WHAT CAN WE DO WITH
SWEET BAY MAGNOLIA?

J. C. McDaniel

Magnolia virginiana L. is probably the most numerous species of
the genus in the wild in America today, and there are many things we
can do with it. I'll list several categories, then give some details of
botanical and horticultural work possible with the Sweet Bay.

I. We can use it effectively in the landscape.
II. We can better define and classify its natural variations.
I1I. We can make fertile hybrids between northern and southern
varieties.
IV. We can select distinctive cultivars for propagation, both in
varieties and in hybrids.
V. We can get decorative F, hybrids between Sweet Bay and several
other species.
VI. By introgressive hybridization we can introduce Sweet Bay genes
to other species, particularly M. grandiflora.

I. Landscape use. On our tour later this afternoon, look at the
smaller leaved evergreen magnolia at the Joe Kirkpatrick place, east
of his main house. It may be the largest Sweet Bay tree some of our
members have ever seen, who are familiar only with the northern
variety of the species M. virginiana var. virginiana. Kirkpatrick’s is
one of the finest specimens of the southern variety, M. virginiana var.
australis Sarg. in cultivation around Memphis. This variety was
described botanically only 49 years ago.

Though some cultivated trees of it have proved hardy up in Illinois
and northern Pennsylvania, the most northern wild trees of var.
australis 1 have located are in two Tennessee counties and one in
western North Carolina. Primarily a native of the Southern Atlantic
and Gulf Coastal Plains, south to the Florida Everglades and west
into east Texas, it co-occupies a small part of the range of the
northern M. virginiana var. virginiana. Both are found, sometimes
side by side, in wet woodlands of eastern Georgia. But from southern
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South Carolina up the coast to New York’s Staten Island, and
discontinuously in Massachusetts, only the northern variety appears
to be native, by my observation.

I differ somewhat in my description and delimitation of the
varieties, both from Sargent and from his Harvard colleague M. F.
Fernald, who in 1950 included southeast Virginia in the var. australis
range. I think Sargent had already listed it farther north than it
actually ranges when he placed some specimens in the Cape Fear
region around Wilmington, North Carolina. I surveyed that area in
June 1966 and around Wilmington I could find only a form of the
northern variety. While it had pubescent young branchlets and flower
pedicels and peduncles, its flowers had the odor, the yellow pollen
color, the early season and hour of flowering, and the loss of last
year’s leaves by flowering time, which to my mind put them in var.
virginiana.

II. A better definition of the natural varieties. Sargent, unfor-
tunately, chose no type specimen for his var. australis, and about the
only distinctions he gave were to describe it as a larger tree, retaining
green leaves until spring and with pubescence remaining during the
first season on its branchlets, pedicels, etc. A tree it often or usually
is, but not always. Pubescence is found also on branchlets, pedicels
and peduncles of many cultivated var. virginiana plants, and on those
wild in much of the eastern Carolinas, while it is relatively scarce on
var. australis plants from central to southern Florida while they are
in the juvenile condition. (Seedlings of the latter population do
become pubescent on the internodes below their flowers.) As to
evergreen leaves, that character too is variable. Young plants or
suckers of the northern variety, or very sheltered older plants, can
hold some green leaves until spring. But out in Texas and western
Louisiana, many or most of the southern Sweet Bays native there are
largely defoliated by Christmas. (I found some exceptions.) Through
Mississippi, Alabama and Georgia to northern Florida, “semi-
evergreen” would better describe the majority of wild Sweet Bays. But
go to the flowers of living specimens, and you can nearly always
separate the northern and southern varieties. I have observed many
clones flowering in habitat, or collected in the wild, from North
Carolina to Florida and Texas, and find the following invariable or
consistent differences:

1. Flowers of the southern variety open later in the day, and usually
later in the season.
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2. Flowers of the southern variety usually open more abruptly.

3. The fragrance of the southern variety is more intense, and more
citrus-like.

4. Flowers of the southern variety have paler anthers, and pale,
almost white pollen, compared with butter-yellow in the northern.

5. The southern variety is highly self-sterile (within a clone) if not
absolutely so. Northern variety plants are generally self-fruitful.

6. The stigmas generally abscis more quickly on the southern
variety flowers.

7. Fruits usually take longer to mature on the southern variety
(80-90 days, versus about 60 days on the northern), but there are
some exceptionally early-maturing var. australis trees in west
Tennessee (wild at Bethel Springs and cultivated in Jackson at
Riverside Cemetery and the Parkview Baptist Church).

8. Outer seed coats on the southern variety have a more pungent
odor suggestive of bay rum.

These consistent differences, it appears to me, are practically
enough to give the australis variety (by my delimitations) the status
of subspecies. As Savage has indicated in his recent American
Magnolia Newsletter article ["Magnolias in Michigan Part III," Vol
IV, No 2 (Issue 5)], if the Sweet Bay variants had been brought over
from Asia, they would no doubt have been classified as two or more
species. W. W. Ashe, known as a great species splitter among
American botanists of the early third of this century indeed did
propose australis for specific rank in 1931, without, however, citing
the phenotypic differences I have observed and listed above. Except-
ing chemical difference which might be discerned by chromatography
of dried specimens these contrasts between northern and southern
populations would disappear in the herbarium material, leaving only
the pubescence contrast, which I have found not valid for separating
the varieties. When living, flowering plants, rather than herbarium
sheets are studied, the valid contrasting characters are more than
enough to justify varietal separation. Perhaps we should not go
further than that, as the next heading shows the separation not
complete, in the genetic or biological sense.

III. Fertile hybrids are obtainable between varieties. I already have
flowered a number of intervarietal hybrids, and have secured viable
seeds both by intercrossing the F;’s and by back-crossing them to var.
australis. The first cross, in contrast to some interspecific magnolia
crosses, can be made reciprocally, and the F; hybrids seem fully
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