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The Fern
Pharmacy



“For years I have wanted a reference on the medicinal uses of ferns on my herbalist bookshelf. The old books have a few lines but pass on archaic traditions. It is clear that ancient people thought very highly of fern medicine. Their accounts are full of mysterious, magical, and fairy references. I have only ever used one fern for one thing—Osmunda regalis, a specific remedy for lumbago—but wow does it work! I wanted more. The fairies delivered this wonderful, comprehensive, detailed book by Robert Dale Rogers, who is not just an ‘armchair herbalist,’ but a practitioner with many years of experience.”

MATTHEW WOOD, AUTHOR OF
HOLISTIC MEDICINE AND THE EXTRACELLULAR MATRIX
AND A SHAMANIC HERBAL

“As some of the most ancient and successful plants of Earth, ferns have long been integrated into traditional healing practices across the globe to treat a wide range of maladies. In The Fern Pharmacy, we find many practical ways to connect with these powerful plant allies. With its exhaustive survey of the bioactive compounds, ecological roles, agricultural applications, and health benefits of the world’s ferns—all interwoven with illuminating insights into the cultural impacts of these subtler plants—this tome provides an engaging and comprehensive survey of this overlooked corner of nature’s pharmacopeia. It is an excellent addition to the bookshelf of any herbalist, naturalist, or ethnologist wanting to integrate the powerful offerings of these understory elders into their practice or paradigm.”

PETER MCCOY, MYCOLOGIST AND AUTHOR OF
RADICAL MYCOLOGY

“This book is a treasure! A comprehensive collection of the medicinal virtues of ferns that can’t be found anywhere else. Bravo to Robert Dale Rogers for gifting us this compendium of often forgotten botanical medicine.”

ROSALEE DE LA FORÊT, AUTHOR OF
ALCHEMY OF HERBS AND WILD REMEDIES

“It is a rare thing these days to find a book filled from cover to cover with knowledge conveyed by almost no other source, but The Fern Pharmacy is just that. This collection of history, lore, and science is made all the more valuable by the addition of Robert’s own understanding and insight.”

JIM MCDONALD, HERBALIST



[image: The Fern Pharmacy; Indigenous Wisdom & Modern Pharmacology; A Sacred Planet Books; Robert Dale Rogers; Healing Arts Press; Rochester, Vermont]




📩

Thank you for selecting this
Inner Traditions eBook!

Enjoy 25% off your next purchase when you join our community.

You'll also receive exclusive updates on new releases, special promotions, and events tailored just for you.

[image: subscribe]

[image: Inner Traditions Logo]




Healing Arts Press

One Park Street

Rochester, Vermont 05767

www.HealingArtsPress.com

Healing Arts Press is a division of Inner Traditions International

Sacred Planet Books are curated by Richard Grossinger, Inner Traditions editorial board member and cofounder and former publisher of North Atlantic Books. The Sacred Planet collection, published under the umbrella of the Inner Traditions family of imprints, includes works on the themes of consciousness, cosmology, alternative medicine, dreams, climate, permaculture, alchemy, shamanic studies, oracles, astrology, crystals, hyperobjects, locutions, and subtle bodies.

Copyright © 2025 by Robert Dale Rogers

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or utilized in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher. No part of this book may be used or reproduced to train artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

Note to the reader: This book is intended to be an informational guide. The remedies, approaches, and techniques described herein are meant to supplement, and not to be a substitute for, professional medical care or treatment. They should not be used to treat a serious ailment without prior consultation with a qualified health care professional.

Cataloging-in-Publication Data for this title is available from the Library of Congress

ISBN 979-8-88850-180-1 (print)

ISBN 979-8-88850-181-8 (ebook)

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Text design by Virginia Scott Bowman and layout by Kenleigh Manseau

Images not otherwise credited are Adobe Stock Images.

To send correspondence to the author of this book, mail a first-class letter to the author c/o Inner Traditions • Bear & Company, One Park Street, Rochester, VT 05767, and we will forward the communication, or contact the author directly at SelfHealDistributing.com.

[image: Scan the QR code and save 25% at InnerTraditions.com. Browse over 2,000 titles on spirituality, the occult, ancient mysteries, new science, holistic health, and natural medicine.]


To my father, Robert Erwin Rogers (1926−1982).
He was born in North Sydney, Nova Scotia, where coal mining
was a way of life. He encouraged my deep appreciation
and love of nature and wild foods, including
dandelion greens and fiddleheads.
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Ostrich Fern Fiddleheads
(Matteuccia struthiopteris)







Preface


Beneath the forest emerald veil,

Ferns whisper of an ancient grail.

Unfurling fronds, a spiral delight!

In the woods they dance at night.

They whirl and swirl with wind’s gentle push,
create a ballet in the evening’s hush.

Next time you wander down your woody trail,
listen, as ferns tell their verdant tale.

ROBERT DALE ROGERS




When a youngster, I lived in Saint John, New Brunswick. Each spring, my father would take me upriver to pick fiddleheads (crosiers). The unfurled treble clef-shaped ostrich fern greens were fun to pick, take home, steam, and eat with butter and salt.

One May, many years later in the mid 1970s, I was walking through a swampy area of Northern Alberta and came upon a patch of unfurled fiddleheads that I just knew were the prized ostrich ferns (Matteuccia struthiopteris).

I took some home to enjoy and then realized a cash income could be possible for an unemployed young man living in a log cabin without electricity or running water. I teamed up with a neighbor and we started Fiddlehead Farms. The next spring, with help, we gathered and sold 600 pounds to a food store chain in Edmonton for one dollar per pound. We thought we were doing well! During those years, I wrote a fiddlehead cookbook and was later interviewed on CBC radio about the edible greens (see figure on page x).

The government then got involved, as they did not believe ostrich ferns grew in the province. This turned into a song and dance with a University of Alberta professor eventually correctly identifying the fern. To this day, I still enjoy a meal of wildcrafted fiddleheads every spring to remind me of early wilderness adventures. A small industry in Northern Saskatchewan and British Columbia started up in 1993.
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I first became aware of the healing power of ferns when I ventured out to Alert Bay, British Columbia, in July 1974. I was taking an online herbal course at Greenvale College, taught by noted herbalist Norma Myers, and years later became aware of her summer seminar.

I hitchhiked from Northern Alberta to Vancouver Island and then north to catch the ferry to Alert Bay. Outside of Nanaimo I stuck out my thumb and a car pulled over and gave me a lift. It was the well-known ethnobotanist Nancy Turner and her husband Robert! I had no idea at the time of her stature and brilliant work. Later, I myself became an ethnobotanist on medicinal plants of Northern Alberta. In October 2024, fifty years later, I spoke at the Olympic Peninsula Fungi Festival, and Nancy was lodged in the same house. We had a wonderful time recalling our ethnobotanical ventures over the past half century.

There were some excellent herbal teachers at the event. I remember attending a class with James Green on Bach flower remedies, which I worked with for the next forty years. My wife, Laurie, and I later researched and created Prairie Deva Flower Essences (Szott-Rogers and Rogers 1997) and later Mushroom Essences (Rogers 2016).

One day I badly sprained my ankle and renowned herbalist Norma Myers suggested I apply a fern poultice. It worked like a miracle, helping reduce the swelling within a few hours.

Years later, I read a fairy tale by Hans Christian Anderson (1835), called “The Traveling Companion.” A young orphan boy has the ability to see fairies and sets out to seek his fortune. He soon meets a fellow traveler, and they join up. One morning, an old woman passes by, carrying a huge load of willow twigs and three fern stipes.* As she turns, she slips and breaks her leg. The young traveler’s companion takes from his pocket a salve that knits her bone like magic. In return he asks for the three ferns. As the story unfolds, the kindly traveler uses the ferns to become invisible, and chases a killer witch, beating her with ferns until she bleeds. In the end, an evil spell is broken, and the witch reverts to her kind-hearted and beautiful self.

Since that day, nearly fifty years ago, I have researched and found that these “primitive” plants possess incredible healing potential.

A small booklet originally published in German in 1911, titled The Herbs and Weeds of Fr. Johannes Künzle, was republished in 1975 under the new title Herbs and Weeds: A Useful Booklet on Medicinal Herbs (Künzle, 1975).

Which is the best bed for people suffering from cramps, pains in the joints, rheumatism, rheumatic tooth ache, rheumatic headache? A sack filled with dried ferns. The fern absorbs all these complaints and gives the sufferer complete rest. Moreover, fleas and bedbugs run away from this bed to a great distance, they move out immediately. . . . All kinds of ferns, even the smallest, used internally (in very small doses, however and mixed with wine, three quarters of wine to one quarter of ferns) drive away all kinds of worms.

Foot baths of this fern root, taken for a week or two, cure the worst spasmodic and gouty diseases. . . . Fern root boiled in vinegar, and used as a compress cures gangrene of the feet, even though they may have turned black and blue already.

One of my early Indigenous mentors was the Cree healer, Russell Willier. We lived near each other on the south shore of Lesser Slave Lake, Alberta, for several decades.

He passed a few years ago but left all of us a legacy of plant wisdom and knowledge in A Cree Healer and His Medicine Bundle (Young et al. 2015). His favorite fern was narrow wood fern (Dryopteris carthusiana, see page 135).



*Stipes are the long stems, separate from the fronds.
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Blechnum spicantum (Deer Fern)

Photo by Drew T. Henderson
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INTRODUCTION

Unfurling the Fronds


Nature made ferns for pure leaves to see what she could do in that line.

HENRY DAVID THOREAU




The term fern is often misused. Examples of this are the unrelated asparagus fern (a flowering plant) and sweet fern (a flowering shrub of the Comptonia genus). Even a group of animals called hydrozoans, distantly related to jellyfish and coral, are named air ferns. Their skeletons are dried, dyed green, and falsely sold as a plant that lives on air.

Ferns are ancient plants, with fossils dating back to the Middle Devonian era, about 390 million years ago—several hundred million years before the emergence of flowering plants. The true ferns Polypodiales making up 80% of today’s ferns, arose about 180 million years ago.

