
ABOUT THE BOOK
This comprehensive guide to the ferns 
of southern Africa (covering South 
Africa, Swaziland, Lesotho, Botswana 
and Namibia) throws new light on a 
fascinating category of plants that’s 
little-known to the general public.

User-friendly and accessible, it will 
enable quick and sure identification 
of all 315 ferns known to occur in the 
region. The book features: 
l  A double-page spread per species 

that includes a full plate of multiple 
photographs (including close-ups)

l  Informative line drawings where necessary 
l  A detailed but clear description of each fern species, its distribution, ecology, etc.
l  Tables that highlight differences between similar-looking species 
l  Distribution maps based on years of intensive fieldwork 
l  Identification keys to families, genera and species. 

To compile this book, the authors took some 30 000 photographs and travelled 
extensively, even finding several new species of fern in their travels. All the fern 
species are treated in this guide – some described here for the first time.

    This unique and beautiful volume will become the standard reference book 
on the ferns of southern Africa, and will likely become sought-after Africana.
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MARATTIACEAE
Potato ferns

MARATTIACEAE l Potato ferns

Members of the Marattiaceae were dominant canopy plants in tropical wetlands during the Upper 

Carboniferous (± 310–286 million years ago) and Lower Permian (± 286–270 million years ago). This 

family has no clear affinity to other modern-day ferns. However, recent molecular studies show that the 

Marattiaceae is a primitive subclass of the true ferns, grouping with the horsetails (Equisetaceae). The 

two genera Angiopteris and Christensenia are separated by some authors into their own respective 

families, i.e. Angiopteridaceae and Christenseniaceae, but results from recent research do not support 

this view. The widely circumscribed genus Marattia was recently split into three distinct genera based 

molecular and morphological data.
6 genera, ± 150 species worldwide; 1 genus, 1 taxon in southern AfricadEsCRIPTIon: Moderate to very large, terrestrial plants. Rhizome large, erect, bearing fleshy roots, 

covered in fleshy persistent stipular outgrowths. Fronds large, numerous, pinnate to 2-pinnate, veins 

free; stipes fleshy with persistent fleshy photosynthetic stipules that remain on the rhizome after the 

frond has fallen, stipe and stalked pinnae with swollen basal pulvinus. sporangia large, clustered in 

short double rows near vein endings on underside of frond, free or fused into round or elongate bivalved 

synangia, exindusiate; homosporous.
MAin CHArACTErs of THE gEnusPtisana Murdock

derivation: ptisana = pearl barley; referring to the synangium that is reminiscent of pearl barley.

± 20 species, palaeotropical distribution; 1 taxon in southern Africa: P. fraxinea var. salicifolia
Rhizome massive, erect, obscured by massive persistent leaf bases (stipules), forming caudex sometimes 

up to 1 m high. Fronds large, 2-pinnate. sori in bivalved synangia.
The southern African taxon was historically included in a widely circumscribed genus Marattia Sw. 

However, recent molecular and morphological data have shown Marattia s.l. to be paraphyletic and it was 

therefore split into three morphologically distinct and monophyletic genera: Marattia s.str., now restricted 

to the neotropics and Hawaii; Eupodium J.Sm., a distinct neotropical genus; and Ptisana, comprising the 

palaeotropical taxa.

Ptisana plant on moist bank habitat.

Swollen stipe bases (pulvini) of Ptisana.
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var. gymnocarpa:  1 portion of plant  2 sporocarp, lateral and dorsal views; var. nubica:  3 sporocarp, 

lateral and dorsal views; var. gymnocarpa:  4 habitat

Habitat of var. gymnocarpa (Nylsvley, LIM).
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MARSILEACEAE l Marsilea

Marsilea nubica A.Braun (continued)

Key to the varieties

a.  Sporocarp with its long axis at right angles to the pedicel, or nearly so; rectangular to square; epidermis 

coarsely dotted with old hair scars and usually bearing a fine reticulation of wrinkles  ............... var. nubica

b.  Sporocarp with its long axis pointing downwards; broadly to narrowly deltate, rarely semicircular; always 

very glossy, smooth, with minute dots  ...................................
....................................

