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The Silk Cotton Trees of Nassau and Vicinity



Silk cotton trees Ceiba pentandraare a major, but often overlooked, component of
the cultural landscape of New Providence Island, in the Bahamas. These trees
represent a rich tradition, particularly in areas occupied by Afro-Bahamians after
Emancipation in the nineteenth century. One peicularly notable tree 1 a large,
ancient silk cotton surrounded by public buildings in the center of Nassau became
famous as probably the most illustrated and photographed ceiba in the world before
its demise in the mid1900s.

Geographer William Davidson and his wife Sharon, who have studied extensively
the ceibas of Central America and Yucatan, report herein their April 2019 field
reconnaissance of Nassau and its environs, including the history and legacy of the
iconic Nassua silk cotton tree.
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The Silk Cotton Trees of Nassau and Vicinity ,
The Bahama Islands

The Bahamas became an intriguing placeto study Ceiba pentandravhen | first
saw an early 19" century illustration of the famous, and perhaps most-photographed -
ever, ceiba, amongst the public building complex in Nassau. | learned laterthat UT DU w? UD OO w
EOQUUOO> wlUI | OWEUWE T b E &speakigdVest Dde®, mighuadeuvgd 1| ws OT OPUIT
250years or more, brought to Nassau by a planter from South Carolina, perhaps around
1700. The giantdying tree was removed during the mid -20" century ([1950] Lawlor
2010;[1970s]Craton and Saunders 199811, 190. It has been sad that it was the mother
tree from which al | others in the Bahamas were propagated.

If | am wondering about the role man plays and has played in the modern
distribution of ceibas, is this not a good case study?

*kk kkk kkk

The most famous silk cotton tree of Nassau

To my knowledge, the first notice of the famous Nassau silk cotton tree (NSCT)
is from the 1784 botanical investigation by the German naturalist John David Schoepf
(1788, 1I: 308)? &hother flora transplant] is the Silk -Cotton -Tree (Bombax petandrum
L.), the seedcase of which yields a very fine, light brown wool. The tree is comely, large
and strong; the branches of the one | saw, no doubt the only one on the island, shaded a
EPDUEUPUWOI wEGwWOI EVWWEwuOOEUVUELE EDEBIGR Ew? OEUT I wEC
2UT EETl Ewd wéd wd WEUwWOT EVVDWE wi UOEUT Ewa E&lEdstO? wb UwO U U
the early 1700s.In all probability, the tree described by Schoepf is the same one in the
early illustration mentioned a bove.

A subsequent visitor to the island, Charles lves (1880: 91) heard from a learned
Nassauvian that the large tree was brought from South Carolina and that all other silk
cottons in the islands came from that mother tree. A few years later A. J. Adderley (1883:
14) passedalong hearsaythat the treewE UWE UOUT T OwOOw-1 pw/ UOYPEI OEI wE
UOOT wUPOwi UOEUI Ewal E U U ydt dbQuulBgD+4]) Bdiarists Gadoed | UOwi UG8 7
and Brace (1889: 367)added from their 1886visit UT EUo w? 3T 1 wOEUT 1 wUx1 EPOI Ou
said to have been brought from South Carolina, and to have given rise to all others on



01 1 wb Wadr @rifeds mave passed on the same notion of its origins (Northcroft 1900:
155 Howe 1906: 21819;Bacon 1927: 5).

It is true that Nassau was connected with South Carolina through the port of
Charleston during the late 17t century (Edgar 1998: 41, 48 The Lords Proprietors of
Carolina obtained a grant of the Bahamas in 1670 and Carolina was settled by English
West Indians, primarily from Barbados, but with many others coming from the
Bahamas.Ceiba pentandris recorded among the flora of South Carolina (Shecut1806: I,
286), but specific evidence of JohnMiller, the planter, and his transfer of the plant has
not yet been established in primary documentation.

However, the oral tradition of a n early 1700s silk cotton tree in Nassau does give
supporting evidence for the date of 1802 for the earliest illustration, given the size and
obvious age of the tree in the drawing.

I 2 w- 2" A ek of @ Silk -cotton tree on the island of New Providence,
' ET EOEUOuwW, E U Biewitbiso@hudobigd budldingiigo the old jail and the current
library, Courtesy Bahamas Historical Society, Nassau)
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By reviewing several dated photographs, engravings, and illustrations of the
famous Nassau silk cotton tree, after the first rendering of 1802, four types can be
identified, primarily based on whether or not a kind of enclosure is shown.

1) The first illustration , mentioned above, the pen and ink drawing from 1802 , stands
alone. It is the first known representation of the tree.

2) The treeis enclosed by several pipeposts connected by chains (first episode), 18765.
3) The treeis portrayed surrounded by a picket fence, 18751878.
4) The treeis encircled with pipe posts and chain (second episode) 188031914,

5) The tree is without an enclosure, after 1922.

*kk kkk *kkk

Something of a timeline referring to the iconic Nassau silk cotton tree follows,
with a sampling of the countlessillustrations and an occasionalcommentary about
photographers and other pertinent information.

1784 See Schoepf, above.

1802 Apparently, it was George Shattuck (1905: 588ho first informed us that the
Nassau public library had an early pen-and-ink drawing of the tree.

