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  TREES


  AMERICAN ELM


  (Ulmus Americana)


  In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the deciduous American elm was a go-to for greening developing cities. The fast-growing elm was cherished as an urban specimen, with a delicate but sturdy form that lasted a century or more. They were particularly beloved for forming dreamy archways over streets. Unfortunately, this landscaping style resulted in devastation when a fungal disease caused catastrophic die-offs to the plant, which had developed little resistance to pests and illness. In the wild, American elms don’t form “pure” stands, and since they were mostly sourced from only a handful of cultivars, the trees had little genetic diversity, making them extremely susceptible to such fatal events.


  [image: The simple, deeply serrated leaves of the American elm emerge from branches that spread with grace and dignity. Gazing on the canopy from afar, it is easy to see why this tree became such a prominent staple of the country’s early cities.]


  The simple, deeply serrated leaves of the American elm emerge from branches that spread with grace and dignity. Gazing on the canopy from afar, it is easy to see why this tree became such a prominent staple of the country’s early cities.


  [image: The painted lady has the longest migration of any butterfly species in the world. They’re also quick fliers, capable of reaching 20 miles per hour!]


  The painted lady has the longest migration of any butterfly species in the world. They’re also quick fliers, capable of reaching 20 miles per hour!


  While the tree is still listed as endangered in North America, Florida has yet to see an occurrence of Dutch elm disease. Growing wild in our mesic forests and hardwood swamps, the American elm is a worthy candidate for any aquatic butterfly garden. The tree hosts the eastern comma (Polygonia comma), mourning cloak (Nymphalis antiopa), painted lady (Vanessa cardui), and red-spotted purple (Limenitis arthemis) butterflies, as well as a number of moths. It produces clusters of small, bell-shaped green flowers in early spring, before the reappearance of its leaves. Its seeds are a valuable food source for birds when little else is available.


  The winged elm (Ulmus alata) is a more drought-tolerant, upland alternative that additionally hosts the question mark butterfly (Polygonia interrogationis). This sibling has a shallow root system and can be slightly smaller in stature. It will not grow in more southern counties, like the American elm does, and is also susceptible to Dutch elm disease.


  

  Family: Ulmaceae (Elm Family)


  Hardiness: 8A–10A


  Lifespan: Long-lived perennial (150+ years)


  Zone: Upland


  Soil: Occasionally inundated to not extremely dry clay, loamy, or sandy soil


  Depth: Shoreline, no permanent inundation


  Exposure: Full sun to partial shade


  Growth Habit: 60–70 feet tall and 20–40 feet wide


  Propagation: Seed, cuttings


  


  ASHES


  (Fraxinus spp.)


  Of the small handful of ashes native to Florida, two stand out as candidates for the aquatic garden: pop ash (Fraxinus caroliniana) and green ash (Fraxinus pensylvanica). With a name like pop ash, it may come as no surprise that the tree is perhaps best known for its use as a choice material for electric guitar bodies. Its wood is lightweight and easy to sand, and it takes additives like paints and finish well, making it a go-to for the industry. However, the pop ash (also known as swamp ash) is much more than its utility to humans. Native to many of Florida’s aquatic landscapes, including floodplains, swamps, and similar sites with prolonged, deep inundation, the pop ash is a prime option for restoration. It is also the larval host of the eastern tiger swallowtail (Papilio glaucus), mourning cloak (Nymphalis antiopa), and viceroy (Limenitis archippus) butterflies.


  Pop ash is one of the most flood-tolerant trees in Florida, rivaling oaks and cypresses while retaining a significantly smaller stature. During Hurricane Ian in 2022, record flood waters hit Myakka River State Park, causing 4 feet of flooding in some areas, but the pop ash escaped unscathed! Like many ashes, these trees are favored hosts of American mistletoe (Phoradendron leucarpum) and their associated butterfly, the great purple hairstreak (Atlides halesus). A single pop ash might provide habitat for dozens of other species, including epiphytic plants, butterflies, and birds.


[image: The clustered, hanging paddle-shaped structures of this green ash are winged fruits called samaras.]


  The clustered, hanging paddle-shaped structures of this green ash are winged fruits called samaras.


