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Overview 

This expedition came about in response to need to address a paucity of wild collected 

US species of Trillium in the Living Collection and to augment our wild collection of 

other US taxa  by collecting seeds of wild plants which will suit our climate and thrive 

at RBGE and regional gardens for the benefit of visitors and researchers.  In addition 

to collecting seed to propagate and some living plant material, we sought to collect 

voucher specimens for our Herbarium. The Southern Appalachian Mountains were 

recommended to us as an area of outstanding biodiversity which would ensure we 

brought back collections of good quality and variety.  We were also very lucky to 

make contact with and travel with some of the key advocates in the preservation of the 

native flora of the SE United States and some outstanding local botanists throughout 

the trip.  The trip lasted 3 weeks and occurred in a relatively small geographical area 

but a significant area in terms of species richness.  We spent the majority of time in 

North Carolina but ventured into Georgia, Tennessee and South Carolina as well.  We 

were in places with over 900 species, coming from the UK with a total of 1,300 

species this was quite breathtaking.  We came home with 326 accessions of seed or 

live plants from over 135 genus and 195 species.  We obtained wild seed of 

herbaceous plants, bulbs, shrubs and trees and returned with over 200 herbarium 

specimens.  We realise we have just scratched the surface in terms of collections from 

this bounteous area and know that future trips at different times of year when seed is 

ripe would provide additional, valuable collections. 

                     

Robert collecting cones of Abies fraseri.                           Lesley noting details of a herbarium specimen. 
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Introduction 

 

Whilst working in the Rock Garden and Woodland Garden at RBGE, it was observed 

that our wild collection of Trillium was a woeful 5 species.  In a genus of over 40 

species, this highlighted a significant gap in our Living Collection.  Further 

investigation highlighted the fact that our collection of US plants had reduced 

considerably over the past few decades and we put forward a proposal to address this 

issue by seeking funding for a seed collecting expedition to the US.  With Trillium as 

the catalyst and looking at the appropriate literature (1) the Southern Appalachian 

Mountains appeared to be an extremely relevant area.   

 

Having good contacts is paramount to the success of any collecting trip and we 

couldn’t have been luckier in this regard. A colleague recommended a contact in the 

US who had helped him with obtaining seed collecting permits a couple of years ago.  

Rick Lewandowski is the Director of Mt Cuba Centre, which showcases the native 

flora of the SE United States.  Rick was instrumental in obtaining our permits and 

creating a relevant itinerary in which we passed through some of the most significant 

habitats in the Southern Appalachians.  Furthermore, he was able to accompany us for 

2 of our 3 weeks and share with us his outstanding field skills, plant knowledge and 

generous nature.  Dr Larry Mellichamp of the University of Charlotte also 

accompanied us.  He knew the areas we were collecting in, he helped us key out and 

identify species we were unsure of and he verified all the herbarium specimens at the 

end of the trip.  All the people we collected with on the trip appear in our Cast of 

Collectors (page 26).  Not only did the Southern Appalachians provide us with a 

wealth of plant and seed material, we met some wonderful people and experienced 

‘good ol’ southern hospitality’ first hand.  We were truly in the land of ribs ‘n’ grits, 

sweet potato fries and fried pickles. We learnt that biscuits were scones, the break 

time drink of choice was iced tea and that every drink came with an automatic refill 

for the road.  A lot of the people we met claimed Scots or Irish ancestry, second or 

third generation back and when they told us to ‘have a nice day’ they truly meant it.  

The landscape we drove and hiked through was stunning and some of the roads we 

passed had wonderful whimsical names such as Owl Gap Road, Bee Hive Drive, 

Hummingbird Lane, Hungry Bear Creek and Peach Knob.   
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Itinerary  

 

Thursday 28
th

 July   Robert Unwin and Lesley Scott, Royal Botanic Garden 

Edinburgh arrive in Charlotte, North Carolina. 

 

Friday 29
th

 July   Meet with Dr. Jim Matthews at Reedy Creek Nature Reserve (2) 

for herbarium tour and walk in natural woodlands.  Meet with Paula Gross at UNC 

Charlotte for tour of botanical garden. 

       

Saturday 30
th

 July  

Meet Polly Brockway in Davidson, north of Charlotte to visit a private garden and 

visit the Davidson College Arboretum(3) and Head Gardener, Paul Pergeil.  

 

Sunday 31
st
 July  

Meet Dr Larry Mellichamp and visit Daniel Stowe Botanical Gardens (4) with a tour 

by Head Gardener Hank Bruno.  Visit a famous Magnolia macrophylla site and do 

some collecting near Mount Holly. We were thrilled to hear that French botanist 

Andre Michaux collected in this very area. 