When Sharon and | visited the library in April 2019 in search of the drawing a
renovation was underway and we were unable to search for the drawing. By good
fortune, on a visit to the Bahamas Historical Society the drawing was seen hanging on
the south wall. With permission of the current BHS president Andrea P. Major, we
photograp hed the drawing and inserted it above. The title at the bottom of the original is
too blurred to discern, except for a few obvious words, but on the reverse a text in ink is
cear:? 3T PUwY DI PwOi wUOT T w2HOOw" OUUOOwW3 Ul brwuEOEwW/ UEODE
FincasteP OwUT 1 wUOOPOwOi w- EUVUEVUwWOOwWUT T whbUOETHE woOi w- 1 b w/
title is far too long to fit on the narrow strip of paper at the bottom of the drawing. It was
" OPl wphNYt 0wl NAOwT OPT YI UOwbkT OQwUadkoted EwUT 1T wUD U (
OUTl T wOOwUT 1T whPhUOEOEwWOI w-1 Pw/ UOYPEI OEI OQw! ET EOEUOW,

1870cerca Fred R. Case took several photographs around Nassau about 1870
including the one of the tree (below) and another, a stereoscopic version, with German



U U E O U O ERv&abdiTéihkwafthe Great Silk-CottoO w3 Ul | Ow- EUUEUG6 2 w31 1 wUU]

was published by J. F. Jarvis and distributed by Underwood and Under wood Company.
(See Caribbean Photo Archive.)
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BS NSCT 2 Photograph of Fred Case ca. 1870.BS NSCT 32 1 O Gl Trunk of the
&UI E0w2HDOOw" OUUOOwW3UI T OQw- EU
und Stammdes grossenGeidens
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1875 Epes Winthrop Sargent (18131880) a Nassauborn man, published an engraving
by Abbey based on a photograph. The famous tree is shownenclosed with a picket fence
and a lone man walking in foreground (1876a: 12).
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BS NSCT 4 Copy, New York Publlc L|brary




187& Sargent,Guide to Nassau. . reproduces the same illustration on p. 25.

1878 Mrs. Frank Leslie (p. 239)in her husbanE zlllustrated Newspapepublished

another version of the tree with picket fence. Her discussion D UWE Uwi OO0O0O0P U w21 1 woOC
the great silk-cotton-tree beside thePublic Building s, its roots extending out like

buttresses twenty feet on every side, forming wooded walls twel ve to fifteen in height,

with narrow cell -like chambers between. The seeds of this tree are enveloped in a fluffy

down like substance, which becomes quite troublesome in the season by its attachment

to coats, hats, and hair of pasers-by, and the top has been severely shortened to repress

Ul PUWOUPDQEIOET BEYDOT woOi-GottoB-8 UWRYWEWwWR BOOWOOwWxET 1 wl
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BS NSCT 5

1878 Another version of the above two illustration s (with picket fence), with five

people just outside the fence, can befound on the Zazzle.com. Zazzle admits that its

PEUU? wi EVWET T Ow? x2Uudd 11 8JWud O E@OualibadimieuntadihesE E UT wi 1 U
of the background building have been removed.

1880 Charles Ives

?A most remarkable specimen of the ceiba, or silk cotton tree may be seen in the rear of

the central one of a collection of public buildings which form three sides of a quadrangle

at the southwest corner of Bay and Parliament streets. It has aspread of 116 feetfrom

east to west andof 90 feet in the opposite EPDUT EUD O OGS 2 ingoy d.RapY @nwus OT UE Y
TRAPP) appears between pages90/91.



BSNSCT6? w" I PEEwWOUwW2HO00w" OUU OO wBRAPA?D? ws OT UEY DO
(Courtesy Library of Congr ess, Washington, D. C.

1883 Lady Anna (Annie) Brassey (18391887)was an English travel writer who

married a member of Parliament and sailed around the world on their yacht Sunbeam

61 DOl wbOw- EVUEUwWPOw- OYI OET UwhWWwt wUT 1T wpUOUT wlT EUL
arethe huge silk-E QU U OO wUUT | wEGEwWUT T wUl OEPOU WOl wOT 1T wOOE wWE
illustration, from an engraving on wood, shows the Lady sitting in front of the silk

cotton tree (p. 345).

MILSAUTTOS THRY,

BS NSCT 7



1883 A. J.Adderl ey (1883: 14)n his study of the Bahamian fisheries, quotes
extensively from ?Mr. R. Davey of Nassau? in describing the town and the tree, and in
naming the person who brought the tree to Nassau.

some two hundred years ago by John Miller, Esq., opposite where now stands the
sxUEOPEWEUDPOEDPOT UGzw( UwPUWEWUUUx] OECEtOwWUOUT T woi ws:
find their way down through the rocky soil, swell up like great buttresses, radiating

round the trunk some fifteen years, and rising from the ground six and eight feet,
making a part of th e actual bulk of the tree, and giving the huge plant the appearance of
a web-footed monster, standing in solemn reverie. Among these gnarled and weird
roots are ravines, in whose dark hollows a legion of elves could dwell and hold the
revels. High above this root-works spreads a canopy of leaves of the most exquisite,
tender green. Singular to say, the gigantic plant flattens its branches at the top, nearly
squared off in correspondence with the flatness its roots are obliged to assume owing to
the paucity of earth. Had Shakespeare seen this august tree, which traveles from
California declare to be even more imposing than any of the Mammoth trees, he would
have immortalized it in a few grand lines. Or, perhaps, made it the background of some
guaint fairy scene, or the home of another Herne the Hunter, Oberon and Titania, Ariel
or Puck. There are several other fine silkcotton trees on the island, and in Cuba this tree
grows to perfection; but thetree | have attempted to describe is universally
acknowledged to be the finest known. | was much surprised to notice the rapidity with
which this plant puts forth its leaves. On my arrival, | saw one of the trees in the
grounds of the hotel [the Royal Victoria] , which seemed dead. The rest were in leaf, but
this one was quite barren. In three days it was lost to sight, hidden in its own new
foliage, put on in at most two nights. The silk -cotton tree is so called because it bears a
pod full of flossy silk, which is used for filling pillows instead of down, but they say the

i PEUI wbUwUOOwWUT OUOWUOWET wboOYi 06~

Author note: The? , U 8 @ #nigntioned is Richard Patrick Boyle Davey, a well-known
journalist who visited Nassau in 1878 and wrote lette rs of his experiences (see Plarr
1899: 272)See Richard Davey for original statement (1898: 22930).

