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SHOULD WE CONSERVE BRACKEN? 
by CALDER CHAFFEY. 

In this mtide I s h d  be deding with the true or Common Dracken, Genus Ptcridiu- 
Family 1) ennstaedtiacezle md specifically Species esculentum which occurs in rhis area of 
rl~e Fw North Coasz of N. S. W. 

\ 

There is much argument about this genus, some trcahng it as one witb n single species with 
numerous sub-species. Others regard it m having 6 or 7 s q w  species. The genus is wide 
spread around the world occurring in dl countries except Antarcticti. IIerc I follow the general 
trmd of considehg the Austmlinn m a  to have 3 sepnrate species with the one 1 am discussing 
- Ptetidivm csculentum occurring inall sates. 

The rhizome is long- creeping, covc~ed with simple h d r s  nnd much branched. Fronds are 
erect and up to 2.5 m . in height but occasionaliy can be found LO 3-t m. in a crowded and shady 
situation. The slipe is stiff and erect with u dorsd grOQVC md about q u u l  inlength to the I tmha.  
The lamina is 3 m 4- pinnate, usually trimplw witb sickle- shaped ultimate segments. lenchery, 
glossy above md dull beneath due to appressed fine hairs, Pinnae mnrgins are entire, recurved ttnd 
the base decurrent w i h  a small lobe proximally at each stalk  junction. Sori are linear, submarginal 
with the reflexed lamiad mnrginforming afalseindusium. 

Ln this area I have found cipe spores in March to May east of the Grea Dividing Rage  and in 
April to June in the New England Areanorth to the Queerxiland border. It is not very common UI 
find spores on lh is  fm. It seems to prefer to spread by way of its crecpiq rhizome. A single 
plant will spread outwards in a widening circle hke a fairy ring of mushrooms. Over a period of 
time this read wiiI encornpas many acres and though the cenrral part may be dead the one plant 
may have 5E) een spreading for hundreds of y e m .  Some people bave said rhts brncken is one of tbe 
longest Living entities. Even so itis particularly difficult totrnnsplant and cultivate. The spores are 
also difficult to geminate. It has been found th# there is an occasional genetic cbange when is 
spreads by rhizomes giving the same effect as n spread by spores. 

Pteridiwn esmlentum t h v e s  in well drained and sandy soil but grows w'cll in nlmost aay 
d&ed skuasion and soil, Because of this the early settlers used it as an indicluor of good growing 
land forcrop culciv&ion. 

It is apioneer plant and is one of the first to  appear rlltcr clenrin& or bush fires. This makes 
it a problem for fcumers who wmt to grow crops or gms for animal culture. 'T'o d ~ e  
conserv&onist i t is a valuable msct, As a first arrival on cleared or devmtatcd land it prevcnts the 
germination of weeds but allows bushes and trees to grow up through it. Later as a canopy forms 
it tends to die out. 

Bracken is of use for dyeing cloUi. The young shoots give greenish and yellow dye. A 
panicularly good yeiiowfgreen dye is produced il alum is used as a mordant. I'he use of other 
mordancs give other colours such as t m  w i b  chrome, grey with iron and yellowltan with tin. 

Tbose of us who grow ferns and orchids know it is particularly good to make p o t h g  mix 
and mdch  due to its long life as such. The otber advanmge for mulch is its ready availability and 
qui ckreg eneratingproperti e s. 

The brackens contain several poisons and probably more will be found. A cyauogenic 
glycoside effects blood oxygenation and can be p&cularly dangerous. Also thiwninase an 
enzyme which destroys thiamine leads to a severe vitamin B1 deficiency. Other identified 
substances are a bode marrow toxin, a brightness factor and shikimic acid, This is another reason 
wby zhe fern is not liked by f m e r s ,  Older caale will not eat it except in times of drought nnd 
short feed. However some calves wU eat the young shoots in large quantities. While i t  is not 
imntcdia~ely effedve it canact sls acumdativepoison. 

Two pnrts of tbe plant can be used as s food. The rhizomes are a s o m e  of slarch and 
the fiddle sticks can be used as agreen. Forcumdy the toxins are heat labile wd can be destroyed 
by hearing to 1 35 C. So if the parts of the plant to be eaten are baked they arc stife. It must be 
noted however that boiling is not satisfactory as the critical tempemre will not be reached to 
destroy the toxins. 

So farmers will not agree with me due to smotbcriag 
their grass, poisoning their stock and harbouring rabbits and other vermin. Hut the rest of us could 
give some thought to presemhg whtU can be a valuable asset. It is a natural inhabitant of our Imd 
and in the "bush" situation does a lot of good work. I conserve mine with good results. 