    

Magnolia macrophylla, at Daniel Stowe.                 Passiflora incarnata near where Micheax collected. 

 

Monday 1
st
 August  

Meet up with Dale Skaggs, Director of Horticulture at Dixon Gallery and Gardens in 

Memphis Tennessee and travel to the Southern Highlands Reserve (5). Visit Table 

Rock, a granitic outcrop on the way in South Carolina. Meet John Turner and Richard 

Bryson from SHR to collect in the natural areas around Whitewater Falls, Nantahala 

National Forest followed by a tour of the Southern Highlands Reserve. 
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Granitic outcrop at Table Rock, sadly covered in local graffiti but where we made some good 

collections and the collecting team at Whitewater Falls. 

 

Tuesday 2
nd

 August  

Field collecting with John Turner in the Pisgah National Forest and along the Blue 

Ridge Parkway (6). Visit several known Trillium sites to collect species. 

 

 

Wednesday 3
rd

 August and Thursday 4
th

 August  

Meet with Ron Lance, naturalist at Balsam Mountain Preserve (7), to do collecting in 

Balsam Preserve, and at Lake Lure and surrounding areas.  

 

Rick Lewandowski giving Ron Lance advice on the very best Magnolia acuminata cones to collect. 
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Friday 5
th

 August, Saturday 6
th

 August and  Sunday 7
th

 August 

Meet Jack Johnston in Clayton, Georgia.  Collect in Swallows Creek, Georgia and 

Scaly Mountain, North Carolina. Collect on the Bartram Trail, named after the 

collector John Bartram who travelled extensively in this area and at Little Tennessee 

River, North Carolina.  

 

Monday 8
th

 August and Tuesday 9
th

 August  

Meet with Fred Spicer, Director of Horticulture at Birmingham Botanical Garden, 

Alabama.   Collect in the Snowbird Mountains. Visit the Joyce Kilmer Forest (8) 

some of the last of the virgin forest in the Southern Appalachians. 

 

Wednesday 10
th

 August  

Travel to Asheville, North Carolina to meet local enthusiasts Jasmin and Peter 

Gentling.  Visit a couple of private gardens in Asheville.  Visit Craggy Gardens on the 

Blue Ridge Parkway, potential sites for Trillium grandiflorum and other species to 

collect in the coming days. 

  

Thursday 11
th

 August and Friday 12
th

 August  

Travel to the Boone area to meet up with Andy Walker, naturalist at the UNC 

Botanical Garden in Chapel Hill.  Collect at Bluff Mountain, a Nature Conservancy 

site and also visit and collect on Roan Mountain, part of the Appalachian Trail at 

Carver’s Gap, on the border of North Carolina and Tennessee. 

       

Determined botanists Andy Walker and Larry Mellichamp ignoring the peril of a steep drop in pursuit 

of interesting flora at Bluff Mountain. 
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Saturday 13
th

 August  

Rick Lewandowski and Larry Mellichamp return to Charlotte.  Robert and Lesley 

consolidate seed and herbarium collections made so far, clean seed and plan next few 

days collecting on their own. 

 

Sunday 14
th

 August and Monday 15
th

 August  

Robert and Lesley continue collecting on Blue Ridge Parkway and Mount Pisgah. 

Stops include: Rough Butt Bald, Bald Knob Overlook, Graveyard Fields, 

Yonahlossee Overlook. 

 

Tuesday 16
th

 August 

Travel to Shotover Mountain on Wolf Pit Road near Nebo, North Carolina to make 

final collections. Drive to Charlotte. 

 

Wednesday 17
th

 August 

Return to Reedy Park Nature Reserve and Herbarium.  Collect a few of the species 

which weren’t quite ripe at the beginning of the trip.  Meet with Larry Mellichamp 

and go through all the verifications for the herbarium specimens.  Visit UNC 

Charlotte Botanical Garden and clean all the live plant material and prepare all seed, 

live plant and herbarium material for packing to return to UK. 

 

Larry Mellichamp verifying all our herbarium specimens back in Charlotte before we take our treasure 

back to RBGE. 
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Thursday 18
th

 August and Friday 19
th

 August 

Lesley and Robert return to Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh.  Hand over wild seed 

collections for propagation, have live plant material inspected and put into the 

quarantine facility at the garden and freeze herbarium material before sending it for 

mounting in the permanent collection. 

 

Geographical Area 

 

We collected in the Southern Appalachians where the states of North Carolina, South 

Carolina, Tennessee and Georgia meet. We spent the majority of our time in North 

Carolina but spent a couple of days in North Georgia and made a couple of forays 

over the border into South Carolina and into Tennessee where we were advised of 

choice collecting sites. 

 

 

Map of the Southern Appalachian Mountains. The area where we collected was within the red circle. 

