
12 13

American LHS member, Deborah McMillin,  first 
became interested in an unusual botanist after a trip to 

Troms� in Norway. 

The Military BotanistWAXCAPS, FAIRY CLUBS, EARTH TONGUES AND PINKGILLS

Earth Tongues
Earth tongues resemble club fungi but are 
distinguished from them as their colours are 
muted. They do not have the bright yellows and 
oranges of the clubs with most being dark brown 
or black. They grow like fingers in the grass, often 
quite small,  but frequently in large groups. They are 
restricted to growing in suitable grassland habitats 
and some species are very rare. Two species have 
been recorded at Holehird.

Sometimes growing with earth tongues, waxcaps 
and corals is a quite small orange club-shaped fungus often only 2-3 cms 

tall and difficult to see. This little fungus has an 
interesting lifestyle in that it feeds on and grows 
from an underground pupa of a butterfly or moth, it 
is a parasite on the insect and eventually devours it. 
This is the scarlet caterpiller club Cordyceps militaris. 
The picture shows it growing from its insect host. 

In recent years the scientific interest in, and importance of, unimproved 
grasslands has become increasingly recognised. It is now agreed that once 
damaged these habitats are very difficult, if not impossible, to restore and 
that conservation measures need to be put in place. Despite extensive 
loss the UK has many grassland fungi compared with other European 
countries. As long as 20 years ago the UK had 150 identified grasslands of 
national importance with 14 in the Netherlands 20 in Denmark and two in 
Ireland. Since then great strides have been made to slow degradation of 
these fungi sites and systems have been developed to assess potentially 
important CHEG sites as they are discovered. CHEG represents the 
important fungi groups; C= Clavaroid, Clubs and Corals. H= Hygrocybes, 
Waxcaps. E= Entolomas, Pinkgills. G= Geoglossums, Earth tongues.

A CHEG site could be assesed as a) of local importance, b) of regional 
importance, c) of national importance or d) of international importance.

From the records to date the Holehird grassland is not just a very good 
site but is near the top end of being of regional importance. In terms of 
clubs and corals alone the site is exceptional, and with further recording 
sessions this site has the potential to be of national importance.

Deceptive Earth 
Tongue (Geoglossum 
fallax).  A dark brown 
stalk expands into a 
black head region

Stories of botanical collectors of the 17th through to the early 20th 
century, often portray a life of travel, excitement, danger and at times 
death, in pursuit of their singular passion. Many of these individuals would 
have been educated in the sciences at prestigious universities. Financial 
backing and support for their exploits could have come from botanical 
institutions, wealthy benefactors or commercial horticulture businesses. 
There have also been individuals with interest in the collection of new 
species whose main education and occupation was other than botanist 
or plant hunter. I found that, using their own resources, they used the 
opportunity of their employment to make significant contributions of 
new botanical species.  

I found an example of such an individual when identifying a photograph 
I had taken of a group of lilies at the northerly Botanical Garden of  
Tromsø, Norway. I was introduced not only to the stately Caucasian lily, 
Lilium monadelphum, but also to a botanical explorer of the Caucasus 
mountain range which extends through the territories of Russia, Georgia, 
Armenia and Azerbaijan. His career was in the military, but he learned to 
use every assignment as an opportunity to expand his botanical studies.    

 German born, Friedrich August Marschall von Bieberstein (1768-
1826), followed his father in a military career, working first for the 
German prince of Oettingen-Wallerstein in Vienna, then as a secretary 
to a Russian general in Romania. In 1792 he became aide-de-camp to the 
general and was posted to Crimea during the Polish-Russian war.  After 
meeting fellow German naturalist and zoologist Peter Simon Pallas, who 
encouraged his interest in natural history, he began to collect herbarium 
specimens in earnest for three years while stationed in Crimea.

In 1795 he returned to St Petersburg and was sent with the invading 
Russian forces into Persia. There he explored the western shore of the 
Caspian Sea collecting herbarium specimens while continuing with his 
military duties. When the conflict ended in 1796, he returned to Moscow 
and in 1798 published, in French, an account of his botanical explorations. 
This writing contained 74 new species descriptions and considerable 
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botanical information. Later it was published in German and English. 
During 1798 he took his second trip to the Caucasus where he explored 
the northern and eastern parts of the mountains.

In 1799, Marschall von Bieberstein returned to Southern Russia where 
he was appointed in an advisory capacity to a government position in 
which he was responsible for the development of silk worm breeding. He 
took the opportunity to continue his botanical studies while traveling in 
the region. When the Russian government sent him on a scientific mission 
to Germany and France in 1804, he used the opportunity to study Near 
East specimens in the Tournefort Herbarium in Paris in anticipation of a 
future flora publication.    

Marschall von Bieberstein’s third trip to the Caucasus was in 1802. 
He travelled with his friend, Count Appolo Mussin-Pushkin (the genus 
Puschkinia honors his name) a Russian chemist, plant collector and foreign 
member of the Royal Swedish Academy of Science. After Marschall von 
Bieberstein’s marriage to a Finnish woman in 1804, a permanent move 
was made to Merefa, Ukraine. He developed orchards in Central Ukraine 
and supervised military pharmaceutical gardens. His fourth and last trip 
was made to Caucasus and Georgia in 1805.

