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BOOK REVIEW

BRACKEN FERN: TOXICITY, BIOLOGY AND CONTROL. J.A.Taylor and
R.T.Smith (Eds). 2000. 218pp. International Bracken Group, Leeds. Price £40.00
(including postage and packing). ISBN 0 9525505. Softback.

This volume is the fourth to be published by the International Bracken Group and
includes contributions to Bracken’99, the fourth International Bracken Conference,
held in Manchester in July 1999. It consists of 40 papers arranged in five sections
reflecting the broad research and interest that this problem weed engenders. The first
section consists of two introductory scene setting chapters, which commence with a
brief but useful overview of the spread of bracken, the associated and perhaps
heightened risks and what can realistically be achieved, followed by a look at GIS
(Geographical Information Systems) visualisation techniques and their potential for
analytical use on Bracken spread, control, etc. The second section is allegedly
devoted to taxonomy, although the paper by Alonso-Amelot and co-workers is a
phytochemical and autecological study of two Bracken taxa in northern South
America and is clearly misplaced here. The remaining papers are a rather mixed bag
ranging from brief regional observational studies desperately in need of editing and
proofing (a common failing), to a weighty global synthesis of the genus using both
molecular and morphometric analyses. J.A. Thomson’s global perspective is long
overdue and very welcome! It still leaves many questions unanswered and gives
sufficient leeway for splitting and lumping factions still to claim support for their
positions.  This section concludes with a multi-gene molecular study of British and
North American material by W. Speer which clarifies the relationships of
latiusculum type plants in Britain and finds no support for the recognition of
P. pinetorum at specific rank and brief papers by N.I.Shorina & O.N.Perestoronina
and E.Ershova on the Bracken(s) of European Russia and the Caucasus, and Siberia,
respectively. The first of these reduces pinetorum to varietal rank under P.aquilinum
but this solution fails to show that the relationship is with latiusculum not aquilinum
sensu stricto. We are also introduced to P. tauricum (C.Presl) V.Krecz. a taxon
previously treated in Flora Europaea at subspecific rank under P. aquilinum as subsp.
brevipes (Tausch) Wulf. The relationship of this to earlier described taxa from the
Caucasus and recognition at specific rank will I’m sure form the basis of further
work. As one who has published on Bracken taxonomy I know the strength of feeling
and polarity which exists over the recognition and rank, at least of some of the more
recently described British taxa. The editors, perhaps wisely, refrain from explicitly
coming down on a particular side in this compilation but the inclusion of a foreword
by C.M. (sic). Page, who wasn’t at the meeting and the exclusion of an abstract for a
paper that was presented by Ashcroft et al. has been seen by some as tacit support for
the splitting camp! At least the various merits of the arguments are here presented for
the impartial observer to decide.

Section three focuses on Bracken phytochemistry with three papers looking at the
occurrence of various carcinogenic glucosides and related compounds, their wider
distribution in related ferns and the factors which might effect their abundance …
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… in cows milk. This leads seamlessly into the fourth section “Bracken and Human
and Animal health” which with 14 chapters comprises the main portion of the
volume.

Overviews of Pteridium toxicity in animal and human health (Smith et al.) and
the mechanism of carcinogenesis (Shahin et al.) sit alongside more specific studies
on factors affecting particular tumours of cattle and carcinoma development – little
here for the fern enthusiast. Perhaps the most pertinent paper to readers of this
journal was that of Simán et al. (published also in the British Journal of Cancer)
looking at the genotoxicity of not just Bracken but other fern spores. Of those tested
all but Osmunda caused appreciable damage to DNA, which should give anyone
working regularly in close proximity to dense sporing fern stands pause for thought!

Ecology, control and management includes a very useful account by Robinson
laying out a comprehensive three stage strategy to provide effective Bracken
clearance. He argues that previous failures have largely stemmed from the reliance
on spraying alone without care for follow-up work with the resource implications
that brings. This is followed by his paper in conjunction with Chris Page looking at
the risks to, and protection of, other (non-target) pteridophyte species during
herbicide spraying. An important issue now being addressed by work funded by
English Nature.

This is followed by abstracts of other talks presented at the conference which had
previously been published in a special volume of the Annals of Botany (Vol. 85,
supplement B, 2000). This was the first time that the conference proceedings had
been published in this parallel fashion, with authors understandably wishing their
work to reach a larger audience in higher impact journals but it does seem to have
caused difficulties and the resulting conference volume has undoubtedly suffered and
readers must now consult both volumes for a complete account. The volume
concludes with a series of short articles reflecting on the post conference field trip
and summarising the conference – these are a welcome addition which I hope I.B.G.
5 will take on board.

In conclusion something of a curates egg, probably only for Bracken-aholics,
although there are many papers of wider significance to countryside managers,
toxicologists, etc. here. Well worth reading, but buying…..?

Fred J. Rumsey




