
This ‘Special Edition’ of  the Pteridoforum celebrates the 100th edition of the “Journal 
of the Fern Society of Southern Africa”. 
 

 A brief history: the first 
Pteridoforum was edited by 
Petro Lemmer. Liz Potgieter 
edited #2 in May 1986 to #39 in 
June 1996, a remarkable period, 
with informative and entertaining 
articles. Andrie van der Linde 
edited #40, September 1996 to 
#51, April 1999. Petro covered 
as editor for a year, #52 - #54, 
when Ronell Klopper stepped 
forward. Ronell gave her own 
lean to the Journal from #55, 
July 2000 to #96, April 2011, 
when her studies required more 
of her time and other interest 

drew her away from the Society and ferns. To keep the Pteridoforum going, Peter 
Wilkins stepped into the fray. Peter’s main problem was eliciting articles from 
members. Under Peter and his Editorial committee’s leadership the new look, 
electronic version of the Pteridoforum appeared in 2013, #97.  
 
In this edition there are new articles as well as a few older articles, reprinted, to 
illustrate the quality of the contributions, but also to prove the enduring relevance of 
information. This edition is put together by contributions received from members, 
present and past. We hope you find this journal informative and entertaining.   

 
We salute the editors and thank them for their efforts. 
  

Have you ever wondered where ferns occur? Well how about Saudi Arabia’s driest 

regions? I was watching a TV programme on the Saudi Arabian desert and at a small 

settlement of only 5 families that grow dates. Their only source of water is an 

underground spring and they have made a cement lined furrow. At one spot the water 

runs next to a slab of rock which draws up water to a few plants, but one is an 

Adiantum in full growth. This place is desolate and isolated from any other 

settlements. Makes one think and marvel at nature.   Peter Wilkins 
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Can one eat ferns? 

“Can you eat it?” I addressed this question, on the Isle of Reunion, to two women who held bun-
dles of Ophioglossum reticulatum in their hands. 
 

They had just collected the plants in a nearby forest and at my question, replied that the long 
stemmed, heart shaped fronds are used as a salad with oil and vinegar. It seems to me that the 
use of O. reticulatum as a food plant is limited to that region only. To my knowledge it is not 
used as such in South Africa, although the plant occurs here. In our garden they grow as a lawn 
in the shade of our trees and I have never seen local people even touching them, although they 
collect the black-jacks (Bidens pilosa), to be eaten as spinach. 
 

The regional use of ferns as food is found almost everywhere. The best known, when one 
thinks about it, is perhaps Ceratopteris cornuta (syn. C. thalicroides), a slightly fleshy aquatic 
fern, the sterile fronds of which are are bipinnatifid, and the fertile fronds bi- to tri-pinnatifid, with 
round to linear pinnules. A widely distributed species in the tropics and sub-tropics of America, 
Asia, Australia, Africa and Madagascar, it is unusual, as far as ferns are concerned, in the fact 
that they are cultivated in rice fields and water canals of the East for their white, soft, sterile 
fronds, eaten as a salad or cooked as a vegetable. In Mozambique, Swaziland and Natal, 
where they occur infrequently, they are, to my knowledge, not used as a food plant.  
 

The inhabitants of a Polynesian island add the minced aromatic fronds of Microsorum scolopen-
drium, the so-called “dune fern”, which also grows in the tropical east coast of South Africa, to 
coconut oil to improve its taste. 
 

The green parts of ferns are normally not edible and are often detrimental to the health of man 
and animals. The best known example is the cosmopolitan bracken fern (Pteridium aquilinum), 
which is a deadly poison to horses, cattle and sheep, causing emaciation in horses and bleed-
ing in cattle and sheep. A staggering gait and nervous excitement, precedes death. Only pigs 
seem to be immune to the poison. In Australia it was thought to use pigs for the control of these 
ferns, but the very deep, creeping rhizomes made this control measure ineffective.  
 

But, in spite of its character, the rhizome of this fern is used during lean times in Russia and the 
Canary Islands, and its close relative, P. esculentum, in New Zealand. The rhizomes are dried, 
ground and baked into bread. In Tenerife this bread is known as “heleco”. Certain Africans 
make the ground rhizome into a porridge and also, more remarkably, with the addition of the 
green fronds, into a potent beer.  
 

The root stock of Dicranopteris linearis, (family Gleicheniacaea), which is widely distributed, but 
not used in South Africa, is likewise used in Iran, Japan and Australia. The rhizome of most 
species of Diplazium, a tropical genus which is related to the European “female fern” (Athyrium 
filix-femina), is also edible. 
 

The gelatinous tissue inside the sporocarps of some Australian species of the genus Marsilea, 
of which several species occur in South Africa, are dried, ground and made into flour and bread. 
During the previous century members of an expedition under Burke, kept alive for weeks on end 
by consuming this food. 
 

