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  Species Accounts
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  TREES


  For the purposes of this book, trees are generally defined as woody, perennial plants that are larger than a shrub and generally have one main trunk. There are many plants that can grow either as shrubs or trees depending on habitat and growing conditions, so the distinction between tree and shrub is somewhat murky. Additionally, it can be difficult to distinguish a young tree from a shrub, so if you’re not sure, check both the Trees and Shrubs/Vines sections in this book.

  

  RUSTY BLACKHAW (Viburnum rufidulum)

    
[image: image]


  Family: Adoxaceae


  Edible part and harvest time: Fruits ripen in late fall.


  Toxic lookalikes: None in Texas

  
[image: image]


  Identification: This small deciduous tree (or large shrub) can reach 30 feet tall but is typically smaller. The bumpy, checkered bark of mature specimens is prominent and distinct. Leaf shape ranges from elliptic to oblanceolate. The opposite leaves are glossy above and below with finely serrated edges. Fine rusty hairs cover winter buds and the central vein on the underside of the leaf. Small white flowers form dense clusters in spring. The elliptic, raisin-sized fruits (drupes) start out pinkish but turn bluish black and slightly wrinkled when ripe. Each drupe has one large, flat seed surrounded by sweet pulp.


  [image: Rusty blackhaw flowers in early spring; note the opposite leaf arrangement.]


  Rusty blackhaw flowers in early spring; note the opposite leaf arrangement.


 [image: Distinctive checkered bark]


 Distinctive checkered bark


  Range and habitat: Rusty blackhaw is found in east Texas and much of central Texas. We usually find it near creeks in sandy or rocky soils in central Texas, but it can be found in thickets and forest edges throughout much of east Texas.




   RECIPE


  Blackhaw Juice


  Place ¼ cup ripe blackhaw fruits in a pot with 1½ cups water and bring to a simmer. Remove the pot from the stove and mash the berries with the back of a fork to remove the skin and pulp from the large seed inside each fruit. Strain the dark purplish-brown juice through a fine stainless-steel mesh strainer to remove the seeds and collect the liquid. Add the liquid back to the pot with ½ tsp. sugar and ½ tsp. cinnamon and bring to a simmer. Stir until the sugar is dissolved, then remove and let cool. The resulting juice is best cold and can be further strained to remove any remaining bits of skin or pulp.




Related edible species: Other edible Viburnum species in Texas include V. nudum and V. recognitum (both found in east Texas). Another, V. prunifolium, is fairly uncommon in Texas and has a limited distribution in central Texas and far east Texas.


 Uses/history/comments: Rusty blackhaw fruits ripen in November and December, when they are dark bluish black and slightly wrinkled. Usually the leaves have already turned red when the fruits are ready, which makes locating a potentially ripe tree easier.


  There are many Viburnum species throughout the US but only a handful in Texas, many of them only found in east Texas. Many of the Viburnum species found in east Texas bear fruits that are not especially tasty. Rusty blackhaw, however, has delicious fruits. The fruits are analogous to mealy, less-sweet raisins, with a large flat seed inside each. Very tasty, but hard to gather in quantity. Birds and other animals love them, so they are usually hard to find in abundance.


  Rusty blackhaw (and other Viburnum species) has also been used medicinally for abdominal and menstrual cramps (another common name for many Viburnum species is crampbark). Typically, a simple alcohol tincture is made out of the spring leaves and stems [11].


 
 PAWPAW (Asimina triloba)
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  Family: Annonaceae


  Edible part and harvest time: Fruits ripen from late summer to early fall (usually early August through September in Texas).


  Toxic lookalikes: None in Texas. CAUTION: Some people develop a mild dermatitis when handling the pawpaw fruit skin and leaves, so use caution when harvesting.
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 [image: Maroon pawpaw flower in early spring.]


 Maroon pawpaw flower in early spring.


  Identification: In Texas, pawpaw is a small to medium-sized deciduous tree with fairly smooth, gray bark. The large obovate leaves are acuminate and up to 1 foot long at maturity. The maroon-colored flowers appear in spring at around the same time as the leaves and consist of three smaller inner petals nested within three larger outer petals. The irregularly shaped green fruits can be up to 6 inches long and 4 inches thick and look like a strangely shaped mango. The large fruits get brown spots on their thin skin as they ripen before turning yellowish brown. Each fruit has a yellowish pulp inside surrounding several large, flat, dark seeds.


  Range and habitat: Pawpaw grows in far east Texas and is primarily found in the undergrowth of floodplains and bottomlands. In Texas, one of the best areas to find pawpaws is the area around Nacogdoches.


  Related edible species: There is one other native Asimina in Texas. Smallflower pawpaw (A. parviflora) can be found in southeast Texas, but the range extends into pockets of central Texas. Pawpaws are in the same family as cherished fruits from tropical America such as cherimoya (Annona cherimola) and soursop (Annona muricata).


[image: Ripe pawpaws after peeling off the skin and cutting in half]


Ripe pawpaws after peeling off the skin and cutting in half


  Uses/history/comments: Pawpaws are legendary in the foraging scene and are rightfully prized. Along with the may-apple (Podophyllum peltatum) and purple passionflower (Passiflora incarnata), pawpaws are one of the most distinctly tropical-tasting fruits native to Texas. The large, ripe pawpaw fruit is similar in flavor and texture to its tropical cousins (cherimoya and soursop), but pawpaw is cold-hardy and can grow as far north as Michigan and New York. This large range has led to some fun common names, “hillbilly mango” being our favorite. Though more common in the midwestern and eastern US, pawpaw can be found fairly easily in parts of east Texas.