1885 William Drysdale (1885: 11, 15, 16, 41)

2311 wOOUUWPOOET UTl UOwWUUT T wOOwWUT 1 weotied Ee®,ustwU O wda wot
back of the police station near the public wharf. (p. 15) This is the largest tree | ever saw,

and by all odds the most curious. As if to su pport it against the terrible force of the wind



it has to encounter, it is provided with a series of natural props, like roots, but forming

part of its immense trunk. They grow out at regular intervals, and their peculiar bark

gives them the appearance off O1 x T EOUUz wi EUUwWUT PEOI Ol EWEOE Wl OOE
or nine feet from the ground, and extend laterally five or six feet, leaving spaces between

OT1T QwoOpOl wubOOUOwI EET woOi wbi PET wbUwOma&JT 1 wi OOUT T wi
accompanying illustratio n, portraying the picket fence (p. 16), is that of Leslie (1878:

240), which follows the examples of Sargent (1876a, bp w# U a Ulldgadionz U

1885 Thompson (2006: 100 noted that a Nassau visitor (probably Drysdale) saw silk
cottontree D OwhWWK OWEU U wUUT EwOO! woOi w) EEOUOOZz UwxT OUOT UE
98/99.

1886 Gardner and Brace (1890367),in 1886, saw? 31 1 wOEUT I wUx1 EPOI OwEUw- E
said to have been brought from South Carolina, and to have given rise to all others on

U7l wbUOEOEGS »

1888 Louis D. Powles

The author, who was an English Magistrate in the island for 1887 (Munnings, Jr. 2005:

32),UEPwWUT EQw?2! 1 UPT 1T OwlOT 1T w"T Bl I w) dikodd ®digargidJ w" OUU U wE C
specimen of the ceiba, or silkE O U U O OAn@ngiaving of the tree appears on page 30.

BS NSCT 8



Powles confirms that the public library, at the time of his tenure, was formerly the jail

(gaol) (p. 195). He alsoO1 E U OI E wU lowrdd setilénientsPwer® gpart from the

whites in suburbs f NEUUE U8 2 wpx 6 hut W3 KAWEDIUg QEB Owed®6 wuE D UUwb
Bain, DelLancey, Fox Hill, and Adelaide. They were occupied by native Africans [and

their offspring] rescued from slE Y I ) 139) w

1888 F. A. Ober, named special commissioner to the West Indies for the Chicago

silk-cotton in the court-l OUUT waEUE>?> wEUwWOO! woOl wpniswd U0 w0l 1 w? E
photograph of the tree and two men shows the pipe/chain enclosure (p. 114).

THE SILE-COTTON-TREE — NASSATLL

BS NSCT 9

1890 cerca  Jacob Frank Coonley (18321915)

Z s oA N o~

1893, vol. 2, p. 220)he was in fact a well-known photographer. (See Treadwell and
Darrah 2003: 178.)Coonley took at least three photographs of the Nassau tree: onewith
five men in uniforms and one woma n dressed in white; pipe-chain fence, another with
seven peope; pipe/chain fence, and the third is tree with one young man with hat,
pipe/chain fence.



drawn by the office of the Surveyor General in Nassau. This is perhaps the earliest mgp

to place the tree amongst the government buDb OE D OT UwOl w- EUUE Usitkw? ! OOEE R wE
EOQUUOOWOUTT 62 w( UwbUwOOEE U Iif Baién@ht. Wihile Starkudoésd U O1 a w2 UL
not mention the tree in his text, he does include two photographs (pp. 113, 173).

A Crma ox Sux Corros’ Ties,

BS NSCT11 Stark 1891:173.
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BSNSCT120 w?, Ex wOi w- EUUEUUJI'UUJJ\IhJO? wi UOOwW2UEUO

1893 The Picture Magazinévol. 2,p. 220 x Ul Ul OUUwUP Oafthe ek with Y D OT U»
UT 1 wi 6600pHOT WwEOOOI OUEUVUaow?31 1 Ul wi OTUEYDOT UwUI x U
cotton tree known. It has been recently examined by Mr. J. F. Coonley, the welkknown

botanist [sic], from whose report we take some interesting facts. The tee covers with its

branches a surface nearly 200 ft. long, while the immense roots, shown in our second

illustration, rise about 40 ft. above the soil. The tree grows upon rock, which does not

allow the roots to penetrate deeply into the earth, and a wond erful adaptation to the

circumstances is displayed by these enormous supports in the form of roots which

enable the gigantic mss to maintain itself on the surface of the earth. The leaves fall at

Ul T WExxUOEET wOl wUxUPOT OWEUVWWUEk QwEBlabwlUPwbE a1 ¢
"O00001 a0w?pPPUT WEEUI WEUEOET | UwOOwWw2EUUUEEawODT T UOL
PEUwWDOwWI UOOwWO! Ei w311 wUExPEPUawPDUTl whl PET wOT 1T wol
the tree lets fall, from its open fruit, a fibre light as cotton, but finer, which covers the soil

UOwEwWl Ul EVDWEDPUUEOET wUOUOEOwWPIT 1 WHe ¥rgraMingsT 1| wp D OE WE E U
were produced by the well -known Frenchman Henri Thiriat (1843 -1926).



IHE SEEK-COTTOS TREE GF NAMAY, NKEW . FRONIDERCE 1SLANI

BS NSCT 12, 13.

1893 Book Plate PrintsPort-of-Spain, Trinidad, NassalBahamagsp. 461. The photograph
? 2kkEcotton tree, Nassau, Bahamag comes from the collection of the Royal Photograph
Gallery. TheaUUT OUWEOEPOUwW?2 0T PUwUUT | wPUwUIThisuOOOEUET woi
photograph was also published in 1904 by the journal Forest LeaveSouder 1904: 134).

OOUT T Uwl EPUPOOW?! ET EOEwW( UOEOEUOW- EVUEUOQuW- T Pw/ U
seen in the collection of the Reading (PA) Public Museum and Art Gallery.

BS NSCT14.

