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ABSTRACT

Deer Tongue has long been collected in

Florida for a commercial market, and for use in

folk remedies. Since 1952, its main commercial

use has been in tobacco products, external-use

drugs, and cosmetics. This paper describes the

little known practices involved in harvesting

and preparing the plant for market, as well as

offering a brief statement on its native range.

Deer tongue (Trilisa adoratissima) has apparently been

collected in Florida for centuries. In a study of folk

remedies, a pillow made of deer tongue was a frequently men-

tioned treatment for asthma (Murphree 1965).

The first collections of deer tongue for sale to com-

mercial buyers by Florida residents is unknown, but it was

probably long before 1900. A resident of Grandin, Florida,

remembers the aromatic odor of drying deer tongue leaves as

a- child more than 60 years ago. It was known as "pernilla"

by collectors from its use in the manufacture of artificial

vanilla extract. During the "Great Depression" there was

sufficient interest in the plant as a source of income for

the Florida Agricultural Experiment Station to release a

publication dealing with the collection and preparation of

deer tongue for the market (Anon. 1937). It was described

as a plant growing on waste land with leaves that contained

coumarin. In addition to the manufacture of artificial va-

nilla extract, its use in the blending of tobacco was noted.

In 1952, the use of coumarin from deer tongue in pro-

ducts for internal use was banned; however, in the legisla-

tion tobacco was exempted. Since then, the major commercial

uses of deer tongue have been in tobacco products, drug

preparations for external use, and cosmetics.

An interesting feature of the deer tongue industry is

the extent to which it has escaped public notice. For most,

this activity is unknown except for an infrequent encounter

with an intriguing sign which proclaims "We Buy Deer

Tongue."

Interviews with informants in Putnam and Alachua Coun-

ties are the basis for a glimpse of the largely invisible

group of people responsible for the collection and sale of

deer tongue in Florida.
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THE HARVESTING OF DEER TONGUE

The Plant--Deer tongue is a widely distributed plant
throughout the coastal plain of the southeast where moisture
is adequate. Its favorite habitat is the "flatwoods," but
it may be found in other locations where moisture require-
ments are met. It grows as far north as Wilmington, North
Carolina, near the coastline. Inland, growth is ultimately
restricted by winter temperatures; while not a tender plant,
its tolerance to low temperatures is limited.

In north Florida, the harvest of deer tongue begins in
late April and continues through November. Early in the
season, the leaves are a light green color but with matu-
rity, develop a yellow tinge. In late August a flower stalk
and a cluster of attractive purple flowers is followed by a
crop of extremely small seed. According to those familiar
with deer tongue, attempts to harvest seed and cultivate the
plant have never been successful.

A "patch" of deer tongue may be harvested more than
one time during the growing season. If in a good location,
four to six weeks are required for the plant to grow a new
crop of leaves.

The Collectors--Buyers estimate that more than 90 per-
cent of the deer tongue is harvested by Negroes. Some of
the collectors can be classified as "professionals" while
others are "in and outers." To qualify as a professional,
the collector of deer tongue needs a means of transporta-
tion, a supply of deer tongue to harvest, and a buyer.
Since selling deer tongue is not a problem, transportation
and a supply of deer tongue are the major factors which
limit entry into the professional ranks.

A buyer may acquire a truck for the dependable
collector who makes payments from the deer tongue receipts.
Consequently, the major problem facing the collector is a
supply of deer tongue which can be formidable. Traditional-
ly, deer tongue gatherers have owned little, if any, land on
which deer tongue grows. Most of the deer tongue land is in
large holdings used to produce timber or cattle. If it is
corporate-owned timber land, and unfenced, the gatherer can
normally use pulpwood roads and harvest deer tongue without
molestation. In recent years, however, an increasing amount
of highly productive deer tongue land has been fenced in
north Florida, and the collector must obtain permission for
the harvest of deer tongue. In some instances, the owner
will charge "stumpage" to gather deer tongue. The charge
may be a lump sum such as $100 for the deer tongue on a
tract, or from 50 cents to $1.00 per day for each collector.

The amount of deer tongue a person gathers per day
varies widely and depends on such factors as the stage of
growth of the plant and the density of the "stand" of
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plants. However, it appears that 400 pounds of green mate-

rial per day is near the maximum. Early in the season, the

price received for deer tongue may be as low as 3 cents per

pound, but the plant leaves are high in moisture content and

consequently heavy. As the season progresses, the moisture

content of the plant declines and the price per pound ad-

vances in October and November, possibly reaching or exceed-

ing 6 cents. Most deer tongue is harvested in July and Au-

gust and sold for 4.5 to 5 cents per pound.

The harvested deer tongue is either sold directly to a

buyer or first dried and then sold. If it is dried, the

moisture content of the leaves must be reduced to approxi-

mately 25 percent. Drying may increase the price of the

deer tongue from as little as 3 cents per pound to more than

25 cents per pound. On the other hand, 100 pounds of green

leaves gathered early in the season are reduced to less than

15 pounds of dried material. Later in the season, the yield

increases to 25 pounds of dried material for each 100 pounds

of green leaves. However, the price received for green lea-

ves also increases. Whether deer tongue is sold green or

dried depends on individual preferences of the collectors;

with some the entire harvest is sold green while others pre-

fer to dry it before selling.

THE PREPARATION OF DEER TONGUE FOR MARKET

The collector sells his harvest to either a deer

tongue shipper, or a local buyer who represents a shipper.

If the deer tongue is dried, the function of the shipper is

minimal. It is the drying of green leaves that is the major

problem of the buyer.

Invariably, deer tongue leaves are brought to the buy-

er for sale in the late afternoon of the day picked, because

the moisture content of the leaves tends to decline as soon

as they are picked. With such a decline in moisture the

weight and value of the leaves are reduced. Consequently,

in the late afternoon the buyer of deer tongue is faced with

a long line of impatient deer tongue sellers who are apt to

view the slightest delay with suspicion.

In order to insure himself a steady supply, the buyer

weighs each lot of deer tongue as rapidly as possible and

pays the collector. If time permits, each purchase is

transported to the drying area and spread immediately. If

the supply is heavy, however, it is necessary to temporarily

forego spreading and concentrate on buying. Often flood-

lights are required during the night to spread a mountain of

deer tongue leaves for drying the following day.

Drying deer tongue on a large scale is usually accom-

plished in a sandy area from which the vegetation has been

removed. On a cloudless day during mid-summer in Putnam

County, Florida, the drying of a layer of deer tongue leaves
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proceeds at an accelerated rate, requiring a number of work-
ers who constantly turn the leaves with lawn rakes. Under
ideal conditions during a heat wave, it is possible to dry
deer tongue in a single day. However, a full day of ideal
drying conditions for deer tongue is a rare occasion. Dur-
ing the summer rainy season, at least one shower a day is
almost guaranteed. These showers greatly hinder the drying
process and, with sufficient frequency, will cause the deer
tongue to first mildew, and ultimately rot.

After the deer tongue is dried, it is transferred to a
large shed where it is pressed into bales that weigh more
than 100 pounds. These bales are placed in a burlap bag and
are ready for sale and shipment to buyers, most of whom are
located in North Carolina, Virginia, and New York.
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