()]
®
Z
n
%
2
=
®
pd
(R
O
)
Z
m
A

The Arboretum s spec1men of Flomda
Wodatl‘!adnd Garden (Photo b){ Nlall 2

SCIENTISTS ARE WORKING TO ow would you feel if you took a lovely
trip to Florida only to find out that

PRESERVE ONE OF THE WORLD'S your vehicle or vessel only traveled

one direction, and that you were stuck forever
MOST ENDANGERED TREES in your destination with no return ticket? If
this happened, you might have something in
common with Torreya taxifolia, the Florida tor-
By JAsoN MORSE reya, which got stranded in the Sunshine State
at the end of the last Ice Age.
Florida torreya is a small- to medium-sized
evergreen conifer that grows to about 50 feet
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high in a loosely pyramidal or slightly droop-
ing form. Its leaves are stiff, glossy, pointed and
deep green. The tree produces olive-like fruits
that each contain a single seed. Adapted to the
forest subcanopy, it has a correspondingly loose,
open and sprawling form in deeper shade and a
more tight, dense and upright form when found
in comparatively open conditions.

At first glance, this tree could be mistaken for
many of its cousins in the yew family (Taxaceae),
although the fruits of true yews (Taxus species)
are easily distinguishable from those of torreyas,
due to their open, cup-like shape (torreya fruits
fully enclose the seed) and their red color. All
parts of the Florida torreya produce a pungent
odor when bruised or crushed, leading to one of
the lesser-known common names for the plant:
stinking cedar.

Wasting Away in Margaritaville

The resemblance to yew trees caused some
confusion when an amateur botanist encoun-
tered this tree in 1833 in its tiny native range
on east-facing, steeply sloping bluffs and ravines
along the 112-mile-long Apalachicola River
in the Florida Panhandle and adjacent parts of
Georgia. It was named in honor of John Torrey,
the eminent American botanist who helped to
identify it as a distinct species.

Torreya’s strong wood made it useful for
fence posts, but a healthy native population
was able to survive—despite harvesting efforts—
until the mid-20th century. Then, a fungal blight
caused the wild population to crash. (A novel,
canker-causing Fusarium species appears to the
culprit.)

Today, there are thought to be fewer than
one thousand individuals left in the wild, about
0.3 percent of the original, post-Ice Age popula-
tion. All remaining individuals in the native
range seem to have been infected with the
blight, repeatedly dying back to their stumps
before they can reach a height and age that
would allow them to reproduce. Florida torreya
is now considered one of the most endangered
tree species in the world.

4  Washington Park Arboretum Bulletin
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Climate Clues to Possible Recovery

Scientists at the Atlanta Botanical Garden,
which is leading the official recovery effort, may
have gotten some clues about the best approach
to take from the unusual natural history of the
species. As the climate cooled during the
most recent Ice Age, many plant and animal
species died off in the northern parts of their
range. Before that, it is likely that the primary
habitat of T. taxifolia had been found in south-
ern Appalachia, hundreds of miles north of the
current range.

The fragment of cooler habitat provided
by the shady ravines along the Apalachicola
may have allowed for a linear projection of the
native range to be extended nearly to the Gulf
of Mexico during the last warm period, helped
along by the buoyancy of the fruits hitching a
ride on the south-flowing river system.

When the Ice Age arrived, this southern
finger of habitat acted as a refuge for the species
after it had died off farther north. Many plant
and animal species survived ice ages in such
glacial refugia, and most were able to spread
back into their original ranges after the climate
re-warmed (starting around 12 thousand years
ago). Perhaps because of the southward-flowing
nature of the Apalachicola river system, Torreya
taxifolia never made it back.

Evidence of its possible preference for a
cooler climate can be found not only in the fossil
record, but also in the observation of compar-
atively healthy trees that have been grown by
scientists, horticulturists and amateur ecologists
as far north as Cleveland, Ohio. A similar story
can be told about the better-known Franklin tree,
Franklinia alatamaha, which is now extinct in its
native habitat near the mouth of the Altamaha
River in Georgia but seems to have thrived near
its source in Southern Appalachia prior to the
last Ice Age.

Conservation Strategies

Healthy, seed-producing plots of Torreya
taxifolia have been grown as part of conserva-
tion efforts in the Appalachian foothills near
the border between Georgia and North Carolina
by the Atlanta Botanical Garden and its partner
organizations. These trees provide an invaluable
source of genetic material that can be used in a
variety of ways, including direct reintroduction
and the possible identification of disease-resis-
tant varieties.

While the official recovery efforts have
focused on carefully controlled plots, the idea
of reintroducing the species into the wild in its
pre-glacial habitat in southern Appalachia has
been discussed by others. The topic has engen-
dered much controversy, especially as it relates
to the larger concept of “assisted migration” of
plant species as a possible response to human-
caused climate change.

Other botanical gardens around the world
are also playing a part in preserving the
genetic diversity of the species, including the
Washington Park Arboretum. A specimen
derived from native-sourced seed was planted
here in 1972, and, like many other examples
of the species growing far north of the Florida
Panhandle, it is thriving. About 20 feet tall, it
can be found growing along a shady hillside
adjacent to the Lookout Loop Trail, just south of
the upper Woodland Garden pond.

Our Florida torreya is one of the more than
500 specimens in the UW Botanic Gardens’
Conservation Collection, an incredibly valuable
resource that—along with similar collections
at dozens of other botanical gardens around
the world—provides its own kind of refuge for
threatened plant species from around the planet.
Genetic material from plants like this can be
used in both in situ (on-site) and ex situ (off-site)
recovery efforts in the future.

JasoN MOoRSE is a landscape architect and a
member of the “Bulletin” Editorial Board.
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