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The life of a banyan tree begins when its seeds are dropped 
by birds or carried away by the wind, coming to rest in the 
cracks and crevices of a host tree or settling on an edifice 
such as a building or bridge. As the seeds germinate, 
they send out thin aerial prop roots that from a distance 
resemble hanging moss. A closer look, however, reveals 
this unusual sight is actually firm fibrous root strands 
making their way to the ground like fingers reaching 
down to grab the nutrients in the soil. Once they make 
landfall, they eventually transform into thick woody trunks 
that support the weight of the branches. As this process 
continues, the number of trunks increase, expanding the 
width of the tree. Over time, evidence of the host where 
the seeds once landed is no longer distinguishable.  
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Scientifically named Ficus benghalensis, the banyan tree is 
a member of the fig family although its fruit is not suitable 
for human consumption. Having originated in India, 
research suggests that the name banyan—derived from 
the word, ‘banya,’ meaning trader—came about because 
it was common for Hindu merchants to stop and rest 
under the shade of these massive trees while conducting 
business. Today, India is home to The Great Banyan tree 
that is recorded in the Guinness Book of World Records. 
The tree is more than 250 years old, about 80 feet tall, 
and covers an area of 4.67 acres! Even though the original 
trunk decayed and had to be removed in 1925, the tree 
has lived on and continues to thrive.
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BanyanTree

ecognized by their enormous size, multiple trunk display, and dangling aerial roots, banyan 
trees are perhaps one of the most intriguing exotic species found in our area. Located in 
the median on West Venice Avenue just a short distance from the beach, these mysteriously 
enchanting structures have an alluring quality that entices passersby to stop and investigate 
their fascinating figures. Mesmerized by their beauty, onlookers can be seen sitting on a nearby 
bench gazing in awe at their incredible shape, snapping keepsake photos, or watching the 
squirrels romp about on the tree’s numerous branches. 
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History also records that the very first 
banyan tree to be planted in the United 
States was done at the hands of Thomas 
Edison who received it as a gift from tire 
manufacturer and friend Harvey Firestone. 
Sent from India in 1925, the tree was a 
mere four feet tall when Edison inserted 
into U.S. soil at his Fort Myers estate. 
Today, it is said to be the largest banyan 
tree in the continental United States, 
spanning out well beyond an acre of 
land. Appearing more like a forest than a 
single tree, visitors to the Edison and Ford 
Winter Estates can get an up-close look at 
this nearly 100-year-old spectacular sight.

Closer to home, many of these massive 
mesmerizing beauties are sprinkled 
throughout our area. You can drive by 
and take a peek at these enchanting 
trees found along some neighborhood 
streets located on Venice Island—Castile 
Drive, Harbor Drive, Bayshore Drive, 
and Nassau Street, just to name a few. If 
you prefer to experience one in person—
to sit under its shade, touch its bark 
and take in its grandeur—then why not 
meander down Venice Avenue and visit 
the 50-year-old banyan tree that graces 
our city with its splendor? The older it 
gets and the wider it grows, the more 
entrancing it becomes. If you take some 
time to sit in its presence, you just might 
discover something magical! 


