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 IOS MEMBERSHIP  
DETAILS  

 
Shane Kerr (Chairman) 
Mary Flynn (Hon. Treasurer) 
Marie Hourigan (Secretary) 
Scott MacNaughton 
Olwyn Lanigan 

THE IRISH  
ORCHID  

SOCIETY  
COMMITTEE       

POLLINIA 

(pol-LIN-ee-uh)  
 
The compact packets of pollen 
found in orchid flowers.  Plural of 
Pollinium. 
 
Waxy pollen clumps or grains 
usually found in the anthers of 
most orchids; often yellow, distinct, 
and found under the pollen cap of 
the column. 
 
Pollinia contain the male repro-
ductive cells.  
 
Latin pollin-, stem of pollen "fine 
flour, dust." 

 

ANNUAL SUBSCRIPTIONS  

(renewable  in June of each year) 

 

Ç Adult Single    ú20.00  

Ç Family   ú30.00  

Ç OAP/Student*  ú15.00  

(*Confirmation of student status required) 
 

Please make cheques or PO payable to: 

Applications and other society communica-

tions should be made to the Secretary: 

 

Marie Hourigan, Secretary 

Irish Orchid Society 

c/o National Botanic Gardens 

Glasnevin, Dublin 9, Ireland 

EDITORIAL INFORMATIO N 
 

The Editorial Staff reserve the right to edit 

and/or amend articles submitted to the 

Newsletter.  

 

The views or comments published within 

this Newsletter are not necessarily views 

shared by either the Editorial Staff or the 

Irish Orchid Society. © 2010. 

 

Contributions of articles, pictures or 

comments should be sent by email to:  

editor@pollinia.org or by post to:  

Laurence T. May, Bellarush,  

Castlebaldwin, Co. Sligo, Ireland 

 

Cumann MagairlÜnÜ na 
h¼ireann 

                                                                  Membership Details ð IOS Committee  

The Irish Orchid Society 
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A VISIT TO  
SICILY  

 

FOR many years I have been reading about the history,  

culture, and traveller's experiences of Sicily.  I had thought 

about a visit one day, but it wasnôt until I received an email 

advertisement from Ryan Air and noted their flights direct 

from Dublin to Trapani in Western Sicily -- then on sale at 

ú4.99 each way, plus the usual fees and charges -- that I 

decided to go.  This two-and-a-half hour flight would be 

cheaper than going to Galway for a weekend. Alitaliaôs  

basic airfare from Dublin to Trapani, with stops in London 

and Rome, a 13-hour journey, listed for ú680. 

 

I bought tickets, and went in May 2009; it was a brilliant 

vacation touring the western parts of the island. In fact, it 

was so much fun I returned for a longer period in October, 

and will go again. Say what you will about Ryan Air, but 

that airline has done more for travel in Europe than any 

other. Sicily was bursting with tourists from Ireland.   

 

Sicily has many wild orchid species, but I was too early or 

late in the year. The Botanical Garden in Palermo lists an 

orchid greenhouse  but it was  óclosed for repairsô when I 

was there. My hostess in Palermo, Nicoletta Polo, has 

promised she will introduce me to local orchid growers on 

my next visit.  

 

Nonetheless, I hope IOS members will be interested in my 

description of the Palermo Botanical Gardens. The gardens 

may make an interesting (and inexpensive) place for Irish 

tourists to visit, especially when the orchid house reopens, 

or as part of a tour of wild orchid sites.   

 

There are many other sites and natural preserves where wild 

orchids may be seen. The Nebrodi Mountains near Mt. Etna 

are particularly notable. I have published a page on the  

Pollinia website (www.pollinia.org) with several links to 

websites about orchids in Italy and Sicily.  I anticipate that I 

will have an article on wild orchids from Sicily in the July 

issue. 

 

Continued on Page 19 
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The Botanical Gardens of Palermo  

The Botanical Gardens (Orto  

Botanico) of Palermo are among the 

oldest modern centres for botanical 

studies in the Mediterranean region. 

