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T L H  LO C A L

Editor’s note: This holiday-themed
column is a reprint because Mark Hin-
son is off reveling in the bucolic splen-
dor of his homeland for Christmas holi-
day. He’s taking notes at the familial
gathering and will be back with fresh
material on New Year’s Day. Stay
tuned.

Hate to break it to you, kids, but
there is no such thing as The Mistletoe
Monkey.

Despite what your parents have told
you, he doesn’t hop around the country
at Christmas-time to scamper up tall
trees and snatch down bouquets of
mistletoe. Nor does The Mistletoe Mon-
key hang magic berries over the door-
way, thus giving you license to kiss
whomever you wish at the office
Christmas party after drinking way too
much eggnog. That’s called sexual ha-
rassment, kiddies.

No, Virginia, that holiday mistletoe
comes from the barrel of a shotgun.
And when I was a kid growing up in
Jackson County, the holiday season
began with a big blast around my
house.

I was the Mistletoe Maniac.
My family lived on a pecan farm

down by the Chipola River in Marianna.
By late December, the nuts had been
picked up, the leaves had fallen, and the
skeletal trees revealed the previously
hidden crop of mistletoe. It looked like
the trees had lost everything but their
armpit hair.

Mistletoe is a semi-parasitic plant
that’s more of an environmental mooch
than a smooch magnet. Like a former
roommate, it lives off the good graces
of its host.

It was my job to go out into the
groves and “harvest” as much of the
weed as I could. Hey, Christmas pre-
sents don’t come any cheaper than a
toxic topiary that grows in the tip-top of
pecan trees.

The word “mistletoe” derives from
the word “mistel,” which is an old An-
glo-Saxon term for “dung.” The second
part came from “tan,” which meant
twig. So, it’s you-know-what on a stick
because the plant’s seeds — which are
very sticky — are passed by birds who
make bathroom stops in the trees. Keep
this in mind next time you’re cruising
around on YouTube and stumble over
that ad with rapper Common singing
about “kissles under the missiles.”

O, the mistletoe myths!
Some modern, tread-lightly purists

recommend using extension ladders,
pruning saws, ropes, gloves, helmet,
pads and climbing boots when hunting

primo ‘toe. The ancient Druids believed
mistletoe had so much mojo they made
special white cloths to catch it when it
was knocked out of the trees to save it
from ever touching the ground.

In Jackson County, where, during
the ‘70s, each male child was issued a
CB radio, a movie poster from “Billy
Jack” and a shotgun on his 12th birth-
day, the only method of mistletoe re-
trieval was with a pump-action Reming-
ton .12-gauge.

What young American boy hasn’t
dreamed of standing in a barren pecan
grove beneath the gray December
clouds screaming, “Eat lead, Mr. Mis-
tletoe!” as he unloads a few rounds?

OK, maybe that was just me.
The Vikings also assigned supernat-

ural powers to mistletoe. There’s a
myth about Balder, who was the god of
summer sun and receding hairlines,
getting poisoned by a mistletoe-laced
dart. Balder’s goddess mama cried so
hard when Balder died, her tears
turned all the red mistletoe berries on
Earth to white. The tear drops also
brought Balder back to life. Mom was
so happy she kissed everyone under the
mistletoe. And — thanks to the Norse
talent for spinning a really far-out story
while gulping mead — that’s why we’re
still getting kissed and/or slapped be-
neath the mistletoe today.

My mother, who hails from Norwe-
gian/Viking stock, was as worried as
Balder’s mom when I went out on mis-
tletoe massacre. The loaded shotgun
didn’t bother her as much as my culi-

nary curiosity.
“Now don’t you get any bright ideas

and start eating those mistletoe ber-
ries,” she told me. “I heard about a little
boy in Bartow who made a mistletoe
soup and died screaming as they
pumped his stomach with bellows and a
vacuum-cleaner hose. Now go out there
and get enough mistletoe for everyone
we know. Ta-ta.”

Ah, those Norwegians. They sure
know how to put the pretty bow on top
of a big box of fun.

The holy CrunchBerries
In addition to hearing loss, a sore

shoulder and the high cost of shotgun
shells, blasting mistletoe has another
drawback. It was impossible to knock
down a perfectly formed clump of the
stuff.

The scattershot approach shredded
the high-flying weed like coleslaw. My
Salad Shooter method would have
driven the Druids daffy as they tried to
catch all the holy Crunch Berries.

Now, you may be wondering why I
never used a high-powered rifle to
surgically remove the mistletoe with
one or two expertly placed bullets. It’s
because my aim was so bad I couldn’t
hit a bull in the butt with a bass fiddle.

Even as I was having the time of my
life peppering the north part of the
state with birdshot, I wondered if it was
possible to grow mistletoe for fun and
profit. I still wonder if anyone has ever
run a successful mistletoe farm.

“Not that I know of ... I don’t know

why anyone would want to,” naturalist
and Lake Talquinite Steve Christman
said when I called him up with my
farming question.

“It’s poisonous to humans.”
He’d probably heard about the soup-

slurping Bartow boy, so I didn’t bring it
up.

Christman — who is no kin to actual
Christmas — told me that the Semi-
noles used the leaves of the mistletoe to
make an ointment to apply to combat
arthritis. So, you see, mistletoe is an
early relative of Icy Hot.

That’s much nicer than the French
myth that says mistletoe was turned
into poison by God because there was
freeloading mistletoe on the tree used
to make the cross for the crucifixion. If
that’s not guilt by association, nothing
is.

These days, I live in the city where
firing off 35 rounds with my trusty
Remington is frowned upon by society,
the police, my wife and the cats. That
doesn’t stop me from sitting on the
back deck as the days grow shorter and
pretending to aim a carbine rifle at the
limbs of the pecan tree next door. I fire
off a few imaginary rounds, and the
most beautifully formed poisonous
puffball of mistletoe floats to the
ground.