  The regal, maroon-colored flowers can give off a funky smell but are often odorless. Although a single tree may produce many flowers, they are finicky about fruiting, as only a handful of the flowers typically set fruit. Once pollinated, the fruit grows through the summer and ripens into an irregularly shaped green fruit that is typically growing in clusters of three, but we have seen up to nine fruits growing in a bundle. The fruit looks kind of like a curvy mango; each fruit, even on the same tree, is a slightly different shape. Fruits are green and nearly the same color as the leaves, so it can be somewhat difficult to pick them out, as they can grow pretty high up in a mature pawpaw tree. We try to key in on sagging branches that may indicate a heavy load of fruit. If you’re planning a pawpaw foraging outing, we recommend bringing either a ladder or a long pole with a hook on the end to assist with harvesting.


  In Texas, fruit harvest can begin in early August once the fruit is full-sized, but harvesting this early may require further ripening in a paper bag before eating. The best-tasting fruits will be harvested in early fall but this is risky, as other animals and birds tend to get to them. The best fruits we’ve found will have started to develop black dots on the skin and will feel soft when lightly squeezed, like a peach. The delightful tropical smell also gives away that the fruit is ready and ripe. Once harvested, peel off the thin skin and eat as is while spitting out the large seeds (and planting them nearby for posterity). The texture is somewhere between a ripe banana and a mango, smooth and creamy.


  Ripe pawpaws can be used in many dessert recipes including ice creams, pies, and baked goods. Our favorite way to eat them is raw after letting them ripen off the tree for a few days until they look almost rotten, but they also pair really well with cinnamon and yogurt.



   RECIPE


  Pawpaw + Yogurt + Cinnamon


  Obtain your favorite plain (no sugars or flavors added) yogurt and dice ripe pawpaw into it. Add a pinch or two of cinnamon and mix well. If you don’t like yogurt, just sprinkling cinnamon on each bite of pawpaw sans yogurt is excellent, too.




  The other native Asimina species (A. parviflora) is like a miniature version of the common pawpaw. More of a shrub than a tree, with similar but smaller leaves, flowers, and fruits, it can be used the same way as A. triloba.


 
 ANACUA (Ehretia anacua)
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  Family: Boraginaceae


  Edible part and harvest time: Fruits ripen from summer to fall.


  Toxic lookalikes: None in Texas


  Identification: Anacua (or knock-away, as it is sometimes called) is a medium-sized sub-tropical tree 15–30 feet tall often with multiple or split trunks. The bark is gray and furrowed, while the leaves are simple, alternate, and ovate with an extremely rough texture reminiscent of sandpaper. Leaf margins are usually entire (untoothed) but can be coarsely toothed as well. The top of the leaf is darker green than the paler underside. Terminal clusters of fragrant white flowers are borne in spring. Approximately 0.25-inch fruits follow in summer and into fall and ripen from yellow to dark orange. Each fruit contains two hemispheric seeds (technically stones).
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  Range and habitat: Anacua occurs along the southern Gulf Coast and ranges up to the Colorado River in Travis County. It is found in many types of soils but grows largest along river bottoms with good drainage [12]. It can also be found in thickets, brushland, and forests.


 [image: Anacua flowers and close-up of the rough, sandpapery leaves]


 Anacua flowers and close-up of the rough, sandpapery leaves


  Related edible species: There are no other Ehretia species in Texas, but Texas wild olive (Cordia boissieri) is also in the Boraginaceae family and has edible fruits (when cooked) that are typically made into jelly or jam. Texas wild olive is found in south Texas along the Rio Grande.


  [image: Furrowed anacua bark and split trunk]


  Furrowed anacua bark and split trunk


  Uses/history/comments: Anacua is an interesting subtropical tree with extremely rough leaves, which make identification easy. The leaves are remarkably similar to sandpaper; another common name for anacua is sandpaper tree. Once you feel the leaves, you should easily be able to identify anacua based on touch alone. Anacua wood is also very hard and dense, and has been used to make fence posts, tool handles, axles, and wheel spokes [12].


  We often find anacua near major rivers, where it can fruit prolifically. It approaches its northern range limit around the Colorado River in Austin, but look for it farther south along major rivers. Large populations can be found around Ottine, Texas, along the San Marcos River.


  The ripe fruits are orange and sweet and have two large edible seeds inside. We enjoy eating them straight off the tree, but they can also be made into an excellent jam. The flavor of the raw fruit is somewhat tart, but distinctly pleasant when ripe. The flesh is somewhat mealy, but most foragers enjoy it. You can also eat the fruits when yellow, but the taste is better as they mature to orange or orange-red.



   RECIPE


  Anacua Jam


  Blend 5 cups ripe anacaua in a Vitamix on high until the fruit and seeds are broken up. Put the anacua mash into a pot and cover with filtered water (just enough to cover the mash). Cook the mixture on low-medium heat for about 20 minutes while stirring occasionally. Remove from heat and let cool, then strain through a cheesecloth. You should get about 2 cups of liquid. Pour the liquid back into the pot along with 2 tbsp. lime juice and 1 cup sugar. Bring the mixture to a boil and simmer until it congeals into a jam consistency (about 10–15 minutes). Scoop the jam into a jar and keep refrigerated for up to 3 weeks.




 
 SUGAR HACKBERRY (Celtis laevigata)
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 [image: Distinctive, warty hackberry bark]


 Distinctive, warty hackberry bark


  Family: Cannabaceae


  Edible part and harvest time: Fruits are available in fall through early spring.


  Toxic lookalikes: None in Texas
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  Identification: Sugar hackberry is a broad-crowned, medium-sized tree (up to 30 feet tall) easily recognized by prominent, warty, gray bark. Leaves are simple, alternate, asymmetrical, and lanceolate. The small red hackberries (about the size of a BB) form during late summer and ripen in fall. Each hackberry has a single large stone inside surrounded by thin, sugary flesh. Hackberries do not fall off the tree like many other ripe fruits but persist through winter and into spring.


  Range and habitat: C. laevigata is common in thickets, woodlands, and bottomlands throughout most of Texas, although it is not found in the Trans-Pecos. However, every ecoregion in Texas has at least one native hackberry species.