  The green ash is a similarly suitable choice for the aquatic landscape and is also quite adaptable to urban locations. In fact, it is one of the most widely planted ornamental trees across the nation. Recognized primarily for its interesting foliage, the green ash produces flowers on hanging panicles that lack petals. In addition to hosting the aforementioned butterflies of the pop ash, green ash hosts the orange sulphur (Colias eurytheme).


 [image: The orange sulphur is one of the most common butterfly species in North America and is known as an adaptable generalist. Its larva is called the alfalfa caterpillar.]


  The orange sulphur is one of the most common butterfly species in North America and is known as an adaptable generalist. Its larva is called the alfalfa caterpillar.


  The ash trees of the South are a critical food source for native frogs. Along seasonal ephemeral water bodies, leaf litter provides advantageous feeding opportunities for tadpoles. Many amphibians need temporary, fishless water bodies in which to reproduce. The shallow wetlands and bogs where one may find the green ash are ideal for this purpose. Since Florida has far fewer amphibians than other states in southern Appalachia due to the high connectivity of our waterways, the presence of ashes in these critical water bodies creates an essential opportunity for those present. Small mammals and birds, particularly cardinals, enjoy the ash tree’s seeds.


  When choosing a plant from a nursery, be sure the specimen has one central trunk and well-spaced branches along its form. If two major branches are opposite one another, remove one to encourage strength and long-term structure. Some nurseries will “top” the tree in its adolescence to encourage bushy growth—however, this is not considered good practice.

  
  

   Family: Oleaceae (Olive Family)


  Hardiness: 8A–10B for F. caroliniana, 8A–9B for F. pensylvanica


  Lifespan: Long-lived perennial (60–100+ years)


  Zone: Riparian–Upland


  Soil: Aquatic—somewhat moist clay, loamy, sandy, or mucky soil for F. caroliniana; F. pensylvanica is less aquatic and tolerant of only occasional inundation


  Depth: Shoreline, no permanent inundation; F. caroliniana tolerates longer seasonal flooding up to several feet in more extreme floodplains


 Exposure: Full sun to partial shade


  Growth Habit: 30–60 feet tall and 10 feet wide for F. caroliniana; 50–80 feet tall and 30 feet wide for F. pensylvanica


  Propagation: Seed


  


   [image: The leaves of the bald cypress are quite small and flat, appearing on a structure called a branchlet that gives the plant the false appearance of having a pinnately compound leaf.]


  The leaves of the bald cypress are quite small and flat, appearing on a structure called a branchlet that gives the plant the false appearance of having a pinnately compound leaf.


  BALD CYPRESS


  (Taxodium distichum)


  From its head to its “knees,” the bald cypress commands attention. It is at home not only along water bodies but also within them. It has several peculiar qualities, including allelopathic leaves that prevent weeds from sprouting beneath and the formation of “knees,” which are woody projections of roots that extend beyond the ground or water. It was previously believed that this structure provides oxygen to the roots, but it is now more commonly assumed that this trait is related to stabilization and structure. These knees are more common in waterlogged soils or on the downward side of slopes. Regardless of the true reason behind this curiosity, the root system of the cypress provides immense benefits in preventing erosion and stabilizing sediment. In fact, bald cypress is often the top pick for shoreline stabilization, not only due to its underground resources but also by keeping mowers away from shorelines, where the equipment can push banks in with their weight over time.


  

  Fun Fact: In 2012, scuba divers discovered an underwater bald cypress forest off the coast of Mobile, Alabama, with trees that cannot be dated with radio-carbon methods. This suggests the trees could be more than fifty thousand years old and therefore likely lived in the early glacial interval of the last ice age.


  


  The feathery foliage of the bald cypress is another distinguishing feature of the tree, which sheds its leaves in winter following the autumnal period, when its needle-like leaves turn a golden rust. It is a valuable roosting and nesting site for birds, which enjoy its seeds along with small mammals.


  Under the right conditions, the bald cypress has a lifespan exceeding a thousand years, with one specimen in North Carolina being deemed the ninth-oldest tree in the world, with a tree-ring count dating back to 605 BC.


  For a more compact, drought-tolerant option, consider the pond cypress (Taxodium ascendens). While this relative can still reach heights of 80 feet, it’s comparatively smaller and tends to put up fewer “knees,” which makes these trees a good option for planting farther up the shoreline in the home landscape.


