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In this presentation we will develop a better appreciation for and understanding 
of ferns and the role they play in the natural world, including our yards.

• Ferns have evolved into a tremendous variety of shapes and sizes and live in most habitats 
from the tropics to the tundra and everywhere in between.

• Ferns may look like casual spectators in their habitats, but they can be major players in 
ecosystem dynamics.

• Reproduction by spores allows ferns to disperse over thousands of miles, crossing continents 
and oceans.

• We will look at ferns unique “alternation of generations” life cycle that confounded naturalists 
for so long.

• How to grow and integrate native ferns into our yards and landscapes . 



Ferns have evolved into 
a stunning variety of 

forms.





By Choess - Own work, CC BY-SA 3.0, 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=228537
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Ferns that walk…

Walking fern (Asplenium 

rhizophyllum) has the ability to
root from leaf tips and form 

new plants, giving it the 
appearance of “walking” 

across the landscape.

Most often associated with 
limey soil and can be found 

growing from Quebec south to 
Kentucky.



Ferns that grow on 
rocks……

Polypody fern grows in 
pockets of organic matter that 
accumulate on rock surfaces.
They can tolerate long 
periods of drought and start 
growing again upon the 
return of moisture. During the 
dry times they look dead, 
only to be resurrected when 
the rains come. 



Ferns that look 
like tongues (?!)

Hart’s tongue fern
Asplenium scolopendrium

Extremely rare localized fern of shady, damp, 
limestone habitats in NY, MI, TN, AL.



Ferns that float on the 
water…..

Mosquito fern (Azolla caroliniana)
Native from MA to FL, in still backwaters and 
ponds.

• This fern forms a symbiotic relationship with a 
cyanobacterium that can fix atmospheric nitrogen.

• It can be harvested and used as a rich source of 
fertilizer.

• Growth can be prolific, doubling in mass every 3 
days.

• Mosquito fern can become invasive in areas due to 
its rapid growth rate.

• It can be used for bioremediation, as it  removes 
heavy metals from effluent including nickel, 
chromium, and lead.

Image source; https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Azolla



Ferns that grow like 
trees…..

Scaley tree fern
Cyathea cooperi

• A tree fern native to 
eastern Austraila.

• This fern can be an invasive 
species in tropical areas 

outside of its native range, 
including Hawaii.



Ferns can be 
invasive pests.

Bracken fern

Japanese 
climbing fern

Mosquito fern



Poisonous ferns….



Edible Ferns!
Ostrich Fern Fiddleheads, Matteuccia struthiopteris

“Picking no more than one-half of the 
emerged fiddleheads from each crown, 

with no follow-up harvest of later-
emerging fiddleheads in the same season, 

appears to be sustainable.”

University of Maine Cooperative Extension Service
Bulletin #2540, Ostrich Fern Fiddleheads, Matteuccia
struthiopteris



How ferns reproduce and 
move about the landscape.



Ferns reproduce and disperse 
across the landscape by spores.

Interrupted fern Christmas fern

Polypody fern

Lady fern



Fern spores can cross continents and 
oceans on air currents.

• Ebony spleenwort is found in eastern North America 
and South Africa.

• In 2009 it was found growing in the eastern European 
country of Slovakia.

• Populations separated by such large distances are 
known as disjunct populations and may set the stage 
for formation of new species.

Image source;

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Asplenium_platyneuron



Mature prothallus-gametophyte stage.

Mature sporophyte stage.

Fern Lifecycle



The Fern Lifecycle in Photographs
(Please note these pictures are not all of one 

species of fern.)

Thallus/gametophyte

Spores

Mature sporophyte

Immature sporophyte



Two stages of the fern lifecycle captured in one photo, 
the leafy prothallus at the base with a successful 
sporophyte arising.



Many species of fern move about 
the landscape on ever expanding 
root systems including bracken, 
sensitive fern, and hay scented 

fern. 



Beech fern can occupy large areas of the forest floor by spreading from 
crawling creeping rhizomes.



Cinnamon fern (Osmunda cinnamonea )
Marginal wood fern (Dryopteris marginalis )

Other species of fern grow singly and spread by spores.



Landscaping with native 
ferns.



There is a fern for every place in 
the landscape; sensitive fern 
thrives in wet to moist soil in sun 
to part shade.

It makes an impressive ground 
cover in a relatively short time.



The exquisite leaves of Maidenhair fern (Adiantum pedatum) add 
aesthetic appeal to the shade garden.



Maindenhair fern (Adiantum 
pedatum) forms luxurious drifts 

of lacy delicate fronds.

It appreciates regular 
applications of lime to the soil.



Hay scented fern (Dennstaedtia punctilobula) 
can make an excellent groundcover.

Hay scented fern has been shown to suppress the growth of 
tree species, black cherry and oak, specifically. It can alter 
the successional dynamics of forest ecosystems.



Hay scented fern growing in and around a 
stone wall.



This strip of hay scented fern 
growing along the road will keep 
woody plant growth suppressed, 
saving on maintenance costs.



Royal fern (Osmunda regalis) prefers 
to have its feet wet in nature, but it 
grows well in upland areas of our 
landscape with moist loamy soil.



Christmas fern (Polystichum acrostichoides) grows well in shady 
areas with loamy soil. 



With age, 
Christmas fern 

will attain a 
more upright 
growth habit.



Christmas fern is evergreen and can be 
enjoyed year around in the shade 

garden.



Colonies of polypody fern (Polypodium 
vulgare) can grow in places where most other 
plants would not have a chance. 



• Ferns pair well with  shade tolerant wildflowers like 
blue stem goldenrod (left)and big leaf aster (right).



The upright vase-like forms of many species of fern make for strong 
focal points in the landscape.



When viewed from above, the 
structure of this woodfern takes 
on a radial appearance.



Something different; upright growing ferns, like these Interrupted 
ferns, can have a nice hedge like effect for foundation plantings.



Ferns can carpet the landscape in wonderful fall color………….



This presentation will be available for viewing at my website,
www.nativehaunts.com/presentation_archive.html

Feel free to contact me with any questions,
207-604-8655

nativehaunts@gmail.com


