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this meticulously compiled book has several different strands to document the history
of discovery of each species of fern and lycophyte recorded from Britain and Ireland. 

the chapters are ordered using modern nomenclature and the species are shown
subdivided by Classes, Orders and Families.  A short account is given at the beginning
of the chapter for each Family that includes any fossil evidence and a summary of the
present knowledge of fern classification. Early identifications were of necessity based
largely on gross morphology. By using molecular and chromosome information we now
have access to many more resources than were available to the pioneer taxonomists, and
the increase in species numbers within the flora in the twentieth century has resulted
from recognition of species complexes in genera like polypodium or Dryopteris.  the
author shows that relating current taxonomic concepts to early records can be quite a
challenge.

the main part of the text chronicles a complicated search through many references
and early herbarium records to unravel exactly which species is being described,
sometimes from rather limited or inaccurate descriptions. An added complication in
deciding which taxon was intended is that species which were abundant in the past might
have a more restricted distribution now. the first record from each of the countries within
Britain is given. the whole combines to provide a history of botanical recording and the
developing understanding of plant classification for ferns and lycophytes.

Before linnaeus formalised the names of plants people used a descriptive latin
phrase which was considerably more cumbersome than the binomial names that evolved
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two varieties of Asplenium scolopendrium, treated as separate species (Matthieu de l'Obel, 1581)



into the names that are now use. Each chapter describes not simply a possible first record,
but the first record that is unambiguously the taxon which we currently recognise by the
stated name. In the midst of the confusion over early classification and multiple
applications of the same plant names, one can sympathise with the difficulties and
complications people encountered as they struggled to make sense of different species or
varieties.  In the search for early records of British species it was necessary to span across
Europe to compare descriptions from the botanical community that were being applied
within Britain. In interpreting the taxa it is sometimes necessary to go back to the names
given to the plants in classical times that come to us as Greek or latin words, some of
which are still used as part of the scientific name. At the end of the book is a very useful
summary of early names, synonyms and latin phrase names showing how similar
descriptive words have been used across so many species and even families that we now
know were un-related. 

Individual species accounts show the difficulties botanist encountered in attempting
to describe structures that were not understood. Isoetes, for example, like many other
species were first thought to be flowering plants strangely lacking both in flowers and
seed. Further confusion was shown in the idea that the fertile cones of equisetum arvense

were a different species from the vegetative shoots. the situation improved with the
understanding the of the fern life cycle in the late 18th century, but it was hardly
surprising that pilularia globulifera was not initially recognised as a fern. 

It was interesting to find that the first recorded specimen of Asplenium septentrionale

was from holyrood park in Edinburgh in 1669, where the ferns still thrive, despite
Victorian predation. In a discussion of the crested variety of Asplenium scolopendrium,
first mentioned in the 17th century, reference was omitted to a forked variety carved in
the 15th century on the Apprentice pillar in Rosslyn Chapel, but perhaps illustration
alone does not qualify as publication.  

Some species first recognised in this county during the Victorian fern collecting craze
seemed to disappear almost as quickly as they were found, Trichomanes speciosum being
a good example. there were others now known from very few herbarium specimens,
such as Cystopteris alpina, possibly becoming extinct before they had been fully
recognised. At least the species first found within Britain in the 19th century were better
described and supported by herbarium specimens, but it is of note that more remote
montane species such at Athyrium distentifolium and Cystopteris montana were only
differentiated comparatively late. A recurring problem was the difficulty of determining
whether morphologically distinctive taxa merited species or varietal rank. A major
advance is acknowledged in Irene Manton’s work on chromosome counts, published in
1950 and particularly useful in separating Dryopteris and polypodium species and
hybrids. 

this is not merely an account of long-resolved taxonomic problems as controversies
continue and new discoveries continue to appear. there is the Trichomanes speciosum

gametophyte story that started in 1989 with the unexpected finding of gametophytes
where the sporophytes had long since been lost. the gametophytes were subsequently
found to be extraordinarily widespread, apparently very long-loved and remarkably
resilient.  Cystopteris diaphana was added to the British flora in 2000 and although our
fern flora is comparatively small there is still scope for more discoveries. 

this account is a detailed detective work through old records and specimens, and
illuminates the excitement of discovery of our fern flora.

heather Mchaffie
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