  Related edible species: C. reticulata (scattered throughout Texas) and C. ehrenbergiana (south and west Texas) are regionally common species. C. occidentalis and C. tenuifolia are less common in Texas. C. ehrenbergiana is the only Celtis species in Texas with a soft, fleshy, orange fruit; the others produce hard drupes surrounded by a thin, reddish, sugary skin.


  [image: Hackberry flowers and new leaves in spring]


  Hackberry flowers and new leaves in spring


[image: Hackberries can be ground into an orange paste.]


Hackberries can be ground into an orange paste.


  Uses/history/comments: Hackberries ripen from October to January and can stay on the tree into spring. Hackberry fruits are one of the oldest known human plant foods in North America [13]. The berries can be eaten raw straight off the tree, but they have a hard seed in the center that should be avoided if you have sensitive or brittle teeth. Alternatively, the fruits can be collected and then ground using a metate or other grinding method. The resulting orange paste can be formed into a sort of quick energy bar (complete with sugars, fats, and protein) and dried for later use. Native Americans also molded the hackberry paste to the end of a stick and then roasted it over a fire [13]; we have found this method is fun for kids and gives them a good reason to help you collect hackberries. Hackberry “milk” is also a worthy pursuit.


  Hackberries are a favorite of many resident and migrant birds in Texas and therefore frequently sprout up along fencerows and in vacant lots. Although much maligned in Texas due to its brittle tendencies (more than one fence or roof has been destroyed by a fallen hackberry tree), hackberry also produces a worthy bow wood.



   RECIPE


  Hackberry Milk


  Add 1 cup ripe hackberries and 2 cups water to a Vitamix blender. Blend on the highest setting until the hackberries are pulverized and the liquid turns an orangey color. Then squeeze the liquid through a cheesecloth or strainer to remove the remaining hard bits of the shell. Drink this “milk” (hot or cold) as is or use in place of your favorite nut milk. Hackberry milk is sweeter than most nut milks because it also contains the sugars from the thin flesh.




 
 JUNIPER (Juniperus spp.)


 [image: Juniperus ashei]


 Juniperus ashei


  Family: Cupressaceae


  Edible part and harvest time: For most species, berries ripen in summer or fall.


  Toxic lookalikes: There are no other evergreen conifers in Texas with fleshy “berries” other than the Juniperus species. However, one species of juniper, J. virginiana, which is often called eastern redcedar, contains thujone in its leaves (and to a lesser extent in its berries) and should not be used in large quantities, although its berries are edible in smaller amounts [14]. J. virginiana is easily distinguished from the other smaller junipers in Texas, as it typically is a taller tree with one central trunk, whereas the other junipers that overlap in range are often shrubby with multiple trunks. There are other junipers in west Texas that have single trunks, but their ranges do not overlap with J. virginiana. There are also some European juniper species used in landscaping that should be avoided due to potential toxicity.


  Identification: Junipers are small, aromatic evergreen conifers, often with shredded or furrowed bark and one to several trunks depending on species. The leaves are small and scalelike and do not resemble traditional leaves. Junipers are often dioecious (having male and female flowers on separate individuals) and have clusters of small, inconspicuous flowers at the ends of branches. Male plants produce clouds of yellow pollen, which pollinates the female cone-bearing trees. The modified ones found on female trees consist of fleshy blue or reddish “berries” (depending on the species) with one to several seeds inside. Most juniper species have two different types of leaves. Young leaves are typically larger, pointed, and needlelike, whereas older, mature leaves are small and scalelike. This can cause confusion for many new foragers who might think a pine tree is sprouting up when it is actually a juvenile juniper.

  
 [image: Juniperus pinchotii, one of the red-fruited juniper species in Texas]


 Juniperus pinchotii, one of the red-fruited juniper species in Texas
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  Range and habitat: Juniperus species are common in much of Texas except for the South Texas Plains. Habitats for many of the western species include caliche, rocky limestone soils, and other rocky, dry areas, but J. virginiana can also be found in the sandy and loamy soils of east Texas.


  Related edible species: All of the juniper species in Texas are edible in some form, but some are tastier than others and J. virginiana should be consumed sparingly, as mentioned above. Junipers in Texas include J. ashei (Edwards Plateau and north-central Texas, blue berries), J. coahuilensis (Trans-Pecos, red berries), J. deppeana (Trans-Pecos, bluish berries), J. flaccida (Chisos Mountains, bluish-green berries), J. monosperma (Trans-Pecos and pan-handle, blue berries), J. pinchotii (west Texas, red berries), J. scopulorum (Trans-Pecos and panhandle, bluish berries), and J. virginiana (primarily eastern half of Texas, bluish berries).


  Uses/history/comments: “Are cedar berries edible?” This is invariably one of the first questions we get asked when leading plant walks in central Texas. The answer is yes, but with caveats. First, the common name “cedar” is confusing since that is applied to many other genera including the Cedrus species of the Mediterranean and Middle East and the Thuja and Chamaecyparis species of the eastern and western US. These other species have woody cones, whereas Juniperus species have fleshy “berries” that are actually highly modified seed ones. Additionally, we think of juniper berries more as a flavoring or spice than a staple food, since it is hard to eat more than a few berries at a time due to the pungency and astringency of some species. However, some of the west Texas species of junipers are juicier, sweeter, and quite enjoyable. Alligator juniper (J. deppeana), oneseed juniper (J. monosperma), and redberry juniper (J. pinchotii), in particular, are enjoyable raw straight off the tree when ripe. But the more common and widespread species in Texas, Ashe juniper (J. ashei) and eastern redcedar (Juniperus virginiana), are generally not very tasty unless used sparingly as a spice or additive.



