
BOOK REVIEW

FERNS OF SOUTHERN AFRICA. A COMPREHENSIVE GUIDE. Crouch, N.R.,

Klopper, R.R., Burrows, J.E. & Burrows, S.M. 2011. Hardback 776pp. ISBN 978-1-
43170-0110. Published by Struik Nature, Cape Town (also available in softback edition,
ISBN 978-1-77007-910-6), 216mm x 54mm.

There have been several publications on the Ferns of Southern Africa over recent
decades, Jacobsen’s The ferns and fern allies of southern Africa in 1983, Burrows’
Southern African ferns and fern allies in 1990, and Roux’s Conspectus of Southern

African Pteridophyta in 2001. John and Sandy Burrows have now joined forces with
Neil Crouch and Ronell Klopper for this new publication, written as a field guide. The
smaller format - 216mm x 54mm rather than c. 300mm x 215mm of the three earlier
works meets this brief. And for the first time all the ferns and lycophytes of the region
are illustrated using full colour photographs, with habitat images, whole plants and
close-ups, to show species specific characters. 

As a field guide, the work begins with an introduction to the fern and its life cycle,
the geographical area covered, and notes on the categories of information provided for
each species. There are 321 taxa included, from 91 genera and 34 families, with 303
indigenous taxa and 69 endemic to the region. The taxonomy of families and genera
reflects recent advances in molecular systematics, and are organised following the
classification in Ranker and Haufler (2008), starting with lycophytes and followed by
true ferns. 

The section ‘How to use this book’ follows, with clear guidance on information
provided at family and taxon level, and extensive coloured diagrammatic illustrations
of A – three life forms, B – nine leaf types and C – 10 sporangial positions, before
reaching the key itself. The diagnostic key then uses selections from A, B and C in
combination to diagnose families. Some families – e.g. with more than one life form –
are keyed out in more than one place here, e.g. Marsileaceae. Other combinations of the
A,B,C characters identify a vast array of families, and these are then separated on
subsets of characters, again with clear, coloured diagrams to explain the differentiating
features. This is a very practical approach to the problem of identifying families based
on field characters. At family level, the authors then use more traditional dichotomous
keys to genera (supplemented by colour images), and to species.

A double spread is devoted to each species, with text on the left hand page,
complemented by 4-6 colour photographs on the right hand page showing habitat, a
plant portrait, close-ups of cones, fertile spikes, pinnae, sori or stipe bases as
appropriate. For a few groups – Isoetes, Ophioglossum, Marsilea - line drawings
provide diagnostic features. With the book opened, one can see at a glance all the
information needed for identification –the name of the species, synonyms, derivation
and short description, notes on similar species and perhaps with a comparative table of
characters, as well as notes on ecology and distribution (including a map), supported by
the variety of high quality images. 

The book is based on extensive fieldwork by the authors, and practically every taxon
has been seen and photographed by them in the field. This is reflected in the wealth of
information on distribution, habitat, and ecology that is captured in the concise but very
informative notes. The fieldwork also resulted in the inclusion of six new taxa
published within the work.
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Clearly, the authors are keen to encourage the reader to tuck the book into a
rucksack and take it into the field, where the clear, accessible information can be
compared directly with the plant in the wild. This comprehensive field guide to the ferns
of southern Africa is a very welcome addition to the literature on ferns and lycophytes
from the region, and with this at hand, the enthusiast should have no difficulty in
identifying most of the taxa in the field.  
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