............  var. gymnocarpa

Marsilea nubica A.Braun var. nubica

DISTRIBUTION: Northern Namibia, extending to Angola, Sudan and sporadic in tropical Africa; also on 

Madagascar.

ECOLOGY & NOTES: Recorded as growing in vleis, shallow ponds, seasonal pools or on wet sandy soil 

where it is usually locally abundant, forming large colonies.

Marsilea nubica A.Braun var. gymnocarpa (Lepr. ex A.Braun) Launert

SYNONYM: Marsilea gymnocarpa Lepr. ex A.Braun

DISTRIBUTION: Botswana and Namibia, with an isolated record from Limpopo in South Africa, extending 

to Angola, Sudan and sporadic in tropical Africa; also on Madagascar.

ECOLOGY & NOTES: Marsilea nubica var. gymnocarpa is commonly found along the margins of seasonal 

pans and pools in deciduous Acacia or Colophospermum (mopane) woodland, in arid regions with a 

comparatively brief rainy season, usually growing on sandy soils or fine clays that accumulate in the pans. 

An unusual feature of M. nubica var. gymnocarpa is its apparent tendency to regenerate each season 

from spores to a greater extent than by re-growth from the subterranean rhizome.
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1 sterile and fertile pinnae  2 fertile pinnules  3 fertile pinnae  4 serrate sterile pinnule margin  5 habit
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*Lygodium japonicum (Thunb.) Sw.

derivation: japonicum = of Japan, from where Thunberg collected the type.

description: Rhizome shortly creeping; rhizome scales blackish brown, linear, ± 2 mm long. Fronds spaced ± 30 mm apart; the apparently climbing stem in fact being the twining stipe and rachis of a very elongated frond sometimes growing to 30 m, from which arise short spurs bearing an opposite pair of dissected pinnae. Stipe 300 mm long, straw-coloured, narrowly winged. Lamina with indeterminate growth, climbing, usually higher than 2 m, with short, curved hairs on both surfaces. Sterile pinnae triangular, 100–200 mm long, 2-pinnate to 4-pinnatifid on the basal pinnae; basal lobes irregularly lobed or dissected, finely pubescent along the 
secondary rachises and the pinnule midribs, with scattered hairs along the veins, margins finely serrate, 
sometimes biserrate. Fertile pinnae 2- to 4-pinnate, smaller and more finely dissected than sterile ones, 
with longer apical segments and shorter basal segments. Rachis wiry, costules winged. Sporangia in 
6–9  pairs, arranged in 2 rows on fertile lobes 1–5 mm long, lining and protruding from pinnule margins.similar species: The differences between L. japonicum and L. microphyllum are clear cut and dealt 
with in the table below. The former, however, closely resembles L. kerstenii, which is indigenous to tropical 
Africa with possible outliers in the Barberton region (Mpumalanga) and adjacent Swaziland. To separate 
the two, careful attention should be paid to the margins of the sterile pinnules, as indicated in the table 
below. The apical fertile pinnules of L. kerstenii generally have a distinct terminal portion that lacks the 
fertile marginal lobes, a feature less commonly seen with L. japonicum.

Distribution Division of 
sterile pinnae

pinnae and 
pinnule veins

Sterile pinnule 
marginsL. japonicum Eastern Cape 2-pinnate to 

4-pinnatifid
hairy finely serrate to 

biserrateL. kerstenii Mpumalanga, 
Swaziland

2-pinnate to 
4-pinnatifid

hairy crenate, crenations 
crenulateL. microphyllum KwaZulu-Natal pinnate glabrous crenulate

distribution: This introduced species has been gathered from the vicinity of Port St Johns and Mount Sullivan in the Transkei region (Eastern Cape) several times. It is a native of temperate and tropical eastern Asia, but has naturalised in several parts of the world, including Australia (Darwin), Taiwan, the Philippines and aggressively so in Florida (USA), where it is sometimes found together with L. microphyllum which is also invading.
ecology & notes: Lygodium japonicum is an escaped ornamental fern that is now sometimes found as a climber in damp sites on the fringes of moist evergreen forest adjacent to the warm Transkei coastline.