BRACKEN' 
Luke Davall 

There was a patch of bracken on the hillside next to the garden which we felt was 
spoiling the grazing value of that pasture so it was mowed every six weeks till 
Christmas, by which time it was getting a bit tired of trying. Research into methods 
of getting rid of bracken then led to a change of tactics. Farmers, webwere told, 
usually rip it with a plough. Our hillside was too small and too steep for this, 
however i f  the bracken rhizomes are broken it seems they get infected by a fungus 
and die, therefore pulling up the fronds instead of cutting them off not only 
deprives the plant of its chlorophyll-made food supply but also allows infection to 
penetrate the rhizomes and kill them. 

Regular weekly efforts went to pulling up young fronds, and a good heap of 
them built up. But if a weed is removed something must grow in its place or it is 
bound to return. To encourage the pasture the hillside had a dressing of lime 
(especially along the boundary fence to discourage invasion from the neigh- 
bouring bracken patch), and fertiliser as well as some judicious grazing by sheep. 
Later the whole paddock was dressed with seaweed meal. . 

This spring and summer there has been some regrowth but only at long intervals 
has it been necessary to pull up a few fronds. 

Bracken is not all bad news. On a further hjllside it was decided not to press on 
with eradicating it before getting a cover of bushes established to control the slow 
but continuing gully erosion. The rhizomes of bracken undoubtedly play a p.art in 
hoiding the iand together. 

Crushed dried bracken fronds madea useful mulch on some newly planted lawn 
grass when a heatwave came and threatened to dry up the young grass plants. 
Also bracken fronds are used regularly in the garden to provide shade for all newly 
planted young plants, and sometimes for plants that turn out to have a greater need 
for shade than originally expected. 

Many native plants grow in scrub where they enjoy the dappled shade cast by 
gum trees or mallee and a.loose but deep mulch of twigs, plant stems and fallen 
gum leaves. Two or three dried bracken fronds tied round the base of such plants 
give the sort of protection their roots require. 
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T h e  C u l t i v a t i o n  of Fe rn s  by Spore - ' R e p o r t  of T a l k  by C h r i s  Goudey 
[ R e p r i n t e d  f r o m  Victorian F e r n  Society's N e w s l e t t e r )  

Chris commenced by explaining the many important aspects of 
collecting spore. Be sure the spore is ripe and has not already 
been ,shed; a hand lens wi 1 1  ensure this. Most spore is black or 
brown but some are y e l l o w  and a few are green w h e n  ripe. The 
species with green spore such as the Filmy F e r n s ,  Osmunda, Todea 
and Leptopteris must .be sown within 2 months as their viability is 
short lived. T h e  indusium of Adiantums and Notholaena will often 
close again after shedding their spore; only experience will help 
with this. 

By collecting spore'continually Chris ensures a high percentage of 
success. H e  always takes a supply of envelopes w i t h  h i m  on trips 
and folds the corners to prevent leakage. A sheet of clean paper 
folded into a leakproof package will also ,suffice. Be sure to 
write the name of the fern on your package i m e d i a t e l y .  

The container for sowing your spore must a l l o w  m a x i m u m  light to 
enter, retain humidity and be thoroughly cleaned. A scrub with 
hot soapy water and then a dip in bleach or formalin is best. 
Many different m e d i u m s  have proven successful; some excellent ones 
are chopped sphagnum m o s s ,  peat m o s s ,  tree fern fibre (dicksonia 
only), grey sand and african violet m i x  produced by Idaho Nursery. 

Sterilizing can.be d o n e  in a microwave o v e n ,  1 6 0 "  for 30 minutes 
will suffice. Another method is to pour boiling water over the 
m e d i u m  through a collander. Chris stressed that is is far better 
to oversterilize your m e d i u m  than to expect the sporelings to 
compete with algae and fungus. Any spare m e d i u m  can be stored in 
a clean polythene b a g - i n  a low light area. 

O n c e  you are ready for sowing, select a hygenic place, Chris likes 
the. kitchen table,far from any potting sheds or glasshouses where 
contamination may o c c u r ,  keeping your containers covered except 
w h i l e  actually sowing. A 70 micron sieve c a n  be used to 
separate the spore f r o m  the husks but a simple method is to place 
your spore on a sheet of blotting paper, hold i t  o n a slight angle 
and tap i t ,  gently. T h e  husks will slide off leaving t'he pure 
spore. T o  s o w  a small plastic container 12 c m ,  in diameter, Chris 
uses enough spore to cover a matchhead with a n  end result of usually 
300 to 400 ferns. lmnediately after sowing a spray with 
pcevicure will give added protection against fungus. By sowing 
every six weeks you will always have some sporelings coming on and 
even with a few failures you will be gaining experience. 

