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The available data suggest that black calabash is not a Florida native, but
probably an introduced species.

Black Calabash: Habit
Blossom Fruit

Photos compliments of Laurel Press publisher of
Native 7rees and Shrubs of the Florida Keys.by Daniel F. Austin

B lack calabash (Amphitecna latifolia
(Mill.) A. Gentry: Bignoniaceae) was

apparently first reported by J .K. Small

(1903) as a native in Florida under the
name Crescentia ovata. About the

same time, Sargent (1905) recorded the

species as a native to the Bahamas and
Bay Biscayne. Simpson (1916) told us
more about the plants than most of his

contemporaries under the name Cres-

centia cucurbitana, and said that it "will
flourish where it is surrounded often by
tide. It also inhabits high hammocks:'

Small (1913, 1933) changed the name
to Enallagma latifolia (Mill.) Small, and
this name dominated the literature until
Gentry (1796) placed the species in the
modem genus. According to Small the
species was native not just to Biscayne
Bay, but to "S pen. Fla. and Florida
Keys:' Long and Lakela (1971, 1976) and
Little (1779) continued this idea as
did Wunderlin (1982), who repeated
Richardson's (1977) report of the species
at a disjunct site in Palm Beach County.

This belief of black calabash being a
native was continued by Kartesz and
Kartesz (1980), and U.S. Dept. of Agri-
culture (1982), both presumably attrib-
utable to Gentry who contributed the
family to both lists. The latest publica-
tion that I have seen including the
species as native was by Ward (1990).
The species is, however, absent from
Tomlinson (1980) who seems to have
been a lone dissenter.

When Don Richardson and I first

found the colony of plants on Lake
Worth in Palm Beach County, I was

suspicious of its origin. Indeed, after

of the plants in cultivation I looked in
Bailey (1949), and Graf (1978a, 1978b),
but neither book includes the species.
Barrett (1956) lists the species under
"other calabashes" and says simply that
it is a native, repeating Small's original
distribution. Menninger (1964) states
that the tree "is common along the
coast in south Florida and on the Keys:'

Similarly, Morton (1974) and Hortus

Third (Bailey Hortorium, 1976) say that

it is cultivated and native to southern
Florida. Clearly, the plants are culti-
vated and have been for a long time. It
is also clear that the species is not as
popular as many others.

The conclusion that I have drawn
from these data is that no one has crit-
ically looked at the status of these
plants. Although Small and those who
copied his comments imply that the
species was widespread in Dade County
and the Keys, the fact seems to be that
there were only a few plants on Biscayne
Bay (d. Little, 1978).

At this time I am not aware of a single
specimen growing outside of cultiva-
tion in either Dade or Monroe counties.
Those present in Dade County are in
four places. One site is on the Charles
Deering Estate. Roger Hammer (Costel-
low Hammock Park) assures me the

trees on this site are planted in a row. A
second location is in Simpson Park, a
remnant of Brickell Hammock. Since
many species of exotic trees were

planted by Simpson and others in that
land parcel, it is likely that those present
were cultivated.

Carol Lippencott (Fairchild Tropical

Garden) gave me copies of notes written

correspondence with Gentry, and talks
with people at Fairchild Tropical Gar-
den, I was still dubious about the nativ-

ity of the species in Florida. My fears

were not allayed when I discovered

that the species was absent from the
Bahamas (Correll and Correll, 1982) in
spite of Sargent's (1905) comment to the
contrary, yet present in Cuba (Leon and
Alain, 1974). This doubt was, in fact,
enhanced when I discovered that the
plants fruit regularly in Cuba but rarely,
if ever, in Florida. From the morphology
and fragrance of the flowers they may
be bat pollinated, and we do not have
nectariferous bats. Birds occasionally
visit other bat flowers here and pollinate
them, so that route for fertilization is

possible.
Richardson and I discovered that the

plants on Lake Worth were in an area
that had been an old nursery for land-
scape plants. We discussed the possibil-
ity of this species being used for plant-
ings around houses. Aside from the

medicinal uses the species receives
(Leon and Alain, 1974, Morton, 1981),
there seemed at the time to be little
about the small tree to recommend
it for planting. The situation stood
unresolved until recently.

During the fall of 1991 I have found
that the species is still in landscapes

from Palm Beach to Boca Raton. More-

over, when the plants grow alone in full

sun as specimens, they are attractive.
Those specimens we found in the ham-

mock on Lake Worth were in the under-

story, and were "leggy" (etiolated) due

to low light intensities.

In an attempt to determine the status
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has been studying the plants of the state
since 1970. During that time he has
published numerous papers on Florida
and two booklets dealing with specific
habitats - Coastal Park Plant Guide,

1989, and Coastal Dune Plants. A Pocket

Guide to the Common Plants of South-

east Florida's Ocean-side Cummun-

ities, 1991, both by D. F. Austin, P. N.

Honychurch, and Steve Bass. Published
by the City of Boca Raton Department
of Parks and Recreation.

The list of references used by Dr. Austin
in preparing this article is available by
sending a self-addressed, stamped, long
business envelope to him at Florida Atlantic
University, Dept. of Biological Sciences,
P. O. Box 3091, Boca Raton FL 33431.
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by the late George Avery in 1973 which
indicated that plants were also in Wain-
wright Park and on the Danielsson
property a block farther south. Currently
there are numerous other cultivated
plants scattered up and down the coast
from lake Worth in Palm Beach County

to Key West. Some of them have been

planted in the past decade or two, while
others have been growing in cultivation

longer.
By the time that Small, Sargent, and

Simpson made their Florida observa-

tions in the late 1800s and early 1900s,
Europeans, Bahamians, and Cubans

had been visiting and living in southern
Florida for about 300 years. The people
who lived here were dependent on the
plants they knew for food and medicine
as well as ornament (d. Austin and
Mcjunkin, 1978). It was not unusual for
a single species to serve all three pur-
poses. I believe it is reasonable to assume
that these visitors and residents moved
plants between the Caribbean islands
and mainland Florida, as they still do.

Moreover, the available data suggest
that black calabash is not a Florida
native, but probably an introduced
species. It was most likely brought in for
its ornamental and/or medicinal prop-
erties. Since the nursery we found on

Lake Worth dated from the late 1800s,

we may safely conclude that the species

has been in cultivation in Florida for at
least 100 years. The species should be

stricken from our "natives" list and

placed on the "exotics" list of Florida
plants.

From this example we should learn
that the exchange of ideas between dif-
ferent fields of endeavor is essential if
we are to correctly interpret biological
data. Horticulturists and others involved
in the landscape plant trade seem to

have known a long time that the plants

were cultivated. Apparently they were

unaware that botanists thought the

species was native.
Study of biology, whether botany or

zoology, should not be isolated from

the study of our own species (d. Lewis,
1982). Humans have been moving

organisms about on the face of the
earth as long as both have existed. Even

though some of us know the potential

dangers of such movement, others are
unaware (d. Cuddihy and Stone, 1990,
for a worst-case scenario). If we will not

stop moving things from place to place,

at least we should communicate with

those in positions to better know actual
events.

D1: Daniel F. Austin, a professor at

Florida Atlantic University; Boca Raton,
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