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  BLACK CURRANTS


  Ribes aureum


  Synonyms: Golden currant is the name that coincides with the scientific name; there are two color varieties: black and golden, with black being the most common. In other words, four out of five golden currant bushes will have black currants on them.


  Range: Found throughout all of the United States and Canada, with the exception of the Southeast.


  Similarity to toxic species: All currants are nontoxic.


  Best time: Mid-July to mid-August


  Status: Common


  In my estimation, black currant is one of the most underutilized wild berries in the West. It’s a shame, because it is quite common and has a great flavor.


  Black currant starts ripening in mid-July and continues on into late August, just when many families take fishing and camping trips. The nice part is that the currants are usually right next to streams that flow through the foothills and plains.
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  Golden currant


  While many people prefer to fish on their vacations, it has been my experience that fishing isn’t too good during the middle of the day and it’s a pleasant break to do something different.


  One time my sons, a friend, and I were camping along the Green River in southwest Wyoming. The fishing had been good, but after three days of float fishing in 90-degree heat, we were tuckered out. We elected to spend the day kicking around, so we walked a bit of the Oregon Trail, then hunted fossils, and finally, picked black currants.


  The currants grew next to the Green, so they were big plump berries. It took about an hour for the four of us to pick 2 gallons of currants. The currants kept well in my cooler, and I was able to make them into jelly when I got back to Sheridan.


  The currants rounded out a fine trip. We caught plenty of nice trout, found some good fossils, had an enjoyable trek on a historic trail, and had some luscious jelly for the winter. The varied trip appealed more to my 12-year-old sons than a strictly “fishing-until-we-dropped” type of vacation.


  While you may prefer to fish until you drop, perhaps your spouse and children don’t. As a guide I have heard a lot of fly fishermen say, “I’d love to bring my wife and kids here, but there is nothing for them to do because they don’t like to fish.”


  Most western trout streams have a bounty of wild berries growing nearby. I would venture a guess that a day of berry picking; followed by a sightseeing trip to nearby historical sites, mountain ranges, parks, and so on; followed by a trail ride on the third day would keep most non-anglers happy. I can’t think of a famous river in the West that doesn’t offer such nearby attractions for non-anglers. In fact, Yellowstone Park, Grand Teton National Park, and Glacier National Park have a host of streams and lakes and have plenty more appealing diversions: naturalist talks, geysers, wildlife, geology exhibits, and waterfalls. The gist of this paragraph is that there is plenty to do besides fish, so bring the family along!


  Black currant belongs to the genus Ribes. Other members of the genus include golden currant, squaw currant, sticky currant, gooseberry, alpine prickly currant, and thin-flowered currant. All the members of the genus retain part of the flower at the tip of the fruit (see my explanation under gooseberry) and a three-lobed leaf—much like a maple leaf. The dried flower part looks like a little pigtail attached to a globe. (All the members of the genus have globe-shaped berries.) There are numerous species of Ribes in the mountain West. Dr. Dee Strickler states that there are fourteen species in Montana. Black currant has the scientific name, Ribes aureum, which means “golden currant.” You see, there are two color varieties of Ribes aureum: black and golden. I find that the black color phase is much more common—probably about nine black currant bushes to one golden. When I describe the characteristics of black currants, they will apply to golden currants, too. Incidentally, though the color varieties are the same species, they do not taste the same. Golden currants have a milder taste than black currants.
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  Black currant blossoms


  While some species of currant and gooseberry are more common and have more berries than other species, none are poisonous. (Squaw currant R. cereum is listed as not edible. It has bright red berries, which have little flavor. It occurs on sunny, dry slopes in the foothills and mountain regions.) Some species of Ribes are more desirable than others, but none is poisonous, nor will any make you ill. Essentially, if you see a globular (spherical) berry with an attached pigtail and a three-lobed leaf, it’s safe to eat.


  Black (golden) currant likes deep, well-drained soils. You will find it growing along creeks and streams from the plains into the foothills. It also grows in protected draws and ravines in the plains and foothills. You can find it in every state in the mountain West.