The park houses a greenhouse 

(glasshouse), seed and dried plant 

repository, catalogue archive, and 

more than ten hectares of outdoor 

gardens in the busy centre of what is 

today Sicily's largest city. The Orto 

Botanico is home to hundreds of 

tropical and semi-tropical plants from 

around the world, many of which 

were introduced into Europe by this unique organisation, now administered by the 

University of Palermo. The medieval kings of Sicily had vast gardens around the 

palaces known as the Cuba and the Zisa, but in terms of modern botany, the Orto 

Botanico was founded with eighteenth century biological principles in mind. The 

Royal Academy of Studies, the university of its day, first established a botanical in-

stitute at Palermo in 1779 under the auspices of the government of King Francesco I 

of the Two Sicilies. Requiring more space, the Botanical Gardens were transferred to 

their present location, next to the Villa Giulia park, in 1786. The Neo-Classical struc-

tures visible today were begun three years later, based on designs by Trombetta, 

Marabitti and the famous Venanzio Marvuglia. The sculptor Vitale Tuccio created 

the two sphinxes flanking the steps leading to the main building. These works have 

been recently restored. One section of the gardens is arranged based on the Engler 

system, the other on the Linnaean system. 

 

The Orto Botanico has some pleasant surprises. The area was once part of a park 

owned by the Crown, which used it as a vineyard. Then it was claimed by the  

Diocese of Palermo, and the ruins of an entrance and wall of the fourteenth century 

Church of Saint Dennis are still visible in an isolated corner of the Gardens. The  

Baroque greenhouse seen today was built in cast iron in the late nineteenth century, 

replacing an older wooden one donated by Queen Maria Carolina of Naples in 1806. 

The plants themselves include foreign species such as bamboo from Burma, various 

foreign palms, the coffee plant, sycamore, manioc, papaya and many others. Mandar-

ins and loquats are also present, having been introduced into the agriculture of the 

Mediterranean countries from the Far East by the Palermo Botanical Gardens  

between 1812 and 1817 with specimens donated by the British Royal Navy. Here 

you can also see cotton and sugar cane, once widely cultivated in Sicily. In the 

Aquarium, a round, multi-tiered pond, there are several species of lotus and water 

lily, including Oriental varieties. The Orto Botanico also has a large cactus collec-

tion. 
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It's ambience is different from what you 

might expect in the newer botanical gardens 

of other nations. Little consideration seems 

to have been given to the aesthetic element 

of arborial areas. In many respects, the Gar-

dens reflect the look they had two centuries 

ago. Many areas seem haphazardly assem-

bled. Yet, this is precisely what gives the 

Orto Botanico a slightly wild appearance so 

welcome in a Sicilian urban park. If you 

seek symmetry, there's Villa Giulia next 

door. 

 

One of the more important roles of the Bo-

tanical Gardens is cataloging the wild plants 

found in Sicily, and the University tracks 

the status and conservation of these species. 

There's also a special area dedicated specifi-

cally to Mediterranean species not present 

in Sicily. The Orto Botanico belongs to a 

global network of botanical institutions 

which exchange seeds, specimens and information. 

 

The Botanical Gardens are open to the public most weekdays from 9:00 AM until 

1:00 PM, and from 9:00 AM until 5:00 PM on Tuesdays and Thursdays. The main 

entrance is on Via Lincoln. The collections include: 

Having been developed during the great age of exploration, between the second half 

of the 19th century and the first decades of the 20th century the gardens became an 

important point of reference for the bigger botanical gardens of Northern Europe.  

 

Because of Palermo's favourable climate, they transferred a good number of un-

known, poorly classified and exotic tropical species there. In this context, the rela-

tionship between the Berlin Botanic Garden, under the stewardship of Adolf Engler, 

and those of the originating areas of the new world proved to be extremely important. 

 

 

Aquatic plants 

Fig Trees 

Succulents  

Useful Plants 

Ferns 

Cycads 

Carnivorous Plants 

Palms 

Orchids 

Entrance of the Giardino d'Inverno  
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The Botanical Gardens of Palermo  

In the Settore Sperimentale e delle Piante Utili (Experimental zone and zone of 

practical plantings) plants which produce foodstuffs are exhibited, such as sugarcane 

(Saccharum officinarum) and (Sorghum saccharatum), both used for the production 

of sugar; avocado (Persea americana), various cultivars of banana (Musa × paradi-

siaca, Musa cavendishi), pecan nut (Carya olivaeformis), not to mention an extensive 

collection of vegetable plants with over 100 cultivars of great historical interest and 

hugely important in terms of the conservation of a local gene pool. Lastly we have 

the medicinal plantings, including Artemisia absinthium, Datura stramonium, gin-

seng (Withania somnifera), camphour (Cinnamomum canphora) and the opium 

poppy (Papaver somniferum). 