It’s the only way I’m going to get any
mistletoe these days.

That or wait for the Mistletoe Mon-
key.

Contact Mark Hinson mhinson@tal-
lahassee.com

How much do you know about mistletoe?
Mark
Hinson
DEMOCRAT SENIOR WRITER
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You may kiss beneath the mistletoe but don’t trying making a salad out of the toxic tree weed.

“Sea oats anchor the shore, and the sand crabs
shuffle just like some people I know…”

So unfolds the lyrics from musician Del Suggs’
tune “Magic Chair” — an ode to Panhandle living
which was listed as number 11 on the Best Trop Rock
Songs of all time by KBEC 1390, beating out Jimmy
Buffet’s “Son of a Son of a Sailor.” Some call it Trop
rock, but Suggs refers to it saltwater music. It’s the
soundtrack you want as you relax in the midst of sand
and waves on a warm summer day, and is the sound
where he has found his niche as a sixth generation
Florida musician from Panama City.

“When Jimmy Buffet came along it was so thrilling
to hear someone writing songs about the things I
could relate to,” says Suggs. “Here’s somebody writ-
ing songs about the everyday things in life like going
sailing and to the beach. That opened a whole new
door for me.”

For the past 31 years, Suggs and his friends have
hosted an annual Christmas concert that has become
a Tallahassee staple. Not wanting to play anything the
same way twice, they began arranging their own Trop
rock-infused holiday classics such as a samba ukulele
version of We Wish You a Merry Christmas and reg-
gae inspired Deck the Halls.

The Almost Christmas CD came about after mul-
tiple requests after shows of where attendees asked
where they could find and take home these unique
arrangements. The CD features Suggs alongside vo-
calists Danica Winter and Mimi Hearn, bassist and
keyboardist David Murphy, guitarists Jerry Thigpen
and Pierce Pettis, and many more. Suggs is proud of
the CD and believes it to be the perfect addition to
any collection as well as a gift to give this season. 

Suggs is especially proud of his song “Broken
Places,” his poetic take on hurt and healing. He tries
to write universally based off Florida locales and will
task himself with “assignment writing.” 

On a flight to Hartford, Connecticut, for a show,
Suggs assigned himself to write an Irish song for his
friends in a Celtic band. Touching down on the landing
strip “High Above the Hills of Sligo” was created,
revolving around an Irish myth of Suggs’ fabrication,
and was eventually recorded and performed. When
Suggs teaches songwriting classes, he often gives
people random rhymes and 10 minutes to write. 

“It’s amazing what you can do if you have to fill in
the blanks,” says Suggs. “Take four pairs of rhyming
words and write a verse using those words which will
begin to create a story, and that’s what creativity is all
about.” 

During high school, he played in a touring rock
band called The Haze, for Jimi Hendrix’s Purple
Haze. Not many teenagers can say they had an agent
and booking agency, but Suggs toured with his band
mates all over the south before they had driver’s li-
censes, relying on their college-aged tour manager
for a ride. 

He also holds a Master’s in Higher Education and
has shifted his career towards his passion for public
service, giving sessions on leadership and program-
ming to teach college students how to lead their clubs

and organizations. 
“I think college is the last time in your life that you

can be truly open,” remarks Suggs. “You can be an
idealist and make choices that can redirect your life.
It’s really great to be a part of that and to help people
learn and grow.” 

Suggs always looked up to other solo artists like
Mac McAnally who showed him amazing ways of
communicating with audiences. Musician Gamble
Rogers became a mentor that encouraged him “to
never underestimate the power of a prepared perfor-
mance.” Other influences were Dion DiMucci, a doo-
wop from the ‘50s and early ‘60s who Suggs saw per-
form in Gainesville. 

“I don’t think I have ever been so mesmerized by a
performer onstage,” says Suggs of DiMucci.

Onstage, Suggs plays through his set as a storytell-
er, connecting with the audience between songs to
entertain. He attributes this skill to touring primarily
as a solo artist where one can’t turn to a lead guitarist
and simply have them take it away. 

The largest audience he ever played for was in
Wakayama, Japan, when Governor Lawton Chiles
asked Suggs to represent the State of Florida at the
1996 World Music Festival. As the penultimate act and
only musician from North or South America, the ex-
perience remains one of his most memorable mo-
ments onstage. He participates in numerous benefit
concerts every year to raise awareness for various
organizations, and every year since 1981 takes to the
stage at the Florida Folk Festival. 

“It’s a marvelous event all based around the music
of Florida and the different cultures that live and
exist here,” says Suggs. “Florida has the most amaz-
ing library of songs about the state. There are song-
writers that do nothing but write songs about the town
they live in and the people they know and the things
they’ve done. There’s not another state like it.” 

“The great thing about hearing a cover song is that
you already know the music, but you hear it fresh,”
said Suggs, who especially enjoys the tropical twists
on a Florida Christmas. “People who come back time
after time say that this Almost Christmas show and
music puts them in the spirit and that’s a wonderful
thing. It’s nice to be a part of someone’s tradition.” 

Suggs keeps salty flavor in Christmas concert
AMANDA SIERADZKI
COUNCIL ON CULTURE & ARTS

AL HALL

Del Suggs has been performing with friends for 31 Christmas
concerts. 

If you go
What: Del Suggs and Friends Almost Christmas CD
Where: Available for purchase online at www.saltwatermus-
ic.com or in stores at Beethoven & Company, 719 N. Calhoun
St. Ste E
Cost: $10.99-15
Contact: For more information, call 850-894-8700 or visit
http://www.saltwatermusic.com/works.htm.


