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Key Start

Is the main stem divided into a trophophore
(leafy, photosynthetic portion) and a sporophore
(spore-bearing portion)?

Yes No

Ophioglossaceace True Ferns
Moonworts, Grape ferns & Adder’s Tongue

Simple morphlgy

e Initial emergence not coiled crozier

e Thick walled sporangia with thousands of e Thin walled sporangia
spores e Upto512 spores

¢ Main stem has the sporophore and the * Ring of specialized cells
trophophore around the sporangium

e Lacking specialized cells around the e Monomorphic - fertile and
sporangium sterile fronds look the

same

e Dimorphic - fertile and
sterile fronds look different



Twice-cut

Splitting stem and
simple leaves
See page 5

Thrice-cut

Splitting stem and complex




Once-cut Key Start

Yes
Are the fronds
minute and tightly
i 2
coiled? Sensitive fern FACW
Onoclea sensibilis

| o

Yes

Are the pinnae quite wavyand ——
almost twice-cut at times?

| o

Are the fronds
growing ina
rosette?

No

Do the pinnae have very

pointy tips and very small ——

Habitat: Wet, poor sites, often along edge
of wetland/shore

Key Features: Very pointed pinnae, minute
teeth, winged rachis, small

Provincial Rank: S3

teeth throughout?
Yes
Dwarf chain fern oBL
Woodsia areolata

Rock polypody

Polypodium virginianum
Habitat: Acidic rock or cliff tops, often in a
thin mat of lichens, mosses, and humus
Key Features: Small, usually widest at
middle of blade, rounded leaflet apex, spores
more than 52 pm
Provincial Rank: S5

-

Are the pinnae
boot shaped?

Is the frond

widest in the

middle or at
the base?

Habitat: Wet, moderate richness, often in richer
forested wetlands

Key Features: Wavy lower pinnae, leafy rachis,
small-medium size, quite wide

Provincial Rank: S5

!

Little curly grass fern
Shizaea pusilla
Habitat: Bogs
Key Features: Minute, sterile fronds coiled and

spreading, 1-5cm, upright fertile fronds 1-12cm
Provincial Rank: S4

OBL

Yes Is the petiole 1/4 to 1/3
the length of the frond?

No / \Yes

Northern holly fern 5
Polystichum lonchitis
Habitat: Northern Cape Breton, deep
ravines/gorges, occasionally in forests
No Key Features: Petiole 1/10 - 1/6 of blade,
small to medium size, boot-shaped pinnae,

indusia entire or minutely
Provincial Rank: S3

Christmas fern UPL

Polystichum acrostichoides
Habitat: Fresh/moist, moderate rich to rich
woodlands
Key Features: Petiole 1/4-1/3 of blade,
medium size, boot-shaped pinnae, indusia
entire
Provincial Rank: S3

What colour is
the rachis?

Appalachian polypody UPL
Polypodium appalachianum

Habitat: Less acidic rock (basalt), cliff tops,
central and northern Nova Scotia

Key Features: Small, usually widest at the
base of blade, more triangular, leaflet more
pointed, spores less than 52 um

Provincial Rank: S3

Green spleenwort
Asplenium viride

Habitat: Cliffs, calcareous rock

Key Features: Green rachis, leaflets deltate
to rhombic, petiole 1/4 - 1/2 times the
length of the blade

Provincial Rank: S3

UPL

*Compare with thrice-cut cliff ferns,
similar in appearance and habitat

Maidenhair spleenwort
Asplenium trichomanes

Habitat: Cliffs, basalt rock

Key Features: Small, red/brown to black
rachis, leaflets oblong to oval, petiole 1/6 -
1/4 times length of the blade

Provincial Rank: S3




Twice-cut Key Start

Yes

Isthefern ______, Arethe pinnule
growing on a margins
cliff or a rocky dentate?
slope?
No

