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THE MULTIFACETED LIVES OF FERNS 
Anthula Natsoulas, Master Gardener 

 
This is a story of ferns and the role they can play in our gardening world. With their lacy fronds, 
they can gracefully drape over hanging baskets or containers, join flowering plants in a 
woodland garden, enhance a border, or add interest to the edge of a pond. 
 
Ferns can grow short or tall, they can be wide, or they can 
crawl. Some spread out and others grow upright, some 
spread rhizomes underground to send up new shoots and 
others crawl along as ground cover. In the landscape, a 
mélange of varieties can provide an interesting display of 
textures, shades and sizes or they can fill an empty space 
where nothing else will grow.  
 
With so many varieties from which to choose, ferns add color 
and texture to the garden in a surprising range of sun, shade 
and moisture conditions. One of the world’s oldest plants, 
they are easy to grow, deer resistant, relatively pest free, 

drought tolerant and do not 
require fertilization. They do well 
in both alkaline and acidic soil. 
 
Ferns are members of the class 
Polyposiopsida of the phylum Pteridophyta within the plant 
kingdom. Fossil evidence of the existence of ferns has been found 
as far back as 360 million years ago. There are more than 10,000 
existing species today, most of which can be traced back 
approximately 145 million years. Although primarily an ornamental 
or garden plant, some species have been used to treat 
contaminated soil and research is currently being conducted in 
their potential ability to remove chemical pollutants from the 
atmosphere. 
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When first awakening outdoors in spring, the fern plant produces coiled fiddleheads that uncurl 
and create the lacy fronds that make this class of plants so attractive. Fern plants are mainly 
green – but in an amazing range of shades of green and some species come in hues of red.  
Ferns do not flower and do not form seeds to reproduce but rather produce brown or green 
spores under the fronds for reproduction. 
 
Perennial ferns are found in cold climates as well as tropical 
and subtropical environments.  Generally, ferns like to be in 
moist well-drained soil. They prefer shade but many do well 
in sun, although sun exposure in the heat of the day should 
be limited and protection from wind provided. Ferns are very 
adaptable. They can be planted in borders, rock gardens, 
woodland gardens and along ponds.  
 
Ferns can be situated among flowering plants to provide 
contrast and an attractive landscaping. Consider Hosta, 
Veronica, Astilbe and lily-of-the-valley that have similar sun 
and moisture requirements.  
 
Once you’ve decided to include ferns, consider what you want to do with them.  Do you want to 
put some in containers, include them in a woodland or perennial garden, use them in a border, 
place them near a pond, cover a bare spot or create a fern garden?  What kind of effect do you 
want? Research what options you have.  Read about the different fern genus and the 
descriptions of their cultivars.  Or just go to the garden store and see what they have. 
Remember to choose cultivars that meet your light and soil conditions and are appropriate to 
your growing zone.  
 
Many plants of the genus Athyrium thrive in northern 
hemisphere gardens. One cultivar, Athyrium filix-femina 
‘Victoriae’, (right) first found in Scotland in the late 1800s, 
is an unusual fern that displays fronds with non-opposite, 
narrow leaflets. Another interesting cultivar is 
Athyrium filix-femina 'Lady in Red' which displays 
impressive red stems.   

 
 
 
 
 

Athyrium niponicum var. pictum, (left) the Japanese painted fern, 
prefers partial shade but can tolerate both sun and shade.  Its 
silver-green fronds make it a striking addition in a variety of 
plantings.  It can grow between 18 and 24 inches in height and 
width.  It is multi-functional and can be used in borders, mass 
plantings, a woodland garden and even a container.  
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There are a number of other genera that contain cultivars appropriate for zones 4 and 5. The 
autumn fern, within the genus Dryopteris, is a striking plant that appears in spring with copper-
colored fronds that turn to green in the summer and then back to copper in the fall. The autumn 
fern requires full shade and its unusual foliage color would make an attractive border or 
enhance a woodland garden. In the genus Osmunda we find the cinnamon, interrupted and 
royal ferns.  They prefer part to full shade, are 
suitable for very wet conditions, and tolerate partially 
sunny locations alongside a stream or pond.  
 
