Pseudophoenix Sargentii: Searching for Seeds on Elliott Key
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Located in one of our nation’s most ecologically
unique national parks, Florida’s only native wild
population of Pseudophoenix sargentii H. Wendl
faces extinction on Elliott Key. It is often referred to
as the Florida Cherry palm,
due to their bright red fruit,
and/or Buccaneer palm, after
the pirate legends that sailed
through the upper keys in
the 18th and 19th centuries.
Pseudophoenix sargentii is
considered critically imper-
iled in South Florida, but
globally vulnerable (Institute
of Regional Conservation
2016).

Pseudophoenix sargentii is an
island  species  primarily
scattered throughout the

Caribbean with isolated pop-
ulations found in the Yucatan
and Central America (Zona
2002). Described as a small
to medium sized palm with
pinnate-leaves, its height
ranges between 4 to 8 me-
ters (Read 1968). In the U.S,
Pseudophoenix sargentii was
originally found on Long Key,
Sand Key, and Elliott Key. The
populations on Long and
Sand Key are now extinct

population found only on sonian Institution

nestled between Biscayne Bay and the Atlantic
ocean. To the north sits Sands Key, and to the
south, Old Rhodes Key, all of which are located
above Key Largo (Klein 1970).

The island itself is about 7-8
miles long with a width that
ranges from 1 mile to just
below half a mile. The aver-
age elevation throughout the
island is about 3 feet with
some areas reaching up to 5-
8 ft of elevation mainly along
Spite Highway, a road that
runs longitudinally through
the center of the island (Klein
1970).

After a history that involved
the Tequesta, Ponce de Leon,
and pirates, the Sweeting
Family were some of the first
homesteaders to establish
themselves on Elliott Key in
1882. Once there, they devel-
oped 30 acres of their home-
stead into a pineapple, key
lime, sapodilla, and tomato
farm (Niemiec 1996).

Despite hurricanes and other
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original homesteaders, Elliott
Key remained under the own-

Elliott Key (Lippincott 1995).

Located about 11 miles off the coast of Florida,
directly east of Homestead, Florida, Elliott key is

ership and use of the
Sweetings and their neighbors until the great de-
pression of the 1930s. Eventually, financial difficul-
ties forced the original owners to vacate the island



and their land was subsequently purchased to build
vacation homes (Niemiec 1996).

In the 1960s, developers planned to build a high-
way, luxury homes, and even oil refineries on Elliott
Key and the surrounding islands, which sparked a
battle with environmentalists. In an attempt to
derail environmental preservation efforts, the de-
velopers cleared a wide thoroughfare through the
center of the island which would later be called
Spite Highway. Despite their efforts, environmental-
ists succeeded and Elliott Key became part of what
is now Biscayne National Park (Niemiec 1996).

It is to no surprise that with the frequency of hurri-
canes, storm surges and the land’s high permeabil-
ity, the plants must be adaptable to the occasional
rush of high salinity in order to survive. When walk-
ing through the coastal hammock that characterize
the untamed areas of the island, you see mostly
native plants such as Agave decipiens, Bursera sima-
ruba, Caesalpinia major, Chiococca alba, Coccoloba
uvifera, Conocarpus erectus, Eugenia axillaris, La-
guncularia racemosa, Metopium toxiferum, Nectan-
dra coriacea, and Thrinax radiata.

The discovery of Pseudophoenix sargentii H. Wendl|
is directly linked to the origins of the genus itself.
On April of 1886, C.S. Sargent and associates arrived
on Elliott key at the Pineapple plantation of one
Henry Filer. There the company noticed a small
pinnate-leaf palm, which at first, Sargent believed
to be a Royal palm until further inspection. Sargent
sent a specimen of the palm to his colleague Dr.
Hermann Wendland in Germany who concluded the
specimen was not just a new species but that it
belonged to an entirely new genus! Wendland
dubbed the new genus as Pseudophoenix meaning
“False-date palm” because of the resemblance be-
tween the two (Small 1922, Tasker 2014).

At the time, Sargent had documented there only
being six palms on the island (Magellan and Griffith
2017). While more recent documentations have
noted a higher population, this only reinforces the
fact that P. sargentii has had a historically low popu-
lation on Elliott Key. Decline of the population could
also have been a result of habitat destruction by
plantation farming and developing lands.
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In 1990, Dr. Carol Lippincott, spearhead an ex-situ
conservation effort by Fairchild Tropical Botanical
Garden and Biscayne National Park to repopulate
the island with seedlings germinated from wild
seeds collected in the 1980’s. During this time, it
was documented that there were only 47 wild
palms on Elliott Key. In 1992, Florida experienced
one of the strongest hurricanes recorded to date,
Hurricane Andrew. Data following the hurricane,
revealed that there we only 28 living Pseudophoenix
sargentii remaining on the island (Lippincott 1995).