 [image: Juniperus virginiana, the most common juniper species in east Texas]


 Juniperus virginiana, the most common juniper species in east Texas



   RECIPE


  Juniper Pork Chops


  In a mixing bowl, combine 2 tbsp. crushed juniper berries, 2 minced garlic cloves, 3 bay leaves, 3 tbsp. brown sugar, zest from half an orange, ½ cup port wine, and a dash of salt and black pepper. Mix well until the sugar dissolves into the mixture. Pour the mixture into a ziplock bag along with 4 pork chops and let marinate for at least an hour in the fridge. Once marinated, preheat oven to 375°F. Heat a well-oiled cast-iron pan on high heat and sear the pork chops for 2 minutes on each side. Then place the pork chops in a baking dish and bake in the oven for about 15 minutes or until cooked through. While the pork chops are cooking, heat the remaining marinade in the cast-iron pan and pour this sauce over the pork chops when done.




  Juniper berries can be harvested at different times of the year depending on species but are available in summer or fall for most species. Harvesting is straightforward and involves picking each berry one by one, as they do not tend to drop if you try shaking them off the branch. The leaves of some species can be prickly, so be cautious when harvesting. The berries of the juicier, better-tasting species can be mashed and dried into cakes for later use or used in various meat/game dishes. The less-tasty species are best used as a flavoring for spirits (after all, J. communis—a northern juniper species not found in Texas—is the flavoring used in gin) and vinegars. The berries can also be eaten in small quantities as a wilderness breath freshener. Furthermore, the leaves can be used as a tea for coughs and colds and are also commonly bound, dried, and burned as incense [15].


  

  TEXAS PERSIMMON (Diospyros texana)

    
[image: image]


  Family: Ebenaceae


  Edible part and harvest time: Fruits ripen in late summer (usually August).


  Toxic lookalikes: None in Texas

  
[image: image]


  Identification: Texas persimmon is a small tree or shrub 10 to 20 feet tall. The gray bark is distinct: smooth with thin, peeling outer layers similar to crepe myrtle bark. Leaves are small (1–1.5 inches), semievergreen, alternate, pubescent, and ovate to obovate. The leaf margins are entire but roll slightly under (revolute); many leaves on a tree will have small wart-like growths formed by a gall wasp. This is so common on Texas persimmon that we have not won’t. Flowers are small, bell-like, and white, while the fruit starts out green and ripens to black (round and about 1 inch in diameter, with several large, flattish seeds inside).


  Range and habitat: Texas persimmon is abundant in central and south Texas and extends west into the Trans-Pecos. It is not as common in counties around Houston. Its habitat consists of open woodlands and thickets in rocky soil and rocky out-crops and hillsides.


  Related edible species: In Texas, D. virginiana (eastern half of Texas) is the only other persimmon. It’s a taller tree with larger, orange, delicious fruits. Other edible Diospyros species can be found in temperate to tropical regions around the world.


  [image: Texas persimmon’s bell-shaped flowers]


  Texas persimmon’s bell-shaped flowers


 [image: Smooth, gray bark of Texas persimmon]


 Smooth, gray bark of Texas persimmon


  Uses/history/comments: The jet-black fruit of the Texas persimmon is one of our most abundant and tasty wild fruits. They ripen in late summer, when the skin is black (with no hint of green) and soft when lightly squeezed. Our favorite way to harvest them is to find a fruiting tree and lightly shake the branches or main trunk. The ripe fruits will fall, as they are precariously attached to the stem when fully ripe. You can also find ripe fruits on the ground under fruiting trees, but you have to beat the ants, birds, and other wildlife to them. We have noticed that many birds like to just peck at or eat half of a fruit, so look out for half-eaten ones still on the tree and try to avoid them. The fruits can be eaten raw (our favorite) or used in jams, pies, wine, etc.



   RECIPE


  Texas Persimmon Cookies


  Mash 1½ lbs. ripe Texas persimmons with a potato masher in a pot along with a bit of water and bring to a boil. Strain the pulp mix through a strainer to remove the large seeds and skin, and set the resulting black pulp aside. Preheat oven to 350°F. Meanwhile, whisk 2 cups flour, 1 tsp. baking soda, 1 tsp. cinnamon, ½ tsp. nutmeg, and ½ tsp. salt in a mixing bowl. In a second bowl, mix ½ cup room-temperature butter and 1 cup sugar together, then beat in 1 egg and 1 cup of the Texas persimmon pulp. Slowly add the flour/spice mixture to the second bowl while mixing until everything is combined. Flatten spoonfuls of the black dough on a lined baking sheet and bake for about 15 minutes. Enjoy while warm.




  Fair warning: Eating Texas persimmons with a friend makes for great memories of black-stained smiles. The fruits temporarily stain your mouth and teeth when eaten, but a quick swig of water does the trick. They will stain clothing more persistently, though.




TEXAS MADRONE (Arbutus xalapensis)
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  Family: Ericaceae


  Edible part and harvest time: Fruits ripen in fall.


  Toxic lookalikes: None in Texas


  [image: Smooth red bark of Texas madrone]


  Smooth red bark of Texas madrone


  Identification: Texas madrone is a relatively uncommon small evergreen tree throughout much of its range but is frequent and more robust in Big Bend National Park. It has prominent, smooth, reddish bark with an outer layer sometimes peeling into thin, papery flakes (similar to crepe myrtle). Leaves are alternate, leathery, ovate, and 2–5 inches long. Leaf margins are entire or, more often, serrated. The white flowers are small, urn shaped, and arranged in clustered panicles. The round, textured fruits are red when ripe and about 0.5 inch in diameter.


  Range and habitat: Texas has two disjointed populations of Texas madrone: the Trans-Pecos and the Edwards Plateau. Habitat consists of dry, rocky limestone outcrops, hills, and canyon slopes.


  Related edible species: There are no other madrone species in Texas, but the Pacific Northwest and California have the Pacific madrone (Arbutus menziesii), which has similarly edible fruits.



   RECIPE


  Madrone Berry Mash


  Obtain 1 cup of ripe madrone fruits and add to a mixing bowl along with ½ cup fresh strawberries and ½ cup fresh blueberries. Mash all the fruits together with a potato masher or similar utensil until well smooshed and integrated. Add the mix to a pot and cook on low heat while stirring for about 3 minutes, until the fruits have mixed well. Serve over ice cream or yogurt.




