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The pleasures.
The Florida Native Plant Society

promotes the advantages of landscap-
ing with native plants. We stress water

economy of native species. We talk

about the cold hardiness of certain
species and other factors that make
using endemic plants desirable in
Florida.

Certainly these are valid reasons,
but I find myself i3ppreciating what I
call the "pleasure factor" of living
among an integrated community of
natives of the tropical hammock type.

(live in south Florida on a relatively
small lot in a somewhat crowded de-
velopment. For the last twelve years
I've been experimenting with native
plants. The result has evolved into a
dense tropical hammock surrounding
a contoured fish pond. A small clear-

ing of open ground extends from my

back porch. My back yard now repre-
sents the extreme in a native plant

infatuation spectrum. On any lazy

Saturday afternoon you might find
me sitting or working in my clearing,

insulated from my neighbors and the

rest of the outside world by a wall of
vegetation.

The drowsy buzz of bees and cica-
das help to cover the already muted
street noises. Zebra and yellow

sulphur butterflies gently flit from

firebush to wild coffee. In the dappled
hammock shade, small song birds

chirrup and fly about. An old friend

of mine, a little Green-backed Heron,
quietly wades along the margin of my
pool trying to catch the minnows
while keeping a wary eye on my cats.
Several large slider turtles sun
themselves on a log in the pond. The
cypress tree behind the log has a
bromeliad growing on one of the
lower branches, and this air plant has
produced a brilliant red spike in

preparation for blooming. An after-

noon breeze sloughs through the top
of a tall slash pine, through jamaica

divided into three basic stages:

1. Taking stock of your situation
(i.e., learning and planning).

2. Getting to work (planting and
arranging).

3. Maintaining and enhancing.

Even if you are well into the second
or third stage, you would do well to
pause and take stock. Ask yourself a
series of questions. The first should
concern goals: what do you want to
achieve? The ultimate goal of your
labors may range from a complete
natural system to a series of areas
wholly or partially native, or certain
small design elements incorporating

native plants. Specific goals may in-

clude attracting animals, birds, and
butterflies, enhancing a view, creating
a wind-break, or merely planting
something that won't dry up or get
cold-burnt. A good method of clari-

fying these goals and ideas is to for-
mally list them and to discuss them

with a spouse or other interested
party.

The next step in taking stock in-
volves inventorying the resources
with which you are starting. This en-
compasses not only the property you
own, its size, and what is presently
growing there, but also geographical
location, topography, soil type, and

dogwoods and gumbo-limbos, bring-

ing forth the sweet pungent scent of
a flowering tropical native plant. Vivid
purple morning glory flowers inter-
twine amidst vines climbing the slats
overhanging the porch. A blue sky

with shoals of fluffy white clouds

glimpsed through swaying branches

completes the scene.

Rather than single entities com-

plete unto themselves, my plants

cluster together and create a com-

plementary whole, attracting animals

who are used to associating with
them. A re-created system such as

mine, which has evolved through con-

scious planning and unconscious cir-

cumstance creates at any time - day

or night - an integrated and

pleasurable ambience.

How to begin.

There are no firm and fixed rules

in natural landscaping. Like any other
activity, the use of native plants
operates in the realm of the possible

- some things being more possible

than others. The successful raising of

plants - any plants - is highly in-

dividual. If some notion on how to

grow or arrange plants motivates you

with sufficient force, don't be talked
out of it. You may prove the "experts"
wrong.

Any landscaping strategy can be



Our knowledge about plants and
their uses is never complete. We can

initially build a firmer understanding

by attending meetings of the Florida
Native Plant Society; by reading

selected books available from FNPS

or the county library and elsewhere;
by talking to the county agricultural
agent or state forester; or by asking
questions and receiving opinions
from nurserymen, landscapers, or
plant society members with ex-
perience in using native plants.

Another concrete way of gaining
ideas and inspiration is to drive
around your area and see what others
have created using natural plants. The
other day I noticed a very large and
striking lantana growing in front of a
house in a nearby neighborhood.
Most people regard this plant as a
weed, but the property owner had
tended and pruned this specimen
until it was a symmetrical six feet
across and four feet high. It fit in well
with the other landscape elements.

While you're cruising around, jot
down brief comments about what you
like or don't like. Whenever possible,
get invited to visit the property of
people who have been successful with
natives. Most are proud to show off
their achievements.
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relationships to surrounding struc-
tures and formations.