Marginal wood fern facy

Dryopteris marginalis
Habitat: Fresh/moist, poor to medium
rich shaded sites, often associated with
rocky sites in the southwest
Key Features: Sori on the margin,
small-medium size, scales at the base

Fragrant wood fern
Dryopteris fragrans

Habitat: Rock cliffs, often high pH
Key Features: Small fern, aromatic
glands, dried old frons, blades densely
scaley

UPL

Braun’s holly fern )p,

Polystichum braunii
Habitat: Rocky slopes and ravines
Key Features: Pinnules sharply
toothed, lanceolate blade, narrowed at
base, densely scaly, medium to large
Provincial Rank: S5

Are the basal

the adjacent pinnu

pinnules longer than

pointing downward?

pale brown, leathery

Provincial Rank: S5

*also cﬁeck t?\rl'f:e-cut fern key
— —

les

Provincial Rank: S3

No\ /Yes

UPL

Is the frond spiral or Stellar rock brake
fan shaped? No Yes Do the fronds have aromatic glands? Is Cryptogramma stelleri
. 2 Habitat: Shaded moist cliffs or cracks
there numerous old dried fronds? Key Features: Sterile fronds with round
to fan shaped lobes, reflexed margins
Are the fronds Yes on fertile froRl;cri‘s, pseztlole 1-1.5mm
growing along a ]
o Ves slender, brittle, No Is there abundant hairs and
. is?
rhizome? scales on the rachis? 5 .
Petiole
Yes colours?
N
Qé /bﬁ’/)
Northern maidenhair fern Rusty cliff fern  upL Alpine cliff fern  upL Smooth cliff fern 5
Adiantum pedatum Woodsia ilvensis Woodsia alpina Woodsia glabella

Habitat: Rich, moist forests, gypsum,
calcareous, exposed bedrock

Key Features: Blades fan shaped,
rachis and stipe smooth and black to
purple-brown

Provincial Rank: S1

Habitat: Cliffs and rocky slopes
Key Features: Petiole dark
brown/purple, small, rachis easily
shattered with abundant hairs and
scales, 4-9 pairs of pinnules
Provincial Rank: S4

Habitat: Crevices and ledges on cliffs,
occasionally on rocky slopes

Key Features: Petiole red/brown to
dark purple, small, 1-3 pairs of pinnules,
abaxial surface covered with hairs and
scales, rachis easily shattered
Provincial Rank: S1

Habitat: Shaded rocks/cliffs
Key Features: Petiole green/straw
coloured, small, 1-3 pairs of pinnules,
abaxal and adaxial surface glabrous,
rachis pliable
Provincial Rank: S2

e S

Is the stem

quite tall, and
does it divide
into three just
before the
leaves?

No

Is the stem

[

Is the stem

leafless near_ ", deeply grooved

the ground?

in center?

Yes

Is the stipe as long
as or longer than
the blade?

No

Yes

Yels/

Are the leaves stiff, dry, almost leathery
and is the fern usually quite large?

\No

New York fern FAC

Parathelypteris noveboracensss

Habitat: Fresh/moist, moderate rich
uplands

Key Features: Pinnae taper down right
to the ground, fern is small, grows
clumped/singly in patches

Provincial Rank: S5

Bracken fern

Pteridium aquilinum
Habitat: Dry, poor sites
Key Features: Usually large, with stiff
dry pinnae, tall stem, often growing
singly in abundance
Provincial Rank: S5

FAC

Northern Oak fern FAC
Gymnocarpium dryopteris

Habitat: Moist, moderate rich uplands
Key Features: Usually small, with
delicate pinnae and darker stem
Provincial Rank: S5

Ostrich fern FACW

Matteucia struthiopteris
Habitat: Wet, rich floodplains and
seepages
Key Features: Large fern, feathery in
appearance, fertile frond feather-like
Provincial Rank: S5

Northern beech fern -

Phegopteris connectilis
Habitat: Fresh/moist, moderate rich
uplands
Key Features: Small-medium fern,
mustache pinnae pointing up at tip,
grows singly sometimes in bunches
Provincial Rank: S5

Tetraploid beech fern FACU

Phegopteris hexonagoptera
Habitat: Forests, swamps, wetland
margins
Key Features: Winged rachis, about as
long as it is broad, small-medium
Provincial Rank: SU

[ves 5

Does the frond have a winged

rachis connecting all pinnae?