The large New Zealand tree fern, Cyathea medullaris, has a tasty, ruby-coloured “marrow”, 
which is prized by the maoris as a toasted delicacy.  
 

Besides the above examples, many ferns are used medicinally, but a discussion thereof falls 

outside the scope of this article and must be left for later. Broadly speaking, very few ferns are 

edible and are mainly used by the more primitive tribes. The only fern that is actually palatable 

to the European taste is Ceratopteris cornuta.  

 

 
Dr Jacobsen authored the most comprehensive book on South African ferns, to date. His intention was to inform 

the public and scientific circles on this fascinating group of plants. He however produced a monumental work of 

art, that to this day remains the benchmark of South African fern information.   

‘Pop’ as Dr Jacobsen 
was known, died in his 

sleep in a Pretoria 
hospital after a 

short illness on the 
morning of the 24th 

October 1995. 

WERNER BAHNE GEORG JACOBSEN 

1909  -  1995 



By  

 

Tim Pyner 
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Notes on a gemmiferous form of Asplenium lobatum  

(Pappe & Rawson) found in South Africa. 
 
 
In February 2012 I had the good fortune to be able to visit South Africa with 

the BPS. It was a fantastic meeting with many ferns seen in the wild. The trip 

was based mainly in the Drakensberg range and a variety of habitats were 

explored. Details of the field meeting are reported in the BPS Bulletin Vol. 7 

No. 5( Ide et al. 2012). 

 

One of the most species rich genera in South Africa is Asplenium, the 

spleenworts. 35 species are accepted in the most recent fern flora (Crouch 

et al. 2011). In addition some species are further divided into subspecies 

and varieties. Over the two week trip the BPS group managed to find and 

identify 19 species and 5 sub-taxa of spleenworts. Surprisingly, apart from 

members of the A. aethiopicum complex, most were easily identified. 

 

One species that was frequent in the evergreen Podocarpus forests was the 

attractive A. lobatum. Several dark green bipinnate fronds emerge from the 

erect rhizome forming a loose crown. The fronds are usually 30-40cm in 

length with a 5-10cm dark brown stipe turning greenish in the rachis. The 

pinnules are rather broad and obtusely lobed with elongated sori. Plants 

occurred singly or in small colonies on shady banks or the forest floor. Past 

classifications have included this as a variety of the simply pinnate 

A.erectum but it is now considered a good species (Schelpe & Anthony

(1986),(Crouch et al. (2011)). Although plants we saw were fairly uniform, 

the species becomes more variable northwards into Zimbabwe, Malawi and 

Mozambique. Here the fronds can be much more divided, tripinnate to 

quadri-pinnatifid with narrowly linear ultimate lobes. They are also often 

strongly gemmiferous. The gemmae or proliferations form leafy plantlets at 

the junction of the stipe and rachis. These finely divided, often gemmiferous 

forms have been separated as variety pseudoabyssinicum Schelpe & N.C. 

Anthony. This variety is 

quite distinctive and 

Burrows (1990) even 

considers it deserving of 

specific or subspecific 

rank. Recently, Klopper et 

al.(2008) reported the 

occur rence  o f  v ar . 

pseudoabyssinicum at 2 

localities in South Africa, in 

the provinces of Limpopo 

and Mpumalanga, south of 

Zimbabwe. These plants 

are 3-4 pinnatifid but no 

gemmiferous forms have 

been discovered. However the plants illustrated in Crouch et al. (2011) 

appear to be less divided than those illustrated in Burrows(1990) or those I 

have examined in the Natural History Museum Herbarium (BM). 
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On 29th February 2012 the BPS party visited the Royal Natal National Park, 

KwaZulu-Natal. A keen sub-group set out for the Gudu Falls, a spectacular 

waterfall several kilometres along an ever steepening trail. As we neared our 

goal I was briefly distracted by some ferns on a large rock and lost site of the 

remaining group. As I moved on I reached a fork in the trail and realising that 

I had no way of knowing which direction to take decided to stay put until the 

group returned. I took the opportunity to study some of the ferns in more 

detail and one colony in particular caught my eye. It was clearly a bipinnate 

Asplenium but not one I recognised. Furthermore it was producing copious 

gemmae at the apex of the stipe and these were clearly rooting and forming 

a spreading colony. It did not seem to match any species in Crouch et al.

(2011). On rejoining the group I mentioned to our leader, Allan Nel, that I had 

seen an odd fern and was unsure what it was. (Here I do not recall seeing the 

fern on my way up, but on my way down was asked by Allison Evans  to 

identify the fern.) Allan had also noticed it and he was also uncertain to its 

identity. I had collected a frond for further study and later that evening we 

concluded that it was most likely a form of A. lobatum but without further 

evidence we could not be sure. 

