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Finnish–hungarian cooperation in bryology; 
memories From excursions, congresses and research 

with proFessor tamás pócs

Timo Koponen

abstract. The paper describes Professor Tamás Pócs’ cooperation with Finnish bryologists and other cryptogam taxonomists. 
Cooperation began with exchange of reprints in 1966 and identification of African bryophyte specimens in 1973. In 1976, Timo 
Koponen visited Budapest and Eger, and joint work continued during a University of Helsinki Department of Botany student 
excursion to Tanzania in 1988. Tamás Pócs, then a professor at Sokoine Agricultural University, arranged the logistics for the 
preparatory visit of four teachers as well as for the excursion itself. Later, Pócs participated in the Congress of Eastern Asiatic 
Bryology, the EU-funded ‘Advanced instruction in bryology and lichenology’ (Large Scale Facility) program and the ‘Bryophyte 
Flora of the Huon Peninsula, Papua New Guinea’ project organized in Helsinki. He was elected a corresponding member of the 
Finnish Bryological Society in 2009.
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Cooperation between Finnish and Hungarian bry-
ologists began more than 100 years ago. According 
to Koponen and Piippo (2002), the Hungarian bry-
ologist Istvan Györffy (1880–1959) sent 33 let-
ters to Viktor Ferdinand Brotherus between 1908 
and 1928. Györffy was a specialist on the genus 
Molendoa, and clearly helped identify Molendoa 
specimens when Brotherus (1929) was writing 
the ‘Musci’ section for Symbolae sinicae (Cao 
&  Koponen 2004; Koponen 2010).

Brotherus’ death in 1929 interrupted this coop-
eration, and ‘during and after the Second World War 
little progress was made in bryology due to pre-
vailing conservatism’ (Tuomikoski 1958). Besides 
Antero Vaarama and Risto Tuomikoski, who did 
not do bryological research after 1958 (Koponen 
2013a), in Finland there were only three elderly 
bryologists: Hans Buch († 1964), Mauno J. Koti-
lainen († 1962) and Heikki Roivainen († 1983).

CooperaTion begins

In Finland a new younger generation of bryologists 
emerged in the mid-1960s (Koponen 2013b), and 

in Hungary also, it seems. These young bryolo-
gists took a cooperative approach to research and 
entered into the study of exotic bryofloras. Tamás 
Pócs was permitted to travel to communist coun-
tries such as North Vietnam and Cuba, and later 
Tanzania, and I went to Japan, Taiwan and Canada, 
and later New Guinea and mainland China. Some 
of my students followed me to those places. Others 
went elsewhere; Jaakko Hyvönen, for example, 
collected in Tierra del Fuego.

Cooperation between Pócs and me began in 
1966 through exchange of reprints. In 1973, Pócs 
wrote me asking whether I would like to identify 
some collections from Kilimanjaro, which looked 
to be either Mniaceae or Splachnaceae. I had 
sent him a reprint on African Tayloria (Koponen 
& Weber 1972). Two of Pócs’ specimens turned out 
to be Brya, but the third was an undescribed spe-
cies of Tayloria. Aune Koponen (1975) described 
it as T. pocsii, and later (1977) combined it under 
the genus Brachymitrion as B. pocsii.

An exchange program for scientists had been 
organized between the Finnish and Hungarian 
governments, and in 1976 I visited Hungary for 
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two weeks as part of this. I studied Mniaceae in 
Budapest in the Museum of Natural History, and 
over several days in Eger became acquainted with 
botanists from Ho Chi Minh Teachers’ College. 
The reception by Tamás and his wife Sarolta, as 
well as the other staff members, was exuberant, 
influenced by the ancient Finno-Ugric historical 
and linguistic connections. Two of Pócs’ foreign 
students were in Eger: Tran Minh from Vietnam 
and Deisi Reyes Montoya from Cuba. I recall 
a field excursion in which the participants – two 
bryologists from the tropics, one man from the 
temperate zone and another from the cold boreal 
world – bravely collected bryophytes in the cold 
and rainy autumn weather. But the atmosphere was 
friendly and opportunities for continuous coopera-
tion were created.

Towards a more CooperaTive bryologiCal 
soCieTy

After World War II, personal contacts between 
bryologists from communist countries and those on 
the other side of the Iron Curtain were rather few, 
and the same was true of contacts even between 
bryologists from different communist countries. In 
an attempt to improve this situation, some bryolo-
gists from Poland, Czechoslovakia, the German 
Democratic Republic and Hungary met in Riclef 
Grolle’s home in Jena, and pondered the establish-
ment of a ‘Moosforscher-Arbeits-Gemeinschaft in 
den Sozialistischen Ländern’ (Orbán 1979). The 
community was established, and the first meeting, 
organized by Tamás Pócs and Sándor Orbán, was 
held in Eger in 1978. In addition to the partici-
pants from communist countries, three westerners 
were present as observers: Aune Koponen, me, and 
IAB Secretary S. Robbert Gradstein. The second 
meeting was held in Poznań in 1980 and the third 
in Prague in 1982. Nearly 50 bryologists from 12 
European countries, including Japan, Canada and 
the United States, participated in the third meeting 
(Váňa 1984). There were two participants from 
Finland, Sinikka Piippo and me. Thus the attempt 
to promote contact between bryologists from com-
munist countries and those from the ‘free world’ 
was a success.

