 
Julia O’Brien, a third year botany student, and Frances Jacomb, a 
third year zoology student both demonstrated for the Summer 
school Botany 111 paper. 

At Summer School 2011 Botany offered ‘What Plant is This?’.  John 
was obviously rather low on suitable demonstrators and had to 
reach right to the bottom of the pile and employ Julia, but he 
teamed her with the amazing Maia and Frances, resulting in 2011 
being the best year ever for the paper.  This was due to an amazing 
group of keen students - in and out of the lab - and demonstrators 
who could sometimes stick to the task at hand (but not that often).  
Here are some highlights of the paper presented in a way that re-
flects what was going on in the upstairs lab whilst the rest of you 
had a summer.  
 
What’s HOT and what’s NOT from ‘What Plant Is This?’ 2011 
Hot 

Demonstrators that have bake offs and bring 12 packs to field 
trips (Well done Frances for winning the bake off in 2011)   
Edible plants (that were NOT consumed in the lab of course) 
THE John Steel 
Bagpipe lessons in the lab  
Wine and Cheese  
Super excited, forever-converted-to-Botany students 
Sharing knowledge 
Botany puns ‘I can’t wait to find some fun guys (fungi) this 
weekend!’ ‘Stellate hairs – they’re stellar!’ 
Hunter hills: any farmer that trusted us on their land is deserv-
ing of a native plant 
The teapot garden, don’t leave NZ without seeing it!  

 
Not 

A nameless student (VINCE) who was trained as a driver and 
didn’t show up for the field trip (we are sure your driving skills 
aren’t that bad)  
Poisonous plants  
Lab demonstrator that went on holiday and left the other to 
supervise the morning exam ALONE , the day after her own 
exam 

Keying out plants - as demonstrators we thought we would 
be told the answer, not have to key it out ourselves!  Last 
time we checked we hadn’t enrolled in the paper, John! 
Students that know more than the demonstrators 
GOD QUESTIONS!  

 
What Plant Are You? (A personality quiz/identification key) 

 
1. Where do you grow? 
a) aquatic --- 2 
b) terrestrial --- 4    (More on next page) 



 
 
A: You are a Water Lily (Nymphaeaceae).  You are pretty, but re-
member, don’t be selfish and use up all the resources or you might 
end up alone. 
 
B: You are Gorse (Ulex europaeus; Fabaceae).  Weeds can take 
over in many situations, but not everyone is receptive to being 
overrun.  You are beautiful in your own way.  
 
C: You are a Sunflower (Helianthus annuus; Asteraceae).  You al-
ways look on the bright side of life (de-do, de-do, de-do, de-do!) 
however, there are instances where this is inappropriate (e.g. fu-
nerals, emo parties, etc.). 
 
D: You are Lavender (Lavandula sp.; Laminaceae).  You are a relax-
ing presence, spreading clam and peacefulness wherever you re-
side.  Go forth and spread the joy! 
 
E: You are Stinkweed (Coprosma foetidissima; Rubiaceae). You em-
brace you individuality however, if you up your personal hygiene 
standards, the surrounding plants would appreciate this. 
 
We hope everyone enjoyed our super summer school summary. 
Out of all the summer school papers offered by the University, this 
paper (and only one other) was described by students as the best 
paper they have ever done.  Pretty impressive considering most 
students taking the paper weren’t even majoring in botany.  It was 
a great experience for the international students, setting them up 
for identifying the plants they come across on their New Zealand 
travels - a free and exciting tourist activity! I’m sure they will all be 
carrying their Field Guides with them wherever they go (I actually 
saw one of them with it on a recent Tramping Club trip to 
Fiordland).  Julia and I learnt heaps while we were demonstrating, 
which was handy for me since I had been thinking about taking this 
paper, and I was effectively paid to take it rather than paying! 

2. Can you float?   3. Do people like you? 
 a) Yes --- A     a) Yes -- 6 
 b) No --- 3    b) No—- B 
 
4. Are you prickly?  4. Are you colourful or are you dull 
 a) Yes --- 3    a) Colourful- - C 
 b) No --- 5    b) Dull— 3 
 
6. Are you aromatically scented or do you smell like faeces? 
a) Aromatic --- D  
b) Faeces --- E  

Quiz Continued... 
 
A. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
B. 
 
 
 
 
 
C. 
 
 
 
 
D. 
 
 
 
 
 
E. 



