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The Exotic Virgin Islands
by Daniel F. Austin

No one goes on vacation looking for
trouble. Neither did I, but I found problems in "The American Paradise" (as
their car license plates describe the
Virgin Islands). Maybe I am overly sensitive to exotics after watching foreign
plants spread unchecked in southern Florida for over two decades. Still, it was not
the native plants that caught my attention
in St. John of the Virgin Islands so much
as the non-natives. While I was doing my
best to relax and ignore the foreign plants
on that island, I could not help making
notes on some outstanding examples.
None of the following are bad problems
in Florida now, but their status in St.
John and elsewhere in the Caribbean
should make us reconsider them in our
state.
Many exotic plants grow in the Caribbean and the Virgin Islands, but I will
discuss only a dozen. When I looked at
the list of these plants that I encountered
daily on St. John, I realized that they
formerly had been used primarily for
three purposes - to provide food, fiber,
or medicine. Some species had different
parts that were used for more than one
pnrpose, and some of those still in cultivation are now grown for yet other reasons.
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Food plants.
Food plants include the mango (Mangifera indica), and genip or Spanish lime
(Melicoccus bijugatus). Some less obvious examples of food plants are coral
vine (Antigonon leptopus), lead tree or
wild tamarind (Leucaena leucocephala),
and lime-berry (Triphasia trifolia).
The mango was imported from the Old
World, probably India, for food. All
Floridians know these fruits eaten either
raw out of hand or made into chutneys
and other products. Northern visitors to
the Caribbean have less idea of what the
plants are, even though they may now be
found in larger temperate-climate supermarkets. Some of the people from the
midwest, such as the Illinoisans and
Ohioans that we saw visiting from cruise
ships, think that "mangos" are fruits that
the rest of the world call "bell peppers"
(Capsicum annuum var. annuuin). They
were really confused by the tropical trees.
Even most Floridians have not encountered genips often. These trees were
cultivated with some regularity in the
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1800s in Florida, but nothing like their
past and present use in the Caribbean.
Supposedly originally from northern
South America (Guianas to Columbia),
the edible fruits are now most popular in
the islands. Their sour taste is not immediately popular with temperate palates.
Those people who recognize coral vine,
lead tree, or lime-berry typically do not
know that their historical usage by people
was as food. Flowers and roots of coral
vine were cooked for food and used as
medicine in its homeland of Mexico. I
was astonished to find Mexican people
still eating the fruits of Leucaena since
some of my books tell me that the seeds
are poisonous. Apparently after the immature pods are toasted, the seeds are
rendered less toxic if not harmless. Limeberry has been cultivated in Florida a
long time for a hedge, and I was aware
that the fruits were edible if not very
good. It turns out that the fruits of these
shrubs were formerly popular in cordials,
especially when soaked in brandy.
All of these food plants occur in different densities in the secondary native
vegetation on St. John. Mangifera and
Melicoccus range from comparatively
rare to frequent. Antigonon festoons over
vast stretches of coastal vegetation in
blankets that smother out native shrubs.
Leucaena forms monocultures along
roadsides and other disturbed coastal sites
to the almost complete exclusion of native species. Indeed, the dense thickets
reminded me of the same situations in

Hawaii where the plants are called "koa
haole" and similarly exclude native
shrubs. The most frightening of these
exotics was Triphasia. On the limestone
areas of St. John, and I hear on the other
Virgin Islands and Puerto Rico as well,
this shrub forms the exclusive understory
in deciduous tropical forests. To my
knowledge this species has not escaped in
Florida, but the potential it has for displacing natives in the limestone rocklands
of Dade and Monroe counties is formidable. Since the fruits are bird-dispersed
they have the potential to become another
Schinus (Brazilian pepper tree) in the
southern counties.
Fiber plants.
Fiber plants in the Virgin Islands included sisal (Agave sisalana), sansevieria
(Sansevieria
trifasciata),
mahoe
(Thespesia populnea) and cadillo or bur,
which we call Caesar's weed (Urena
lobata).