LYGODIACEAE l Lygodium

Forest margin habitat (Port St Johns, EC).
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NEPHROLEPIDACEAE
Sword ferns

NEPHROLEPIDACEAE l Sword ferns

The genus Arthropteris was historically included in the Nephrolepidaceae but based on its anatomy, 
stoma types and spore morphology, Arthropteris is now included in the Tectariaceae (previously in 
Oleandraceae), and Nephrolepidaceae is regarded as being monotypic. Nephrolepis is also sometimes 
placed in a broader circumscribed Davalliaceae or Oleandraceae, to which it is closely allied. In the 
most recent family classification of extant ferns, the Nephrolepidaceae is tentatively included in 
Lomariopsidaceae. However, should it prove to be monophyletic, Nephrolepidaceae will again require 
recognition. We have made a conservative decision to retain the Nephrolepidaceae rather as a separate 
family, pending further study.

1 genus, ± 20 species worldwide; 1 genus, 1 taxon + 1 introduced taxon in southern AfricaDESCRIPTION (FAMILY AND GENUS): Terrestrial, lithophytic or epiphytic plants. Rhizome shortly 

creeping or erect, slender, often with tubers, producing stolons that root and produce shoots. Fronds 

numerous, monomorphic, pinnate, pinnae articulated, deciduous in some species, ending with a 

hydathode near the margin, veins free. Sori round to oval or linear, set on veins, submarginal, indusium 

reniform or linear, opening towards the margin; homosporous.

Nephrolepis Schott

DERIVATION: nephrós = kidney; lepis = scale; referring to the kidney-shaped, scale-like indusia.

± 30 species, pantropical distribution; 1 taxon + 1 introduced taxon in southern Africa
Many species are taxonomically incompletely understood and the genus is in great need of a modern 

revision.

Key to the species of Nephrolepisa.  Sori circular, indusium opening towards the pinna margins; pinnae linear, not markedly auriculate  ............. 

 .................................................................................................................................................N. biserrata (p. ??)

b.  Sori lunate, indusium opening towards the pinna apex; pinnae oblong, attenuate, markedly auriculate  ......

................................................................................................................ *N. cordifolia subsp. cordifolia (p. ??)

Nephrolepis pinnae with submarginal sori. 

Swamp forest habitat of Nephrolepis.

Dense stand of an invasive Nephrolepis species. Tubers produced by some Nephrolepis species.
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LYGODIACEAE Climbing ferns

LYGODIACEAE l Climbing ferns

Fossil evidence of the Lygodiaceae is known from the Upper Cretaceous (± 100–64.5 million years ago). 
This monotypic family is sometimes included in the Schizaeaceae together with Anemiaceae and these 
families have been shown to have a common origin. Recent molecular studies have revealed all three 
separate families to be monophyletic and that genera in this group diverged earlier than most other 
fern families and genera. This is supported by the substantial morphological differences between the 
genera, justifying a classification where Anemiaceae, Lygodiaceae and Schizaeaceae are treated as 
separate families.

1 genus, ± 25 species worldwide; 2 taxa + 1 introduced taxon in southern Africa

DESCRIpTIOn (FAmILY AnD GEnUS): Medium-sized to large, terrestrial climbers. Rhizome slender, 
creeping, dichotomously branched. Fronds numerous, with indeterminate growth, pseudo-dichotomously 
branched with a dormant apical bud between the pinnae, dimorphic, specialised fertile pinnae with 
strongly reduced lamina parts bearing aggregated sporangia in marginal spike-like masses, veins free. 
Sporangia flask-shaped, borne separately (not in sori) in 2 rows at the vein endings, each sporangium 
protected by a separate indusium-like lip; homosporous.