  

   Family: Cupressaceae (Cypress Family)


  Hardiness: 8A–10B


  Lifespan: Long-lived perennial (400+ years)


  Zone: Littoral–Upland


  Soil: Aquatic to somewhat moist clay, muck, loamy, or sandy soils


  Depth: Depending on their original size, this species can be grown in littoral zones or as an emergent; smaller trees should be started on shorelines or riparian habitat


 Exposure: Full sun to partial shade


  Growth Habit: 50–75 feet tall and 30–45 feet wide


  Propagation: Seed


  


  [image: While it is rare to hear the flower clusters of the box elder referred to as “showy,” it’s hard to say they’re not at least quite interesting.]


  While it is rare to hear the flower clusters of the box elder referred to as “showy,” it’s hard to say they’re not at least quite interesting.


  BOX ELDER


  (Acer negundo)


  Box elder is a rather unappreciated native tree of Florida. While it is not known to have strong wood or an exceptionally long lifespan for a tree (typically living around sixty years), its ecological value, in tandem with a hardy adaptability, is quite impressive. Found naturally in floodplains, along streams, and colonizing disturbed sites, it is tolerant of both occasional inundation and extremely dry, short periods. The tree will grow almost anywhere without salty wind or spray, providing a 40–50-foot-tall rounded canopy in which an assortment of birds and wildlife may enjoy its shelter, seeds, fruit, and flowers. The latter arrive early in the warm months and are yellow in color, emerging in clusters from pinkish racemes. While these blooms are not particularly showy, they make up for it by attracting a wide assortment of pollinators. The box elder is also the host plant for the largest moth native to North America, the cecropia moth (Hyalophora cecropia).


  The tree’s lack of popularity can be attributed to its weak wood and damage-prone branches, qualities that are common for similarly fast-growing but short-lived trees. These traits mean that box elder should not be planted in locations where broken or fallen limbs could be a hazard to property or individuals. However, it is highly recommended for use in landscapes where other trees would not be expected to do well. Since it is a pioneer of open, aquatic or semi-aquatic sites, it does wonders for stabilizing moist soils and preventing erosion with its fibrous root systems and prolific seeding habit. After its death, nesting mammals and birds will call it home, and its decaying wood will provide food and shelter for many species of fungi and insects that will serve as food for other organisms.


  

   Family: Sapindaceae (Soapberry Family)


  Hardiness: Zones 8A–9B


  Lifespan: Long-lived perennial (60–100 years)


  Zone: Riparian–Upland


  Soil: Moist to inundated sandy, loamy, or clay soils, and tolerant of extremely dry periods for a short time


  Depth: Shoreline, no permanent inundation


 Exposure: Full sun to partial shade


  Growth Habit: 40–50 feet tall and wide


  Propagation: Seed


  


 [image: Male banded hairstreaks are known for being fierce defenders of territory and will engage in extended aerial fights. It is common to see individuals with chunks of wing missing for this reason.]


  Male banded hairstreaks are known for being fierce defenders of territory and will engage in extended aerial fights. It is common to see individuals with chunks of wing missing for this reason.


[image: Buttonwood is distinguishable from other species thanks to its Dr. Seuss–like, petalless flower clusters. While one might be inclined to think these adorable features are its namesake, “button” actually refers to its fruits, which look like old, leathery buttons.]


  Buttonwood is distinguishable from other species thanks to its Dr. Seuss–like, petalless flower clusters. While one might be inclined to think these adorable features are its namesake, “button” actually refers to its fruits, which look like old, leathery buttons.


  BUTTONWOOD


  (Conocarpus erectus)


  Growing wild alongside mangroves (and sometimes referred to as the “fourth man-grove” for this reason), buttonwood is a staple of Florida’s shorelines. It is one of the more commonly utilized natives in landscaping, as it is easily pruned into a small shrub, screen, or hedge. When allowed to grow in open space alongside salty winds, the tree will often form a sculptural, contorted appearance that can be quite enchanting. Native to areas with tidal inundation, the tree is clearly tolerant of salty, sandy coastal conditions, but it will still retain its adaptability in sites farther inland. Its intricate root system helps stabilize shorelines and prevent erosion, and its foliage provides shelter and nesting sites for birds, insects, and marine life.


