
fern garden, like me. He studied medicine at a time when it was tightly bound with 

botany, most medicines coming from plants then. I have found no record of this but 

imagine he was just as interested in how all these plants were used by the indigenous 

peoples he encountered. Wallich's wood fern, or, as the Indians called it, "basket 

fern" had a history of use for treating parasites in both humans and animals. Research 

into the bioactive compounds began in the 19th century and is still going on today. 

Wallich's wood fern, and other wood ferns, contain varying degrees of terpenylated 

acylphloroglucinols (there's a mouthful). These compounds have been shown to have 

anti parasitic effect in laboratory experiments. Possibly these compounds developed 

in these ferns as protection from predation. I noticed a slug napping under a Wallich's 

wood fern frond, after destroying the hosta next to it. It had covered the frond with 

slime, but hadn't taken a single bite. 

After researching Dryopteris wallichiana for this article I thought I would see it 

differently, see beyond its star-quality beauty. See it as part of a global high elevation 

ecosystem, as a useful plant in human and veterinary medicine, as an important player 

in commercial horticulture. But when I walked away from the screen and walked out 

to the garden, I found I was still caught up in the beauty. 

No doubt Wallich, in his time, was, too. 
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Last summer (August of 2022) I decided to explore a part of the U.S. new to me, 

the Appalachian Mountains of Alabama. This ancient mountain system reaches its 

southernmost point in the east-central part of the state with both the Cumberland 

and the Blue Ridge Ranges terminating there. That made me wonder how the flora, 

including ferns, might differ from montane areas farther to the north. 

All the soils that I saw were well-drained and acidic, having developed over the 

eons from the weathering of quartzite or sandstone, the latter being the more 

commonly encountered bedrock. Even tho the soils are virtually identical to those 

of similar elevations to the east in the Carolinas, there are some distinct and often 

quite obvious differences in the flora. For instance, I did not see any eastern white 

pine (Pinus strobus) or Canadian hemlock (Tsuga canadensis) in the wild anywhere in 

northeastern Alabama, while amongst the ferns, the same applied to the netted chain 

fern (Woodwardia areolata) and Hartford fern (Lygodium palmatum). 

Even so, the ferns that I did encounter were wonderful. Two species were particularly 

common in woodlands, the Christmas fern (Polystichum acrostichoides) and cinnamon 

fern (Osmundastrum cinnamomeum). Back home in Wisconsin, cinnamon fern is 

limited to swampy woods, being replaced by interrupted fern (Osmunda claytoniana) 

on drier sites. Not so in Alabama, where cinnamon fern thrives even within relatively 

dry woods on ridgetops, with interrupted fern nowhere to be seen. Christmas fern 

favored its usual haunts, typically the sheltered slopes of ravines. 

It was exciting to see my first maiden fern (Thelypteris kunthii) in the wild. It was a real 

standout with its glowing green color, forming a small genet, i.e. clonal population, on 

a stream flat. 
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