1896 Annie (Adams) Fields (see Gollin 2002)

(OQwi T Uw?#PEVUa wOi wE we(h. EopuriedigltsH Gu(QEQRIG EEuuaul EUwUu O O w
tree of gigantic size especially attracted our wonder. It grows behind an old bank and is

the own cousin of the elephant t its prototype in plant life ¢ if one may say so. Its huge

bulk and strange grey wrinkled surface of the bark gives one sense that each arm is a
proboscis and will soon be approaching to ask a biscuit or for some recognition. The tree



has a magnificent pedestal as if a giant foundation were needed for such a world of
green loveliness and bird-land as it stretches out above. | presume we had none of us
ever seen so huge a tree so lovely in its upper world of greenery in spite of a sense of
monstrosita wH O wb U U w O Gleiwbswih thedskatt] Jamiary 1223, 1896 The on-line
copy of the Massachusetts Historical Societymanuscript includes the illustration of the
tree published by Powles 1888: 30).

1899 One essayist visiting Nassau in 1899explained the remarkable above-the-ground

root system in the following paragraphs (Worthington 1899: 521). 2 317 1 Ul wEUI wUIl YI UE O
ceibas or silk cotton trees growing in the public places of the city, remarkable for the

tremendous size of the roots, portions of which spread in every direction from the trunk.

The rocky soil on which they grow seems to have pressed back the roots which would

have entered into the too small crevices, making them hump up like the backs of a drove

of camels. There is[sic] lots of rooms for the scholars of a small school to play hide and

Ul T OWEOOOT wUOT 1 wi OOEVUwWOiI WEWUDOOWEOUUOOWUUIT T 82

The reputation of the tree passed throughout the U.S. press after it survived a
T UOUUPEEO] wPOwWRNWNNS w. i wEOUUUI OwUd bit exég@eaR® wOi wlOT T wt

ALARGEST TREE IN THE WORLD

Called the Hurricane Tree in the Capital of the Bahama Islands

Il n Nassau, the capital city of the Bahama | s
i not fithe treesd Now, the public square of Nassau istq large as that of most cities of

the size, but there is only one tree in it, and that tree literally fills the square and spreads
its shade over all the public buildings in the neighbourhBodit is the largest tree in

the world at its base althoughit is hardly taller than a three-story house It is
variously known as a ceiba, or a silk cotton tree, but the people of the low islands of the
the West Indies cait the hurricane tree. For moatter how hard the wind blows it cannot
disturb the mightybuttressed trunk of the ceiba. In the hurricane of last spring all the
palms and many of the other trees of Nassau were overturned, but the great hurricane
tree, although it lost all of its leaves, did not lose so much as a branch. Its trunk throws
out graat curving, winglike branches, some of them 20 feet wide and nearly as high.
These extend into the ground on all sides and braces the tree against all attack, while the
great branches spread a thick shade overhead. In the tropic sunshine of midsummer,
hurdreds, even thousands, of people may gather in the cool of its shadow. No one knows
how old the great tree is, but it must be hundreds, if not thousands of years. A very old
picture in the library of Nassau shows the tree as big as it is at present,esnthev
oldest negro in the island cannot remember when it was much smaller

WilkesBarre Daily News Pennsylvania, United States March 31, 1900
(Taken from Bahamianology.



[Before its demise in the mid-20" century, the tree did withstand other major
hurricanes in 1926 (July 26), 1928 (September 163nd 1929 (September 26) (see Neely
2006).]

1900 1 Ul Uwl PUwUI i 1T Ul OEl wBOWo®DWWwUUI BBWEPDERWDOU wU-
(p. 26),George J. H. Northcroft gpx 8 whuk Y A w FibeEspetirheBsuofihe silkucdtton

tree (Bombax ceila . . [that] are found in Nassau. The enormous one standing behind the

Public Buildings is undoubtedly of a great age: it is said to have been introduced from

South Carolina, and to be the Ancestor of all the others. Growing from its trunk are

several buttress-like extensions evidently thrown out to brace it and assist in bearing the

weight of its giant branches which spread out on all sides as far as one hundred and

sixteen feet. Its pods contain a soft silky material often used for stuffing pillows. Evil

spirits are said to haunt these trees, and the negro very much objects to cutting them

EOP OGS 2

1901 William Henry Jackson (1843-1942)

The famous photographer (and paint artist) of the U. S. Westwas in Nassau in 1901
acaording to the photographs dated in the Amherst College collection (no. 53748). His
photographs of thetrl T Owpb B UT wE O Echile @ith baBkat(d @re amiong he
highest quality (clearest) produced (re-published by Adam 1905:32).) EEQU OOz U
autobiography was published in 1940 (Jackson 1940)He was employed at the Detroit
Publishing Company (also Photographic Company) where many versions of his Nassau

photographs were placed on postcards. See Treadwell and Darrah 200%: 386.

BS NSCT 15Photograph of William H. Jackson, 1901.
Courtesy, Library of Congress, Washington, D. C.



Library of Congress, Washington, D. C.

Noted artist Charlthorn Strachan (b. 1991)selectal the latter photograph for his
x E D O UrbeSireat Bilk Cotton Treed ¢ Owl PUWET UEUDPx UP OO m@ki Ui PUwpb OU
cotton tree is pivotal in Bahamian history as it symbolizes perseverance and strength of
the former black slaves of the Bahamas. Although the financial economy of which the
cotton tree was planted deceased due to emancipation of slavery the cotton tree
VUOUYDYI EWEOEwWI OEUUI EwUT 1 wi EVEUT Bx wOi wUOT 1T w! ET EQEL
just like the slaves that were left behind. Thus, the cotton tree, great in statue, reflects the

~

PPOOWUOWUT UDYI 62

BSNSCT 17. Painting by Charlthorn Strachan.



Author n ote: In the April 1902 issue of G. R. (The Geographical Journgl 539) the Royal
Geographical Societyof London reported their receipt of 119 photographs from the
Bahamas taken by Coonley, Davenport and Mancel. Included among those were at least
three of silk cotton trees: items 37 and 38 were trees near the public buildings and item
39 was a tree at the wlice barracks. Item 57, of the grounds of the Royal Victoria Hotel,
probably included silk cottons also.