Following a period of active cyclonic activity in the
early 2000s (NOAA 2018), an expedition in 2012
found that there were only eight wild adults of the
28 previously noted (Fotinos, et al. 2015). In 2015,
Tracy Magellan, accompanied by Jeremy Schnall,
sailed out to Elliott Key to survey the status of the
remaining palms and collect seeds. This initiative
was supported by Montgomery Botanical Center
(MBC) with the intention of collecting seeds to add
to the genetic diversity of their current collection of
Pseudophoenix sargentii. Though MBC had speci-
mens from five different countries throughout their
native distribution, the genetic population from
Elliott Key was not represented. The result of the
2015 expedition noted that there were only three
remaining wild adults, demonstrating the wild
palm’s further decline. It is unknown if the impact of
Hurricane Sandy in 2012 contributed to that loss.
Unfortunately, their efforts to collect viable seeds
were unsuccessful (Magellan and Griffith 2017).

Four years later, MBC Conservation Horticulture
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Figure 1. First palm being crushed by adjacent fallen tree.




Fellows, Christina Chavez, Daniela Noblick, and Eliza
Gonzalez conducted another status and seed collec-
tion investigation. After chartering a boat from Bis-
cayne National Park, they arrived on Elliott Key on
April 1, 2019 at 8:30 a.m. Once on the trail, they
were quickly surrounded by a relentless and ever-
present swarm of mosquitoes. Arriving at the GPS
coordinates they were quick to notice the first adult
palm was being crushed by an adjacent fallen tree
(Fig.1). The full weight of the tree was pressing
down on the crown of the palm, severely damaging
the apical meristem. What would otherwise have
been a healthy reproductive adult, has little to no
chance of recovery. Although there were dried in-
fructescence branches still attached to the dying
palm, no seeds were found. After a quick reprieve,
they were unsuccessful in locating the second palm
on the first day.

Figure 2. Remaining stump of the third palm.

third palm was located at 11 a.m. and was found
dead with its degraded fronds decomposing near-
by. After collecting the necessary data they were
able to locate the second individual just a short trek
away. This palm was found to be alive, however, no
seeds were found. Much like the first, it also had old
infructescence branches still attached. The habitat
surrounding the second adult palm was overrun
with Thrinax spp.

Figure 3. Second palm was found alive, the last remaining wild
adult Pseudophoenix sargentii on Elliott Key.

On April 2, 2019, they searched for the third palm
with the intention of backtracking to locate the
second individual missed on the previous day. The
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In summary, the 2019 expedition to Elliott Key
found only one living wild adult Pseudophoenix
sargentii, one in irreversible decline, and no availa-
ble seeds to collect. This shows a drastic decline
from the 2015 expedition conducted by Tracy Ma-
gellan and Jeremy Schnall, and in a span of nearly 30
years, the entire wild population has nearly per-
ished. The root cause of this drastic decline is un-
known, but it can be speculated that a period of
hurricane frequency and severity, rising tides
affecting salinity, disease, or natural senescence
could be to blame.

In the surrounding area of the first palm it was ob-
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Figure 4. Seedling growing at the base of older Fairchild
planting near first palm.

served that one of the taller Fairchild plantings had a
smaller seedling growing at the base of its trunk.
Given its proximity and height, it could be assumed
that the seedling was not an intentional planting,
but may be evidence that either the wild palm or
one of the older Fairchild reintroductions, was able
to produce viable seeds.

Around the third palm, the majority of the seedlings
were surviving, however, a few were being afflicted
by an unknown disease that was specifically attack-
ing the crown and fronds.

Regardless, the level of success of the Fairchild
plantings in the visited areas is notable and demon-
strates the importance of ex- situ conservation for
the survival of endangered plants. Not only does it
make representative genetic diversity available in a
botanic garden setting, it also allows for those speci-
mens to be available to aid in future restoration
projects (Fotinos, et al. 2015, Lippincott 1995).
Though the future of the last wild adult is uncertain,
the care, interest, and education about Florida’s
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only native Pseudophoenix sargentii will be crucial
for this vulnerable palm’s survival.
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Figure 5. Seedlings from the Fairchild repopulation affected by
unknown disease or pest around third palm.
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