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Preface

This book is compiled primarily of articles written by members of

the Education Subcommittee of the Natural History Society of

Jamai ca, and published in the Childrené
the 19931994 school year. The members of the education

subcommitteare allvolunteers dedicated to educating the children

on Jamaicabs natur al heritage. Each art
its approach as the styles of the various authors have been retained

as much apossible.

In recognition of the need to make the information available to all,
the articles, with some addition&erecompiled for this book. It
was written for children of age 8 to 14 however teachers, visitors
and other persons will find the informati useful. It consists
mainly of scientific information but historical facts and folklore are
also included. The plants (mainly trees but including some herbs
and grasses) are arranged in four categeripalms; woodland,
pasture and forest trees; fruieés and seaside trees and represent
only a fraction of the over 1000 species of trees which occur in
Jamaica.
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COCONUT

(Cocos nucifera

Although the coconut tree is originally native to Southeast Asia
and the islands of Melanesia in the Pacific Ocean the tall, graceful,
coconut pal ms can now be found
and subtropical regions. The coconut is one of the trees that
represent the essence of the tropics to people who live in the colder
climates.

The slim trunk which can reach a height of over 25 m is free of
branches and is somewhat thicker at the base. Tdeedeare
always at the crown of the tree trunk. They resemble huge green
feathers and spread out from the top of the tree for up to 5 m. They
have long thin leaflets which hang from a leafblade that runs down
the centre of each leaf.

In the central coretdhe top of the tree there are clusters of yellow
white flowers. Fruits are located at the bases of the leaves. The
fruits are large and rounded (about 25 x 30 cm) with an outer
green, reegreen or yellow rind. Under the rind is a layer of fibre
called oir and beneath that a hard brown nut. The immature
coconuts are picked and the liquid in the nut drank; it is called
coconut water. When the endosperm (coconut meat) from mature
coconuts is dried it is called copra and is used to make oil, soap
and margane. The meat is also grated and made into
confectionaries such as drops and grater cake.

Coconut leaves are used for thatching roofs, making baskets, mats
and hats. The wood from the trunks can be used to build houses
and bridges.

t hroughc



COCON UT (Cocos nucifera

Family: Species:
Palmae Cocos nucifera

Author:

Linneaus

Height: Habitat:
28m Sea level to 1000m

Persistence:

Evergreen
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ROYAL PALM

(Roystonea regia

This palm is often planted as an ornamental in Jamaica and is very
often seen lining driveways. It is a natiwECubaand grows up to
25 m.

The trunk is lightgrey, oftentimes with a swelling in the middle
and the leges are long, measuring up to 4 m. The fruits are small
(about 1 cm), ovoid, purplerown and grow in large numbers.

Two endemic palms related ®. regiaare R. altissimaand R.
princepsbut they both have slenderer trunks.princepgSwamp
Cabbage &m) can be seen in the marsh forests of the Lower
Black River Morass.



ROYAL PALM (Roystonea regia

Family:

Palmae

Species: Author:

violet-blue seeds

Trunk swollen
in the midde

Height:

25m

Habitat:

Persistence:
Sea level to 1000m Evergreen
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SILVER THATCH

(Coccothrinax jamaicensis

This is atypical palm of the dry limestone forests such as
Hellshire. It has a characteits slender trunk of 142 cm in
diameter and grows between 3 and 8 m tall. The leaves which are
shaped like a fan (hence the name fan palm) get up to 1 m in
diameterand growat the end of the stalk. They are lobed and have
long pointed segments.

The ripe fruit is dark brown or black; it is small and hard and
measures 6 mm in diameter. Thatch palm as the name suggests, is
used for thatching of roofs and is also used to make bags, baskets
and brooms.

Other thatch palms are: Brown Thatchh(inax parviflom) and
Bull Thatch Sabal jamaicens)s whose dry leaves, hanging from
the tree, are often used by nesting colonies of palm swifts.



S ILVER THATCH (Coccothrinax jamaicensis

Family: Species: ; Author:
. Palma i Coccothrinax Read
_ i Jjamaicensis

Leaves
silvery grey
on underside

Height: Habitat: Persistence:
8m Coastal and Limestone forest Evergreen
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TREES OF WOODLANDS,
FORESTS AND PASTURES
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BALSA WOOD

(Ochroma pyramidale

The Balsa is also called Down Tree and Corkwood. It is a native of
northern South America, Central America and West Indian Islands
like Trinidad & Tobago and St. Vincent & the Grenadines where it
is called bafflo. In Jamaica, the tree has been recorded in Jack's
Hill, upper St. Andrew, near Castleton, Gordon Town, near Port
Morant in St. Thomas, Manchester, St. Ann and the John Crow
Mountains where it is fairly common.

Balsa is a member of the Silk Cattdaree family, Bombacacae.
The shape of the leaves is somewliia thatof the Blue Mahoe,

the latter being smaller in size. The flowers are 10 cm in diameter
and 20 cm in length, creanwhite and bell shaped. The pod is
shaped like an enlarged rabbitsf whilst the "downs" are very
much like rabbits fur and are attached to small seeds.

