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Florida's Lost Champions
by Daniel B. Ward, Robert T. lng, and James F. Testin

Over the years, death has claimed the largest recorded
specimens of many of Florida's native trees. Members of
the Florida Native Plant Society can help in the search for
new champions of these species.

In 1965a 90-foot (27.5 m) cabbage
palm (Sabal palmetto) in Highlands
Hammock State Park, Highlands
County, was measured and submitted
as the largest tree of its kind. The
nomination was accepted by federal
and state agencies, and the Highlands
Hammock palm was marked by a
sign that told the many visitors to the
park of its record size. But this tree
no longer lives.

For the past two years the Division
of Forestry, Florida Department of
Agriculture and Consumer Services,
and the Department of Botany, Uni
versity of Florida, have been engaged
in a study to update and expand the
state's records of champion trees. The
present listing is a documentation of
those species that have had individu
al trees of champion size designated
in the past, but whose champions
have now gone to that great arbore
tum in the sky.

A champion tree is the largest of its
species in an area. Trees of each
species that are the largest in Florida
are termed "Florida Champions",
while those that are the largest of
their kind in the United States be
come "National Champions". For

State champion Southern Red Oak (Quercus
falcata), Suwanee County.

many years the Florida Division of
Forestry has maintained records of
Florida's champion trees, while the
American Forestry Association,
Washington, DC, has retained files of
the National champions (their most
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Slash Pine (Pinus elliottil), Jacksonville. Data
claiming national championship for this tree
has been sent to American Forestry Assoc.,
challenging current South Carolina champion.

recent report: "National Register of
Big Trees", 1992)

Champions are determined by their
ranking in "point size". "Points" are
calculated by applying a simple for
mula to three measurements:
t Trunk Circumference (in inches) at

4.5 feet 0.4 m) or at lower point
if smaller than at 4.5 feet 0.4 m);

t Height (in feet);
t 1/4 of Crown Spread Diameter

(average of largest and smallest
diameters, in feet).

Total Points are the sum of above
three values.

In a previous issue of The Palmetto,
Spring, 1992, we published a listing
of the nearly one hundred species of
native trees that have never had an
individual specimen designated as
their champion. The purpose of that
listing was to guide the public, and
particularly the knowledgeable mem
bership of the Florida Native Plant
Society, in finding, measuring, and
reporting the size and location of
specimens of possible championship
size. The present listing expands that
search by enumerating the 51 species

that in past years - either in the
State or National listings - have had
champions designated, but whose
champions cannot now be located or
are no longer living.

In this listing we have also record
ed the location and "point size" of
national champions found outside
Florida. Since there is no current
Florida champion for the listed spe
cies, any creditable smaller tree from
within the state is eligible to become
the new Florida champion. And any
Florida tree that exceeds the recorded
maximum size in other states is also

State champion Southern Chinquapin (Cas
tanea alnifolia), Fort White, Columbia Co.

a candidate for status as a new na
tional champion.

The rich Florida flora with about
276 native tree species, many found
only in the tropics or subtropics, not
surprisingly has contributed a large
number of state and national champi
ons. Keen-eyed observers, often in the
forestry industries, have measured
and reported champions of nearly all
the better known species, and the
files are full of well-documented
reports spanning all the years since
the records were first kept.

As one of our goals, we intend to
publish a full, updated listing of
Florida's champion trees. As a step in
this direction we have prepared a
text-based computer file that contains
the essentials of all the available state
and national champion tree records.
Our summary contains not only the
name and dimensions of the tree, but
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also its location (with section, town
ship, and range), the owner, the nom
inator, any updates (remeasure
ments), and comments as to history,
identification, and nomenclature.

We have established a number of
essential guidelines to keep the listing
within definable bounds. As an ex
ample, although we do list intro
duced species (but in a separate sec
tion), we require such species to have
a minimum rating of 100 points; a

State champion Pecan (Carya iIIinoinensis),
Andrew's Nursery, Levy County.

native species, in contrast, if large
enough to be a tree, is listed no mat
ter how small. (We want to avoid
being confronted by a three-foot
Sequoia sempervirens in someone's
back yard that is nevertheless the
largest in the state.)

But as we have attempted to verify
the earlier records in preparation for
their ultimate publication, we have
found that a large proportion, per
haps a third, of these records are of
trees that cannot now be found. The
site of the tree may now be a devel
oped residential area or a parking lot.
Occasionally the reported location, so
clear in the written record, is unintel
ligible in the field, and the tree can
not be found. Or we have been ac
companied by the original nominator
of the tree, who confirms we are in
the correct location - but the tree is
gone. Or the tree is of a species, such
as devil's-walkingstick (Aralia spinosa)
or winged sumac (Rhus copallinum),
that is inherently short-lived, and
cannot be expected to persist many
years beyond its date of measure
ment.

