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Kenneth Setzer joined 
Fairchild as a writer and editor with the 

to print and digital media. Setzer enjoys 
writing about natural and human history 

and is an enthusiastic photographer, with 
a particular fascination with fungi. His 

with a B.A. from Queens College, City 

from Florida International University.

Joyce Maschinski, Ph.D., 
is Fairchild’s conservation ecologist.
She leads the South Florida Conservation 
Team, which does both applied and 
theoretical research on rare plants of 
South Florida and the U.S. Caribbean.
She received her B.S. and master’s 
degrees at the University of Arizona
and her doctorate from Northern
Arizona University.

Georgia Tasker was the garden 
writer for The Miami Herald for more than 
30 years, and now writes and blogs for 
Fairchild. She has received the Garden’s 
highest honor, the Barbour Medal, and 
a lifetime achievement award from the 
Tropical Audubon Society. She is also an 
avid photographer, gardener and traveler. 
She graduated cum laude from Hanover 
College in Hanover, Indiana.

Cover
Phalaenopsis sp.

Come see this and many other
beautiful orchids in our newest
orchid exhibit: Orchid Odyssey

in the Simons Rainforest.
Photo by Kenneth Setzer/FTBG



The Strange Life of the 
STRANGLER FIG

Text and photos by Kenneth Setzer

From canopy dweller to massive tree,
with a reproductive cycle reliant on

both male and female wasps



THE TROPICAL GARDEN   54

omewhere, right now, a bird—maybe the ubiquitous 

vertebrates, deciding if it’s one of the many it considers 
edible. It swallows the fruit nearly whole, all in a split second. 
It’s a common occurrence, but also the beginning of a dramatic 
lifecycle happening all around us.

The fruit—really a false fruit called a syconium—is that of the 
 Ficus aurea. Ficus pollination involves a 

complex, perfectly timed and coordinated mutualism between 

bird must eventually deposit the remains of its meal, quite 

fertilizer, a Ficus seed that managed to survive avian digestion 
might germinate high up in the tree canopy. As the rain and sun 
signal the seed to grow, it sends out aerial roots to adhere to its 
supporting limb and embryonic leaves to begin photosynthesis; 
its life as an epiphyte has begun.

Ficus, which 
all may start out life this way—though many can germinate 
terrestrially and grow as freestanding trees. Those beginning 
as epiphytes use a tree for support, but do not directly draw 

the Ficus’s advantageous perch on high—an adaptation for 
gaining a foothold in a crowded, light-deprived forest, while 

When those same roots reach soil, they begin to penetrate it. The 
strangler is now a hemiepiphyte (having spent part of its lifecycle 
as an epiphyte). With resources from the soil now available, the 

tree now begins to suffer. The strangler is competing with 
it for precious sunlight, and with access to the ground, it’s 
competing for groundwater and soil nutrients, too. The strangler 

wood covering over the host, severely restricting its outward, 
secondary growth.

As in most aspects of the strangler’s life, reproduction, too, is 
unusual. Its syconium is a hollow ball containing hundreds 

Ficus

for its own reproductive cycle. A female wasp loaded with Ficus 
pollen enters the syconium through a tiny opening, the ostiole. 

PREVIOUS PAGE
Ficus subcordata

at Fairchild. Plot 28.
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The Ficus 

thus enclosing a young wasp within.

the syconium to mate with, which they do before the females 
even emerge from their respective gall.

By the time the female wasps have mated and are ready to emerge 
 

again, in an amazing orchestration of perfectly timed events.

This synchrony is indeed amazing, but equally so is the 
asynchronous fruiting within a community of Ficus trees. If all 
trees of a given species produced syconia simultaneously, the 

natal syconium. By staggering the production of syconia, the 
Ficus
available nearly year round for the creatures that depend on 

There are between 750 and 850 Ficus species in the world. 
Such numbers mean they are nothing if not adaptable—they 

shrubs and often as enormous trees throughout tropical and 
subtropical environments. The massive banyan tree—Ficus 
benghalensis
grow to form a forest of its own creation; the Great Banyan Tree 

largest banyan in the United States, in Lahaina, Maui, Hawaii—
under whose shade I once had the pleasure of watching the 
construction of Polynesian canoes.

Fairchild alone has 33 different Ficus entries in our living 

Ficus aurea that, at its last 
measurement in early 2014, reached 69 feet tall with a crown 
spread of 72 feet. Its original host, if the strangler began as an 
epiphyte, is long, long gone.

LEFT
The enormous Ficus aurea National 

69 feet tall with a 72-foot crown spread.