Finnish exCursions To Tanzania

On the 1st of January 1986 I was appointed to 
a professorship in the Department of Botany at 
the University of Helsinki. One of my duties was 
to organize student excursions. The traditional 
excursion targets were to Finnmark in northern 
Norway and to the Canary Islands. I considered 
the possibility of taking the students to some more 
exotic and demanding locations. Tamás Pócs was 
in Tanzania at the time, posted as a professor 
at Sokoine Agricultural University financed by 
NORAD (Orbán 2003) and accompanied by his 
family. Why not ask whether he could help with 
the logistics of the planned excursion?

Tamás Pócs accepted our proposal and four 
Finnish teachers made a preparatory excursion 
on 14–31 May 1988, guided by Tamás and his 
wife Sarolta, ‘the best safari driver in Tanzania’. 
The Finnish group consisted of two bryologists, 
Aune Koponen and me, and two mycologists, 
Marja Härkönen and Tuomo Niemelä (Fig. 1). 
Tamás had planned an itinerary and took us to 
see a number of different vegetation types ranging 
from mangrove in Tanga to primeval forests on 
the Uluguru mountains and Mt. Meru (Fig. 2), 
with savanna and arid vegetation in-between. The 
students’ excursion took place on 4–27 December 
of that year. The group of fifteen Finnish and two 
Tanzanian students was guided and helped by 
Tamás and Sarolta Pócs and their three children, 
‘Small Poxes’ as Tamás referred to them. Without 
their assistance before and during the journey the 
field trip would not have been possible. The help 
provided by Tamás with botanical problems and 
Mrs. Pócs with practical ones was indispensable. 
Abel Pócs drove fast but reliably in the second 
cross-country vehicle of the Pócs family. He and 
his brother and sister had a sense of humor we 
very much appreciated.

The teachers’ preparatory excursion was fi-
nanced by the Academy of Finland and the stu-
dents’ excursion by the Finnish Development 
Agency, which requested a research report. Each 
student had a research topic, such as collecting 
specimens of a particular plant group or conducting 
vegetation studies. Two booklets were published. 
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The first (Nurmi 1990) is mostly in Finnish and 
contains a diary of the journey and short articles 
on various Tanzanian topics written by students, as 
well as four articles by Pócs (1990a, b, c, d). The 
second report (Koponen et al. 1990) is in English 
and lists the material collected and the students’ 
research reports.

The mycology group was able to make several 
subsequent excursions and the woody flora was 
also studied. Tamás Pócs invariably helped these 
groups during the time he was stationed in Tan-
zania. As a result, a mushroom book (Härkönen 
et al. 2003) as well as a guide to the trees of the 
Amani Nature Reserve (Junikka et al. 1998) were 
published. Other published results included Uk-
kola’s (1998) Ph.D. thesis, which dealt with Tan-
zanian Myxomycetes. Niemelä (2011) published 
a book on African plants and vegetation. Mattila 
and Koponen’s (1998) study of bryophytes on 
rotted wood, based on P. Mattila’s M.Sc. thesis, 
and Sanna Laaka-Lindberg’s (2004) paper on the 

ruderal vegetation of roadsides and ditches, were 
the only bryological results. My applications for 
additional funding for bryological studies in Tan-
zania were turned down. Instead, funds for an 
excursion to Papua New Guinea were approved. 
In 1981, and D. H. Norris and I collected 17,000 
bryophyte specimens there. Before the excursion, 
Tamás Pócs advised me to pay special attention to 
epiphyllic liverworts, especially the genus Apha-
nolejeunea. Study of those specimens initiated 
a wide-ranging collaborative project involving 
around 30 bryologists from Finland and nine 
other countries ( Koponen 1990, 2000). Moreover, 
a course in tropical bryology was arranged in Hel-
sinki (see below).

Congress oF easT asiaTiC bryology

In 1990, the University of Helsinki celebrated its 
350th anniversary, and the university authorities 
hoped that many international congresses could 

Fig. 1. Lunch break at roadside. From left: Tuomo Niemelä standing, Aune Koponen, Marja Härkönen, Tamás Pócs behind 
Marja. 1988 Photo T. Koponen.
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be arranged. The then-recently established (in 
1987) Finnish Bryological Society and the De-
partment of Botany decided to arrange a Congress 
of East Asiatic Bryology. The platform for such 
a meeting was twofold: the tradition of research by 
the Finnish bryologists S. O. Lindberg (e.g., Rus-
sian Far East, Japan) and V. F. Brotherus (Japan, 
China, South Asia, New Guinea); and the new 
collecting excursions from Helsinki and coopera-
tion with other bryologists in those places. The 
society succeeded in getting funding from several 
sources for participants. Tamás Pócs was invited 
by the Rector of the University of Helsinki, and 
the expenses of seven Chinese participants were 
met by the Finnish-Chinese Botanical Foundation 
(Gao & Cao 2010). The proceedings (Koponen 
& Hyvönen 1992) lists 62 participants. In addi-
tion to presenting a paper (Pócs 1992), Pócs was 
a member of the Resolutions Committee. The com-
mittee resolved that ‘this Congress (1) supports 
and urges the support of all efforts to preserve the 
forests of Asia, and (2) expresses great concern 

about the loss of positions in bryology (mosses 
and liverworts) in the British Natural History Mu-
seum’. Jette Lewinsky (1990) wrote a summary 
of the events of the Congress.