(map www.soapiff.com) 

 

 

The mixed mesophytic hardwood forest of the Southern Appalachians is one of the 

most diverse, temperate ecosystems. These forests served as refuge for moist-forest 

species during drier glacial epochs, and therefore there is vast plant diversity.        

 

The vast majority of the flora in the Southern Appalachians is second or third 

generational growth.  Agriculture, grazing and logging in addition to fires, hurricanes 

and ice storms has reduced the tree canopy at some time or another all over the  
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mountains.  There are still, however, some pockets of virgin forest and these include 

the much visited Joyce Kilmer National Forest in which we were privileged to spend a 

couple of hours exploring the vast Liriodendron tulipifera groves.       

 

 
Towering over 100 ft high and 20ft circumference Liriodendron tulipifera, the Yellow Poplar. Here are 

around 400 years old at the Joyce Kilmer National Forest. 

 

 

The Appalachians have a north south orientation which meant during the last ice age, 

although the ice sheets didn’t reach the Southern Appalachians it did mean that 

northern plant and animal species were forced southwards and were able to migrate 

down natural rivers and mountain valley corridors When the ice retreated various 

species were trapped in the mountains and there are several plant relics which remain.  

Many rare plants grow in microclimates in the steep slopes and rocky outcrops.  As 

the moist air comes up from the Gulf of Mexico and hits the Blue Ridge Escarpment 

at around 4000 ft it cools so there is higher than average rainfall.  This makes the 

forest lush and rich but with the soil very thin on rocky outcrops, this makes for a high 

diversity of plants.  Some of these microclimates have changed very little and there is 

evidence of past climates. Tropical ferns grow in some of these including 
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Hymenophyllum species and Trichomanes species. At the highest levels there are 

remnants of arctic tundra plants, Potentilla tridentata and Scirpus species.  Geum 

radiatum on Roan Mountain is only found elsewhere in northern New England.   

 

The Southern Appalachian Mountains contain some significant habitats: 

 

Southern Appalachian Spruce Fir Forest.  The dominance of Picea rubens and Abies 

fraseri is obvious at the highest elevations along the Blue Ridge Parkway and on the 

tops of the nearby mountains (around 1500m).  Here in this colder and more exposed 

environment the hardwood forest can’t maintain the dominance it displays further 

down the slopes.  

 

Southern Appalachian Hardwood Coves.  The coves (unlike our coastline coves, these 

are mountain ravines) on the north facing slopes of the mountains are richest in 

biodiversity they have shelter, moisture and are a perfect habitat for mixed mesophitic 

forest plants.   

 

Lesley and Robert taking field notes amid a typical hardwood cove just off a hiking trail on Mt. Pisgah, 

North Carolina. 

 

Grassy Balds – Unique to the Smoky Mountains and believed to be natural created by 

arctic tundra in the time of the last ice age and maintained by the harshness of the 

environment.  There are other theories which include lightening strikes or extensive 

grazing and farming in the time of the Cherokee occupation of the land and then 

followed by the occupation the mountain settlers. Slowly the shrubby layer is creeping 

in, Vaccinium species, Rhododendron catawabiense, and small trees, Fagus 

grandifolia, Sorbus americana, etc.  On Roan Mountain, where part of the 
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Appalachian Trail meanders, there is an annual campaign to keep the areas cleared by 

placing goats on the mountain and rotating their feeding area over the summer months 

to preserve the natural grassland flora.  Here on Roan mountain there is a good 

population of the federally endangered Lilium grayi. 

 

The expansive Grassy Bald on Roan Mountain with our local guide Andy Walker walking on the part 

of the Appalachian Trail, which wends its way through this landscape. 

 

 

Collections 

 

In a recent project led by Lesley and Martin Gardener looking at the data attached to 

the collection of trilliums in the living collection at RBGE, it was identified that 

despite having 48 accessions, less than 10% were of known wild origin.  It is an 

RBGE policy to increase our collection of wild origin material within the garden to 

60% by 2016.  To help with this aim Trillium was identified as a genus which should 

be targeted for collection.  Trilliums thrive outside in the Woodland Garden in 

Edinburgh and with the re-development of the Peat Walls at RBGE entering into the 

latter stages now, another area of the garden where these plants do well will soon be 

ready for choice woodland plants.  It is with this background that Trilliums became 

the focus of our trip. 

 

As North Carolina is such a biodiversity hotspot we were able to collect many other 

choice plants suitable for cultivation at RBGE and the three Regional Gardens. A full 

and detailed list of our collections can be seen in the Collecting Book (page 26).   
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In addition, we brought back to the UK 204 voucher specimens for the RBGE 

Herbarium collection.  This will be added to in the coming years as herbarium 

material is taken from the living plants we have brought back to the Garden. 