Of equal importance is the condi-

tion of the land: is it an uncleared
area with many surrounding natives,
an altered area with a few surviving

plants, or a cleared or filled location
with little or nothing left? Pre-existent
vegetation can provide desirable
nuclei for subsequent landscaping. In

my own situation, I had a totally

cleared and filled lot with one rather
sick-looking slash pine that had been
run into several times by heavy equip-

By now you will have collected a

fair amount of information and im-

pressions. You may want to draw up

a preliminary scheme using a sheet

of graph paper. Draw your house lot

or area to be landscaped to scale.
Note accurately the size, dimensions,
and position of your house, existing
vegetation you may wish to incor-

porate; driveways, paths, and any

other features. Now begin working in

some of the ideas you've acquired.

When you feel the basic design
elements have been roughed out, call
a temporary halt.

It would now be my suggestion to

take several field trips with plant
groups, other interested individuals,

or by yourself to various natural areas

and plant communities. See what

nature recommends. Go with an open
mind and think visually. Note what

pleases you and in what groupings
and combinations native plants ar-
range themselves. When you have
identified what you like, think about
how it might be possible to create a
similar area in your landscaping ef-
fort. One example might be a cypress

swamp area or marsh pond feature.

Initially this may seem a highly

unlikely habitat to reproduce. How-

ever, a free-form shallow concrete fish

pond can be easily made with areas

deep enough to plant cypress seed-

lings or even transplanted dwarf

cypress. Marsh and pond plants can

be easily started. Mosquito fish (Gam-
brusia), frogs, snails, and even turtles

can be introduced. I've done this in

my own back yard with a ten foot by

twelve foot free-form pool planted

with willow, cypress, and pond apples.
Your "data base" should now be

complete enough to proceed to an in-
vestigation of sources for native plant

materials. Check with your FNPS

chapter, or call one of the advertisers
in this issue of The Palmetto.

Materials can also be acquired from
the wild, but there are local, state, and

federal regulations that govern the

removal and collection of certain wild

plants, as well as ethical considera-

tions to be concerned with. Be sure

you know what plants are protected.

Be sure you always leave more in-

dividual specimens than you take.

Owners of private property must be

approached for permission to remove

certain plants on their land. When an
area is about to be cleared, you may

be able to obtain permission to
rescue from the bulldozer.

The least destructive way to collect
plants is to acquire cuttings or seeds.
The germination of seeds is a whole
field of interest in itself. Scarification
or soaking of certain seeds may be

necessary to achieve good germina-
tion. Talk to people with experience
concerning these techniques.

Now that the information and the

sources of supply are at hand, return
to your plan. Make allowances for ex-
pansion and any growth or size in-
crease in the plants in time. Consider

ment. Today, 12 years later, this tree
is a robust thirty-five footer surrounded
by a jungle of other native plants.

Geographic location is the domi-
nant factor that decides what sort of
plant scheme is going to work.
Temperature (make that coldest
temperature!) is the one unalterable
factor, affected by latitude and
distance from the coast. The south
Florida area is an interface between
temperate and tropical regions.
Delicate tropical hammock plants, in.

cluding some of the most attractive

landscape elements, can be hurt or

killed by the several days and nights
of freezing temperatures occurring
yearly. Northerly and interior areas
have a far greater likelihood of plant.
damaging freezes.

Although we cannot control the

outdoor temperature, we can still cir-
cumvent its harmful aspects by some

careful consideration. Cold-sensitive

plants can be placed close to the
house on the sheltered south and east
sides, or under a canopy of more cold-
tolerant upper-story vegetation. The
size of certain plants sometimes af-
fects their cold-hardiness. Large
mature plants often will not suffer the
burning, dying back, and stunting
visited on immature specimens. Prox-
imity to a temperature moderator

such as a pond may help. Although

location and temperature should not
be ignored, these should not be allow-
ed to totally dominate one's land-

scape options.
From learning to planning.

Learning in any form has a nebu-
lous beginning and no definite end.



the temporal as well as the spatial
aspects and establish a series of
"stages" culminating in the ultimate
goal. Remember, a planted area is like
learning - it grows and evolves, and
is never static.

Florida does not mean it is wrong to
create some. Many hammock plants

require a little elevation to get them

out of the water during the wet
season. Conversely, low areas are

necessary to get such plants as
cypress, swamp maples, red bay,

sweet bay, etc., to flourish. In fact, it

might be possible to dig out a place

to create a low area, and use the spoil

to create a high area.