The wood is pinkistwhite to brownish with a rather silky lustre
and is soft and spongy. Balsa wood is among the lightest known
commercial woods. In the 191918 war,balsa wood became
very important and large quantities were used in the manufacture
of life-preservers, submarine floats, parts of lifeboats, aeroplanes
and for insulating refrigerators. The wood is also used by fisher
men for making fishinget floats. he down was once used for
stuffing pillows and mattresses whilst the bark can be made into
ropes.

12



BALSA WOOD (Ochroma pyramidale

(Cav.) Urb.

Author:

Ochroma pyramidale

Species:

Bombacaceae

Family:

| Persistence:

Habitat:

Evergreen

Wet forest, 150-1000m

Height:

20m
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BAM BOO (Bambusa vulgaris

Our common bamboo came to Jamaica in the early eighteenth
century. It is a native of the Old World tropidsit is now
widespread. About 700 species exist worldwide.

Bamboos are really giant grasses with straight hollow, jointed,
smooth stems. Bamboos seldom flower and do so once in 30 to
100 years, depending on the species. After blooming the stems
tend to dieallowing new shoots to spring up from the base of the
old plants. Young plants can also grow from seeds. The common
bamboo grows up to 25 m tall and occurs from sea level to 1,000
m. The leaves are 25 cm long and have rough edges.

Bamboo trees arespecially cultivated in Jamaica since their roots
are so closely matted that they help to control soil erosion. The
plant also provides shade and beauty on road banks and hillsides.
Bamboo Avenue in Jamaica is a tourist attraction.

Many ornamental variggs of bamboo have also been introduced
into Jamaica from Asia and they can be found growing in different
gardens across the island.

Laminated bamboo piles make good reinforcement for concrete
when building houses. Bamboo is used to make furniture, fences
river rafts, yam sticks, beer mugs, pencil holders, baskets and
flower pots of various kinds.

Another bamboo, the endemic Climbing BambdBhijsquea
albietfolia) grows profusely in parts of the Blue Mountains where
it forms a thick entanglement along tinails.

Records show that this Bamboo flowered in Jamaica from 1884
1886. It is interesting to note that in 1884 some plants sent from
Jamaica to the Royal Botanic Gardens at Kew (England) flowered
at the same time, in 1886. This happened althougpltrgs were

in entirely different environments. In the Blue Mountains the last
recorded flowerings were in 1948 and in 1984.

14



BAM BOO (Bambusa vulgarjs

Family: Species:
Gramineae Bambusa wvulgaris

Author:

Schard. ex Wendl.

Height: Habitat:
10m Sea level to 1000m

Persistence:

Evergreen
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BLUE MAHOE (Hibiscus elatus)

The Blue Mahoe is the national tree of Jamaica. This is a fairly
common tee which is cultivated extensively. It is native to Cuba
and Jamaica but has been introduced into other countries.

This tall, straight tree has few branches arising from all levels of
the trunk and may grow up to 20 m tall. The leaves are large (20
cm long), broad, heahaped and pointed at the tip.

The plant is related to the Hibiscus (sHmack) and its flowers are
very similar in shape and arrangement of parts. The flowers which
can be seen throughout the year grow singly and have colours
rangingfrom orangeyellow and orange red to deep red. The fruits
are small brown pods that may be seen all year.

Although commonly seen along thaains this tree shows an
obvious preference for damp mountain areas and grows at altitudes
from sea level to 1000m. The name Mountain Mahoe is
sometimes used to distinguish it from the Seaside Mahoe. It has
been used in many reforestation programmes.

The name ABlue Mahoeo refers to the
when dressed. The wood is hard and durable and psdudine

finish when made into furniture and craft items like trays and

bowls. The fibre from the bark is used to make strong ropes and for

tying cigars.

1€
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B LU E MAH O E (Hibiscus elatus)

Family: Species: Author:
Malvaceae Hibiscus elatus Sw.

Height: Habitat: Persistence:
20m Moist forest, sea level1000m Evergreen




SOME COMMON JAMAICAN TREES
NaturalHistory Society of Jamaica

BULL HOOF

(Bauhinia divaricata

This is a small tree which grows up tarbhigh is very common in

dry limestone areas. The distinctive leaves areloled
approximately 8 x 8 cm and the shape suggests the common name,
Bull hoof.

It flowers frequently, clusters of pink and white flowers at the end
of the leafy twigs. The arrapgent of the flowers is in the form of

a raceme, that is, the older flowers are at the bottom of the stalk,
and the younger flowers nearer the tip which ends with a bud.
There are five petals to each flower, which begin white and turn
pink. They are narrovand 1- 2.5 cm long. Each flower also has
one long fertile white stamen-48cm long, with a black anther.
The fruit is a pod containing 3 or 4 seeds.

