
BOOK REVIEW

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF GARDEN FERNS. Olsen, S. 2007. Hardback, 444pp., 692
colour photographs, 2 line drawings. ISBN 13: 978-0-88192-819-8. Timber Press,
Portland. US$59.95; £40.00. 11” x 8” (28cm x 22cm).

This is a highly informative and enjoyable book that most fern enthusiasts will wish to
own. It is intended primarily for fern collectors and growers, amateur and commercial
(see the review in Pteridologist, 2007), but there is much to interest fern biologists. Its
considerable size and weight, and large number of colour photos, suggest a ‘coffee table
book’ but these usually receive superficial attention and Sue Olsen’s book will be
regularly consulted for detailed information on identification, cultivation and, in many
cases, natural habitats of nearly 1000 species. Despite its all embracing title, there is a
strong North American emphasis and the book is similar in scope to John Mickel’s
Ferns for American Gardens (second edition 2003, first edition 1994, reviewed
American Fern Journal 84 (3), p.104), but contains almost twice as many species. There
is an overlap also with Rickard’s book The Plantfinder’s Guide to Garden Ferns (2000,
published in UK by David & Charles, Newton Abbot, reviewed Fern Gazette 16(3), pp.
146, 167) but Rickard writes from a British perspective and gives more attention to the
horticultural cultivars popular during the British fern craze. A strong case can be made
for acquiring all three books because of their complementary strengths.

Olsen’s Encyclopedia contains 5 chapters, 8 Appendices, a Glossary, a Reference
List and an Index. The ‘ferns’ of the title are taken to include not only horsetails, as we
are now required to do, but also Psilotum and the lycophytes Diphasiatrum, Huperzia,
Lycopodiella, Lycopodium and Selaginella. Isoetes and Tmesipteris are not, however,
discussed. An initial preamble includes acknowledgement of the owners of gardens
where she has taken photographs. Amongst these are several past and present BPS
members including ex-Presidents Martin Rickard and Alastair Wardlaw. Then four short
chapters deal with, in turn, “Ferns through the ages”, “Cultivating ferns”, with guidance
on topics from garden habitats to companion planting, “Propagating ferns”, with
descriptions of propagation techniques together with an outline of the typical life cycle,
and “Fern structure and basic diagnostics” with a brief introduction to the main
characters, including frond morphology, used in fern recognition.

Chapter 5, “Ferns from around the world”, is the heart of the book and, with 320
pages, the major part of it. Nearly 1000 fern species are arranged in alphabetical order
of genera; about 700 are accompanied by colour photographs. For most species the
entry begins with the Latin name, the common name, the translation of the Latin
specific epithet, the height, whether it is “evergreen” or “deciduous”, and the plant
hardiness zone(s) to which it is adapted. Then follows a concise but informative
description of diagnostic features, an indication of its natural geographic range and
habitat, and guidance on cultivation, together with additional helpful comments when
appropriate. Some less frequently cultivated species are represented by a brief entry
under “Shorter Notes”.

In the Appendices are a Plant Hardiness Zone map for the USA, a comparable map
for Europe (unfortunately with a different colour coding), a list of ferns that have been
awarded an RHS Garden Merit Award, and a list of ferns designated “Great Plants” by
the Elisabeth C. Miller Botanical Garden, Seattle. Appendix 4 consists of “Top twenty
ferns” lists provided by 19 enthusiasts from USA, UK and Germany and representing
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hardiness zones from 4 to 11. Appendices 5 to 8 provide recommendations for ferns for
special situations, a brief introduction to fern societies (are the BPS, AFS and the Hardy
Fern Foundation really the only fern societies?), a list of gardens noted for ferns, and a
list of commercial growers. The book finishes with a glossary of about 120 essential
terms including “discombobulated: the feeling an uninitiated fern amateur might have
when encountering technical terms”, a somewhat idiosyncratic list of books and papers
referred to in the text, and an index of Latin and common plant names.

The list of featured species is impressive but nevertheless represents less than 10%
of the world flora.  The criteria for selecting the chosen species are not explicitly stated
but most of the ferns mentioned are temperate species hardy at temperatures below
freezing during winter (Hardiness Zone 9 or below), thereby eliminating most ferns,
which are tropical. Many of those chosen are familiar garden subjects but I cannot
believe that all of them were listed because they are commercially available. Ferns from
all over the world are represented, but not every fern in cultivation is included. Even for
Britain, the list is not quite complete.  For example, Cystopteris dickieana is recognised
in the text as a distinct species and shown in a photograph (p.168) but there is no
descriptive entry for it even though this attractive dwarf fern is easy to grow, and plants
propagated from spores collected at the type locality in a Scottish seaside cave have
been widely distributed, at least among British fern enthusiasts. I suspect that the list
simply represents those species which can be grown somewhere in the USA or are
otherwise known to the author. Nevertheless, it will be possible to identify most garden
ferns using the descriptions and illustrations provided.