The word fern may derive from the Anglo-Saxon contraction fepern or German Farn, both derived from Sanskrit parna, meaning “feather” or “wing.” Some authors suggest it derives from farr (a bullock), from its use as livestock bedding. These words ultimately trace back to Proto-Germanic “farną,” which is also related to the Latin “fērnum” and Ancient Greek “péron” or “pterón,” all of which refer to ferns or fern-like plants.

THE LIFE OF FERNS

Fern ancestry is traced to the green algae that moved from water to land, similar to mosses. However, unlike mosses, ferns developed vascular tissue to transport water and nutrients, providing them with greater adaptability. Ferns consist mainly of a leaf stalk, with the real stems being underground rhizomes. They are the intermediate between mosses and flowering plants.
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Myself with Hart’s Tongue Ferns (Asplenium scolopendrium)

Photo by Robert Dale Rogers





Forty-meter-tall tree ferns with five-meter fronds existed on Earth before animals evolved. Today, a tree fern on Norfolk Island in the South Pacific reaches a spectacular twenty-two meters in height.

Ferns are vascular plants that access water and nutrients from the soil and produce spores. They are found in forest shade, cracks in rocks in deserts, floating in water, in acidic swamps, or twining up fifty-foot tree trunks. The scaly tree ferns of the Cyathea species can reach up to twenty meters (sixty-six feet) tall.

It is estimated that North American and European Stephanian-era coals may be composed of up to 75% ancient tree ferns. Many ferns associate with mycorrhizal fungi and can grow in a wide range of pH, from intensely acidic soils to those found on limestone.

Besides vascular tissue that allows ferns to draw up water and nutrients, they possess another unique property: thanks to horizontal gene transfer from hornworts (to be covered in my book on Moss Medicine), they possess a special red light-sensing protein called neochrome. Most plants can only detect blue light, but due to their shaded environment ferns can use the “leftover” lower-energy red light for photosynthesis. This was possible due to germinating spores of hornworts and ferns picking up DNA, facilitating the leap from the bryophyte to modern ferns (Li et al. 2014).
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A Growing Fern





Ferns don’t produce pollen, and are therefore not reliant on insects, birds, or bats for reproduction.

The life cycle of ferns is fascinating. When a spore lands in the right mixture of temperature, light, and moisture, it begins to germinate, forming a small green, heart-shaped leaf that looks nothing like a fern. This is called a prothallium and contains the sex organs of both male and female on its underside. An egg is fertilized by sperm (which has a whip-like flagellum) and grows into an embryo with roots, stems, and leaves. It takes three generations for a fern to create another fern. Note that flowering plants have sperm that lack flagella, making ferns more like humans in this respect.

Ferns associate with mycorrhizal fungi, sharing carbon and sugars in exchange for the transport of nutrients to their offspring (gametophytes) growing underground.

Grape fern (Botrychium sp.) and adder’s-tongue (Ophioglossum) produce gametophytes that develop underground without chlorophyll and depend upon exchange of nutrients from fungal networks. Spores released by adult ferns germinate into gametophytes living securely underground, preventing drying out, and then produce above-ground, photosynthesizing leaves after emerging from the soil.

Adult ferns nurture the “children” of neighboring ferns via fungal networks, suggesting cooperative breeding (Beerling 2019).

Because of sporulation, it is often believed that the sex life of ferns is simple. But consider this. The mobile and independent sex cell of a fern is attracted by malic acid and makes towards it when it “scents” it. Only 0.00000008th of a milligram is enough, a figure that even the most sophisticated scientific equipment would be hard pressed to identify. (Rogers 2014a)

There is another difference between ferns and flowering plants. The latter push out of the soil, with the leaf developing its tip first and parts of stem follow as the leaf grows larger. The frond, however, develops in the opposite direction. Rather than growing from below upward, it grows downward or from the inside out, as the part providing tissue is inside the center of the curled frond. If you watch carefully as it uncurls, it appears to be pushed down on the earth from above (Grohmann 1989).

Being a student of anthroposophy, Grohmann noted how Rudolf Steiner compared ferns with the first stage of a child’s development, when they say “I” for the first time. The frond is nature’s image of the “I” felt by children.
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Ferns Growing Downward





I am a huge fan of Steiner and his unique contributions to agriculture, education, and medicine. However, his statement suggests he believed ferns to be less developed or immature. In my opinion ferns developed their own evolutionary path and have been so successful that they continued along it. Why fix something that is not broken?

HISTORICAL POPULARITY

During the 1840s, pteridomania, or the Victorian fern craze, was popular. The name pteridomania is derived from the Greek pterido, meaning fern. The British botanical journal The Phytologist (1841) published newly discovered ferns, and the race was on.

John Smith (1868) documented 560 fern species in his Catalogue of the Ferns and Their Allies Cultivated in the Royal Gardens of Kew.

Charles Kingsley, in his book Glaucus; or, The Wonders of the Shore, coined the term pteridomania. The craze led people, particularly women, to collect unusual varieties of ferns, recording their sightings, and pressing them in their herbariums (or fernariums to be precise).

During this time in the United Kingdom, images of ferns were found on wallpaper, clothing, ironworks, printed paper, textiles, pottery, glass, metals, wood, ceramic sculptures, gravestones, and memorials. The obsession abated in the 1890s.

Kingsley (1890) wrote, “Since the ‘Lady-ferns’ and ‘Venus hair’ appeared; and that you could not help yourself looking now and then at the said ‘Venus’s hair’ and agreeing that Nature’s real beauties were somewhat superior to the ghastly woollen caricatures which they had superseded.” After all, it was Victorian times of suppressed sexuality and female nether regions were not openly discussed.

Early terrariums, known as Wardian cases, were very popular at the time, resembling miniature greenhouses for indoor fern cultivation. Dr. Nathaniel Ward collected and observed moth cocoons in sealed glass bottles and noted that a male fern in one bottle lived for over four years until the seal broke and allowed toxic air pollution to enter. He continued to experiment and, in 1842, published On the Growth of Plants in Closely Glazed Cases.

His “discovery” led to the transplantation of live plants in British households and on long sea voyages. This enabled the transport of tea plants from China into India and the movement of rubber trees from Brazil to plantations in Sri Lanka (formerly Ceylon).

This historical practice of cultivating plants in controlled environments inspired my own interest, and I cultivated a moss/fern terrarium for a number of years when I was in my twenties.

FERN FOLKLORE


We have receipt of fern-seed, we walk invisible.

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, HENRY IV




Ferns do not produce seeds; they reproduce via spores. Because ferns do not have seeds, the idea of a fern seed was purely mythical. This rarity of the so-called fern seed led to the belief that it had magical properties, specifically the power of invisibility. The logic follows that something so rare and unseen (since it doesn’t actually exist) would grant the power to become unseen or invisible.

Ben Ionson got into the act with his comedy The Nevv Inne, or The Light Heart (1631). A servant ordered to stay hidden explains to his master, “Because indeed I had no med’cine, Sir, to go invisible: No fern-seed in my pocket” (Act I, Scene VI).

Fern folklore also involves restoring sight. A Description of the Western Islands of Scotland by Martin Martin (1703) notes a remedy for “eyes that are blood-shot or become blind for some days.” The recipe involved applying the blades of fern fronds mixed with egg whites to the face and brows of a patient lying on their back.

Other myths involved summoning the fairy Puck, a character from William Shakespeare’s play A Midsummer Night’s Dream written between 1590−96, entering a fairy world by stepping on a fern.

In Slavic folklore, it is believed that ferns blossom once a year during Kupala, at midnight on the summer solstice. Finding a fern flower is said to give one the understanding of animals and birds. Weaving ferns into one’s hair was believed to protect those bathing or swimming in a lake from rusalki, the freshwater sirens.

In the Middle Ages in England, harvesting fern seed was thought to be a complicated procedure. Twelve pewter plates were stacked in a bed of ferns. At the stroke of midnight, a blue blossom was believed to open and drop a single golden seed that passed through eleven plates and landed on the last one. If pewter plates were not available, the wide leaves of mullein were used.

In other myths, the red fern flower was snatched by the devil before anyone else could claim it. St. John’s Eve (the shortest night of the year) was believed to be the best time to catch a fern seed, as St. John the Baptist was believed to be born at precisely midnight.


But on St. John’s mysterious night

Sacred to many a wizard spell,

The hour when first to human sight

Confest, the mystic Fern seed fell.




The Ukrainian/Russian writer Nikolai Gogol (1809–1852) tells a story of a young man who plucks a red fern “flower” shining like a flame as it opens. The old man who told the story to the youngster turns out to be the devil, who appears with Baba Yaga, a prominent figure in Slavic folklore, often depicted as a witch. Jewels appear but before the youngster can access them, the witch tells him she requires human blood. It does not end well.

Many fern myths suggest that if you see a fern flower at midnight, it is better not to touch it.

In Finland, the seed from a fern bloom was believed to enable the holder to become invisible and travel to a spot holding treasure. Will o’ the wisps, or ghostly vapors over swamps, called aarnivalkea, marked the spot, but were protected by a magical spell that prevented anyone but those holding a fern seed from ever finding the location.

A Russian folktale involved a cattle rancher who lost his herd. As he walks through ferns, a seed accidently fell into his boot. He immediately sensed the location of his lost cattle and fetched them. While traveling home, he had a vision of treasure and its location. After taking the cattle home, he changed his boots and forgets the location. In Bohemia, holding fern seeds was believed to bring prosperity.

In The Wonders in the Spessart, a magpie calls out to a traveling teacher, saying he should spread fern seeds onto the breast of a magic princess to make her invisible.

König von Sion tells the story of an older soldier who gives advice to a new recruit: “Put a packet of fern seeds next to your chest and you’ll be invisible to the enemy.”

In another anecdotal observation, carnin (an extract from meat) was mixed with fern spore powder to make fingerprints visible.

