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Abstract. The pitch apple ( Clusia rosea Jacq.), of the family
Guttiferae, is native to the Bahamas, the Greater Antilles,
the Virgin Islands and allegedly but doubtfully to several
areas of Latin America. The specimen found on Big Pine Key
early in the 19th Century could easily have arisen from seeds
transported from Cuba or the Bahamas. This handsome tree,
by nature an epiphyte, fast-growing to 50 ft or more, with a
broad-spreading crown, is a prime example of misuse in
Florida landscaping. Where do we see it in South Florida?
Usually placed as though it were a shrub in foundation plant-
ers, in pots on terraces, or, if in the ground, in small patios
and very close to houses or other buildings, and sometimes
espaliered against a wall. Its ultimate size and its aerial-root-
ing habit are not taken into consideration. The result, in time,
is obvious unsuitability for the location, damage to structures,
and increasing ugliness as it struggles for space; and, finally,
the expense of removal and replacement. It's time for the
landscaper and the client to understand the pitch apple and
use it wisely and artistically according to its merits.

The pitch apple, of the family Guttiferae, has long been
known botanically and euphoniously as Clusia rosea Jacq.
Some botanists have reverted to Linnaeus’ original name,
Clusia major L. (49). But that concept actually embraced 3
species and he soon changed to C. rosea Jacq. for the species
common to the Bahamas, the Greater Antilles, the Virgin
Islands and Anguilla, applying C. alba L. to the white-flo-
wered species of the Lesser Antilles from St. Eustatius
south to St. Vincent. This latter binomial is properly super-
seded by Linnaeus’ C. major L. (19).

Because of the tree’s attributes and various uses, it has
acquired over 50 vernacular names (21, 24, 29) despite its
limited geographical range. Among the most commonly
employed appelations are pitch apple, balsam tree, copey
or cupey, sombrero, Scotch attorney, and figuier maudit
marron (20, 24, 26, 28, 47).

Description

The pitch apple tree reaches 50-60 ft in its natural
habitats, about 30 ft in Florida; has a short trunk up to
1-1/2 or 2 ft in diameter (10) and wide-spreading branches
(5, 44, 46). It is often free-standing, but in the rain forests
of Puerto Rico and the Virgin Islands and other moist
areas, it is usually seen as an epiphyte, originating as a
seedling in a crotch or on a branch of another tree, some
of its descending aerial roots, to 20 ft long (14), gradually
strangling its host while others anchor themselves in the
ground to form a pseudo-trunk (10, 45). The strangling
habit is the reason for the nickname, Scotch attorney (17).
In Jamaica, it commonly perches on other trees or on out-
croppings of rock (1, 16). So far, in Florida, I have seen it
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only occasionally emerging as a seedling among the “boots”
(old leaf-bases) on the trunk of a young cabbage palm
(Sabal palmetto Lodd.), and one perched on the edge of a
roof! Scientists who studied the leaves of C. rosea in a forest
on the island of St. John, Virgin Islands, found that the
tree, when growing as an epiphyte, has, like epiphytic or-
chids, bromeliads and cacti, crassulacean acid metabolism,
enabling it to endure periodic drought and nutritional
stress (45).

The thick, leathery, smooth leaves are evergreen, oppo-
site, wedge-shaped but rounded at the apex; and with
short, thick, minutely winged petiole. They vary in size up
to 9 in long and 5-1/2 in wide. One clone (‘Variegata’) has
foliage variegated with white (46). The tree blooms all year
around in the tropics but only in summer in Florida and
then only a few at a time over a period of several weeks
(38). Its flowers, borne singly or in 2’s or 3’s (21, 33), ap-
pear at night and sometimes remain open all morning on
overcast days. They are circular, 3 to 4 in broad; white
with a wide pink band across the center of each petal, or
entirely pink. The 6 to 8 petals are obovate and sometimes
distinctly notched at the apex; are thick and waxy and sub-
tended by 4 to 6 prominent, rounded, leathery sepals. The
reproductive parts are densely massed in a central, button-
like, ring. The fruit is round or slightly oval, 2 to 3 in wide,
smooth, light-green, capped by the white, pink-tinged sep-
als and resembling an unripe mangosteen except for the 8
to 12 vertical sutures. When mature, it falls to the ground
and splits partly open, showing the brilliant orange arils
covering the tan, ovoid, 3/16-in long seeds. When the fruit
dries, it becomes dark-brown and woody and the segments
fall apart. All parts of the tree, including the fruit, exude
a gummy, yellow latex when cut or broken (5, 7, 11, 16,
21, 32, 33, 41, 43).