Another somewhat easier method

is to purchase fill by the dump truck

load. I purchased ten cubic yeards of

fill to create a ridge and a knoll in my

back yard. The knoll is three feet high

and is connected to the ridge which

forms a backdrop for my pond (which

also produced fill). On this high

ground, I have planted stoppers,

mastic, pigeon plum, lancewood,

Florida privet, snowberry, gumbo-

limbo, wild lime, and a particularly

fine lignum vitae of which I am quite

proud.

Other landscape features to con-

sider are limestone boulders. Many of

these will invariably arrive in sand fill

or be formed in heaps around the

neighborhood where they were piled

during clearing operations. These

"stones" can range from breadbasket

size to monoliths large enough to
warm the heart of a druid buildinQ

I

Getting to work.
Now we move from planning to

doing. We have taken a circuitous

journey preparing for the turning of
the first shovelful of dirt and the
planting of the first native plant.

If you are dealing with an area that
has existing native plants, you have
by now made the decision on which

to save and which to eliminate. It is
important to take special care with

these plants you plan to save. You

must avoid damaging their root sys.

tems and trunks, particularly in the

case of pines. If your house is being
constructed, you must protect your
"keepers" from over-enthusiastic con-
tractors and their workers. Erect a
substantial fence or barricade around
discrete plants or areas you plan to
save, and don't remove any plants

from thickets until the work force has

packed up and left. When you do
begin removing or adding plants to
a natural area, be careful of over.
watering, particularly if the area is
relict pineland or xeric scrub
vegetation.

One effect I find pleasant is the
creative curving of driveways on a
large lot. The best plant features can
probably be saved with a little
forethought, retaining privacy and
tranquility. Compatibility and har-
mony should be the two indispensible
concepts, whether an area is being

altered or an entirely new grouping is

being created.

Keep in mind, too, the law of nat-
ural succession. Simply stated, this
law postulates a dynamic evolution in
native plant communities through
time. The nature and composition of
these plant communities, subject to
the interplay of certain forces, change.

To some extent this change can be

described and predicted.

Contouring the land.
However, before anything is actually

planted, thought should be given to
topography. Relief, whether it be high
or low, gives variety and interest.
The lack of natural relief in most of
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walkway, something I have done for

40 to 50 feet in my back yard, A

shallow trench should be dug 8 to 10
inches deep in the shape of the walk.
The stones should be carefully ar-

ranged and fitted to form a tight,

pleasing pattern - flat side up, of
course. Then sand should be careful-
ly sprinkled back over the stones and
gently washed into the cracks with a
garden hose. Walls, steps, and other
creations can be done in native
limestone. Limits are imposed only
by your imagination and ability to
move the stones into place.

The proportion of a contoured area
to the rest of the total property are
crucial to successful landscaping.
When you are building an elevation,
increase your estimates by at least a
quarter to a third to allow for sub-
sidence, sluffing, and stabilization.

Our soil is mostly sand mixed with

varying percentages of organic mat-
ter. Subsidence occurs when the
organic matter decomposes and var-
ious elements become gaseous and
disperse. Peats and mucks that are
allowed to dry out exhibit this ten-
dency to lessen in volume through
subsidence.

Sluffing is a sort of leveling-out.
Sand is a "laid back" substance which
lacks the rigidity of clays and there-
fore "goes with the flow", seeking the
most absolute state of rest. All eleva-
tions done in sand, unless terracing
in stone is used, will have gentle
slopes in time.

Stabilization means compaction,
and the more compact a substance
becomes the smaller the area it takes
up. It's not uncommon to see various
attempts at creating an elevation
such as a rock garden become a
pimple-like protruberance, sadly out
of size and sync with the rest of the
landscaping.

Shape is another important con-
sideration in relief. Nature abhors a
straight line, and this truism is cen-
tral in landscaping with native plants.
Symmetry and the use of curves is
recommended. When you are cre-
ating features, both topographic and
vegetative, stop frequently, walk a
distance away, and view your efforts
from different vantages and perspec-
tives. This detachment will aid in the
creation of harmony.

Trees - the canopy.
The next step after achieving the

proper topographic setting should
probably be the planting of several
strategic canopy trees. These trees

Stonehenge. Many of these stones
will contain circular solution holes,
and several people have set up large
slabs of rock on edge in their yards
displaying these holes. I was fortunate

in owning a forklift for my business,

which I used one afternoon to move
five large rocks, ranging in weight
from 1/4 to 3/4 of a ton, to various

parts of my house lot. These stones

became the centerpieces of land-

scaped "islands" of plants. Most, after
11 years, have been obscured in part
by encompassing vegetation.