Silvery spleenwort FaC
No Deparia acrostichoides
Habitat: Moist, very rich uplands
. Key Features: Medium fern, almost
Isthere a spacious gap Does it have thrice-cut, often in deeply shaded
; No Is the stem i t Yes areas
between pinnae, and h 0 prominent spore Provincial Rank: 54
even between branches? quite dark stripes under
and shiny? the pinnae?
Yes Yes No
Royal fern Virginia chain fern 5/ Is the fern
Osmunda regalis Woodwardia virginica growin g sin gly or
Habitat: Lake, river and stream shore Habitat: Wet, poor, boggy areas H
Key Features: Huge gap between Key Features: Dark, shiny stem, in a whorled
branches, between leaves, forms medium-sized fern growing singly )
bushy colonies along shorelines and randomly cluster?
Provincial Rank: S5 Provincial Rank: S4 Si gl
= . - ingly
Cluster Do the pinnae curl down near
the edges and are leaf veins
abundant and complex?

Is there a brown tuft of hair
underneath where the No Yes
branches meet the main stem?

Y67

Bog fern 0BL
Parathelypteris simulata
Habitat: Wet/moist, poor woodlands
Key Features: Simple vein structure,
growing singly, medium-sized fern
Provincial Rank: S4

No Marsh fern 0BL

Thelypteris palustris

Habitat: Wet, poor, marshy areas
Key Features: Complex vein
arrangement, leaves often curled in
around, growing singly, small/medium
fern
Provincial Rank: S5

P T

Cinnamon fern -,

Osmundastrum cinnamomeum
Habitat: Wet, poor lowland areas
Key Features: Tuft of cinnamon hair
where branches meet stem, often a
large fern found in whorled clusters
Provincial Rank: S5

Is the petiole less than % the
length of the frond?

Yes No

Brittons male fern FACU
Dryopteris filix-mas ssp. Brittonii
Habitat: Ravines, deep river valleys,
northern half of Cape Breton
Key Features: Petiole less than 1/4 of
the frond, two distinct kinds of scales,
one broad, one hairlike, large
Provincial Rank: S4

Are the pinnae parallel to
the plane of the blade?

Interrupted fern -

Osmunda claytoniana
Habitat: Moist, poor lowland edges
Key Features: Rounder leaves,
hairless and tuftless stem, often a
medium-large fern in whorled clusters
Provincial Rank: S5

Goldies wood fern EAC

Dryopteris goldiana
Habitat: forested areas, northern half of
Cape Breton
Key Features: Sorry along the midrib of
pinnae, pinnae parallel to plane of the
blade, large, crenulate to serrate margins|
Provincial Rank: S1

*easily confused with D.marginalis, 6
compare sori position



Thrice-cut Key Start

Is the lower stem green
with brown scaly flakes?

Yes

Are the pinnules

No

Yes/

Is the stem quite hairy and getting much
darker towards the ground?

Provincial Rank: S5

Hay-scented fern
Dennstaedtia punctilobula

Habitat: Fresh, moderate rich sites, often
in rocky or open sites

Key Features: Hairy stem that gets quite
dark near the ground, strong hay smell,
flimsy small-medium-large fern

FAC

\ No
Lady fern

Athyrium angustum

Habitat: Moist, moderate rich woodlands
Key Features: Black or very dark brown
scaly flakes on a reddish-green stem near
the ground, long and elegantly pointing
branches, medium size

Provincial Rank:

FAC

Yes

50% or less cut to
the mid rib? (barely
thrice-cut)

(Also check Silvery spleenwort on previous page if the following

two do not correspond with your specimen)

shaped branches near the base?