 [image: Texas madrone leaves showing serrated margins]


 Texas madrone leaves showing serrated margins


  Uses/history/comments: The taste of the fruit of the European relative, strawberry tree (A. unedo), is somewhat overexaggerated, but our Texas species is decently sweet when ripe, though dry. When encountered, it rarely fruits as prolifically as in the first photo here but can occasionally bear large numbers of fruits under the right conditions. More often, you may find a handful of fruits on any one tree. Madrone is often a small, shrubby tree and is not especially common in the Edwards Plateau. However, it is much more common in the mountains of the Trans-Pecos, where it can grow into a quite tall tree. The strikingly distinctive reddish bark is smooth and flaky like crepe myrtle bark.


  Please harvest madrone fruits responsibly in the Edwards Plateau, where it is not as common. In the dry, rocky habitat they prefer, they make a good trail nibble, but only harvest larger amounts when abundant.


 

 REDBUD (Cercis canadensis)
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  Family: Fabaceae


  Edible part and harvest time: Flowers are available in early spring; young pods after flowers; mature beans through winter.
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  Toxic lookalikes: Mexican buckeye (Ungnadia speciosa) is an unrelated tree that superficially resembles redbud, as it is covered with pink flowers around the same time as redbud (early spring). However, Mexican buckeye leaves are pinnately compound, the pink flowers are not pealike, and the fruits are not bean-like (Mexican buckeye has three-lobed capsules with large, black, round seeds).


  Identification: Redbud is a small deciduous tree with alternate, simple, heart-shaped leaves. Flowers are pink with typical pealike blossoms and arise in clusters directly off the branch. The pealike pods are bright green when young and then turn dry and brown and about 2–4 inches long when mature. The bark is smooth and reddish brown when young and turns to gray and somewhat flaky with age.


  Range and habitat: Redbud can be found in many ecoregions in Texas, but generally is not found in the South Texas Plains or much of the northern panhandle. Preferred habitat includes calcareous soils in the Trans-Pecos and Edwards Plateau and forested sandy areas farther east.


  Related edible species: There are no other redbud species in Texas (although there are multiple subspecies), but there are other edible Cercis species in Asia and Europe.


  Uses/history/comments: Redbud produces an abundance of bright pink flowers in early spring (usually in March before or as the leaves emerge) that can be added raw to salads or used as a garnish. The flavor of the flowers is fairly neutral but has a slight sweetness to it. The flowers are easy to pick, as they grow in clusters directly off the branch.


 [image: Young, green redbud pods are good eating until they get too fibrous.]


 Young, green redbud pods are good eating until they get too fibrous.


 [image: Mature redbud pods with small, dried beans]


 Mature redbud pods with small, dried beans


  After the flowers are pollinated, small, green, pealike pods form later in spring. When young and tender, these are a poor man’s version of snap peas, albeit nearly paper thin. They can be eaten raw straight off the tree, but we prefer them in stir-fries. Make sure to harvest them when very young and tender (1–2 inches long or less), as they get tough and fibrous quickly after developing. While not nearly as juicy as a good snap pea, they are more than adequate in a stir-fry or as a quick trail nibble.


  The mature dried beans are also edible, but not choice. The dried pods are easy to collect en masse, as they are clustered in groups along the branches and stay on the tree into winter. You can either crush up pod and all and then winnow out the small, black, flat beans or individually open the pods and dump the beans into a container. We prefer the latter, but it is not a fast method. Once collected, the beans must be soaked overnight (as with store-bought dried beans) and then cooked in fresh water to make them edible.



   RECIPE


  Redbud Pod Stir-Fry


  Harvest 3 cups of young, tender redbud pods. In a cast-iron pan, heat 1 tbsp. sesame oil on medium heat while adding 1 minced garlic clove and a dash of red pepper flake. Cook this for 1 minute, then add the redbud pods and cook for an additional 2–3 minutes while stirring. Turn off the heat and toss with black sesame seeds, salt, and pepper to taste. This makes an excellent Asian-influenced side dish. Add rice and/or chicken to make it a main dish.




  

  TEXAS EBONY (Ebenopsis ebano)

    
[image: image]


  Family: Fabaceae


  Edible part and harvest time: Beans from green pods can be found in spring and into summer.


  Toxic lookalikes: While there are a number of potentially toxic Fabaceae species that grow in the same habitats, the hard, dense, woody pods of Ebenopsis are unique. For an inexperienced forager, Texas mountain laurel (Dermatophyllum secundifloru) could be misidentified, but the larger leaves, lack of thorns, and bright red seeds easily distinguish this toxic plant from Texas ebony.

  
[image: image]


  Identification: Texas ebony is an evergreen small tree or large shrub with alternate bipinnate leaves. Each leaf has three to six pairs of pinnae, with two or three pairs of leaflets. Its branches are zigzagged, with thorns protruding at the angles along with the leaves. The flowers are dense white spikes, which look like puffballs. The pods (6 inches long) are woody and thick walled and turn from green when young to brown when mature. Each pod has about 10 tightly packed beans inside. The ground under each mature Texas ebony tree will be littered with old, brown, dried pods, which aids in identification.


  Range and habitat: Texas ebony is found in the South Texas Plains and thornscrub, where it is one of the dominant evergreen trees. It can be found along the south Texas coast and farther inland as well.


  Related edible species: None in Texas


  [image: Texas ebony leaves]


  Texas ebony leaves


  Uses/history/comments: Texas ebony, also known as ébano, is an amazing plant. It produces an abundant crop of food even during the worst droughts south Texas can muster. The dense, hard, woody bean pods are ubiquitous under and around each tree—so hard and dense that many people would not even consider trying to eat them. Prepared correctly, however, they are one of south Texas’s most delicious and abundant wild foods. Harvesting the pods at the correct stage is critical. You want to find pods that are still green but fully developed otherwise. These green pods will be vigorously attached to the branch, so you may need to use shears to cut them off.


