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Plant Guide


Dwarf Palmetto 
Sabal minor (Jacq.) Pers.
Plant Symbol = SAMI8
Contributed by: USDA NRCS National Plants Data Team, Davis, California and the Mississippi Choctaw Tribal Field Office Choctaw, Mississippi
[bookmark: _GoBack][image: C:\Documents and Settings\timothy.oakes\Desktop\Sabal Minor small palmetto\IM000837.JPG]

Figure 1.  Sabal minor with fruits.  Photo by Timothy Oakes.
Alternate Names
Bush palmetto, little blue stem palmetto, latania, latanier,
swamp palmetto
Uses 
Cultural: Dwarf palmetto was an important medicine to the Houma, who dug the small roots to treat multiple ailments. The juice was rubbed on the eyes to alleviate soreness, while a decoction of the dried roots taken internally corrected high blood pressure and relieved kidney problems (Speck 1941). 

Parts of dwarf palmetto are edible. The slender panicles of small berries arch over beyond the leaves, easy picking for the gatherer. Probably the Catawba, Cusabo, Guale, Seminole, Timucua, and Yamasee ate these berries along the Atlantic coast (Small 1922). When baked, root slices formed a type of bread for the Houma (Speck 1941). Early European botanical explorers used the soft interior of the stem as a survival food as Bartram remarked: “….the small palmetto or chamaerops yields a small white bud no larger than one’s finger, which is eaten by men, bears, and horses in case of great need….” (Stork 1881). 
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Figure 2. Houma blowgun wrapped in palmetto (Sabal minor) and darts. Photograph by and courtesy of Thomas A. Wintz, Jr.

The Houma made a blowgun of two grooved half-round cypress rods wrapped with woven palmetto strips   (Figure 2) (Kniffen et al. 1987). The house structures of the Houma, Choctaw, Chitimacha and other tribes were thatched with overlapping dwarf palmetto leaves which shed the rain and insulated the homes (Figure 3).(Stork 1881; Swanton 1946; 2001). Walls were also lined with the leaves. 
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Figure 3. Houma Indians on the Lower Bayou Lafourche, Louisiana. The house roof is thatched with palmetto, probably Sabal minor. Photograph by John R. Swanton, 1907. Courtesy of the Smithsonian Institution National Anthropological Archives.

Palmetto houses of Indian design were quickly adopted by the European newcomers and widely built, even up into the early 1950s (Kniffen et al. 1987). The leaves also provided a durable thatch for barns and outhouses (Porcher 1991). Kniffen et al. (1987:160-161) describe how a trap made of shredded palmetto fronds and attached to a wooden base was used by Louisiana tribes to capture drill conchs: “The traps are weighted with four or five vacant conch shells and sunk in oyster beds. The shellfish attach themselves to the traps when they come to eat oysters. The traps full of conchs are pulled up and left on shore, where the stranded conchs soon die.”  Conch shells were valuable and crafted into gouges, adzes, scrapers, and dippers used like ladles for scooping up and imbibing liquids from pots in sacred rituals. 

Dwarf palmetto leaves are part of a unique palmetto basketry tradition of the Houma of Louisiana and Choctaw of Louisiana and Mississippi (Figure 4) (Thomas A. Colvin pers. comm. 2012; LeBlanc 1982). Called the “heart” by contemporary weavers, the palmetto leaf is harvested in the shoot stage, before it opens up into a fan (Lee and Gregory 2002:58). The shoots are hung up to dry for months, then separated into strips—and sorted by width and loosely tied together for later use. 
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Figure 4.  Marie Dean, Houma, making a basket of dwarf palmetto. After plaiting long coils of palmetto, she sews them using the basketry coil method. Louisiana Folklife Festival, 1991. Courtesy of the Louisiana Folklife Program.

They are dampened before being used (Figure 5). Today palmetto hearts are sometimes dried in a hot car or the attic (Lee and Gregory 2002). “The Houma Indians work most often in a rather wide five-strand braid made from unopened palmetto leaves which have been dried and stripped. Their objects are hand sewn with brightly-colored thread” (LeBlanc 1982). In addition to baskets, they make hats, brooms, placemats, Christmas ornaments, and dolls (Figure 6) (LeBlanc 1982). The Houma harvest Spanish moss from the limbs of live oaks to make the hair of dolls, and cut the shoots of dwarf palmettos in the oak understory to make the rest of the doll.
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Figure 5.  The dried palmetto must be kept wet to be pliable enough to weave. Photograph by and courtesy of Maida Owens.
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Figure 6. Bill Tippet, Anglo American of Port Allen made the top floor broom and the small cobweb broom on the bottom using broom corn that he grows. The dwarf palmetto broom in the middle was made by Antoine Billiot of Dulac, Houma. Photograph by and courtesy of Thomas A. Wintz Jr.

Early immigrants to Louisiana, the Spanish and Acadians (French colonists), made palmetto hats, fans, and other crafts, perhaps taught to work with palmetto by the Indians (du Pratz 1975; LeBlanc 1982; Porcher 1991). There are still a handful of Acadian weavers using palmetto for baskets, hats, place mats and purses, but the baskets and other items they make differ significantly from those of the Houma. Elvina Kidder a prominent Acadian palmetto weaver in the 1940s stated that palmetto gathered in August to February was stronger than that gathered in the early spring. Furthermore, her father advised her “never to cut the palmetto on the declining moon as it was not strong enough then” (LeBlanc 1982). 