In Styria, Southeastern Austria, it was believed that the devil appeared on January 6th (Bertha’s Night). A magic circle was formed, and one stood in the middle with elderberries gathered on St. John’s Eve in hopes of obtaining fern seeds. The seeds were said to give one the power of thirty to forty men or help discover hidden treasures.

Other myths involved shooting at the Sun. If the shot hit, three drops would fall to Earth and turn into fern seeds. In Wiccan magic, tossing dried fern into a fire was believed to banish evil spirits.

Hildegard von Bingen (1098–1179), a visionary 12th-century Benedictine Abbess, was noted for her contributions to herbal wisdom. Her book Subtleties of the Diverse Qualities of Created Things was published as Physica in 1533 and later translated from Latin into English by Priscilla Throop (1998). “Fern (Farn) is very hot and dry and has a little bit of juice in it. It holds within itself great power, namely such a power that the devil flees from it. . . . In the place where it grows, the devil rarely practices his deceptions.”

PRACTICAL USES

Ferns have been used by Indigenous people around the world for food and medicine. Over 300 ferns are used in Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) to treat a wide range of conditions (Ding et al. 2008). Notably, Ding and colleagues conducted a study examining the antioxidant activity of thirty-one species.

The fiddleheads of bracken (Pteridium aquilinum), ostrich (Matteuccia struthiopteris), and cinnamon ferns (Omundastrum cinnamomeum) have long been consumed. At least thirty-three fern species are consumed in Nepal, with twenty genera used as cooked vegetables.

The tubers were used for food in Europe thirty-thousand years ago, according to Van Gilder Cooke (2010). The Guanche of the Canary Islands turn fern tubers into gofio, a starchy flour.

The Cree of Northern Canada used wood ferns (Dryopteris sp.) for food and medicine, calling it “fat root.”

Licorice fern (Polypodium glycyrrhiza) rhizomes were chewed by Indigenous people of the Pacific Northwest for flavor.

Generally, allergic response to fern spores is not significant in many parts of the world. Because of this, there are numerous medicinal applications for ferns.

HOMEOPATHY

Modern homeopathic provings of ferns are few and far between. Several accounts describe difficulties in expressing oneself verbally or physically, which is metaphorically linked to the retention of stool and the sensation of constipation.

Some common symptoms associated with fern remedies are frequent and copious urination, weak libido, partial loss of vision or visual disturbances, and difficulties with concentration, depression or lack of joy alternating with periods of hot temper and violent outbursts.

Common symptoms associated with fern remedies include burning pain in the eyes and stomach, dry mucous membranes including the mouth, with the tendency to not perspire easily (see Mosses and Ferns: Spectrum of Homeopathy 2021).

MEDICINAL APPLICATIONS

Fiddleheads from various ferns are a rich source of omega-3 and omega-6 fatty acids with a beneficial ratio, high antioxidant activity, and good source of lutein comparable to that of spinach.

Ferns are generally rich in essential fatty acids. Twenty-three fern species from twelve families were tested for their content and variability.

However, ferns contain thiaminase, an enzyme that destroys thiamine (vitamin B1), which is essential for good health.

Severe thiamine deficiency causes beriberi, resulting in mental depression, poor memory, fatigue, insomnia, difficulty walking, and cardiovascular issues.

Thiamine deficiency has been observed in cancer patients with quickly growing tumors. Cell cultures and in vivo animal models suggest rapidly dividing tumors require high levels of thiamine.

John R. Swanton (1905) recorded Haida mythology around ferns. The Haida are an Indigenous people native to the Haida Gwaii archipelago in British Columbia, Canada, and parts of southeastern Alaska. “A long time after that they began to starve. . . . Then they gathered edible fern stumps right behind them. Those they ate. They hunted outward and inward. Finally, after the hero Big-tail performed shamanistic rituals all night, Supernatural-Being-Looking-Landward promised to feed his people if they would ‘stop making the little supernatural being living along the shore cry.’ He was referring to the fern spirit woman, who cried because the ferns were being eaten.”

Ferns have potential for removing heavy metals, especially arsenic, from contaminated soil. They also contain high levels of tin, up to 30 ppm.

Around the world, ferns have been used to stuff mattresses to repel fleas and bedbugs. In early England, the poor would mix the fern ashes with water and form round masses known as fern balls. These were heated by the fire and made into lye for washing flax linen. In Sweden, the fern ashes were mixed with strong lye, and then formed into balls.

Fern dyes were once popular and are discussed in their respective sections.

The ash from burnt ferns was used in France to manufacture glass, due to its almost pure alkali residue.


AUTHOR’S NOTE ON HOW THIS BOOK IS ORGANIZED

As you read ahead, you’ll notice that the ferns are organized by genus. Each genus has a list of common ferns found in that species (such as “Hart’s Tongue Fern”) as well as names for groups of ferns in plural (such as “Maidenhair Ferns”). For more prominent genera, a green box contains descriptions of the geographic range, habitat, practical uses, and medicinal applications of a number of species in that particular genus. Each species does not necessarily have every attribute presented in the summary, but collectively the species in that genus share these characteristics.

In each blue box is a description of a notable essence from that particular genus, including its emotional gifts and guidance bestowed. A recommendation of where to find the essence is also given.

At the end of the book you will see a comprehensive list of ferns by their common names. If you happen to know a particular fern in your area by its common name, you can look up the common name in the list to see the fern’s Latin binomial. Then use the first part of the binomial, the fern’s genus, to flip to that section in this book. And if you are as passionate about ferns as I am, you may review this list frequently to become familiar with the names. Enjoy!
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Medicinal Ferns




Abacopteris to Woodwardia



If you would make acquaintance with the ferns, you must forget your botany.

HENRY DAVID THOREAU




As of the latest count, there were 319 genera of ferns, with an estimated 10,578 species or more. Here are a few species, categorized by genus, with known medicinal benefits.

ABACOPTERIS

Chinese Peng Fern  River Fern


Geographic Range: Asia

Medicinal Applications: antioxidant, anti-inflammatory, blood circulation, cancer, cytotoxic, edema, dampness (TCM), hypoglycemic, hypolipidemic, memory, metabolic syndrome, neuroprotective, prostate protection



A water extract of Abacopteris multilineata syn. Thelypteris nudata rhizome is given in India to patients suffering from stomach pain. The rhizome of Chinese peng fern (Abacopteris penangiana) is known as san xue lian in Traditional Chinese Medicine and promotes blood circulation, removes blood stasis, treats inflammation, edema, and dampness, a condition characterized by an excess accumulation of fluids in the body. Today, it is additionally used to reduce symptoms associated with metabolic syndrome.

Abaco may derive from Greek apax meaning “board,” and the Latin abacus, “counting board.” Penang may refer to the Malaysian island.

The fern rhizome of Abacopteris penangiana contains eruberin B and C, as well as the anthocyanidin glycosides abacopterins A through D and abacopterin J. Abacopteris combines a flavan and an anthocyanidin moiety (Zhao et al. 2010). Earlier work identified the flavan glycosides 4’-hydroxy-pneumatopterin B and 6’-O-acetyl triphyllin A.

Abacopterin A is a flavonoid isolated from the fern that exhibits hypolipidemic and anti-inflammatory properties by inhibiting NF-κB expression. Work by Lei and colleagues (2011a) found that the ill effects of a high-fat diet on mice were reduced by daily supplementation of the flavonoid.

Total flavanol glycosides were tested on diabetic vascular impairment by measuring oxidative stress and inflammation in mice fed a high-fat diet and then induced with diabetes using streptozotocin. Results found that the flavanol glycosides exhibited hypolipidemic, hypoglycemic, and vascular protection effects, all suggestive of treating aortic pathology associated with metabolic syndrome (Chen et al. 2011b).

Abacopterins A through D, as well as triphyllin and 6,8-dimethyl-7-hydroxy-4’-methoxyanthocyanidin-5-O-β-glucopyranoside were identified in the rhizome. The four abacopterins and triphyllin were shown to be cytotoxic against HepG2 (human hepatoma) cell lines (Zhao et al. 2006).

Two flavan-4-ol glycosides, isolated from the rhizome, show significant anticancer activity against HeLa (cervical) and L929 (fibrosarcoma) cancer cell lines (Fang et al. 2010).

Abacopterin E lowered hydrogen peroxide-induced cytotoxicity and improved learning and memory abilities in a neurotoxicity mouse study. In vitro, the compound protected PC12 cells, prompting the authors to move on to animal trials. In the mouse brain, the compound also restored activities of superoxide dismutase and glutathione peroxidase and attenuated the increase in malondialdehyde. These findings suggest that abacopterin E offers neuroprotection against oxidative stress-induced neurotoxicity (Lei et al. 2011b).

A flavone and flavanone showed significant antioxidant activity in vitro and an in vivo protective effect on dopamine-induced neurotoxicity in PC12 (neuroblastoma) cells. In a mouse study, these compounds were found to upregulate the level of brain-derived neurotrophic factor (BDNF) (Wei et al. 2011c; 2013a).

A caffeic acid derivative, named 7’Z-3-O-(3,4-dihydroxyphenylethenyl)-caffeic acid (CADP) was extracted from the Abacopteris penangiana rhizome, and showed significant neuroprotection in mice treated with CADP (Fu et al. 2013).

Eruberin B, also found in rhizomes, exhibits moderate activity against various cancer cell lines (Shen et al. 2020).

Research by Yang and colleagues (2014c) found flavanol glycosides and their acid hydrolysate inhibit chronic non-bacterial prostatitis in rats via various pathways.

The fern exerts testosterone-induced benign prostatic hyperplasia protection by regulating inflammatory responses, reducing oxidative stress, and having antiproliferative effects on prostate cells in an animal study (Yang et al. 2014b).

ACROSTICHUM

Golden Leather Fern  Mangrove Fern  Swamp Fern

Golden leather fern (Acrostichum aureum), found in mangrove swamps, has long been a traditional medicine in Bangladesh for various conditions, including peptic ulcers. The genus name, given by Linnaeus, relates to the felt-like sori appearing acrostichoid, meaning distributed uniformly across the back of the frond.

