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S
an Saba County on the northern rim of the Edwards Plateau is the heart of pecan country in 

Texas. The town of San Saba lies in the conjoining valleys of the Colorado and the San Saba 

Rivers. As you approach the town on the highway from Lampasas, you come over a ridge and look 

down onto the town, where the white dome of the courthouse and the spires of the churches poke 

up into the green canopy of pecans and oaks that covers the rolling landscape. 

Gazing into the valley, I am struck by something that seems mystical 
about the pecans: the huge trees bear nuts only every other year, yet 
most of the trees, over large distances, bear in the same year. Like a 
silent chorus of nature, the trees on a given note, produce nuts 
together. But after a moment the observation seems so obvious, that 
by the time I arrive in San Saba, I am convinced there is a simple 
explanation for it. 



Gordon Lee Oliver 

It turns out there isn't. Nobody knows how or why 
the pecans behave this way. It is an evolutionary 
habit developed over several million years. Most 
commercial pecan growers view the alternating cycle 
of the pecan as a weakness. They want a more prof
itable pecan, one that produces nuts every year. At 

least one scientist. however. thinks rhythmiC produc
tion is vital to the pecan. Without it, he says, the 
pecan trees, and the pecan industry, will fail. 

A sign at the edge of town proclaims San Saba 
the "pecan capital of the world," which is not much 
of an exaggeration. The county regularly leads the 
state in pecan production, three-fourths of it in native 
nuts, and the town itself has long been a hub of the 
pecan industry. Risien Park, luxuriously shaded by 
pecan trees, on the east side of town is named for a 
San Saba pioneer in the field of pecan cultivation. 
One of the oldest existing pecan brokerage firms in 
the country, R. B. Bagley and Sons, offices in a store
front on Commerce Street just off the main square. In 
the middle of the square, bordered by stately pecans, 
stands the red-brick courthouse with the white dome, 
and on the courthouse lawn there is a monument to 
the same pecan pioneer, Edmond Risien, who in his 
day shipped pecans to the Queen of England and 
Alfred Tennyson. 

There are other signs of San Saba's importance in the 
pecan industry. Ted Burnham invented but never 
earned any money from the mechanical harvesting 
machines that dramatically changed the pecan busi
ness in the late 1960s and 1970s. Now 82, he lives 
with his wife in a red-brick house surrounded by 

pecans on the west side 
of town. 

Scattered through the 
business district and out 
along the highway are half 
a dozen retail and whole
sale pecan establishments, 
a shelling plant, a pick
your-own plantation, a 
converted service station 
with the ubiquitous sign: 
"We Buy and Sell Pecans." 

Oliver Pecan Com
pany, facing the highway 
on the western edge of 
town, is a sand-colored 
metal building housing a 
retail pecan shop, small 
shelling plant, and offices 
for the extensive pecan 
enterprises of Gordon Lee 
Oliver. Oliver was born 
and raised on the San Saba 
River. His father, his 

grandfather, great uncles, and great grandfather all 
had bottomland where the San Saba and Colorado 
rivers run together. They lived in communities named 
Pecan Grove and Harmony Ridge with only a church 
and an elementary school and a graveyard. The 
daughters of the famous Edmond Risien married 
Olivers, who lived across the river on a neighboring 
ridge. In the deep, rich soil of the bottoms, great 
groves of wild pecan trees regularly put out and 
continue to put out - thousands of pounds of pecans 
in good years. Some of the larger native trees by 
themselves can put out 1,000 pounds in a season. 
Oliver'S family, like many others in San Saba County, 
gathered the nuts and hauled them into town for sale 
on the square alongside the wagonloads of buffalo 
meat and the traveling Wild West shows. Or they car
ried them all the way to the brokers in Austin or San 
Antonio. 



AN EARLY COMMODIlY ON THE FRONTIER 

Wild pecans were an early commodity on the fron
tier. Beginning in the early 1800s pecans were gath
ered in the Mississippi River Valley and in what was 
then Spanish territory across the Sabine River to the 
west and shipped out of the French port of New 
Orleans. By 1850 San Antonio in the new state of 
Texas had become an important marketing center for 
pecans, and Texas nuts were being exported to 
Europe from Indianola on Matagorda Bay and from 
Galveston. A legacy of San Antonio's early role in the 
pecan industry are the many candy factories, some of 
them ghosts now, concentrated in the older sections 
of the city. 

In those days, and as late as the 1970s, pecans 
were harvested by men who climbed into the trees, 
which can reach heights well over 150 feet, and 
thrashed the limbs with 20-foot poles. Before R. B. 
Bagley opened up his 
in San Saba in 1928, the 

autumn someone fell 
acknowledged hazard in 

father crawling around 
the revolutionary . 
shaker, Oliver probably 
the pecan business. "1 
I'd had to climb up in 
now one of the largest 
in Texas. 

