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 Overview of eastern portion of Island Resources Foundation land in Fish Bay 2004

For more information, or to volunteer for future activities, please contact:

Gail Karlsson, 340 693-7679, gkarlsson@igc.org 

Kevel Lindsay, 917 385-9867, klindsay@irf.org
Bruce Potter, 202 265-9712, bpotter@irf.org
Project Rationale 

Many Fish Bay landowners are not aware that a large portion of the land surrounding the bay – approximately 44 acres starting to the right of Marina Drive near Arawak road and extending towards the dock at the far side of the bay – is owned by Island Resources Foundation as conservation land. 

Much of the area consists of wetlands that are essential for slowing and absorbing rainwater runoff from the surrounding steep hillsides and protecting the bay from sedimentation. Exploring the conservation land and providing people with cultural and scientific information about some of the trees they may pass there every day seemed like a good way to build community spirit and promote a conservation ethic in Fish Bay. 

Perhaps owners preparing for construction will be less quick to remove all the trees on their site if they are more aware of the names of the trees, as well as their historic, cultural, ecological and spiritual significance. Possibly also some paths with information about the trees could eventually be opened up for ecological education and low-impact community enjoyment of the area. 

Project Activities

(a) Background research on trees and ecological systems in the Virgin Islands, based on 

A Field Guide to Native Trees and Plants of East End St. John, Eleanor Gibney, 2004

Remarkable Big Trees in the US Virgin Islands, Robert Nicholls, 2006

Island Peak to Coral Reef, Toni Thomas and Barry Devine, 2005

Common Trees of Puerto Rico and the Virgin Islands, Little and Wadsworth, 1964

(b) Collection and comparison of aerial photos and maps;

(c) Exploration by foot around the boundaries of the IRF land, along Marina Drive and the shoreline, across the low mangrove areas, and along the channel of the Battery Gut that crosses Marina Drive under the one-lane bridge. Trees of particular interest were photographed and then identified with the assistance of Eleanor Gibney. GPS coordinates were also taken to determine some of the locations where particular types of trees were found.   

Project Observations
Some of the IRF land is difficult to penetrate because the trees are densely packed or overgrown with thorny vines. The project therefore focused on identifying some of largest trees that are easiest for Fish Bay owners and visitors to see – along the road, the shoreline, and the gut (the stream bed that drains water from the surrounding hillsides and carries it through the wetland area into the bay). 

There are many other culturally and environmentally important types of trees and plants within the Fish Bay conservation land and surrounding areas besides the ones profiled in this report. The current project could well be followed up with further study and exploration of the flat land, additional research and public information about the biodiversity and ecology of the area, and expanded access through the land by clearing of low-impact paths.     

The main gut is called Battery Gut and runs under the one-lane bridge across Marina Drive. The gut was completely dry during the period of exploration due to very dry weather. However, during periods of heavy rains, the water in the gut has cut a deep channel through the flat land. It does not appear from the aerial photos that there has been any significant change in the path of the gut in connection with residential development of the area starting in the 1980s, though it does seem that sediments have built up the area where the gut flows to the bay. Salty pond bed areas appear in different spots and sizes on the eastern side of the bay, but variations may be seasonal rather than reflecting long-term changes.
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When the Battery Gut is dry, it provides a pathway through the flat land towards the edge of the bay. In periods of heavy rain, it becomes a torrent, carrying runoff from the large, steep watershed area surrounding the bay, all the way from the Centerline Road and beyond. In the heavy rains of 2003, the water in the gut over-flowed the bridge and also flooded a section of Marina Drive further down. In times of heavy flow, the sediments and pollutants carried in the runoff water are deposited in the wetlands surrounding the bay, and/or projected far out into the bay.   

The fresh water from the gut seems to support a fairly dense area of large trees. Just west of the one-lane bridge, there is a large sandbox tree, and near that, closer to the road is a large gri-gri. Somewhat further along the bay side of the streambed there are examples of large pig’s turd trees and a hog plum. Closer to the bay, there are some large gri-gris and water mampoo, then along the edge of the bay where the land is saltier, there are mahoes and red mangroves. 

