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Plants Found Along Coastal Uplands – Transitional Zone
Florida’s sandy coastline is 825 miles long with 2,276 miles of tidal shoreline along the Atlantic Ocean,
Gulf of Mexico, and Straits of Florida. The Transitional zones in coastal upland habitats are generally
protected from salt spray and winds because of fore dunes along the shoreline. These areas are
considered to be more stable and less harsh environments compared to beach and fore dune areas
and, because of this stability, can support a greater diversity of plant species. These transitional zones
are directly behind fore dunes and are usually lower in elevation compared to dune areas, which can
tower over them. These zones may flood when water washes over fore dunes during storms. Flooding
introduces new sediment to these zones providing more fertile ground for plant species. Some
representative species are shown below.
Muscadine Grapevine – Vitis rotundifolia
Wild Muscadine grapevines bear dark fruit with usually 4-10 fruit
per cluster. Berries ripen from July through September. They are
adapted to a wide variety of soil types. Muscadine grapes are a
sustainable fruit crop in the southeastern United States. Both
homeowners and commercial growers can successfully grow
them because of their resistance to insects and diseases. This
resistance eliminates the need for pesticide use. There are
hundreds of improved cultivars of muscadine grapes, and
commercial growers generally directly market their product to
consumers both in the form of fresh fruit and processed products
such as wine, juice or jelly. Native Americans in Florida also once used muscadines to make a blue dye.
Seagrape – Coccoloba uvifera
Seagrape is a woody tree that can
grow up to 20 feet in height. The
tree has circular, hand-sized, stiff
leaves which are glossy red when
new, and turn brick-red before
falling in the winter. Female trees
produce clusters of green grapes
that ripen to a deep purple color in
late summer and can be used to
make jelly. Seagrapes are often the
dominant woody plant on many dune systems. The plant can tolerate
significant salt spray and wind without injury, but is usually protected
from these conditions in transitional zones because of the dunes. However, its form can be affected by
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wind and salt spray when growing along the dune. Seagrapes protect other plants and preserve dune
areas during hurricanes because of their sturdiness. The tough, papery leaves of sea grapes have been
used by tourists as postcards, and some people have been known to use them as stationary.
Greenbriar – Smilax auriculata
Greenbriar is a woody, climbing vine with prickles, tendrils, and
dark-green, ear-shaped leaves. This plant can be found
throughout dunes, and frequently covers shrubs in transitional
zones. It is entirely edible. The shoots are tender and nuttyflavored, and its roots can be made into flour, soup thickener,
and jelly.

Saw Palmetto – Serenoa repens
Saw palmetto has a sprawling, branching trunk and fronds
with a serrated leafstalk and no obvious midrib. It can grow
up to 10 feet in height and is silver-green in color. The palms
flower and bear fruit from spring through summer. Saw
palmetto is very tolerant of salt spray and grows on dune
crests and inland. Saw palmettos may be Florida’s oldest
plants. Estimates of the largest specimens indicate ages near
700 years. These estimates are based on the plant’s stem
growth of approximately 0.1 inch/year. Most of the roots are
located within the upper 12 inches of soil, but they can extend
down several feet. Saw palmetto is endemic to the southeast United States. This plant is the major part
of the understory in poorly-drained, pine flatwoods, on well-drained, scrubby flatwoods, and in sand
pine scrub. It is adapted to fire-prone habitats and re-sprouts quickly after fire. Research has been
conducted on the potential for the fruit to fight prostate cancer.
Prickly Pear Cactus – Opuntia stricta
Prickly pears are perennial
cacti with succulent,
branching, oval pads
(stems), and occasional
sharp spines (modified
leaves). These spines
protrude from eyes
(areoles) encrusted with
tufts of tiny barbed bristles.
Large, yellow flowers
appear in the spring, and are present for several weeks, but individual flowers only last a day. Showy
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berries may be 2-3 inches in length, and are red to purple at maturity. The plant grows throughout
dune areas and in transitional zones, as well as in upland areas. The cactus is drought and heat
tolerant. Gopher tortoises and raccoons eat both the pads and the fruit of the prickly pear. Both fruit
and seeds are consumed by many animals such as quail, wild turkey, doves, woodpeckers, squirrel, and
rabbit. Humans may eat the fruit after the spines are singed off and the seeds can be roasted for flour.
Preserves can also be made from the fruit.