In India, the fern is commonly known as swamp, or mangrove fern. Tea extracts of the fronds were taken to promote a healthy pregnancy (Goswani et al. 2016). The fronds were traditionally used in the Philippines as a topical emollient, and the rhizomes as a vulnerary for obstinate skin ulcers. In Malaya, a historical region that now forms part of Malaysia, the rhizomes were prepared into a paste to treat wounds and boils, while in Egypt a frond paste is used to treat headaches. The tender leaves are eaten either raw or cooked as a vegetable, made into brooms for sweeping, or as a fish attractor (Bandyopadhyay and Dey 2022).
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The fertile frond was applied to syphilitic ulcers in Borneo (Quisumbing 1951).

The rhizome was used for intestinal worms and bladder complaints in China (Usher 1971). In Bangkok, Thailand, fern spores are the third most common type of airborne spores. Among 226 patients with allergic rhinitis, 61.5% had reactions attributed to these fern spores (Scevkova et al. 2022).

The golden leather fern exhibits the potential for phytoremediation of antibiotic-contaminated sediment, especially fluoroquinolones, widely used in Vietnam shrimp farming (Hoang et al. 2013). In 2005, the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) banned the use of these antibiotics in the poultry industry in the United States, due to the presence of fluoroquinolone-resistant bacterium Campylobacter jejuni, one of the most common causes of bacterial gastroenteritis. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) estimates that the bacteria yearly cause infections in 1.5 million residents of the United States. Although Australia never legalized the use of fluoroquinolones in commercial chickens, drug-resistant bacteria have appeared in the country, likely introduced by humans, pest species, or wild birds.

Methanol extracts of the fronds yield pterosin sesquiterpenes. One sulphated pterosin-induced apoptosis on AGS (gastric cancer) cell lines, and methanol extracts showed selective cytotoxicity against different cancer cell lines (Uddin et al. 2011a; 2011b).

Patriscabratine is moderately cytotoxic against AGS (gastric cancer), and the breast cancer cell lines MDA-MB-231 and MCF-7. Tetracosane exhibited some cytotoxicity against gastric, breast, HT-29 (colon), and NIH 3T3 (mouse fibroblast) cancer cell lines. Both patriscabratine and tetracosane displayed apoptotic effect comparable to, if not greater than, the positive control cycloheximide (Uddin et al. 2012). Patriscabratine down-regulates nitric oxide production and pro-inflammatory cytokines and upregulates NQO1, nuclear NRF2 and heme oxygenase. The compound is stable in animals and human liver microsomes (Mak et al. 2022).

Water extracts show benefits in gastric ulceration, induced in a rat study. The fern prevented damage from ethanol-induced injury, increased the levels of glutathione, superoxide dismutase, and catalase, and decreased malondialdehyde. The extract also decreased the expression of pro-inflammatory cytokines and protein expressions of p65 (Wu et al. 2018c).

Early work by Prakash et al. (1985) found that golden leather fern extracts exhibit anti-implantation activity in female albino rats, suggesting possible inhibition of pregnancy.

ACTINIOPTERIS

Peacock’s Tail Fern  Ray Fern


Geographic Range: Africa, Afghanistan, Australia, Botswana, India, Nepal, Southeast Asia, West Indies

Habitat: deep soil, shady areas, hot and dry climates

Practical Uses: phytoremediation (selenium)

Medicinal Applications: analgesic, allergies, aphrodisiac, anti-biofilm, antimicrobial, asthma, birth control, bronchitis, cancer, chronic cough, cooling agent, dandruff, diabetes, diarrhea, diuretic, dysentery, female reproductive problems, fertility stimulant, fever, gallstones, gastrointestinal conditions, Hansen’s disease, hemorrhoids, hyperglycemia, hyperthermia, hypertension, infections, inflammation, intestinal worms, irregular menstruation, leucorrhea, liver protection, malaria, parasites, rickets, skin conditions, skin disease, sore throat, tuberculosis



Ray fern (Actiniopteris radiata syn. Actiniopteris dictotoma) enjoys deep soil in shady areas, but is equally at home in hot, dry climates in parts of Africa, India, Nepal, Afghanistan, Southeast Asia, and Australia. The genus name derives from actino, meaning ray or radiate; and pteris “wing.” A popular English name is peacock’s tail fern. In Botswana, the popularity of the fern led to a postal stamp issued in 1992.

These ferns known as mayursikha or morpankhi have been used in traditional ayurvedic medicine for parasites, skin disease, fertility issues, diarrhea, and dysentery. Their rhizomes are used to treat a variety of conditions, including chronic cough, gallstones, gastrointestinal issues, infections, Hansen’s disease, skin conditions, hyperglycemia, and hyperthermia. The rhizomes are decocted, and when cooled, the water is used as hair rinse for dandruff. Additionally, the fronds are chewed to alleviate sore throat (Singh et al. 2005).

Ray fern rhizomes have been traditionally used to treat asthma and female reproductive problems. Watery stools and fever are treated with juice derived from the stem, ingested twice daily (Karthik et al. 2011).

A sugary rhizome is given to kill intestinal worms, twice daily for three consecutive days, and is also used as a cooling agent for syphilis. The fern is mixed with cow’s milk for leucorrhea and hemorrhoids. The fresh fronds are consumed with honey several times daily for bronchitis or are soaked in water overnight and taken orally in the morning for hypertension. A paste made from two fronds, administered twice daily, was used for children with rickets. For irregular menstruation, a paste of five to six fronds is combined with 200 ml of fresh cow’s milk and taken for a week and a powder of eight to ten fronds is mixed with curd as a supposed measure for birth control. The decoction is taken for tuberculosis (Singh et al. 2016).

The fresh fronds are mixed with sugar and taken twice a day to increase and strengthen women, stimulate fertility, and supposedly act as an aphrodisiac (Parihar and Parihar 2006). In the West Indies, the fronds are chewed for sore throat, and the rhizome is decocted to treat dandruff (Lloyd 1964).

The main compounds of the ray fern are hentriacontane, hentriacontanol, β-sitosterolpalmitate, β-sitosterol-D-glucoside and rutin (quercetin-3-rutinoside). Hentriacontane possesses anti-inflammatory, antitumor and antimicrobial activities.

An initial in vitro study, followed by an in vivo mouse trial, identified the compound as a potent suppressor of inflammatory cytokines, and a regulatory effect on NF-κB (Khajuria et al. 2017). Hentriacontane exhibits biofilm inhibition of tuberculosis-causing mycobacteria (Akande et al. 2022). A study by Kim et al. (2011) found that hentriacontane attenuated weight loss, colon shortening, and levels of IL-6 in mice with dextran sulphate sodium-induced colitis in mice.

Quercetin-3-rutinoside protected male mice against radiation-induced hematopoietic toxicity, suggesting cancer patients may also benefit from supplementation (Dutta et al. 2021). Rutin exhibits antioxidant and anti-inflammatory activity and may protect against male infertility. A mini review by Rotimi et al. (2023) found that it mitigated induced oxidative stress, apoptosis, inflammation, and related physiological processes that cause testicular dysfunction.

The root and the frond accumulate selenium, suggesting benefits for phytoremediation (Srivastava et al. 2005). Ten ferns were tested, and ray fern was determined to be the best overall for phytoremediation. Rabbit’s foot fern (Davallia griffithiana) was the best accumulator of selenate, while ladder brake fern (Pteris vittata) showed the highest accumulation when treated with selenite.

The fern has been screened for anti-stress and anti-allergic response in asthma, using in vivo animal models. An ethanol extract showed significant inhibition of leukocytosis (Vadnere et al. 2013) and liver protection (Manubolu et al. 2014). A methanol extract has been found to exhibit antidiabetic activity (Chand Basha et al. 2013). Both water and ethanol extracts show analgesic activity, and the fern wax inhibits growth of Salmonella typhi, Staphylococcus aureus, and Escherichia coli (Manubolu et al. 2013; Naik and Jadge 2010). The frond extract exhibits larvicidal activity against malaria and dengue-infested mosquitoes, with insignificant toxicity to non-target aquatic organisms (Kamaraj et al. 2018). Earlier work by Deharo et al. (1992) identified n-hentriacontanol to possess antimalarial activity.

ADIANTUM

California Fern  Five-Fingered Jack  Maidenhair Ferns


Geographic Range: Alaska, Belgium, British Columbia (Canada), Canary Islands, Ecuador, Ethiopia, France, India, Iran, Iraq, Ivory Coast, Jamaica, Latin America, Malaya, Nepal, Newfoundland (Canada), Pakistan, Pennsylvania, Perak (Malaysia), Philippines, Quebec, South Africa, Spain, Turkey, United States

Habitat: temperate zones, hot springs, acidic soil conditions, epiphytic (growing on trees), lithophytic (growing on rocks)

Practical Uses: alcoholic beverages, basket decoration, fish food, hair blackness and shininess (ashes), hair rinse, opening and enlarging earlobes, staple food

Medicinal Applications: Alzheimer’s disease, abdominal cramps, analgesic, antianxiety, anti-biofilm, anti-hair loss, anti-inflammatory, anti-lithiatic, anti-obesity, anti-ulcer, antiasthma, antiurolithiatic, antibacterial, antidiarrheal, antidysenteric, antifungal, antioxidant, anticonvulsant, antidepressant, antihistaminic, anuria, aphrodisiac, asthma, bee stings, blisters, blood, brain, bronchitis, cancer, centipede bites, chest, cholesterol, colds, colic, colitis, contraceptive, cough, cystitis, demulcent, debility, diabetes, diarrhea, dysentery, dog bites, diuretic, diabetes, earlobes, edema, emetic, emmenagogue, epilepsy, expel placenta, expectorant, childbirth, fainting, fever, flu, gonorrhea, gastric issues, hair loss, hayfever, heartburn, heart, hoarseness, headaches, heartbeat, menstruation, infertility in women, endurance, intestinal distress, jaundice, kidneys, liver, lung infections, menstruation, mental health, mouth ulcers, nasal congestion, pneumonia, postpartum, pulmonary catarrh, urination, pleurisy, rabies, rheumatism, reduce blood sugar, respiratory, scorpion stings, scrofula, leprosy, snake bites, sore back of infants, spleen, stimulant, stomach cramps, stomach conditions, swollen glands, spermicidal, tonic, urinary

Warning: Caution is advised regarding reproductive health and fertility, as certain species are known to have contraceptive and/or abortifacient effects.