Lygodium Sw.

derivation: lygodes = flexible or twining; referring to the twining or climbing habit.
± 40 species, pantropical and south temperate distribution; 2 taxa + 1 introduced taxon in southern Africa

Key to the species of Lygodium
1a.  Pinnae pinnate; veins glabrous  .................................................................................  L. microphyllum (p. ??)

b.  Pinnae 2- to 4-pinnate; veins hairy  .................................................................................................................  2
2a.  Sterile pinnule margins crenate; pinnule apical portions usually without fertile lobes; fertile lobes 

2–12 mm long  ..................................................................................................................... L. kerstenii (p. ??)
b.  Sterile pinnule margins serrate; pinnule apical portions bearing fertile lobes; fertile lobes 1–5 mm long  .

  ........................................................................................................................................  *L. japonicum (p. ??)

Aggregated sporangia in spike-like masses on fertile pinnules of Lygodium. Lygodium plant with climbing fronds of indeterminate growth.

How to order books 
Click on the following link  
Online order form
or contact Lucille Bester at  
Random House Struik:  
Email: lucilleb@randomstruik.co.za  
Fax: +27 (21) 462-4377  
Phone: 0800-221029
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1 contorted pinnule form  2 immature sori  3 developing frond  4 habit  5 sori  6 colony
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Sticherus umbraculiferus (Kunze) Ching

SYNONYM: Gleichenia umbraculifera (Kunze) T.Moore

DERIVATION: umbraculiferus = from the Latin umbraculum, an 

umbrella, with reference to the frond shape.

DESCRIPTION: Rhizome creeping, branching, 5–8 mm in 

diameter, covered with small, light brown scales. Fronds widely 

spaced. Stipe up to 1 m tall, pale straw-coloured, darker 

towards the base, usually glabrous or sometimes with a few 

pale brown scales. Lamina reniform, dividing equally into 4 

or 5 repeated dichotomies, with all the lamina axes bearing 

long pinnule lobes and covered with a thick tomentum of 

pale brown, lanceolate scales. Pinnule lobes oblong-linear, 

bluntly acute to attenuate, 10–30 × 1.8–2.0 mm, green 

above, glaucous below, glabrous on both surfaces except for some scales along the midrib below. Sori 

superficial, il
l-defined, consisting of a single sporangium (sometimes grouped 2 or 3 together) scattered 

between the midrib and margin of the pinnule lobes below, usually confined to the basal half of each lobe.

SIMILAR SPECIES: Sticherus umbraculiferus can only be confused with the other two members of the 

family. Gleichenia polypodioides is a much more delicate plant with glabrous frond axes and fewer frond 

divisions, while Dicranopteris linearis has bare frond axes with a pair of stipule-like pinnae at each 

point of division.

Pinnule 

position

Ultimate segments Frond spacing Sori

Sticherus 

umbraculiferus

along all 

lamina axes

linear-acute, 

10–30 × 1.8–2.0 mm

20–100 mm 

apart

superficial, several 

pairs per segment

Dicranopteris 

linearis

on distal 

lamina axes

linear-acuminate, 

15–30 × 3–5 mm

60–200 mm 

apart

superficial, several 

pairs per segment

Gleichenia 

polypodioides

on distal 

lamina axes

rounded to triangular, 

2–3 × 1.5–2.0 mm

20–200 mm 

apart

sunken into lamina, 

1 per segment

DISTRIBUTION: To date this fern has only 

been recorded from the Eastern Cape, along 

the eastern escarpment of South Africa and 

Swaziland, and as far north as eastern Zimbabwe.

ECOLOGY & NOTES: Although not particularly 

common, S. umbraculiferus is often locally 

abundant in suitable habitats. It forms thick 

banks along roadsides, river margins and in 

the ecotone between forest and montane 

grassland, usually in full sun or dappled shade. 

It is restricted to mist belt regions that receive 

a good rainfall and have a cool climate, and is 

accordingly found at altitudes of 600–2 200 m.
GLEICHENIACEAE l Sticherus

Riverside habitat (Gxalingenwa, Drakensberg, KZN).

http://www.randomstruik.co.za/fernsorderform/form.html
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