Cabbage Palm – Sabal palmetto
The Cabbage Palm (also called the Sabal Palm) is Florida’s state
tree (even though it’s not truly a tree). It is a native monocot that
can grow to 90 feet tall, but generally grows to 40-50 feet high.
Growth is slow, at less than 6 inches per year. These palms have
4-5 foot long, creamy white, showy flower stalks in summer,
followed by small, shiny, green to black fruits. The trunk may be
smooth or covered with “boot jacks” (a base of dead palm
fronds). Older palms almost always lack boots. The trunks of
bootless palms are grayish and rough. Leaf blades are 3-4 feet
long and 5 feet wide, v-shaped, and palmate. Cabbage palms can
tolerate a wide range of conditions, and are fire resistant. Their
name is derived from the taste of the “heart” (frond bud), which
is used in recipes for “swamp cabbage” and “hearts of palm
salad”. Harvesting the heart kills the palm. Seminoles used the
berries for medicinal remedies; frond stalks for utensils and
arrows; and fronds for mats and fiber. It is commonly used as a
landscaping plant.
Spanish Bayonet –Yucca aloifolia
The Spanish bayonet can grow to 10 feet in height, and has bluish-green
leaves with smooth margins and gently pointed tips. Stalks with white
flowers appear in the summertime, typically between late March and
early June. The flower seems to appear suddenly and disappear just as
quickly. The intense blooming days of individual inflorescence are
approximately 8 days. They have both high salt and drought tolerance.
This plant can grow for decades to precarious heights, fall over, and
continue to grow. The tough, fibrous stems and leaves of the yucca were
commonly used in basket and pottery making, and for clothing and
footwear. Tea was made from the leaves and used as a diuretic.
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Nickerbean – Caesalpinia bonduc
Gray nicker or nickerbean is a native vine of Florida’s
central and southern coastal dunes. It often grows to
great heights by climbing over other plants. It has
both high salt and drought tolerance. Nickerbean is a
food source for larvae of the rare Miami Blue
butterfly. It blooms summer through fall and has
yellow, five-petaled florets. Prickled, flattened seed
pods grow to about 4 inches in length. They then turn
from green to brown, open, and release 2 or 3 oneinch long seeds. The smooth beans, popular with sea
bean collectors, are gray at maturity and have been used in crafts and folk medicine.
Wild Coffee – Psychotria nervosa
Wild coffee is an upright, multi-stemmed, evergreen shrub. The
upper surface is dark green and shiny with deeply conspicuous,
impressed veins. The flowers are small, tubular, and white. They
are a nectar source for numerous bees and butterflies, including
the Great Southern White butterfly and Ruddy Daggerwing. Wild
coffee is so named because its fruit resembles those of the
common coffee plant. The fruit is oval and red in color, and is
eaten by a variety of birds. Psychotria in Greek means “to vivify”
or, “to give or endow with life,” in reference to its supposed
medicinal properties. Nervosa in Latin means, “sinewy” in
reference to the conspicuous veins in the leaf.
Beautyberry – Callicarpa americana
Beautyberry is a fast growing native perennial shrub with
drooping branches that can reach 5-8 feet in height and an equal
width. In late spring to early summer, flowers of blue, violet,
pink, or white are arranged in clusters on the stems. In August or
September, clusters of small purple to blue berries encircle the
woody stems. The roots, leaves, and branches of beautyberry
were used for medicinal purposes to treat malarial fevers and
rheumatism. The roots were used to treat dizziness,
stomachaches, and dysentery. Roots and berries were boiled and
drunk to treat colic. The leaves can be crushed, rubbed on the
skin, and used to repel mosquitoes and biting bugs. Jam or jelly can be made from the fruit. The fruit is
high in moisture content and is an important food source for more than 40 species of birds.
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Coralbean – Erythrina herbacea
Coralbean is a tree-like herb that has compound leaves with
three leaflets. Most plants lose their leaves in the winter. The
woody stems and trunk have occasional spines and a thick,
greenish bark. Tubular, scarlet flowers protrude from the bare
plant in early spring. The flowers’ shape leads to pollination
almost exclusively by hummingbirds. Flowers are followed by a
persistent legume pod containing several bright red beans. The
pod itself is blackish. The seeds are poisonous if eaten. Sensitivity
to the toxin varies from person to person. Children are most
susceptible because of their small size. Coralbean can intertwine
with saw palmetto and other plants for salt-spray protection, and is generally landward of dune crests.
Derivatives of the plant have been used as a laxative, and Native Americans ate the roots to increase
perspiration. The beans have been used to poison rats and to paralyze fish.
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