One should not be too disturbed by
the disappearance of a champion tree
when the habitat is undisturbed and

other, perhaps smaller, trees are still
present. After all, a champion tree is
the largest of its kind. Its large size
can be attained only with time; thus
it is also perhaps the oldest of its
kind. And with age comes infirmity,
in the form of insect and fungal at
tack, wind throw, and all the other
vicissitudes that beset large woody
plants.

But the uncertainty that accompa
nies tree longevity has led us to the
adoption of an additional guideline:
We are hesitant to accept at face
value any records over ten years of
age unless they have been updated
by a recent remeasurement or at least
a confirmation that the tree is still
standing. For this reason we are
marking as "no current national
champion" a number of species that
are still listed in the American Forest
ry Association records as national
champions, but without evidence that
they have been reconfirmed for ten
years or more. Of course, as the up
dating process continues, some of
these old records will indeed be
found to represent surviving trees,
and, unless they have been surpassed
by a more recent nominee, they will
retain their rank as champions.

For our ultimate report to have
maximum value it is important that
all or nearly all of the appropriate
trees be included. This means that an
effort must be made to find impres
sive specimens to replace the "lost"
champion trees; they should be mea
sured, their location and ownership
of the land documented, and a report
submitted to Gainesville or to the
Tallahassee office. (D. B. Ward, De
partment of Botany, University of
Florida, Gainesville, FL 32611; or J. F.
Testin, Division of Forestry, 3125
Conner Blvd., Tallahassee, FL 32301.)

Any person can nominate a cham
pion tree. A call to any state or coun
ty forestry office will put one in
touch with a forester who can pro
vide the proper reporting form and,
if needed, can assist with the mea
surements. The county forester will
certify the information and pass the
nomination on to Tallahassee. Nomi
nations that have not been certified
by a county forester will not be re
jected, but an additional level of
credibility is provided by their partic
ipation. If the tree looks as though it
is a national champion, the Tallahas
see office will, in turn, forward the
nomination to the American Forestry
Association. If the tree is either a
state or national champion, a certifi-

cate of its championship status will
be sent to the owner of the tree.

We hope that FNPS readers will
look over the following list and note
those species that grow in one's
neighborhood, then search out suit
able specimens. Ideally, one will find
a specimen that is exceptionally large.
But all the trees of this list, as well as
those in the 1992 Palmetto article, are
currently without champions. This
~ean.s.that any nomination, properly
IdentifIed and fully documented, is
likely to be designated the state

Finding champion trees is hard work! Dan
Ward under a challenger Myrtle Holly (/lex
myrtifolia), Bradford County.

champion (and, if no larger specimen
is known from another state, the
national champion).

The Highlands Hammock cabbage
palm died sometime in the early
1980s. Outside of the park, no atten
tion was paid to its demise, and no
correction was made in state or na
tional records. The sign, however,
remained in place (or, depending on
the source of the story, was moved to
a more favorable location), and for
several years annual waves of visitors
were content to peer into the canopy
of 60-foot palms in the vicinity, be
lieving they were seeing something
remarkable, if only they could figure
out which tree it was. Perhaps, as a
result of this article, someone will
nominate and document a Sabal pal
metto that will again give us a cham
pion specimen of our state tree.

Dr. Daniel B. Ward is professor of bota
ny at the University of Florida. Dr.
Robert lng, is a Ph.D. in entomolugtj
who holds an "Adjunct Assistant in
Botany" position with the Department of
Botany, University of Florida. James F.
Testin is Environmental Education Coor

dinator with the Florida Division of
Forestry. The three authors are working
under a cooperative agreement between
the Department of Botany and the Divi
sion of Forestnj to locate and measure the
state's champion trees.
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NATIVE TREES THAT HAVE LOST THEIR CHAMPIONS

Acacia farnesiana (L.) Willd. Sweet Acacia, Huisache
South Florida
National champion: Texas (205 points)

Acacia macracantha Humb. & Bonpl. ex Willd. Long-spine Acacia
Florida Keys
No national champion

Asimina triloba (L.) Dunaj Pawpaw
Panhandle Florida
National champion: Mississippi (160 points)

Avicennia germinans (L.) L. Black Mangrove
(= Avicennia nitida Jacq.)
Coastal South Florida
No current national champion

Bumelia celastrina HBK. Saffron Plum
Central and South Florida
National champion: Texas (80 points)

Byrsonima lucida (Mill.) DC. Locust-berry, Byrsonima
South Peninsular Florida (Dade Co.) and Florida Keys
No current national champion

Carica papaya L. Papaya
South Florida
No national champion

Carya tomentosa (Poir. in Lam.) Nutt. Mockernut Hickory
North and North-central Florida
National champion: Mississippi (314 points)

Casasia c1usiifolia (Jacq.) Urban Seven-year Apple
[= Genipa c1usiifolia (Jacq.) Griseb.]
Coastal South Florida
No current national champion

Citharexylum fruticosum L. Fiddlewood
Coastal South Florida
No current national champion

