
booK reView

a Natural history oF FerNs. robbin Moran. 2004. Hardback with dust
cover. 301pp., 144 figures (line drawings and photographs), 26 pls (colour). 
iSBN 0-88192-667-1. timber Press. £22.50.

there are various ways of writing reviews, just as there are many ways of writing books
on ferns.  Some books can be catalogues, listing families, genera and species, useful for
taxonomists or plant geographers, but of only a passing interest to many pteridologists
and their reviews cannot be much else than praising or disputing the taxonomy.  Others
books may be scientific compilations of facts aimed at students at one level or another
and the reviewer tries to asses their value in teaching curricular.  Horticultural fern
books are something else again and the reviewer is pleased to find good ones not that
only instruct on how to grow ferns but ones that inspire the reader to get out there and
do it.  Occasionally there are more general fern books that are interesting to read and a
pleasure to review.

Once i reviewed what i described as the worst book on ferns i had ever read.  it was
not only full of mistakes, but it was boring as well.  Now it gives the greatest pleasure
to review one of the best books on ferns that i have ever read – not skimmed, not dipped
into, but read.  Robbin Moran writes in such an easy and interesting style taking the
reader from observations and personal reminiscences into facts and back again with
such ease that science becomes part of the story and the story becomes part of the
scientific understanding.  Enthusiasm comes through from the author’s wide knowledge
of the subject, something which dragged me inexorably onward to the end of the
particular story that was unfolding on the pages.  

it is not a text book, nor a field guide, but an exploration of the biology of ferns,
with side excursions into lycophytes and horsetails, their life in the wild, their fossil
history, and how they affect our lives.  the book is written as a series of essays that
follow on from each other in a logical sequence to introduce the reader to a full range
of fern facts.  Broken down into sections on the Life Cycle of Ferns, Classification,
Fern Fossils, Adaptations by Ferns, Fern Geography, and Ferns and People, Robbin
Moran manages to bring the subject alive in a series of chapters that intermingle facts
with information about the people who discovered them, personal observations and the
odd quote here and there from historic books and poets.  When was the last time you
read an interesting science book that started with a quote from Shakespeare?  the use
of a quote from Henry iV gripped my attention from the very start; an inspired
beginning that promised much, and delivered, as the story progressed.  if you don’t
know why it was from this particular play you should read the book to find out.

Anyone who reads the Fiddlehead Forum of the American Fern Society will find
many of the chapters familiar, but Robbin Moran has revised, enlarged and updated
them, then aligned them with new chapters in order to weave his personal voyage
through the natural history of ferns.  there are monochrome and colour photographs
and line drawings that augment the written information, a useful glossary, some key
references and an index. 

i can do no better than quote Oliver Sachs from his foreword to the book “A Natural
History of Ferns not only represents science writing at its best, but is a delightful
adventure into the world of one of our foremost botanists; it is stimulating, enthralling,
a beautiful companion for any fern lover.”  My only other thought is to wonder why it
is not in paperback and in the popular science section of airport bookshops; it’s as good
as the best you can find there. So, i leave you with two words – buy it.

Barry A. thomas.
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