 

For a few years now the gardens have been home to a colony of parrots of the species 

Psittacula krameri, having escaped from the avaries of the nearby Villa Giulia and 

are perfectly at home in the subtropical habitat of the gardens. 

 

And there are several hundred feral casts living 

mostly in the trees.  You seldom see the cats as they 

stay fairly hidden.  Of course, they keep the garden 

pest-free. 

 

 

Washingtonia filefra The Laghetto of papyrus 
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 As an example of the role of the Palermo Botanic Gardens, they were first to intro-

duce into the Mediterranean the mandarin (Citrus deliciosa) and the loquat 

(Eriobotrya japonica). 

 

The Giardino a Succulente (the garden of succulents) of the bioecological zone is 

home to numerous species of the genus Aloe and various other plants of arid regions, 

including Cereus, Crassula, Euphorbia and Opuntia. Alongside the collection of suc-

culents, there is a huge specimen of Ficus rubiginosa, recreating an environment 

reminiscent of a tropical jungle. 

 

In the area containing Cycadetum there are certain species of cicadi that have a nota-

ble history. Of these we have Cycas revoluta, donated by Queen Maria Carolina in 

1793, was the first such specimen to find a permanent home in Europe. In the fol-

lowing stage of the gardens' development Zamiaceae Ceratozamia mexicana and 

Dioon edule, were both introduced from Mexico, as was Cycas circinalis, an elegant 

species from the Indian sub-continent. In 1997 the collection was further improved 

by the acquisition of a variety of worthy specimens, including Dioon spinulosum, 

Encephalartos altensteinii, Encephalartos longifolius, Encephalartos villosus, 

Macrozamia moorei and Zamia furfuracea. 

 

In the area dedicated to palms one can find Chamaerops humilis, the only palm  

native to Sicily, and numerous exotic palms, in which the gardens are particularly 

blessed. Amongst both potted and fully cultivated specimens, one can count  34 gen-

era and 80 species. The genus Washingtonia is represented by W. filifera, that flow-

ered in Palermo for the first time ever, and by W. robusta. In the genus Phoenix, 

apart from the common date (Phoenix dactylifera) there are also P. rupicola, P.  

reclinata, P. canariensis, P. roebelinii and P. teophrastii. There are also many other 

genera: Chamaedorea, Brahea, Sabal, Erythea, Livistona, Howea and Trachycarpus. 

 

The Giardino d'Inverno (Winter Garden) is home to a number of species native to 

the warmer climes of Africa, Central America, South America, Asia and Australia. 

Amongst those that are worth a brief mention, we have the coffee plant (Coffea  

arabica), papaya (Carica papaya), numerous species of Bougainvillea, cinnamon 

(Cinnamomum ceylanicum), (Parmentiera cereifera) and mimosa (Mimosa spegazz-

inii ).  

 

In the Serra della Regione (glasshouse of the regions), there are potted specimens 

of (Ravenala madagascariensis) (the traveller's palm) and various species of An-

thurium, Codiaeum, Pandanus and other plants from tropical and equatorial climes. 

Two smaller glasshouses are located alongside this one, housing orchids and car-

nivorous plants respectively. Also notable is the collection of succulents contained in 

the similarly titled glasshouse, amongst which we find specimens of  

Echinocactus grusonii of considerable dimensions. 
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8  History of Palermo  

 

 History of Palermo 

 

Palermo was founded in the 8th century 

BC by Phoenician tradesmen around a 

natural harbour on the northwestern 

coast of Sicily. The Phoenician name for 

the city may have been Zîz, but Greeks 

called it Panormus, meaning all-port, 

because of its fine natural harbour. Pal-

ermo remained a Phoenician city until 

the First Punic War (264-241 BC), when 

Sicily fell under Roman rule. The Ro-

man period was one of comparative 

calm, Palermo coming under the provin-

cial administration of Syracuse. When 

the Roman Empire was split, Sicily and 

Palermo came under the rule of the East-

ern Byzantine Empire. 