  [image: Shelled ebony pods; the green beans on the top left are edible, the tan coatings on the top right are not.]


  Shelled ebony pods; the green beans on the top left are edible, the tan coatings on the top right are not.



   RECIPE


  Crispy Roasted Texas Ebony


  After separating the inner “meat” of the ebony beans from the outer coating, add 1 cup of them to a parchment-lined baking sheet and toss with 1–2 tbsp. olive oil and a pinch of salt. Spread the beans evenly and roast at 400°F for 15 minutes, until the beans are browned but not burnt. You can eat as is or mix in some of your favorite spices (a pinch of garlic powder is our favorite here).




  Once gathered, the green pods will need to be split along the seam between both halves to remove the edible beans inside. Even though the pods are still green, they are still hard and difficult to open. It’s possible to cut them open with a knife, but it’s difficult and somewhat dangerous due to the amount of pressure you need. In our experience, a better, safer method is to first boil the pods or 5 to 10 minutes. Once boiled, the pod halves may have already separated or just pushing a knife between the two halves at the seam will open it easily. Once the pod is open, remove the thick, rubbery, pale yellowish outer coating from each bean. If you open the pod and the beans are black or reddish and hard, the pods you picked were too mature. If you’ve harvested correctly, the inner “meat” of the bean will be a light green; this is the edible part.


  Ebony beans are versatile but are best dry-roasted prior to eating. They taste like a cross between corn and peanuts, with the texture of a chickpea. After roasting, eat them salted as is, sprinkled on salads, ground into flour, or any other way you might incorporate chickpeas into your meals. Overall, a very tasty, protein-rich wild food, even in drought.


  We have also heard that a traditional practice in northern Mexico is to use the mature black Texas ebony beans as a substitute for coffee, but we have not experimented with this yet. Additionally, the dense, reddish heartwood is prized for wood carvings and furniture [12].


 

 HONEYLOCUST (Gleditsia triacanthos)

   
[image: image]


  Family: Fabaceae


  Edible part and harvest time: Unripe green pods are available in summer, while ripe brown pods are available in fall.


  Toxic lookalikes: The branched thorns that come off the trunk of honeylocust are distinct, and there are no toxic lookalikes in Texas with such thorns. However, many people confuse black locust (Robinia pseudoacacia, another pea family tree) with honeylocust. Some authors claim that black locust is toxic, which is probably true for the roots and leaves. However, the white flowers and new green pods (cooked) of black locust are edible. Nonetheless, it is important to know the difference between these two species. Black locust has much smaller (4 inches) flaky pods, non-branched axillary thorns, and pinnate leaves, as opposed to bipinnate for honeylocust. Also, black locust leaflets a e rounder than the narrower leaflets of honeylocust, and black locust flowers are much larger and pealike compared to the smaller cream-colored flowers of honeylocust.


  [image: Bipinnate honeylocust leaves]


  Bipinnate honeylocust leaves


 [image: Imposing, branched thorns coming directly off the main trunk]


 Imposing, branched thorns coming directly off the main trunk


 [image: Honeylocust flowers SAM KIESCHNICK]


 Honeylocust flowers SAM KIESCHNICK

  
[image: image]


  Identification: Honeylocust is a deciduous tree up to 100 feet tall. The alternate leaves are bipinnate (sometimes pinnate) with narrow elliptic leaflets. The small cream-colored flowers hang in dense axillary racemes. The large, flattened pods are sometimes over 1 foot long and often twisted. The seeds are arranged closer to the convex side of the pod, which is fairly distinguishing. The most distinguishing feature on honeylocust trees are the devilishly large, branched thorns that adorn the trunk and branches. When present, these branched thorns make identification easy. When thorns are not present (as in cultivated varieties used in landscaping), identification is trickier but the size of the pods and bipinnate leaves help.


  Range and habitat: Honeylocust is scattered throughout east and central Texas; disjunct populations can be found in far west Texas. Thornless varieties are cultivated in many towns and cities. Honeylocust is adaptable, but usually found near water in forested areas.


  Related edible species: We have not found evidence confirming that the pods are edible in the same way as honeylocust, but the related water locust (Gleditsia aquatica) is found scattered in east Texas. That said, they would not be worth the effort anyways, as they are much smaller (less than 2 inches).


  Uses/history/comments: Honeylocust has the most imposing, devilish thorns in Texas. The branched thorns (up to 5 inches long) that arise directly from the trunk are unique identifiers, as nothing else in the state possesses this characteristic. The prize of honeylocust is the sweet, gooey, orange pulp inside the long, often twisted pods; the pulp can be found in young green pods and mature brown pods. Green pods (which can be steamed like green beans) have a more liquidy, gooey pulp, whereas the mature brown pods may have gooey pulp when they first ripen, but the pulp then dries and hardens. You can soak dried, matured pods in water overnight to loosen them up and extract the pulp more easily. If you find a honeylocust tree in fall, look on the ground, where many of the pods will have fallen. Fallen pods are still worth harvesting, as you can still scrape out the hardened pulp after soaking. As the name implies, the pulp tastes like honey and is excellent raw straight from the pod or used in place of honey in most recipes.


  The seeds of honeylocust are also edible and can be ground into a powder. We have also ground whole pods into a coarse powder that ends up being fairly sweet due to the pulp. It’s no replacement for honey mesquite flour but can be useful if that’s all you have to work with.



   RECIPE


  Charcuterie with Honeylocust


  Harvest a few green or newly ripened (brown) honeylocust pods when the orange gooey pulp is present. Split the pods in half and scrape out the sticky pulp with a spoon. Use the scraped pulp on a cheese board or charcuterie board in place of honeycomb. The honeylocust pulp goes great with most hard cheeses.




