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The Jacksonville Arboretum & Gardens is pleased to bring you Green 
Tips, our quarterly e-magazine featuring in-depth articles written by 
Duval County Gardeners. Enjoy! 
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A Note From Our President 
 
With the last year in the rearview mirror already, we're excited about the year 
ahead at the Jacksonville Arboretum & Gardens. 
 
In addition to hiring Dana Doody as our executive director and the approval of 
the 2020 budget, the board of directors made several key decisions at our 
January meeting as we continue the development of the gardens through 2020: 
 
Security - Under the leadership of board member Steve Wingate, the board 
approved funding to hire a new security firm to make random, periodic stops at 
the arboretum to check on our guests and also walk the gardens to deter 
vandalism, and also funds to make improvements in our automatic gate that will 
allow after-hours access by the security firm and the Jacksonville Sheriff's Office. 
In addition, we will be deploying several trail cameras (and other deterrent 
controls) around key areas of the gardens that are susceptible to vandalism and 



theft. 
 
With the new paving of the south loop, new investment in our gardens by 
ourselves and donors, and the upcoming installation of a new solar irrigation 
project with the University of North Florida, the board is committed to make our 
venue as safe as possible with the funds we have available. 
 
Completion of South Loop Project - Working with A-1 Paving, we're making 
the final changes to the path near the pavilion area to stabilize erosion, and 
we're planning a public ribbon-cutting ceremony in April with the donors to unveil 
the official name of the path, thank our donors and give everyone the opportunity 
to meet our new executive director. 
 
New Garden Funding Opportunities - The board is moving forward with 
sponsor naming opportunities for a new water garden, a cordage garden (plants 
used for cords or ropes) and enhancements to the existing palm garden along 
the South Lake Loop. 
 
We're also moving forward with a new student art project at the garden 
entrance with help from Jacksonville University Art Students, with the assistance 
of board member Melinda Simmons, and the installation of a raised bed 
(funded by the Stanley Smith Horticultural Trust) - with the project managed by 
our horticulturist Shayan Khatibi. 
 
And, we are now securing sponsors, entertainment and artists for the return of 
A Brush with Nature - hosted in conjunction with the First Coast Plein Air 
Painters on May 2 and 3. 
 
Other projects the board are developing include a presentation/performance 
stage for the event area off the North Loop, a secure plant holding area for our 
horticulturist, and plans for additional restroom facilities and new overflow 
/permanent parking options - and several other initiatives to enhance and 
improve the gardens. 
 
As always, we thank all our volunteers, sponsors and donors for their support for 
the arboretum. Also, the board wants to thank Meg Gaffney-Cooke - a former 
arboretum board chairman who stepped in as interim executive director over the 
last few months. 
 
2020 is shaping up to be another year of growth and improvement at the 
Jacksonville Arboretum & Gardens...and we're glad to have you along for the 
ride (or 'the walk,' I guess, is more appropriate). 
 



 

 
 
 
Ron Whittington 
 
Board President, Jacksonville Arboretum & Gardens 
 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
Dear Members of Jacksonville Arboretum and 
Gardens, 
 
I am so honored to have been given the position of Executive Director of such a 
Jacksonville Treasure.  I am truly looking forward to diving into all there is to 
know about the Arboretum and Gardens and just how we can elevate it to a new 
level.  What has been done by the board and the volunteers is already so 
astounding.  From the gardens themselves to the ADA path, I am confident that I 
am working with folks who really love this organization and are good stewards of 
your contributions.    
 
Your contributions are so very important to the health of our organization and I 
am very grateful! I hope to deserve your trust by learning best practices and 
putting them in place for all to enjoy.  I have so much work to do!  I look forward 
to meeting you at the events such as A Brush With Nature that is coming up in 
May. I hope to see you all there!  
 
We have so much to look forward to! Stay tuned! 
 
 



 
 
  
Dana J. Doody 
 
Executive Director, Jacksonville Arboretum & Gardens 
 
 
----------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
Timucua, Mocama, Saturiwa? 
 