 

I returned home with a lasting impression of South Africa, the huge variety of 

ferns, amazing scenery and fascinating cultures. Above all, the knowledge 

and hospitality of our leaders Jolanda and Allan Nel was outstanding and I 

promised myself I would return. This ambition was realised far more quickly 

than I expected and I was able to re-visit South Africa in January 2013 

accompanied by Martin Rickard and Andrew Leonard. Jolanda and Allan were 

again fantastic hosts and guides and we were able to explore several new 

areas as well as returning to some of the sites visited the previous year. I was 

still intrigued by the strange Asplenium. Further research had indicated that 

we had been correct in equating it with A. lobatum however there was still an 

unanswered question. To which variety did it belong? 

 

Needless to say I was keen to re-visit the Gudu Falls and carry out further 

investigations. This I was able to do on 28th January 2013.  

The site was a few metres from the rocky stream exiting 

the plunge pool of the waterfall, under a light canopy of  

Yellowwood (Podocarpus latifolius). The main colony was 

on a rocky bank, c. 1 metre in extent. 2-3 sub-colonies 

occurred nearby that had clearly established from the 

proliferations. One other small colony was seen about 10 

metres distant. This may have established from spores 

although gemmae could have been spread by wind or 

animals. The fronds were all bipinnate and matched 

those of var. lobatum. Most fronds were strongly 

gemmiferous and the colony was clearly spreading 

vegetatively. The size of the colony indicated that it was 

not very old and may have spread from other 

undiscovered sources nearby. Alternatively it may have 

arisen from spores from normal var. lobatum and the 

gemmiferous habit is a random genetic character that 

can be expressed in both varieties.  

“I returned home 

with a lasting 

impression of 

South Africa" 

Pteridoforum 100  2015 
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From these observations I conclude that gemmae can be found in both 

varieties of A. lobatum and that the evidence supporting the recognition of  

var. pseudoabyssinicum as a separate taxon is reduced. It is not recognised 

by Roux(2001,2009). This appears to be the first record of gemmiferous A. 

lobatum for South Africa. 

 

Of further interest, during my examination of  herbarium specimens at BM I 

checked the folder of  A. abyssinicum Fee, a species found in tropical Africa. 

Several collections from Zimbabwe were clearly of  A. lobatum var. 

pseudoabyssinicum and therefore other records of A. abyssinicum from 

countries south of Tanzania may need to be checked. 

 

Acknowledgements 

I am very grateful for the kind help and hospitality of Jolanda and Allan Nel 

prior to and during my trips to South Africa. Without them the visits would 

have been improbable and far less enjoyable. Also my thanks to Alison Paul at 

the Natural History Museum who has been of great help during my visits to 

the herbarium. 

 

References 

Burrows, J.E. (1990) Southern African Ferns and Fern Allies, Frandsen Publishers, 

Sandton. 

Crouch, N.R., Klopper, R.R., Burrows, J.E., & Burrows, S.M. (2011) Ferns of Southern 

Africa, Struik Nature, Cape Town. 

Klopper, R.R., Nel, J., Klopper, A.W., & Smith, G.F. (2008) Asplenium lobatum var. 

pseudo-abyssinicum, A new record for South Africa, Bothalia 38(2) 144-146. 

Roux, J.P. (2001) Conspectus of Southern African Pteridophyta, Report No. 13, 

SABONET, Pretoria. 

Roux, J.P. (2009) Synopsis of the Lycopodiophyta and Pteridophyta of Africa, 

Madagascar and neighbouring islands, Strelitzia 23, SANBI, Pretoria. 

Schelpe, E.A.C.L.E. & Anthony, N.C. (1986) Pteridophyta in Leistner, O.A. Flora of 

South Africa, Dept. of Agriculture and Water Supply, Pretoria. 

“This appears to 

be the first record 

of gemmiferous  

A. lobatum for 

South Africa." 

Pteridoforum 100  2015 



“The Salvinia-Effect” and biomimetics 

Learning from nature for human benefit 

In 1948, Swiss engineer George de Mestral took a close look at how the 

burrs (seeds) of burdock sticked to his clothes and his dog's fur. Mimicking 

the form and function of the burs resulted in Velcro® - a product with which 

we are familiar and that has been used by NASA. 

 

 

 

 

 

Learning from and mimicking how nature works in order to improve man-

made materials and processes, and find solutions to technical problems, is 

known as the field of biomimetics. One reason for its rapid growth is that it 

is increasingly possible to create and manufacture materials with very 

specific and complex surfaces on the nano-scale.  