Ask any old-timer in 
pecan business from the 
Mississippi River Valley 
you that the best-tasting 
The odd thing is that it's 

are consumed in Texas 
are native pecans in the 
baked goods, and in 
the native pecans are 
and candy companies. 
sold to the public because the public doesn't buy 
them, not even Texans, The shells are too hard. The 
nuts are too small. Most people choose big nuts, 
equating size with quality. Never mind that the nut of 
the native is vastly superior in flavor, more oily than 
any cultivated variety, 

The desire for a softer-shelled pecan, as well as the 
ambition to control the unpredictable size of the nut 
and the seemingly erratic productivity of the idio
syncratic pecan tree, led to the first attempts to 
domesticate the wild pecan in the mid 19th century. 
A slave gardene~ known only as Antoine on the Oak 
Alley plantation in Louisiana cloned a wild pecan, 
presumably a big one with a softer shell, by grafting 
a branch onto a seedling tree in 1846. Hundreds of 
clones of selected wild pecans eventually followed. 

ASK ANY OLD-TIMER IN TEXAS 

OR ANYONE IN THE PECAN BUSINESS 

FROM THE NUECES UP 

THROUGH THE MISSISSIPPI RIVER 


VALLEY - AND THAT PERSON WILL TELL 


YOU THAT THE BEST-TASTING PECAN IS 


THE NATIVE PECAN. 


groves. There is new scientific interest, too, in the 
lessons that can be learned from the wild pecan's 
highly evolved system of survival and regeneration. 
These movements have led to a classic conflict, 
simply put, between farmers and academics, and 
between those who believe that science can do bet
ter than nature, and those who believe it can't. 



A UNIQUELY AMERICAN Nur 

The pecan is a uniquely North American nut. Nature 
planted pockets of trees along a few rivers in north
ern Mexico (though it is contemplated that ancient 
people might have planted seedling nuts there). The 
largest pecan tree on record is in northern Mexico. 
Called EI Nogal de Musico, it is 160 feet 
trunk 10 1/2 feet in diameter measured • 
five feet off the ground. The 
trunk at ground level is 41 feet. El Nogal 
is estimated to be 1,000 years old. 
biggest tree in Texas is in Weatherford in 
Texas and has a diameter of almost five 
same distance above the ground. Its size 
it 500 years old. 

The undisputed natural range of the p~~an 
the Rio Grande entirely and runs through~entral 
Texas, Louisiana, and parts of Mississippi 
Oklahoma and Arkansas, and into 

named for the mammoth pecan trees that 
banks. Louisiana and Oklahoma have 
groves but few papershell orchards. 
famous for its pecans, has no native t 
has only a few. Pecans planted by 
ton and Thomas Jefferson in the North 
came from wild trees in southern Illinois 
the pecan's northernmost territory. But 
lific habitat of this highly individualistic 
the central southern states. where the 
sons are long. aIIo~'ing the tree to 

erable resources to the development of sweet, dense
ly flavored, oily nuts, high in unsaturated fat, rich 
in protein. 

No other state produces as many native pecans 
as Texas, which adopted the pecan as the official 
state tree in 1919. Up until the 1960s, when commer
cial orchards planted with hybrid pecans became 
competitive in Georgia, no other state regularly pro
duced as many pecans, native or otherwise. From a 
few stands on the Pecos River in the west, to the Red 
and the Sabine rivers on the north and east, wild 
pecan groves once covered possibly as much as 3 to 
10 million acres in the state. 

But in the past 150 years, the wild groves have 
been decimated. cleared out of the fertile bottoms to 
make way for row crops like cotton, corn, and soy
beans (although there have been times in Texas 
when pecans were more valuable than cotton) and 

J 


chopped down for their hardwood to make wagon 
parts and farm tools. In 1904, the cutting of pecan 
timber had become so extensive that the legislature 
considered passing a law to limit further destruction 
of the groves. Many wild trees were grafted, their 
limbs removed and replaced with branches of culti
vated pecans. In more recent times, the native 

that there aren't many people who (don't farm their 
native trees)." 

Besides being a major buyer and seller of both 
native and papershell pecans, Oliver is also one of 
the state's larger growers of native pecans. His dif
ferences with government scientists run deep. On the 
other side, government scientists find native growers 
in general, with their traditional farm practices and 
stubborn reverence for the way nature does it, preju
diced and somewhat intractable. Oliver speaks softly 
but frankly about the politics of pecans; his disagree
ments are plainly put. "They ain't been there," he 
says bluntly, a reference to what he sees as a lack 
of practical experience. "You listen to what they say, 
you'd have gone broke a long time ago." 

