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Introduction

Ethnobotany was probably first coined as a term in 1895
by one of Florida’s early botanists, John Harshberger, and
describes the study of the interaction between people,
plants, and culture (Harshberger 1895). There are many
components to ethnobotany, including food, fibre,
medicine, shelter, fishing and hunting, religion, mythology,
magic, and others.

In this document we provide an introduction to ethno-
botany in Florida and brief insight into the historical
importance of some of Florida’s plants to humans. We hope
this document inspires readers to further investigate their
region’s ethnobotanical history. This information is not
intended as a guide to using plants for medicinal or other
purposes. Readers are warned that some of the most potent
poisons known are derived directly from plants and that
alleged ethnobotanical uses may be based on unsubstanti-
ated information. Further, the use of plants for medicinal or
other purposes may not be safe without proper preparation
or dosage, and potential allergic reactions or illness caused
by interactions with prescribed medications cannot be
predicted. Note: these warnings should be provided as part
of any educational program.

Additionally, we provide a non-technical catalog of 50 com-
mon plants that have played an important role in Florida’s

ethnobotanical history (Table 3). Plants included on the list
are considered native or naturalized, are easy to locate and
identify, and have interesting histories that lend themselves
to teaching others about practical implications of Florida’s
plant communities. Plant names and status follow descrip-
tions by Missouri Botanical Gardens, Wunderlin et al.
(2000), and the Florida Native Plant Society.

Ethnobotany in Florida

Plants create their own chemical components that may be
used to attract or repel insects and animals, attack other
plants, or defend against fungi and other plant pathogens.
For humans, these chemical components may be nutritious,
poisonous, hallucinogenic, or therapeutic. Humans have
been accumulating knowledge of plants and their uses for
thousands of years. The first recorded culturally significant
plant remains were found in Iraq at a human burial site
estimated at 60,000 years old.

Many plants provided important sources of food for Native
Americans and early settlers in Florida. Important food
plants included fruits, nuts, roots (starch), grains, and
greens that varied by habitat, region, and time of year. A
few examples of important food plants included fruits from
cocoplum (Chrysobalanus icaco), pond apple (Annona
glabra), and saw palmetto (Serenoa repens); and starch from
coontie (Zamia pumila) roots (see Table 3). The “heart” of
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the cabbage palm (Sabal palmetto), commonly referred to
as swamp cabbage, was and still is commonly eaten in many
rural areas (see Table 3). Generally speaking, ethnobotani-
cal uses of plants can be grouped into six main applications:
food, fiber (including dyes), medicinal, housing/construc-
tion materials, transportation, and miscellaneous uses
(tools, toys, weapons, ceremonial objects, etc.).

In what is now the southeastern United States including
Florida, evidence indicates indigenous tribes traded or
exchanged goods throughout eastern North America.
Glades Indians were Florida’s indigenous people, whose
tribes included the Calusa (southwest Florida), Tequesta
(southeast Florida), Mayamis (Lake Okeechobee), and
lesser known Jaega and Ais ( Austin, 1997). During the
Mississippian Culture Period (1000 to 1700 A.D.), the
transfer of goods continued, and these uses began to be
better documented, which provided information currently
available about plants and their uses. Spanish explorers,
missionaries, and settlers also brought new plants and
information to Florida.

Native American peoples who lived in Florida at the time of
European settlement were decimated as a result of intro-
duced diseases, forced labor, physical conflicts, and other
factors. As a result, information on native plant species
and how they were used was undoubtedly lost or destroyed.
Paleoethnobotanists study the use of plants by humans
based on archaeological information and have restored
some of that lost information, including information about
early people’s diets, class structure, gender relations, and
site structure. Additionally, paleoethnobotanists have
learned that plants used in Florida vary in distinct ways
from trends found at sites in other southeastern states. For
example, evidence from south Florida indicates the use of
sub-tropical plants such as papaya (Carica papaya; D. Ruhl,
Florida Museum of Natural History, pers. comm., 2001). In
Florida’s northern panhandle, prehistoric finds show only
a few pockets containing southern plant species found at
sites in Georgia, Alabama, and further north (e.g., Fritz
1993; Ruhl 2000). Florida sites lacked many of the starchy
plants and contained different species of nuts as compared
to more northern locations.

Today’s Florida Seminole and Mikasuki tribes, although
not indigenous Florida peoples, still use traditional herbal
remedies passed down by their ancestors. For the majority
of Florida’s current population, dependence on gathering
native plants for food has been replaced by commercial
agriculture. Native plants that have been developed into
significant commercial crops include pecans (Carya
illinoiensis), blueberries (Vaccinium sp.), and muscadine

grapes (Vitis rotundifolia)(see Table 3). Citrus (Citrus sp.),
which was first introduced by the Spanish during the 1500s,
currently is one of Florida’s most important commercial
commodities (Jackson & Davies 1999).

Fiber from various plants was used for many purposes, such
as cordage (rope), baskets, clothing, and other everyday
materials. Palms were an important source of fiber and
construction material for shelters. Other fiber sources
included grasses such as wire grass (Aristida beyrichiana)
and switch grass (Schiachyrium tenerum), broadleafed
plants such as Indian hemp (Apocynum cannabinum), and
the bark of trees such as mahoe (Hibiscus tiliaceous) and
strangler fig (Ficus auraurea)(see Table 3).