  The buttonwood is the host plant for the martial scrub hairstreak (Strymon martialis) and is a choice nectar plant for many species of bees and butterflies, which enjoy its green flowers that form compact heads on panicles. The cultivar Conocarpus erectus var. sericeus provides an attractive, silvery appearance that stands out brightly in a mixed landscape planting. Like many plants with silver foliage, it has a slightly hardier drought resistance and is smaller than its green counterpart. Air plants (Tillandsia spp.), saw palmetto (Serenoa repens), and sea lavender (Heliotropium gnaphalodes) all have this distinctive coloration, serving as an example of convergent evolution in which several unrelated plant species display similar characteristics.


  

   Family: Combretaceae (White Mangrove Family)


  Hardiness: 9B–11


  Lifespan: Long-lived perennial (50–150 years)


  Zone: Riparian–Upland


  Soil: Regularly inundated to very dry sandy soils and limerock


  Depth: Shoreline, no permanent inundation, tolerates saltwater inundation


 Exposure: Full sun to partial shade


  Growth Habit: 20–40 feet tall and wide


  Propagation: Seed (stratified)


  


 [image: The martial scrub hairstreak is a rare find along the southern coasts of Florida.]


  The martial scrub hairstreak is a rare find along the southern coasts of Florida.


  [image: A stand of cabbage palms resembles a guild of slender, wise elders gazing on their verdant realm. It is no wonder this palm has woven itself so deeply into the Southeast’s art and culture.]


  A stand of cabbage palms resembles a guild of slender, wise elders gazing on their verdant realm. It is no wonder this palm has woven itself so deeply into the Southeast’s art and culture.


  CABBAGE PALM


  (Sabal palmetto)


  The state tree of Florida, the cabbage palm is best known for its iconic silhouette of fan-shaped fronds that form a rounded canopy standing tall among the coastal plains, marshes, and hammocks throughout the entirety of our state all the way to the Carolinas. It is a pioneer species, with innumerable benefits to pollinators, wildlife, and humans alike. Early Floridians made use of all parts of the palm for food, medicine, weaving, and shelter. Today, the cabbage palm is an enduring symbol of our natural heritage.


  In late spring, the palm produces groups of small, white blossoms that develop into clusters of dark purple berries, which serve as a valuable source of food for wild-life. Its dead fronds, which hang at the base of the canopy, are crucial roosting habitat for bats, whose fur color blends in seamlessly with the leaflets. These fronds are also choice habitat for tree frogs! The “frizz” from the leaves provides excellent nesting material, and the palm boots are important and unique habitat for other species, such as the golden polypody fern. The cabbage palm is the larval host for the monk skipper butterfly (Asbolis capucinus). In fact, so many species rely on cabbage palms that they are sometimes referred to as the “tree of life.” For an in-depth view of this tree, refer to Jono Miller’s recently published The Palmetto Book.


 [image: One of the largest skippers of North America, the monk skipper claims the name capucinus due to its resemblance in color to the vestments of Capuchin monks.]


  One of the largest skippers of North America, the monk skipper claims the name capucinus due to its resemblance in color to the vestments of Capuchin monks.


  Unfortunately, many landscaping companies remove the green fronds in a practice called “hurricane cutting,” leaving the trees with an overpruned mohawk. This process takes cherished habitat away from our native wildlife and can seriously harm the tree, reducing its nutrients and opening it up to diseases (actually reducing its ability to survive severe weather events like hurricanes in the process). The dead leaves will be shed on their own, and in the meantime, leave the pruning behind and allow the cabbage palm to display its full, timeless beauty.


  Sabal minor, or dwarf palmetto, is an alternative shrubby Sabal for the landscape with similar pollinator benefits and a restricted growth habit. Dwarf palmetto displays classic fan-shaped fronds, and it enjoys relatively shaded, moist areas, although it is fairly drought tolerant once established.


  

   Family: Arecaceae (Palm Family)


  Hardiness: 8A–11


  Lifespan: Long-lived perennial (100+ years)


  Zone: Riparian–Upland


  Soil: Occasionally inundated to very dry loam and sand


  Depth: Shoreline, no permanent inundation, tolerates longer seasonal flooding


 Exposure: Full sun to full shade


  Growth Habit: Up to 100 feet tall and 10–20 feet wide


  Propagation: Seed


  


  [image: The early spring bloom period of the Carolina willow is much appreciated by the multitude of insects that frequent its catkins.]


