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UNDERSTORY TREES

Because understory trees typically grow beneath the canopy of taller spe-
cies, they are shade tolerant. In deciduous forests, they tend to leaf out 
before the canopy closes and they often produce showy flowers in early 
spring. Understory trees at all latitudes form a second layer beneath the 
canopy that provides valuable nesting habitat for many birds and forag-
ing and hiding cover for all wildlife. In small landscape areas, they can be 
used to great effect without a taller canopy above, as most also tolerate 
relatively high light levels. In larger landscape settings, understory trees 
create interest and a sense of fullness that is not possible using only shrubs 
and ground covers.
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North and Central Florida

Red buckeye (Aesculus pavia)

Red buckeye is our only native buckeye and is naturally found throughout 
north Florida, south to Sumter, Lake, and Orange Counties in the north-cen-
tral area of the state. In this region, it occurs in moist woodlands with fertile 
soils, frequently near riverine bottomlands and almost always in deep shade 
from late spring to fall. Thankfully, it is rather adaptable in cultivation and 
performs quite well in average landscape settings once established. It should 
be shaded, however, during the summer and fall or it may drop its leaves.
 Red buckeye is a wonderful addition to a mixed woodland setting, even in 
small landscapes. Its narrow crown allows it to fit into relatively small spaces, 
and it grows slowly, only reaching its mature height of about 30 feet after 
many years. Red buckeye has attractive foliage. Like other members of this 
genus, it has palmately compound leaves with five leaflets per leaf, much like 
the way your fingers extend off the palm of your hand. The leaves turn golden 
yellow in the fall, given adequate chilling temperatures.
 What makes red buckeye special, however, is its crimson red tubular flow-
ers in the spring. Flowers are produced even in young specimens, and mature, 
well-grown plants produce numerous flower spikes in mid-spring, each with 
more than a dozen blooms. They open from the bottom of the stem upward 

Red buckeye (Aesculus pavia)
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over several weeks and produce a beautiful show, attracting the attention of 
hummingbirds, butterflies, and other pollinators. The first time I encountered 
this tree in bloom, I was drawn to it by the great activity of sulfur butterflies 
flitting around it. Pollinated flowers produce nuts that provide food for squir-
rels. The nuts are toxic to people if chewed and ingested.
 I have used red buckeye with success in Pinellas County and it has done 
well, though never quite achieving the full potential seen in its natural habi-
tat. Water it well during the first year; it is drought tolerant once fully estab-
lished. I like red buckeye as an accent tree, used with other spring-blooming 
understory trees and shrubs, but it is also dramatic when planted in small 
clusters of 3–5 specimens in larger settings. This species is widely propagated 
by nurseries specializing in native plants and is not difficult to find.

Downy serviceberry (Amelanchier arborea)

Downy serviceberry, or shadbush, is one of my favorite understory trees and 
is far too infrequently used in Florida home landscapes. A narrow-crowned 
tree with deeply furrowed bark, it often “disappears” into the woodland un-
derstory when not in bloom but is impossible to ignore when it is.

Downy serviceberry 
(Amelanchier arborea)
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 Downy serviceberry naturally occurs in woodland understories in Florida 
from the central panhandle region westward. Here, it attains a mature height 
of about 30 feet. It typically has a very narrow crown with thin branches. The 
oval leaves have small teeth along the edge and turn yellow in the fall. Its com-
mon name comes from the fact that these leaves are silvery “hairy” as they 
emerge in very early spring.
 Downy serviceberry is in the rose family and blooms profusely in the 
spring, well before most other woodland trees and shrubs. The flowers are 
arranged in panicles off the end of each stem and the five pure white petals 
are elongated and dangle downward. The blooming period is fleeting, rarely 
more than one week, but the effect is spectacular at its peak. Like all roses, the 
flowers attract a wealth of pollinators.
 The pollinated blooms produce clusters of blue-black fruit that resemble 
blueberries. They are edible and voraciously consumed by birds such as car-
dinals and mockingbirds. Because the fruit ripens in early summer, downy 
serviceberry is an especially valuable food plant in a home landscape for fruit-
eating wildlife.
 I have had success with this beautiful small tree in my Pinellas County land-
scape, but it performs best in north Florida where it gets more winter cold. It is 
adaptable and quite drought tolerant once established, but give it water during 
the first year and mulch it well with leaf litter to ensure its best growth. Downy 
serviceberry can also tolerate moderate light levels, but its narrow crown and 
brief blooming season lend its best use to a mixed understory and not as a 
specimen tree. This wonderful tree is only rarely propagated by commercial 
sources at this time but can be found with a bit of searching.