The tree attracts various butterflies, the most prominent of which is
the Cloudless SulphuPhoebis senae

There are other speciesBauhiniatrees growing in Jamaica. One

is called the Poor Man's orchid, and has a larger flower, white and
mottled with purple. Others have pink or white flowers. The
commonly grown Orchid tree with large mauve flowersais
hybrid. All these trees have the characteristicbed leaves.
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BULL HOOQOF gauhinia divaricata

Author:

Family: Species:
Linnagus

Caesalpiniceae Bauhinia divaricava

.~ Fertile stamen
< 34 em long

- Fowers white
=" turning  pink

Habitat: Persistence:
6m Sea level-1200m Evergreen

Height:
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CALABASH

(Crescentia cujebe

Calabash trees are common along Jamaican roadside and in old
pastures, thickets and woodlands. It &ive to Florida, the West
Indies and continental tropical America. The calabash belongs to
the Bignonia family and is a mediusized tree varying from-&0

m in height. It grows up to altitudes of 800 m.

The trees have long thin branches which carry knwddlong
shaped, bright green leaves in clusters. The leaves which are
leathery in texture are paler on the undersides than on the tops and
are 5 cm 20 cm long. The bark is light brown.

The trees flower and fruit from May to January. The greenish
white to greenish yellow flowers are small-§5cm long), beH
shaped and occur singly or in clusters, directly on the trunk and
branches. An interesting fact about them is that they are pollinated
at night by nectasipping bats. The fruits which are ovadround

and have a tough, watertight outer coat, measure up to 25 cm in
diameter.

The pulp and seeds are removed from the fruits leaving the tough
outer coat which is dried and used as bowls and gourds to carry
water. Occasionally, the gourds are usadcooking pots and for
making handbags and other ornaments. A gourd with a curved end
is used as a pipe for smoking tobacco.

2C



CA LA BASH (Crescentia cujete

Family:
Bignoniaceae

Species: Author:
Crescentia cujeve Linnaeus

Large fruit - up fo
28em in diameter

Height:
6-10m

Habitat: Persistence:
Sea level-800m Evergreen
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CANNON BALL

(Couroupita guianensjs

This extraordinary tree is from the lowthrjungles of northern
South America, but has been introduced throughout the Caribbean
to Botanical Gardens, (such as Hope Gardens in Kingston), and to
some large properties.

It is a large tree growing to 25 m. The upper part of the trunk has
many branchesvith leaves clustering at the tips of the branches.
Each leaf is elliptical, ie. oblong, but pointed at both ends, and may
reach 30 cm.

The lower part of the trunk has thick fruiting branches distinct
from the leafbearing branches above. These formnglied growth
around the lower part of the trunk bearing many flowers, and later,
fruits.

The flowers themselves have a strong fragrance. There are six
fleshy red and white petals surrounding a thick white cushion of
partly fused stamens with a smaller roétyellow stamens below.
The flower is about 10 cm in diameter

The fruit forms the "cannonbal
appearance, its hard shell, and the sound made when the breeze
knocks the hanging balls together or when they crash to the
ground. It takes 18 months to mature. When open the pulp and
seeds produce a foul odour. However, it is nourishing; monkeys
feed on it in its native habitat and it is used for chicken and pig
food.

22
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CANNON BALL (Couroupita guianensjs

Family: Species: Author:
Lecythidaceae Couroupita guinensis Aubl.

Fruiting branches
with flowers and fruits

Height: Habitat: Persistence:
25m Moist lowland areas Evergreen
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CASSIA

(Senna siam@a

Senna siames a native of IndéMalaysia. It grows in both moist

and dry places to a height of 25 m. The tree grows on our lowlands
in Jamaica and when a tree is well established it can withstand
months of drought.

The trees are evergreen and can produoeh shade when well
maintained. They are often planted along the sides of streets and
other sites where shade is wanted, hence its other name,
Government tree. The leaves are compound and are between 15
and 30 cm long. There is a main central stalk githto twelve

pairs of leaflets on it.

The greenistyellow flowers occur in bunches and the fruit is a
narrow pod 20 25 cm long. They too are found in clusters.

Senna siamegrows easily and quickly and is a favourite of goats
and cows. Strangely, mgget sick when they eat this plant
although they too enjoy it. The heartwood of the plant is used in
furniture making and as poles in construction. It can be cultivated
as a source of fuelwood. Sometimes scale insects attack and can
destroy the trees.

Until recently this plant was originally known @sissia siamea

24



CASS A (Senna siamea

Family: Species: Author:
Caesalpiniaceae Senna siamea Lam

- Greenish yellow

/’ flovvers

Height: Habitat: Persistence:
25m Lowlands Evergreen
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CASAURINA

(Casurina equisetifolin

Other names given to this plant are Whistling Pine and Willow.
This is a native of Australia and tropical Asia. It arrived in Jamai
in 1788. Casaurina can grow to a height of over 25 m

The trunk is slender and the long slender branches grow upwards.

It can be seen in sandy coastal areas and can grow at altitudes from
sea level to 300 m. This fast growing plant does not have leaves

but branches which are fine and threadlike. These bear small

brownish scales which are arranged in whorls.

It fruits most of the year and bears male and female flowers
separately on the same tree. The male flowers are slender and look
like spikes at theip of the twigs while the female flowers are
small, cone like and grow in clusters. The fruit is the round, brown
cone that is 1.22.5 cm in size.

Causarinais often planted as hedges and is useful in the binding of
sandy soil.
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CASAU RINA (Casurina equisetifolip
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