Oliver and his 29-year-old son, Shawn, and I are 
wedged in the front seat of one of his company pick
ups, headed down a winding red gravel road to look 



at one of his native groves. There is wildlife every
where. Dove fly. Quail skitter. Rabbits and squirrel 
busy themselves. An armadillo rambles across the 
road. Some older people think spraying destroyed 
the bees, though. "Used to you could find bee trees 
all around," says one 89-year-old woman living in 
Harmony Ridge on the river outside the town. 

said, 'Do not spray. 

right and doesn't feel comfortable without his hat. 
Shawn never picked up the habit, he says. 

PAPERSHELL VERSUS NATIVE GROWER 

The interests of specialists at Texas A&M and the 
state and federal Departments of Agriculture, he 
believes, are vested with the papershell grower, in 
large part because they are "needed more" on that 

side of the industry, says Oliver. "These guys just 
don't really think the native pecan is all that impor
tant," he says. But the native pecan "is very impor
tant to a lot of counties in Texas," says Oliver. As for 
government programs to develop new pecans, new 
varieties are "probably not needed," he says with a 
wave of his hand. Federal horticultural research is 
principally aimed at non-native areas like Georgia 
where commercial papershell orchards are struggling 
with disease and other problems. But few people can 
afford to plant new pecans, says Oliver. "I don't see 
a lot of new orchards because of the economics," he 
says. "Land is so expensive. It takes a lot of capital 
outlay for establishing a new orchard. And you've 

No OTHER STATE PRODUCES AS MANY 


NATIVE PECANS AS TEXAS, WHICH 


ADOPTED THE PECAN AS THE OFFICIAL 


STATE TREE IN 1919. 
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got to go 10 to 12 years with no income" he says, 
referring to the time it takes for nursery trees to 
begin bearing nuts. Native trees need 20 years. "It's 
changed a lot in the last 15 to 20 years," says Oliver 
of the pecan business. "There's a lot more manage
ment gone into native pecans. Where we operate it's 
pretty competitive in terms of expanding operation 
and taking in more native bottom." 

Oliver farms his own groves, and he works 
on shares, tending and harvesting pecan trees on 
acreage owned by local people and by wealthy land
lords living in Fort Worth. Kerrville, 

His pecan enterprises are far-flung. IN HORTICULTURAL TERL\1INOLOGY, A 

or someone else's, be-side the road, 

Buyers operating on his behalf work 
NATIVE PECAN IS A WILD TREE THAT IS 

BEING MANAGED BY HUMANS 

or down on the creek. Such scenes 
are a ritual of the season all over 
the state. 

In April when he saw the abun
dance of male flowers and their 
unusually long tassels blooming on 
his native pecan trees in the San Saba 
River bottom, Oliver thought that he 
might be looking at a big crop of 
pecans this fall. Last year had been 
an exceptionally short crop. Every
one in the business - growers, buy
ers, shellers, packers - knew that 
there was a possibility of a good 
crop this year. Pecan trees have been 
harvested for their nuts in Texas for 
at least 10,000 years. The first definite 

Houston, and other parts of the state. 

out of pecan houses in half a dozen rural towns 
around the state. He owns a fleet of white pickup 
trucks, tractors, trailers, tree-shakers, limb-rakes, 
pre-cleaners, and numerous pieces of nut harvesting 
machinery blue for natives, red for papershell. At 
Oliver Pecan Company - his two sons are learning to 
run the operation, and his wife and daughter keep 
the books - Oliver and his family oversee the sorting, 
weighing, and shipping of pecans to shelling and 
storage plants, brokers and other buyers, all over the 
country. They also run a small shelling plant and a 
retail shop, a candy factory closer to the center of 
town, and a mail order business. On top of that 

Oliver also sells harvesting equipment - everything 
from mechanical tree shakers down to gloves and 2 
foot long bamboo thrashing poles for knocking the 
nuts by hand out of the trees. 

Last year he bought and sold 10 million pounds 
of. pecans - nearly one-fourth of the Texas crop. But 
no amount of nuts is too small for a deal. After the 
nuts ripen around the first of November, people car
rying pecans in paper bags, laundry baskets, panty 
hose, whatever they can find, line up at the cashier's 
window to sell what they've collected in their yards 

identification of the pecan and the earliest known 
link between pecans and humans is in Texas. Some
one had a dinner of pecans in Baker'S Cave on the 
Devil's River south of present day Ozona around 
7,000 to 6,000 B.c. So the habit of pecan trees bear
ing in mysterious unison small amounts of nuts in 
one season and then large amounts of nuts the next 
is a fact of life in the fields and bottoms and back
yards of the state. 