The genus Polystichum, found worldwide in cool 
temperate zones, contains many fern varieties that 
are excellent for our gardens.  One of these, 
Polystichum acrostichoides, the Christmas fern (right) 
is dark green and does best in moist, rocky soil and 
shade.  It is native to eastern North America and its 
fronds are often still green at Christmas time hence its 
name.  It fits well into a fern garden or as a complement to flowering plants.   

 
If you are looking for groundcover, look to the genus Adiantum, the 
maidenhair fern (left) which includes over 250 species. It prefers 
partial to full shade and moist, well-drained soil.  It will spread along 
the ground with its lacy fronds.  
 
Another source for groundcover is the genus Polypodium whose 
cultivars develop spreading rhizomes.  They like to grow on rocky 
surfaces in a moist and shady environment but tolerate drought 
conditions and easily rehydrate when moisture becomes available.  
Ferns in this genus have fronds situated along the lengths of the 
dense rhizomes that spread along the ground. The rhizomes can be 
cut and planted about 6 inches apart to accelerate the spread. 
 

The ostrich fern of the genus Matteuccia also develops rhizomes that spread along the ground; 
it is a large upright plant that can grow up to six feet high with an equivalent spread.  Once 
established, it will thrive in the garden and does best in a shady and damp location.  
 
There is a bit of folklore associated with ferns. Up until the middle of the 19th century, ferns 
perplexed scientists because the plants appeared to reproduce without seeds.  It was thus 
concluded that since no one could see a seed, the seed was invisible and thence anyone who 
held a fern seed, however they may get one, would become invisible. Other stories about the 
magic of fern seeds are found in many European countries including France, England, Russia, 
Austria, Finland, and Poland.  They are mentioned in the literature of William Shakespeare, Ben 
Johnson, and Christian Anderson among others.  Some of the tales are based in the belief that 
the fern blooms only once a year. It was said that on the stroke of midnight of the summer 
solstice or Midsummer Eve the plant produced a blue flower and a magical seed.  Whoever saw 
the flower and collected the seed would acquire wealth, or great strength or the ability to 
understand the language of birds and animals, but would eventually come to harm. So – beware 
of the stroke of midnight at summer solstice but enjoy playing with ferns in your garden. 

 

 Photos courtesy of the author. 
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PERENNIAL DISAPPOINTMENTS: 
PLANTS EVEN MASTER GARDENERS GIVE UP ON 

By Chris Ferrero, Master Gardener Volunteer 

 
I aspire to be a sunny optimist, and I may be happiest when I’m gardening, but the combination 
has not fended off a plight that plagues many a seasoned perennial gardener:  In my gardens 
there are plants I’ve decided just will not grow.  
 
Until I became a Master Gardener Volunteer (MGV), I thought it was me.  But I have learned:  
 

1. We all tend to take these things personally. It MUST be me. I didn’t water it enough/ 
watered it too much, didn’t give it enough sun/ gave it too much sun, should have fed it/ 
talked to it/ begged it to behave itself/ stay put. 
 

2. The more experienced you are, the longer – not shorter – is your list of Fails. 
 

3. EVERY one of us has a list of “perennial disappointments”. 
 

To prove this, I took a poll of Dutchess County MG’s, which unleashed a tsunami of rage and 
despair that more than validated my own feelings of betrayal.  Here are just a few examples: 
 
The gorgeous Echinaceas that won’t survive our winters. 
 
Still, we try.  Hope springs eternal, as do yummy-sounding new cultivars of coneflowers 
(echinacea purpurea). We tire of the species’ purple color and drooping daisy form, and fall 
victim to the siren call of double flowering or perky-petalled 
beauties with names like Hot Papaya, Raspberry Truffle 
and Butterfly Kisses.  

I expect plant breeders who toy with color, form and size 
face huge odds when trying to meet gardeners’ demands, 
and as a result, something has to give.  I wonder if it’s like 
dog breeding, where the intrepid Standard Poodle lost so 
many fine qualities on its unfortunate downsizing to Paris 
Hilton’s yappy, purse-sized version. In the case of 
coneflowers, what had to give was cold-hardiness. 

