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ABSTRACT. A folder of lichens assembled by George Johnston of Berwick has been redis­
covered and its contents revised and cross-referenced to his published works. A short 

biographical account of Johnston is given with emphasis on his lichenological activities. 

Dr George Johnston (1797-1855), founder of the Berwickshire Naturalists' 

Club and the Ray Society, three times mayor of Berwick and for nearly 40 

years a medical practitioner in that town, was an all-round naturalist of 

outstanding ability. After completing his medical qualifications (1824) he 

divided his working time between his patients and a study of natural history. 

His first publication was A Flora of Berwick-upon-Tweed; Vol. 1 (1829) of 

which deals with higher plants and Vol. 2 (1831) with cryptogams. It covers 

the County of Berwickshire, the area of north Northumberland which in 

those days was known as North Durham, and the Cheviot Hills. Shortly 

after this Flora was published his interest turned to marine invertebrates on 

which he became a world expert. Research into invertebrate zoology domina­

ted his scientific work during the 1830s and 1840s but he maintained an 

interest in botany and in 1853 published the first volume (botanical section) 

of a work on The Natural History of the Eastern Borders which brought his 

earlier Flora up to date. Unfortunately he died when only 58 so the subsequent 

volumes were never published. He was survived by his wife, who had illustra­

ted his first Flora, and four children. Further biographical details are given 

by Hardy (1892), Embleton (1856), Yonge (1955) and Welford (1895). 

It is not known when Dr Johnston's interest in lichens was first aroused 

but it is likely that he became familiar with all groups of plants at an early age. 

Though in no way a dedicated lichenologist his importance is that he was the 

first person to investigate the lichens of the Berwick-upon-Tweed area from 

which he had by 1831 recorded 83 species. 

The Winch correspondence (LINN) contains a letter from Dr Johnston 

dated 18.2.1830 that clearly accompanied a parcel of lichens and so it is 

quite likely that N. J. Winch, who lived on Tyneside, may have given him 

encouragement. Indeed, the 1829-31 Flora is dedicated to Winch who is 

thanked in the preface for refereeing material. Later, Johnston's zoological 

studies left him little time for lichens as this extract from a letter to J. Hardy 

dated 29.2.1840 (Hardy, 1892) shows:— 

"I am quite aware of the incompleteness of my list of Berwickshire lichens and would be 
glad had I the leisure to join you in their investigation ... as I do not despair of sometime 

or other returning to these pets of flora I would be particularly obliged by your keeping and 

preserving specimens of all you may gather for me." 

This letter may have spurred Hardy, who had a great admiration for Johnston, 

into collecting the material and records which were published 23 years later 

as The Lichen Flora of the Eastern Borders (Hardy, 1863). 
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Dr Johnston is known to have accumulated a lichen herbarium as Hardy 

(1863) refers to it and it was consulted by Leighton in the preparation of 

A Monograph of British Graphideae (1845) and his British lichen Flora (see 

Leighton, 1872: vii). However, its whereabouts was unknown until it was 

recently found in a cupboard at the Royal Botanic Garden, Edinburgh (E). 

It comprises 96 sheets bound in a folder with "IV Lichens" on the spine. The 

title page is inscribed "The Lichens of Berwickshire and North Durham, G. 

Johnston, 1831" in the doctor's bold hand. Little information is given on 

localities or dates, but the arrangement exactly matches that in the 1831 Flora 

to which the specimens are cross referenced by page numbers, thus enabling 

one to check Dr Johnston's species concepts against those of today and 

greatly increasing the value of the records of his floras. As Dr Johnston only 

collected in the Berwick area it is safe to assume that the localities in the flora 

are those from which the specimens came and that they mostly date from 

around 1831. The last 11 specimens in the herbarium are better documented 

and mostly support additional records in his 1853 flora; the majority of 

them were contributed by the Rev. Thomas Brown (minister of Langton). 

The sheets bear the occasional annotations by Leighton and Hardy. 

According to Desmond (1977) the whereabouts of Johnston's herbarium 

is unknown, though Hedge and Lamond (1970) state that at least some of his 

flowering plants are in E. Letters in a file in the Edinburgh Herbarium 

pertain to the acquisition on permanent loan of the Berwick Herbarium from 

the Berwick-upon-Tweed Town Council in March 1943. However, it is 

possible that some of Johnston's material was removed prior to this date and 

remains lost. This may be the fate of his bryophytes, because they are only 

poorly represented in E. In addition to the folder of lichens, three folders 

of fungi and one of algae were found, each of which are cross-referenced 

to the 1831 Flora. The Berwick Herbarium, now at E, contains flowering 

plants collected by Phillip Maclagan (1818-1892) and a collection of Salix 

by Andrew Brotherton (1834-1891). 

Examination of the herbarium has enabled us to confirm directly the past 

presence of many species in Berwickshire. This is a very underworked county 

for lichens and as the bulk of the lichen herbarium of the only other early 

collector, James Hardy, has almost certainly been destroyed, Dr Johnston's 

150 year-old herbarium is of considerable importance. We have revised the 

material in the light of current taxonomic ideas: excluding purely nomen-

clatural changes, about a quarter of the approximately 100 specimens have 

been re-determined. The list below gives the correct names and could be used 

to amend Dr Johnston's Floras. 

Compared with the lichen flora of south-east Scotland today many of the 

preserved specimens appear surprisingly luxuriant and many normally 

shy-fruiting species are represented by fertile material. A depression of 

fruiting followed by a reduction in luxuriance is in many cases the earliest 

sign of a lichen flora coming under stress from low levels of sulphur dioxide 

air-pollution. 

Several of the species represented are apparently now very rare in south­

east Scotland and Northumberland, being restricted to old undisturbed relic 

woodland owing to their intolerance of disturbance, low levels of sulphur 

dioxide, and agricultural chemicals. These species are the Lobaria spp., 

Nephroma spp. and Sticta spp., reported by Johnston from such localities 
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(with approximate national grid-references) as Penmanshiel Wood (36/76), 

woods above The Retreat (36/76), woods by River Dye above Longformacus 

(36/65), and Langton-Lees Cleugh (36/74-52). These woodlands are still 

extant and require careful study to establish the present status of their lichen 

floras. 

The specimens of Ramalina fraxinea and R. siliquosa are notably luxuriant. 

Similar large specimens of the latter were seen by one of us (B.J.C.) on cliffs 

near the sea at Tyninghame in East Lothian in 1975. 

Leptogium plicatile, found by Johnston on wet rocks at Hudshead (46/ 

01 -50) is a very rare species in Britain, but has been recently found in North­

umberland, on rocks in the River North Tyne near Chipchase Castle, by 

Dr N. Holmes (specimen in E). The name L. plicatile (Ach.) Leight. has often 

been erroneously applied to a much commoner species of calcareous rocks 

(especially crumbling mortar of old walls) whose correct name is probably 

L. turgidum (Ach.) Cromb. 
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