... - .. - ..~--

CABEZA DE V ACA DISCOVERS PECANS 

The Spanish explorer Cabeza de Vaca, during his 
years of desperate wandering through Texas in the 
early 16th century, noted the alternate-bearing cycle 
of the pecan in his journal. 

"The Indians ... reached the place we had been 
told of, to eat pecans," he wrote. "These are ground 
with a kind of small grain and furnish the sole sub
sistence of the people for two months of the year 
and not every year, because the trees only bear 
every other year. The nut is the same size as that 
of Galicia; the trees are massive and numberless." 
Cabeza de Vaca was speaking of either the lower 
Colorado or the lower Guadalupe rivers. (Authorities 
differ on the subject.) In both places there are stands 
of native pecan trees today. 

Oliver's native groves, in the expectant calm 
before the frenzy of the November harvest, have a 
serene, garden-like quality, with wide, open spaces 
and a warm glow of late afternoon sunlight lying on 
the clean-cut grass. The scene is unlike the densely 
shaded tangle of wild groves left to their' own sur
vival. In horticultural terminology, a native pecan is 
a wild tree that is being managed by humans who 
elaborate on nature's eons-old program for the pecan 
with fertilizers, pruning, and occaSionally pesticides 
and fungicides. Because of their selected survival 
over a period of millions of years, native pecans are 
extremely well adapted to their natural habitat, and 
do not require irrigation or the frequent chemical 
remedies for diseases or even pests demanded of 
papershell pecans, all of which makes them less 
expensive to grow. 

The enormous trees in Oliver's groves tend to 
lean on the gently undulating bottomland, a posture 
which gives them an elegantly swaying silhouette. 
The lower branches have been pruned back, the 
undergrowth cleared away, and the grass mowed to 
the length of a manicured lawn. All this allows the 
machinery of the harvest to run under the trees: 
motorized shakers which grip the big trunks between 
huge rubberlined metal palms and a'gitate the tree for 
10 to 15 seconds; mechanical pickers with rubber fin
gers which scoop the fallen nuts off the ground. 

The trees have been thinned to allow more sun
shine onto their leaves, and they stand at irregular 
intervals more or less 70 feet apart. One of the imme
diately recognizable differences between a native 
grove and a cultivated orchard is that in an orchard 

pecans are planted in orderly rows. The trees in a 
native grove stand in the irregular positions assigned 
to them by nature. 

Oliver points to two trees growing next to each 
other: one tree is always the first to ripen in the fall; 
the other standing next to it is always the last. He has 
no idea why. But he can always gauge the season by 
these two dissimilar trees. "Native pecans are just like 
people. They're all a little bit different," he says, a 
reference to the wild pecan's genetic diversity - no 
two trees are ever alike; no two nuts are ever the 
same. Hybrid papershell pecans are the opposite: 
the trees are identical, literally clones. 

In San Saba County, there was good rain 
during the winter and spring, but no rain during 
the critical week of pollination in late April and early 
May. Great clouds of golden pollen, released by the 
pendulous catkins, were carried by the wind, wafting 
through ancient groves along rivers and creeks, and 
settling on the waiting female flowers, from which 
the nuts grow. Rain would have washed the pollen 
to the ground, or caused the female flowers to be 
unreceptive. 

Still, even after pollination, Oliver wasn't sure 
just how big the pecan harvest might be this fall. The 
foliage was so thick in the spring it was difficult to 
see the little nuts, which give off a lemony perfume 
in their bright green shucks. When the nuts began to 
appear in clusters of five, six, seven, as many as a 
dozen in a bunch, poking out among the leaves, 
Oliver and other growers realized that this year 
would be a very large harvest indeed, most likely 
one of the largest crop of pecans in the history of 
Texas somewhere around 85 million pounds, with 
about half of it from centuries-old native trees. 
A record harvest does not mean the best nuts, how
ever. Pecan quality tends to suffer when the trees 
produce more of them. 

The entire pecan harvest in the United States, 
including imports from Mexico, is expected to reach 
400 million pounds. The majority of that will come 
from "improved" or hybrid cultivars in commercial 
orchards outside the natural range of the pecan. 

SOMETHING PuZZLING: No NEW TREES 

Yet, there is something puzzling about Oliver's 
pecan grove. It occurs to me that there are no new 
trees. All the seedlings have been cut down by the 
mowers. I ask Oliver if this doesn't concern him. He 



MODERN EFFORTS HAVE FAILED, 

SAYS HARRIS 

seedling trees is espe
example. The trees, compared to a papershell 
orchard, are all of different sizes and shapes, though, 
of course, in general they are much larger. The old
est improved orchards, with the exception of some 
experimental trees planted at the turn of the century, 
are generally 40 to 60 years old. Other than the fact 
that there are generally very few, if any, new trees 
in the manicured bottoms, a native grove usually 
contains trees of differing ages, with many of the 
native trees well over 100 years old. Some of them 
may be over 500 years old. 