Other uses for boulders can be
escarpments formed by placing the
stones in an irregular row side by side
and filling up to them in a slope.
Ferns and bryophytic mosses can be
established on the faces and in the
cracks.

One can also use flattened slabs of
limestone to create paving for a
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are the crown of any effort and will

directly influence any subsequent

understory vegetation. Therefore,

choose and position these with care.

Certain plants are the pioneers or

harbingers of evolving plant associa-

tions. Canopy (upper story) plants,

due to their size and height, seem to

play the greatest role in plant succes-

sion. I would suggest, particularly to

those people who are starting from

scratch, that certain trees of six feet

or better in height be planted, at least

those in the vanguard.

The reasons for this are: larger

plants tend to be more cold tolerant

than smaller specimens; certain

species show accelerated growth

when five feet or larger and develop

faster; larger plants give a better idea

of how a landscaped area will ulti-

mately appear; larger trees give bet-

ter protection to mid and understory

plants and will not be overwhelmed

by them.

Your preliminary research has

probably given you some idea of what
trees you would like. Two of my

favorites are oaks (laurel and live) and

the gumbo-limbo.

Oaks are an excellent choice for a

number of reasons. They are cold

tolerant and quick growing (contrary

to popular belief) if watered and fer-

tilized. They provide shade and a

good habitat for birds. The live oak is

an excellent host for orchids,

bromeliads, and other epiphytes.

Oaks are strong, endure storms, have

a good tap root and lateral root

system. Although oaks do drop their

leaves, these make excellent compost.

Oaks, when given sufficient room,

tend to develop symmetrically. Cer-

tain understory plants such as wild

coffee thrive under oaks. Oaks could

be considered an investment in the

future. They can theoretically live for

hundreds of years, growing bigger

and more beautiful through time.
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Imagine a driveway lined with oak
trees Imagine your children or your

children's children looking with awe

on an oak great-grandaddy or mom

planted.

The gumbo-limbo is another of my

favorites. It is a striking, tropical-

looking tree renowned in lore and

story. It is a hallmark tree of tropical

hammocks and ancient Indian sites.

The name may derive from "gum-

elemi", presumably Ashanti from

West Indian dialects. Its uses range

from a living fence post to glue,

headache remedy, blood pressure

medicine, a source for a type of copal

(balsa-like wood for net floats), and

many others.

One of the good things about this

tree is that you can select the size and

shape of it very easily, since a branch

can be broken off and 18 to 24 inches

of it planted with an almost 100%

chance of its living and rapidly

growing.

There are two factors affecting suc-
cess with gumbo-limbo - cold, and

water. Gumbo-limbos are cold sen-
sitive. If you live away from the coast,
you may overcome this by planting a

large branch in a sheltered location in

late spring or early summer. Gumbo-

limbos also have to be planted in a

moderately elevated and drained sit-

uation. Low wet areas cause them to

rot and die.
If you feel you stand a good chance

of overcoming the above limitations,

then select a 6 to 8 foot branch,

@i!)

removing all lateral limbs 4 to 5 feet
up from the base. Prune and shape
the remaining limbs to match the
configuration you have in mind for
the planted tree. Plant the basal end
18 to 24 inches deep and at an angle
to improve appearance. Water occa-
sionally (not too much!) use plenty of
fertilizer 12 inches out from the trunk
to speed growth. I have a specimen

that started its career as a 4-inch
diameter, 6-foot long branch section.
In 11 years it has become a 16-inch
diameter, 35.foot high tree.

For a dramatic effect plant a
"grove" of 4 to 6 branches together.
Properly spaced, they are a pleasing
complement to most anything else.

Besides my two favorites, there are
a score of other possibilities, among
which are Iysiloma, mastic, Jamaica

dogwood, mulberry, soapberry, short-
leaved fig, etc.

Many of these trees have certain
drawbacks. Any fig can send out
muscular roots that can crack con-
crete slabs or clog drainfields. The
mastic can be cold sensitive and has
a blooming period of several weeks
during with it releases a powerful
penetrating smell - and so on.

Cold sensitivity is the most fre-
quent problem, and those people in
the hinterland might do well to in-
vestigate the stock of central and
northern Florida native plant
nurseries.