 

    
 

Medeola virginiana and the resulting herbarium sheet of from our collection. 

 

Trillium - We are very happy with the collections we have made on this expedition.  

In a 3 week period and covering almost 2,500 miles we collected 10 different species 

of trillium (T. catesbaei, T. cuneatum, T. erectum, T. grandiflorum, T. luteum, T. 

rugelii, T. simile, T. sulcatum. T. undulatum & T. vaseyi). These collections are 

represented by 100 accessions of both seed and living material which is currently held 

in the RBGE quarantine facility. 

 

    
 

A fantastic sight. The fat ripe seed pod of T. undulatum and a flowering plant of the beautiful painted 

trillium (photograph Ron Lance). 

 

Of these 10 species collected, eight are new to RBGE as wild collected material.  As 

an additional bonus, several of the good contacts we made while on our expedition 

have since been able to collect an additional four species of Trillium for us.   
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Thanks to Larry we now also have seed with good collection details of T. erectum var 

album.  Fred and his colleagues from Birmingham Botanic Garden have provided us 

with seed of T. flexipes, T. lancifolium and T. underwoodii from Alabama.  Again, all 

collections came with very good quality collection data. 

 

Unfortunately not all species of Trillium were as easy to find in seed as T. undulatum.  

The pedunculate species such as T. catesbaei, T. rugelii and T. vaseyi proved rather 

difficult as the withering leaves hid the seed pods from botanists and collectors with 

even the keenest eye sight. 

 

 
 
The seed of Trillium vaseyi were frequently hidden by the leaves which had withered to a mushy mess 

camouflaging the seed pod perfectly.  Due to the nodding nature of the flowers of T. vaseyi the seed 

pod is held below the leaves and is well hidden at the best of times. 
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Happily T.erectum and T. leuteum were easier to locate but here the problem was that many of the seed 

had fallen from the plant and carried off by ants. 

 

We were also able to collect a large amount of other US taxa, from trees and shrubs to 

bulbs.  These were collected mainly from the same habitats as our Trillium collections 

and are considered associated species of Trillium.  It is always a great pleasure to see 

plants which you are familiar with from cultivation in their natural habitat. 

 

 

Conifers – Five species including Abies fraseri endemic to the Appalachians 

(threatened in Tennessee and protected at a state level). Both A. fraseri and Tsuga 

caroliniana are of significance to RBGE as they are of particular conservation 

concern.  It will be great to add these to our collection.  

 

 
 
Collecting cones from Tsuga caroliniana from the only tree we found with accessible cones. 
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The other species which we managed to collect were Pinus pungens, the Table 

Mountain Pine, which is found only in the Appalachian Mountains. The Virginia Pine, 

Pinus virginiana, and Picea rubens, the Red Spruce, which here is at the southern 

most limit of its distribution. 

 

Deciduous trees –  Good collections of broadleaved trees which are true natives of 

the Southern Appalachian Hardwood coves including many Quercus species, Nyssa 

slyvatica, Diospyros virginiana, Aesculus flava, Betula allegheniensis, Betula lenta, 

Halesia tetraptera, Stewartia ovata and Sassafras albidum.  

 

       

Lesley collecting Aesculus flava in Georgia.             Robert collecting Sassafras albidum in NC. 

 

Of particular interest were our collections of the different magnolia species we 

encountered; Magnolia acuminata, M. fraseri, M. macrophylla and M. tripetala. On 

the last day in the field we even managed to dig up several small seedlings of M. 

tripetala.  These seemed to have survived the move well and are looking healthy in 

quarantine. 
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Magnolia tripetala seedlings in Quarantine at RBGE and Magnolia fraseri seed pod being parasitized 

by an assassin bug.  Magnolias are well known for producing a high percentage of infertile seed.  This 

insect further reduced the amount of viable seed. 

 

 

Shrubs - We collected a good representation of the shrubs from various habitats on 

our expedition.  Most notably, Clethra acuminata, a specialist of the Southern 

Appalachian Mountains. In similar habitats we found Cornus alternifolia.  I think the 

collection of greatest interest within the list of shrub species we collected was 

Fothergilla major. It is a relatively rare and increasingly endangered species which 

has a very disjunct distribution in the Southern States.  Rick was particularly keen on 

locating different populations of F. major to establish ex-situ conservation 

populations of different provenances of it at Mt. Cuba Center in Delaware.   