I’m reminded of some advice from Andrew Koehn, until 
recently the “gardenmeister” at Mohonk Mountain House, 
and before that the MGV coordinator for Cornell 
Cooperative Extension Dutchess County.  In 2013 he was 
touring our group of MGV’s around the fabulous Mohonk 
gardens which that year had a Crayola theme – every bed 
featuring a different color with a big rustic crayon sculpture. 
The orange bed was populated by dozens of coneflowers 
that fascinated us. “How do you get Echinacea in these new 
colors to survive the winter?” we asked.  

 

Proven Winners rates Echinacea 
purpurea ‘Supreme Cantaloupe’  
hardy to Zone 4… really?? 
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“Oh, I’m sorry, you think these echinaceas are 
perennials?” he quipped. Turns out he purchased 
them every year just as he did thousands of annuals. 
 
Last year I added an impulse buy to my cart: a 
double-flowered beauty called “Milkshake”. I’m 
delighted it survived the winter and looks terrific as it 
sets bud in June. (Admittedly, it’s located in my 
courtyard, a microclimate I call “Little Tuscany”.) Yet, 
as I hope for its long life in my landscape, part of me 
is preparing for its eventual demise, Tuscan 
microclimate or no. 
 

 

 
 

 
Elusive Versions of Otherwise-Sturdy Species 
 
Particularly painful is the experience of choosing a more beautiful, “improved” variety of a 
species that has already proven its hardiness in your gardens, only to be betrayed by some 
Paris Hilton breeder. 
 
 Anise hyssop, Agastache foeniculum.   

‘Blue Fortune’ is perhaps closest to the northern native 
species favored by hummingbirds and beekeepers, but 
with so many more Agastaches that tempt us with bloom 
color and foliage variations, we put too much faith in their 
Zone 6 hardiness rating. MGV Sue Grumet sighs over 
her favorite, ‘Ava’: “Love this girl but just can’t  
keep her.” 

 

 Sundrops, Oenothera (Evening Primrose is actually 
the night-blooming one rarely seen). 
The luminous gold blooms and red fall foliage of the 
species is gorgeous, but its underground runners  will 
drive out everything in its path. So you fall for the 
lovely pink Oenethera speciosa, thinking “This will be 
a better garden citizen” … and end up feeling duped when it doesn’t survive one winter in 
the space you spent many hours clearing of its aggressive cousin.  
 

Why can’t we be happy with the hardy purple coneflowers 
closest to the species, like Echinacea purpurea ‘Magnus’? 
Because cultivars like ‘Milkshake’ are too yummy to resist, 
that’s why. 
Photos: White Flower Farm, Terra Nova Nurseries 

Hard to believe Oenothera ‘Siskiyou 
Pink’ hasn’t even a fraction of the 
vigor of her thuggish cousin. 
Photo: Wouter Hagens, Wikimedia 
Commons 
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 Bugleweed, Ajuga. 
Parts of my lawn are marbled with this runaway 
creeper.  So I expect a hybrid will have better manners 
in my garden, and I keep trying the deep purple 
varieties as they appear on nursery shelves with 
irresistible names: ‘Chocolate Truffles’, ‘Black Scallop’, 
‘Mahogany’, and that cute little ‘Chocolate Chip’. But 
just one or two plantlets might survive of each batch.  
 

 Bee Balm, Monarda.  
The shorter clumping versions that are so neat and tidy 
and well-behaved lift your hopes as you watch the 
hummingbirds gather to celebrate your cleverness. 
Alas, it’s a short party.  
 

Disappearing Divas that break our hearts 
 
Oh how we love the visual drama of Delphiniums and the unique, cascading habit of threadleaf 
Coreopsis ‘Moonbeam’, and all those lovely Dianthus species that simply melt away.   

 
But can we love them so much that we put up with 
the two-to-three-year recurrence of gaping holes in 
our beds and borders? Sometimes we have to 
experience several cycles before we know just how 
many seasons to expect.  The trade has a label for 
these, i.e. “short-lived perennials”, but that’s the 
fine print that never makes the plant tag… and 
there isn’t a lower price category for these, either. 
 