1904 Harrison Souder (p. 134), a professional forester writing for the Philadelphia
periodical Forest Leavesotedthat ? 5 D UD UOU U wU O wal & the)dedd@uu U1 1 wEE x D U
Bahama Islands, are greatly interested in the peculiar formation of the trunk an spread
of roots of the large the back of the government building. This is a fine specimen of the
?PBombax Ceit@a» w O-Cottdn Be@,@ view of which is herewith presented. (The
photograph published here is that from the 1893 Book Plate Printsseeabove. Here it is

1 OUPUOI E w? 2 b OO wThé large@invedndtiassalikeiribs or roots, reaching
from top to bottom of the trunk, have a spread of close to 30 feet.The silk-cotton tree
attains very great age. This particular specimen is reputed to be between 200 and 300
years old, and is the largest and oldest on the islands. . . It has long been the custom of
the people of the Bahamas to plant a silkcotton tree at various public places, generally
UT UUWOEUOPOT wlOT T wUl EVUWOI wi 6Y1 UOOI 600G

1905 William Coker (1905: 213and George B.Shattuck reported that the Ceiba
pentandra an old tree, near the post office is said to have been brought from South
Carolina and is the mother of all others in the islands.

George B.Shattuck (1905:pp. 588k WN A w? . Ol wOil wUT T wOERNT EOUwOOUwWU O wE
huge silk-cotton tree, Ceiba pentandrfplate LXXXVIII], which stands immediately

behind the Post Office. Aside from the striking appearance of this tree, it has an

additional interest in that a sketch of it, which now hangs in the Public Library at

Nassau, was made over a hundred years ago, in 1802. This drawing shows thatthe tree

at that time had the same figure as today, and approximately the same proportions. It is

difficult to estimate the age of this tree, but it is said that it was the first silk -cotton tree

brought into the islands, and that it is the parentofallt T T wOUT 1 UU0wPOwUT T w! ET EOQE



BS NSCT 18

1905 M. A. Howe (1906: 21819) in his Torreyaarticle of 1906 published a photograph
of the tree taken in March 1905by Chamberlain. Chamberlain is probably John N.
Chamberlain (see Treadwell and Darrah 2003: 143).

Howe is credited with placing the appropriate title on the sketch i n the public library at

- EUUEUwUI x AnieW bf@ Eilo-Eoktan free on the island of New Providence,
' ET EOEUOwW, EVUET whil Owhiwy ! 8 2

BS NSCT 19



1904 cerca. A postcard in the ®llection of the University of San Diego, dated March 14,
1905 depicts the tree, probably photographed the previous year, by an unknown
photographer.

'BS NSCT 20

1906 Franklin Davenport Edmunds (1874 -1948), an architect from Philadelphia,
mislEET Ol EwOT T wi EOOVUUVwWUUI | wWEUWEOQW? OOEWEOUUOOPOOE wl

BS NSCT 21

1908 A postcard of the tree enclosed with pipe and chain was published by Walter
Kingsbury Moore (18831957) a Nassau-born, prominent businessman and politician
knighted in 1924. The photographer is unknown.
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Bilk Cotton Trew, Full View, Nossay, Behama |aiunds. ﬂl e o Isi =
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BS NSCT 22

1910 Northrop (1910: 121noted silk cotton trees in the parks (p. 1) and at Ryswick,
three miles from Nassau shore.

1910 F.S. Armbrister, aNassau photographer trained at the lllinois College of

Photography in Effingham (1908) (The Photographic Timd®910: v. 42, 364)was

Ul UxOOUPEOI wi OUWEwWx OUUEEUEwWUT ECwUT OPUWUT 1T w?2H0O0OL
people beneath. There is an edition of 1914 alsoHe is also credited with an undated,

unusually clear photograph (SB NSCT 24.

SB NSCT 23 Photograph of F. S. Armbrister, 1910.
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BSNSCT 24 Photograph attributed to F. S. Armbrister, ca. 1910.

1911 In the four volume compilation of The Wonders of the Worldl. H. Johnston, et al
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reproduced on p. 527 is that of William H. Jackson, from 1901, published by the Detroit

Photographic Company.

1914 Worldwide praise for the Nassau tree was followed by recognition in the
?Standard Cyclopedia of Horticulture 2 (Bailey 1930 edition, vol. I: 700. The selected
example of the ceiba pentandravorldwide, wa s the engraving below.
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1922 At the time of the visit by the Archbishop of New York, Cardinal Patrick J.

Hayes, local photographer James Osborng(?# O E Sa#ds(18851978)took several
photograph s of the tree (AANY 1922), many of which appear on postcards for several
years. These are often misdated.This is perhaps the first instance, since 18800f the tree
being shown with out its surrounding guard fence . [Sands wasthe student of
photographer J. F. Coonley (The Nassau GuardigrSeptember 1, 2018).{SarE U z qréphyO
can be seen in Lawlor 20Bb.)

FON TREE, NASSAU. BAHAMAS
BS NSCT26. Photograph by J. O.Sands 1922 (AANY 1922).

Phete by S'Ihi

Among the undated photographs of the famous tree, of ten on postcards of the era and
not reproduced here, are those by George Cole (18401913),UT 1 w? % Baharmidhw O |
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1943 James Leasor (2001: 29), in his story of the death of Sir Harry Oakes in 1943,

paints one of the finest settings for the tree:

26 w6 w6 WEwW!I UT T wUPOOWEOUUOOWUUI 1 wEEUUwWP] OEOOI wUT EF
virtually in the administrative centre of t he capital. On one side was the Post Office; on

another, Fire Brigade headquarters and the Central Police Station . .. Next to this stood
the Supreme Court, another Palladian building, but smaller than the Assembly House.

Under the tree every day that the court was in session, litigants, lawyers,
witnesses, and policemen . . . waited . . . rehearsed their statements, discussing the
Ul OEUDPYIT wOl UPUU WG wd wd »
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The Silk Cottons of the Royal Victoria Hotel

According to Sargent (1876b: 7), The RoyaVictoria Hotel was built by the
government in 1861 (or maybe in 1860, Sargent 1876 :a3) and was a startling successfor
one century as a place for the rich and famous, especially those who sailed down to the
220001 Uw( UOI U> wE O Ethe Wedtel:O @ 'E 10 6 B GrehiDNe€ viofk] w
Boston, and Philadelphia. Its operation ended in 1971, but its silk cotton trees remain.