 

The elusive Fothergilla major Lumpkin County, Georgia (photo Rick Lewandowski). 
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In total, we found Fothergilla major in three different sites in Georgia and North 

Carolina.  Sadly we were several days too late to find them in seed but we managed to 

dig up a small number of suckers from each site.  These a currently growing well at 

Mt. Cuba and will be forwarded on to RBGE in the spring. In the field it was difficult 

to identify the difference between   F. major and the much more common Hamamellis 

virginiana. Where no seed pods were present even our experts got confused 

occasionally.   

 

A close second to F. major in terms of interest was Epigaea repens, commonly 

known as trailing arbutus.  A perfect plant for our newly developed area, the Peat 

Walls. It is a plant which we struggle with in the garden at RBGE but which seems 

happiest in a shaded frame.  We made several collections in the last few days to avoid 

stress.  These plants are now in a closed glass case with bottom heat and high 

humidity in quarantine and are looking healthy.  

 

 
 

Epigaea repens in Quarantine at RBGE. 

 

Acer pensylvanicum, Euonymus americanus, Hydrangea arborescens and Ilex 

montana, were also amongst other highlights. 

 

Herbaceous – Amongst the featured plants of our collection were Actaea pachypoda, 

Aquilegia canadensis, Caulophyllum thalictroides, Maianthemum racemosum, Panax 

quinquefolius,  Medeola virginiana and Veratrum parviflorum.   
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The charming Aquilegia canadensis. We are delighted to have seed of this plant to boost our modest 

population in the Rock Garden at RBGE.  

 

Sadly Panax quinquefolius, American ginseng, is becoming a less common sight in 

the woods of the region due to pressure from people over-collecting the roots for 

traditional Chinese medicine.  

 

    
 
Maianthemum racemosum, and Panax quinquefolius with ripe seed, perfect examples of associated 

plants of Trilliums which are well suited to cultivation in the Woodland Garden at RBGE. 

 

Caulophyllum thalictroides (Blue Cohosh) a herbaceous member of the 

Berberidaceae family with has wonderful blue fruits.  It favours moist coves and 

hillsides, generally in shady locations, in rich soil.  Another member or the same 



20 

family which we were delighted to collect was Diphylleia cymosa (Umbrella-leaf) a 

lovely ornamental plant, which in early August was starting to colour up for the Fall 

beautifully.  The copper orange brown leaves stood out in the wet flushes at the forest 

edge.  

 

    
 
Diphylleia cymosa at its best, in wonderful fall colour. 

Bulbs – This region of the world is not particularly noted for its bulbous flora 

however we managed to collect several species including Allium allegheniense..  

Probably the most spectacular plant we saw throughout our three weeks was Lilium 

michauxii, the Carolina lily.  L. michauxii is a spectacular lily which we would have 

loved to add to our collections but unfortunately we didn’t see it in large enough 

populations to collect any bulbs, but it was great to see it in flower.  At one site 

Robert managed to get a good photograph of it being visited by a Pipe Vine 

Swallowtail butterfly (Battus philenor). 

          

An exceptional plant and one of our favourites, Lilium michauxii. 
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Another species we encountered and managed to collect several bulbs of was Lillium 

superbum and we were privileged to see the elusive Lilium grayi growing in a small 

thriving population in the grassy bald on Roan Mountain.  The flowers were over but 

there were good healthy seed pods.  As this plant is endangered we didn’t collect seed 

or herbarium specimens.   

Apart from lilies, other bulbous plants we collected included Alliums.  Allium 

tricoccum, known as the Ramp, once only eaten by the Native Americans, it is 

increasingly used in cooking.  A more unusual species which we were lucky to collect 

was Allium allegheniense, sometimes called Allium cernuum var. allegheniense. It is a 

nice small species with bright pink flowers and should be perfectly at home in the 

Rock Garden at RBGE as it is suited to a dryer habitat.  We also made several 

collections of Liatris species. 

 

Allium allegheniense at Craggy Gardens on the Blue Ridge Parkway (photo Rick Lewandowski). 

 

 

Ferns – We collected a wide range of native ferns from the area including  

Thelypteris noveboracensis (New York Fern), Dennstaedtia puntilobula (Hay Scented 

Fern) and Dryopteris goldiana, (Goldie’s Wood Fern) etc.  Ferns are always amongst 

the first plants from an expedition to germinate and already we have many 
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gametophytes happily growing in the Growing Rooms at RBGE where they are grown 

in optimal, controlled conditions. 

 

    
 
The Growing Rooms at RBGE were first to yield germination of material from our trip.  Thelypteris 

noveboracensis, was amongst the first to germinate.  In recent weeks several seeds of Disporum 

lanuginosum have also germinated.  

 

 

 

Logistics and Challenges 

 

The logistics of the trip were relatively straightforward.  As Rick Lewandowski had 

meticulously planned our itinerary and he and Larry had a good working knowledge 

of the area, we were in good hands.  In addition, most days we had a local botanist 

with us who knew precisely where the Trillum were to be found in seed and knew 

significant areas to collect other taxa and took us straight to them.  Apart from the few 

days at the end when we were collecting on our own, we hardly had to consult a map.  

