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Abstract

H.P. Ramsay, R.G. Coveny, E.A. Brown & A.K. Brooks. (National Herbarium of New South Wales,
Royal Botanic Gardens, Sydney NSW, Australia 2000), 1993. Bryophytes of the Royal Botanic Gardens,
Government House and the Domain, Sydney. Cunninghamia 3(1): 215-229. More than 90 species of
bryophytes (70 mosses, 24 hepatics and one anthocerote) have been collected in the Royal
Botanic Gardens, Government House and the surrounding Domain, an area of 30 hectares,
Sydney. Species present include some new records for New South Wales and one for Australia
and include representatives of up to 25 families of mosses and 13 families of hepatics.

Introduction

The Royal Botanic Gardens, Sydney lies on the foreshores of Port Jackson (Sydney
Harbour) at Farm Cove (Fig. 1). Although brycphytes have been studied at the Na-
tional Herbarium of New South Wales, in the Royal Botanic Gardens, Sydney since
the late nineteenth century, few specimens are annotated as having been collected
there and no species list has been published for the Royal Botanic Gardens, Govern-
ment House or the Domain. The site occupied by the Royal Botanic Gardens has been
cultivated for agriculture and horticulture since the earliest days of European settle-
ment which began in Australia on this site, in January 1788 (Gilbert 1986).

Watercolours of adjacent Sydney Cove by William Bradley in 1788 (Bradley 1786-
1792) show relatively dense stands of trees above a rocky foreshore, but with grassy
understorey, behind the shoreline. The original vegetation behind the mudflats con-
sisted of eucalypt woodland, ‘brushwood’ and a variety of smaller plants, occurring
on exposed rocky outcrops and in the more sheltered fern gullies of the creek beds,
while near the salt water the vegetation included Swamp Oak, Casuarina glauca, Port
Jackson Fig, Ficus rubiginosa, and teatrees. Several species of eucalypt as well as
Turpentine, Syncarpia glomulifera and Smooth-Barked Angophora, Angophora costata
were present (Wilson 1986).

The underlying bedrock is sandstone and soils are sandy and shallow with some
rocky outcrops. Reclamation of low lying land on the foreshores of the Harbour and
building of the sea wall enabled the area of land available for cultivation and recre-
ation to be increased from the original small farm area. Soils have since been modi-
tied by supplementation with other soils, fertilisers and mulching.

At present the Royal Botanic Gardens and Domain occupy an area of 30 hectares with
the Domain parkland acting as an insulator from the Central Business District and its
high-rise buildings (Johnson in Wilson 1986). By 1986 all that remained of the original
vegetation were some gnarled trees of Angophora costata, Ficus rubiginosa, Casuarina
glauca and a few specimens of Eucalyptus pilularis, E. tereticornis, E. resinifera, Glochid-
ion ferdinandi and Rapanaea variabilis that are clearly descended from ones that were
on the site (Wilson 1986, L.A.S. Johnson pers. comm.).
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History of bryophyte collections and bryology at the National
Herbarium of New South Wales (NSW)

Attached to and forming an integral part of the Royal Botanic Gardens complex are
the administrative, research and educational services. The Brown Building houses the
National Herbarium of New South Wales, referred to by its acronym NSW. Among
the large array of plant specimens held is an extensive collection of Australian bryo-
phytes, one of the largest in Australia (Ramsay & Seur 1990).

The earliest bryophyte specimens collected in New South Wales and held in the
National Herbarium date back to the 1880’s. Three prominent figures, Thomas
Whitelegge, William Forsyth and William Walter Watts, whose specimens form the
basis of the Australian collections at NSW, contributed significantly to knowledge of
bryophytes in Australia, particularly New South Wales.

Thomas Whitelegge (1850-1927)

Thomas Whitelegge (1850-1927), born in Stockport, Cheshire, England, arrived in
Sydney in early 1883 and was appointed to the Australian Museum, being in charge
of Invertebrates from 1883-1908 (Obituary 1927). He also had an interest in ferns and
mosses and in 1884 began to gather information on the mosses of New South Wales
primarily in Sydney, Gosford, Moss Vale and Blue Mountains. At the urgent request
of Dr. V.F. Brotherus in Helsinki, who was preparing the volumes on mosses for
Engler & Prantl’s Die Naturlichen Pflanzenfamilien, Whitelegge secured nearly 100 spe-
cies in 1890-91. In 1892 he compiled a list, revised by Brotherus, of some 300 New
South Wales species (Watts & Whitelegge 1902) but this was not published. In 1898
Whitelegge met W.W. Watts and they jointly presented a list of some 500 species for
publication by the Linnean Society of New South Wales. Later the manuscript was
withdrawn in favour of a broader list (Census) covering Australia. This was pub-
lished in their joint names in 1902 and 1905, and dealt with the acrocarpous mosses
[the pleurocarpous species were published later after their deaths (Burges 1932, 1935)].
Whitelegge’s position at the Australian Museum in the early 1900s prevented him
from continuing research on mosses and he handed over this activity to Watts.

William Forsyth (1864-1910)

In the 1890s Joseph Henry Maiden, Director of the Sydney Botanic Gardens, encour-
aged bryophyte collecting and made sure they were included in the collections of the
National Herbarium of New South Wales. He delegated William Forsyth to concen-
trate on bryophytes during general field excursions.

William Forsyth, born near Crieff, Perthshire, Scotland, came from a farming back-
ground. In 1886 he became overseer for Centennial Park, Sydney and from 1898 he
added to this responsibility for collecting and maintaining bryophytes in the National
Herbarium of New South Wales at the urging of Maiden. His enthusiasm for the task
resulted in the addition of some 1200 specimens in just two years. He was Curator of
Bryophytes from 1898 to 1903 adding many new Australian species during field trips
on his own or with Maiden, W.F. Blakely and others to many areas of New South
Wales.

His publication Contribution to a knowledge of the moss flora of N.5S.W. (Forsyth 1899),
recorded 61 species of which 43 were new to the colony and 26 were from Port
Jackson. In 1900 he added collections from Richmond and Tweed Rivers, New Eng-
land, Germanton (now Holbrook) and Tumbarumba. He also began an exchange
program with overseas bryologists on whom he depended for identifications, in par-
ticular Brotherus in Helsinki.











