But no one really knows how long pecan trees 
live. Like the alternating production cycle, the natural 
lifespan of the pecan is one of the mysteries of the 
tree. Horticulturalists generally agree the average 
life of a native is probably 300 years. By that age, a 
pecan tree is a giant in the bottom, an elder standing 
above others in a grove. Lightning is the common 
killer. Popular opinion seems to be that the Lord put 
these trees here, and if it weren't for lightning, native 
pecan trees would never die. 

Texas A&M entomologist Marvin Harris is con
cerned about the survival of the native groves, how

cially troublesome to Harris. 
The entomologist is an advocate of the native 

pecan and of a "holistic" approach to the problems 
of pecan cultivation. He believes that the several 
lion-year-old wild pecan groves hold important 
secrets about the native trees' natural defenses 
against pests and disease. 

Modern efforts have failed, says Harris, citing 
decades of fruitless chemical strategies (pests and 
diseases develop tolerances), chemically induced 
demics (insecticides kill off beneficial insects), and 
public concern about the toxic effects of chemicals. 
In addition, science has no idea of the potential 
impact of reducing orchards to a single genetic type, 
he says. 

WILD PECAN GROVES SHOULD BE LABORATORIES 

The wild pecan groves, those not yet manipulated 
cutting, chemicals, and fertilizers, should be 
ries for the study of nature's way of protecting and 
maximizing nut production, says Harris. "The defen
sive mechanisms we have inherited from nature can 
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be of greater value in the profit 
driven environment of commercial 


. pecan production, if we develop a 

better understanding of them and 

how they can be exploited," 
he writes. 

Harris theorizes that the pecan 
tree's genetic diversity is one of the 
keys to the trees' superior resistance 
to events and creatures that threaten 
its survival. Another key is the 
pecan's persistent habit of alternat
ing, synchronous production. Harris 
doesn't find anything mystical in it, 
exactly. But.he thinks it has pro
found importance. The phenomenon 
is known as masting. The rhythmic 
production cycle of the pecan, 
among other things, naturally starves 
out pests like squirrels and weevils 
in low production years, leaving the 
pecan free to produce its seed in 
abundance the following year, he 
says. 

Yet the alternating cycle of 
the pecan is the very thing cited 
by pecan researchers and paper
shell growers as the number one 
problem confronting growers. 
"Alternating production is the most 
serious obstacle in the pecan indus
try:' says V.S.DA. research horticul
turalist 1. J. Grauke. Government 
geneticists in Texas, where the fed
eral pecan breeding and genetics 
program is headquartered in 
Somerville, and in Georgia, are 
actively seeking to develop a pecan 
that will produce in abundance year 
after year. And what if they are suc
cessful? "Growers will have to use 
more chemicals," says Harris. 

TAKING CARE OF YOUR YARD PECAN 

, Pecan trees need sun, and frequently 
in older urban neighborhoods where 
there are many, many pecans, there are 
also other large. old trees which block 
out the light. Hyou value your pecans, 
you might consider some judicious 
pruning.The other things that pecans 
need are nitrogen, zinc, and plenty of 
water. 

Measure the trunk of your pecan 
tree, and for every one inch diameter, 
fertilize with one pound of ammonium 
nitrate (33 percent nitrogen) per sea
son. You canfeed the tree either all at 
once in the spring or divide it into two 
doses in February 9and May. 

Spray applications of zinc early in 
the season when the leaves start to 
grow. Your county extension agent can 
advise you on how much zinc to use. 
Zinc is necessary for cell formation. 

Beware of overfertilizing and 
underwatering. 

And yes, squirrels and grackles 
will eat some of your pecans. You may 
also find shuckworm, maybe pecan 
weevil. or diseases like scab damag
ing some of your pecans. Pesticides 
and fungicides are your decision. 

Your pecans are ripe when they 
fall on the ground, usually beginning 
after the first frost. and some purists 
refuse to harvest them any other way. 
But pecans can also ripen and cling to 
the branch after the leaves are gone. 
Smith and Hawken doesn't carry them, 
but many pecan shops across Texas 
keep 22-foot long cane poles in the 
back for thrashing the nuts out of the 
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. Grauke also asserts that the fed
eral breeding program is concerned 
about the flavor of nuts, even 
though flavor and oil content are not 
factors considered in developing 
new cultivars. Productivity, size, 
resistance to disease, are the top pri
orities in creating new breeds of 
pecans. "We're concerned about 
quality," he says. "All pecans have a 
high enough quality. It's not a limit
ing factor to the grower." 