Dyes played important roles in Native American life, just
as they do in modern times. Dyes were used in coloring
textiles, in craftwork (pottery, basketry) and in ceremonies
(face paints, objects). Table 1 provides a list of native plants
used as sources of dyes and their fixatives (mordants),
which are used to enhance dye color and duration.

Perhaps one of the most intriguing aspects of ethnobotany
is the use of native plants for religious and medicinal
purposes. Attempted replication of traditional herbal
remedies is neither straightforward nor advisable. Many
traditional herbal medicines are complex mixtures of
different plant parts that must be gathered and prepared at
different times of the year, mixed in specific proportions,
and administered in scheduled doses of particular size and
dilution. Traditional herbal remedies often include religious
components and rituals that represent important links
between past and present culture (Giese, 1995). Learning

to prepare traditional Native American medicines properly
may be problematic because remedies typically are learned
only through personal instruction during an apprentice-
ship with a medicine person. Although traditional herbal
medicines have provided the basis for many modern
pharmaceuticals and herbal remedies, many traditional
medicines may be based on superstition. For example, some
medicines are predicated on the similarity between a plant
part and a human organ, such as the use of walnuts (Juglans
nigra) to treat brain disorders.

Today, herbal remedies, many of which are based on
ethnobotanical information, are receiving renewed interest
in the United States, although they are still much less used
in the United States than in other parts of the world. The
World Health Organization (1985) estimated that 80%

of the world’s population uses herbal medicine for some
aspect of primary health care. Herbal remedies, by defini-
tion, are therapeutic compounds that occur naturally in



plants. In the United States, herbal remedies are classified
as nutritional supplements rather than drugs because most
companies that supply herbal remedies either cannot or
choose not to pay for the extensive clinical testing required
for drug efficacy by the U.S. Food and Drug Administration
(USFDA). Companies that market herbal remedies, there-
fore, choose to identify them under the label of nutritional
supplements, which are not subject to product guarantees
on safety or constituents. The lack of clinical testing af-
forded nutritional supplements warrants caution by persons
seeking to use herbal products for medicinal remedies. In
recognition of these risks, the USFDA has recently begun

a central registry for deaths and injuries caused by the
ingestion of herbal supplements.

Ethnobotanical information has also been proven im-
portant for the development of modern pharmaceuticals.
Estimates have suggested that as much as one half of the
popular pharmaceuticals employed today have ethnobo-
tanical origins. To date, there are approximately 120 plant-
based prescription drugs (95 different species) on the U.S.
market. Florida’s saw palmetto berries have been harvested,
and commercial use/production has been heightened with
the recent knowledge that saw palmetto has been associated
with treating prostate cancer and other maladies of this
gland. In general, chemicals that have medical properties
can be summarized into 7 broad categories: alkaloids,
glycosides and related compounds, phenols, organic acids,
resins and gums, saponins, and essential oils (Table 2).

Ethnobotany and the Future

Native plants represent a tremendous natural resource with
potential for new medicines, food crops, and varieties, as
well as other products. Unfortunately, the cost of research,
development, and testing, particularly for pharmaceuticals,
has slowed the pace of development of new plant products.
For example, only about 10% of the more than 250,000
known species of plants have been screened in laboratories
to determine their therapeutic potential (Kinghorn 1994).
Although the search for new plant compounds that provide
medicinal and other uses continues throughout the world,
particularly in the major rain forests (Asia, Africa, and

the Amazon), rain forest deforestation and the rapid
destruction of other areas of high biological diversity may
eliminate many opportunities for new discoveries.

Many opportunities for plant research and expansion still
exist in Florida. Recent activities, such as the marketing

of saw palmetto fruits to reduce swelling associated with
prostate cancer and the discovery that mayapple (Podophyl-
lum peltatum) is the source of a compound used in cancer

chemotherapy (etopiside), provide examples of valuable
discoveries with substantial economic returns. The may-
apple harvest in Florida during 1993 was estimated to be
worth $350 million, and the Florida palmetto crop export
business is estimated at $50 million a year.

Although discovery opportunities still exist, rapid loss of
natural habitats and alteration of native plant communities
by invasive exotic plants and human encroachment threaten
Florida’s natural areas and compromise the potential of
future findings. There are currently more than 300 plants
listed on the state endangered species list in Florida. As
native plants disappear, so does opportunity for ethnobo-
tanical uses. Our objective is to provide a brief sampling
of ethnobotanical information, in the hopes of generating
interest and greater appreciation for the important roles
that plants have played in human history, as well as the
potential for future discoveries. To facilitate this effort, we
have listed 50 common plants, their descriptions, 26 photo
plate images and information regarding their ethnobotani-
cal history in Florida (Table 3).

Figure 2. Pond-apple. Photo and permission to use by S.FW.M.D.



Figure 3. American Groundnut. Photo and permission to use by L.
Allain.
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Figure 4. Beautyberry. Photo and permission t

Figure 5. Buttonbush. Photo by G. McAvoy.