  Black (golden) currant blossoms late April through mid-May. The yellow trumpet-shaped flowers are about ⅜ to ½ inch long. Each flower has five petals. There are up to fifteen blossoms per flower cluster (raceme). The blossoms appear sequentially over a two-week period; hence the currants will ripen sequentially. The fragrance of the blossoms is akin to that of crushed cloves, so it is always worthwhile to be downwind of a blossoming shrub—the scent is heavenly!


  The berries ripen in late July through August. They turn from pale green to red to a glossy black. (Some bushes will have golden-yellow fruit.) The size of the berry ranges from pea-size to three-fourths the size of a marble. The berries occur in clumps of up to fifteen, and many times, there will be a range of green to ripe berries in the cluster due to sequential ripening. The reddish and purplish currants will add more pucker power to the jelly you are making, so don’t be afraid to pick them. Fortunately, the ripe currants don’t deteriorate quickly, so if you are a bit late you can still pick plenty of currants.


  Black currant bushes range from 3 to 8 feet tall. The younger branches are slate gray in color, while the older branches are somewhat roughened and nearly black in color. The branches and twigs do not have prickles or spikes, but gooseberries do.


  The leaves are simple, light green, and shaped like a small maple leaf with three lobes.


  Your chances of finding enough black currants to make a batch of jelly (say 1 gallon) are four out of five in normal years. In drought years, your chances diminish to two out of five. Since golden currants are less common, you might find enough of them one out of three years. Be careful when you are picking black currants; I have found bushes that red ants have really taken a liking to. The ants will protect the currants from any intruder—humans included. Those little red devils can bite like the dickens.


  RECIPES


  
  CURRANT JELLY


  Select firm, not overripe fruit, wash it thoroughly, and remove the leaves but not the stems. Crush the fruit to start the juice and then heat it quickly without adding water. Cook and stir constantly from 5 to 8 minutes, or until the skins of the fruit are white. Strain through several thicknesses of cheesecloth. Do not squeeze the bag, but press lightly to start the flow of juice as it cools. Never make more than 4 to 6 cups of juice at one time.


  To each cup of currant juice, add 1 cup of sugar. Stir until the sugar is dissolved, then bring quickly to the boiling point in a 6- to 8-quart pot. Currants have so much pectin that, as a rule, just boiling up once will pass the jelly test; that is, the juice will sheet from the spoon (drops will pull together and drip off a spoon in one “sheet”). Remove the pot from the heat as soon as the jelly test is reached. Let stand a minute or two, skim off the foam. Pour the jelly into hot sterilized glasses, cover with cheesecloth, and let stand until set. When room temperature, cover with melted paraffin and rotate so that a rim of the paraffin reaches the top of the glass. Cover with lids, label, and store in a cool place. (USDA recommends that you use the hot-water bath method.)


  —LAALE CINA, CODY, WYOMING


• • •

  
  CURRANT ICE CREAM SAUCE

  
  1 cup currants, washed and stemmed

  
  ½ cup sugar or ⅓ cup honey


  Cook currants in water for 10 minutes. Add sugar or honey and boil gently for 5 more minutes. Serve hot or chilled over vanilla ice cream.


  —MARGARET AND CHARLES BUTTERFIELD
PRESERVING WYOMING’S WILD BERRIES AND FRUITS
UNIVERSITY OF WYOMING AGRICULTURAL EXTENSION SERVICE, 1981


• • •

  
  CURRANT PUNCH


  Sweeten hot currant juice to taste, stirring to dissolve sugar. Cool. Add club soda or ginger ale at serving time. (Other fruit juices may be combined with the currant for a flavorful punch.) For a special touch add a small scoop of ice cream at serving time.


  MARGARET AND CHARLES BUTTERFIELD
PRESERVING WYOMING’S WILD BERRIES AND FRUITS
UNIVERSITY OF WYOMING AGRICULTURAL EXTENSION SERVICE, 1981


 • • •


  BEST EVER MINCEMEAT


  6 cups finely chopped, cooked venison


  10 cups chopped apples


  2 cups beef suet, ground


  2 cups vinegar


  4 cups raisins


  2 cups currants


  1 quart apple cider


  2 tablespoons each cinnamon, cloves, nutmeg


  ½ teaspoon pepper


  1 tablespoon salt


  Boil for 1 hour, stirring often to prevent scorching. Pour into sterilized quart jars and seal. Pressure can at 15 pounds pressure for 25 minutes.