Several issues ago we began presenting some information about the 
ethnobotanical portion of our collection at the Arboretum. As we said then, the 
gardens surrounding the lake at the Arboretum provide you with the opportunity 
to explore modern day economic use of plants while the natural area focuses 
more on indigenous uses of plants by local native Americans and early European 
settlers in the northeast Florida area. In this issue we offer a brief introduction to 
the eastern Timucua chiefdoms that lived in and around the Arboretum during 
the last 3000 years. We will explore this culture in more detail in future Green 
Leaf issues. 
 
At European contact, the Timucua, a name the Spanish applied to anyone who 
spoke one of the Timucuan dialects, inhabited northeast and north central 
Florida and extreme southeastern Georgia between the Aucilla River and the 
Atlantic Ocean as far south as Lake George and as far north as the Altamaha 
River. The oldest pottery attributed to the Timucua dates to about 2500 BCE. 
The Timucua were not a unified nation but instead a loose organization of 
approximately 250,000 members into about 35 chiefdoms of up to ten villages 
each. The chiefdoms changed constantly with new allegiances and conquests. It 
is therefore very difficult to draw boundaries. 
 



  
 

The early European explorers distinguished between two major groups of 
chiefdoms: the eastern and western Timucua with the St. Johns River watershed 
roughly the boundary between groups. The eastern Timucua were further divided 
into groups that depended on freshwater versus saltwater habitats. The western 
Timucua were more oriented toward forest resources of panhandle Florida and 
South Georgia. 
 

 
 

 
Within the eastern Timucua, the largest freshwater chiefdoms were the Saturiwa 
and Utina; the largest saltwater chiefdom the Mocama (Timucuan for "of the 
sea"). If we could go back in time, we would find the Mocama from the Dames 
Point Bridge east, the Saturiwa on the southbank, and the Utina near Palatka. 
The Utina and Saturiwa were constantly at war and the area between present 



day downtown Jacksonville and Palatka was a buffer zone with relatively few 
villages. There were also numerous smaller chiefdoms. 
 
Most Timucuan villages were groups of about 30 houses, constructed of 
saplings, grasses, and palmettos, organized around a central council house and 
granary. Rarely were they surrounded by a stockade of tree trunks as drawn by 
European artists. Explorers have also described more humble lean-tos along the 
perimeter of a village stockade. Villages generally had populations of about 250 
people belonging to various sized family clans named after animals. Each clan 
lived in one or more houses. Though early European explorers wrote of a village 
of 2000 people surrounded by four to five miles of agricultural fields, it is likely 
that 250 was the more common size for villages and when the size became 
unwieldy some of the clans would leave and establish a satellite village. At 
European contact, the Timucua population was estimated at 250,000. 
 
Within a chiefdom, Timucuans practiced a rigid feudal system with an absolute 
chief and his or her council of "noblemen" as well as a shaman or medicine man. 
The chief was from the white deer clan; if there were no suitable men to serve as 
chief then a woman would be nominated without hesitation. Occupations were 
determined by the clan to which a man belonged. The color and decorations on 
their belts indicated their status chief, nobleman, potter, warrior, and so forth. 
Elite working positions for adult males included potters and canoe makers. The 
commoners were warriors, hunters, and fishermen. The women, children and 
older men planted and harvested crops, gathered wild plant foods, and made 
every-day pottery. There was also a third "gender" called two spirits, who were 
physically males, but performed more nurturing roles such as weaving baskets, 
carrying food and caring for the sick. They also performed key roles in rituals 
including burials and the black drink ceremony before battles. 
 