Yes

Are the blades 6¢cm
or less in width?

No
Are the pinnae

perpendicular to
the rachis?

9 ' . :
Yes )

A bladder fern
Cystopteris tenuis

Habitat: shaded rocks and cliffs,
occasionally on forest floor

Key Features: small, pinnae angled up
towards frond, stalked pinnules on basal
pinnae

Provincial Rank: S4

UPL

Marginal wood fern FACU

Dryopteris marginalis
Habitat: Fresh/moist, poor to medium
rich shaded sites, often associated with
rocky sites in the southwest
Key Features: Almost not thrice-cut,
elegant stiff looking, long pointy branches,
small-medium
Provincial Rank: S5

Crested wood fern

Dryopteris cristata
Habitat: Wet, poor to medium rich
lowlands
Key Features: Small triangle-shaped
lower branches, leathery leaves, leaves
tilted to face up, almost not thrice-cut,
small to medium
Provincial Rank: S5

FACW

How are the basal
pinnae set up?

Yes Are there green No Does the fern have sparse
bulbets present? gland tipped hairs?
Yes N(/ \es
Bulbet fern FACW Fragile fern FACU Laurentian bladder fern

Cystopteris bulbifera

Habitat: Cracks and ledges on cliffs,
wetlands

Key Features: small size, green bulbets,
blade long and triangular, dense glandulaf
hairs, pinnae perpendicular to rachis
Provincial Rank: S4

Cystopteris fragilis

Habitat: cliff faces, thin soils over rock
Key Features: small, pinnae
perpendicular to rachis, brittle stem,
sessile pinnules on basal pinnae
Provincial Rank: S4

Cystoperis laurentiana

Habitat: cracks and ledges, often on
calcareous rock

Key Features: small size, sparse gland
tipped hairs, occasionally has misshapen
bulbets, pinnae perpendicular to rachis
Provincial Rank: S2

First downward-pointing pinnae
(one closest to stem) is shorter
than the second.

—_—

Evergreen wood fern .

Dryopteris intermedia
Habitat: Fresh/moist, poor to moderate
rich woodlands
Key Features: Two lower basal pinnae
closest to the stem are shorter, often
lgrowing in abundance
Provincial Rank: S5

./‘ I

OR

First downward-pointing pinnae

(one closest to stem) is longer

than the rest. First and second

pinnae are closer than second
and third.

Spinulose wood fern -

Dryopteris carthusiana
Habitat: Moist, moderately rich seepy
woodlands
Key Features: Two basal pinnae closest
to the stem are longer, first and second
basal pinnae are closer than the second
and fourth
Provincial Rank: S5

T Y

—_—

OR

First downward-pointing pinnae

(one closest to stem) is longer
than the rest. Second and third
pinnae are closer than first and

second.
Spreading wood fern ).
Dryopteris expansa

Habitat: Moist, moderately rich seepy
woodlands
Key Features: Two basal pinnae closest
to the stem are longer, second and third
basal pinnae are closer than the first and

second
Provincial Rank: No rank




Picture sources
A bladder fern; Robbin Moran (2024)

Alpine cliff fern; Frank Le Driant (2024)
Appalachian polypody; Marile Lovit (2024)
Brauns holly fern; Arthur Haines (2024)
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Fragile fern; Arthur Haines (2024)

Fragrant wood fern; Arthur Haines (2024)
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Green spleenwort; Arthur Haines (2024)
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Maidenhair spleenwort; Arthur Haines (2024)
Marginal wood fern; Donald Cameron (2024)
Northern Adder’s tongue; Peter Dzuik (2006)
Northern holly fern; Al Schneider (n.d.)
Northern maidenhair fern; Donald Cameron (2024)
Rusty cliff fern; Donald Cameron (2024)
Silvery spleenwort; New England Wildflower Society (2024)
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Smooth cliff fern; Arthur Haines (2024)
Tetraploid beech fern; Arthur Haines (2024)