Flora Taurico Caucasica was published by Marschall von Bieberstein in 
1808 and a second volume in 1819, which covered additional specimens 
he later discovered in the region. These two volumes covered 2,322 
species of the Caucasus region from his numerous trips. This was the 
first comprehensive flora catalogue of the Crimeo-Caucasus region. He 
used what was then the new Linnaean classification system. In 1910 he 
published a work, Centuria plantarum rariorum Rossiae meridionalis, with 
50 of his own hand-coloured engravings of south Russian plants.

The Royal Botanical Garden of Edinburgh holds an herbarium 
specimen of the Lilium monadelphum M. Bieb., collected by Marschall 
von Bieberstein, but the date and exact location of the collection of this 
impressive member of the Liliaceae family was not recorded with the 
specimen.

We do know that L. monadelphum  is endemic to the Caucasus regions 
and found in the upper mountains and sub-alpine belts of the northern 
regions of Georgia and Azerbaijan. In its natural habitat this lily prefers 
growing in moist gritty-loamy soil on sunny slopes or at the forest edges 
of mountain meadows. The Lilium monadelphum has sweet-smelling, 
down-facing florets which are straw-to-butter yellow (with at times purple 
spotting). At a height of over 4 feet the stems are rigid and strong and are 
able to hold in place up to 24 florets , plus withstand the winds at altitudes 
up to 6,900 feet above sea level, and temperatures chilling down to -200F 
in the mountains.            

By the late 1800’s the Caucasus or Steigenlilje lily, as it was named in 
northern Norway (growing in a prestigious farm in Steigen), spread to 
other gardens in Norway where it developed a popularity for its early 
flowers, disease-resistant and cold-hardy disposition.

In England, Henry John Elwes wrote in his  1880 treatise, A Monograph 
of the Genus Lilium, that the Lilium monadelphum grows abundantly in 
the northern and eastern parts of the Caucasian region. Elwes referred to 
a Mr Freshfield who wrote in his book of travels of it growing in the valleys 
amongst the herbaceous plants at an elevation of 4,000 to 6,000 feet. The 
early blooming flowers had sweet scent too strong to be desirable as a pot 
plant. In England it liked a 'strong soil' and when well established would 
grow to a height of 3-5 feet. Elwes indicated that it had been found that if 
the seed was sown at once it would germinate quickly, but would not show 

Left and above : Lilium monadelphum, the 
Caucasian lily growing in Norway
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its cotyledons above ground. He wrote that the seedlings would grow very 
slowly and sometimes would not flower until the 10th year after sowing. 
This he said was 'a trial of patience too much for the amateurs, though the 
bulb growers of Holland, more accustomed to such operations have lately 
raised large quantities from seed.' From Elwes' treatise we find that it was 
introduced in England by Messrs Loddiges in the early 1800s but did not 
become common until the last few years before the publication of Elwes' 
treatise in 1880. The importation of the plant from its native country in 
large quantities contributed to its popularity.

Elwes wrote that the plant was first described by the Russian botanist 
Friedrich August Marschall von Bieberstein, having been found in the 
Caucasus when these mountains were first explored by the naturalist. The 
lithograph of the L. monadelphum  by W.H. Fitch, was from a plant which 
flowered in the author's garden in June of 1875 and in 1876 produced 29 
flowers on one stem.

Currently many of the plants that Marschall von Bieberstein assigned 
names to and wrote of (especially in Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan), 
are under threat due to rapid losses of natural habitats. Conservation 

International indicates that this is largely due to the economic turmoil 
of the early 1990s, with political changes in what was then the Soviet 
Union. The threat is further exacerbated by the fact that the Caucasus 
area is home to approximately 1,600 endemic plants, an exceptionally 
large number, which is one of the reasons Conservation International has 
designated it as one of their 25  global biodiversity hotspots.   

After Marschall von Bieberstein's death in 1826, approximately 10,000 
specimens of his plant collection were donated to the Russian Academy of 
Science in St Petersburg. This collection is currently under the possession 
of the Komarov Botanical Institute, where in the late 1960s it was organized 
to be accessible to botanical scholars. According the International Plant 
Names Index, Friedrich A. Marschall  von Bieberstein is recognized as 
a scientific authority for naming 1,695 plant species. Marschall Von 
Bieberstein received the Imperial Russian honor of Order of Saint Vladimir 
for his continuous civil and military service. He is also acknowledged in 
literature as a scholar of antiquities in the Eastern Crimea and Taman 
Peninsula. Besides botany, his scientific career also covered biology and 
zoology. Closer to our  interests, he was a Foreign Member of the Botanical 
Society of Edinburgh.

 It is not Friedrich August Marschall von Bieberstein’s  military prowess 
that we will recall when we see the family name Biebersteiniaceae or the 
botanical epithets Biebersteinii (Centaurea biebersteinii) and Biebersteinia.  
We will recall the story of a young German man from Stuttgart who 
throughout his life took opportunities to broaden his passion to be a 
botanist and collector even though it moved him away from his homeland, 
and who by his mid-life had published the first comprehensive writings 
and illustrations of the flora of his adopted land of Russia.
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