 

By 878 all of Sicily, except for a few 

Byzantine enclaves near Taormina, was 

controlled by the Saracens. In 905 they 

captured those too. The Arab rulers 

moved Sicilyôs capital to Palermo where 

it has been ever since. Under Muslimôs 

dominion, Palermo became an important 

commercial and cultural center; a flour-

ishing city broadly known in all the Arab 

world, it is said to have more than 300 

mosques. But they were also years of 

tolerance: Christians and Jews were per-

mitted to follow their own credo. In 

1060 the Normans launched a crusade 

against the Muslim emirate of Sicily, 

taking Palermo on January 10, 1072 and 

the whole island by 1091. The resulting 

blend of Norman and Arab culture fos-

tered a unique hybrid style of architec-

ture as can be seen in the Palatine 

Chapel, the Church San Giovanni degli 

Eremiti (see picture above) and the Zisa. 

In 1194 Sicily fell under the control of 

the Holy Roman Empire. Palermo was 

the preferred city of the Emperor Freder-

ick II.  At that time if was the third larg-

est city in Europe after London and 

Paris. After an interval of Angevin rule 

(1266-1282), Sicily came under the 

house of Aragon and later, in 1479, the 

kingdom of Spain. 

 

Sicilyôs unification (1734) with the 

Bourbon-ruled kingdom of Naples as the 

kingdom of the Two Sicilies inflicted a 

devastating blow on the elite of Palermo, 

as the city was reduced to just another 

provincial city, the royal court residing 

in Naples. Palermo rebelled in 1848 and 

held out against the Neapolitan crown 

until May 1849. The Italian Risorgi-

mento and Sicilyôs annexation (1860) to 

the kingdom of Italy gave Palermo a 

second chance. It was once again the 

administrative center of Sicily, and there 

was a certain economic and industrial 

development. Palermo survived almost 

the entire fascist period unscathed, but 

during the Allied invasion of Sicily in 

July 1943 it suffered heavy damage. The 

importance of Palermo got another boost 

when Sicily became an autonomous re-

gion with extended self-rule in 1947.  

 

 

La Chiesa di San Giovanni degli Eremiti 
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Ceiba Speciosa  - Kapok 

Row after row of cactus species 
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The Botanical Gardens of Palermo  

Echinocactus grusonii 
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Fountains 
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The Botanical Gardens of Palermo  

 

 

 

 

Ficus macrophylla 
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The Moreton Bay Fig is an evergreen tree that can reach heights of 60 m (200 ft). 

The trunk can be massive, with thick, prominent buttressing, and reach a diameter of 

2.4 m (8 ft). The rough bark is grey-brown, and marked with various blemishes. It is 

monoecious: each tree bears functional male and female flowers. As implied by its 

specific epithet, it has large, elliptic, leathery, dark green leaves, 15ï30 cm (6ï12 in) 

long, and they are arranged alternately on the stems. The leaves and branches bleed a 

milky sap if cut or broken. The figs are 2ï2.5 cm (0.75ï1 in) in diameter, turning 

from green to purple with lighter spots as they ripen Ripe fruit may be found year 

round, [although more abundant from February to May. Although edible, they are 

unpalatable and dry. 

 

The characteristic "melting" appearance of the Moreton Bay fig is due to its habit of 

dropping aerial roots from its branches which on reaching the ground thicken into 

supplementary trunks which help to support the great weight of its crown. 

 

It is a rainforest plant and in this environment more often grows in the form of an 

epiphytic strangler vine than that of a tree. When its seeds land in the branch of a 

host tree it sends aerial, 'strangler' roots down the host trunk, eventually killing the 

host and standing alone. 

 

Its roots are surface feeding and it is therefore quite susceptible to the compacting of 

earth around its trunk, which is why in many parks and gardens these trees are 

fenced off. It is water hungry and like many Australian trees should not be planted in 

urban environments where its roots may damage piping, nor in areas where water is 

scarce. 

 

Pleistodontes frogatti, the fig 

wasp that pollinates the More-

ton Bay fig. Figs have an obli-

gate mutualism with fig wasps, 

(Agaonidae); figs are only pol-

linated by fig wasps, and fig 

wasps can only reproduce in 

fig flowers. Generally, each fig 

species depends on a single 

species of wasp for pollination. 

The wasps are similarly  

dependent on their fig species 

in order to reproduce.  