 

One of the challenges facing scientist and engineers is to design and 

manufacture new material surfaces that has a very low ‘wettability’, or that 

do not become wet at all. For inspiration, they have been looking to nature 

and specifically the lotus flower (the so-called ‘lotus effect’) and the aquatic 

fern Salvinia molesta. 

In 2010, Wilhelm Barthlott, a biologist emeritus at the University of Bonn in 

Germany, and his colleagues published research on Salvinia molesta (a 

prolific weed in South Africa) that describe the fern’s extremely water 

repelling floating leaves. According to a 2014 article in Science magazine, 

the fern is able to keep its submerged leaves coated with a thin layer of air. 

(It this film of air gives the leaves a silvery sheen and enables the plant to 

carry out photosynthesis and gas exchange under water. It also makes the 

fern buoyant, which means that it will quickly fill any opening that appears 

before any other species can be established.)  

Barthlott and his colleagues found that the structure of the leave surface 

consists of hundreds of regularly spaced clumps of 2-millimeter-long hairs, 

four per clump. A hydrophilic (water-attracting) tip is situated on top of each 

of the hydrophobic (water-repelling) hairs. This whisk-like combination of 

hydrophobic surface and hydrophilic tips prevents air bubbles from 

escaping out of the air layer – the ‘Salvinia-Effect’. 

 

Written by  

 

 

 

Pieter Smith 

Pretoria 
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Wilhelm Barthlott 

George de Mestral and the discov-
ery of Velcro®, 1948  

[Image: http://cintas-bridas-
velcro.blogspot.com] 



Page 7 Pteridoforum 100   2015 

Pieter Smith is a chem-

ical and industrial engi-

neer with an interest in 

ferns, threatened flora, 

biomimetics and biore-

mediation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

The leaf structure of the Salvinia water fern retains a layer of air when submerged in water due to water-
resistant hairs that possess water-attracting tips.                                                                                         

[Images: left, Advanced Materials Volume 22 issue 10; right, Science Volume 343) 

A few exciting applications for the Salvinia effect include energy-efficient 

shipping hulls that glide more easily through water, gloves that do not get 

wet, pipes in which fluids can flow more easily, containers in which no fluid 

is left behind, water-resistant electronics, water-free windshields and glass 

lenses that remain dry in the rain.  

 

Until now, as a group of plants, one could say that ferns have been of 

relatively little economic interest outside of its main use in horticulture, the 

commercial use of Lycopodium powder in various applications, and other 

less common uses such as nitrogen fixation to increasing the productivity 

of rice paddies (Azolla), as a minor food source (e.g. Matteuccia, Marattia, 

Cyathea), as medicinal plants (Phlebodium, Equisetum, Selaginella, 

Adiantum, Asplenium, Lygodium, Elaphoglossum) and for construction and 

weaving (Dicksonia, Lycopodium).   

 

Now, thanks to this amazing floating fern, we may be in for quite a treat in 

the near future when it comes to things that get wet when we do not want 

them to – including spectacles, for those of us who’ve had to endure the 

challenges of short-sightedness when fern-hunting in watery and humid 

locations. 
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Two new cyathealean tree ferns from the Cretaceous of South Africa 
Natalipteris wildei and Kwazulupteris schaarschmidtii were described 
by Ezequil Ignacio Vera from the University of Buenos Aires and Ra-
fael Herbst, from the Institute of Geology, Las Piedras, Argentina. The 
specimens on which the new taxa are based were identified in the 
Senckenberg Forschungsinstitut Palaeobotanical Collection, Frankfurt 
am Main, Germany.  
 
In the same way a botanist would describe a new specie from old her-
barium material, the new genera of tree fern were described from fos-
sils collected many years previously by Mr. G. Stumke, presumably 
from the Mzinene Formation, near Hluhluwe, in northern KwaZulu-
Natal. This formation is believed to date back 90 to 112 million years. 
The samples were brought to Senckenberg by Mr. Teuns Erasmus, in 
the seventies (1978) when he wrote his Ph. D. dissertation on Os-
mundaceous ferns.. The labels with the fossils only read: ‘‘Hluhluwe 
District, Natal, Südafrika’’  
 
When this material was re-examined recently it was 
found to have several tree fern like examples that differ 
from previously known fossil genera of tree fern. Gene-
ra included in the Cyatheaceae have medullary acces-
sory bundles and multi-parted leaf traces which are, 
absent in Natalipteris contrasting with the undivided 
strand in the South African specimen. In summary, the 
combination of features observed in Natalipteris wildei stems are not 

present in any of the already described fossil cyathealean stems, sup-
porting its recognition as a new taxon.  
 