With such an eclectic list of ferns, it is important to provide guidance to the readers
about which ferns will grow in their area. Guidance on suitable climatic conditions is
given by means of Plant Hardiness Zones, based on the “average annual minimum
temperature” and thus a guide to how cold it can get in winter. This guidance is widely
used in the USA but it is less familiar in the British Isles, perhaps because it is not
sufficiently discriminatory. Most of Britain away from the coast, from Wick to
Winchester, is in Zone 8. In continental Europe, Zone 8 extends from Stavanger to
Salamanca. In eastern USA, Zone 8 extends from southern North Carolina to northern
Florida. Clearly, few if any ferns will grow equally well throughout Zone 8 because of
other environmental factors. Hardiness Zones are, at best, broad indicators of which
ferns are worth trying. 

In the introductory chapter on propagation (p.74), there is a brief account of hybrid
formation, but the treatment of fertile allopolyploids is inconsistent and potentially
confusing to the uninitiated. For example, there is no indication that research has
revealed that Polystichum aculeatum is the allotetraploid hybrid of two ancestral
species, P. setiferum and P. lonchitis, formed by ancient cross-fertilisation followed by
chromosome doubling. However, tetraploid Dryopteris filix-mas, with a similar type of
history thought to involve D. caucasica (or something similar) and D. oreades, is stated
to be “Dryopteris caucasica x D. oreades” and within the description is mention of the
fact that it is a fertile hybrid. Woodsia alpina, another allotetraploid species, is defined
as Woodsia glabella x W.ilvensis” and this time, its status as “a fertile hybrid” is
emphasised in the first sentence of the description. Some readers may not realise that
all three species have arisen in a similar way, and that indeed many fern species are
fertile polyploids derived from two or more diploid ancestors. In the absence of any
mention of ploidy or chromosome number in the species entries, they might also find it
difficult to distinguish these fertile polyploids of ancient hybrid origin from recent,
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sterile, hybrids with no chromosome doubling. There is also an inconsistent treatment
of these recent hybrids. For example, Dryopteris x australis (p.214) and D. x boottii
(p.216) are correctly presented as recent sterile natural hybrids but a similar hybrid, D.
x complexa, is described as fertile without explaining that the apparent fertility is due
to inherited apomixis (apogamy plus diplospory) rather than to the compatibility of the
parental genomes. To compound the confusion, Dryopteris x remota, a recent rare
hybrid of D.affinis and D. expansa, is listed as “D. remota”, implying a species, but then
described as a “fertile hybrid”, spore production being again due to inherited apomixis.
A consistent treatment of hybrids, and some explanation of the role of hybridisation and
polyploidy in species formation and evolution in ferns, perhaps in Chapter 1 “Ferns
through the Ages”, would have been helpful. 

Whilst acknowledging that fern gardening is all about the decorative sporophytes,
in a book called an Encyclopedia I would like to have seen a little more about the vital
gametophyte generation. There is a very brief mention in the outline of the fern life
cycle (p.69) and in the account of propagation (p.72), and on p.151 the author
comments that Blechnum spicant is “the only species where I have seen prothalli in
nature”. The ecology of gametophytes in natural habitats is largely unknown and cannot
therefore inform the choice of conditions for propagation from spores. However an
indication of the diversity of form of gametophytes, with photographs, would have been
welcome. I would also expect a mention of the perennial gametophytes that can be
cultivated, but Anogramma is not included, even as a sporophyte, and under
Trichomanes (p.389) the statement that filmy ferns are “sometimes only seen in a
permanent state without sporophytes” will not be easily understood by readers who are
not familiar with examples of independent gametophytes.

There are commendably few mistakes or typographical errors, though on p.69, “one
pound [2kg] of spores” leaves the reader wondering whether Cyathea medularis
produces 454gm or 2000gm of spores each year.

To the grower, I would suggest that you use the horticultural information in this
book as a useful guide but don’t be inhibited by indications that a species might not be
successful in your conditions; you might be pleasantly surprised. Not knowing that
Ceterach officinarum is “wretchedly difficult” (p.49), I wedged my only plant between
small rocks at the foot of a south-east facing slope and, some ten years later and with
no further assistance other than some lime chippings, it is still growing, slowly but
steadily. Less than 2m away I have three plants of the calcifuge Cryptogramma crispa
of similar age and also slowly increasing even though this species is said by Olsen to
be “almost impossible to cultivate” (p.180). Although these successes are more due to
a lucky combination of garden conditions than to horticultural prowess, it does
demonstrate that whatever the advice, it is always worth trying a fern you wish to grow,
preferably with some attempt to imitate its natural habitat, and in several different
conditions of aspect, shade and moisture.

To the fern biologist, I would say don’t dismiss this book as solely for gardeners. It
is a goldmine of interesting information on the ecology and growth requirements of a
wide selection of species.

A.F. Dyer
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