 

Photo courtesy: The Florida Center for Instructional Technology, University of South Florida 
 
The European explorers all remarked that the Timucua were a tall and muscular 
people. Judging from skeletal remains, the average height for males was 5'4" 
and for females 5'2". This was approximately 4" taller than the average European 
height at the time. Timucuan men wore their hair tied in a knot on top of their 
heads adding to their perceived height and leading the European explorers to 
comment that they were almost six feet tall. Garments were made from local 
materials. Men wore loincloths made of tanned deer hide held in place by 
elaborately decorated belts showing their status in the village. Women wore 
skirts woven from Spanish moss and let their hair hang lose at hip length. The 
two spirits also wore moss skirts, with a different weaving pattern from that of 
women. Their hair was worn loose and full at shoulder length. Everyone was 
heavily ornamented with tattoos reflecting their life accomplishments. They often 
decorated their hair with feathers. Noblemen and women wore elaborate jewelry 
made of shells, shark's teeth, beads, and copper. 
 



 

Timucuan Village Scene Mural - Photo credit: National Park Service, Fort Caroline National Memorial 
 
The Timucua were considered a semi-agricultural people; they cleared land 
using fire, prepared it with hand tools, and planted corn, beans, squash and 
small amounts of other vegetables. They also collected wild plants for food. After 
contact with Europeans, the North American peoples added other crops such as 
oranges, watermelons, sweet potatoes, and sugar cane to their food plots. 
Hunters and fishermen harvested meat for the village including oysters and fish 
in the marine dependent cultures and fish, alligator, deer, bear, turkey, and small 
game animals in the riverine cultures. Food was generally stews, smoked meats, 
and breads made of corn, wild root vegetables, grains and nuts. 
 
Some plants were used for both food and medicine. The very properties that 
made the plant toxic if eaten raw could be extracted and used in smaller doses 
as medicines. Most native cultures had thousands of remedies. Many, such as 
witch hazel for skin irritation, elderberry for sinus congestion, or passionflower for 
anxiety, were generally known. Other remedies were carefully guarded potions 
that could be administered only by shamans during a ritual or by medicine men. 
The medicine men handed down these recipes from generation to generation. 
Some remedies have proven to be scientifically credible. Many are equally as 
effective as modern-day herbal medicines that claim to improve our health. 
 
It is a common modern-day misconception that all the time available to 
subsistence cultures was spent acquiring and preparing food and defending 
territory. Archaeological digs have proven that at least some Timucua ventured 
well outside their territory. Excavations of two mounds in the Mill Cove area, very 
near the Arboretum, produced jewelry for Timucuan noblemen and women 
constructed of copper from the Appalachian Mountains and some from as far 
away as Lake Superior. Likewise, shark's teeth and shells easily found on 
Jacksonville's beaches were found during archaeological digs in Wisconsin and 
Michigan. More recent digs in the Jacksonville area show that the Timucua were 



connected by trade to Cahokia near present day St. Louis, MO and to cultures in 
Macon, GA. Like all humans these peoples traveled and explored and traded; 
they knew not only their own surroundings but also those of distant cultures as 
well. 
 
Written by Merrill Varn: Merrill is currently a natural area volunteer at the 
Arboretum. In her real life, she works as a Land Manager for a timber company 
but in her 50-year career she has also been a technician in a neuroscience lab, a 
researcher in the jungles of Panama, a teacher at middle school through college 
levels, and a native plant nursery manager. Her academic degrees are in 
Chemistry, Biology, Teaching Science, and Entomology. Merrill's other volunteer 
activities have included Ivy Creek Natural Area in Charlottesville VA, 
Appalachian Trail Conservancy, and St. Marys River Management Committee. 
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----------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
A Traditional Timucuan Brew  
 
When I first started reading about a Timucuan ceremonial beverage, I knew I 
wanted to find the right plant and make it myself to try. I never got my act 



together, but I did find a good place here in Florida to order some. When it 
arrived, I asked my husband if he wanted to try a cup with me and he said, "Not if 
it's going to make me vomit!". And that's how most people think about "Black 
Drink". 
  
