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The Southern Ocean just keeps on giving. 

But a lot of the time it is not clear exactly what it is giving. Is it an animal? Is it a plant? Or is 

it something in between? 

Lately I have been noticing very fine feathery “plants” attached to the stems and holdfasts of 

some of the red seaweeds washed on to the shores of both South Beach and East Beach. 

They are not very obvious but when you look closely they appear a bit like a small fern or 

palm frond and are quite rough to the touch. 

 

I took a small sample so I could look at it under a 

microscope. But like a lot of the strange things we find 

washed on to our shores, a closer look does not 

always result in an understanding of what you are 

looking at. The fronds are comprised of a main stem 

with regular and opposite branches and along each 

branch there is a series of small spines.  

This is not like any seaweed I could find in the books. 

Further investigation was required. 
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When I looked under higher magnification it became evident that the small spines were in 

fact tiny cups, hollow in the centre and capped by a crown of minute teeth, 

 

After further investigation, and some very useful advice from the Marine Research Group of 

the Field Naturalists Club of Victoria, I discovered that my ferny “plant” is in fact a colony of 

animals, known collectivelly as Hydroids (in the class Hydrozoa). My specimen is most likely 

Sertularia unguiculata with no common name but Ferny Hydroid will do me. 

Each of the tiny cups would have housed a polyp, much like a coral, while it was alive in the 

ocean before being washed ashore. 

Interestingly, most Hydroids have a free swimming medusa phase, where they look and act 

like a small jellyfish, and a sedentary polyp phase, in this case the ferny structure, where 

they attach to a substrate and look like a plant. 

 

Now, cast your mind back to early 

July, when I reported on an immortal 

jelly called Turritopsis. Yep, you 

guessed it, Turritopis is the medusa 

stage of a hydoid and might even be 

the same “animal” as the Ferny 

Hydroid. 

 

If that does not knock your socks off 

you haven’t got a pulse. 

 