Along Marina Drive, in the forested section of the IRF land near the gut and farthest from the bay, there are examples of a number of the important species highlighted in Nicholls’ Remarkable Big Trees book, including tamarind, gri-gri, water mampoo, sandbox, and genip; all of  these have been viewed at times as ‘spirit trees’ by West Indians – “not only providers of wood, food and other products, but also as mediators between human society and spiritual and ancestral realms.” (p.5)  

“Not only trees, but belief systems crossed the Atlantic from Africa. As a result, a number of Caribbean tree species not found in Africa, including the West Indian locust, West Indian cedar, sandbox, tropical almond, mampoo, genip and gri-gri trees, acquired reputations as spirit trees.” (p.89)  “Large boles, buttress roots, and caves formed by protruding roots are all indications that spirit trees are seen as jumbie abodes.” (p.92) ‘As commonly understood by Virgin Islanders, the term ‘jumbie’ refers primarily to a ghost, but it also reflects African ideas of animistic spirits that occupy natural phenomena.” (p.94) 

[image: image5.jpg]


    [image: image6.jpg]



Tamarind at corner past one-lane bridge              Gri-gri by Arawak and Marina Drive

Big trees have also had cultural significance as boundary markers, landmarks, shady areas for open markets, and spaces for political and community assemblies. Eleanor Gibney said that during the 20th century the large, old trees probably provided shade for cattle while the rest of the land was used for grazing. She reported that the cattle census of 1934 showed Anna Marsh kept 22 head of cattle there, but that the cows were probably gone by about 1940. In the colonial era, there were cotton plantations in the Fish Bay area, so much of the land was cleared of native trees at that time. However, Eleanor emphasized that until recently the hillside vegetation around Fish Bay was some of the least disturbed on St. john, with an abundance of rare and threatened species.          

Somewhat past the one-lane bridge (going away from town) on the eastern side of the flat land, there is a long stretch of road skirting the edge of a wetland area that is mostly covered with black mangroves. The land here is salty and appears to have been flooded at times by water coming in from the bay. There is little vegetation in the salty, dried up pond beds besides black mangroves, which can tolerate salty or brackish water. Closer to the shoreline there are red mangroves ringing the edge of the bay. 

It is critical to preserve the mangroves, as their roots filter storm water and collect silt, thereby helping to prevent erosion and runoff of sediments and pollutants into the bay during periods of heavy rain. This should be considered as a high priority for private landowners as well as Island Resources Foundation.
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                                         IRF mangrove area and adjoining land 2007

Profiles of Selected Trees

Black mangrove (Avicennia germinans)
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Much of the southeast portion of the IRF land is covered with black mangrove trees. 

From Thomas and Devine: “Mangrove evergreen tree and shrub species grow in coastal habitats that are semi-permanently, seasonally or tidally flooded by seawater. Mangrove communities are found throughout tropical and subtropical regions of the world where the air temperature is between about 66 and 107 degrees F and water temperatures are above 75 degrees F in the warmest month” (p.110)  “Mangrove species are halophytes (salt-loving) plants that thrive in salty conditions not tolerated by other plants.” (p.114) “Glands on the leaf surface excrete excess salt.” (p.115)

From Little and Wadsworth: “Often numerous fleshy pencil-like projections (pneumatophores) rise vertically from the long horizontal roots in the mud under a tree, perhaps aiding in bringing air to the roots. Masses of roots ½ to 1 ½ feet long sometimes hang in the air from the upper part of large trunks…This species seems more hardy than the other 3 kinds of mangroves, to which it is not related. …The advancing thickets of mangroves with networks of roots collect and hold silt, thus building up the shores.” (p.476)

Genip (Melicoccus bijugatus)
There are many genip trees on the IRF land clearly visible from the road and within the dense, wooded area. 
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From Nicholls: “The genip tree is native to Guyana, Venezuela, and Margarita Island (located in the southern Caribbean Sea). It was introduced to the Virgin Islands many years ago, later escaped, and is now naturalized and ubiquitous throughout the USVI. Its abundant fruit is borne in clusters that are easily accessible and popular to eat.” (p.115)    