As for Gordon Lee Oliver, he 
doesn't use many chemicals. But he 
remains skeptical about Harris' theo
ries. He admits that nobody knows 
why the pecan only produces every 
other year, sometimes every two or 
three years. It's one of the mysteries 
of nature he respects and can live 
with. To him, it just seems like the 
pecan puts so much energy into pro
ducing nuts one year, that the next 
year it has to rest. 

But I am still worried about 
the apparent problem of no new 
trees growing in the native groves. 
Grauke is not. He believes that the 
term of human management is 
minimal compared to the lifetime 
of the trees and the groves as a 
whole. Landowners pass away, 
property changes hands. Mowing 
the seedlings is more likely to cease 
and the groves return to the wild 
long before the trees die, he 
points out. 

But I am having a difficult time 
grappling with the relative time lines 
of sustained mowing activity and the 
collective lives of pecan groves. I 
ask Oliver about this again, and his 

Grauke, who has collected pecan samples all ultimate answer is Simple. Every year lightning kills 
over the native range of the nut tree, agrees with off one or two of the oldest trees in the bottoms, he 
Harris' concerns and theories. But he defends the says. And when that happens, it makes room for new 
efforts to deVelop perennially bearing trees. "Should seedling trees to grow in their place. Oliver lets those 
we drive cars and wear clothes. or shop in K-Mart? grow. 
There are a lot of things we do t~at early man didn't Like nature does it. 

do," he says. "I think we've improved production by 
what we've done." 



IN Tr::XAS 


OCTOBER 

Upper Coast 

Apples, beans, peas, cabbage, 

carrots, cucumbers, green onions, 

honeydew melons, peanuts, 

pecans, peppers, squash, toma

toes. 


Central Texas 
Apples, beans and peas, cabbage, 
cantaloupes, carrots, cucumbers, 
green onions, greens, honeydew, 
mushrooms, peanuts, pecans, pep
pers, pumpkins, squash, tomatoes. 

East Texas 
Apples, beans, peas, broccoli, 
cabbage, carrots, cauliflower, 
cucumbers, green onions, greens, 
honeydew melons, peanuts, 
pecans, peppers, pumpkins, 
squash, sweet potatoes. 

Winter Garden 
(Laredo/Eagle Pass) 

Trans Pecos 
Beans and peas, cabbage, 
cantaloupes, carrots, cucumber, 
green onions, greens, leaf lettuce, 
peppers, squash. 

North Texas 
Apples, beans and peas, broccoli, 
cabbage, cantaloupes, carrots, 
cauliflower, cucumbers, green 
onions, greens, honeydew, mush
rooms, peanuts, pecans, peppers, 
pinto beans, pumpkins, squash. 

Rio Grande Valley 
Beans and peas, 
cabbage, 
red grapefruit, 
peppers, sq 

Coastal Bend 
Beans and peas, broccoli, cab

bage, cantaloupes, carrots, cauli

flower, cucumbers, green onions, 

greens, honeydew, leaf lettuc, 

peanuts, pecans, peppers, squash, 

tomatoes. 


onions, 

oranges, peppers, spinach, 

squash, tomatoes, watermelons. 


Wild game 

and Seafood 

Venison, squirrel, javelina, turkey, 

quail, pheasant, chachalaca, dove, 

and goose; white bay shrimp, gulf 

shrimp, flounder, kingfish, sand 

seatrout, sheepshead, squid, oys

ters. 


Also in season in Texas: 
Figs, persimmons, walnuts, hicko

nuts, chinquapins, crabapples, 
mushrooms, pome

, satsumas, kumquats, 
plums. 
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CALENDAR OF FOOD EVENTS -
October 

15-16 Cleburne: Chili Appreciation Society International (CAS!) Chili Cookoff. Elks Lodge. 817641-4093. 

15-17 Conroe: Cajun Catfish Festival. Cajun gumbo, shrimp, catfish, alligator, sausage, boudin, red beans, rice.409 539-6010. 

16 McDade: Gennan Festival. . German foods. 512321-6576. 
16 Madisonville: Mushroom 1. 
16 San Antonio: Texas Herb 210 688-9421. 
16 Whitesboro: 28th Peanut 
16-17 Granbury: Harvest Moon. 

21-23 Gilmer: 56th East Texas 

22-24 


23 Elgin: Hogeye Festival. Pig Main Street. 512285-5721. 


23 Fredericksburg: Food and chefs, authors, seminars; food sampling. 210997-7521. 


23 Golden: Sweet Potato of Quitman. 903 569-3568. 

23 Grapeland: 49th Peanut 
23 
23 
23 
23 Park. 
24 kolaches. 512387-7697. 
29-30 Floydada: Punkin Days. 1 800 288-3619. 
29-31 New Braunfels: 33m Wl:arStfe!~J;,; Biergarten, wursthalle, German food. 1 800-221-4369. 