The genus name derives from the Greek adiantos, meaning “unwetted” or “unmoistened,” referring to the ability of fronds to repel water. The Greek dianinein means, “to wet.” There are about 150 Adiantum species worldwide, mostly to be found in tropical regions.

The species name capillus-veneris (Venus maidenhair fern) derives from the Latin and means “hair of Venus,” alluding to the Roman goddess Venus, whose hair was dry and perfectly arranged when she arose from the waters near Cyprus. The Catholic Church later renamed the fern virgin’s hair (Dowling 1900). Pedatum derives from the Latin “footed,” referring to the pinnae that radiate outward from the horseshoe-shaped rachis.

The genus is popularly known as hansraj in ayurvedic medicine, and is used for treating colds, tumors of the spleen, liver, and other viscera, skin diseases, bronchitis, and inflammatory diseases.

The common maidenhair fern (Adiantum aethiopicum) is used in Ethiopia for respiratory and liver conditions. The Basotho people of South Africa dry the frond and smoke it for head colds. In parts of Europe, demulcent tea is consumed for asthma and other mucus-congested bronchial conditions (Watt and Breyer-Brandwijk 1962).


MAIDENHAIR FERN ESSENCE

This essence of Adiantum aethiopicum imparts the ability to see the deeper meaning behind one’s choices, decisions, patterns, and events in one’s life, and to appreciate the soul’s purpose. It introduces a heightened sensitivity that alters one’s vibration, lifting resonance and allowing for changes in the life path. This essence facilitates hearing and listening to the inner voice for guidance, encouraging reliance on internal rather than external support. Find at the South African Flower and Gem Essences company.



Venus maidenhair fern (Adiantum capillus-veneris) is a well-known medicinal herb used both traditionally and in modern times; in North America, it is known as southern maidenhair or black maidenhair fern. Southern maidenhair fern is common to temperate zones worldwide, with a few ferns found growing around hot springs in the Black Hills of South Dakota and Fairmont Hot Springs in British Columbia (Canada), over one thousand kilometers from its usual range.
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The Roman naturalist Pliny wrote “In vain, do you plunge the Adiantum into water, it always remains dry.” He noted that, when soaked in wine, the fern was believed to break urinary stones (now known as bladder or kidney stones). The frond was crushed and applied to centipede bites. The fern was also known as terrae capillus and used to treat intestinal distress and reduce menstrual flow and remove afterbirth.

The frond has been utilized since the times of Dioscorides, mainly for respiratory conditions. He mentions in his five volumes de Materia Médica that the root is useless but the fronds are beneficial for asthma, jaundice, spleen, and pain with urination.

Aelius or Claudius Galenus (130–210 CE) was a Greek physician, whose writings influenced European medicine for nearly 1400 years. He suggested the fern “maketh things thin that are thick.” Short and to the point.

To this day, the Venus maidenhair fern is prepared in a honey syrup and flavored with orange flowers in France. This is known as sirop de capillaire and used to treat pulmonary catarrh. Several fresh fronds are immersed in hot water for half an hour, strained, and about one cup of sweetener and 30 ml of neroli or orange flower hydrosol are added. Prepared this way, the syrup will keep fresh in the fridge for several weeks.

The fern has a lily-like fragrance. It symbolizes fascination, magic, discretion, secrecy, and the bond of love.

Maud Grieve (1858–1941), herbalist and horticulturist, (1931) notes “It also enters into the composition of Elixir de Garus. It is employed on the Continent as an emmenagogue under the names of polytrichid, polytrichon or kalliphyllon administered as a sweetened infusion of 1 oz. to a pint of boiling water.” Grieve’s A Modern Herbal was a standard resource for many herbal students in the 1960s.

My distant relative, the renowned English botanist and astrologer Nicholas Culpeper (1616–1654) (1652) wrote in his book, The English Physician (1652), “This and all other Maiden hairs is a good remedy for coughs, asthmas, pleurisy, etc., and on account of it being a gentle diuretic also in jaundice, gravel and other impurities of the kidneys. All the Maidenhairs should be used green and in conjunction with other ingredients because their virtues are weak.” He further noted “Maidenhair distilled in May, the water cleanses both liver and lungs, clarifies the blood and breaks the stone.” This book, written in English instead of Latin, brought herbal medicine to everyone and was used by the medical establishment.

The distillation and production of hydrosols were popular in parts of Europe, helping preserve plant constituents that would be lost in dry plant material.

Hieronymus Brunschwig, German surgeon, alchemist, and botanist (1450–1512) suggested that a water distillation of the whole maidenhair fern be applied to alopecia of the scalp to promote hair retention. He also claimed it could break stones, clear yellow jaundice, and alleviate colic in the stomach and intestine. His book Liber de arte de distillandi de simplicibus (1500), describes the distillation of plants and the use of hydrosols for various health conditions.

John Gerard, English botanist and surgeon, wrote in (1597), “It consumeth and wasteth away the King’s Evil and other hard swellings, and it maketh the hair of the head or beard to grow that is fallen and pulled off.” King’s Evil was an old term for tuberculous cervical lymphadenitis (scrofula).

In the Hebrew Talmud, the fern called yo’ezer was recommended for liver complaints. Towards the end of the 17th century Dr. Joseph Garrus, living in Paris, developed an elixir that contained maidenhair fern, which became a popular panacea during the following century. However, after his death, he was accused of improving a formula by Paracelsus called élixir de propriété. It is still considered one of the finest aperitif liquors for stimulating digestion (Labrude 2010).

The Irish herbalist John K’Eogh (1735) wrote “It helps cure asthma, coughs and shortness of breath. It is good against jaundice, diarrhea, spitting of blood and the bites of mad dogs. It also provokes urination and menstruation, and breaks up the stone in bladder, spleen and kidneys.”

Today, frond infusions are used in Spain, Belgium, and the Canary Islands for bronchitis and whooping cough as well as for painful menstruation. Meanwhile, the rhizomes have been used as expectorant in Iran and Iraq, highlighting the plant’s similar medicinal applications across different cultures (Quisumbing 1951). In Turkey, the fronds are fed to Mohair goats to produce a high-quality milk product (de Baïracli Levy 1973).

The fronds contain eight carotenoids, four pheophytins, and two chlorophylls. Lutein (806 µg/g), chlorophyll b’ (410 µg/g), chlorophyll a (162 µg/g), 9’-Z-neoxanthin (142.8 µg/g) and E-violaxanthin (82.2 µg/g) are present in high amounts. Lutein is well-known for its benefits in eye health, preventing retinal and macular degeneration.

Hexane fractions of the alcohol extract reveal isoadiantone, isoadiantol-B, 3-methoxy-4-hydroxyfilicane, 3,4-dihydroxyfilicane, and quercetin flavonoids.

Various phenolics include 4-hydroxybenzoic acid, chlorogenic acid, caftaric acid, kaempferol glycosides, p-coumaric acid, rosmarinic acid, 5-caffeoylquinic acid, and quercetin glycosides. Kaempferol-3-sophorotrioside is present in significant amounts with 58.7 mg/g (Zeb and Ullah 2017). Quinic acids and shikimic acids are also present. Caftaric acid is the ester of caffeic acid. Work by Tanyeli et al. (2019) found the compound to possess antioxidant and anti-inflammatory activity in indomethacin-induced gastric ulcers in rats.

Frond infusions were traditionally used in Iran to treat jaundice (Tewari et al. 2017). In early medical and pharmaceutical textbooks of traditional Iranian medicine, it was named pare-siavashan. A review of the literature by Dehdari and Hajimehdipoor (2018) found maidenhair fern to possess a number of medicinal benefits, including antidiabetic, anticonvulsant, analgesic, hypocholesterolemic, goitergenic, antibacterial, antifungal, wound healing, anti-obesity, anti-hair loss, antiasthma, anti-inflammatory, antidiarrheal, antispasmodic, diuretic, and anti-urolithiatic properties.

Follicular density and the anagen/telogen ratio suggest that maidenhair fern possesses significant activity against testosterone-induced alopecia (Noubarani et al. 2014).

An excellent recent review by Kashkooe et al. (2021) provides a comprehensive synopsis of its properties and toxicology. The benefits include remodeling of lung alveolar epithelial cells in hypoxic environments (or during high-intensity exercise), wound healing, protection from free radical damage to fibroblast cells, effectiveness against testosterone-induced alopecia (male pattern baldness). Additionally, it possesses anticonvulsant, antidepressant, analgesic, diuretic, anti-inflammatory, antimicrobial, anti-lithiatic (stone reduction and removal), hypothyroid balancing, antidiarrheal, antispasmodic, antiasthmatic, antihistaminic, and anticancer properties, and inhibition enzyme beneficial in Alzheimer’s disease, diabetes, and skin conditions.

In the Amazon regions of Brazil and Peru, the fern is traditionally used as an expectorant, for rheumatism, heartburn, gallstones, hair loss, and urinary issues. In Nepal the fronds are pounded into a paste and applied to the forehead for headaches.

The genus is popularly known as hansraj in ayurvedic medicine, and is used for treating colds, tumors of the spleen, liver, and other viscera, skin diseases, bronchitis, and inflammatory diseases. Hansraj is an Indian cough medicine widely available, containing the fern. Fresh frond tea has been traditionally used for irregular menses, and to facilitate childbirth and aid the expulsion of the placenta from the uterus after childbirth. The frond decoction was given to infertile women, and the whole fern was used as an aphrodisiac to arouse sexual desire or increase pleasure (Singh and Singh 2012).
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In India, the fronds are mixed with honey to treat seasonal fevers (Singh et al. 1989). The juice has been traditionally used to treat cough and to reduce blood sugar levels, the fronds chewed for mouth ulcers and a tea used as a diuretic.