In a similar way the combination of features observed in 
Kwazulupteris schaarschmidtii are not present in any of 

the already described fossil cyathealean stems also sup-
porting its recognition as a new taxon. Kwazulupteris 
schaarschmidtii has three parted vascular strands in its 

petiole bases, having a modified omega-shaped mor-
phology. The presence of adventitious roots with inner 
sclerenchymatous cortex and outer parenchymatous 
cortex support the placement of Natalipteris and Kwazulupteris in the 

‘‘core tree ferns’’ clade, suggesting they are more closely related with 
the Cyatheaceae, Dicksoniaceae, Cibotiaceae and Metaxyaceae, 
than with the rest of the Cyatheales.  
 
Fossil records of the cyathealean tree ferns extends back to the Ju-
rassic period and comprises permineralized stems and fertile and 
sterile fronds. More than twenty taxa based on permineralized stems 
have been described worldwide. In Africa, permineralized tree ferns 
referable to the Cyatheales are scarce. In particular, only a single 
species, Dendropteridium cyatheoides from the Neogene of Mount 

Elgon, at present in Kenya, has been described. The description of 
two new species from South Africa greatly increases the knowledge 
of ferns present and past.  

Natalipteris wildei 

Kwazulupteris schaarschmidtii  
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Ferning in the Land of the Rising Sun 

 

 

By Ken Bain 

 

 

Reprinted from 

Pteridoforum  

Number 13,  

March 1989  

While on a business trip to Japan in October 1988, 
I travelled extensively by rail along the southern 
coast of the main Island, Honshu, past beautiful 
Fuji Yama and glimpses of the famed “Island Sea”, 
through a forested wonderland of hills and streams. 
  
This part of Japan, about 650km of it, appears to 
have very little grass, excepting the ever present 
giant bamboo. If there isn’t a tree occupying a 
particular spot of soil, then a fern IS. Of course, 
only where the land isn’t flat – that’s for rice 
paddies and people, which takes up about 10% of 
the countryside that I saw. Ferns everywhere! In the forests, in the irrigation 
ditches, in the factory back yards, in fact in any crevice or crack that the fastidious 
Japanese sense of orderliness will permit. 
 
At a small town, Hofu, on the southern tip of Honshu, I asked my friend and 
teacher, Yuyama San, if it would be OK for me to gather fronds for later 
identification at Hiroshima Botanical gardens. “’Shida’ (ferns) are weeds,” he said. 
“They invade the ‘Gôhan’ fields (rice paddies) and only some species of 
‘Zenmai’(croziers) are good for anything – for seafood soups.” He also jokingly 
told me that the locals would probably think that the ‘Gaikôku-nô’ must be crazy! 
(‘Gaikôku-nô’ means something like “long-nosed foreign devil”, I think). 
 
In the forest, among the ‘Shinto Ki’ stone idols, 
right behind the hotel, I found an Osmunda 
species, Asplenium rutifolium? and a 

bewildering variety of identifiable species. 
Where was Bets when I needed her? The 
school children gawked, some giggled, some 
said “Herro!” while I thought of ‘Gaikôku- nô’, 
stuffing fronds into my travel bag. 
  
A few days later, back in Hiroshima, I was off 
to the Botanical Gardens, having learnt to say: ‘Shokubutuen – wa dôku desu 
ka?’ (Botanical gardens – where is it?), and a few other key words to go with the 
‘Wa doku etc.’ bit. I found my way to the gardens by train and taxi. (Very proud!) 
Got to the Director by using keyword ‘Kantoku’ together with the ‘Wa doku etc.’bit, 
(more proud!), but couldn’t understand the quiet amusement until I later learnt 
that ‘Kantoku’ is a director of a theatre – an orchesteral conductor. (Less proud, 
thought of ‘Gaikôku- nô’ again). 
 
Dr. Kohji karasawa welcomed me very politely, fed me on biscuits and tea, called 
an interpreter whose English was worse than my Japanese or Martian, dismissed 

the interpreter and listened patiently to me 
trying to explain that I wanted to buy some 
ferns with phytosanitary certification. 
Showed SA Department of agriculture 
import permit with learned botanical words 
on it : no good! Showed sick fern is no-no 
in sign language : no good! (Don’t laugh, 
you try it!) Got up to leave, thought of Bets, 
sat down again.  

Pteridoforum 100    2015 



Re-examined Berlitz’ s ‘Japanese for Travellers’ and said in Japanese, “Can 
I have a medical certificate with ‘Shida’?” This eventually did the trick, after 
the clown (me) was made to understand that Directors DSc were not Doc-
tors MD and did not give medical certificates, although a could be found if I 
really needed one. 
 
Anyway, having tested the patience of that most courteous gentleman to the 
limit, I left him for the sales stall. Beautiful ferns for sale: up to 7200 yen 
each (R144); thought of Bets again and bought a few cheap epiphytes and 
Osmunda sp. 