  The early spring bloom period of the Carolina willow is much appreciated by the multitude of insects that frequent its catkins.


  CAROLINA WILLOW


  (Salix caroliniana)


  Found wild in every county in Florida, the Carolina willow is a graceful and common feature of pond shorelines, swamps, marshes, and floodplains. While this species enjoys having wet feet, it can grow well in upland zones and tolerates root disturbance well. In early spring, either before or along with its leaves, the willow produces clusters of inconspicuous white blooms that precede elongated catkins that are quite attractive. These flowers are greatly enjoyed by pollinators, particularly the viceroy (Limenitis archippus), mourning cloak (Nymphalis antiopa), and red-spotted purple (Limenitis arthemis) butterflies, who rely on the willow for hosting their larvae.


  Without the presence of fire, S. caroliniana can transform herbaceous wetlands into forested wetlands, an evolution often prevented by prescribed fires. One of the very few trees that can grow in perpetually flooded areas, it is a true littoral species, able to grow and thrive in inundation of several feet. Often needing to start in shallower areas, it will gradually creep into emergent and eventually deep littoral zones, with some notable specimens having been found in water over 6 feet deep during the rainy season!


 

  Fun Fact: The Carolina willow is fed to giraffes, antelope, elephants, and rhinoceri at Disney’s Animal Kingdom Park, thanks to its high dry-matter content of protein, fiber, vitamins, and minerals.


  

  
  

   Family: Salicaceae (Willow Family)


  Hardiness: 8A–11


  Lifespan: Perennial (data is limited, but we estimate 30–50 years based on average lifespans of similar Salix spp.)


  Zone: Littoral–Upland


  Soil: Aquatic to not extremely dry sand or muck


  Depth: If started in riparian or shoreline areas, can grow several feet deep into littoral depths


 Exposure: Full sun to full shade


  Growth Habit: 25–60 feet tall and 20–40 feet wide


  Propagation: Seed, cuttings


  


 [image: It’s a monarch! No, wait . . . It’s a viceroy! Confused? Good—it’s working! The viceroy is a Müllerian mimic of the monarch. Müllerian mimicry is a theoretical phenomenon in which two or more species with effective defenses (such as noxiousness) share a similar appearance. The viceroy and monarch share extremely similar markings, with only very subtle wing differences. Both species are noxious to predators, and therefore both benefit from having a similar appearance.]


  It’s a monarch! No, wait . . . It’s a viceroy! Confused? Good—it’s working! The viceroy is a Müllerian mimic of the monarch. Müllerian mimicry is a theoretical phenomenon in which two or more species with effective defenses (such as noxiousness) share a similar appearance. The


  [image: The growth habit of the Florida strangler fig is almost mythical in appearance. It’s hard to deny its eccentric allure, even though its parasitic habit can be quite destructive contextually.]


  

  FLORIDA STRANGLER FIG


  

  

  

 [image: While the aptly named Antillean daggerwing is found in the West Indies, it strays to the Florida Keys, making it a special find if you’re lucky enough to spot it.]


  

  

  

   

  

  

  

  

  

 

  

  

  


  [image: The hackberry was one of the most common plant remains found at the Meadowcroft Rock Shelter, the oldest site of human habitation of North America, suggesting hunter-gatherers made use of the hackberry as far back as sixteen thousand years ago.]


  

  HACKBERRY


  

  

  

  

  

   

  

  

  

  

  

 

  

  

  


 [image: You might be inclined to think the most interesting thing about the hackberry emperor is that it relies solely on the hackberry to host its larvae. You would be wrong. The hackberry emperor has a variety of unique behaviors that have made it known as a rather odd, mercurial insect. It flies quickly and erratically, rarely visiting flowers to nectar, instead favoring hackberry sap, feces, and dead animals. It is also known to land on humans, enjoying our sodium-rich sweat.]


  

 [image: If you think these spines are bad, you should see the trunk!]


  

  HERCULES’ CLUB


  

  

[image: The giant swallowtail is the largest butterfly in North America. Its hungry larva is seen as quite pesky on citrus farms, earning it the name orange dog.]


