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BOOK REVIEW

THE PLANTFINDER’S GUIDE TO GARDEN FERNS.  M.Rickard. 2000.
192pp. David & Charles, Newton Abbot. Price £19.99. ISBN 0 7153 0806 8.
Hardback.

For a group of plants enjoying such a horticultural rediscovery and rekindling of
interest, the would be fern grower has had precious little in the way of guidance on
what is potentially available, what they look like and where they will best grow.
Martin Rickard has set out to address this in this the latest of David and Charles’
Plantfinder Guides to particular garden plants. The book is unequally divided into
three sections; an initial introduction to ferns, followed by the bulk of the work – a
descriptive A-Z of species and cultivars, rounded off by an account of propagation
and plant care. The first section gives a very brief introduction to the history of fern
growing and fern hunting before considering ferns and the decorative arts and fern
literature. Here we see some of Martin’s abiding interests, although I think the
inclusion of the decorative arts, while fascinating, has less of a place in a
horticultural guide. I also think that a section titled “The Botany and History of
Ferns” might have had a little more botany without alienating the casual enthusiast
and straying into the scientific ground which the author rightly comments in his
introduction is already better served. Admittedly some of this botanical information
– such as the lifecycle, is dealt with later under propagation.

Within the first section we then are introduced to “Choosing and Using Ferns”
where the author’s considerable experience is used to good effect, indeed this whole
section could have been longer. I would have liked to have heard more anecdotes of
triumphs and failures and to have seen more of the consistently good photographs of
ferns in garden settings which can give such inspiration to those coming to these
plants anew. Far too many people still equate ferns with moisture and shade only!

Three special cases are then treated: Tree ferns, Desert ferns and Filmy ferns,
although it is the first of these, which judging from the numbers currently on sale,
will be of most interest and where again Martin’s expertise helpfully shines through.
Perhaps now a greater proportion will survive as a result! The account of
environmental impact and sustainability of the considerable Australian tree-fern
harvesting programme currently going on provides a balm for those of us whose
conscience is pricked when buying these marvellous plants but I can’t help but feel
the issue is a little more complex and less rosey than the author would have us
believe. I would love to be proved wrong!

The bulk of the book, though, is the descriptive section which aims to give a
comprehensive coverage of those species and cultivars which would be hardy at least
in some parts of the British Isles – helpfully mapped with the appropriate plant
hardiness zones. Many of these are illustrated by a range of beautiful photographs,
some  of   the  more helpful  presenting  different cultivars of  the same  taxon on …
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… the same plate. For those taxa not illustrated I think the brief descriptions given
may not always be adequate to create the necessary mental picture but helpful
comments and inciteful discussion on the history of many of these now obscure
cultivars is very valuable.

The question of fern cultivar names remains a thorny issue and one is left in no
doubt as to where the author stands. No other group of plants is so endlessly mutable,
with staggering variability in shape, stature and form – Victorian attempts to provide
a descriptive system to accommodate this harked back to a pre-linnean polynomial
past and must have been anachronistic even last century! Am I alone in getting these
descriptive phrases muddled with cultivars? Too often they seem to be used
interchangeably. Long hyphenated latin names do little to sell these plants, although I
suspect most readers of this book will be purchasing their ferns at garden centres and
will be lucky to get their plants correctly labelled even to species level!

So many of the species mentioned sadly will only ever be available through spore
exchanges – indeed a constant frustration to me is the general unavailability of a
wider range of taxa. It would have been nice to have flagged up which of the plants
mentioned were generally available in the trade, information which could have been
culled from past Plantfinders and nursery catalogues? But given that spores offer the
only chance for many people to own treasures, raise their own cultivars and hybrids,
or in this conservation aware world, responsibly collect from the wild, it would have
been good to have a series of illustrations to back up the useful text on this method of
propagation.

The book is fairly free of errors, although I would contest the statement on p.16
that no fern species has become extinct in Britain – what about Dryopteris remota or
Cystopteris alpina? On p.57 the American Asplenium scolopendrium is incorrectly
referred to as diploid, it is in fact the European plant which is diploid, the American
tetraploid. The use of such terms in the text will probably baffle many of the readers
of this book in spite of their definition in appendix 1 and would have benefitted
perhaps from a more fulsome treatment in the introduction?

The suggestion that Dryopteris submontana is “particularly common in the north
of England” is a little misleading. Polypodium macaronesicum is mis-spelt
throughout and the diagnostic shape character given on p.140 does not work…it is
also far from being Zone 8 hardy in my experience!

These however are minor quibbles about an attractive and informative book
which manages to capture some of the enthusiasm that the author clearly feels for
these plants. There is much here for anyone interested in ferns and their cultivation,
nicely presented and at an affordable price. I’m sure it will become a natural first
choice of information for many and will certainly encourage others to use and grow
these plants. I therefore warmly recommend it.

F.J. Rumsey