Blue beech (Carpinus caroliniana) 

Blue beech (aka musclewood, ironwood, American hornbeam) is actually 
a birch, not a beech, and it naturally occurs throughout north and central 
Florida in a variety of moist shady woodlands. In nature, it prefers the bot-
tom of slopes, near rivers and streams where the soil is occasionally flooded, 
but it is extremely adaptable in the landscape and performs well in nearly any 
woodland setting.
 Blue beech is a small deciduous tree that reaches a mature height of about 
30 feet. Its narrow crown makes it easy to fit into nearly any landscape setting 
and its rapid growth allows it to assume its stature within a few decades. Like 
other birches, the leaves are oval with sharply toothed margins. Each leaf is 
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typically less than 1 inch wide and asymmetrical in shape. They turn a brilliant 
orange-yellow in fall when given enough chilling temperatures, and this fea-
ture may be its greatest aesthetic appeal. Blue beech has a smooth bluish gray 
bark and the trunk assumes a rippled appearance, somewhat like the arms of 
an experienced body builder; hence its two most commonly used names.
 Blue beech produces catkins in the early spring that are relatively incon-
spicuous. The female catkins form papery bracts in summer that enclose sev-
eral hard seeds. These are consumed by some birds, though its best wildlife 
use is as a nesting tree.
 Alexa and I love blue beech for its simple elegance. It can be used effec-
tively as a specimen or to form a canopy in small settings where a taller tree 
wouldn’t fit. It also works extremely well beneath the canopy of taller trees, in 
shade for most of the year. Despite its widespread occurrence in Florida and 
its adaptability, it is not widely available from commercial sources. It may take 
some planning to locate a nursery with a high-quality specimen.

Redbud (Cercis canadensis) 

Redbud is one of the most popular flowering trees for Florida landscapes. In 
Florida, it occurs in upland settings from extreme north Florida to Hillsbor-
ough and Polk Counties in the central portion of the state. It is very adaptable 
throughout this region but does not tolerate salt or wet soils.
 Mature redbuds reach heights of about 25 feet. When grown in the open, 

Blue beech (Carpinus caroliniana)
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they produce a spreading crown that may extend that wide, but in the under-
story they remain much narrower. Like many members of the bean family, 
redbuds grow quickly but are not long lived. They also are somewhat brittle 
and susceptible to wind damage if grown in the open.
 The simple heart-shaped leaves of redbuds are attractive and make this a 
beautiful foliage tree. They turn a rather dull yellow in the fall before adding 
to the leaf litter below. Like the downy serviceberry, described above, redbud 
is one of the earliest trees to bloom in the spring. In fact, the two bloom to-
gether, along with flatwoods plum (Prunus umbellata) and southern crabap-
ple (Malus angustifolia) well before anything else has given it consideration. 
Redbuds bloom profusely, producing large numbers of soft pink blossoms in 
clusters at the end of each branch. Pollinated flowers develop into small thin 
beans that eventually split and shed their seeds. These seeds are not widely 
consumed by most wildlife, except ground foragers such as mourning doves.
 Redbud can be used to form a canopy in small landscape settings, or it can 
be used beneath a deciduous canopy formed by taller trees. It is exceptionally 
adaptable and easy to establish throughout north and central Florida, but it 
will not bloom as profusely if given too much shade during the winter and 
early spring. Do not use it under evergreen shade. Redbud is one of the most 
widely grown native trees in Florida and can be found in most nurseries. Take 
care, however, to use only specimens grown from Florida stock. Many out-of-
state nurseries ship redbud to large commercial brokers. These trees are poorly 
adapted to Florida’s climate and often fail to bloom and leaf out properly. If you 
live near the southern end of its range, it is best to use stock native to your loca-
tion as even north Florida specimens may not perform well.

Redbud (Cercis 
canadensis)
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Fringe tree (Chionanthus virginicus)

I have a special affinity for fringe tree and have planted it in every yard I have 
lived in since moving to Florida. The simple elegance of its tasseled flowers 
in midspring bring me joy and I revel in its beauty when I find a well-grown 
tree in full bloom. To me, fringe trees in bloom mean spring has fully arrived.
 In nature, fringe tree occurs throughout north and central Florida in a 
wide variety of woodland settings. It has a moderate growth rate, but new 
growth occurs only in the spring. The new buds swell, the stems elongate 
and the ends of every branch, including the tip of the main trunk, rapidly 
add 6–12 inches of new growth before stopping for another year. In the open, 
fringe tree is often wider than it is tall, but in a woodland understory it stays 
narrower. Mature heights of about 30 feet take several decades to achieve, but 
even very young trees produce flowers.
 Blooming occurs in late spring, after most other understory trees have 
finished. Panicles of flowers are produced at the tip of each stem, usually 
before the leaves are formed. Each flower has four petals that dangle nearly 
one inch below the stem, covering the entire crown of the tree and creating a 
sort of snowstorm of white that moves with each breath of wind. Fringe trees 
are dioecious, meaning they bear male and female flowers on separate trees, 
but both produce nearly identical flowers. Female blooms that are pollinated 
eventually produce egg-shaped deep-purple fruit that is eaten by birds.

Fringe tree 
(Chionanthus 
virginicus)
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