Other Divas don’t even pretend to settle in.  How 
many of us have been gobsmacked by the random 
fussiness of Lupines, failing multiple years/sites 
even while your aunt or friend grows tons of them 
just down the road? Same with red Lobelia, 
Cardinal Flower, which you just know should thrive 
on the banks of that stream. MGV Linda DiGasper 
says she tried three times, two varieties. “The 
third try, I bought the larger two-gallon size, and it 
still didn’t come back.” 
 
There’s the desperately sought-after Lavender, 
even cultivars like ‘Munstead’ that should be 
hardier, and other plants like Sue Grumet’s 
Euphorbia Ascot Rainbow’, that are notoriously 
picky about Mediterannean conditions – namely, 
sharply drained soil -  that are very hard to 
replicate in our northeast gardens. 

  

Monarda didyma ‘Pardon My Pink’ 
is a one-foot cutie that I just had to 
have. For one year, anyway. 
Photo by Proven Winners 

The new Blue Delphinium bed at Naumkeag 
glows in the dusk light last summer… but will 

they last? Photo by Chris Ferrero 
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The beautiful purple Heucheras are a class to themselves. The breeders keep pumping out new 
varieties to meet what has become a widespread yearning, but the few that survive need to be 
replanted in spring after heaving in our winter gardens. We seem to have an impossible-to-meet 
goal of populating our shade gardens with purple partners to make our Hosta pop.  
 
The Pretenders 
 
Finally, we bemoan those perennials that never perform to even modest expectations. 
 
Sometimes it’s the “dwarf” cultivars of bigger species like Joe Pye Weed and Russian Sage that 
seem to only take two or three years to attain the size of their giant parent, no matter how 
diminutive their name (“Little Joe” and “Baby Joe”, I’m looking at you guys!). 
 
Or the tall garden phlox and bee balm (Monarda) and Rudbeckia ‘Goldsturm’ that are among 
our favorites - and pollinators’ too – but make us really grumpy when mildew shows up year 
after year, even on “mildew-resistant” varieties (Phlox paniculata ‘David’, you rogue, you).   
 
And there are the head-scratchers that make us think Climate Change must have yet-to-be-
discovered garden consequences. Like MGV Grace Elder’s gorgeous Pachysandra beds that 
suddenly went spindly and disappeared, while neighbors’ still-lush beds taunted her from next 
door. 
 
The most common number mentioned by 
Master Gardeners was three. According to 
Sue Grumet,” While not everyone is a peony, 
a perennial should last at least three years.” 
Linda DiGasper says, “I have a pattern of 
three strikes and I’m out… or the plant is out.” 
 
Yet even the most demanding gardeners 
among us have their soft spots.  Gillian Leslie 
says she’s hooked on the flowering power of 
Peruvian Lily, Alstroemeria. “I know they don’t 
survive but I plant them anyway.”  
 
Can we let go of our frustration and betrayal? 
Well, if there’s one thing seasoned gardeners 
know, it’s that there are many more plants out 
there than there is room in our landscape, so 
we continue to enjoy experimenting.   
 
But I also have an ever-growing respect 
and love for the garden citizens who reliably 
return to faithful service in my gardens, year 
in and year out. Bless them all. 

 
 
 

Alstroemeria ‘Inca Ice”. The Peruvian Lily is a Zone 5 
perennial planted annually by MGV Gillian Leslie 
Photo by Proven Winners 
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THE WOW OF NATIVE PLANTS 
by Linda DiGasper, CCEDC Master Gardener Volunteer 

 
If it weren’t for the pandemic situation, I would not have taken a free webinar on native plants.  It 
was sponsored by the Cornell Cooperative Extension of Columbia and Green counties and 
called “Supporting Wildlife and Adding Beauty with Native Trees and Shrubs”.  I am the typical 
home gardener wanting any and every type of plant that is visually appealing and I use some 
bird feeders to support the local bird population. Wow did this webinar open my mind up to 
native plants.  
 
There was one comparison that really stuck with me that showed the benefits of natives. The 
comparison was of the non-native Kwanzan cherry tree, Prunus serrulate ‘Kwanzan’ and the 
native black cherry, Prunus serotina. 
 