Origin and Distribution

The pitch apple is limited to tropical and subtropical
climates. It is able to survive light frost and has flourished
as far north as Vero Beach in Florida (38).

In the Bahamas, it grows in coastal hammocks and in
and around hollows in rocky ridges (11} on New Provi-
dence, Andros and Inagua (6). Around Nassau, it over-
whelms rock walls (38). It occurs, too, on East Caicos in the
nearby Turks and Caicos Islands (6). It grows mostly as an
epiphyte throughout Cuba and the Isle of Pines (32);
favors river banks and slopes at low and medium elevations
of Puerto Rico (7, 21); and has been reported as ranging
southward to French Guiana and Brazil (17). On the
mountainsides of northern Venezuela, C. rosea or a similar
species (19) is common at altitudes from 1,400 to 6,400 ft
(33), and it is said to extend through the lowlands of Co-
lombia and Central America {42) to southern Mexico (39,
40, 41, 43), though there is some doubt as to the identity
of various tropical American representatives of the genus
(19). C. odorata Seem., with small, fragrant flowers is the
only species on Barro Colorado Island, Panama (12).

C. rosea has often been listed as a Florida native (8, 22,
35, 37, 38) but, according to a seemingly unpublished man-
uscript entitled “On some supposed native plants of South
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Fig. 1. The pitch apple (Clusia rosea Jacq.) is a fast-growing tree with wide-spreading branches. This specimen is much too close to a screened-in
patio and some of the many aerial roots descending close to the trunk may soon attach themselves to the structure. (Photo by Julia Morton).

Florida”, by the late Dr. R. Bruce Ledin, who taught botany
at the University of Miami from 1946 to 1951 and then
served as a horticulturist at the University of Florida’s
Tropical Research and Education Center in Homestead
until his untimely demise in 1959, the plant that the
botanist, John Loomis Blodgett, saw and collected on Big
Pine Key in 1839 or 1840 was most likely introduced [prob-
ably from Cuba or the Bahamas]. Another botanist,
Thomas Nuttall, who published Blodgett’s discovery, mis-
identified the herbarium specimen as C. flava Jacq.
[perhaps because the flowers of C. rosea turn yellow-orange
with age] and gave its location erroneously as Key West,
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thus confusing John K. Small (36) and later writers (5, 22).
The 3 plants of C. rosea about 8 ft high, found on Big Pine
Key in 1937 by Professor Roy Woodbury and his botany
class, were at the site of a former habitation where other
exotic plants were present. Ledin wrote that though the
Clusia plants stood at the edge of a hammock, there were
also “growing in the area date palms, coconuts, and other
plants which were known not to be native.” The young
Clusia trees were later killed by a fire (38).

In 1952, Ledin continues, a botany student, John
Dickson, found a “small Clusia rosea on Little Torch Key . ..
in an old abandoned grove of Key lime trees.”
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Cultivation

The pitch apple is grown from seeds, cuttings or air-
layers (25, 37, 46). In English greenhouses it is propagated
by cuttings of half-ripe shoots set in sand with bottom heat
(9). The tree is much admired as an ornamental in Cuba
and, in the book, Flowering Plants from Cuban Gardens
(Woman'’s Club of Havana), we read: “In cultivation, the
copey is stunning as a massive shade tree, and since it is
both rugged and salt-resistant, it is particularly useful in
seaside landscaping” (48). In Puerto Rico, along the main
coastal thoroughfare from San Juan to Mayaguez, I have
seen such large trees with branches extending well over
the broad highway.

