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HELP US KEEP THIS GUIDE UP TO DATE

Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—regulations change, facilities come under new management, and so forth.


We would love to hear from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart, and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to falconeditorial@rowman.com.


Thanks for your input!
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This book is a work of reference. Readers should always consult an expert before using any foraged item. The author, editors, and publisher of this work have checked with sources believed to be reliable in their efforts to confirm the accuracy and completeness of the information presented herein and that the information is in accordance with the standard practices accepted at the time of publication. However, the author, editors, publisher, and any other party involved in the creation and publication of this work do not warrant that the information is in every respect accurate and complete, and they are not responsible for errors or omissions or for any consequences from the application of the information in this book. In light of ongoing research and changes in clinical experience and in governmental regulations, readers are encouraged to confirm the information contained herein with additional sources. This book does not purport to be a complete presentation of all plants, and the genera, species, and cultivars discussed or pictured herein are but a small fraction of the plants found in the wild, in an urban or suburban landscape, or in a home. Given the global movement of plants, we would expect continual introduction of species having toxic properties to the regions discussed in this book. We have made every attempt to be botanically accurate, but regional variations in plant names, growing conditions, and availability may affect the accuracy of the information provided. A positive identification of an individual plant is most likely when a freshly collected part of the plant containing leaves and flowers or fruits is presented to a knowledgeable botanist or horticulturist. Poison Control Centers generally have relationships with the botanical community should the need for plant identification arise. We have attempted to provide accurate descriptions of plants, but there is no substitute for direct interaction with a trained botanist or horticulturist for plant identification. In cases of exposure or ingestion, contact a Poison Control Center (1.800.222.1222), a medical toxicologist, another appropriate heathcare provider, or an appropriate reference resource.







My love affair with nature is so deep that I am not satisfied with being a mere onlooker, or nature tourist. I crave a more real and meaningful relationship. The spicy teas and tasty delicacies I prepare from wild ingredients are the bread and wine in which I have communion and fellowship with nature, and with the Author of that nature.


—Euell Gibbons
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INTRODUCTION

Florida’s human history dates back at least 14,000 years to the Paleo-Indians, who were present when sea levels were much lower and when now-extinct animals roamed across the landscape. In today’s world, it is difficult to envision mammoths, mastodons, saber-tooth cats, American lions, large-horned bison, dire wolves, giant sloths, and even California condors residing in Florida. Paleo-Indians, and later the Archaic Indians, were hunter-fisher-gatherers, living on the bounty of plants, animals, and aquatic life that the land and water had to offer. Archaeological evidence indicates their diet was mostly small mammals, birds, reptiles, amphibians, fruits, nuts, tubers, fish, and shellfish, all of which were abundant. Centuries later as cultures changed, their itinerant way of life was abandoned, and villages with thatched huts began to appear near abundant food sources, especially where freshwater rivers met the sea. Still later they began cultivating local plants near their settlements and became the first farmers.


Knowledge about edible and medicinal wild plants was passed on from generation to generation, and, through much trial and error, they learned about poisonous plants; gained knowledge about the medicinal properties of the local flora; became familiar with the best fiber-producing plants to make nets, rope, and clothing; experimented with making dyes for clothing and body art; and learned which woods made the best spears, bows, arrows, shelters, and dugout canoes. They formed complex societies over the centuries and developed trade routes with other cultural groups to the north, in what is now Georgia and Alabama. The Calusa even developed trade routes from southern Florida to Cuba, making the perilous ocean voyage in canoe-like vessels carved from cypress trunks. Through writings from European explorers as early as 1513, plus archaeological excavations, the rich history of their cultures became known. And it was Spanish explorer Juan Ponce de Leon who dubbed this new land “La Pascua de la Florida” because he landed here on April 7 during Pascua Florida, the Spanish Easter.


Florida fell under Spanish rule during the time when about 350,000 native people lived here in tribes known as the Ais, Apalachee, Calusa, Choctaw, Creek, Jaega, Mayaimi, Miccosukee, Tequesta, and Timucua, among others. It was the Tequesta that Juan Ponce de Leon first encountered in 1513 in southeastern Florida, and it was the more-hostile Calusa who mortally wounded him during his expedition to southwestern Florida in 1521. He died in Cuba and was laid to rest in Puerto Rico. British explorers arrived later, and by 1763 the last of the Calusa and Tequesta in Florida relocated to Cuba as Florida fell under British control.