  
Native Black Cherry, Prunus serotina  
Supports more than 450 species of 
caterpillars.  
Fruit eaten by more than 47 bird species.  
Lifespan 100-250 years 
 

Non-Native Japanese Cherry, Prunus 
serrulate ‘Kwanzan’ 
Supports 0 species of caterpillars. 
Feeds no birds as it does not produce fruit.  
Lifespan: 15-25 years 

 
Why are caterpillars so important?  They are vital for many bird species to persist. For example, 
it takes 6,000 caterpillars to raise one brood of chickadees. It is true that looking at these 
pictures, the pink flowers of the non-native cherry are more attractive, but they bloom for only 
two weeks.  In my new frame of mind, the tradeoff is not worth it, compared to the benefits to 
wildlife.  
 
Besides native plants serving as food and habitat for pollinators, wildlife, and beneficial insects, 
here are other benefits: 

 Use Less Water:  Because native plants are adapted to local environmental conditions, 

they require far less water. 

 Use Less Chemicals:  Less fertilizers, pesticides and herbicides are needed to maintain 

native plants thereby creating a safer outdoor space for people and pets. 
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 Lower maintenance: In general, native plants require less maintenance, once 

established which saves time and money.  

 Beauty: Many native plants offer beautiful showy flowers, produce colorful fruits and 

seeds, and brilliant seasonal changes in colors from the greens of early spring, to the 

vibrant yellows and reds of autumn. 

Local garden centers are carrying more and 
more plants that are labelled as “native plants”.  
But if they are being “cultivated”, aka 
manipulated by horticulturists for size, shape, 
color and/or disease resistance, are they not 
native anymore?  The answer is that they are 
still considered a native because they will have 
the same benefits. For example, planting the 
cultivated variety ‘Fireworks’ Goldenrod, 
Solidago rugosa is a nice native to add to the 
fall garden that will benefit pollinators.  
 
Something to consider when shopping at national retailers or online nurseries is how they define 
and use the term “native plants”.  They may use a broad definition of a native plant that is 
indigenous to the United States.  So, what may be a native for Florida, is not a native here in 
New York.  One can check if a plant is a native to New York State by going to The New York 
Flora AtlasThe New York Flora Atlas is a source of information for the distribution of plants 
within the state, as well as information on plant habitats, associated ecological communities, 
and taxonomy. 

 
Since that first webinar, I purchased a native shrub, 
Buttonbush (Cephalanthus occidentalis) that will 
attract bees, butterflies, hummingbirds and several 
kinds of caterpillars. Its round reddish fruit can 
persist through the winter providing food for birds 
and once large enough, it can be used as a nesting 
site. It grows in full sun to part shade, up to 10 feet 
tall and 7 feet wide and prefers moist soil that 
doesn’t dry out, so it is doing very well in the low 
spot in the yard.  There is a dwarf variety ‘Sugar 
Shack’ that grows only to 4 feet tall and wide.  
 

 
I can’t wait to learn even more about the native varieties out there and incorporating even more 
natives in my garden. 
  
Further Reading and References: 
Bringing Nature Home, How You Can Sustain Wildlife with Native Plants - Douglas W. Tallamy  
Designing Gardens with Flora of the American East - Carolyn Summers 
Cornell University Woody Plants Database   
New York Flora Atlas   

 
Photos courtesy of the author. 

http://newyork.plantatlas.usf.edu/
http://newyork.plantatlas.usf.edu/
http://www.amazon.com/Designing-Gardens-Flora-American-East/dp/0813547075/conservgarden-20
http://woodyplants.cals.cornell.edu/plant/429
http://newyork.plantatlas.usf.edu/
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WEBSITES TO VISIT 
 

Trek Ohio Fern identification article 
NYSIPM: Spotted Lanternfly Resources 
Penn State Spotted Lanternfly News 
NYSIPM: Pollinator Friendly… Lawns?  
NYSIPM Partners with the Tick App 
 
 

#FarmStandFriday 
 

#FarmStandFriday is a collaborative effort 
between CCE Dutchess, Dutchess Tourism, Inc., 
Dutchess Chamber and Think Dutchess Alliance 
for Business. This is an effort to promote our 
nearly 40 farm stores and stands in the county 
which are operational. Most of them offer curbside 
service, some offer local delivery and all of us 
need their foods! 

