
Plate 578 Lastreopsis velutina 

Polypodium speluncae 

Velvet fern 

New Zealand 

8th October 1769 – 31 March 1770 

 

I chose to research this not very colourful plants 

because in a very small way, I have started to 

collect different species of fern for my garden. I have large examples, such as the 

Shuttlecock Fern, and smaller ones – Asplenium, Scolopendrium and Hat’s 

Tongue. Asplenium is from the Polypodiaceae sub-species, like the Velvet fern. 

The RHS gardeners Encyclopaedia, states that, in this country, these ferns vary 

from being fully hardy to frost tender and that they prefer semi-shade and moist 

soil. 

Ferns are divided into 4 subclasses starting with the horsetails (Equisetidae), the 

Ophroglossidae, the ancient Marattiidae and finally the largest group, the 

Polypodiidae (the Leptosporangiate ferns) 

Next to the flowering plants, the Leptosporangiate ferns are the most diverse 

group of living plants. Recent estimates place their diversity at about 12,000 

species in 300 genera. The earliest known occurrence of these ferns is in the 

early carboniferous era, 350 million years ago, before the dinosaurs, making 

them very primitive plants. The 5 or more fern families recognised from this 

time were extinct by the Permian era (280 million years ago). It was not until the 

Upper Cretaceous era (135 million years ago), after flowering plants had become 

dominant over much of the land surface, that much of the extant fern diversity 

seems to have appeared. 

The Dryopteridaceae are a family of Leptosporangiate ferns in the order of 

Polypodiales. They are known colloquially as the wood ferns. Many are cultivated 

as ornamental plants. Dryopteridaceae diverged from other families about 100 

million years ago. 

Lasteropsis velutina is one of 4 similar looking ferns in the Lastreopsis genus, 

within the large fern family, Dryopteridaceae. It is notable for the velvet feel of 

its fronds which distinguishes it from the other 3 specie. The name ‘Lastreopsis’ 

is derived from ‘lastrea’, a fern known to ancient Greeks and ‘opsis’ meaning 



‘looks like’. ‘Velutina’ means ‘velvety’. Lastrea was named after Austrian botanist, 

Charles Jean Louis Delastre (1792 – 1859) 

Velvet fern is a beautiful New Zealand fern with soft lacy fronds up to 50cm tall 

and covered with silky brown hairs. Endemic to New Zealand, it grows in deep 

shade throughout the country. It is a terrestrial fern with erect, non-creeping 

scaly rhizomes and erect stalks 15-40cm long. The thin dark brownish green 

fronds are broadly oval and are covered on all surfaces with these tiny hairs 

giving the velvet feel. There are 3 to 4 pinnae or frond segments, each divided 

into smaller pinnae. The primary or lower pinnae of the fronds are stalked, and 

the lowest of the pair of secondary pinnae are particularly elongated 

downwards, creating the angled appearance of the whole frond. The final 

segments are blunt-ended. 

When mature, clusters of the sporangia make up the round spots on the 

underside of the fronds. These are seen in1 row on either side of the mid-rib, 

away from the pinna margins. At first, they are covered with a kidney-shaped 

covering which falls off as the spores ripen, and then they spread by the wind. 

Velvet fern is found on Te Ika a Maui / North Island and from Cape Farewell to 

Dunedin on Te Wai Pounamu / South Island. It can be seen in drier coastal areas 

and lowland forest, but is less common than other Lastreopsis species. It also 

grows in a few western areas of Wellington and in various parks, bush areas, 

scenic reserves and ranges. 

From 1850-1890 an obsession with ferns seized Victorian Britain; there was a 

passion for collecting them. Pteridomania is the technical name for ‘Fern-Fever!’ 

Evidently, the Killarney fern was the most sought-after example. A Doctor Ward 

invented Wardian cases to keep them in, away from air pollution, and providing 

protection from gas lighting and domestic fires. 

In 1855 a volume called ‘The Ferns of Ireland’ appeared, a collection of prints 

created using ‘nature printing’. The actual plants were pressed then the ferns 

were put on lead plates. They embossed themselves into the lead and, with the 

use of copper sulphate and electro-plate, a mirror image appeared. 

An impressive collection of ferns may be seen at the Chelsea Physic Garden, 

near the Thames in London. 

Ferns have an appeal that transcends culture and climate. In Polynesia they 

adorn the head-dresses of indigenous people, in Asia young shoots are offered 

as delicacies in open-air food markets, and, in Australia, gardeners insist on 

growing them in the most arid environments; they filter polluted air and 



produce oxygen. Melanesians carved statues from tree-fern trunks, and Maori 

made the Koru, the uncurled fern-shoot, a dominant feature of their art. 

Since 1880 the Silver fern has been an iconic element in New Zealand’s national 

identity, featuring on stamps, coins, banknotes and the national coat of arms. 

But, above all, it is the sense of pride associated with the fern-branded All Black 

rugby jersey and national teams such as the Silver Ferns (netball) and Black 

Ferns (women’s rugby), that give the fern an unassailable place in New Zealand’s 

culture! 
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