Sisal was imported into Florida from
Yucatan in the middle 1800s by Henry
Perrine. Later it was spread around the
world as an economically important fiber
crop. The African sansevieria may have
been imported along with the slaves who
worked on the sugar cane plantations run
by the Danish on St. John in the 1700s.
The Old World mangrove-associate mahoe has been considered a pantropical
species by some biogeographers. This
fiber- and wood-producing tree was,
however, most likely imported by people
from Asia for its economically useful

materials. Urena may be another Mrican
plant that was brought in during the early
slave times, or it may have been introduced a century or so later in the 1800s.
At least during the 1800s the species was
an important fiber crop in Brazil.
Sisal and Urena are not major weed
problems in St. John. Occasional patches
of sisal occur where an old plant has
reproduced locally, but the plants are not
spreading rampantly over the island.
Urena is mostly a roadside weed. Sansevieria is about the same as sisal, being
confined mostly to old plantation worksites and villages. Mahoe, on the other
hand, is much more of an ecological
problem. These trees grow on some
beaches almost up to the tide line. Since
St. John is a noted sea turtle nesting area,
these trees are interfering with the success of these endangered animals. Reef
bay is one site where there is virtually no
remaining beach, due largely to mahoe
on the outer fringe, and Leucaena in a
zone behind.
Medicine plants.
Plants that were and are associated with
medicines and religious activities include
coral vine (Antigonon leptopus), mudar or
giant milkweed (Calotropis procera),
calabash (Crescentia cujete), rubber vine
(Cryptostegia
madagascariensis),
and
lime-berry (Triphasia trifolia).
Coral vine tubers are used to make a
medicine to treat diarrhea in Mexico.
Lime-berry leaves have been used in
remedies against diarrhea, colic, and skin
diseases. Seeds of calabash are used
medicinally in most of the American
tropics and the emptied fruits provide
cheap containers. Rubber vine provided
fiber, but it was difficult to extract. The
plants also have been used in medicines
in their native Asia as well as the Americas due to the cardiac alkaloids they
contain. They are a particularly dangerous remedy because of the potential the
chemicals have to stop the heart. Mudar
or giant milkweed has a long history of
usage by the East Indians as a religious
plant with medicinal uses. The medicines
in this species are also based on cardiac
alkaloids. It also provides fiber.
Calabash is mostly persistent from
cultivation and seems to provide little
competition with native plants. It may,
however, cause complications
in the
insect world because large native bumblebees have been seen taking pollen and
nectar from its normally bat-pollinated
flowers.
Giant milkweed and rubber vine are the
worst of this group. While I have not
seen the giant milkweed invading many
native plant communities, it is common
along the margins of coastal vegetation.

These big herbs are yet more common
along roads and trails, beside the St.
Thomas airport runways, and on other
disturbed margins. Plants are also still
commonly grown in yards.
Rubber vine is by far the most damaging of these. Near Coral Bay these plants
have escaped cultivation and invaded the
mangroves. This same habitat is typically
where this pest plant has escaped elsewhere in the world. As early as the 1920s
there were recommendations to try to
eliminate this species in Australia because it was invading mangroves. Those
pleas for control were ignored. Today
this species alone has dominated thousands of acres of former mangroves in
Australia and promises to do the same in
the Caribbean.
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not be vocal enough to persuade the
people of the state to continue distributing these ecologically and economically
costly plants. There are alternative plants
for propagation in Florida and elsewhere.
We should not let Florida be known to
future generations as the "Exotic State"
because of its foreign invasive plants.
That is the way I will think of the Virgin
Islands for years to come.
Dr, David Austin has been studying
Florida native and non-native plants for
many years. He was the chairman of the
Exotic Pest Plant Council's committee
that produced the 1991 list of the nwst
invasive exotic plants.
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What about Florida? We cultivate
rubber vine widely in southern Florida.
The few mangroves that we have remaining of our formerly abundant stands have
not yet been invaded, but they may soon
become infested with this shrubby vine.
In 1991 the Exotic Pest Plant Council
(EPPC) produced a list of the 102 most
invasive exotic plants in Florida. Sever,al
of the exotics in the Virgin Islands were
on our Florida list. All of the others have
the potential to escape and become candidates for listing. Each year the EPPC will
update the "most invasive plants" list.
This list will become a record of what
has become an expensive part of Florida
landscapes. How the list is used depends
entirely on the citizens of our state. Let's
hope the financial interests that promote
some of these invasive pest species will
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