Ficus macrophylla (Ficus magnolioides) 
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The Botanical Gardens of Palermo  

Dioon edule. A cycad native to Mexico, also known as palma de la Virgen 

Ceiba Speciosa Ficus macrophylla  
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BEALTAINE  
 
May Day is another cross-quarter day like Saint Brigid's Day. It's the first day of  
summer. May pole dances are held all over the world. In Ireland bonfires on hilltops 
were common and are being revived with summer festivals. The most famous bonfire 
in Ireland was held at The Hill of Uisneach , an historical site in Co. Westmeath  
located near the village of Ballymore. The Hill of Uisneach  is the Omphalos or Navel 
of "mother" Ireland as the island was conceived and so named for. Ireland is named 
for the woman Éire or Éiru. At Uisneach is the Ail na Míreann or Stone of Division in 

the form of a quincunx. The quincunx is Latin for the Irish concept --
cúige--or province, which divides Ireland in five provinces with Mí in 
the middle, Uladh north, Mumhan south, Connacht west and Laighean 
east. The bonfire at Uisneach announced the start of summer.(1ú 
Bealtine, 1st of May)  
 
Located on the side of the hill is the 'Cat Stone' said to resemble a cat. 
Legend says that the Mother Goddess Erui who gave her name to the 
island of Ireland is buried underneath the cat stone.  
 
The leaf of the mountain ash or rowan tree which along with  

primroses and buttercups were often hung across the outside door and  
window sills at Bealtaine.)  

The Aquarium 
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 A Visit to Sicily  

 

Caltabellotta - 12 miles from Trapani. Regarded as one of Sicily's most  

beautiful medieval mountain villages.  (Photo:  M. OôSullivan) 
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AN EXPERIMENT WITH MASDEVALLIA BARLAEAN A RCHB. F.   
 
I received the plant from Ian Millichip on February 2nd, 2004. 
 
First,   I  measured  each  leaf ;  they  were  as  follows: 

There were two, small new shoots on the plant. 
 
4.2 by 1.1 cms. 
2.5 by c.0.5 cms. 
 
After  consulting  ñBASIC  ORCHIDSò  I  placed  the  plant  on  a  South  West  
facing  bathroom  window.  
 
On April 16th  2004  I  placed  the  tiny  plant  outside  hanging  on  a  sheltered  
North  facing  wall (as in below photo.) 
 
By September 30th there were fifteen healthy leaves on the plant. An increase of nine 
leaves. 
 
In August 2005 there were twenty-six leaves on the plant. The average measurement 

of the new leaves was 5cm. by 2 cm. I intend to leave the plant outdoors in the same 

position in the hope that a flower may develop. The plant has thrived outdoors. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Part two of the experiment 

 

Ian suggested that I split the plant and see what happens. On December 17 2005 I 

split the plant in two. Plant óAô had 14 leaves ranging in length from 3cm-5cm and 

width 1-2cm. 

 

Plant óBô had 12 leaves with similar dimensions to Plant óAô. I placed óAô on a North 

facing wall and plant óBô in the sunniest part of the garden. I left the two plants to 

An Experiment  

8  by  1.5  cms 
7 by 1.4 cms. 
6 by 1.2 cms. 

7 by 1.2 cms. 
7 by 1.5 cms.  (tip  brown) 
6.5 by 1.2 cms. 

17 
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 While keeping plant B in a south facing position I hung it on a small apple tree where 

it got some shade from direct sunlight. By summer of 2007 plant B was dead. Plant A 

was steadily producing new leaves. 

 

To my great surprise and of course delight a flower spike appeared in late September 

2009. 

 

The flower opened during the last week of October and lasted into early December.  

 

At the same time a second flower spike appeared however that flower dropped off 

after a week. I donôt understand why this happened as the first spike had the same 

amount of exposure to wind and rain. The leaf count is back up to nineteen and the 

size of the leaves is the same as it was at the start of the experiment.  

 

Conclusion. 

It would appear that Masdevallia barlaeana likes a cold north facing position with no 

sun at all. It took five years to flower. This is of course only what I found, other ex-

periments may prove differently. It has to be said that neither of the plants got any care 

except for the odd drop of water when I remembered to do so. 

 

Update:  

The severe weather we had did damage the leaves of the plant. They went very soggy 

and many of them fell off, there are five left on the plant. The roots look quite green so 

I will wait and see if the plant will recover.  

 
ÙNA BREATHNACH  

  

An Experiment  


