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Ferns of Norfolk

There are 22 species of fern in Norfolk, excluding
casual garden escapes, hybrids and an introduced
species of water fern.

Life cycle

Ferns are the most primitive of the vascular plants,
reproducing from spores in a complex two-stage
process.

The adult fern produces vast numbers of single-
celled spores on the underside of the fronds, which
are released from late summer to early winter.

Those few spores which fall on suitably damp
ground and which successfully germinate, will each
grow into a flimsy green disc called a prothallus.

This disc subsequently produces male and female
reproductive cells, which must swim to reach one
another in a film of water to bring about fertilisation.
It is this phase of the life cycle which ties ferns to
damp habitats. The new fern grows from these
united cells.

Ferns also spread vegetatively from underground
runners, thus a hillside of bracken might have
spread from just a single plant.

Many species of fern stay green over winter. In
others the fronds die back but none so
spectacularly as bracken which turns yellow then
brown. In spring the new growth is coiled like a

bi shopds crosier, but s
spreading fronds of the mature plant.

Where to look for ferns

Ferns are widespread across Norfolk exploiting a
wide range of damp and shady habitats.

Look on north-facing walls of old buildings or the
brickwork of bridges -whe
tongue and Black Spleenwort, or more rarely Wall
Rue and Maidenhair Spleenwort.

Partially shaded banks and ditches along woodland
edges or country lanes may harbour Polypody,
Male Fern and Shield Ferns.

Bracken is common on heathlands while Broad
Buckler Fern prefers some woodland cover.

Fens can yield Marsh Fern or, in East Norfolk, the
rarer Crested Buckler Fern.

There is much overlap between habitats, and as
with all natural history recording, success comes
with experience as the student learns to recognise
particularly favoured niches of a target species.



Frond structure

Fronds which are regularly divided into pairs of leaflets are called pinnate. Where these paired leaflets are
themselves subdivided along their central axis, then the frond is described as 2-pinnate. Further division
can also occur creating 3-pinnate leaves (see below).

1-pinnate
The spore bearing pinnules are supported directly by the midrib of the frond.

eg: Polypody, Hard Fern

2-pinnate

Here the spore bearing pinnules are supported along side branches of the
midrib.

eg: Male Fern, Lady Fern, Shield Fern

3-pinnate fronds
The spore bearing pinnules are supported by tertiary branches of the frond.

eg Bracken, Broad Buckler Fern




Adder 6s Tongue
Ophioglossum vulgatum L.

An uncommon fern, found in a wide variety of
undisturbed habitats, including woods,
marshes, old commons, chalk pits, sand dunes
and fens.

It is just a few inches high and difficult to spot
among grasses and the emergent leaves of
ground vegetation. It is best searched for in
May and June before it becomes lost in longer
vegetation. It dies back over winter.

NB: It is significantly under-represented in the
NBIS dataset below.
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David Richmond i photographed in Scotland

Moonwort
Botrychium lunaria (L.) Sw.

A rare fern, found in just two parts of the county
during survey work for the most recent Flora of
Norfolk. Nationally it occurs in dry grassy
places including old meadows, heaths, moors,
mountains and dunes; and also in dune slacks,
as at Wells-next-the Sea, one of its Norfolk
locations.

The plant dies back over winter and is not
visible between September and April.




Royal Fern

Osmunda regalis L.

A large fern, mainly restricted to the Broads where it is found in
deep, wet, acid soils and on coastal sand dunes, as at Winterton.

Fronds can grow to well in excess a metre. The central leaves are
so thickly encrusted with spores in summer that they turn golden-
brown resembling a flower spike. The green leaves die back
between December and April.
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2-pinnate




Common Polypody
Polypodium sp.

There are two species of Polypody in Norfolk, P.vulgare and
P.interjectum. It used to be thought that they could be distinguished
by the shape of the fronds, but it is now realised that this distinction
Is unreliable, and that it is essential to use spore characteristics. Both
species are winter-green and are equally widespread across the
county. The map shows the combined distribution of the two species.

It is common in woods where it will grow on mossy tree trunks, and
on walls.

1-pinnate



