
While growing up in Pensacola, Josiah Raymer was 

always fond of plants. When it came time for him to go 

to college, he found a great place to study them just 20 

minutes from home. 

At the West Florida Research and Education Center, a 

satellite center for the College of Agriculture and Life 

Sciences, Josiah was able to earn a degree in 

horticultural sciences and work on his USP project in the nearby town of Milton, Florida. 

"I already had a house here, and I'm married," says the 28-year-old. "I was able to take 

night classes and work full-time while earning my degree."

As a USP scholar, Josiah teamed up with mentor Mack Thetford, a professor of 

environmental horticulture, to study the genetic diversity of Red Baron cogongrass. Red 

Baron cogongrass is an ornamental grass many Floridians set in their lawns for 

decoration. Ironically, the wild form of cogongrass, which was imported from Asia in the 

1950s as forage for cattle, is the seventh most invasive weed in the world. "It grows so 

thick that it strangles out other vegetation and can take over a forest and even kill 

trees," Josiah says. "We're determining if it has a potential to breed with the wild form 

and whether it should be banned from sale."

Growers of Red Baron say that the plant is unable to flower and, therefore, cannot cross-

pollinate with the wild form. However, Josiah says he has seen the plant in flower form. 

"If the Red Baron variety is planted somewhere, it may be able to breed with the wild 

form and take over."

Josiah presented a shortened version of his USP paper at a research symposium of the 

Southern Nurserymen's Association in Atlanta in August and won first place in the 

undergraduate research competition. He was given a plaque and $500. After graduating 

in May with highest honors and a perfect 4.0 GPA, Thetford hired Josiah as a full-time 

senior laboratory technician. Josiah conducts research on a variety of different plants and 

is responsible for the management of two greenhouses and several acres of vegetation.

Next fall, he plans to move to Gainesville and study plant breeding as a graduate 

student. 
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