  

  RETAMA (Parkinsonia aculeata)

    
[image: image]


  Family: Fabaceae


  Edible part and harvest time: Flowers are found spring through summer; green pods in summer and mature
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 [image: Retama flowers in spring]


 

  

 

  [image: Mature, dried retama beans]


  

  


   

  

  





HONEY MESQUITE (Prosopis glandulosa)
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  [image: Ripe mesquite pods]


  

  

  

 [image: Fallen but perfectly ripe mesquite pods littering the ground]


 

 [image: Mesquite flower]


 

  

  

  


   

  

  



 

 ESCARPMENT LIVE OAK (Quercus fusiformis)
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  [image: Perfectly ripe live oak acorns]


  

  


   

  

  



  [image: A shelled acorn and an escaping acorn weevil larva]


  

  


  

  

  

 

 PECAN (Carya illinoiensis)
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 [image: Pecan catkins]


 

  

 


   

  

  



  [image: Texan “York” Nut Sheller at work]


  

  

  

  

  WALNUT (Juglans spp.)
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 [image: Ripe walnut in fall]


 

  


   

  

  



  [image: Juglans microcarpa leaflets]


  

  

  

  

 [image: Cracked walnut showing nut meat pieces and black-staining husk]


 

 

 MULBERRY (Morus spp.)

   
[image: image]


  

  

  

  
  
[image: image]




 [image: White mulberries at various stages of ripeness and mature leaves]


 

 [image: Young mulberry sapling; note how different the young leaves look compared to mature leaves.]


 

  


   

  

  



  

 

 PIÑON PINE (Pinus spp.)
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 [image: Pinus cembroides from left to right: ripe cone, shelled nut, unshelled nut]


 

 [image: Ripe Pinus cembroides cones and needles]


 

  

  

  


   

  

  



 

 *JUJUBE (Ziziphus jujuba)
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 [image: Jujube leaves and bark]


 

 [image: Ripe jujubes; the riper, browner one will be sweeter.]


 

  

 

  


   

  

  



  

  *LOQUAT (Eriobotrya japonica)
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 [image: Loquat flowers]


 

 [image: Loquat harvest; note the varying sizes.]


 


   

  

  



  

  

 

 MEXICAN PLUM (Prunus mexicana)
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   [image: Mexican plum flowers in February]
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  [image: Mexican plum leaf close-up showing the two glands at the base of the leaf]


  

  

  [image: Ripe Mexican plums picked from the ground in late summer]


  

  

  

  


   

  

  





CEDAR ELM (Ulmus crassifolia)
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 [image: Green cedar elm samaras ready for harvest]


 

  


   

  

  



  

 [image: Dried cedar elm samaras that can be picked off the ground; the dried seeds inside taste like sunflower seeds.]


 

  
  



   APPENDIX A: ABBREVIATED LIST OF OTHER WILD EDIBLE PLANTS IN TEXAS

 
  While this book details many of the more common and abundant wild edible plants in Texas, we couldn’t cover everything. Below is an abbreviated list of other edible wild plant species in Texas that didn’t quite make the cut. This list is by no means exhaustive.


  An asterisk (*) before a plant listed below denotes that it is an invasive or nonnative species.


    Trees


  Maple (Acer spp.)


   American chinquapin (Castanea pumila)


   Hawthorn (Crataegus spp.)


   American beech (Fagus grandifolia)


   Crabapple (Malus spp.)


   Red bay (Persea borbonia)


   Black locust (Robinia pseudoacacia)


   Sassafras (Sassafras albidum)


   American basswood (Tilia americana)


  Shrubs/Vines


  American hog-peanut (Amphicarpaea bracteata)


   Groundnut (Apios americana)


   New Jersey tea (Ceanothus americanus)


   Seagrape (Coccoloba uvifera)


   Mormon tea (Ephedra spp.)


   Spicebush (Lindera benzoin)


   Mangle dulce (Maytenus phyllanthoides)


   *Kudzu (Pureraria lobata)


   Rose (Rosa spp.)


   Desert yaupon (Schaefferia cuneifolium)


  Herbs/Wildflowers/Forbs


  Giant ragweed (Ambrosia trifida)


   Wright’s yellowshow (Amoreuxia wrightii)


   Searocket (Cakile spp.)


   Bittercress (Cardamine spp.)


   *Chicory (Cichorium intybus)


   Spring beauty (Claytonia virginica)


   *Coriander (Coriandrum sativum)


   Prairie tea (Croton monanthogynous)


   Chufa (Cyperus esculentus)


   *Stork’s-bill (Erodium cicutarium)


   Strawberry (Fragaria spp.)


   Sumpweed (Iva annua)


   *Horehound (Marrubium vulgare)


   *Mint (Mentha spp.)


   Partridge berry (Mitchella repens)


   Indian breadroot (Pediomelum hypogaeum)


   *Beefsteak plant (Perilla frutescens)


   Grasses (Poaceae)


   *Indian strawberry (Potentilla indica)


   Devil’s claw (Proboscidea spp.)


   *Tumbleweed (Salsola spp.)


   Wild sage (Salvia spp.)


   Brookweed (Samolus spp.)


   Stonecrop (Sedum spp.)


   Jewels of Opar (Talinum paniculatum)


   Cota (Thelesperma megapotamicum)


   *Salsify (Tragopogon spp.)


   Clover (Trifolium spp.)


   Corn salad (Valerianella spp.)


   Violet (Viola spp.)


  Aquatics


  Spatterdock (Nuphar advena)


  Water lily (Nymphaea spp.)


  Pickerelweed (Pontederia cordata)


  Wapato (Sagittaria latifolia)

  



   APPENDIX B: HELPFUL RESOURCES AND ADDITIONAL READING

 
  Foraging is a lifelong pursuit. We encourage everyone to learn from as many different teachers/sources as possible. Check out classes run by other local foragers, research online, and acquire as many foraging and plant identification books as possible. Below is a list of resources (available at the time of publication) that we recommend for furthering your foraging knowledge.