30 Electra: Pumpkin Festival an,di<:~ 495-3577. 
30 Chili Cookoff and Shootout. 915 336-2792. 
30-31 Palestine: Hot Pepper Festival. food. 903 729-6066. 

November 

1-7 

1-30 County Farmers Markett 512 454 1002. 

5 Courthouse Square. 915 356-3233. 

5-6 903 874-5601. 

5-7 

6 

13 1. 
13 
13 
13 
13 
13 

13 
14 : Market Days. 

14 Truscott: Grandma's Sunday Dinner. Country-style noon buffet. 817474-3288. 

20 Bay City: Market Days on the Square. 409 245-8333. 

20 Bertram: Good Old Time Market Day. 512 355-2797. 

20 Kingsville: Ranch Hand Breakfast. Outdoor chuck-wagon breakfast at King Ranch. 1 800-333-5032. 

20-21 New Braunfels: Old Gruene Market Days. 210629-3176. 

22-23 Monahans: 26th Ward County Pecan Show. Community Center. 915 943-2187. 

26-28 Richmond: 1930s Thanksgiving Celebration. Traditional table setting and meal. George Ranch Historical 


Park. 713545-9212. 
27 Junction: Kimble County Wild Game Dinner. Stevenson Center. 915 446-3190. 



(OOiCING WKllI P£CANS 


Pecans are a species of hickory and a member, the French praline, which includes but
along with walnuts and other kinds of hicko cream, was changed, substituting pecans for 
ries. of the w~lnut or juglandaceaea family. 

The shagbarkpt~~;:~"~~iar to residents of East 

and l11V\.l\.<:;l 

ern Harris 
walnuts are also 
California. 

a good eating 
. The black hickory 

trees native to north
edible nuts. Black 

pecan, to some people's taste, is sweeter, 
and more woodsy flavored than the walnut. 

any nut except 
for example, 
doesn't seem to 

~alnuts, and there 
why Texans shouldn't 

do the same with pecans. 
Another idea adapted from the 
English: mix finely chopped 
pecans with a little mayonnaise 
and cayenq~4~"eer and spead 
the mixt~.:b~ttered bread 
to 

traditions, 
the Africans, soph~tr~ated. 
Pecans are used chopped to 
coat redfish and trout for 
sauteeing, ground into a butter 
sauce for fish and vegetables, OKAY, SOME CHEESES, TOO, 
mixed with rice or cornmeal 

IF YOU INSIST.
for stuffings and casseroles, 

ARE SOME OF THE FOODS 

AND FLAVORS WHICH MIX PARTICU

LARLY WELL WITH PECANS: 


ORANGES, BOURBON, MOLASSES, 


HONEY, CARAMEL, BROWN SUGAR, 


CHOCOLATE, AND CINNAMON; 


RAISINS, APPLES, AND DRIED 


FRUIT; FISH, CHICKEN, GAMEBIRDS, 


PORK, AND HAM; SWEET POTA


TOES, RICE, PARSLEY, PEPPERS, 


GREEN BEANS, GROUND CHIllS, 


BUTTER, AND CREAM. WELL, 


and combined with sweet 

potatoes for a savory side dish or a sweet dessert pie. 


The pecan praline, a fixture on every cafe and 
restaurant counter in Texas from Alpine to Clarks
ville, was developed in France for the French diplo
mat Cesar du Plessis-Praslin, who believed that 
almonds coated with sugar were good for the diges
tion. Naturellement. Nuts candied with sugar are 
common whereever there are nuts and sugar, of 
course: the Mexicans cook their pecans in raw sugar. 

almonds and brown sugar for white. 
The pecan is marvelously versatile. The nuts can 

be ground and used to thicken stews and sauces, and 
it is believed that the native Indian tribes in Texas, 
Mexico, and elsewhere cooked with the nuts that 
way. (The word "pecan", "meaning roughly, nuts that 
are hard to crack" is derived both from the 
Algonquian and Natchez languages.) They also 
allowed the ground nuts to ferment and stirred them 
into an intoxicating drink. However, the very oily 
pecans should not be ground in a coffee grinder or 
anything else that will grind them too fine and force 
the oil to separate unless you want pecan paste or 
pecan nut butter. Try thickening chicken fricassee 
with lightly ground pecans instead of flour or making 
cream gravy with ground pecans. Dredge chicken or 
white fish like catfish, flounder, or trout in finely 
chopped pecans for frying or sauteeing. Why not do 

the same for frog legs or 
quail, for that matter? 

