
Common Ferns  

of Mitchell Canyon  
and found elsewhere on Mount Diablo 

Ferns are an ancient family of 

plants  that appeared on earth 

long before the time of the 

dinosaurs. Ferns once dominated 

the plant world and, though fewer 

in number today, they still grow 

throughout the world on every 

continent except Antarctica. Over 

80 species are native to California, 

and at least 15 species are found 

on Mount Diablo. The ferns 

pictured here are common to 

Mitchell Canyon and found 

elsewhere on Mount Diablo. 
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PARTS OF A FERN 

Nested polypody, maidenhair, and coffee 

ferns all growing together along Mitchell 

Creek in the rocky soil of a semi-shaded 

slope. 
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Western woodfern, Dryopteris arguta, 
(pictured above and below) prefers the 
dappled shade of dry woodland slopes. Its 
long, arching fronds grow in large clusters.  

How Spores Work 
 Ferns have spores, not seeds. Spores are 
single-celled reproductive units too small for 
the eye to see. The dots often seen on the 
underside of leaves are called sori, which are 
heaps of spores. When the time is right, 
spores are released to the wind. Under the 
right conditions, a spore will grow into a 
small, heart-shaped plant (prothallus), which 
is  where  fertilization takes place, and a new 
fern grows. Pictured above are kidney-
shaped sori of the woodfern. 

Goldback fern, Pentagramma triangularis, 
has small triangular blades; the undersides 
dusted with gold (or silver) waxy powder. 
This fern grows best  on dry, shaded slopes 
and rocky soil. 

Coffee fern, Pellaea andromedifolia, likes dry, 
rocky soil with some shade. Its mature leaflet 
resembles a coffee bean in shape and color. 

California maidenhair, Adiantum jordanii, is 
found on moist, shaded slopes of woodlands 
and rocky canyons. It is drought deciduous 
and reappears after the first rains. 

Nested polypody, 
Polypodium calirhiza, 
grows best in a thin 
substrate. It’s often 
found on mossy 
surfaces of rocks and 
tree bark and seldom 
directly in the ground. 
Its fronds are spaced 
apart from one 
another. The sori  
(spore dots) are bright 
yellow  when fresh.  


