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26 Thoreau’s Climbing Fern

Thoreau often visited the west part of Concord, . . . where
he first found the climbing fern. The writer saw him the day
he found the rare plant while returning home with his prize.
I never saw such a pleased, happy look on his face as he had
that day. He took off his hat, in the crown of which the fern
was coiled up, and showed me the dainty, graceful glory of
the swamp.

—Horace R. Hosmer, Concord
Enterprise, April 22, 1893

In an 1863 article for the newspaper Common-
wealth Pratt wrote: “In a wild spot . . . (long may
it remain secluded), the graceful climbing fern,
very rare, and the large purple orchis . . . are
found.”

Pressed specimens of the fern collected from
Concord by Thoreau’s sister Sophia, and by oth-
ers were all certainly taken from the same colony
that Henry discovered.

Some time after 1920, knowledge of the exact
location of the colony became lost. By the time
Concord’s foremost botanist, the late Richard J.
Eaton, started inquiring about 1t, no one could tell
him precisely where it was or had been. He
searched the Ministerial Swamp repeatedly with-
out success and concluded in his A Flora of Con-
cord that the colony had probably been extermai-
nated by the dumping of rubbish.

Mr. Eaton apparently concentrated his search
in the vicinity of two small bogs 1n the swamp.
However, Thoreau did not associate the fern with
the bogs, while both Minot Pratt and Alfred W.
Hosmer (1851-1903) mention the colony as oc-
curring 1n “‘woods.” The label on a specimen of
the fern collected on August 6, 1899, by Alfred
Hosmer describes the habitat as “dense, low,
shady woods among thick bushes.”

In the Concord Free Public Library there 1s a
photographic plate of the fern taken by the well-
known nature photographer Herbert W. Gleason.
Unfortunately, it shows little of the background.
Reference Librarian Marcia E. Moss, produced
from the library archives a key piece of evi-
dence-—the survey sketch of the Ministerial

Swamp that Thoreau prepared at the time he dis-
covered the fern. At one spot on the map in tiny
print is the word “Lygodium.” It 1s not near the
bogs in the swamp.

Mary Fenn of Concord (who has had a long-
standing interest in the climbing fern) and I set
out for the Ministerial Swamp on November 6,
1978, with a photocopy of Thoreau’s 1851 survey
map 1n hand, courtesy of the Library through
Marcia Moss. We proceeded to a low thicket that
seemed to correspond to the spot indicated on the
map. A careful search of the thicket proved un-
successful. Reexamining the map carefully and
noting its scale, I did some pacing that indicated
the thicket was not the place to look. We decided
to search a swath of woodland that was in better
agreement with the survey map. We had not
taken more than a few strides when I noticed a
peculiar growth five to ten yards ahead. . . .

In the most ordinary of woodland settings the
climbing fern sprawled over an area about three
yards wide and five yards long. Being an evergreen
fern, it could not have been displayed to better
advantage than amidst the sere hues of late au-
tumn. For more than half a century the delicate
maiden had quietly waited, avoiding the gaze of
all, until the arrival of two well-wishers bearing a
remembrance from six score and seven Novem-
bers past.

Ray Angelo 1s curator of the vascular plant herbarium
of the New England Botanical Club.