If you are craving farm-fresh foods produced right 
here in the heart of the Hudson Valley, remember 
to support one of Dutchess County’s family-run 
farms. Plan to support local this Friday (and 
EVERY Friday).    
 
Go to CCEDutchess.org/agriculture/local-farm-
stores for details and frequent updates.  

 
ANNOUNCEMENTS 

Due to the coronavirus, the need to work remotely and to keep everyone healthy, we are not 
accepting soil samples or diagnostic samples to be brought to the office.  Soil samples can be 
sent directly to the lab. For information on how to do that, please email or call Joyce Tomaselli  
at jdt225@cornell.edu or 845-677-8223 x134. 
 
The Horticulture Hotline, (845) 677-5067 is open April to October each Wednesday from 9am 
to noon but during travel restrictions it may not be staffed. Messages can be left for Joyce 
Tomaselli at 845-677-8223 ext 134. Written questions can be submitted to our website at 
www.CCEDutchess.org/gardening. Click on Contact Us and select the topic of Gardening. 
Questions can also be emailed to Joyce Tomaselli at jdt225@cornell.edu. If a photograph is 
included, please ensure it is focused and as close up as possible.    
 
To help New York state farmers and the food systems community impacted by the COVID-19 
Corona virus, Cornell Cooperative Extension (CCE) is providing notifications and educational 
opportunities through the New York Extension Disaster Education Network (NY EDEN) website 
and other resources. Read more.  

 

https://trekohio.com/2014/06/28/basic-fern-identification/
https://nysipm.cornell.edu/environment/invasive-species-exotic-pests/spotted-lanternfly/
https://view.email.extension.psu.edu/?qs=028e5bb07b34dd502bbd1d595466b1981bc8646217296f7620ac8eb0ec0d8fea4f213406091c540ae13e6a01191b06756e1eb6b3304ad4342706e3ab4332d6202a976540f800bbd09eb76a38107c06cb
http://blogs.cornell.edu/nysipm/2020/06/24/pollinator-friendly-lawns/
https://blogs.cornell.edu/nysipm/2020/06/06/nysipm-partners-with-the-tick-app/
http://ccedutchess.org/agriculture/local-farm-stores
http://ccedutchess.org/agriculture/local-farm-stores
mailto:jdt225@cornell.edu
http://www.ccedutchess.org/gardening
mailto:jdt225@cornell.edu
https://eden.cce.cornell.edu/
https://www.morningagclips.com/cornell-provides-covid-19-resources-and-updates/
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SUBMIT UPCOMING EVENTS 
Would you like information on an upcoming gardening event to be shared in this newsletter?  
Send an email to Joyce Tomaselli jdt225@cornell.edu by the 25th of each month to be included 
in the next month’s newsletter. Please include the date, time, location, a short description, cost 
and contact information for more details.  
 

MONTHLY ID QUIZ 

  
This shrub is Lonicera morrowii, an invasive. 
One way to distinguish between native and 
invasive honeysuckles is by looking at the 
stems – native species have solid stems 
while invasives species have hollow stems. 

These leaves are exhibiting a reaction from 
an insect. Do you know what it is called and 
what causes it? 

 
 

Need Soil pH Testing? Need Lawn or Plant Diagnosis? 
Have any gardening questions? 

 
HELP SPREAD THE DIRT! Please forward a copy to anyone you think might be interested. To 
be added or removed from our e-mail list, or submit upcoming gardening events, contact Joyce 
Tomaselli at jdt225@cornell.edu, www.ccedutchess.org  

 

 
 
Websites mentioned in Dutchess Dirt are provided as a courtesy to our readers. Mention of these websites does not imply 
endorsement by Cornell University, Cornell Cooperative Extension or by the author.  
 
 

 

  

Cornell Cooperative Extension is an employer and educator recognized for valuing AA/EEO, Protected Veterans, and 
Individuals with Disabilities and provides equal program and employment opportunities. 

The programs provided by this agency are partially funded by monies received from the County of Dutchess. 

mailto:jdt225@cornell.edu
mailto:jdt225@cornell.edu
http://www.ccedutchess.org/