Clusia rosea Jacq. Balsam Apple
Florida Keys
No national champion

Coccoloba uvifera (L.) L_ Sea Grape
Coastal Central and South Florida
No current national champion

Coccothrinax argentata (Jacq.) Bailey Silver Palm
Coastal South Florida
No national champion

Crataegus aestivalis (Walt.) Torr. & Gray May Haw
North Florida

National champion: Virginia (25 points)
Crataegus marshallii Egglest. Parsley Haw

North and Central Florida
No national champion

Crataegus pulcherrima Ashe Smooth Haw, Beautiful Haw
North Florida
No current national champion

Cupania glabra Sw. Florida Cupania
Florida Keys
No current national champion

Cyrilla racemiflora L. Titi, Swamp Cyrilla
North Florida

National champion: Mississippi (110 points)
Dipholis salicifolia (L.) A. DC. Bustic, Willow Bustic

[= Bumelia salicifolia (L.) Sw.]
No national champion

Eugenia confusa DC. Redberry Stopper, Redberry Eugenia
South Peninsular Florida and Florida Keys
No national champion

Gleditsia aquatica Marsh. Water Locust
North and Central Florida
National champions: Pennsylvania (201 points),

Illinois (195 points)
Hibiscus tiliaceus L. Mahoe

Coastal South Florida
No national champion

Hippomane mancinella L. Manchineel
Coastal South Florida and Florida Keys
No current national champion

Hypelate trifoliata Sw. White Ironwood
Florida Keys
No current national champion

/lex krugiana Loesn. Krug's Holly, Tawnyberry Holly
South Peninsular Florida (Dade Co.)
No current national champion

/lex myrtifolia Walt. Myrtle Holly, Myrtle Dahoon Holly
North Florida
No national champion

/lex verticillata (L.) Gray Winterberry
Central Panhandle Florida
No national champion

Laguncularia racemosa (L.) Gaertn. f. White Mangrove
Coastal Central and South Florida
No current national champion

Lysiloma latisiliqua (L.) Benth. Wild Tamarind, Bahama Lysiloma
Coastal South Florida
No current national champion

Malus angustifolia (Ait.) Michx. Wild Crab Apple
Panhandle !"Iorida
National champion: North Carclina (126 points)

Pinus serotina Michx. Pond Pine
North and Central Florida
National champions: Georgia (225 points),

North Carolina (221 points)
Pisonia discolor Spreng. Blolly, Longleaf Blolly

[= Guapira discolor (Spreng.) lillie]
Coastal South Florida and Florida Keys
No current national champion

Pithecellobium keyense Britt. & Rose Black-bead
[= Pithece/lobium guadelupense (Pers.) Chapm.]
Coastal South Florida and Florida Keys
No current national champion

Pithecellobium unguis-cati (L.) Benth. Cat's-c1aw
Coastal South Florida and Florida Keys
No national champion

Planera aquatica Walt. ex Gmel. Water Elm
North and North-central Florida
National champion: North Carolina (313 points)

Platanus occidentalis L. Sycamore
Panhandle Florida ..
National champion: Ohio (737 points)

Populus heterophylla L. Swamp Cottonwood
Central Panhandle Florida

National champion: Ohio (502 points)
Quercus margaretta (Ashe) Small Sand Post Oak

[= Quercus stellata Wangenh. var. margaretta (Ashe) Sarg.)
North and Central Florida

National champion: Georgia (220 points)
Rhizophora mangle L. Red Mangrove

Coastal Ce_ntral and South Florida
No current national champion

Rhus copallinum L. Winged Sumac, Shining Sumac
Throughout Florida
No current national champion

Roystonea elata (Bartr.) F. Harper Florida Royal Palm
South Peninsular Florida

No current national champion
Sabal palmetto (Walt.) Lodd. ex Schult. & Schult. Cabbage Palm
Throughout Florida
National champion: Georgia (140 points)

Salix caroliniana Michx. Carolina Willow, Coastal Plain Willow
Throughout Florida
National champion: Virginia (177 points)

Sambucus canadensis L. Elderberry
(= Sambucus simpsonii Rehder)
Throughout Florida
No current national champion

Simarouba glauca L. Paradise-tree
South Florida and Florida Keys
No current national champion

Taxodium ascendens Brongn. Pond Cypress
[= Taxodium distichum (L.) L. Rich. var. nutans (Ait.) Sweet]
North and Central Florida

National champion: Georgia (439 poin"ts)
Tetrazygia bicolor (Mill.) Cogn. Florida Tetrazygia

South Peninsular Florida
No current national champion

Ximenia americana L. Tallow-wood
Central and South Florida
No current national champion

Yucca alodolia L. Spanish-dagger, Aloe Yucca
Throughout Florida
No national champion

Zanthoxylum fagara (L.) Sarg. Wild Lime, Lime Prickly Ash
Central and South Florida
No current national champion

Zanthoxylum f1avum Vahl Yellowheart, West Indies Satinwood
Florida Keys
No national champion
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