                               SENSITIVE FERN
    Fern fronds (leaves) take on a variety of sizes and shapes. One species that has unique shaped fronds is the Sensitive Fern (Onoclea sensibilis L.).

    Sensitive Fern is a member of the Order Polypodiales and of the Family Ononcleaceae or Dryopteridaceae.
    The generic name, Onoclea, is from the Greek word onokleia, which is “closed vessel”. Onos is “vessel” and kleio or kleiein is “closed” or “to close”. This refers to its closely rolled fertile fronds. Its name was given by the ancient Greek botanist, physician, and pharmacologist, Pedanius Dioscorides. The specific epithet, sensibilis, is Latin for “sensitive”, because of its sensitivity to frost. It is also sensitive to droughts and to direct sunlight.
    Other scientific synonyms for this species are Calyterium sensibile (L.) Bernhardi, Onoclea augescens Link, O. obtusilobata Schkuhr, Pterinodes sensibile (L.) Kuntze,  Ragiopteris obtusilobata (Schkuhr) C. Presl, R. ononcleoides C. Presl, and Riedlea sensibilis (L.) Mirbel. Other common names for this species are Bead Fern, Meadow Brake, Polypody Brake, Oak Fern, Oak-leaved Fern, and Sympathy Fern.
    Fossils of the Sensitive Ferns go back to the Tertiary Period (about 2½ million to 66 million years ago). Fossils have been found in the western U.S., Greenland, Japan, and the British Isles.

               DESCRIPTION OF THE SENSITIVE FERN
Perennial
Height: Its height is a few inches to 4 feet.
Fronds: Its separate fronds are either sterile or are fertile. They both are borne singly from the rhizomes.
    Sterile Fronds: Its sterile (vegetative) fronds are bright yellow-green, leathery, deeply once-pinnatified, triangular, and about 8-24 inches long. They are slightly tilted backwards. Its margin is wavy, entire, or deeply lobed. It has prominent and netted veins that extend to the margins. It is divided into 5-11 opposite leaflets with each lower leaflet separate, stemmed, and about 4-6 inches long. The lower leaflets are the longest, the widely spread, and taper at both ends. The rachis is winged and widens toward the top. It is the sterile fronds that are highly sensitive to frost.
    Fertile Frond: Its fertile (reproductive) fronds are green when young (but later become brown), narrowly pinnate, oblong to lanceolate, and about 12-30 inches long. They are upright. Their spore cases are located at the tips of the rolled pinnules. These cases are small, woody, spherical, and bead-shaped. Fertile fronds can persist through the winter and may remain up to 2-3 years.

     They release their green spores in March. These spores are distributed by the wind.
Stipe: Its stipe (leaf stalk) is pale tan to yellow, stiff, slender, and brittle. It is swollen and dark brown at its base. It is smooth with a furrowed face and has a few scales.  It is longer than the frond blades.
Fiddleheads: Its fiddleheads (or croziers) are pale red and are prominent in the spring.

Roots: Its rootstalks are red-brown to brown, stout, horizontal, and smooth. The roots are low, matted, creeping, and branched. Its creeping rhizomes can rapidly form large weedy colonies.

Habitat: Its habitats consist of wet woods and meadows, open fields, thickets, swamps, marshes, floodplains and stream banks. They prefer slightly acidic soils and can tolerate sun or shade. It is the most common fern species in wet areas.

Range: Its range is eastern North America and eastern Asia. It is now naturalized within western Europe.
Uses of the Sensitive Fern:

    Sensitive Fern had a number of medical uses. It was used for treating arthritis and various infections. The top of the plant was used as a poultice for deep cuts. A decoction was used for treating venereal diseases. A root decoction was used for consumption. It was also used as blood medicine and as gynecological medicine.

    Sensitive Fern had other uses, too. It was used as a hair wash. 
    The young fronds or fiddleheads were sometimes boiled and eaten as a potherb. Boiling in several changes of water should remove the toxins. The rhizomes were also eaten as emergency food.
    The mature sterile frond is toxic to livestock and to White-tailed Deer (Odocoileus virginianus Zimmermann). Consumption of the mature fronds can lead to nervous disorders, lack of coordination, collapse, and even death.
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