But where do we see the pitch apple on the mainland
of southern Florida? Usually employed as though it were
a shrub (46). If in the ground, it is planted in small patios
and very close to houses or other buildings, and sometimes
espaliered against a wall. But most often it is planted in
foundation planters, or in pots on terraces. The tree de-
velops rapidly and in a few years it overgrows its location
and desperately seeks to escape. Its ultimate size and its
aerial-rooting habit are not taken into consideration. The
result, in time, is obvious unsuitability for the location,
damage to structures, and increasing ugliness as it strug-
gles for space; and, finally, the expense of removal and
replacement, and the loss of a span of years when an an
appropriate, slow-growing shrub could have been giving
pleasure. It is time for the landscaper to understand the
pitch apple and use it wisely and artistically according to
its merits as an attractive, sturdy shade tree.

The pitch apple is relatively free from pests except for
scale insects (46). Reported diseases include leaf spot (Alter-
naria, Ascochyta, Gloeosporium, Phyllosticta), root rot (Pythium,
Rhizoctonia) and witches’ broom (Phomopsis) (3). It requires
little fertilizer or water once it is established, but on a dry
island I have seen it sending out a long surface root {more
than 75 ft) seeking a water source such as a well or septic
tank. It should be appreciated for its ability to do well in

1Y
2

124

locations too rocky, windy and too exposed to salt spray
for most other ornamental trees (44).

Sundry Economic Uses of Clusia rosea and Similar Species

It is unfortunate that the tree, in public places, is fre-
quently abused by the disfiguring of its leaves by graffiti-
prone persons who have heard that the leaves were for-
merly used as “stationery”. It is true that the Spanish
chronicler, Gonzalo Fernandez de Oviedo y Valdés, re-
corded that the Conquistadores in the West Indies
scratched messages on the leaves by necessity in the ab-
sence of writing paper, and also engraved images of
knights, kings, etc., added colors, and used the leaves for
playing cards (40, 41, 43). They were preferred to the
leaves of the seagrape (Coccoloba uvifera Jacq.) because of
their much finer, less obstructive, veins (42). However,
tour guides would do well to refrain from imparting this
bit of history and discourage the use of the epithet “auto-
graph tree” (27) in order to avoid wilful abuse.

The colloquial name “sombrero” alludes to the sewing
of pitch apple leaves together with any suitable spines to
make large hats worn by the miners who wash gold and
silver in the Chocé6 region of Colombia (28).

The reddish-brown heartwood (surrounded by yellow
sapwood) is fine-grained, hard, heavy (2, 7) and has good
machining quality, but is not resistant to dry-wood ter-
mites, and therefore is used mostly for rough construction
and simple furniture, fenceposts and firewood (21).

The tree’s resin has been used as birdlime (20) and for
caulking boats (32). In the Virgin Islands it is said to be
extracted from the seeds “set in an ordinary Dutch stove,
and set alight, burning readily. The melting resin flows
down through the grate, and is collected in the ash
chamber below” (16). In the Bahamas, burning the stem
of the dried fruit causes it to drip resin which used to be
employed for mending washtubs and also as sealing wax,
the latter purpose giving rise to the old local name, “card
wax tree” (O. S. Russell, CMG, OBE, personal communica-
tion).

The flowers yield an orange dye (2). The green fruits
are considered poisonous (4, 15, 32) but are consumed by
bats (32). Clusia fruits are eaten by the ochre-bellied
flycatcher in Costa Rica (34), and howler monkeys feast on
fruits of C. odorata on Barro Colorado Island, Panama (12).

I find in my file a note that, on September 20, 1974, 1
observed, on a C. rosea tree on the University of Miami
Campus, two blooms, very close together, facing down-
ward, still wide open at noon and being eagerly worked by
a dozen honeybees.