Just to the north of the hotel was the Library, and bit farther nor th were other
public buildings and famous silk cotton. Aside from the tree north of the library, the
ceibas of the RVH were the most photographed on the island. Like the library tree, they

cotton tree with sitting p latform (p. 25).

Several trees photographed during the late 1800s can be recognized in our photos
in April 2019.

THE HOTAL VICTOlLa MOTEL

BS RVH 1.The hotel with stairs unto the largest silk cotton. View to east (Sargent
1876b: 25.
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Victoria Hotel . . . One of these is very large, many of its huge branches are almost

horizontal, and a spacious platform, with seats for the accommodation of musicians and

others, erected in the tree, is reached by a wide wood® WUE D Ol EwWUUEDUPE &G »

BS RVH 2. Drysdale(1885: 4] re-published the engraving of Sargent above BS RVH 1)

1900 cercaPhotographer O. Pierre Havens,p | OWEOEDOI EwUT 1T wi OUI OwEUwW?T b
I O U Udnddl>mare ca 1900 see below.

in the foreground, are dominated by several silk cottons. Another tree, without leaves,

hasthe elevated platform , seenin the lower right corner. View is to northwest.

1901 Severalother Jacksonphotographs of the hotel eventually became postcards of
the Detroit Photographic Company.



BS RVH 4,5. Photographs of W. H. Jackson 1901

When the hotel closed in 1971 at least seven silk cottons still remained on the grounds.

Our photograph of April 2019 shows very little change during the last 120 years. Both
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BS RVH 7. BY. Pierre Havens, ca. 1900.

BS RVH 6. Photograph by the author,
April 2019.

Other photographs of the hotel and its silk cottons can be seen in the Caribbean Photo
Archive via flickr.
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Aside from the famous Post Office tree and those at the Royal Victoria Hotel, a few
others notables have been reported around Nassau. Howe (1906: 224) photographedthe
leaf-less tree at the Asylum in Nassau, March 1905.



BS The Asylum, Nassau, 1905.

And historically, the grounds of The Hermitage (Nassau)E OE w& UEQUz Uw3 OpQuwl EYIT w
sites known for their silk cottons.

BS Hermitage. Postcard, no date.

1902
On Cat Island, at Bight Village, in 1920 (Britton and Millspaugh 1920: 274k A WUE P w? EWOE UT |
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large highway marker tree at Central Palmetto Point on Eleuthera is famou s.
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BS Eleuthera Island silk cotton.
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It was probably Schoepf (1788: Il, 264) who initiated the notion of a Black Beard
tree in Nassau. He wrote that the pirate met beneath a giant fig tree to distribute his
booty and pass judgments. Shortly afterward, , E* DO O] O wb Ohwdudh thaiwestO UU wU
Indies, 1802Y + 2 wophWY)iIO0 GUDOWH Ehpeilal wikddigu fee, the trunk of which
still remains, and was shown to me in the eastern part of the town, he [Black Beard| used
to sit in council amongst his banditti, concerting or promulgating his plans and
I BT UEPUDOT wUI |l wEUUT OUPUa wOI wEwWOET BUUUEUI 62
Hart (1827), in her ?YLetters from Bahamas 1823K smight have been insinuating
that the famous ceiba tree of Nassauhad a connection with BlacOw! I EUEOwUT T w?! OO OE:
/ B U Eltudnéaf her letters, the author O1 OUDP OOT EwUT E0w? 31 PUWPUOEOEWPE
residencd wOl wUOT T wUl OO b Gihdihe semaris & Gruirhneise tie®are to be
seen, on which it is said he hung his prisoners, and it is supposed by many, that large
tri EUUUT Uwbl Ul wE®Y®HUB WD BOwDUB wipp® B WU wOOUT Uw?3T 1 u
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cottons/ceibas and if her? DO O OUI wUOUI 1 2 wbBdihers below imek® éntbté w0 U1 |
direct connection between the BlackBeard tree and the famous old ceiba.

A visitor writing from Nassau in 1885 (Stevens 1885: 1712) wrote that he
21 ET T UOawUl EUET | -Eottdn ted, lndhéath widde(giark houyBs@Erkbeard
held his councils and courts. [But] man had laid his ax at its roots. We found the spot
where it had stood, however, and trod upon the ground with sacred awe. The good
people of Nassau . . . have in the court of the Royal Victoria Hotel a large sik-cotton tree
which sprouted from a root of the Blackbeard tree, although it stood a quarter of a mile
EPEad2w UwlOT il wUDPOT wUT T w1 dOAaEOwWSPEUOUDPE W' OUI OQwl EE L
had been constructed on the huge branches of a silkcotton tree ¢ the one which sprang

tree was patronized by Black Beard; especially as the two in question stood within a
I UOEUI EWAEUEUWOI wi EET wOUOT 1 UB»

Academic outlets still mention that the Nassau silk cotton tree was the tree of
Black Beard lore (Craton and Saunders 199811, 190).

Author n ote: Edward Teach (also, Thache, Theach, Thatch) lived roughly 1680
1718, dying in a battle with the British on Novembe r 22, 1718, off North Carolina.
Because hismost intense pirate days were only for two years before his death, it seems



highly unlikely that, during his days in Nassau, he would have had a large tree to

interact with. Like almost all stories circulating about the Caribbean past and its pirates,

the talesabout Black Bl E U E Gred, > FEu@E wUT 1 wi EOOU U wisblldugdhduOi w- EUUE
fun, but false. Scholars have cortluded that Black Beard was in reality not an especially

cruel representative of his profession (Lee 1984).
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The Nassau Silk Cotton Tree S urvey of April, 2019

Sharon and | spent five days in early April 2019 conducting a rapid
reconnaissancein Nassauand vicinity seeking silk cotton trees. We can account for 168
trees, including 98 that we photographe d, 56 that we saw but did not photograph, and
14 we learned about from other evidence (informants and the photographs of others).
Seven areas had at least nine trees in fairly close proximity, eight cultural settings were
recognized, and we found three places named for the tree. See Table 1.