Even then, we were quite familiar with the area and the terrain so had no major 

difficulties.  The terrain was easily navigable and we did a bit of roadside botanising 

where we found significant populations of Trillium.  Elsewhere there were good, 

established hiking trails which we used as a base from which to hike off the trail up 

into the forests.  

 

There were a lot of fallen trees to negotiate, this being a tornado area and the ice 

storms in the harsh winters bring a lot of trees and branches down every year.  There 

were a lot of Hemlocks (Tsuga canadensis and Tsuga caroliniana) down and 

thousands of others dying.  The trees are being attacked by the Woolly Adelgid 

(Adelges tsugae) and it is decimating the wild populations in the mountains. 
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Devastation at The Joyce Kilmer National Forest to Tsuga caroliniana and T. canadensis caused by the 

woolly adelgid. 

 

 

 Further south in the Piedmont there are some people trying to save the trees in a 

garden or nature reserve setting.  There is a pesticide which can be injected into the 

ground and taken up systemically by the tree but it is a large task and only a tiny 

percentage of trees are being injected and the trees in the mountains can’t be saved.   

 

The biggest challenge we had, coming from a crummy cool British summer, was the 

heat and humidity.  It was 50F (10C) when we left Edinburgh and the next day in 

Charlotte it was 106F (41C) at midday.  That was a bit of a shock to the system and 

combined with up to 80% humidity on some days so we were taking rehydration salts 

in our canteens in the field for the first week.  It didn’t stop us charging up the 

mountain trails though, the stimulation and ‘adrenaline high’ of finding Trillium seed 

kept us going and the sheer diversity of the taxa we were collecting in the mountains 

helped us cope with the hot conditions.  The mountains are jaw-droppingly beautiful 

and every time we got to a lookout (Overlook) on the Blue Ridge Parkway or climbed 

to a high bluff on one of the surrounding mountains we couldn’t believe the carpet of 

green before us. It seemed endless.  
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Spectacular scenery along the Blue Ridge Parkway. As Larry pointed out “ some of the bends are so 

tight you can see your own tail lights”. 

 

 It had been a very hot summer in the mountains, everyone commented on the fact that 

many plants were suffering from drought (e.g. not many cones on Abies fraseri).  In 

some Trillium sites the plants had almost disappeared and in a few places we were 

finding that the majority of seed had dropped off.  This would have been 

disappointing if we hadn’t had local botanists with us who could immediately take us 

to alternative sites where we did find good seed at higher elevations. 

 

In terms of animals there was only one significant incident.  We had been told that we 

might see Black Bears and we did hear that a couple of bears had been spotted in the 

Joyce Kilmer Forest when we got to the car park, but we were disappointed we didn’t 

spot them.  The day we hiked Scaly Mountain Lesley had an encounter she will never 

forget.  We were all hiking uphill, fanned out like a police line, looking for seed.  

Lesley almost stepped on a large dark brown snake lying across the trail.  She skipped 

back and told the others who went to look and Jack Johnston, the local botanist, told 

us it was an Eastern Timber Rattlesnake (Crotalus horridus).  Luckily it was stretched 

out after light lunch as if it had been coiled up it could have sprung up her leg and 

bitten her.  ‘Oh a bite from that would have killed you” Jack told us.  Great.  We were 
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in fact very lucky to see the elusive snake, there are signs up along the Blue Ridge 

Parkway asking people not to disturb them.  Lesley has no intention of disturbing 

another one. Ever.  

 

Summary and Future Plans 

 

We are delighted that we had a very successful collecting trip.  The areas we collected 

in were abundant, the quantities of seed we brought back for each species was good. 

We collected from multiple plants at each location to ensure genetic variation and in 

some cases we managed to collect seed from different locations.  The living plant 

material we brought back was all given a survival rating of between 80% and 100% 

which is almost unheard of at the RBGE quarantine facility. We brought back valid 

and verified herbarium specimens of the majority of seed we collected.  We made 

some fantastic contacts in the US who we will stay in touch with and hope to meet 

and collect with in the future.  We also hope that many of them will make it over to 

Scotland in the coming years so we can return their hospitality and show them our 

native Scottish plants with the same passion and enthusiasm they displayed. 

 

In terms of the Trillium collection, we would very much like to return in the US in the 

coming years to collect the species in the West.  There are 8 species in Oregon and 

Northern California which could be the basis for another expedition coupled with 

collecting a wide range of other US taxa found in the geographical area.  We have a 

great contact, Dale Skaggs from the Dixon Garden in Memphis, Tennessee, who came 

with us in North Carolina for the first week.  Dale spent many years in Oregon and is 

both able and willing to put us in contact with local botanists and help us create a 

comprehensive expedition itinerary with known collecting sites.    