The ethyl acetate fraction exhibits superior analgesic and anti-inflammatory benefits compared to ibuprofen and indomethacin, respectively (Haider et al. 2011).

Isolated compounds in alcohol extracts show in vivo anti-inflammatory and significant hypoglycemic activity (Ibraheim et al. 2011). Water extracts applied to late-radiation-induced injury, bedsores, and burns exhibit skin tissue repair (Nilforoushzadeh et al. 2014). Both crude and gold nanoparticles of the fern possess antiproliferative and apoptosis-inducing properties against MCF-7 and BT47 breast cancer cell lines (Rautray et al. 2018). In rats, water and hydroalcoholic extracts reduce acetic acid-induced colitis, significantly lowering levels of myeloperoxidase compared to the control drugs prednisolone and mesalazine (Khoramian et al. 2020). An extract given to mice exposed to hypoxia and then strenuous exercise, reduced P53 and TNF-α expression and increased the surface area of lung tissue (Yadegari et al. 2019). An in vivo rat study found that the fern reduced the serum levels of calcium, phosphorus, and blood urea, validating its traditional use by Unani physicians for urolithiasis. However, creatinine levels remained unchanged (Ahmed et al. 2013).

Like acarbose, the fern extracts are potent in vitro dual inhibitors of alpha-amylase and alpha-glycosidase. Unlike guar gum, the fern does not hinder glucose diffusion.

The fern extract is equivalent to orlistat in inhibiting pancreatic triacylglycerol lipase. However, it does not exhibit antihyperglycemic activity comparable to metformin and glipizide in a rat study. However, the extract is superior to atorvastatin, showing significant anti-obesity effects in rats fed a high cholesterol diet for ten weeks (Kasabri et al. 2017). The fern also exhibits in vivo glucose tolerance (Neef et al. 1995). The methanol extract has a very low MIC value of 0.48 micrograms/ml against Escherichia coli (Singh et al. 2008).

The fronds, stems, and rhizomes of the maidenhair fern were extracted with various solvents and tested against ten Multi-Drug Resistant bacterial strains and five fungal strains. Significant activity against most of the studied MDR bacteria was noted (Ishaq et al. 2014).

ESKAPE drug-resistant bacteria are a group of pathogens found in both community and hospital-acquired infections known for their high levels of antibiotic resistance and their ability to “escape” the effects of antibacterial drugs. The acronym “ESKAPE” stands for the following bacteria: Enterococcus faecium, Staphylococcus aureus, Klebsiella pneumoniae, Acinetobacter baumanii, Pseudomonas aeruginosa, and the Enterobacter species. Ethanol extracts of the maidenhair fern inhibited growth of all six MDR ESKAPE pathogens (Khan et al. 2018).

In 2019 the CDC published a list of eighteen antibiotic-resistant microbes that threaten the lives of Americans. In addition to the six mentioned above, they are Clostridium difficile, Neisseria gonorrhoeae, Campylobacter, Enterococcus ssp., Salmonella and Salmonella enterica serotype, Typhi, Shigella, Streptococcus pneumoniae, Candida albicans, and Mycobacterium tuberculosis.

In 2019, an estimated 1.7 million people died from drug-resistant bacteria worldwide. It is unfortunate that three quarters of people believe that it is the person taking the drug who becomes resistant, not the microbes. And about two-thirds of people ingest unnecessary antibiotics for viral infections.

The fern may offer benefits for commercial freshwater fish farming growth and health; Research by Hoseinifar et al. (2020) found that adding leaf powder to fish food increases carp growth, enhances resistance to various bacteria, and boosts the overall immune health of carp. Notably, it improves resistance to Yersinia ruckeri, a gram-negative bacterium that causes enteric red mouth disease in some fish species.

An endophytic fungus, Chaetomium globosum, was discovered on healthy leaves of the fern in Egypt. An ethyl acetate extract of this fungus exhibited strong antioxidant activity and potent cytotoxicity against HepG2 (liver) and FGC4 (rat hepatoma) cancer cell lines. This extract is moderately antibacterial, inhibits butyrylcholinesterase, one of the neurohydrolase enzymes that may play a role in Alzheimer’s disease, and prevents the herpes simplex virus 2 from attaching to VERO cells (Selim et al. 2014).

Further research by Selim et al. (2016) replicated the findings and revealed significant inhibition of butyrylcholinesterase and strong cytotoxicity against HepG2 (liver) as well as UACC62 (melanoma) cell lines. A rat study using an ethanol extract suggests significant antidepressant and antianxiety effects due to reduced malondialdehyde levels as well as increased antioxidant levels (Rabiei and Setorki 2019).

Secondary metabolites of the endophytic fungus exhibit significant anti-inflammatory effects, specifically in reducing inflammation associated with rheumatoid arthritis. This was demonstrated in an adjuvant-induced arthritis rat model (Abdel-Azeem et al. 2016).

Carbendazim (CBZ) is a toxic fungicide widely used in agriculture and veterinary practice, known for its persistence and residues in food products. Fern extracts have been shown to reduce liver toxicity in CBZ-treated rats by reducing inflammation and enhancing antioxidant activity (Seif et al. 2023). Previous research found that the fern protects the female reproductive system (Madboli and Seif 2021).

Bisphenol A is a plastic pollutant that causes liver and xeno-toxicity. Fern extracts appear to ameliorate the toxicity due to antioxidant activity (Kanwal et al. 2018).

The main volatile compound in the fern is (E)-2-decenal, which exhibits a scent that is plastic-like, but described by some as a stink bug odor. The tincture of this fern is used in hair tonics and some alcoholic beverages.


Give me the strong, rank scent of fern in the spring for vigour.

HENRY DAVID THOREAU




Historically, this fern has been an official drug in several countries, including France, Austria, Belgium, Croatia-Slavonia, Denmark, Portugal, Romania, Russia, Serbia, Spain, Sweden, and Switzerland.

In France and India, trailing or walking maidenhair fern (Adiantum caudatum) fronds have been used for cough and fever. In the Philippines, the fronds are applied externally for various skin conditions, in India they are applied as a paste to blisters and wounds and the rhizome prepared as a tea for elevated blood sugar, and in Malaya and Perak, decocted fronds and rhizomes are used to treat chest complaints (Burkill 1966).

Isaac Henry Burkill (1870–1965) was an English economic botanist and author working in India and what is now known as Singapore. He was honored with the Linnean Medal in 1952, recognizing his significant contributions to the field of botany.

The triterpenoid- and phenolic-rich fraction of Adiantum caudatum exhibits alpha-amylase and alpha-glucosidase inhibition comparable to that of acarbose (Telegari and Hullatti 2015). Water extracts of the fronds show potent activity against Escherichia coli, Bacillus subtilis, and Pseudomonas aeruginosa, with the latter bacteria being more susceptible to the aqueous extract than to amoxicillin (Ahmed et al. 2015).

Amoxicillin is the most common antibiotic prescribed to children, and in the pork industry it is used to control systemic infections such as Streptococcus suis. Its overuse in treating human Helicobacter pylori has led to antibiotic resistance and increasing antimicrobial resistance in patients with endodontic infections (Ardila et al. 2023).

Delta maidenhair fern (Adiantum cuneatum syn. A. raddianum) is used in traditional Jamaican medicine. Its common name is derived from the dark, shiny stipes, which look like human hair.

It is native to South America and grown indoors all around the world. Despite its popularity as an indoor plant, its introduction to Hawaii has led to it becoming invasive. There are several cultivars, varying in shapes and sizes, including ‘Fragrans,’ ‘Fritz Lüthi,’ ‘Ocean Spray,’ ‘Pacific Maid,’ ‘Brilliantelse,’ and ‘Kensington Gem.’ The latter two cultivars won the Royal Horticultural Society’s Award of Garden Merit.

Delta maidenhair fern (Adiantum cuneatum) was investigated for its phytochemical composition. Hexane fractions revealed filicene and filicenal extracts, which, when injected intraperitoneally, exhibited potent analgesic activity in two mice models of pain. Filicene was seven times more potent than reference drugs such as ASA (aspirin) and acetaminophen and inhibited both neurogenic and inflammatory phases of the formalin test (Bresciani et al. 2003).

Filicene, when tested against acetic acid-induced abdominal constrictions, was more potent than acetaminophen, diclofenac, and ASA at equivalent doses. Filicene produced dose-related inhibition of pain caused by capsaicin and glutamate. The antinociceptive action was significantly reversed by atropine, haloperidol, various GABA(A) and GABA(B) antagonists (bicuculline and phaclofen, respectively). It was not affected by L arginine nitric oxide, serotonin, adrenergic, or opioid systems. This suggests that, although not completely understood, the mechanism of action involves interaction with the cholinergic, dopaminergic, glutamatergic, GABAergic, and/or tachykinergic systems (de Souza et al. 2009).

Hepatonic acid, an unsaturated fatty acid with a cyclopropane moiety, isolated from fan-leaved maidenhair fern (Adiantum flabellulatum) possesses anti-protein tyrosine phosphatase activity (Chen et al. 2022c). This fern thrives in acidic soil conditions.

Protein tyrosine phosphatases (PTPs) are involved in various conditions, including diabetes, Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s diseases, allergies, and inflammation. These enzymes, along with protein tyrosine kinases, regulate phosphorylation within cells, and their alteration and mutation are associated with cancer, diabetes/obesity, autoimmune, and infectious diseases. Although numerous studies suggest PTPs are “undruggable,” the potential benefits of natural fatty acids, such as hepatonic acid, warrant further research.

The fragile maidenhair fern (Adiantum fragile syn. Dennstaedtia anthriscifolia) is used medicinally in Jamaica.