We found startling generational differences in attitudes towar d the tree. Of the
ten or so residents under 35 years old we spoke with about the tree, none knew the
location of the ?Pnearest silk cotton tree? or what the tree looked like. The tree essentially
plays no role in their lives. Of the ten or soolder men, 60+, that we spoke with all
recalled from their childhoods O wWET EUDOT w béniit b dvd todh Ghe web
pods. TheyateUT 1T w? O U U dontaietlih theFlosg kil EEUUT wOT 1 awkl Ul w?0b0Oa
U E U Bevéral residents reported the trees werenow protected as a part of national
heritage. They say, by law, silk cottons may not be destroyed. One 60+ mansaid the silk
EOQOUUOOWPEUWEOUOWOOOPOWEUW?RUI ExOU>2 wET EEUUT whi 1 Owl
of a teapot when it flops open. Taxi drivers all agre ed that when the floss fell all over the
streets andwas rained upon breaking became more dangerous from sliding. Other
residents mentioned that walking was more precarious from slipping on the wet cotton
silk floss.

Older heads also thought that the areaswhere silk cottons are now concentrated
Pl Ul wOOET wxOEEI UwUI UUOI EwEawdbEUDYI w | UPEEOUOWUOE
Fox Hill, Adelaide Village, and Gambier Village were named specifically. This notion
appears in the literature frequently ( Powles 1888: 139+ EP OOU wl YhY A8 w& UEO Uz Uw3 ¢
laid out in 1821 by the governor (of the same name) to house Africans freed from slaves
ships (Dodge 1987: 50) and the others neighborhoods were organized in the 1830s to be

occupied by liberated Africans and emancipated slaves (Adderley 2006: 12, 124, 162).



However, our taxi survey of Gambier village streets revealed only one tree ¢ the
very large one on Douglas Street in the southwest part of town. Heavy concentrations of
ceibas were seen in Fox Hill,land Bain-& UEOUz Uw3 Op OwOil T T EOUT OOEUG

Local nurseries confirm that they do not sell silk cottons because the plant grows
too fast for pots. Propagation normally begins with seeds, although reproduction by
cutting is recognized.

Silk Cotton Uses and F olklore in The Bahamas.

In the settlement areas occupied formerly by freed slavesduring the 19t century,
UUET wE @ Ik, B&éhUand Fox Hill -- it was in these settings that ?silk cotton
justice? was dispensed. Here the eldersmeted out appropriate punishment to offensive
residents. According to one distinguished member of the community:

?Huge silk cotton trees lined the side of the main roads leading from the
northern hill range southwards to the Coconut Groves and to Big Pond; so that in
Grant's Town as one proceeded southwards from the Southern Recreation Grounds at
the foot of the hill, there were not less than seven or eight such giant landmarks,
UUEOCEDOT wEUWUDPOI OUwUI OUPOT OUWEUwWUI T UOEUWDPOUI UYEC
(Lawlor 2019)

?The grandeur of the cotton trees gave authority and credence to "cotton tree
justice" which was dispensed from these venues, for the traditional tribal practice was
still prevalent in that period whereby the respected elders of the district dealt with
reported neighbourhood wrongdoing. They received the complaint, heard the evidence
of the various witnesses and persons concerned, and handed down their summary

judgment which was always accepted, otherwise neighbourhood ostracism was the
penalty.

There is not much heard about "cotton tree justice" these days, but it was quite a
feature of "ova-da-hill" life in times past.

Young boys, in particular, who were caught, or reported, for cursing, pilfering,
ill -manners to their elders, or other such bad behaviour, they were summarily dealt with
under the cotton tree, receiving the appropriate number of strokes with a belt or switch.
And frequently they begged their chastisers not to report the infraction to their parents,
lest they afterwards receive a double dose ofx UODUT O1 OUWE U wi 601 62

(The lines aboveare an excerptfrom?1 1 I Ol E U D O Ghedu ®®itbghe 20100ournal
of The Bahamas Historical Socidty Sir Orville A Turnquest, see in Lawlor 2010).



Unlike many other Antille an islesthe silk cotton trees of modern Nassau do not
seem to have made the cultural imprint of those found on other islands. Few are the
historical notes on the uses and lore surrounding the tree on New Providence. Souder
(1904: 134)mentioned that the cotton fl oss of the plant was used for stuffing pillows and
quilts. Also, he wrote that when cut into planks and saturated with limewater, the wood
will stand exposure for many years. Bahamian boats used to be caulked with silk cotton
fibers (Craton and Saunders v 2: 141)

At the turn of the last century, - QU UT EUOT UwophNYY o whik Y Awx EUUIT E wC
EUIl wUEPEwWUOwWI EUO0wWUT T Ul wOUT T UOWEBEwWUT T wdOI T UOwYI U
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and Bain neighborhoods that suggest supernatural beliefs from Africa surrounding the
silk cottons were at play there. However, | suspect that few Nassauvians of today have
any of these superstitions.
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Table 1. Key to Photographs of Silk Cotton Trees in the Bahamas (BS), April
2019

BS1. Behind Bahamian Brewery & Beverage Co. on govt. property, Nassau St.
BS 2. Towne Hotel, east side Cumberland St.

BS 3. West off Blue (Ballou) Hill Road, north of School Lane.

BS 4 a, hc. Dil lett x Hospital Lane (2).

BS 5.Bethel Baptist Church, eastside.

BS 6. Ballou Hill Rd., off west side, north of St. Agnes Church, sickly.

BS 7. BallouHill Rd., east side, north of St. Agnes.

BS 8. Ballou Hill Rd., west side, north of St. Agnes Church.