 
Report written by Lesley Scott and Robert Unwin, RBGE 2011
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Cast of Collectors 
 

  

Lesley Scott, Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh. 

Previously a Horticulturist in the Rock and Woodland 

gardens at RBGE, Lesley now works in the Herbarium 

mounting herbarium specimens and is responsible for the 

Sprit Collection.  This was Lesley’s first seed collecting 

trip outside Scotland and she met the challenge head on 

and describes the 3 week experience as” incredible, intense 

and extremely rewarding”. 

 

 

  

Robert Unwin, Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh. 

Robert is a Senior Horticulturist in the Rock and 

Woodland Garden at RBGE.  Robert is the third generation 

of gardeners in his family. Work at the RBGE over the last 

10 years has taken Robert to many corners of the world on 

seed collecting trips, including Australia and New Zealand, 

Turkey, Greece and several trips to the USA.  Next on the 

horizon, Robert is planning a trip to the French Alps in 

2012. 

 

  

Rick Lewandowski, Director, Mt Cuba Center, 

Greeneville, Delaware. www.mtcubacenter.org   Mt Cuba 

Center is a garden which showcases and promotes the 

conservation of the native flora of the Appalachian 

Piedmont.  Rick is a dynamic and charismatic individual 

who has collected extensively in the area we were 

concentrating on and knows all of the key local botanists. 

Rick is a contributor to numerous US horticultural journals 

and magazines, he is also a regular on the lecture circuit, 

most recently (August 2011) presenting at the APGA 

Symposium on Plant Exploration and Importation held at 

Quarryhill Botanical Garden in California. 

  

 

 

Dr Lawrence T Mellichamp, UNC Charlotte Botanical 

Garden, North Carolina.  Larry is a true original.  He is a 

botanist of the flora of the SE of the United States, a 

professor of botany and horticulture at the University of 

North Carolina at Charlotte, where he has taught for over 

30 years. He is also Director of the University’s botanical 

gardens and a published author of books such as Bizarre 

Botanicals with Paula Gross of UNC Charlotte and 

Wildflowers of the Great Lakes Region with Fred Case, 

both published by Timber Press.  He is a man with an 

encyclopaedic memory and an infectious enthusiasm for 

the native flora.   

http://www.mtcubacenter.org/
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Dale Skaggs, Director, Dixon Gallery and Garden, 

Memphis, Tennessee.  www.dixon.org  The Dixon Gallery 

and Gardens is a fine art museum and 17 acre public 

garden created on land made up of native Tennessee 

woodlands. The art collection includes French and 

American Impressionist paintings and German and English 

porcelain. In addition to Dale’s keen interest in botany and 

native plants of Tennessee, he is an enthusiastic amateur 

brewer of high quality beers and was very handy at the end 

of the day selecting a local ‘sundowner’ for us to try whilst 

we wrote up notes and pressed herbarium specimens. 

          

 

 

John Turner, Director, Southern Highlands Reserve 

www.southernhighlandsreserve.org 

John is the driving force behind the Southern Highlands 

Reserve.  He has worked since 2002 with the Robert and 

Betty Balentine, who own and fund the reserve, to create 

120 acres of garden space and natural woodland high up 

on the mountain above Lake Toxaway.  He is a force of 

nature, a passionate ex-nurseryman who loves the local 

environment and the dissemination of information to 

garden groups, native plant societies and land conservation 

concerns.  John has always got a good tale to tell and a 

wad of Redman chewing tobacco tucked in his cheek.   

          

 

 

Richard Bryson, Native Plant Specialist, Southern 

Highlands Reserve.  Richard is a true ‘Mountain Man’.  

From his calm demeanour, to his licence place that simply 

says NATIVE, to his passion and knowledge of the local 

area.  Richard lives on a 30 acre site in a cabin he built 

himself, with limited facilities and the need to ‘run a bear 

off every couple of weeks’.  He takes plant tours of the 

reserve and is heavily involved with the children’s 

educational programme Muddy Sneakers.  

 

 

         

 

 

Ron Lance, Senior Naturalist and Land Manager, Balsam 

Mountain Preserve.  www.balsammountainpreserve.com 

Ron is a quiet, unassuming man with a wealth of 

knowledge of the plants of the Appalachian area and ‘Paul 

Newman’ good looks.  He is the author of several books 

on North American Cratageus and he fills these books with 

stunning line drawings he does himself. The books include 

Woody Plants of the Southeastern United States, a Winter 

Guide.  Raised in the mountains ‘with chipmunks in his 

pockets’ he is a wonderful local guide and took us to see 

many plants including a significant Fothergilla major site. 