The Timucua native people lived here in the southeastern U.S. until the 18th 
century. The arrival of the Spanish and the French eventually brought an 
unfortunate end to the Timucua, but we have records of Spanish missionaries, 
engravings and other documents from the time to help us know a bit about the 
Timucua. One thing we know about is a special ceremonial brew that they called 
"Black Drink", made from Yaupon Holly (Ilex vomitoria). The Yaupon looks a lot 
like the others in the holly family that you might be familiar with. It can grow up to 
30 feet tall, has shiny dark green leaves and in the cooler months, it has red 
berries.  
 

 

Photo Courtesy: Agrilife Today, Flickr Creative Common 
 

 
The only reason we know about Black Drink is because the Spanish observed 
the Timucua using it, although the Spanish called it "Cassina". To make this hot 
caffeinated drink, first the smaller young Yaupon leaves were roasted, then 
boiled. The berries were never used, as they're toxic. Traditionally, only men 
were allowed to consume Black Drink, as a religious and practical preparation for 



hunting or battle, although the drink was made by women. European documents 
from the time recorded vomiting following the consumption of Black Drink, and 
when the scientific names for plants were being established, this assumption 
was included: Ilex vomitoria. Really, there's nothing in the Yaupon leaves that 
cause vomiting, so the Timucua must have added other ingredients or possibly 
even used salty water for its preparation. In other instances, it was consumed 
socially by the Europeans, with no vomiting. In Travels of William Bartram, he 
tells us about meeting with the chief and warriors: "...spent the evening and 
greater part of the night together, in drinking Cassine and smoking Tobacco." 
  
Historical documents from the time can tell us a lot about plants and cultural 
customs, but it's wise to remember that personal, religious and political biases 
were a part of the history being written. For example, take a look at this 
engraving done by Theodor de Bry: 
       

 

Photo courtesy: The Florida Center for Instructional Technology, University of South Florida 
  
The women are straining the roasted Yaupon leaves to make Black Drink, the 
men are drinking, and some are vomiting. But the drink was usually served in 
whelk shells or in pottery cups, not nautilus shells as shown in the engraving. 
Also, the Black Drink ceremony is said to have taken place in the council house, 
not outdoors. In the bottom left corner, you can see the Europeans failing at 



blending in. 
  
We can't really know what the real Black Drink tasted like, but Yaupon tea is 
commercially available today. So how does it taste? How much caffeine does 
Yaupon tea really have? Some people think that when made with roasted leaves, 
it tastes a lot like its South American cousin, Yerba Mate. I think it tastes a little 
grassy, but pretty enjoyable (and of course no vomiting). It has roughly the same 
amount of caffeine and antioxidants as traditional green or black tea. The next 
time you want a great cup of hot tea ahead of a tough battle, or even just a busy 
morning, think about trying Yaupon Holly tea. 
  
Written by Angela Chene: Angela works in marketing for a local health insurance 
company.  She has been a garden volunteer at the Arboretum since 2016 and 
can't get enough of pulling weeds, chatting with the other volunteers, and finding 
cool bugs and fungi as she learns how to look after plants.  At home, she does 
pretty much the same thing when she's not rebuilding her kitchen.   
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------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
Traditional Uses of Selected Native Plants 
 
The information below is intended to demonstrate the tremendous value of plants 
to people, especially in traditional cultures.   These uses have not been tested. 
Do not ingest any plants or plant parts without the advice of a physician.  Many 
plants have carcinogenic properties and even commonly eaten food plants are 
toxic to some people (Austin 2004). 
 
On the trails at the Arboretum, you will see two kinds of plant signs: smaller plant 
identification signs and larger ethnobotanical signs.  The ethnobotanical signs 
offer information about the uses Florida's indigenous peoples made of plants.  
Below are reprints of the information on five of the signs recently placed at the 
Arboretum. 
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Spanish moss 
Tillandsia usneiodes 
 
The Seminoles used Spanish moss to tan leather and to skim cooking liquids. 
The dead black moss was scrubbed and then woven into rugs, rope, and 
mattresses by native Americans. In emergencies it was used to make blankets 
and clothing. The Houma brewed the moss in a tea to treat fever and chills. 
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black willow 
Salix nigra 
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