Assuming the choices for canopy
trees have been made, positioning is
of next importance. Allowance must
be made for future growth and for
ultimate appearance. In the wild,
most canopy trees are found growing

together in groups or associations.
Frequently, these associations are of
many individuals tightly packed
together, all fighting for the same
space and struggling toward the light.

In landscaping, a modified version
of groupings can be used to lessen
competition and provide a more har-
monious effect. This concept, taking
into consideration any additional
understory vegetation, I call the
"island effect". I have employed it in
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my front yard in two locales. The

larger of the two islands has devel-

oped over the years into a micro-
environment consisting of four
species of canopy trees, three mid-
story bushes, three or four lower to
mid-story plants, and 20 or more

species of understory plants, some

native, some exotic. (Even the purists
among us acknowledge a sneaking

appreciation of certain non-natives.
How much or how little depends on

the esthetic sensibilities of the in-
dividual user. It's not "wrong" to grow
non-natives, but it's certainly very
"right" to use native species.)

Trees planted in groups frequently

will be taller, straighter, and more

slender, with a more restricted or con-
strained foliage. In growing these
island or coppice features you will be
in essence creating small hammocks
whose patches of shade provide a

restful change from intense sunlit

areas.

..

The "layered" look - different heights blended harmoniously

to?;ether.

provided and maintained, as in their
natural situation on the floors of
forests and hammocks where shade,
leaf litter, and soil conditions
discourage grass. An exception to this
rule are certain shrubs (frequently
from marshy or low environments)

such as wax myrtle, which have
adjusted to a weedy grassland
environment.

The same consideration as to cold.
sensitivity and wet or dry conditions
should be given to the choice of mid.
story plants. They can survive cold
better than the canopy trees because
they are sheltered by the trees from
frost settling down. I used to run
around and cover bushes and small

it behooves someone to plant the
canopy trees initially as big as possi-
ble, the mid-story plants should per.
haps be planted small and allowed to
grow into their situation.

Mid-story and smaller plants,
native and otherwise, are of a size
where grass can affect, in a negative
way, their growth and survival. Most

(although not all) natives of small size
cannot tolerate grass growing in lawn.
like profusion around their roots and
up to the base of their stems or

trunks. Grass growing too close can

stifle them and rob nutrients. Their

frequent reaction is to do poorly and
eventually die.

Mulched areas or beds should be

Homestead, Florida 33170
17250 SW 232 Street

(305) 247-4499

Hugh Forthman. Manager
Priscilla Forthman, Sales

Rob Campbell. Grower

Shrubs and small plants.
Now your attention might focus on

mid-story plants.
Often, the difference between a

"mid-story" and "canopy" plant is
merely the difference in favorable
conditions such as space and nutri-
tion. Pigeon plum and sea grape, for
example, can be maintained as fairly
small and restrained bushes through
judicious pruning, or allowed to grow
into 20 foot tall trees. Other tropical
hardwoods are either slow growing or

slightly stunted here at the northern
interface of the tropies.

Some of the mid-story plants I
recommend are the Eugenias (or
stoppers), (lex (or hollies), myrsine,
red mulberry, black ironwood,
lancewood, maiden bush, coral bean,
cocoplum, crab wood, lignum vitae,

wild indigo, and the various native
palms (not the least of which is the
saw palmetto, including the silver

variety from the east coast). There are
innumerable other mid-story plants
of equal worth.

Watering (or its lack), fertilizing (or
its lack), the presence or absence of
much sunlight, position in relation to
other plants, and exposure to cold all
determine how robust mid-story

plants can be. One often overlooked

factor is soil condition - acid or
alkaline.

Mid-story plants provide a
"Iayered" look to landscaping, adding
interest and complexity. Perhaps the
best effect to strive for is pleasing con-
trast rather than a jumble. Whereas

Slash Pine. Live Oak. Cypress. Sweet Bay. Saw Palmetto
Thatch Palms. Ten Species Native Palms. Exotic Palms

Fahkahatchee Grass

Twenty Acres Field Grown Native Trees and Palms

Five Acres Container Material

Buttonwood, Green 8-12' Mahogany 10-12'
cv. 'Momba' Myrsine 6-8'

Buttonwood, Silver 8-12' Paurotis Palm 6-8'
Geiger Tree 6- 10' Red Cedar 8-12'

Orange, White Royal Palm 12-18'
Gumbo Limbo 12-18' Satin Leaf 10-16'

Lignum Vitae 6-8' Wax Myrtle 8-12'

Live Oak 10-14'