Uses in Folk Medicine

The following uses are attributed to C. rosea in the liter-
ature but may pertain to similar species in Latin America.
A decoction of Clusia leaves is taken to alleviate pulmonary
troubles and a “tea” of the flowers to relieve coughs. The
potent liquid from boiling the bark or the fruit rind is
employed in baths (31) and as a lotion to allay the pains of
rheumatism (30). The gummy latex from the fresh green
fruit is put into tooth cavities. Dried and pulverized, it is
applied on burns. Venezuelan Indians prepare the latex
from the ripe fruits as a resolutive (sold under the name
Paramdn, or Puremdn) to reduce inflammation arising
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Fig. 2. The lovely waxy flowers of the pitch apple, all-pink or white with a pink band, appear at night and may stay open until noon on an overcast

day. (Photo by Julia Morton).

from bone-fractures and dislocations (18, 30) and to pro-
mote healing (18). It is even shipped to Florida and rubbed
on the sore muscles of racehorses (James Gosling, United
States Department of Agriculture, personal communica-
tion; 1961). Guatemalans burn the latex to disinfect a
house in which someone is ill with an infectious disease (2).
In Colombia, the latex from the fruit and that which flows
from incisions in the bark is taken as a drastic purgative
and also applied on wounds (4, 15, 28). To treat calluses,
the foot is put into a cured-leather sack containing the
latex (30).
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Chemistry

The powdered latex of the tree contains the triter-
penoid compounds aplotaxene, friedelin, a- and B-frie-
delinols, oleanic acid, and sitosterol (23). Latex obtained
from the ground-up ripe fruit has yielded the yellow pig-
ment xanthochymol (13).
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Fig. 3. The unripe fruit, which gives the tree its common name, contains a gummy, yellow resin, as do other parts of the tree. When ripe, the
fruit falls and splits partly open, revealing the showy orange arils covering the seeds. (Photo by Julia Morton).
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CONTAINER GROWING OF DOORYARD TROPICAL FRUITS

GENE JOYNER
Pam Beach County Cooperative Extension Service
531 N. Mulitary Trail, West Palm Beach, FL 33415-1395

Abstract. Increased interest in tropical fruit cultivation by
many people with limited growing areas has increased plan-
tings of fruit trees in containers. Many tropical fruits can be
easily grown to a normal fruiting size in large containers and
will nke attractive accent or specimen plants. Some plants
can also be used as indoor plants in high light areas. Con-
tainer growing of tropical fruits also affords many people in
colder areas the opportunity to successfull fruit tender tropical
plants that could not survive in permanent plantings. Plants
in containers could also be put in protected areas during the
adverse colder weather and then left outdoors during milder
periods of the year. The important points in successful con-
tainer growing of fruits are to use a well drained medium,
apply light frequent fertilizations and use containers large
enough to allow normal root developent. Periodic root pruning
and repotting my be neead for continued heavy fruiting of
some trees. The use of grafted or superior varieties of fruit
trees is recommended for best results.
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There has been a great deal of increased interest in
recent years in the growing of tropical fruits. Many have
very attractive foliage, some have very attractive flowers,
and the growth habits of many tropical fruits lend them to
wide use in landscapes. Unfortunately, increasing urbani-
zation in some large tropolitan areas has forced many
people to limit the amount of tropical fruits grown in their
landscapes or turn to an increasingly popular way of grow-
ing, containerizing tropical fruits.

Many tropical fruits are well adapted for growing in
containers with varying degrees of success. Some people
live in areas where they do not have outside growing areas,
such as apartments or condominiums and are therefore
forced to grow tropical fruits in containers if they wish to
have them.

Some people in colder areas also prefer growing tropical
fruits in containers so that they may be moved indoors to
more sheltered locations during periods of adverse wea-
ther. In the growing of tropical fruits in containers, several
considerations are very important.

First of all, one must make sure that the tree is grown
in a container large enough that the tree can provide suf-
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