Figure 8. Sweet Gum, Red Gum. Photo and permission to use by J.S.
Peterson.
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Figure 12. Purple Passion flower. Photo by G. Allen.

Figure 13. Red-bay, Swamp-bay. Photo and permission to use by L.
Allain.

Figure 11. Prickly-pear. Photo and permission to use by S. Sutherland.




Figure 17. Live Oak. Photo and permission to use by J.S. Peterson. Figure 20. Elderberry. Photo by G. Allen.
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Figure 23. Pond/Bald Cypress branches. Photo by C. Hunter.
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Figure 21. Sassafras. Photo and permission to use by L. Allain.

Figure 24. Muscadine Grape Scuppermong. Photo and permission to
use by G.F. Guala.
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Table 1. Dyes obtained from Native Florida Plants ( Adapted from Smith 1993).

Common

Agrimony

Beach Sunflower

Betony
Coreopsis

Dandelion
Dock
Elderberry

Feverfew
Ficus
Goldenrod
Groundsel
Live Oak

Pine Tree
Pokeweed
Prickly Pear
Red Maple
Rouge Plant
St. John's Wort
Spanish Moss
Walnut

Wax Myrtle

Yarrow

Scientific Name

Arunibua so.
Helianthus debillis

Stachys floridanum

Coreopsis spp.

Taraxacum officianal
Rumex sp.

Sambucus simpsonii

Chrysanthemum spp.
Ficus aurea

Solidago spp.
Baccharis spp.

Quercus virginiana

Pinus sp.

Phytolacca americana
Opuntia spp.

Acer rubrum

Rivina humilis
Hypercium spp.
Tillandsia usneoides
Juglans spp.

Myrica cerifera

Achillea spp.

Plant Part

Leaves, stem
Flower

Purple, Black

Whole Plant
Flower
Red

Whole Plant
Roots, Leaves
Berry

Green

Leaves, Stem
Berry

Whole Plant
Leaf

Leaf, Bark
Red

Cones

Berry

Fruit

Leaf

Berry

Leaf, Flower
Whole Plant
Husk

Leaf

Whole Plant

Fixative
Alum

Alum

Alum

Alum

Alum, tin
Alum, Chrome

Alum

Chrome

Alum

Alum, iron/chrome/tin

Alum

Copper

Iron

Alum
Alum
Alum
Alum
Alum
Alum
Alum
Alum

Alum, iron

Color
Brass, Yellow

Pale green

Chartreuse

Yellow

Yellow
Yellow

Rose

Green, Yellow
Rose

Yellow
Yellow

Gray

Brown
Rose
Peach
Tan
Orange
Yellow
Tan
Rust
Yellow

Yellow, Olive
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Table 2. General classes of chemicals found in plants worldwide and associated medicinal drug uses.

Chemical Class
Alkaloids

Glycosides and glucosides

Phenols and polyphenols

Organic acids/esters

Resins and gums

Sapponins

Essential oils

Value

Stimulant

Ophthalmolgy, dilates pupils
Euphoric

Malaria treatment

Pain relievers

Pepper flavoring

Hodgkin's disease, child leukemia
Heart therapy

Discourages smoking

Poison to plant predators, ingested by Monarch
(Danaus plexippus)

Inhibit thyroid functioning
Coughs, circulation, tumors, antiseptic, digestive

Surgical antiseptics, anticoagulants,
cancer

Anticoagulant

Mixed with glycosides stimulants,
topical, laxative

Burns, abrasions, digestive
Pain reliever
Plant defense mechanism

Used topically to seal and disinfect
wounds, abrasions and lacerations

Stimulant, active anti-inflammatory
hormones, fish poison

Perfumes, cosmetics, tumors,
immune/anti-inflammatory boostersanti-allergens,
antihistamines, sedatives

Plant Example

Coffee (Coffea sp.)

Jimson Weed (Datura sp.)
Cocao (Theobroma cacao)
Quinine (Cinchona succiruba)

Dogwood (Cornus florida), Magnolia
(Magnolia grandifloria)

Opium poppy (Papaver somniferum L.)
Cayenne (Capsicum frutescens)

Rosy Periwinkle (Catharanthus roseus)
Digitalis or Foxglove (Digitalis purpurea)
Plantain (Plantago major)

Milkweed ( Apocynum and rosaemifolium)

Kale, mustard, cabbage family (Cruciferae).

Almonds, prunes, apricots, cassava,
Chamomile (Anthemis nobilis)

Cloves, cinnamon,thyme, oregano, Milk
Thistle (Silybum marianum)

Coumarin (Trifolium patense)

Aloe (Aloe vera)
rhubarb, senna

Whitch hazel (Hamamelis virginiana)
White willow (Salix sp.)

Stinging nettle (Utricaria urens)

Pine trees (Pinus sp.)

Myrhh (Commiphora molmol)
Storax (Liquidambar sp.)

Ginseng (Panaxsp., Aralia sp.,
Eleuthrococuus sp.)

Lemons (Citrus sp.), Lemon grass
(Andropogon citrata, A. flesuosa)
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