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BLACK LOCUST

Robinia pseudoacacia

Family: Fabaceae

Also called: Robinia, yellow locust, false acacia

Uses: Only the flowers are edible; raw or cooked into fritters, brewed as a tea, etc. Cautions: Leaves, twigs, seedpods, bark, wood, and root are toxic. No look-alike trees.

Season: Spring

Range: Throughout New Jersey and Pennsylvania; found in floodplains, thickets, roadsides, forest edges

  Description: Deciduous tree. Fragrant white pea-like flowers hanging in showy panicles appear in spring, each flower about 1" long. Leaves are 7"–18" long, alternate, pinnately compound with odd number of leaflets; margins are smooth. Fruit is a thin, flat pod, 2"–5" long. Twigs have paired sharp spines, which may be absent in mature trees. Brown bark is deeply furrowed.

Available for a short time in late spring, black locust blossoms are a treat for the senses. Hanging in white pendulous clusters, the sweet-smelling blooms are a short-lived culinary delicacy. Their fresh floral taste reminds me of sweet peas in flower form.

The blooms can be enjoyed straight from the tree or used in any number of ways. Add them to fruit salad, garnish a cake, fold into custard, or steep in boiled water for a fragrant tea. Black locust flowers are commonly made into fritters. Simply combine with a thin pancake batter and fry.
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You have about two weeks in May to experience this fleeting pleasure. A tree in bloom will typically bear abundantly. The flowers can be frozen, but with some loss of quality. The blooms are the only part of the tree you can eat. Debate exists about the edibility of black locust seeds, so stick with the flowers. There are reports of children being poisoned by chewing the leaves, seeds, or inner bark. The exotic-looking flowers are a source of natural antioxidants. They offer the benefits of flavonoids, phenolic compounds, vitamin C, and protein, and are rich in copper, calcium, and chromium.

The genus name Robinia is for the French botanist Jean Robin, who first cultivated the tree in Europe. Pseudoacacia translates to “false acacia.” True acacia trees are another group in the same family. Black locust’s native range is considered to be central Pennsylvania south through the Appalachians to Alabama. The species has been widely planted and is naturalized around the world.

The wood is favored for being hard, strong, and rot resistant when in contact with soil. It is good for making fence posts, tool handles, railroad ties, and furniture. Native Americans cultivated the tree as a source of wood to make hunting bows. Black locust is also prized as firewood, since it burns slowly and has a high heat content.
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The flowers are an early source of nectar and pollen for bees. Honey made from the nectar is very light colored and delicate in flavor. The species is widely planted in Europe for this purpose, and the product is known as acacia honey.


RECIPE

Black Locust Pea Salad

1 pound frozen green peas, rinsed in cool water and drained

¼ cup chopped red onion

½ cup thinly sliced radish

2 ounces cheddar cheese, cubed

2 tablespoons white wine vinegar

¼–⅓ cup mayonnaise

1½ cups black locust flowers, stripped from main stem (a few reserved for garnish)

In a large bowl, toss the peas, red onion, radishes, and cheese together. Stir in the vinegar and mayonnaise. Gently fold in the flowers. Garnish with reserved flowers. Cover and refrigerate until chilled. Will keep 2–3 days refrigerated.
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CATTAIL

Typha spp.

Family: Typhaceae

Also called: Common cattail, bulrush, punks, Cossack asparagus, cat o’ nine tails

Uses: Rhizomes, shoots, pollen, and flower spikes; raw or cooked

Cautions: Possible look-alike species; polluted areas

Season: Year-round

Range: Throughout New Jersey and Pennsylvania; wetlands, swamps, marshes, ditches; full sun

Description: Reedy plant up to 9' tall. Long, strap-like leaves. Flowering stalk a cylindrical spike with male portion above female, each consisting of tiny, tightly packed flowers. Male spike develops yellow pollen. Female is brown when fertilized, expands into a fluffy seed head. Root is a thick white rhizome.

Frequently referred to as the “supermarket of the swamp,” cattails have definitely earned the nickname. The plant is a year-round food source offering a variety of edible parts.

The young shoots in spring are a tasty vegetable. Immature flower spikes and pollen provide nourishment, and the roots can be gathered year-round to provide complex carbohydrates. The common native species, T. latifolia, was an important plant to Native Americans. Various parts were eaten, and the plant was made into mats, baskets, and shelter. Seed head fluff was used as stuffing for diapers and pillows.
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The first food cattails offer foragers is their tender young shoots in spring. Also known as cattail hearts, the creamy white section of the lower stem tastes like crunchy cucumber. To harvest, identify young cattails by looking for the old growth and tattered seed heads of last year’s plants. Here you should find the new green growth.

Grasp the inner leaves near the base, and pull straight up. The leaves will separate from the rhizome, which stays in the mud. The lower 4–5 inches of the stem are tender. Peel away any tough layers. Cut off the green upper parts. Prepare as you would asparagus.

The green flower spikes can be eaten in spring. Roasted or boiled, they are described as tasting like corn. The male, upper part of the spike will develop protein-rich pollen. To collect, place a bag or container over the spike and shake. Add the yellow powder to pancake batter, soups, or casseroles for a protein boost.

The lower female section becomes fertilized and turns into the familiar brown “corn dog” or “hot-dog-on-a-stick,” the iconic cattail image associated with swamps. After fertilization, the male part withers away to a thin vestige.

Each autumn, cattails store starch in their roots for next spring’s growth. The best time to forage them is at this time, although they are harvestable year-round. Use a shovel to dig them out. If growing in water, use your hands to find them. Follow the plant down until you can feel the horizontal rhizome off to one side. Wiggle and pull until it loosens. Use a knife to separate the rhizome from the stalk. You may find pointed little corms sprouting from a rhizome. These can be eaten too. There is no poisonous part to the plant.


RECIPE

Simple Cattail Shoots

Place trimmed cattail shoots in a saucepan and add water just to cover. Simmer for about 5 minutes or until tender/crisp. Drain. Serve with salt, pepper, and butter to taste.



The rhizomes can be boiled or baked. You’ll need to remove the thick fibers as you eat the starchy parts. Starchy flour can be isolated from rhizomes by crushing them underwater. The starchy slurry produced can be used to thicken soups. The pollen, as well as all other parts of the plant, are rich in protein. Cattail shoots are a source of iron, calcium, magnesium, and vitamin K.

In the 1940s, Syracuse University conducted research showing that 140 tons of cattail rhizomes could be harvested per acre, ten times the average yield of potatoes. When harvesting, make sure to harvest from “clean” areas. Cattails are good at taking up bad things. They accumulate pollutants including arsenic, cadmium, and lead. In fact, cattail species are often used in bioremediation efforts to clean up toxic industrial waste sites.
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The two species most often found in the area are common cattail (T. latifolia), which is native, and narrowleaf cattail (T. angustifolia), introduced from Europe. A hybrid of the two is Typha x glauca. To foragers they are used interchangeably.

In their young stages, cattail and iris leaves may look similar. To be certain you have cattails, look for the old brown seed heads. The iris does not have this seed head. Also, iris stems are flattened at the base or fan shaped. Cattail stems are round or oval and do not form a fan at the base. Iris is toxic if eaten.
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