The rough maidenhair fern (Adiantum hispidulum), known for its beautiful red-pink new foliage, is also called rosy maidenhair or five-fingered jack. It is native to tropical and temperate regions and has been naturalized in the Southeastern United States. This fern is sometimes grown indoors as it cannot tolerate cold winters. The species name hispidulum derives from the Latin hispis meaning “hair,” “minutely hairy,” or “bristly.”

Tailed maidenhair fern (Adiantum incisum), harvested in Pakistan, contains significant levels of alkaloids, possesses antioxidant activity, and shows moderate to significant antifungal activity against Aspergillus niger (Kazmi et al. 2019). The dried leaf dust of the fern is consumed with butter to alleviate the feeling of burning in the body. The fronds are used to relieve cough, lower blood sugar levels, and treat skin disorders (Singh and Upadhyay 2012).

A water/ethanol extract of the whole fern has been shown to effectively treat STZ-induced type 2 diabetes in rats, owing to both antioxidant and alpha-amylase inhibition. The fern contains compounds such as cardiac glycosides, flavonoids, phenolics, saponins, and fixed oils (Bilal et al. 2022).

California maidenhair (Adiantum jordanii) was harvested by the Mendocino people of California for its thin black midrib, which was used to open and enlarge earlobes (Lloyd 1964).

The Costanoan living around the San Francisco Bay Area decocted the fern to purify blood, treat stomach troubles, expel afterbirth, and address various postpartum issues. Other groups have used the decocted fern to treat pain below the shoulders (Moerman 1986).

Broadleaf maidenhair fern Adiantum latifolium is used in Latin American traditional medicine for anxiety, and as an analgesic and anti-inflammatory. A methanol extract was tested on mice and demonstrated pain reduction and anti-inflammatory benefits through the inhibition of IL-1β production (Nonato et al. 2011).
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The SARS-CoV-2 virus pandemic resulted in millions of people losing their lives, and hundreds of millions more suffering short and long-term health consequences. A compound, 22-hydroxyhopane (diplopterol), derived from the fronds of Adiantum latifolium, binds to six enzymes essential for viral replication, as well as to RNA binding protein, spike protein, membrane protein, and ACE2 receptors (Kumar and Siddique 2022).

Whole fern extracts from Adiantum lunulatum, which grows in India, reveal the presence of various triterpenes including mollugogenol A, an antifungal saponin. In India, powdered dried rhizome is used for snakebites (Singh et al. 1989), and bites are treated with a paste made from both fronds and rhizomes. Traditionally, the fern has been used to treat rabies, epilepsy, fever associated with elephantiasis, abdominal cramps, flu, and Hansen’s disease (leprosy) caused by Mycobacterium leprae.

The compound has potential spermicidal activity, causing significant damage to the sperm membrane in both head and tail regions and affecting sperm motility and viability (Rajasekaran et al. 1993). Strangely, a decoction of the fresh ferns is given to cure irregular menstrual cycles, and a paste made from the fronds is given to help women conceive (Rout et al. 2009).

Ethanol extracts of the fern possess hepatoprotective and antioxidant characteristics (Kakadia et al. 2020). In India, ten grams of the whole fern is mixed with black pepper and prepared into a paste or into pills, with two pills taken twice daily for a month to cure bronchitis or asthma (Singh et al. 1989).

Malaria accounts for over 3% of total disease burden worldwide. A natural ozonide, 1,2,4-trioxolane, derived from monosorus maidenhair fern (Adiantum monochlamys) was first isolated in 1976. More research may result in new applications of various ozonide derivatives for this major infectious disease (Tiwari et al. 2019).

Artemisinin, derived from sweet wormwood (Artemisia annua) contains 1,2,4-trioxolane derivatives. Tu Youyou was honored with the 2015 Nobel Prize for her work on artemisinin and its derivates, which have saved millions of lives.

The fern exhibits two-stage carcinogenesis in mouse skin papilloma models (Konoshima et al. 1996).

Northern maidenhair (Adiantum pedatum syn. A. aleuticum) has been used by the Lenni Lenape and Iroquois of the Delaware River valley region for heart problems, rheumatism, asthma (smoked), and skin wounds. The name pedatum derives from the Greek “foot” and refers to the fronds’ bird’s foot shape.
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The Iroquois used decoctions of the roots to promote menstruation and possibly abortifacient. It was ingested or used as an external wash for gonorrhea. It was also given to children to relieve stomach cramps or rubbed externally on the sore backs of infants. Decoctions of the rhizome were taken for anuria and fresh rhizomes were prepared as a foot bath for rheumatism. The fern infusions were used ceremonially as an emetic remedy for love medicine (Moerman 1986).

The Forest Potawatomi, a Native American tribe originally from the Great Lakes region in the Northeastern and Midwestern United States, infused northern maidenhair fern roots and drank the tea to cure breast engorgement, or mastitis. The fern is known as black leg or memakate’wiga’teuk.

The Meskwaki, also known as the Fox people, used the whole fern to cure children who “turn black” (Moerman 1986). The condition remains unknown.

Before being relocated westward, the Cherokee used fern poultices to treat rheumatic muscle pain. The doctrine of signatures involved the young fronds uncurling and straightening, relating to standing tall without pain. The fern, known as kâ’gaskû’ntagî, meaning “crow shin,” was combined with hawthorn berry and Aralia racemosa rhizome as a powerful medicine for women with irregular heartbeats. They also dried and powdered the fronds as a smoke for heart trouble or asthma. A slow decoction of roots was taken to stop excessive menstruation, and rhizomes were taken for respiratory conditions (Smith 1924). The Cherokee infused or decocted the fern for ague and fevers. It was also used for “sudden attacks such as bad pneumonia in children.” (Moerman 1986).

The fern is an expectorant, stimulant, demulcent, and a mild astringent tonic.

The Menominee of the Wisconsin/Michigan region used the rhizome in combination medicines for dysentery and the whole fern for “female maladies” (Moerman 1986). The Menominee, or O-Maeq-No-Min-Ni-Wuk, meaning “People of the Wild Rice,” relied on wild rice as staple food. The Mi’kmaq drank fern decoctions to treat fits, possibly epilepsy (Moerman 1986).

Herbalists have traditionally used this fern for fever, coughs, hoarseness, asthma, pleurisy, and Streptococcus infections of the lungs.

Formerly known as one species, Adiantum pedatum is now considered the Northeastern species, and western maidenhair (Adiantum aleuticum) is found west of the Rocky Mountains. The two species are difficult to distinguish, with the latter fern also found in Newfoundland, Quebec, and south to Pennsylvania. Where the two species grow together, a fertile hybrid, green mountain maidenhair (Adiantum viridi-montanum), has developed.
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The Haida of Alaska and Skidegate refer to western maidenhair as ts’aagwaal and ts’aagul. The beautiful, black, and shiny stems have been used to decorate baskets (Turner 2004). (This may also refer to lady fern Athyrium filix-femina, which you can see in a photo on page 66.) The fern was used by various tribes of Western Washington (Gunther 1945).

The Lummi know it as tungwëltcin meaning “hair medicine.” They shared with the Makah and Skokomish the use of this fern for hair care. The Skokomish and Twana name aiya’o’lgad translates as “hair bigger.” The Gitxsan call this and other ferns demtx or damtx. The Haisla call this fern, or ferns in general, saʔit’, meaning “finger plant.”

The Makah chewed the leaves of the tlotlotc’sa’dit (dry fern) for sore chests and stomach trouble, and internal hemorrhage. An alternate name is yuyuuxltsbitsaal, meaning “the leaves work even when there is no wind.”

Infused frond water was used as hair rinse by Makah, Skokomish, and Lummi of the Pacific Northwest. The Nuu-chah-nulth refer to this fern as “the real one,” or yuxsmapt.
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The Kwakwaka’wakw name for this fern and ferns in general is salʔidana. The Quinault burned the leaves to ash and rubbed them into the scalp to make hair blacker and shinier (Gunther 1945). They call the fern pilápila, pal-pulth or hah-polk-pulth. The Twana also refer to the fern as “hair bigger,” aiyaʔólgad.

The Ditidaht refer to the fern as “resembling whale baleen,” or tl’ iitl’ iidqw aqsibak’ kw. The Lushootseed name is pepech, and the Southern Lushootseed call it tsábtsub. The plant was dried and powdered as a snuff or smoked to relieve asthma. The Hesquiat chewed the fronds for shortness of breath. Infusions were used by dancers in the winter to keep them “light on their feet” and increase endurance.

The Mahuna of Southern California applied the fern externally for rheumatic pain, and the Navajo used infusions as part of a combination for bee and centipede stings. They dried the fern and smoked it or consumed a tea for mental problems (Wyman and Harris 1951). The Nlaka’pamux of British Columbia call it “creek’s little black fringe” or “grizzly bear’s friend.”

The famous Eclectic physician Dr. John King (1898) noted the leaves are slightly bitter, with a faintly sweetish, aromatic, feebly astringent taste. He suggested it is a useful tonic, expectorant and refrigerant, with sub-astringent activity.

In China, the fronds and rhizome are used to treat impetigo and as a bronchial expectorant. Michael Moore (2003) notes northern maidenhair fern is useful for upper respiratory issues and disrupted menstruation. For a cough syrup, prepare an infusion with one tablespoon of the frond in hot water, or use the roots with two parts honey, one part water, and two parts finely chopped fronds by volume. The fern exerts similar action on the mucous membranes of the bladder and uterus and is used for cystitis with mucus and burning urination. To stimulate delayed menstruation, simmer 30 grams of finely chopped frond, fifteen grams of chopped, dried rhizome, and one-half liter of water for twenty minutes. The tea does not stimulate cramping.

The fern contains the bitter naringin, which is about one-fifth as bitter as quinine. This bioflavonoid reduces inflammation in people with type 2 diabetes (Al-Aubaidy et al. 2021). Extracts of the fern exhibit potential protection from induced colon cancer in male albino rats through antioxidant and apoptosis mechanisms (Khamis et al. 2023).