Chris had on display several containers of sporelings which were in 
excellent condition. They w e r e  placed in a large polystyrene box 
w i t h  a hinged perspex lid. As the small p l u g s . o f  prothalli were 
pricked off with a blunt knife into tubes, they w e r e  placed back 
into the box until they became re-established, then gradually the 
lid would be lifted back for short periods to hardkn them off. 

I t  I S  most impor rant to choose a cool d a y  [or pricking oIf, 
water in with maxicrop and keep under m a x i m u m  humidity. Never 
prick off late autumn or winter as those done in spring will 
quickly catch up to earlier plantings. I t  takes about two 
years from sowing to establish a 12 c m  potted fern. 

Chris concluded by saying "keep on sowing and you will keep on 
learning". 



FERNS 
0 I RAIN F U R ~ ~ S ~ ~  

CXLDEK CWPFL'i 

CC1R LSTELLA- BINUNG 
Fam i I v ... TIIEl.YPTEKEE)?rCEhE. 

Two icrns wtrlclr are lnplgenous to t h ~ s  area and arc widespredd In our local rain 
forcsts a r e  the Oinunn. They are t~otlr beautiful ferils vi tlr yl'aceful form. I 

a. Christella dentata. A\ 
The rhizome IS short-creepina with a dense coverlng of brown 

scales. Thc fronds spread on a tussock which develops into a short 
lrur~k ~n tropicdl areas. Fronds are dark. w e e n ,  blplnnat I f id and 
qrow up l o  100 om In Iruight. The co!our darkens a3 the fronds 
mature. rlnnae a r e  thln with an auriculate base, lobed and 
sparsely hairy with some thick orange glandular halrs. The upper 
five pairs of ~lnnae arc gradually lengthened whlle the lower ones 
are gradually reduced. One palr. of basal velns unlte wltlr thc 
excurrenl vein. The sori are on either slde of the mid-vein of the 
lobes and are covered by reniform indusia. Spores are black and 
bean shaped and easy to grow. 

'This fern is found on the margins of the rain forest and 
adjacent eucalypt forests usual l y growlng along watef courscs or ' I -  

near by. I 1  13 easily grown, hardy and sultable for pots, 
rocker~es, ~n the ground or amongst trees. I t  will tolerate a good 
dea! c! sun an:! fr33:. i t  I S  $cry fa3t ~ ~ O W : E G .  Uistr!Sution is 
along lhe whole east coast, S. Australia and Ncu Zealand. 

I t  was previously classlfled in the genus Cyclosorus and known 
as C nymphales arid C dentatus. 

# 

b. Chrlstella parasltlca. 
The rhizome IS short-creep~ng WI th brown scales. Fronds form a 

tussock and grow up to 50 cm in helgtrt. They are pale green and 
bipinnatif id. Plr~nae are thin and textured, dceply lobed and 
tapered throughout to end In a tail. The lower ones are not 
reduced as In C dentata. Sorl are covered wlth a rcnifosm indusla 
and covered with pointed hairs. 

This fern 1s usually found in similar situatlons to C dentata. 
It is also easily grown and the remarks already made about growlna 
C dentata apply here except that it is frost sensitive. 
Distribution is In Quecnsland 'and N.S.W. 

Both ferns can be seen in many places in the *Big Scrubm 
usual l y where there is plenty of I ight .and near creeks. They are 
also plentiful in rnany rain forest remnants around Llsrnore 
D~strict. 

There is a lot of varlrtt~on In the two ferns ar~d i t  is thouoht 
that thls is due to hybridisation bf?tween the two specice. 

G L O W Y  
AURICULATE- ear-1 lke appendages 
EGJRREiT- a vein projecting beyond the margin 
INWSIUH: metrbrane covering the sorus 
P I N I I A - p r l m a r y s e ~ n e n t o f a d l v l d e d l e a f  
PINtlATICID. once divlded vilh the divisions extending to the rhachis 
REIIIPOM- kidney shaped 
RHACIIIS- the main axls or mid rlb of the frond 
SONS- a cluster of sporangia or spore bearing cases 

(Article originally published in SGAP-Far North Coast Newsletter) 
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