After the Congress Tamás Pócs was in Hel-
sinki with Sacy Pócs. Marja Härkönen and Tuomo 
Niemelä arranged a post-congress excursion to 
Finnish  Lapland for them.

researCh in helsinKi

Meanwhile, study of the material collected in New 
Guinea proceeded, and 54 parts of the series ‘Bryo-
phyte flora of the Huon Peninsula, Papua New 
Guinea’ had been published by 1994 (Koponen 
2000). One of the remaining problems was the 
family Lejeuneaceae, and especially the epiphyl-
lous material; the substrates of these liverworts 
are entire leaves, and there may be more than 
ten different taxa on a single leaf. An applica-
tion for funds from the Academy of Finland was 
successful, and I was able to invite Tamás Pócs 

Fig. 2. Tamás Pócs collects bryophytes on tree on Mt. Meru in 1988. Photo M. Härkönen.
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to Helsinki for a stay of around five months in 
1994. During this time he cut the leaves into pieces 
and sorted the specimens into genera. Publication 
of the work on Lejeuneaceae began immediately 
(Pócs et al. 1994, 1995; Pócs & Piippo 1999, 2011; 
Gradstein et al. 2002).

relaxing

After months of hard work a holiday was neces-
sary. Initially the idea was that Sacy Pócs would 
come to Helsinki for a holiday, but then their 
daughter Kata also wanted to come. Then their 
son Abel, his wife and their baby boy were added 
to the group, and finally Kata’s friend Paula. Ar-
ranging affordable accommodation for such a large 
group, including myself and Aune Koponen, was 
demanding. At first our summer cottage at Lake 
Lohjanjärvi was used as a base for fishing and en-
tertainment. Abel caught a pike. The major focus, 
however, was a tour around central Finland. First 
we visited Jouko Rikkinen’s summer residence in 
Saarijärvi (he was a member of the student group 

in Tanzania) and went to Pyhähäkki National Park. 
From Saarijärvi we drove to Kuopio, where we met 
Matti Haapasaari and Jette Lewinsky, had lunch 
in the revolving restaurant atop Puijo Tower, and 
overnighted at Haapasaari’s summer residence 
with its smoke sauna. Fishing continued, and Abel 
caught another pike. From Kuopio we went to 
Savonlinna, where lodging was arranged in Retretti 
Holiday Village. In the Retretti exhibition center 
we saw a Picasso exhibition, and we also visited 
Aune’s sister’s sheep farm. The major event was 
the opera Aida, which we attended as part of the 
Savonlinna Opera Festival.

After returning to Helsinki Abel’s family soon 
left to go back to Hungary. Tamás and Sacy stayed 
on for more than a week in Helsinki.

Courses in TropiCal bryology

In 1993, a ‘Course in Tropical Bryology’ was or-
ganized in the University of Helsinki Department 
of Botany, and in the same year the Department 
was selected for the Human Capital and Mobility 

Fig. 3. ‘African night in Palm house’. Next to Tamás Pócs are Sanna Laaka and Marjo Anttila. 1994. Photo H. Vänskä.
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program of the EU and was awarded the status of 
Large Scale Facility for Advanced Instruction in 
Bryology and Lichenology (Koponen et al. 1993). 
Several courses were organized, including a new 
‘Course in Tropical bryology’, which was held 
twice, in 1998 and in 2000 (Kungu 1998; Cairns 
2000). Tamás Pócs taught in all three courses. 
During his stay in Helsinki in 1998, a commemora-
tive ‘African Night’ gathering was held in the Palm 
house of the Botanical Garden to thank Tamás 
once again for his help during the excursions in 
Tanzania and for his cooperation in teaching and 
research. All four of the teachers in the first excur-
sion participated, along with many students from 
the first and later trips (Fig. 3).

Tamás was also invited to Helsinki in 1999. On 
29 January he acted as the opponent in Xiao-Lan 
He’s Ph.D. thesis defense in the Division of Sys-
tematic Biology (Fig. 4). The subject of the thesis 
(He 1999) was a genus in the family Lejeuneaceae. 

Ten years later, in 2009, Tamás Pócs was elected 
corresponding member of the Finnish Bryological 
Society (Piippo 2009).

aCKnowledgemenTs. Professor Marja Härkönen and 
Professor Sinikka Piippo reviewed the manuscript. Dr. 
Neil Bell made linguistic corrections. Many thanks to 
all of them.
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