It was the bizarre and fabulous wildlife rumoured to be plentiful in New 
Zealand which influenced my decision to study here for a semester, 
trading a semester at my Los Angeles school, Occidental College, for a 
semester at the University of Otago. (President Obama attended my 
school for two years, our biggest claim to fame.) Because five months 
studying in a foreign country didn’t seem like it would be long enough, I 
searched for an excuse to arrive before the start of the first semester, in 
part to see how the Dunedin summer compared to a Los Angeles winter. 
(As it turns out, they’re pretty much the same.) What better way to ex-
plore my environmental interests than by taking a botany class? I 
thought this was an incredibly brilliant idea, and I was shocked to discov-
er that I was the first student in the history of my exchange program to 
arrive early to take a summer school paper. After my experience in 
BTNY111, “What Plant is That? An Introduction to the New Zealand Na-
tive and Introduced Species,” I will definitely recommend that the sum-
mer school option be offered to future students. 
The two four-hour lab sessions were the highlight of my week. This was 
mostly due to the fact that labs were the extent of my social interaction, 
as I knew no one in Dunedin. After making some friends outside of class, 
however, I still looked forward to labs, this time because I’d realized that 
plants are pretty darn fascinating. I consider myself an ecologist, and yet 
my botany knowledge was minimal before I took this paper. The lectur-
er, John Steel, challenged us to learn the intricacies of nearly 100 fami-
lies during the month-long course. Thanks to John’s and the demonstra-
tors’ botanical wisdom and enthusiasm, this task was enjoyable—even 
fun, though I was frequently chastised for “laughing too much.”  
Keen to explore what lay outside of Dunedin, I found the class field trips 

to be an excellent introduction to the local wildlife. All my classmates 

had some familiarity with most of the places and plants, so I learned 

new things from everyone in the class. Our four field trips, with locales 

ranging from the Botanic Gardens to the Catlins, really solidified the bo-

tanical knowledge I’d been soaking up during the lab sessions. My first 

experiences of New Zealand were shaped by this summer school paper. 

I befriended some real, live Kiwis, had my first-ever academic experi-

outside of the States, and corrected my preconceptions of New Zealand, 

which included being overrun by either sheep or hobbits, neither of 

which is the case. Many thanks to John, the demonstrators, and my fel-

low students for making me feel so welcome. Though my time in New 

Zealand will be finished in just under two months, I’m already looking 

for reasons to return! 

‘American in the Antipodes’ 

Elaine Westcott is currently in her third of four years of study to-
wards attaining her B.A. in Biology from Occidental College in Los An-
geles, California. Because of her fantastic experience as an exchange 
student, Elaine is considering returning to Otago for postgraduate 
study.  

A bagpiping botanist (Elaine 
Westcott) taking a break from 

study in Botany111, the Summer 
School botany paper 
(Photo: Frances Jacomb) 



May 
11th Department of Botany Seminar 

An investigation into the symbiosis of 
Pseudocyphellaria crocata  
Jess Yardley (MSc final), Department of 
Botany, University of Otago. 

 12 noon, Botany Union Street Lecture 
Theatre. 

 
11th Department of Botany Seminar 
 Title: to be advised. 

Emma Wallace (MSc proposal), Depart-
ment of Botany, University of Otago. 

 12.30pm, Botany Union Street Lecture 
Theatre. 

 

18th BSO Meeting and talk 
 Botany of the North Hector Range 
 John Barkla 
 5:20 pm, Benham Seminar Room, Rm. 

215, Zoology Department. 

 
19th Inaugural Professorial Lecture: Geology 
 The remarkable history of whales and 

dolphins. 
 Professor Ewan Fordyce, Department of 

Geology 
 5:30pm - Archway 4 Lecture Theatre 

 

25th Department of Botany Seminar 
 Antioxidative strategies of intertidal 

macroalgae to radiation stress 
Dr Ralf Rautenberger, DGF Postdoctoral 
Fellow, Botany Department. 

 12 noon, Botany Union Street Lecture 
Theatre. 

June 
1st Department of Botany Seminar 
 Title: to be advised 

Dr Rainer Hoffman, Lincoln University, 
Christchurch. 

 12 noon, Botany Union Street Lecture 
Theatre. 

UPCOMING EVENTS PHOTOS 
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The settlement of Longyearbyen, viewed from the 
top of Sarkofagen , Svalbard. 

(Photo: Lorna Little) 

Snowy Beech forest, Haast Valley, South Westland. 
(Photo: Rowan Hindmarsh-Walls) 

Reindeer in town, Svalbard, Norway. 
(Photo: Lorna Little) 

http://www.botany.otago.ac.nz/people/postgraduate/yardley.html
http://www.botany.otago.ac.nz/people/rautenberger.html

