










Within the endless diversity of the plant world, there
is an order of plants that is particularly unique.
Cyatheales is known as the “tree fern” order because
unlike the typical ground dwelling fern, these ferns
can grow to be up to 60 ft tall. The stems of tree ferns
are tall and wide enough to resemble trees, and
perform similar functions to tree trunks. They
support the plant and bring water and nutrients to
the fronds as a tree would to leaves. 

The fronds can be especially large, sometimes
reaching up to 4 meters in length, while also being
covered in hair and scales. Found in the tropical and
subtropical zones, tree fern species are found as
close as Florida and as far away as New Zealand. Tree
ferns are also ancient, with the first evidence of such
morphology seen in fossils dating back to the Triassic
Period, which means they were likely snacks for
dinosaurs and other now extinct species. 
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There is quite the competition for height within
the tropical environments that Cyatheales
grows. The taller a fern can grow the better
chance that fern has at reaching sunlight. This
order grows quickly to take advantage of open
spaces in the canopy, and some species have
evolved to specifically grow the base of its fern
fronds, called the stipe or petiole, to push the
frond further into the canopy and better
compete for the limited light available in
tropical rainforest ecosystems. Spines can also
be found on certain species, and since there
doesn’t seem to be a clear purpose for them
today, it is likely that it evolved as a defense
mechanism against predators that no longer
exist. 



 The most well known species of tree fern is the Silver
Fern. It is a national symbol for Aotearoa (the
indigenous name of New Zealand). There it is used as
the emblem for their world famous Rugby team, logos
throughout the country for common items such as
butter, and as the symbol for Air New Zealand. What
makes it so iconic is its singular silver-white
coloration on the undersides of its fronds. This
coloration is quite stark and unlike any other species
of fern. It has been said to reflect moonlight and be
used almost like a flashlight on dark trails. I hope that
one day I can see one in its natural habitat and see for
myself the immense diversity of our planet. 
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