Later came the Seminole and Miccosukee, who broke away from the Creek of present-day Georgia and Alabama, retreating into Florida during the long Seminole Wars as they fought invading British militia and settlers. They, too, had to live off the land, and small groups of them fled into the vast and unexplored Everglades in southern Florida, where some of the last battles took place in what is now Everglades National Park.


As the wars ended and white settlers built more towns, one important industry came into being in South Florida—coontie flour—known locally as “Florida arrowroot.” It is not known when the first people came to understand how to process the root of the very toxic cycad called coontie (Zamia integrifolia) into something edible, but it is certain that many people died in the process. Early maps of the Everglades had Long Pine Key labeled the “Koontee Hunting Grounds,” where this native cycad was harvested commercially for its large root that was crushed and flushed with water to remove the toxin cycasin, then processed into a type of flour. If you ever ate the original Keebler Animal Crackers, then you have eaten coontie flour.


Other important groups of people who figured prominently in the knowledge of bush medicine and edible wild plants in America came from various tribes in Africa during the slave trade era. Some escaped slavery in Florida and joined the Seminole in the fight against white settlers, and were known as the Black Seminoles. Present-day residents in the Bahamas, Haiti, Jamaica, and other islands of the West Indies have African heritage due to the slave trade and are extremely knowledgeable about bush medicines and foraging.


Over centuries, trial and error dictated what was edible and what was toxic, but in today’s Florida, this is far better understood. However, the reader should understand that what is deemed to be edible may not be all that eatable because some plant parts simply may not taste all that great unless you’ve been lost in the woods for a considerable length of time. So, my word of advice is to forage with due caution, and always leave plenty behind for wild creatures that depend on wild foods for their survival or the survival and health of their young.


Scope of This Book

This book covers an assortment of native and naturalized trees, shrubs, vines, palms, herbaceous wildflowers, grasses, and sedges in Florida. Naturalized species are introduced, non-native plants that have escaped cultivation and can be found growing and reproducing in both natural habitats and disturbed sites in Florida. Non-native, naturalized plants imported from tropical regions of the world are far more prevalent in South Florida than in the rest of the state. Native and naturalized plants featured in this guide have fruits that can be picked and eaten or used to prepare side dishes, salads, pies, puddings, soups, jams, and jellies, or to make wine and cordials. Also, many plants in this guide can be used to brew nutritional and medicinal herbal teas, or have the potential to help heal wounds, relieve pain from toothache, soothe a sore throat, alleviate symptoms from colds and fevers, treat diarrhea, make eye washes, and even repel mosquitoes.


Here again, however, caution is warranted because much of what we know about medicinal wild plants is often referred to as “folk medicine” or “bush medicine,” and may not be deemed safe or even effective by modern-day medical doctors.


The flora of Florida is very diverse due to varied habitats that range from flooded freshwater wetlands to nearly desert-like scrub and sandhills, and from shady hardwood forests to sunny pinelands, prairies, and beach dunes. Mangroves and other coastal species are exceptionally hardy because they must be tolerant of salty soils or even being inundated by seawater, and they must bear the brunt of storm surges created by tropical storms and hurricanes.


Although Florida lies wholly within the temperate zone, the native trees that make up the hammocks of the Florida Keys are almost purely tropical species, arriving here through natural range expansion from the Bahamas, Greater Antilles, and Mexico’s Yucatan Peninsula via seeds transported in the bellies of migratory birds. Other methods of natural range expansion from the tropics to southern Florida are wind dispersal of seeds and spores (some as far away as Africa) and favorable ocean currents that disperse seeds and propagules of coastal species over long distances. Many of these native tropical species do not range north of Lake Okeechobee, and some don’t range north of the Florida Keys, so South Florida offers a much more diverse flora for foragers than the rest of the state. Conversely, there are numerous species that range southward from cold temperate regions that do not occur further south than the northernmost counties in Florida. So no matter where you live in the Sunshine State, there is something worth seeking out to satisfy your hunger and perhaps even cure your ills.


Organization

This guide is arranged alphabetically by plant family, followed by the genus and species. This will aid the reader in understanding which plants are closely related to one another. Many people are surprised to learn that the edible cashew and pistachio are in the same family as poison ivy, poison sumac, and poisonwood. So don’t think that all plants in the same plant family are safe to eat—celery, parsley, coriander, anise, Queen Anne’s lace, and carrots are closely related to the deadly water hemlock (Cicuta maculata), and garden tomatoes are close kin to deadly nightshade (Atropa belladonna).