From Little and Wadsworth: “This is a medium-sized deciduous tree up to 60 feet high and 1 ½ feet in diameter or larger, with a spreading crown of dense foliage. …The trees are grown for shade and ornament as well as for the fruit and wood. An intoxicating beverage has been prepared from the fermented juice….Immature fruits contain a blue-black juice which produces a lasting or indelible stain. It has been used as a dye and by the Indians in tattooing and in painting themselves as protection against insect bites.” (p.512)

Gri-gri  (Bucida buceras, also known as black olive)

These are the largest trees in the Fish Bay area. There are many large ones along Marina Drive and in the dense wooded areas of the IRF conservation land. 
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From Nicholls: “The gri-gri tree has a rough stippled bark with protuberances, and it can grow to be a dominant tree with a singular presence. It is one of the large native trees that used to grow in the forests of the Virgin Islands….It develops a full crown with small, rounded leaves in clusters.” (p.114)  “Just as a number of trees in the Caribbean may have reminded incoming Africans of trees that they knew in Africa, so were they also ascribed with the same characteristics. This may be the case with the gri-gri tree….In 1843, Clarke reported that the Krio in Sierra Leone had a ‘Melley’ or ‘gris-gris tree….The Bucida buceras is not found in Sierra Leone, but it is probably similar to the Melley tree.” (p.90)    

From Little and Wadsworth: “The wood is very hard, very heavy, very strong , tough and moderately fine-textured….resistant to attack by dry-wood termites….this valuable timber is used locally in carts, gates, fences, and rural construction….marine piling…house posts, bridge timbers and charcoal.” (p.388)

Hog plum (Spondias mombin)

There was only one of these trees identified during the project exploration. It was a very large tree next to the gut bed, on the bay side, not far from where Marina Drive meets Arawak Drive. The water flow from when the gut was running deep and fast had undermined its roots.
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From Little and Wadsworth: “The trees are planted as living fence posts, and for shade and ornament, being readily propagated by cuttings and fast growing when not in deep shade. The fruits can be eaten, though inferior to the smaller fruits of purple mombin, and serve to fatten hogs and cattle….Range – Throughout West Indies except Bahamas and from southern Mexico to Peru and Brazil, in part cultivated or naturalized.” (p. 294)    

Maho  (Thespesia populnea)

The area along and just back from the shoreline of Fish Bay is filled with numerous maho trees. 
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From Little and Wadsworth: “This tree or shrub of coastal woods, also planted for ornament and shade, is characterized by large bell-shaped flowers 2 inches long and broad, with 5 overlapping petals, pale yellow but turning to purple. …An evergreen tree to 30 feet in height, and 8 inches in trunk diameter with dense crown, the lower branches of crowded plants forming dense thickets. The bark is gray and slightly fissured, becoming thick and rough. …Rope has been made from the tough fibrous bark….this tree is a host of the cotton stainer, a red insect that stains the fibers of growing cotton, and is eradicated in West Indian islands where cotton is an important crop….Widely distributed on tropical shores, believed to be native to the Old World tropics and planted and naturalized elsewhere.” (p.330)

Pig turd  (Andira inermis)

Other common names for this in the Virgin Islands are hog turd, dog almond, dog plum and false mahogany. The name ‘pig turd’ refers to the appearance of its seed pods. There are a number of these along the gut bed and Marina Drive. 
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From Little and Wadsworth: “This attractive tree is easily recognized in flower by the showy masses of pink to purple pea-shaped flowers 7/16 inch long. Other distinguishing characters are: the rough light gray bark, which has an unpleasant cabbage-like odor when cut; alternate pinnate leaves…and the distinctive stalked elliptic or egg-shaped green pod 1-1½  inches or more in length, containing 1 poisonous seed and not splitting open….The thick pods (drupes) are slightly fleshy outside and hard within, weighing about 20 to the pound. …Formerly and potentially for high-grade furniture and cabinetwork …the wood is now utilized chiefly for posts and poles because of the small dimensions available. Uses elsewhere are fancy turned items including billiard-cue butts, umbrella handles, and canes….The bark and seeds, reportedly poisonous and in large doses causing death, have been employed in other places as a vermifuge, purgative and narcotic….the flowers are much visited by honey bees….” (p. 188 -190)  