  ENID PURCELL, BILLINGS, MONTANA
FROM THE BILLINGS GAZETTE COOKBOOK, SEPTEMBER 25, 1983


  • • •


  CURRANT CORDIAL*


  8 cups currants


  4 cups sugar


  1 quart vodka


  Place ingredients in a gallon glass jar. Stir. Cap with a loosely fitting lid. Stir every few days. Brew a couple of months, strain, and bottle.


  *Other berries (chokecherries, gooseberries) can be used.


  —CHARLOTTE HERON, MISSOULA, MONTANA


 • • •


  SPICED CURRANT JELLY


  2½ pounds currants (mashed and cooked till soft, strain out juice)


  2 tablespoons stick cinnamon and ½ tablespoon whole cloves


  (place in a small cheesecloth bag)


  Boil spices in juice for 10 minutes then remove the spice bag.


  For each cup of juice add ¾ cup sugar. Boil to jelly stage (sheet test). Pour into hot, sterilized jars. Process in hot-water bath for 5 minutes. Yield: 6 jars


  SUBMITTED BY CHARLOTTE HERON, MISSOULA, MONTANA
BASED ON A KERR HOME CANNING BOOK
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  CURRANT PIE*

  
  Pastry for a 2-crust pie (see serviceberry recipes)


  4 cups black currants


  Cut off stems and blossom ends of the currants. Roll out a pie crust and arrange it in a pie pan. Place berries in pie pan on top of crust. Mix 2 cups sugar, 2 tablespoons


  

  

  

  

 

  CURRANT-RHUBARB JAM


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  GOLDEN CURRANT SCONES


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
  



 
  
  BERRY GOOD HINTS


  Berry-Picking Tools


  While many berry pickers simply pick into a bucket of sorts, you might try a berry bucket that I use: namely, a 1-gallon milk jug. I cut the top off the jug at the taper and make sure to leave the handle. When I am picking berries, I simply run my pants belt through the handle of the jug and buckle the belt, so I can be a two-handed berry picker. I also don’t have to worry about tipping over my bucket. I usually tote some plastic bags in case I need to empty my berry bucket.


  When I am picking elderberries or wild grapes, I like to use a pruning pole in order to clip off clumps that are beyond my reach. The pruning pole enables me to snip off the clumps without damaging the vines or canes.


  When I am picking wild grapes that are within reach, I sometimes use my pocket knife to lop off the grape cluster so I don’t damage the vine.


  Whenever I pick berries, I wear long-sleeved shirts and fairly heavy pants so the thorns and prickles don’t make too big a mark on me. Some berry and fruit species aren’t prickly, but oftentimes getting close enough to pick them involves wading through species that are. Even a species such as serviceberry might have a broken branch that will gouge you if you aren’t paying attention.


  Berry Picker


  The following section offers recommendations for berries that are just right for the types of meals you plan to make.


  Snack Berries


  These are berries you can eat as is without any preparation.


  Huckleberry


  Low Bush Blueberry


  Serviceberry


  Thimbleberry


  Wild Plum (when fully ripe)


  Wild Raspberry


  Wild Strawberry


  Pie Berries


  Black Currant


  Chokecherry


  Elderberry


  Gooseberry


  Huckleberry


  Low Bush Blueberry


  Serviceberry


  Wild Plum


  Wild Strawberry


  Versatile Recipes


  You can substitute one or more berries in these recipes.


  Blueberry Pancakes


  Blueberry Syrup


  Currant Cordial


  Currant Pie


  Evelyn’s Best Pie Crust


  Huckleberry Rolypoly


  Impossible Cheesecake


  Sour Cream Blueberry Pancakes


  Thimbleberry Fritters


  Thimbleberry Shrub


  Very Berry Sorbet


  Whortleberry Muffins


  Wild Fruit Dumplings


  Wild Strawberry Slump


  Camp Recipes


  Blueberry Pancakes


  Blueberry Syrup


  Dutch Oven Delight


  Huckleberry Sourdough Pancakes


  Rose Hip Candy


  Wild Fruit Dumplings


  Wild Gooseberry Dumplings (Slump)
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