BS 9. Ballou Hill Rd., west side, 3 trees, across from church(3).

BS 10. Ballou Hill Rd., west side, 2 trees, across from church (2).

BS 11. Line of trees along Cockburn St., north side, north of St. Agnes Church (7).
BS 12. Ballou x Cockburn, northeast corner, two trees within fence (2).

BS 13.Sharon with two entry trees at park, north of St. Agnes on Cockburn.

BS 14. Sharon at largest of St. Agnes trees on Cockburn, chest high girth: 24 ft., 4 in.
BS 15. St. Agnes Church and largest tree on Cockburn.

BS 16. Largest tree in St. Agnes complex, in park north of chuch.

BS 17. Sign on one of the St. Agnes trees: Matthew 34: 339.

BS 18. Cockburn St. tree roots destroy blacktop.

BS 19. Market St., two trees on west side, looking north from Cockburn (2).



BS 20. Market x School Lane, front of police station, back of Gov House property.
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BS 22. Market St., west side, two trees on Govt. House property (2).
BS 23. Breezes Resort.
BS 24. Breezes Resort, young tree in interior driveway.
BS 25. BahaVar Resort, two trees on grounds near highway (2).
BS 26. Royal Victoria Hotel, grounds.
BS 27. Royal Victoria Hotel, grounds.
BS 28. Royal Victoria Hotel, grounds (2).
BS 29. Royal Victoria Hotel, grounds (2).
BS 30. East St. x Sands Road.
BS 31. Main Pdice Station, East St.
BS 32. Northeast grounds , below Fort Fincastle.
BS 33. Sands x Elizabeth, southwest hospital grounds.
BS 34. Princess Margaret Hospital.
BS 35. Two off Elizabeth St., across street northeast of Bahamas Historical Society (2).
BS 36.Behind, on grounds of Bahamas Historical Society.
BS 37. Sharon at Freedom Park, Fox Hill Road, southwest corner.
BS 38. Sharon at largest tree in Freedom Park, southwest corner, same as BS 37.
BS 39. Freedom Park, Fox Hill Road, across street to northedg5).
BS 40. Freedom Park, Fox Hill Road, across street to northeast, behind buildings (3).
BS 41. Freedom Park, Fox Hill Road, northwest corner.
BS 42. Freedom Park, nearby up Bernard Road to northwest (2).
BS 43. Freedom Park, Fox Hill Road, headed souiwest from park (13).
BS 44. Freedom Park, Fox Hill Road, dead end street to east.
BS 45. Freedom Park, Fox Hill Road, northeast, behind basketball court (10).
BS 46. St. Mathews Church/cemetery, northeast corner at foot of Poitier Bridge.
BS 47. Church St, south of Poitier Bridge (2).
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BS 52.Church and cemetery, South x Augusta.
BS 53. Roundabout east of Breezes Resort, Prospect Ridge Road.
BS 54. Pitt Road south of Boyd, at school (2).
BS 55. Ballou Hill Rd., east side, north of St. Agnes Church complex (2).
(56 photographs, 98 trees)



*Trees seen, but not photographed, in regional settings, April 201 9
**Qther e vidence of 2019 treesOwi UOOwH O OUOEOUUOwWOUT 1 UUz wxbE

Regionalizations (7)
Freedom Park/Fox HilRoad[36]
St. Agnes Churclip& U E O U z addngafyieidtyk[G1]
*Two, Lewis St., south of St. Agnes Church (2).
*Two, School Lane x Market St. (2).
*Two at Nassau x Meadow St. (2).
*Five others in Bain, southwest of St. Agnes Church (5).
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EasternSector(Mackayt East Bay/Eastern Road Fox Hill $ Bernard/Wulff Rd.) [28]
*Ten along Bernard west of Freedom Park (including 3 at church/cemetery and at St
Augustine College,)
*Five large along south side of East Bay St., between bridges and Harbar Bay Plaza
*Seven along bus route = Village Road- Wulff Road 1 Collins Ave.
**Qrchard Garden Hotel, off Village Road (3)
**Sijlk Cotton Cottage, south of Eastern, east of The Retreat Park.
**Silk Cotton Villas, south of Shirley Road, in Montague Heights
*Camperdown subdivision, east of Fox Hill Road.
Nassau Centr¢dGovt-RVH -BHS-hospitals) [22]
*One, Duke x Market, northeast grounds of Government House.
*Large one upon hill south of Shirley St. between Collins x Mount Royal.
**One, Ladies Medical Centre, on First Terrace
Northwest CoasfGambier Village to Cable Beach to Goodman Bay [15]
*One, Gambier Village, Douglas Street, southwest section of village.
*South, upslope behind Caves Heights subdivision (2).
*One, Bay Roc Resort
*One, Blue Water Resort
*Two young on golf courses, south of Bay St. (2)
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*One, north side road, east of Breezes, West BaytS
West Centra[10]
*Two in park at Nassau x Dean (2).
* Botanical Gardens, Chippingham Road (3)
*One at school on Farmington x Oakes Field.
*Two at Farmington x Maxwell Lane (2).
St Mathew Church and neaticinity [9]
*One in cemetery, St.Mathew Church.



Outliers , locations not in regional concentrations of trees [8]
*Behind Adderley Building, JFK Drive
*West of Adderley Bldg, on JFK Drive
**St. James Anglican Church, Adelaide Village (2)
**Old Fort Bay, gated subdivision (4)

Cultural Settings for Silk Cotton Trees (number of places, not number of trees)
10 Tourism (Hotels, Resorts, Forts)
09 Government (Police, Hospitals, Libraries, Museums)
06 Churches
05 Parks, Gardens
05 Educational institutions
04 Round-abouts, lining roadways
04 Residential subdivisions
03 Cemeteries

Toponyms /Businesses
Silk Cotton Drive
Cotton Tree Plaza, Bernard Road
Cotton Tree Convenience Store, Bernard Road

168total trees
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BS 3

BS 4b

BS 4a

BS5



BS 6 BS7

BS 8 BS 9