Red mangrove  ((Rhizophora mangle)

Much of the shore along the eastern edge of Fish Bay is lined with red mangroves whose roots extend out into the bay. Egrets and herons are often seen roosting in the mangroves, along with pelicans and other indigenous and migratory birds. 
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From Thomas and Devine: “Red mangrove grows at the water’s edge and in the tidal zone where soil salinities range from 60 to 65 parts per thousand 9ppt). Black mangrove is most tolerant of highly saline soil (90 ppt); however unlike the red mangrove, its roots cannot tolerate being constantly submerged so it grows in drier areas. (p. 111)  “Elaborate aerial prop root structures allow plants to exchange oxygen in a waterlogged environment. …Salt is filtered out at the root surface. Salt water is not taken internally by the plant. This occurs because transpiration at the leaf surface creates negative pressure, or a type of reverse osmosis, in the xylem of a plant’s vascular system….” (p.114)

Sandbox  (Hura crepitans, or monkey-no-climb)

There are several sandbox trees growing next to the bed of the gut. The largest one is visible looking to the west (back towards town) from the one-lane bridge.
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From Nicholls: “The favorite location of a sandbox tree, a native to the Virgin Islands, is next to a flowing stream or an active gut where it can grow tall and develop dense foliage. …In the Virgin Islands, this tree is popularly known as ‘monkey-no-climb’ because the trunk has large protruding thorns; however, it is also called ‘monkey pistol’ because the pods pop like a gun when they expand in the heat.” (p.114) 

From Little and Wadsworth: “The English name sandbox and the French name sablier refer to the early use of the hollowed-out shell of immature seed capsules to hold sand, employed in blotting ink before blotters came into use.” (p. 278)  “Formerly, Amerindians hollowed dugout canoes from large sandbox trunks. The Reverend Ignatius Scoles (1885) says that the sandbox tree is also known as the ‘sandbox jumbie tree’…Veronica Gordon (2001) says of the sandbox: ‘There are spirits in there, it provides housing for spirits, but they don’t want people. That’s why the tree has prickles, you can’t touch it.” (p.91)

Tamarind  (Tamarindus indica) 

One of the most interesting trees along Marina Drive is the big old tamarind not far past the one-lane bridge going away from town. Its strange lumpy appearance is probably due to being ‘pollarded’ or having its branches cut off for use in making charcoal. It certainly looks like there are some spirits living in there. 

[image: image26.jpg]


   [image: image27.jpg]



From Nicholls: “According to J. C. Loudon in the Encyclopedia of Gardening (1822), the tamarind tree was first brought to Barbados in 1647. Although it is an introduced species in the Virgin Islands, it has been here for three and a half centuries….It produces velvety reddish seed pods…that can be eaten raw or prepared in many ways….Switches of pliable tamarind branches were once plaited and made into whips” (p.111-112)  “…many of the older generation of Virgin Islanders talk about tamarinds as spirit trees. Some recall warnings not to go under them at night in case a jumbie might follow them home. (p.102)

Water mampoo  (Pisonia subcordata or loblolly)

There are a number of these large and interesting indigenous trees within the conservation land area, though few are right next to the road. The one in the photo is back a bit from the road close to the stretch of mangroves running along Marina Drive past the one-lane bridge, going away from town.  

From Nicholls: “It is highly tolerant to salt and is most often found on dry grassy banks or coastal beaches where it provides welcome shade. It has a distinctive appearance, typically with a short, light-gray bole that divides into multiple stems from 1 to 3 feet above ground level.” (p. 115)  “Black mampoo and especially water mampoo trees are noted for their bulbous above-ground roots, Large boles, buttress roots and caves formed by protruding roots are all indications that spirit trees are seen as jumbie abodes. As a consequence, the water mampoo or loblolly is another tree designated as a jumbie tree in the Virgin Islands.” (p.92)
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