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Quest for the Ages
How Long Can These Things Live?

On the first page of his 1942 account of Florida folklife, Palmetto Country, 
Stetson Kennedy wrote:

An old-timer once described it in these glowing terms: “I tell you, 
there’s no tree like the cabbage palm. It never dies of old age, and you 
can’t see the end of it lessen you cut it down. The sun can’t wither it, 
fire can’t burn it, and moss can’t cling to it. Have you seen one bend 
before the wind, lay all its fans out straight, and just give so’s the wind 
can’t find nothin to take hold of ?”1

While all of that old-timer’s assertions are worth running down and fact-
checking, perhaps the most tantalizing is the notion that the cabbage palm 
never dies of old age. That begs the question, how long can they live? That 
seems like a relatively straightforward question, but I’ve been searching for 
an answer for a decade, and while the answer has clear implications for how 
we value and manage these trees, it remains elusive.
 Florida’s cabbage palm and South Carolina’s palmetto, Sabal palmetto, is 
one of an old group of trees—the Florida Museum of Natural History has 
a fossil Sabal palm leaf from the Florida panhandle that is somewhere be-
tween 16 and 18 million years old.2 And fossils of Sabal magothiensis from 
the Late Cretaceous period are more than 80 million years old.3

 As a genus, then, they are survivors. And, intriguingly, some of the indi-
vidual cells that compose the cabbage palm also appear to be survivors—
apparently living as long as the tree itself.4 But the longevity of cells, or the 
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Fossil Sabal palm, Sabalites apalachicolensis, Middle 
Miocene in age, found at Alum Bluff, Apalachicola River, 
Liberty County, Florida. Photo by Terry A. Lott. Florida 
Museum of Natural History.

perseverance of a genus, tells us little about the lifespan of an individual 
plant. With many species of temperate trees, dendrochronologists can de-
code seasonal variations in wood production to calculate age. Trees add 
softer wood faster in the spring or beginning of the growing season and 
produce denser wood in the summer or later in the growing season. The 
result is annual rings that convert cross-sections of trees into continuous 
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data recorders that have unlocked timelines regarding droughts, fires, and 
even hurricanes.
 More ambiguous seasons in the subtropics and tropics produce less clear 
growth rings, but palms present special problems. Most trees we deal with, 
the oaks and maples, are dicots and grow both upward and outward each 
year. The new wood is produced by the cambium layer, a relatively thin 
layer between the bark and the interior wood of the tree.
 But palms represent a completely different approach to being a tree. 
They are monocots, and monocot species such as the cabbage palm do not 
add girth or annual rings as they age. The absence of annual rings thwarts 
the possibility of determining age simply by cutting the trees down and 
counting and cross-dating. Some researchers, desirous of determining the 
age of cabbage palms, took to counting leaf scars and then making some as-
sumptions about how many leaves are produced each year. Aside from the 
challenges of counting scars on the eroding trunks, this approach is predi-
cated on a fairly constant rate of annual growth, which cannot be assumed.
 In 1970, student researcher Kyle Brown planted some cabbage palm 
seeds he had collected in North Carolina. While his home garden condi-
tions in north Florida are unlikely to replicate what may have happened in 
the wild, Dr. Brown reports that the time for the palm to emerge and form 
a trunk, the establishment period, took about twenty years. Thirty-nine 
years later, the tree was 39 feet tall, conveniently yielding an average rate of 
growth of 1 foot per year. Yet the vast majority of this growth took place in 
the second half of the time.5

 Scott Zona and Katherine Maidman, working at Fairchild Tropical 
Botanic Garden near Miami, set out to determine not how long various 
species of palms live, but how fast they grow. They found a twenty-fold dif-
ference in growth rates between the slowest and fastest species. They had 
only one cabbage palm for which they knew the complete age. It had been 
a seed forty-two years earlier. We might expect from Dr. Brown’s experi-
ence that the palm would be roughly 42 feet high. Actually the palm mea-
sured 263 centimeters, or 8.6 feet tall. Since they measured to where the 
lowest live leaf attaches to the trunk, additional height, possibly as much as 
6 or 8 feet, should probably be added to approximate the total height. Still, 
that’s about four and a half inches per year, although it’s probable that, like 
the Kyle Brown tree, the majority of the tree’s height developed in recent 
years.6