  
There was a fern exhibition in the huge hothouse, about 30 meters high and 
covering a rugby field: 187 separate species displayed, all from dr. Ka-
rasawa’s garden. What a place for an AGM!  
 
More ferny Japanese tales could be told, space and time permitting. Suffi-
cient to say however, that the “medical certificate” did it’s job through SA 
customs and that we now have our own little ‘Shida Shokubutuen’ corner in 
Pretoria. The local worms read the medical certificate and thought it was a 
Japanese menu – ‘Zenmai’ with Carbaryl basting has disturbed their ‘Wa’ – 
even put some of them off Japanese food for life, I’m afraid.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

PS by Bets: 
 
Ken took some photographs of the ferns exhibited. There were beautiful 
specimens of Drynaria, Platycerium (stag’s horn) and Psilotum. The epiphyt-

ic ferns on these photographs and those he “imported” for me with his medi-
cal certificate, are the most amazing and extraordinary - looking. The names 
on the labels are in Japanese too and I also had my share of the Japanese 
language. 
 
However, to the best of my knowledge, I got the following ferns: 
Pyrrosia tricuspus 
Crypsinus sp 
Drymoglossum piloselloides 
Osmunda japonicum 
 

The tree fern there are the size of our tree ferns, but judging from the photo-
graphs, seem to be Blechnum gibbum (Japanese tree fern). Do they get that 
big?  

 

 

Bets Bain sadly passed 
away suddenly in 2008. 
Ken Bain has retired, 
remarried, and now lives 
in the Western Cape.  
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By 

Jolanda 

Nel 

TITLE: THE PLANT LOVER’S GUIDE TO FERNS 
AUTHORS: Richie Steffen & Sue Olsen 
PUBLISHER: Timber Press, Inc. Portland Oregon, London: 2015 
ISBN:978-1-60469-474-1 
Hard Cover 
PRICE: + R 400-00 
 
This brand new publication comprises 250 pages (width 210 mm; 
height 240 mm), with full colour photographs. 
 
Serving as an introduction, the first chapter titled “Why we love 
Ferns”  describes some of the reasons why ferns remained a fa-
vourite in gardens, to this day. 
 

The next section of the book, comprising 51 pages, “Designing with Ferns”, covers 

a number of different subjects, like: Elements and Principles of Garden Design, fo-
cussing on things like colour, shapes, texture, balance, repetition and focal plants; 
Ferns for Massing and Ground-covers, have notes on scaling and proportion, tran-
sition, rhythm and unity; Ferns for the Formal Garden; Ferns in the Woodland, in-
clude notes on “stumperies”; Ferns in Rock gardens, Epiphytic Ferns; Bog and 
Wetland Ferns; Tree Ferns; Fern Tables; and Companion Plants for Ferns are 
some of the other topics in this chapter. 
 
Understanding Ferns covers Parts of a Fern, like the roots, leaves, leaf forms 

and plant forms, as well as Distinguishing Characteristics of the Genera, all illus-
trated with clear colour photographs.  
 
The following 129 pages describe 140 Ferns for the Garden, alphabetically cover-

ing 34 genera, from Adiantum to Woodwardia. On each genus there is an introduc-
tory section with general information about origin, the meaning of the genus name, 
interesting facts, etc. with a colour photograph of one of the species in the genus. 
This is followed by the description of some of the species, with notes on the size, 
growing habit, hardiness, distinctive features, origin and habitat, and a section on 
its place in the garden and design uses. Each species is illustrated with beautiful, 
clear colour photographs. 
 
The next chapter deals with 
Growing and Propagation. 
It addresses matters like 
Dealing with Problem Soils, 
Watering and Fertilization, 
Pruning, Growing Ferns in 
Containers, Pests and Dis-
eases, Propagation, Division, 
Bulbils and Growing from 
Spores. 
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Contact detail of 27 nurseries, in 7 countries are provided, Where to Buy 

ferns from. 
A list of 123 Botanical Gardens, Nurseries and Parks, in 11 countries 
Where to See ferns, the majority in the USA, with their contact detail 
follows. Books, Websites and Organizations that can be consulted For 
More Information are listed, followed by Hardiness Zone Tempera-
tures, both in degrees Celsius and Fahrenheit. The following pages 
give acknowledgments and photo credits, as well as the index. 
 
About the Authors: 
RICHIE STEFFEN is the curator of the Elizabeth C Miller Botanical Garden, 

in Seattle. He is a well-known person on the horticultural scene, especial-
ly in Pacific Northwest. Richie is the president of the Hardy Fern Founda-
tion, a board member of the Northwest Horticultural Society and often lec-
tures and writes. 
 
