
What is a Tree?
For the purposes of this book, a tree 
is defined as a large–growing, woody 
perennial with an elevated crown. A 
few large perennial plants that fall 
just outside of this description, yet are 
often mistaken as trees (e.g., banana), 
are included as well.

How to Use This Book
The trees in this book are most broadly 
classified as broadleaves, conifers, and 
palms. Broadleaf trees have leaves 
with wide, flat surfaces. Conifers are 
cone–bearing trees that have needle–, 
scale–, or awl–like foliage. Palms are 
woody monocotyledonous plants of 
the Arecaceae or Palmae family that 
typically have one trunk and one apical 
meristem or growing point.

This book and its associated key 
use leaf characteristics to further 
separate the three broad groupings 
noted above, though photographs and 
descriptions of other morphological 
characteristics such as tree form, 
bark, flowers, fruit, and other unique 
characteristics are also included for 
each tree.

A dichotomous key for all species 
included in this guide appears on page 
369. This key leads the user through a 
series of either/or choices (e.g., Does 
the tree have simple or compound 
leaves?). Accurately navigating this 
series of options will lead the user 
to the correct tree, if included within 
this book.

With its focus on leaf characteristics, 
this book’s table of contents serves as 
a truncated key. Each of the sections in 
this book have been carefully selected 
to limit the number of trees included 
to a manageable number. Narrowing 
a search to a particular book section 
(e.g., broad–leaved trees—opposite–
compound leaf) will greatly limit the 
number of trees one has to choose 
from when attempting to identify an 
unknown specimen.

Information Used to Describe 
Each Tree
The following information is provided 
for each of the trees included in 
this book:

COMMON	NAME:	One or more of the 
most common terms used to refer to 
the tree.

SCIENTIFIC	NAME:	This is the 
universal botanical term used to refer 
to the tree. It is made up of two parts, 
the genus and the specific epithet. The 
genus is a group of species that exhibit 
similar characteristics, and the specific 
epithet distinguishes a species within 
a genus.

FAMILY: A group that consists 
of several genera with similar 
characteristics.

HARDINESS	ZONES:	The range of 
climate zones the tree can tolerate in 
the state of Florida. This range is based 
on USDA Plant Hardiness Zones, found 
on the inside flap of the back cover.
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HEIGHT: The average height or range 
of heights the tree can be expected 
to grow.

WIDTH: The average width or range 
of widths the canopy can be expected 
to spread.

LEAF:	The range of leaf characteristics 
most helpful in identifying the tree. 
Key characteristics include leaf size, 
type, arrangement, shape, margin, 
color, texture, and persistence (e.g., 
evergreen or deciduous).

BARK:	Color, pattern, and texture of 
both young and mature stages of the 
tree trunk.

FLOWER/CONE:	Size, color, shape, 
and arrangement of the reproductive 
part(s) of the tree.

FLOWERING/CONE	EMERGENCE:	The 
season or range of seasons the tree 
can be expected to produce blooms.

FRUIT/CONE:	Size, color, shape, and 
form of the developed ovary.

FRUITING/CONE	MATURATION: The 
season or range of seasons the tree 
can be expected to produce fruit.

NATIVE	RANGE: Location(s) where the 
tree is thought to originate.

HABITAT:	The range of the tree’s light 
and soil preferences, in addition to 
drought and salt (aerosol and/or soil) 
tolerances.

SPECIAL	NOTE: This field briefly 
provides a range of information about 
the tree that is not regularly available 
in other field guides. This includes but 
is not limited to ethnobotanical use, 
medicinal use, commercial use, wildlife 
use, and ecological benefits. Please 
note that while some trees have fruits 
that are edible to humans, the authors 
advise readers to use extreme caution, 
for misidentification and/or unknown 
allergies can lead to fatal results.
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	 FAMILY:	 Apocynaceae

	HARDINESS	ZONES:	 10a-11b	

	 HEIGHT:	 6-15’	

	 WIDTH:	 8-10’

	 LEAF:	 Up	to	8”	long,	simple,	opposite,	obovate	to	oblong	with	
entire	margins.	Leaves	are	silvery	green,	pubescent	when	
young,	have	a	yellow	midvein,	excrete	a	milky	sap	when	
broken,	and	are	evergreen.	

	 BARK:	 White	to	light	gray,	corky,	furrowed,	and	broken	twigs	
excrete	a	milky	sap	

	 FLOWER:	 1	1⁄2”	wide;	white,	pinkish,	lavender,	or	purple	tinged;	has	
reflexed	petals;	and	emerges	in	clusters	on	pubescent,	
umbel-like	cymes	at	the	ends	of	branches	

	 FLOWERING:	 Primarily	spring	to	fall,	but	also	year-round

	 FRUIT:	 4-7”	long,	1	1⁄2”	wide,	kidney-shaped	pair	of	follicles	that	
often	develop	ridged	surfaces	with	maturity	

	 FRUITING:	 Year-round

	 NATIVE	RANGE:	 Tropical	Asia	and	Africa

	 HABITAT:	 Full	sun,	well-drained	soil,	and	high	drought	and	aerosol	salt	
tolerance	

	 SPECIAL	NOTE:	 Giant	milkweed	(Calotropis	gigantea)	may	be	confused	with	
Calotropis	procera,	which	goes	by	the	same	common	name.	
However,	the	flowers	of	C.	procera	are	fragrant,	and	have	
erect,	white	petals	with	purple	tips.	The	white	sap	excreted	
from	broken	leaves	and	twigs	contains	a	cardiac	poison	
called	calotropin,	and	is	toxic	if	ingested.	The	sap	can	also	
cause	severe	irritation	or	permanent	damage	if	it	enters	
the	eye,	and	may	cause	a	rash	or	blisters	when	exposed	to	
bare	skin.	Milkweed	is	a	host	plant	for	the	monarch	butterfly	
(Danaus	plexippus),	who	uses	this	toxicity	to	its	advantage.	
As	its	larvae	feed	on	the	plant,	they	become	toxic	to	birds	
that	would	otherwise	
prey	on	them.

Calotropis	gigantea

Giant Milkweed
Opposite–Simple
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