  Texas-based companies/organizations offering local edible plant walks:


  *Earth Native Wilderness School (Bastrop, TX; www.earthnativeschool.com)


  Foraging Texas (Houston, TX; www.foragingtexas.com)


  The Human Path (Bulverde, TX; www.thehumanpath.net)


  *Lady Bird Johnson Wildflower Center (Austin, TX; www.wildflower.org)


  *Local Leaf (Austin, TX; www.local-leaf.com)


  Natureversity (Austin, TX; www.natureversity.org)


  Primitive Texas and Louisiana (College Station, TX; www.primitivetexas.com)


  Note: One of the authors runs edible plant walks/classes (at time of publication) through these organizations.


  Books:


  Atlas of the Vascular Plants of Texas, vols. 1–2, by Billie L. Turner, Holly Nichols, Geoffrey Denny, and Oded Doron


   Botany in a Day by Tom Elpel


   Cacti of Texas and Neighboring States by Del Weniger


   Caribbean Wild Plants & Their Uses by Penelope N. Honychurch


   Common Flora of the Playa Lakes by David Haukos and Loren Smith


   Edible and Useful Plants of Texas and the Southwest by Delena Tull


   Edible Wild Plants: A North American Field Guide by Thomas Elias and Peter Dykeman


   Edible Wild Plants: Eastern/Central North America by Lee Allen Peterson


   A Field Guide to Common South Texas Shrubs by Richard Taylor, Jimmy Rutledge, and Joe Herrera


   The Forager’s Harvest by Samuel Thayer


   It Will Live Forever: Traditional Yosemite Indian Acorn Preparation by Beverly Ortiz and Julia Parker


   Manual of the Vascular Plants of Texas by Donovan Correll and Marshall Johnston


   Nature’s Garden by Samuel Thayer


   Plants of Deep South Texas by Alfred Richardson and Ken King


   Poisonous Plants of the United States by Walter C. Muenscher


   Remarkable Plants of Texas by Matt W. Turner


   Shinner’s Manual of the North Central Texas Flora by William F. Mahler


   Southwest Foraging by John Slatterly


   Trees and Shrubs of the Trans-Pecos and Adjacent Areas by Michael Powell


   Trees, Shrubs, and Vines of the Texas Hill Country by Jan Wrede


   Trees, Shrubs, and Woody Vines of the Southwest by Robert A. Vines


   The Useful Wild Plants of Texas, the Southeastern and Southwestern United States, the Southern Plains, and Northern Mexico, vols. 1–4, by Scooter Cheatham, Marshall Johnston, and Lynn Marshall


   Weeds of the West by Larry Burrill, Steven Dewey, David Cudney, Burrell Nelson, and Tom Whitson


   Wild Edible Plants of Texas by Charles W. Kane


   Wildflowers and Other Plants of Texas Beaches and Islands by Alfred Richardson


   Wildflowers of Houston & Southeast Texas by John and Gloria Tveten


   Wildflowers of Texas by Geyata Ajilvsgi


   Wildflowers of the Big Bend Country, Texas by Barton Warnock


   Wildflowers of the Big Thicket by Geyata Ajilvsgi


   Wildflowers of the Texas Hill Country by Marshall Enquist


   Wildflowers of the Western Plains by Zoe M. Kirkpatrick


  Online resources:
BONAP’s North American Plant Atlas (www.bonap.net/Napa/Genus/Traditional/County)


  County-level distribution maps for each species in the US. Maps indicate which plants are native, invasive, or rare/threatened/endangered in each county.


  Eat the Weeds (www.eattheweeds.com)


  Based in Florida, Green Deane has over sixty years of foraging experience. His website is an excellent source for understanding the history, etymology, and uses for edible plants in Florida, many of which can be found in Texas, especially in coastal and south Texas.


  Flora of North America (www.efloras.org)


  The Flora of North America (FNA) has helpful keys to most plant families in the US, including the technical differences between species in the same genus.


  Foraging Texas (www.foragingtexas.com)


  Mark “Merriwether” Vorderbruggen maintains an excellent website highlighting many of the edible plants in Texas, with a focus on plants found in southeastern Texas. Mark also runs plant walkabouts around Texas at various nature centers, arboretums, and other locations; look for upcoming plant walkabouts on his website.


  iNaturalist (www.inaturalist.org)


  iNaturalist is a citizen science project and online social network for naturalists, citizen scientists, and biologists built on the concept of mapping and sharing observations of biodiversity across the globe. Helpful for recording and identifying plants. Never eat a plant solely based on the iNaturalist identification algorithm.


  Lady Bird Johnson Wildflower Center, Native Plant Database (www.wildflower.org/plants)


  The Native Plant Database allows you to search for plants based on habit (tree, shrub, herb, fern, etc.), state (not just Texas), bloom time, bloom color, leaf arrangement, light requirements, etc. We find the bloom time search function especially helpful for figuring out when certain plants will be in bloom.

  



   APPENDIX C: ILLUSTRATED GLOSSARY AND BOTANICAL TERMINOLOGY

 
  Common Leaf Shapes (Figure 1)

  
[image: Alternate Opposite Whorled Basal rosette]


  Common Leaf Shapes (Figure 2)

  
[image: Ovate Elliptic Cordate (heart shaped) Oblanceolate Lanceolate Linear Needlelike Oblong Orbicular Spatulate Deltoid]


  Common Leaf Types (Figure 3)

  
[image: Simple Pinnately compound Palmately compound]


  Common Leaf Margins (Figure 4)

  
[image: Serrated Double-serrated Entire (smooth) Lobed Undulated (wavy)]


  Common Inflorescence Types (Figure 5)

  
[image: Panicle Umbel Compound umbel Cyme Corymb Raceme Spike]


  Cross Section of a Generalized Flower (Figure 6)

  
[image: corolla petal stigma style ovary pistil anther filament stamen calyx sepal pedic]


  Flowers of the Sunflower Family (Asteraceae) (Figure 7)

    
[image: phyllaries (bracts) disk flower ray flower pappus developing seedlike fruit strap-shaped corolla]
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