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Introduction
Saint Kitts and Nevis, the smallest sovereign nation in the Western Hemisphere,
captivates not only with its picturesque beaches and volcanic peaks but also with a
botanical wealth that belies its modest landmass. The twin-island federation, nestled
in the heart of the Lesser Antilles, is home to a fascinating array of native plants
shaped by millions of years of geological evolution, climatic shifts, and the interaction
of human communities with the natural world. These native plants form the very
backbone of the islands’ terrestrial ecosystems, weaving together stunning landscapes
from lush rainforest-cloaked mountains to breezy coastal zones.

The flora of Saint Kitts and Nevis is an intricate tapestry of diversity, comprising
species that have endured the test of time since the earliest volcanic formations and
others that have arrived more recently through natural dispersal. While over 900 plant
species have been catalogued across the two islands, a significant number is believed
to be native, including unique endemics that occur nowhere else on the globe. Species
like the fern Asplenium malcolm-smithii, found only on the slopes of Mount Liamuiga,
and notable lichens endemic to the region, underscore the country’s global
conservation importance.

Cultural, historical, and ecological narratives are intimately intertwined with the native
plants of the islands. For centuries, local communities have depended on these plants
for sustenance, healing, building materials, and artistic inspiration. Traditional
knowledge has preserved a wealth of uses for wild plants—ranging from teas brewed
to soothe fevers, to fibrous leaves woven into baskets, and fragrant woods carved into
cherished artifacts. The continued vitality of this heritage remains deeply tied to the
health and diversity of native ecosystems.

Yet, this botanical legacy faces growing threats in the modern age. Habitat
fragmentation, invasive species, climate change, and unsustainable development
increasingly imperil delicate plant communities. Forests retreat under pressure from
agricultural expansion; coastal and mangrove vegetation is at risk from changing land
use and rising sea levels. Despite these challenges, the people of Saint Kitts and Nevis
have demonstrated a strong commitment to conservation, evident in both legal
frameworks and grassroots efforts aimed at safeguarding this irreplaceable natural
heritage.

This book, Native Plants of Saint Kitts and Nevis: A Guide to the Native Plants of Saint
Kitts and Nevis, seeks to illuminate the islands’ remarkable plant diversity for
residents, visitors, scholars, and future generations. Each chapter explores different
aspects of the islands’ flora, from its ecological zones and primary plant communities
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to species of special concern, their cultural significance, and ongoing conservation
work. By delving into not only the beauty but also the functions and stories of these
plants, we hope to foster a sense of wonder and stewardship essential for their
survival.

As you journey through these pages, you will encounter towering trees, delicate ferns,
hardy coastal species, and vibrant flowering plants, each with a story rooted in the
land and culture of Saint Kitts and Nevis. Whether your interest is scientific, practical,
or simply sparked by a love of nature, this guide will deepen your appreciation for the
plants that help define and sustain these remarkable Caribbean islands.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

CHAPTER ONE: The Islands of Saint Kitts and Nevis:
Geography and Environment
Nestled in the northern part of the Lesser Antilles archipelago, where the Caribbean
Sea meets the Atlantic Ocean, lie the two islands that form the Federation of Saint
Kitts and Nevis. These verdant gems, Saint Kitts being the larger and Nevis its slightly
smaller sibling, are separated by a shallow channel known as The Narrows. Measuring
just about three kilometers at its narrowest point, this strait is a significant
geographical feature, influencing everything from currents to historical travel between
the islands.

Saint Kitts, the larger island, sprawls across approximately 168 to 180 square
kilometers, while Nevis covers about 93 square kilometers, making the entire nation a
relatively compact 261 to 270 square kilometers in total. To put that in perspective,
the whole country is roughly one and a half times the size of Washington, D.C., or
about the size of San Antonio, Texas. It's a place where you can traverse dramatically
different landscapes in a relatively short drive, a fact that profoundly shapes the
diversity of its plant life.

The topography of Saint Kitts is often described as resembling a guitar or an oval with
a southeastern handle. A prominent central mountain range forms the backbone of the
main part of the island, running from the southeast towards the northwest. This range
includes several distinct sections: the Southern Range, the Middle Range, and the
Central Northwest Range. Dominating the northwestern end is Mount Liamuiga, the
highest peak on the island and in the entire federation, reaching an elevation of 1,156
meters (about 3,793 feet). This towering stratovolcano, formerly known as Mount
Misery (a name changed to reflect independence), features a distinct summit crater,
about a kilometer wide, which sometimes holds a shallow lake.