 

 

 

           

http://www.dixon.org/
http://www.southernhighlandsreserve.org/
http://www.balsammountainpreserve.com/
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Jack Johnston, Naturalist, Clayton, Georgia.  Jack is a 

gentle giant of a man.  An emergency room nurse for 3 

days a week, Jack seeks a change of tempo the rest of the 

time, volunteering at local nature reserves, making 

Sourwood Honey (Oxydendrum arboreum) and botanizing 

on the myriad of hiking trails in the NE Georgia.  He 

showed us Stewartia ovata growing in the wild and huge 

80feet tall Magnolia fraseri trees and Magnolia 

acuminata, amongst many other wonderful plants. 

          

 

 

Fred Spicer, Director of Horticulture, Birmingham 

Botanical Garden, Alabama www.bbgardens.org  

Birmingham Botanics is made up of 30 distinct gardens in 

a range of natural and interpretive styles and showcasing 

over 20 works of original sculpture and garden art.  

Fred has collected seed with Rick on many occasions in 

the area we were working and is a vibrant man with a big 

voice and a big heart.  As well as helping us find good 

seed, he hosted us in his luxury cabin in the woods for a 

couple of nights on the wonderfully named Granny 

Squirrel Mountain.  

          

 

 

Andy Walker, Conservation Botanist, UNC Charlotte – 

Chapel Hill, North Carolina. Andy is currently working on 

a regeneration project on Bluff Mountain by going out 

with a small team and creating controlled fires to burn 

sections of the existing flora to encourage native re-

growth.  He is an interesting character who has done all 

sorts of different jobs including a stint as a lumberjack in 

Alaska.  He took us to some great Trillium sites and has a 

keen interest in the few remaining native bogs in the area. 

 

  

 

http://www.bbgardens.org/
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 (1) Trilliums by Frederick W. Case, Jr. and Roberta B. Case published by Timber 

Press Inc 1997. © 1997 Frederick W Case Jr and Roberta B Case 

Trillium Genus – Illustrated by Kazuko and Junichiro Samejima.  Hokkaido 

University Press.  © 1987 Hokkaido University Press   

 

(2) Reedy Creek Nature Center serves as the gateway to the 727 acre Reedy Creek 

Nature Preserve and is the source for educational programs and information on the 

preserve's natural communities, flora, and fauna. The preserve is off Rocky River 

Road in Charlotte, NC.  Dr Jim Matthews is the Director of the Centre for 

Biodiversity Studies.  Jim is a Professor of Biology at UNC Charlotte and saved the 

Herbarium there, which was being given up due to lack of funding and brought it to 

the Reedy Creek Nature Center.  He also used his knowledge of the local endangered 

flora and fought for the 700 acre Reedy Creek site not to be put into the hands of 

housing developers. He won and The Centre for Biodiversity Studies is named after 

him.  He loves being out in the field and favours the local Granitic Outcrop sites as 

botanical hunting grounds and he is an expert in the genus Portulaca. 

 

(3) Davidson College Arboretum –

http://forum.davidson.edu/archives/encyclopedia/arboretum/ 

 

(4) Daniel Stowe Garden – http://www.dsbg.org 

 

(5) Southern Highlands Reserve  - http://www.southernhighlandsreserve.org 

(6) Blue Ridge Parkway - A national parkway which runs for 469miles from the Great 

Smokey National Park in North Carolina along the Blue Ridge Mountains, part of the 

Appalachian Mountain Range, north to the Shenandoah National Park in Virginia.  

The speed limit is 45 miles an hour and it is a very popular road for Harley Davidson 

groups and other touring bikers who drive along it’s multiple bends in packs of 20 or 

so. As there are amazing views, there are hundreds of Overlooks with parking for 

visitors to get out and take pictures.  Some of the Overlooks have hiking trails leading 

off into the forest which we utilised to good effect and there are a number of good 

visitor centres along the parkway for visitors to get information on the flora and fauna 

and good places to stay in the surrounding areas.   

 

(7) Balsam Mountain Preserve - http://www.balsammountainpreserve.com/the-

trust.html 

 

(8) Joyce Kilmer Forest – Joyce Kilmer was a soldier and poet who was killed in 

World War I and best known for his poem Trees.  The forest is an outstanding 

remnant of a cove hardwood forest and one of the few remaining parts of virgin 

Appalachian forest left.  The 2 mile ‘figure of eight’ trail allows visitors to walk 

through Poplar Cove where they can see some of the largest Liriodendron tulipifera 

trees, some of which are thought to be over 400 years old. 
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