Common names offered in this guide include those that are most frequently used in Florida and are generally those found on the online Florida Plant Atlas, but if you are not well versed in the flora of Florida, never ever rely solely on common names as a means of identifying plants. Common names can change from region to region throughout a plant’s natural range, or they can change from one language to another. The message here is to always err on the side of caution if you are even the slightest bit uncertain of a plant’s identity. It could save you a trip to the hospital, or worse.

Outdoor Ethics and Legalities

Be aware that harvesting fruits, seeds, or other plant parts on public lands may be illegal. Public lands include national, state, and county parks and preserves, national and state forests, Water Management District properties, and state wildlife management areas, so be sure to check before foraging or risk being fined. Some national parks outside Florida, especially in the American West, allow harvesting limited quantities of fruits for personal consumption, such as wild blueberries and blackberries, but foraging is not allowed in Everglades National Park or in any of Florida’s state parks. Fishing is allowed in Everglades National Park as well as in Florida state parks, so not being allowed to sample a blueberry or a cocoplum makes no logical sense, but rules are rules until they are changed.


However, non-commercial harvesting of fruits for personal consumption in designated wildlife management areas, including state and national forests and preserves, is legal with a day-use permit. These include Big Cypress National Preserve, Apalachicola National Forest, Ocala National Forest, Osceola National Forest, Goethe State Forest, Tate’s Hell, and others. To acquire a permit for foraging in Florida’s national forests, go to https://apps.fs.usda.gov/gp.


Private landowners may allow foraging on large ranches or other lands, but check with the owners to avoid trespassing charges. In areas where you are allowed to forage, a good rule of thumb is to avoid overharvesting and leave plenty behind for local wildlife. A better option, and one that I wholeheartedly encourage, is to cultivate the plants you wish to harvest from and have them available right at your doorstep.


Also be aware that some native plants are federal- or state-listed endangered or threatened species, so it is illegal to harvest any parts of them without a permit from the Florida Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services Division of Plant Industry obtained fourteen days prior to harvesting. If endangered or threatened plants are on private property, then you must have the property owner’s permission in writing. However, many threatened and endangered species are available from nurseries that specialize in Florida native plants so it is perfectly legal for you to grow them as a food source.


As mentioned previously, some plants in this guide are not native to Florida but have escaped cultivation and can be found growing wild in native habitats. Some of these non-native plants may be listed as Category I or Category II invasive species by the Florida Invasive Species Council because they invade and adversely impact native habitats. Some examples of Category I invasive species in Florida with edible fruits are guava (Psidium guajava), Surinam cherry (Eugenia uniflora), and sapodilla (Manilkara zapota). You may even find pecans, tomatoes, citrus, loquats, mangoes, canistel, melons, and avocados growing wild in parts of Florida. If you consume the fruits of these species in the wild, carry the seeds out with you and dispose of them so you do not contribute to their spread. An equally important message is, if you bring fruits from home when you go on hiking or camping trips, do not discard the seeds because that is exactly how many non-native plants become established.


Disclaimer

It stands to reason that anyone using this or other books on edible and medicinal wild plants should use due caution when eating wild foods, and especially plants used in bush medicine or folk medicine, because many of the medicinal plants mentioned in this guide have not been tested and approved by medical research even though they have been used by indigenous people for centuries. The uses of the plants included in this guide are found in the modern literature, or from personal experience, but in no way are they all deemed to be safe for everyone, so before you decide to try self-medication, consult a physician, ethnobotanist, or herbalist. Some plants, such as persimmon, seagrape, hogplum, Chickasaw plum, cocoplum, walnuts, blueberries, blackberries, and purslane, are well-known edibles throughout their natural range in Florida, while many others may be foreign to foragers new to Florida. And it cannot be emphasized enough that proper identification is paramount no matter where you are foraging.


Grow Your Own

I encourage you to consider growing your own wild foods as an option to harvesting from the wild. This benefits native wildlife that depend on wild foods for their survival, and especially for birds to feed their young during nesting season. Many Florida native plants can now be found in specialty nurseries throughout the state, so by using native plants in your landscape, you have a readily available source not only to harvest and enjoy, but also to create a habitat on your own property to attract birds, butterflies, and other wildlife to share the bounty. With development threatening wild habitats throughout Florida, creating wildlife corridors in urban areas will be critical for wildlife. It’s a win-win. For a listing of nurseries in Florida that specialize in native plants, visit the Florida Association of Native Nurseries website at www.fann.org.
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