SUE OLSEN has more than 40 years experience in the field of studying, 

propagating and growing ferns. She is the owner of Foliage Gardens 
Nursery. Sue is a founder member and the first president of the Hardy 
Fern Foundation, established in 1989. She is editor of the Hardy Fern 
Foundation Quarterly. Sue is also the author of the award-winning 
Encyclopedia of Garden Ferns. 
 
This book give a lot of information, in an easy to understand way. I really 
enjoy the writing style of these two authors. The colour photographs are 
so good that I think a non-fernatic can easily fall in love with ferns, by just 
paging through the book. Although many of the ferns treated in this work 
(mainly northern hemisphere) are not that frequently available in our 
country, the book is a ’must-have’ for any fern-lover’s library. 
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At the foot of Mount Anderson, a few 
kilometres outside Sabie, nestles the 
“Towerwoud” with its magical mists, 
tinkling streams and roaring 
waterfalls all of which made such an 
impact that I am still loathe to open 
my eyes and observe the day-to-day 
tedium around me. 
A rather stiff hike lay behind us on 
arrival at our destination, the 
Maritzbos hut. Our departure from 
here marked the start of the most 
fascinating experience to have come 
our way in a long time.  
During the night the grunts and 
squeals of the wild pigs made us wonder about the world we were about to enter. And 
see we did, and sighed and sorrowed! For lo and behold an army of pigs had uprooted 
and torn apart and eaten acres of ferns! But the magical forests were undismayed and 
soon the destruction was replaced by beauty beyond description. 
The path criss-crossed the stream, the route appropriately called “Lizzie’s Legs” and 
boulders covered in Hymenophyllum and moss were scattered everywhere like 
cushions. Ropes of vine hung from giant tree trunks, inviting our little Tarzan to the 
most ancient primate pastimes. 
Our route took us deeper into the gorge where the cliffs sides towered but a few 
meters apart on either side. Streptocarpi, their skirts already showing the passing of 
the season, clung to the rocks and cliffs as high as the eye could see. Orchids waved 
their seed-pods like promises. And ferns, those delicate, and yet remarkably enduring 
plants that hail from pre-historic times, covered every rock, tree trunk, and bare soil in 
their thousands, species upon species. Their fronds waved continuously in the breeze 
as if each wished to attract our attention: 
 
  ”We dream our dreams of ancient era 
  of those lost in the Tertiary 
  We mourn our simplest forms that’s been 
  the glory of the Eocene, 
  those proudest during the Triassic 
  who had succumbed in the Jurrasic. 
  And these swirling mists our tears 
  we cried for two hundred million years” 
 
Their lament pierced our hearts; even little Tarzan left his play and walked along the 
squelching path. The mists 
conjured up that long lost 
world, where the Dinosauri 
reared their arching necks and 
browsed and splashed and 
fought their way…. while we of 
recent epoch slowly made our 
way along the waving fronds 
to join them in the Tarka 
pools……. 
 
So we swam and splashed to 
clear our heads while tiny 
orange Begonia and vivid pink 
Impatience smiled at us, and 
yet the fern fronds nodded 
knowingly………  

Reprinted from 
Pteridoforum No1,  
 
by Petro Lemmer. 
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Towerwoud (Magical forest)   

A Magical Experience 
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CHECKLIST OF FERNS OF THE TOWERWOUD 
 

  Genus species 2015 Current name - if different  

  Asplenium erectum  erectum var. usambarense Asplenium 

    gemmiferum    

    anisophyllum    

    varians subsp. fimbriatum    

    rutifolium    

    boltonii    

    erectum var erectum    

    protensum    

    sandersonii    

    splendens  splendens subsp. splendens Asplenium 

    lobatum  lobatum var. lobatum Asplenium 

  Athyrium scandicinum  newtonii Athyrium 

  Polystichum luctuosum    

    transvaalense    

    macleae    

    sp.  Probably pungens  

  Thelypteris dentata var. dentata  dentata Thelypteris 

    bergiana   bergiana var. bergiana Ameuropelta 

    pozoi  pozoi Stegnogramma  

  Adiantum raddianum    

  Arachniodes foliosa  webbiana subsp. foliosa Arachniodes 

  Blechnum punctulatum var. atherstonei    

    giganteum  attenuatum Blechnum 

  Trichomanes pixidiferum var. melanotrichum  melanotrichum Crepidomanes  

  Elaphoglossum acrostichoides    

    aubertii    

  Loxogramme lanceolata  abyssinica Loxogramme 

  Pleopeltis macrocarpa    

    excavata   excavata Lepisorus 

  Hypolepis sparsisora    

  Lycopodium sp.  sp. Huperzia  

  Gleichenia polypodioides    

    umbraculifera  umbraculiferus Sticherus  

  Dicranopteris linearis    

  Pellaea viridis  viridis Cheilanthes  

    calomelanos  calomelanos var. calomelanos Pellaea 

  Pteridium aquilinum  aquilinum subsp. capense Pteridium 

  Polypodium polypodioides   polypodioides Pleopeltis 

  Phanerophlebia sp   sp. Cyrtomium 

  Selaginella kraussiana    

  Pteris catoptera    

  Hymenophyllum sp    

  Cheilanthes hirta    

  Marattia fraxinea  fraxinea var. salicifolia Ptisana 
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Family Schizaeaceae 
 

