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hile we may have the insight to 
imagine what life was like a hundred 

years ago or more, visualizing how our world 
looked millions of years ago may prove to be more 
challenging. It might be surprising to know that 
one type of plant with which we are very familiar, 
ferns, have been around for many epochs of our 
planet’s history, first appearing in the fossil record 
roughly 360 million years ago. That being said, 
however, many of the current families and species 
so common nowadays only began to show up in 
the fossil records 145 million years ago. Amazingly, 
paleontological evidence shows that some species 
have remained unchanged for eons. For example, 
it’s been found that the interrupted fern (Osmunda 
claytoniana) has remained the same, even at the 
level of fossilized nuclei and chromosomes, for at 
least 180 million years.

Written by Sam Schunk-Platenik 
Venice Gulf coaSt liVinG maGazine

Members of a group of vascular plants, ferns 
have neither seeds nor flowers, and reproduce 
via spores. Considering that experts report that 
there are about 12,000 species of ferns found 
around the globe, these plants show incredible 
diversity. For instance, species like the aquatic 
Carolina mosquitofern (Azolla cristata), that 
averages about 0.5 to 1.5 cm in size, and the 
recently discovered Ophioglossum malviae sp., 
a terrestrial species that ranges between 1 to 1.2 
cm, are about the size of a human fingernail. On 
the opposite side of the spectrum, the Norfolk 
tree fern (Cyathea brownii), believed to be the 
largest species, can attain heights of 22 meters, 
or 66 feet.

Given the seemingly endless options available 
in size and texture, it’s easy to find a fern for 
about any area in your home or garden. A 
native Florida species, the Boston or sword 
fern (Nephrolepis exaltata) can be used as a 
groundcover, since it spreads easily and requires 
little maintenance. Want something that’s truly 
attention-getting? Consider an Australian tree 
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fern (Sphaeropteris cooperi), a type 
well suited to southern Florida that 
can grow to heights between 15 to 
30 feet tall. Seeking a species that’s 
ideal for hanging baskets or even 
nestling into the trunk of one of 
your trees? Look no further than the 
staghorn fern (Platycerium spp.), 
which earned its common name 
because of its distinctive antler-
shaped fronds. Noted for its glossy, 
leathery leaves with pointy tips, 
holly fern (Cyrtomium falcatum) 
is both deer- and drought-resistant 
and grows well in shady spots 
under trees. Numerous types of 
maidenhair ferns (Adiantum spp.) 
are available, and this versatile 
plant does equally well indoors 
in bright, indirect light or tucked 
under a tree in the yard. With its 
light gray-green foliage, it makes 
a lovely addition around water 
fixtures as well. It flourishes best 
when used in mass plantings, but 
it also functions well as an edging 
or specimen plant. Since it never 
grows taller than a few feet, it also 
works as a groundcover. 

When selecting plants for your 
garden, it’s important to know that 
there are two non-native varieties 
that have been designated as being 
highly invasive: the Asian sword 
fern (Nephrolepsis brownii) and 
tuberous sword fern (Nephrolepsis 
cordifolia). Part of the problem 
that has enabled these plants to 
thrive in Florida is that they so 
closely resemble the native sword 
fern and the giant sword fern, that 
they can easily be mistaken for 
one another. A key distinguishing 
trait in identifying tuberous ferns 
is the presence of tubers, which 
are thickened, solid portions of 

underground stems, since this 
type is the only of these four 
species capable of producing 
them. Tuberous ferns also have 
pale, hair-like scales on the upper 
surface with distinctive bases that 
are much darker than the scales, 
whereas both native varieties 
have scales that are all one color. 
Similarly, the Asian sword fern is 
set apart by its covering of dark 
brown scales that lie flat or close 
against the surface with pale 
margins occurring on the petiole, 
or the stalk supporting its leaves 
that attaches it to the stem. Several 
other species, including the fishtail 
sword fern (Nephrolepis falcata) 
and petticoat fern (Nephrolepis 
hirsutula) are also non-native; 
however, these plants are not 
considered to be invasive.

If you’re searching for ways to 
include Florida-friendly ferns in 
your home or yard, the University 
of Florida Institute of Food and 
Agricultural Sciences has some 
excellent recommendations to 
get you started. As a rule, ferns 
usually thrive best in shady, 
moist settings, so be sure that 
you have the right spot selected 
before you plant them. Although 
freezing temperatures are rare in 
the Gulf Coast region, please be 
advised that their fronds can be 
damaged by cold weather. It’s 
also suggested that ferns should 
be trimmed back before new 
spring growth gets underway. 

Whether they are enhancing our 
flower arrangements, gardens or 
natural surroundings, ferns are 
truly fabulous! 
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