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Native plants at the Naples Botanical Garden. 1. marlberry (Ardisia escallonioides);  2. The James and Linda White Birding Tower; 
3. Leavenworth’s tickseed (Coreopsis leavenworthii); 4. lignumvitae (Guaiacum sanctum); 5. milkwort (Polygala species); 6. sabal palm 
(Sabal palmetto); 7. semaphore cactus (Opuntia corallicola); 8. rose-rush (Lygodesmia aphylla). Photos © Naples Botanical Garden.
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Andee Naccarato

Botanical icons such as the lotus fl ower and 

baobab tree naturally occur between 26 degrees 

north and south on the globe. These latitudinal 

boundaries represent the theme of Naples 

Botanical Garden (NBG) – “Gardens with 

Latitude.” With construction of the new 

Eleanor and Nicholas Chabraja Visitor Center 

underway, NBG is preparing to welcome even 

more visitors who desire to see tropical plants 

thriving in our warm climate. 

Continued on page 10
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A Nat ive  Ce lebrat ion (cont inued f rom page 9 )

However, staff and designers of NBG also strive to infuse  
a sense of place only to be found in Naples, Florida. This  
non-profit garden is part of a positive movement to maintain  
a sense of place by creating ecosystem-based, naturalistic  
settings using native plants.
 Guests with a penchant for native plants can find them 
in more areas of NBG than one might think. Of course, 
plenty of natives reside in the Karen and Robert Scott Florida 
Garden’s Wildflower Meadow, which is maintained by Emily 
Wilson (NBG’s Natural Areas Gardener and member of the 
Naples Chapter of FNPS). Within the expansive meadow, 
bees hum and butterflies dash between common and rare  
native wildflowers, including Leavenworth’s tickseed  
(Coreopsis leavenworthii), wild pennyroyal (Piloblephis rigida), 
and button rattlesnakemaster (Eryngium yuccifolium). One 
look at the Wildflower Meadow on a sunny morning should 
move any conscious observer to replace their sterile lawn 
with native diversity.
 Just outside the Wildflower Meadow, an open air patio 
called Lucy’s Solstice Landing aligns with the setting sun on the 
winter solstice, our shortest day and longest night. Here, some of 
Florida’s native palms soak up the sun’s rays, including Florida’s 
state tree (Sabal palmetto), Sargent’s cherry palm (Pseudophoenix 
sargentii), and needle palm (Rhapidophyllum hystrix). This is 
also a great vantage point to watch Anhingas drying their wings 
or glimpse a basking alligator. The Solstice Landing encourages 
us to ponder how changes in day length and light intensity  
influence the lives of nearly all living creatures.
 Just north of the Scott Florida Garden is the Mary and 
Stephen Byron Smith Family River of Grass, which honors 
and emulates the Everglades. The River of Grass is part of  
the multiple award-winning storm water management  
system at NBG. This corridor of aquatic plants stretches  
from the Water Garden to West Lake, and filters rainwater 
originally collected in parking lot bioswales. Two boardwalks  
cross this filtration system, so visitors can admire Everglades 
palms (Acoelorraphe wrightii), bulltongue arrowhead 
(Sagittaria lancifolia), and pickerelweed (Pontederia cordata). 
The River of Grass is a perfect place to meditate on the  
past, present, and future of Florida’s landscapes.
 Following the boardwalk north transports us to the  
Kapnick Caribbean Garden. Many visitors are surprised to  
discover a multitude of Florida’s native plants in this cultural  
exhibit. Mixed in with produce grown on Caribbean planta-
tions, the observant investigator can locate little strongbark 
(Bourreria cassinifolia), maidenberry (Crossopetalum rhacoma), 
and spicewood (Calyptranthes pallens). Strike out across the 
open lawn of seashore paspalum (Paspalum vaginatum) to come 
ashore at the arid shell island, which displays the endangered 
semaphore cactus (Opuntia corallicola). Stumbling across these 
native plants in the Kapnick Caribbean Garden may remind  
us that Florida’s sandy spine used to be a chain of islands.

 Even the Vicky C. and David Byron Smith Children’s  
Garden is brimming with natives. Along its Wild Florida  
Loop Trail, search the Duane Repp Hardwood Hammock  
for marlberry (Ardisia escallonioides), holywood lignumvitae 
(Guaiacum sanctum), and white indigoberry (Randia aculeata). 
The trail slopes down to meet gumbo limbos (Bursera 
simaruba) planted in created shell mounds honoring the 
Calusa, historical native Floridians who lived off the bounty of  
our coasts. Sounds of rushing water draw adventurous children 
across stepping stones into a miniature swamp of bald cypress 
(Taxodium distichum) draped with Spanish moss (Tillandsia 
usneoides). This native playground was designed to ensure 
children can experience Florida’s unique habitats, even if  
they don’t have the opportunity to explore the wilderness.
 The native plants within the cultivated gardens just  
hint at the diversity to be found in NBG’s Preserve, overseen 
by Chad Washburn (NBG’s Director of Conservation and  
Education, and past President of the Naples Chapter). The 
Vicky C. and David Byron Smith Florida Uplands Preserve 
trail transitions from shady pine flatwoods to the sunnier 
scrub. The scrub’s low-nutrient soil is colonized by sand live 
oak (Quercus geminata), myrtle oak (Quercus myrtifolia), and 
rusty staggerbush (Lyonia ferruginea). Spring and fall are the 
best times to search for naturally-occurring wildflowers, like 
Curtiss’s milkweed (Asclepias curtissii), rose-rush (Lygodesmia 
aphylla), and the dainty milkworts (Polygala sp.). This upland 
preserve holds special meaning to staff because it represents 
the founders’ botanical love before any cultivated gardens 
were built.
 Any biologist or perceptive naturalist knows increased 
plant diversity means more chances to see wildlife. Many  
visitors are drawn to the James and Linda White Birding  
Tower to scan the Collier Enterprises South Wetlands for 
wading birds and waterfowl, like White Pelicans and Roseate 
Spoonbills. These and more feathery friends may be sighted 
resting and foraging among sand cordgrass (Spartina bakeri), 
soft rush (Juncus effusus), and giant leather fern (Acrostichum 
danaeifolium). Staff, contractors, and volunteers manually 
removed nearly 24 acres of invasive melaleuca (Melaleuca 
quinquenervia) to allow these native plants to reestablish. 
NBG’s Preserve reinforces the fact that, without native plants 
driving an ecological network, none of us would be here at all.
 NBG is also home to the Herbarium of Southwestern 
Florida, run by Dr. George J. Wilder (NBG’s Herbarium 
Curator and past President of the Naples Chapter). With over 
35,000 specimens, the Herbarium is a valuable resource for 
botanical researchers and students alike. George personally 
collected virtually every herbarium specimen, including rarities 
documented during his floristic studies of Marco Island, shell 
mounds in the Gulf of Mexico, and Dagny Johnson Key Largo 
Hammock Botanical State Park. Between the cultivated  
Gardens, protected habitats, and indoor Herbarium, NBG 
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seeks to fulfill its mission to connect people and plants.  
If you are a Florida native, or if you were won over by  
Florida’s natural splendor, you are sure to revel in the  
satisfying sense of place at Naples Botanical Garden.
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In addition to the living collection of plants with features such as a boardwalk  
that makes it easy for visitors to get close to wetland plants, the Naples Botanical  
Garden is home to the Herbarium of Southwestern Florida, with over 35,000  
specimens. Photos: herbarium cabinets and their contents; wetland boardwalk; 
mounted Nymphaea elegans specimen. Photos © Naples Botanical Garden.