The genus name Lygodium comes from the Greek word ‘lygodes’ which means 
‘flexible or twining’. This refers to the rachis of the frond twining around the stems of 
other plants into the tree canopy. The fronds are borne alternatively along the rachis. 
The rachis can become over 30m long. These heights are unusual for ferns. The 
fronds keep growing throughout the plant’s entire life. Lygodium is one of the few 
modern genera of fern to have fronds of unlimited growth. 
 

This genus contains approximately 40 species, which occur in the tropical areas, 
worldwide, between sea level and 1000m. It occurs especially along the borders of 
open forest. Sometimes it grows in rain forests, but more commonly in gallery forest, 
shrubby savannahs or along the borders of streams or river banks. 
 

The fronds of these ferns are usually divided into sterile pinnules and fertile pinnules. 
The fertile pinnules bear the sporangia on marginal lobes, which look like little fin-
gers. The spores of this genus are exceptionally large. L. palmatum is totally dimor-
phic.  
 

There are two species which occur in Southern Africa. L. microphyllum (previously 
known as L. scandens), occurs in the northern parts of KwaZulu-natal and Mozam-
bique, as well as Asia, Australia and Polynesia. In nature it grows in swamp forest 
near the coast, always in dappled shade with damp soil. It is interesting that this 
fern’s species name means ‘small leaf’, because it is not in any way smaller than any 

of the other species. The other species indigenous to our region is L. kerstenii. It oc-
curs mainly in Mozambique and Zimbabwe, but has been noted near Barberton. It also 
occurs on the Comoro Islands and Madagascar. This fern looks very similar to the in-
troduced L. japonicum. L. kerstenii occurs in warm, high rainfall forests.  
 

L. japonicum occurs throughout Asia and Australia. This fern can withstand morning 
sun, provided the air around it is humid. This is the species, generally found in nurse-
ries. (The nursery might wrongly label it as L. scandens, as well). It can be cultivated 
very easily and is a handsome plant with beautiful fronds.  
 

To cultivate ferns in this genus has always been common practice. During the previous 
century L. palmatum, native to North-America, was such a favourite, that these days it 
is rarely found in nature.  
 

These ferns can be grown in pots or in 
the garden. They need something to 
climb onto, well-drained soil and protec-
tion from frost. In a high humidity, moist 
garden the fern will readily volunteer 
from spores.  
 

Some of the other species in the genus 
are L.flexuosum, from Australia and Asia; 
L.reticulatum, from monsoonal rainfor-
ests of the Cape York peninsula of 
Queensland, Australia, Fiji and Malaysia. 
From tropical America there are 
L.mexicanum, L.pedicellatum, 
L.polymorphum, L.heterodoxum, 
L.cubense, L.venustum, l.radiatum and 
L.oligostachyum.  

Climbing Ferns – Lygodium 

By Jolanda Nel 
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One must bear in mind that ferns not having flowers, must compete with orchids etc. Therefore we 
may be small in numbers but we are all keen. 

 

Talking of flowers, this year the Streptocarpus plants are also in prime shape and have been 

flowering all summer. If you have these in beds or pots they will certainly bring some colour to your 

collections. Some even grow as epiphytes and in 

the staghorns, they also do well. 

There are only a few Microsorums available to us 
but they are quite splendid and well worth the 

effort. M. punctatum is indigenous to both South 
Africa and Zimbabwe. This species has long erect 

fronds so it is best to grow them in large 
containers. There is a form or cultivar which has 

cristate fronds and does well with us. However 
they cannot take cold and will die if exposed to 

frost. I bring all mine indoors where they get 
sunlight from north facing windows. They also like 

to be kept moist. In summer I give water twice a 

week, in winter, once weekly. 

 

M. scandens has small fronds and is more 

tolerant to the cold. Mine are under plastic 
and shade cloth.  They require large 

containers and plenty of water in summer but 
less in winter. 

 

The other day, I had Petro, Rae and Liz come visit, to 

see the ferns which are splendid this summer. It was a 

coincidence and an honour for me.  

Notes from Peter’s garden 

By Peter Wilkins 

Streptocarpus rexii  

M. scandens—Dark green form 

M. scandens—Light green form 