South of the main mountain ranges on Saint Kitts lies a flatter, narrower neck of land
that extends into the Southeast Peninsula. This area presents a stark contrast to the
lush mountains, characterized by lower, rounded hills, flatlands, and salt ponds. The
highest point here, St. Anthony's Peak, only reaches about 319 meters. Until an all-
weather road was built in the 1990s, accessing this part of the island was more
challenging, contributing to its less developed nature compared to the main body of
Saint Kitts.

Nevis, the smaller sister island, has a more distinctly conical shape, largely defined by
the imposing Nevis Peak at its center. This potentially active stratovolcano rises to 985
meters (about 3,232 feet) and is the highest point on the island. While Nevis Peak is
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the dominant feature, the island also has other subsidiary peaks like Round Hill to the
north and Saddle Hill to the south. Unlike Saint Kitts' elongated form, Nevis is more
roughly circular.

The geological story of Saint Kitts and Nevis is one of fire and ocean. The islands are
integral parts of the Lesser Antilles volcanic arc, a chain born from the dramatic
process of the Atlantic Plate subducting beneath the Caribbean Plate. Essentially, they
are the exposed summits of a submerged mountain range that marks the eastern
edge of the Caribbean Tectonic Plate. Geologically, these islands are considered quite
young, with their formation beginning probably less than 50 million years ago during
the Miocene era. Volcanic activity has shaped their rugged terrain, composed primarily
of volcanic rocks like andesite and dacite. Nevis is slightly younger than Saint Kitts,
with its formation starting around 3.45 million years ago. While the volcanoes are
currently considered dormant, the presence of hot springs and seismic activity serves
as a reminder of their fiery past and potential.

The volcanic origins have blessed the islands with soils that are generally fertile.
However, the specific characteristics of the soil vary depending on the parent volcanic
material, the extent of weathering, and location. On Saint Kitts, soils tend to be sandy
loam, particularly on the gentler lower slopes. The Southeast Peninsula, with its older
volcanic rock, features a "shoal" soil, which is more clayey and can be challenging for
agriculture, sometimes underlain by a silica pan that limits water infiltration. Nevis, in
contrast, is generally characterized by clayey soils, often studded with volcanic
boulders, especially in the lowlands. Despite these differences, the rich volcanic
material provides a strong foundation for the diverse plant life.

The climate of Saint Kitts and Nevis is typically tropical marine, meaning it's warm and
humid year-round, generously tempered by the steady northeast trade winds. These
constant breezes help to moderate the heat and humidity, making conditions more
comfortable than they might otherwise be in a tropical zone. Average temperatures
hover around 27°C (about 80°F), with only small variations between the warmer
summer months and the slightly cooler period from December to February. Significant
drops in temperature are typically only experienced at higher elevations.

Rainfall is a critical element shaping the islands' vegetation, and its distribution is far
from uniform. While both islands experience distinct wet and dry seasons, the amount
of precipitation is strongly influenced by altitude, a phenomenon known as orographic
rainfall. The wet season generally runs from May or July through November or
December, with the driest period typically from January to April. During the wet
season, monthly rainfall can reach significant levels.

The mountainous interiors, particularly the higher slopes of Mount Liamuiga on Saint
Kitts and Nevis Peak on Nevis, receive substantially more rainfall than the coastal
areas. On Saint Kitts, annual rainfall in the central mountains can range from 2,500 to
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4,000 mm, while coastal areas might receive a more modest 1,016 to 1,600 mm. The
Southeast Peninsula of Saint Kitts is notably drier, with annual precipitation sometimes
as low as 864 mm in certain bays. Nevis generally receives less rainfall than Saint
Kitts, with an average annual precipitation of around 1,170 to 1,199 mm. This
variation in rainfall, driven by topography and prevailing winds, creates a mosaic of
climatic conditions across the islands.

These rainfall patterns also dictate the flow of rivers and the availability of freshwater.
Numerous rivers and ghauts (gullies or ravines) descend from the mountains, carrying
water towards the coasts. However, many of these waterways are seasonal, their flow
diminishing or stopping entirely during the drier months. The islands rely on both
surface water captured from rainfall and groundwater resources for their water supply.

The interplay of volcanic geology, mountainous terrain, and tropical climate has
resulted in a diverse environment that supports different vegetation communities.
Broadly speaking, the islands fall within two terrestrial ecoregions: the Leeward
Islands moist forests, found predominantly in the wetter, higher elevation areas, and
the Leeward Islands dry forests, characteristic of the drier coastal and lowland zones.
This geographical and environmental foundation provides the stage upon which the
rich tapestry of native plant life in Saint Kitts and Nevis unfolds.
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