Walking maidenhair or black maidenhair fern (Adiantum philippense) is commonly known in India as goyali lota or kalijhant in Bengali, and hamsapadi in Hindi. Two to three teaspoons of the dried powdered rhizome is stirred in water and swallowed once daily for three to five days during the menstrual period to enhance fertility (Parihar and Parihar 2006). Conversely, it is also used by tribal women in India as a contraceptive with one gram of the powdered rhizome mixed with water, taken once every three to five days during menstruation. Decoctions of the rhizomes are used for dysentery and as an antidote for snake and dog bites. The fresh fronds are decocted and used for abnormal or irregular menses (Singh and Singh 2012).

Other traditional uses include treatments for chronic nasal congestion, bronchitis, and swollen glands. For gastric issues, the fresh frond paste is given in one-gram doses twice daily on an empty stomach for two weeks. The widely available Hansraj an Indian cough medicine most commonly contains this fern as well.

Diabetes is a growing global epidemic. Work by Paul et al. (2017) found that ethanol extracts actively utilize glucose in an isolated pancreatic cell uptake assay. The fern extracts inhibit differentiation of pro-adipocyte to adipocyte in the 3T3-L1 cell lines, suggesting possible use of the fern in managing diabetes associated with obesity. Earlier work by Paul et al. (2012) demonstrated the hypoglycemic effect of the fern extract on alloxan-induced diabetic rats.

Phomalactone, derived from the endophytic fungus Nigrospora sphaerica, exhibits activity against human and phytopathogenic bacteria and fungi (Ramesha et al. 2020). The compound inhibits the growth of Phytophthora infestans, a serious mold also known as late potato blight, which was responsible for the potato famines in Ireland and Scotland in the mid-1800s and is considered a re-emerging pathogen today.

Nigronaphthaphenyl, derived from the endophyte Nigrospora sphaerica, exhibits activity against Bacillus subtilis and B. cereus, shows cytotoxicity against the HCT 116 (human colon) cancer cell line, inhibits alpha-glucosidase, and has anti-inflammatory properties (Ukwatta et al. 2019). Six out of twenty-one metabolites show binding energy higher than acarbose, indicating potential as alpha-glucosidase inhibitors and suggesting antidiabetic activity (Kantari et al. 2023). Earlier work by Metwaly et al. (2014) isolated nigrosphaerin A and identified previously known compounds cytotoxic to HL60 (leukemia) and K562 (myelogenous leukemia) cancer cell lines, exhibiting moderate activity against leishmania, and antifungal activity against Cryptococcus neoformans.

The fern extracts inhibit bacterial biofilm formation and show synergistic activity with chloramphenicol against Escherichia coli, Staphylococcus aureus, and Pseudomonas aeruginosa. An additive effect is noted against Shigella flexneri (Adnan et al. 2020).

Brittle maidenhair fern (Adiantum tenerum) has bright green foliage that reminds one of miniature Ginkgo biloba leaves. The tree, also known as maidenhair tree, is considered one of the oldest “living fossil” trees on the planet. It is widely cultivated for its flavonoid-rich leaves, which benefit brain health and increase blood flow to the extremities. One cultivar grown indoors is ‘Farleyense,’ named for a Barbados sugar plantation where first discovered.

I lived in Peru and studied plant medicine in the early 1980s and became familiar with the mental health condition called susto, also known as “fright” or “soul loss,” characterized by a range of symptoms such as anxiety, depression, insomnia, and fatigue. Susto is believed to be caused by a traumatic event that caused the soul to leave the body. Traditional healing practices often involve rituals and herbal remedies, using various plants either solo or in combination, to bring the soul back to the body.

Four leaf maidenhair fern (Adiantum tetraphyllum) was commonly used by curanderos, brujos, and other traditional healers as revealed through interviews conducted by Bourbonnais-Spear et al. (2007). It is uncertain which species of the genus Adiantum was used by The Q’eqchi’ (Quechua) Maya for susto and epilepsy, but it may be the same one.

Ethanol extracts were tested for their ability to inhibit GABA-transminase (GABA-T) and bind to GABA-A benzodiazepine (BZD) receptors. Both are sites targeted for anxiety and epilepsy. Work by Awad et al. (2009) examined thirty-two plants and found ten of those plants showed greater than 50% GABA-T inhibition at 1mg/ml, and twenty-three plants showed greater than 50% binding to GABA-A-BZD receptors at 250 micrograms/ml. A strong correlation was found between GABA-A binding and the frequency of use for susto, suggesting validation of its traditional use.

Giant or diamond maidenhair fern (Adiantum trapeziforme), found in Mexico, is more aromatic but less valuable as a medicinal plant (Grieve 1931).

Methanol extracts of the Himalayan maidenhair fern (Adiantum venustum) show activity against the fungus Aspergillus terreus, and the multidrug-resistant bacterium Staphylococcus aureus (Singh et al. 2008). Incidentally, the fungus Aspergillus terreus is used today in the production of lovastatin, a lipid-lowering drug. Oyster mushrooms and other medicinal fungi contain the natural lovastatin, which can help lower cholesterol without the side effects associated with statin drugs. Traditionally, this fern has been used for headaches, scorpion stings, and skin wounds.

An anticancer screening of an ethanol extract demonstrated significant activity against Ehrlich Ascites carcinoma in an animal model. It also reduced levels of lipid peroxidation, likely due to its terpenoid and flavonoid content (Viral et al. 2011).

The Himalayan maidenhair fern is hardy to -34°C/29.2°F and is a popular choice for fern gardeners in northern climates.

On the Ivory Coast, Vogelii maidenhair fern (Adiantum vogelii syn. A. tetraphyllum) was used to treat fainting, debility, edema, and skin lesions of leprosy (Bouquet 1974). The species is named in honor of the German botanist and plant collector Johann Reinhold Theodor Vogel (1812–1841).

An excellent review of Adiantum species and their uses and benefits was published by Rastogi et al. (2018). The genus possesses antidysenteric, anti-ulcer, antimicrobial, antitumor, and antiviral activity. Traditional uses include treating respiratory problems such as coughs, colds, fevers, and pneumonia, as well as providing expectorant activity.

New species are continually being identified and named. For instance, in 2015, the fern Adiantum shastense, which is endemic to Shasta County, California, was officially classified and named as a new species.


PLUMED MAIDENHAIR FERN ESSENCE

This essence of Adiantum formosum facilitates healing, peace, and stillness at the soul level, particularly after experiences of spiritual trauma or deep sorrow that have impacted the soul and are locked into cellular memory. It helps those who have issues surrounding religion or spirituality, those who have strict religious or spiritual views and those with a restrictive morality. It is also deemed useful for those who have a fear of losing spiritual control or who feel scarred by their religious or spiritual experiences. Find as First Light Flower Essence of New Zealand’s No. 43 Plumed Maidenhair Fern.



AGLAOMORPHA

Basket Ferns  Bear Paw Fern

The genus name may derive from the Greek agláos meaning “shining,” and morpha “having a form.” Worldwide, there are about fifty species, often referred to as basket ferns.

Bear paw fern (Aglaomorpha coronans) is native to tropical Asia and cannot tolerate the least amount of frost. It is either epiphytic (growing on trees) or lithophytic (growing on rocks). In the wild, it can grow up to two meters, and it is often prized as an indoor plant.

In East Timor, various parts of oakleaf fern (Aglaomorpha quercifolia syn. Drynaria quercifolia) are used for food and medicine. The name quercifolia refers to the oak leaf-like appearance of the fronds. The rhizomes are made into a broth and used to increase breast milk production, while the young fronds are added to rice dishes.

The fern is used in several areas of the world for its antioxidant, antibacterial, analgesic, and anti-inflammatory properties (Costa et al. 2021).

ALEURITOPTERIS



	Attractive Fern
	Silverback Fern



	Flattering Fern
	Silver Cloak Fern




The genus contains about 40 species, especially after folding in the genus Allosorus in 2020.

For Aleuritopteris albomarginata see Cheilanthes albomarginata on page 86.

Extracts of silver cloak fern (Aleuritopteris anceps) inhibit the growth of Staphylococcus aureus and Pseudomonas aeruginosa bacteria (Joshi et al. 2020).

Silverback fern (Aleuritopteris argentea syn. Cheilanthes argentea) contains alepterolic acid. Fifteen amide derivatives were synthesized and tested against four different cancer cell lines. One compound inhibited HeLa (epithelial/cervical) cancer cells and is nearly nontoxic to noncancerous cells. The compound induced apoptosis by decreasing the mitochondrial membrane potential (Zhang et al. 2020).

A piperazine-tethered derivative of alepterolic acid exhibits cytotoxicity to HepG2 (hepatoma) and MDA-MB-231 (triple negative breast) cancer cell lines. In the latter case, the compound inhibited growth, prevented colony formation, and induced apoptosis (Liu et al. 2023).

Extracts from Aleuritopteris bicolor syn. Hemionitis bicolor exhibit significant inhibition of alpha-amylase, suggesting potential benefits for blood sugar regulation (Pandey and Sharma 2022).

ALSOPHILA

Fuzzy Spleenwort  Maquique Fern  Tree Ferns

The binomial name of these tree ferns has also been assigned to a genus of moths. It derives from the Greek alsos, meaning “grove” or “glade,” and phila meaning “loving.”

In Mexico, maquique fern (Alsophila firma syn. Cyathea mexicana) has been used in traditional medicine for the symptoms of type 2 diabetes. A tea of the rhizome was drunk throughout the day while fasting. The tree fern is known in Spanish as helecho maquique, and in Nahuatl as peshma.

The rhizome contains flavanones and dihydroflavonoids. When given to induced hyperglycemic rats in vitro the extract significantly reduced blood sugar levels and inhibited glucose-6-phosphatase and fructose1,6-bisphosphatase. This inhibition may help decrease glucose production, thereby regulating blood sugar levels. Another potential mechanism is the inhibition of hepatic glucose output, which plays a role in controlling glucose levels during fasting (Andrade-Cetto et al. 2021).
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