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Species Accounts

A tiger swallowtail nectars on the flowers of a Florida native blazing star.
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For convenience, the plants in this guide are arranged by growth habit 
(trees, shrubs, vines, herbaceous species, and groundcovers). Within 

these categories the plants are arranged alphabetically, first by genus and 
then by species. Botanical names are the valid names of plants as opposed 
to common names, which vary from one region to the next or even within 
the same region. Common names used in this guide are mostly those that 
are in common usage in Florida; they can be referenced in the index along 
with the botanical names. The Latinized botanical names in this guide 
mostly conform to The Plant List, which is a working list of all known plant 
species, available on the Internet, created by the Royal Botanic Gardens, 
Kew, and the Missouri Botanical Garden in collaboration with many other 
institutions and databases. The Plant List provides the accepted Latin name 
for nearly 300,000 plant species with links to synonyms. These names are 
also cross-referenced with links to other institutions and databases.
 To become a knowledgeable gardener you should pay attention to plant 
families and Latin names, so you can better understand their relationship 
to other plants in your garden. Moreover, to reference a plant in various 
books or on the Internet, you will have much better luck finding the cor-
rect plant by using the Latin name. Even Latin names can change on oc-
casion, especially with recent studies of plant relatedness using DNA, so 
synonyms are listed for species that have undergone relatively recent name 
changes. This will help you to research the correct plant by using an older 
Latin name that still appears in many publications and Web sites.
 The main purpose of this book is to offer accurate information on 200 
of the best plants that attract hummingbirds and butterflies in tropical 
Florida. Being educated about what you are growing will make you a better 
gardener.
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Large Trees

This section includes trees that typically reach heights of 30 feet or more. 
Put some thought into where they are planted, so they will not create too 
much shade for sun-loving plants. 

Silk floss tree, Ceiba speciosa 
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Hong Kong Orchid Tree

Bauhinia × blakeana
Fabaceae (Pea Family) 

  Fall, winter, spring.
   A sterile hybrid discovered in Canton, China.
  This is unquestionably one of the premier exotic flowering trees in tropical 
Florida. Besides being glamorous, it is a sterile hybrid that cannot produce seeds 
and become a weedy pest like other members of this genus. The rose-purple flow-
ers reach 4–5" wide and appear in showy clusters during the peak of winter. It is 
deciduous and typically drops its leaves in late spring, so plant it where leaf litter 
will not be a problem.
 This is a favorite nectar source for hummingbirds. When in bloom, these trees 
are often surrounded by the chattering of these birds as they defend this prized 
territory from intruders. The fragrant flowers also attract butterflies as well as 
nectar-seeking orioles and warblers.
 It can reach 25–30" tall, requires full sun for maximum flowering potential, 
and is best used as a centerpiece in the landscape. Two related species, Bauhinia 
purpurea and B. variegata, are especially invasive, so do not be enticed by their 
pretty blossoms.  c  a 
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Floss-Silk Tree

Ceiba speciosa
Bombacaceae (Bombax Family)

 Chorisia speciosa.
  Fall into spring.
   Brazil and Argentina.
  The striking flowers of this tree create a flamboyant display beginning in fall 
and lasting into winter. The tree can reach large proportions, often 40’ or more in 
height, with numerous sharp, stout spines covering the trunk and branches. The 
leaves drop by early spring, but new growth often appears as old leaves are still 
falling. Hummingbirds and skippers gather around flowering specimens, and in 
springtime free-flying wild parakeets rip open the green pods to eat the seeds, 
scattering white fluff like snow.
 The floss-silk tree is hardy into Zone 9B but is more commonly seen in south-
ern Florida. The eye-catching, hot pink flowers measure 4–5" wide and literally 
consume the canopy. When in flower it rivals any other tree in beauty.
 There are several cultivars available that have superior traits or unusual flower 
colors and will bloom at a young age because they are grafted. The Spanish name 
palo borracho translates to “drunken stick” and may relate to its use in the Ama-
zonian hallucinogenic drink ayahuasca.  c a 
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Colville’s Glory

Colvillea racemosa
Fabaceae (Pea Family)

  Fall.
   Madagascar.
  When you first lay eyes on Colville’s glory in flower, you will need to sit down 
and catch your breath, because it is one of the most beautiful trees in the world. 
Explaining its elegance requires descriptive adjectives like flashy, elaborate, glori-
ous, stupendous, and even baroque. It is simply stunning. Bees, butterflies, hum-
mingbirds, and orioles visit the flowers, which hang down in foot-long, extraor-
dinarily beautiful racemes.
 Although it can grow taller, it tends to top out at about 30’ in Florida with a 
relatively open canopy of airy compound leaves, much like the related and overly 
popular royal poinciana (Delonix regia), also native to Madagascar.
 Colville’s glory must have full sun and fully deserves a high-profile, front-and-
center position in your landscape. It is available from specialty nurseries in south-
eastern Florida or perhaps from plant sales held at botanical gardens. Internet 
sources also offer it for sale. It is hardy in Zones 10B and 11 but may survive in 
coastal regions of Zone 10A.  c a 
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Shortleaf Fig

Ficus citrifolia
Moraceae (Mulberry Family) 

  All year.
   Southern Florida, Bahamas, and West Indies to the American tropics.
  This is a Florida native tree of grand stature, reaching 50’ tall with a stout 
trunk and spreading canopy. It is a first-rate shade tree and one of the best bird-
attracting native trees in all of Florida. Blue jays, white-crowned pigeons, north-
ern mockingbirds, and cedar waxwings are among the birds that savor its small 
figs. Plus, warblers, gnatcatchers, vireos, and flycatchers flit around in the canopy 
during migration as they seek insects.
 As if its power to attract birds was not enough, the leaves are an important 
larval food for the ruddy daggerwing, a fast-flying tropical butterfly seen in urban 
gardens from lower Central Florida southward.
 Give shortleaf fig the room it requires. Also, because of its aggressive roots, 
keep it well away from foundations, driveways, septic tanks, and drain fields. It is 
not at all suitable for a small property. The Florida native strangler fig (Ficus au-
rea) can be substituted, but be prepared for seedlings to show up as epiphytes on 
other trees, palms, and rain gutters. Avoid large non-native Ficus because many 
are invasive and tend to topple in storms. O  t 
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Wild Tamarind

Lysiloma latisiliquum
Fabaceae (Pea Family) 

  Spring into fall.
   Southern Florida, Bahamas, Cuba, Mexico, and Belize.
  If you are looking for a large, fast-growing, Florida native tree that attracts 
more than its share of birds and butterflies, then put wild tamarind at the top of 
your list. Its typical mature height is 30–35’, but it can grow much taller in forests. 
It is an exemplary bird attractor, especially for migrating warblers, gnatcatchers, 
vireos, and flycatchers. Butterflies visit the flowers, which look like little powder 
puffs, and the larvae of the mimosa yellow, large orange sulphur, Cassius blue, and 
amethyst hairstreak butterflies feed on the leaves. There are also species of small 
moths that use the leaves as larval food; their caterpillars are what attract so many 
insect-eating birds.
 The small leaflets give the spreading canopy a light, airy appearance and al-
low plenty of light to filter through to understory plants. The leaves are decidu-
ous, falling in late winter and spring, with new leaves emerging soon after the 
first spring rains. It gets a resounding recommendation and is readily available in 
nurseries that specialize in Florida native trees. O a  t 