  

  

  

   

  

  

  

  

  

 

  

  

  


[image: While these Jamaican caper flowers are white, the blossoms will turn purple the next day!]


  

  JAMAICAN CAPER


  

  

  

  

   

  

  

  

  

  

 

  

  

  


 [image: These Florida whites are displaying a behavior called “puddling,” a drinking activity in which they can consume hundreds of gutloads of water, retaining the valuable sodium and minerals and excreting the rest. In many species, this behavior is restricted to males, with studies suggesting the nutrients they collect are then stored in the sperm and transferred to the female during mating as a kind of “nuptial gift.”]


  

  [image: There’s more to the delightful scent of the magnolia flower than you might think. Methyl dihydrojasmonate, a compound found in both the fragrant magnolia and jasmine, is released from the flower and binds to the VN1R1 receptor in the nose, sending signals to parts of the brain that control the limbic system, which is associated with emotions, memory, and motivation.]


  

  MAGNOLIAS


  

  

 [image: While the size and color of the eastern tiger swallowtail is enough to swoon over, it is the caterpillar that possesses the most remarkable of the species’ qualities. Its false eyespots are glaring to predators, and, if touched, a pair of vivid orange glands (called osmeterium) emerge from its neck region like devil’s horns, secreting a foul-smelling acidic substance.]


  

  

  

  

  

  

   

  

  

  

  

  

 

  

  

  


 [image: While the musclewood is most prized for its brawny trunk, its serrated leaves can put on quite the canopy display when mature.]


  

  MUSCLEWOOD


  

  

  

  

  

   

  

  

  

  

  

 

  

 

  


  [image: Can you count how many species have taken up residence in this oak? Neither can we! Oaks can provide a home for literally hundreds of plant and wildlife species.]


  

  OAKS


  

  

  

  

  

   

  

  

  

  

  

 

  

  

  


 [image: The petite flowers of the persimmon transform into sweet fruits that many claim to be in a taste category of their own. However, consuming the astringent, unripe fruit will leave your mouth numb or chalky due to the high tannin content, which fades with maturation.]


  

  PERSIMMON


  

  

  

  

  

  

   

  

  

  

  

  

 

  

  

  


[image: Swamp bay is a relative of the avocado (Persea americana), which has an understandably similar flower.]


  

  SWAMP BAY


  

  

  

  

  

   

  

  

  

  

  

 

  

  

  


  [image: The palamedes swallowtail, which is quite elegant in flight, has shown to decrease in number in areas that have been heavily impacted by laurel wilt disease—another reason to engage in management practices that limit its spread.]


  

[image: In bloom, the mature swamp dogwood can put on an impressive display with its white flower clusters.]


  

  SWAMP DOGWOOD


  

  

  

  

   

  

  

  

  

  

 

  

  

  


  [image: Fascinatingly, the larvae of the spring azure butterfly are tended to and cared for by ants! The caterpillars produce a nectar-like secretion that not only feeds the ants but also prevents them from causing harm. In return, the ants will defend the caterpillars from predators.]


  

  [image: From above, the leaves of the water hickory appear vibrant and glossy. Standing beneath the canopy, however, the pale undersides of the compound leaves flicker in the softest of breezes, creating an oscillating scene of colors as different sides of the leaves are exposed.]


  

  WATER HICKORY


  

  

  

  

   

  

  

  

  

  

 

  

  

  


  [image: Like many plants, the multitrunked wax myrtle can appear as a small, stately tree or a dense, branching shrub depending on pruning and site conditions.]


  

  WAX MYRTLE


   

  

  

  

 [image: The red-banded hairstreak tends to prefer feeding on the fallen, decaying leaves of the wax myrtle, as opposed to the live plant.]


  

  

  

   

  

  

  

  

  

 

  

  

  


[image: The unforgettable pod of the West Indian mahogany makes this species a tough one to forget once you’ve seen it in the wild.]


  

  WEST INDIAN MAHOGANY


   

  

  

  

   

  

  

  

  

  

 

  

  

  


  [image: The white fringe tree takes the old saying “good things don’t last forever” to heart. We doubt the verity of that axiom, but we certainly miss the blooms when they’re gone!]


  

  WHITE FRINGE TREE
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