Wildlife: Dwarf palmetto is pollinated by insects such as wasps and large native bees (Xylocopa spp.) (Ramp 1989). The palm is associated with eastern woodrat (Neotoma floridana) nest sites in southeastern North Carolina (Wilson 1999). The plant provides cover for wasps and rattlesnakes. Seasonally flooded hardwood bottom swamp forest with dwarf palmetto is extremely important habitat for southern spotted turtles (Clemmys guttata) (Litzgus and Mousseau 2004). Riparian habitat dominated by bald cypresses, sycamores and dwarf palmettos is important habitat for western cottonmouths (Agkistrodon piscivorus leucostoma) in central Texas (Rose et al 2010). The threatened Louisiana black bear (Ursus americanus luteolus) feeds on the berries of dwarf palmetto as does the raccoon (Procyon lotor) and they are important dispersers of the seeds (Benson and Chamberlain 2006; Maehr and Brady 1984 cited in Zona 1990). Many kinds of birds also eat the fleshy fruits including mockingbirds (Mimus polyglottos), robins (Turdus migratorius), myrtle warblers (Dendroica coronata), fish crows (Corvus ossifragus) red-bellied woodpeckers (Centurus carolinus) and pileated woodpeckers (Drycopus pileatus) and they may also play an important role in seed dispersal (Martin et al. 1951). This plant is reported to be grazed by cattle. 
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Status
Please consult the PLANTS Web site and your State Department of Natural Resources for this plant’s current status (e.g., threatened or endangered species, state noxious status, and wetland indicator values).
Weediness
This plant may become weedy in some regions or habitats and may displace desirable vegetation if not properly managed.  Please consult with your local NRCS Field Office, Cooperative Extension Service office, state natural resource, or state agriculture department regarding its status and use.  Weed information is also available from the PLANTS Web site at http://plants.usda.gov/.  Please consult the Related Web Sites on the Plant Profile for this species for further information.

Description
General: A member of the palm family (Arecaceae), dwarf palmetto is a small shrub-like palm almost always with a subterranean trunk, but rarely to between 0.5 and 2 m in height with great variability in stature (Ramp 1989). The 4-10 leaves are dark green with no fibers between segments (Zona 2000). The ends of the leaves are pointed and sharp and the petioles are unarmed (Ramp 1989). The fragrant inflorescence is erect with 2 orders of branching with an open and simple appearance and the individual cream-colored flowers have 3 petals and usually 6 stamens (Ramp 1989; Zona 1990). The one-seeded black fruit is a spherical to oblate drupe that is small, from 6.2 to 8.5 mm, and with a thin, dry pericarp (Ramp 1989; 
Zona 1990).

Related Species: There is one hybrid from Texas, S. x brazoriensis which is probably the offspring of S. minor and S. palmetto (Goldman et al. 2011).

Distribution: Dwarf palmetto is more widespread than any other Sabal species in the United States and is found from central Florida to eastern North Carolina, west to Oklahoma and central Texas, from 5 to 800 meters and a disjunct population was discovered in the Sierra Madre Oriental in Nuevo León, Mexico (Zona 2000; Goldman 1999).  

Habitat: Botanist John K. Small (1922:167) wrote that “The dwarf-palmetto is a beautiful palm in its native haunts.” The palm is found along the Atlantic and Gulf coastal plains in oxygen-limited backwater swamps, floodplains and banks of rivers and streams, alluvial forests, moist beaches and into mesic and drier mixed hardwood and prairie communities further from the coast in west-central Texas (Tripp and Dexter 2006; Zona 1997; and Zona 2000). It is considered one of the hardiest palms, being able to handle marked differences in soil moisture in various habitats such as ridge-swale systems in coastal forests and cold temperatures (Touchette et al. 2012).


Adaptation
Dwarf palmetto is fire-adapted with a protect, subterranean stem. 

Establishment
Dwarf palmetto is easy to grow and can be cultivated in a wide variety of soils with medium drainage and fertility in both moist and fairly dry areas (Rogers and Rogers 1991). It has a slow to moderate growth rate and is light tolerant (Batson 1984). 

Seeds: May be easily propagated as fresh seeds germinate readily. Transplant seedlings the following year.

Transplanting: It is best to transplant in June or July. Water frequently until the plant shows growth to ensure proper establishment of the root system.

Management
Fire probably favors dwarf palmetto growth by removing competition. 
Control
Please contact your local agricultural extension specialist or county weed specialist to learn what works best in your area and how to use it safely.  Always read label and safety instructions for each control method.  Trade names and control measures appear in this document only to provide specific information.  USDA NRCS does not guarantee or warranty the products and control methods named, and other products may be equally effective.

Cultivars, Improved, and Selected Materials (and area of origin)
These plant materials are available from commercial sources. Contact your local Natural Resources Conservation Service office for more information.
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