If you do overgrind your 
pecans, you can make a 
sweet pecan paste for use in 
pastries or cakes by mixing 
the ground pecans with equal 
parts sugar, or a pecan butter 
for sandwiches with a little 
salt. Lightly ground pecans 
can also be stirred into whip
ped cream for extra flavoring 
and used on top of, say, 
sweet potato pie, or between 
layers of cakes or crepes. 
Make a torte out of ground 
pecans or pecan waffles with 
handfuls of 

who 
pecan 

In most cases, unless the 
cook for a long time themselves, it's a good idea to 
lightly toast the pecans J~,);)~tt~,up the flavor and 
make them crisp. Do ~!i~~~ltfoi:ir:i~pce, when adding 
pecan pieces to a 
Put the pecans in 
oven at 350 degrees 
occaSionally for a few" 
and crispy. 



THE PECAN PIE 


You might think that pecan pie is a simple thing. In fact, there are endless varia

tions of it: chocolate pecan pie with cream, with evaporated milk, and with neither; 

pecan chess pie, a Texas Poor Boy Pecan Pie (>yith milk and cornmeal), pecan 

raisin pie, pecan butterscotch pie, bourbon chocolate pie, pecan pie with maple 

syrup, with honey, vinegar, cane syrup, sorghum or molasses; pecan cream pie, 

sweet potato pecan pie, and pumpkin pecan pie, just to name a few. 

The following recipe is for an orange pecan pie, using an orange syrup made with Mexican raw sugar rather 

then the traditional corn syrup. It is inspired by a recipe in Ronald johnson's book of American regionai cook

ing, The American Table. The orange peel gives the pie an unexpected tartness and zest. And the Mexican 

sugar, or piloncillo, has a mellow, golden-brown flavor. Piloncillo comes in cones and is available in any 

grocery store with a Mexican food section, which in Texas is just about everywhere. 

ORANGE PECAN PIE 

2 small Texas oranges· 

12 ounces piloncillo (about one and a half 


large cones) 


3 eggs 

1/4 cup unsalted butter, melted 


pinch of salt 

1 cup native pecan halves 

unbaked 9" pie shell 


whipped cream (with a splash of bourbon 

optional) 


Peel the oranges thinly, being careful not to take 
too much of the bitter white pith, and cut into thin 

strips the size of toothpicks. Blanch in boiling water for 
two minutes and then drain. Squeeze the juice out of 
the oranges (there should be at least 1/2 cup). Break 

the piloncillo into pieces. You might need a hammer for 
this. Add the sugar with the orange juice to a saucepan. 
Bring to a boil, stirring until sugar dissolves, add the 

peel, and cook slowly for five minutes or so until the 
peel is transparent. Remove from the heat and let cool 

for 30 minutes. 

Preheat oven to 450 degrees. Beat the eggs, add the 
orange syrup and peel, melted butter, and salt. Place 
the pecans in the bottom of the pastry shell, and pour 

the egg-orange syrup mixture over them, being careful 
to distribute the orange peel evenly around the pie. 

Bake at 450 for 10 minutes; then at 325 for 30 
minutes or until pie is done. Serve with bourbon 
whipped cream. 

SOUTHERN PECAN SOUP 

This is a thick, elegantly simple soup also adapted 
from Ronald Johnson's wonderful book of regional 

American recipes. johnson's version is lightly seasoned 
with Worcestershire sauce and a dash of Tabasco. But a 
sprinkling of rubbed sage and a bit of cayenne pepper 

would be an interesting alternative. 

2 tablespoons unsalted butter 

2 tablespoons flour 
1 cup chicken stock, heated 

3 cups milk, scalded 
1 cup native or other good pecan pieces 

salt 
2 egg yolks 

1 cup heavy cream 
Tabasco 
1 teaspoon Worcestershire sauce 
(or 1/2 teaspoon of rubbed sage and cayenne 

pepper to taste) 

Finely chopped parsley for garnish 

Melt butter in large saucepan, add flour and stir for 
several minutes. Add hot stock and milk and stir until 
mixture is smooth. Pour half the liquid into a blender, 

add pecans, and process until pecans are small grains. 

Return to pan and simmer 30 minutes, uncovered. Add 
salt and Worcestershire and a few drops of Tabasco, or 
sage and cayenne pepper, and simmer 10 minutes 

more. Beat egg yolks with cream and whisk into soup 
away from heat. Return to heat just before serving but 
do not boil. Serve with garnish of chopped parsley. 



\V!i[R[ TO RUY n~[ R[ST [CANS 

which is. practically a native, Success and Eastern Schley, also older 
varieties; and Desirable, a cross from the Success. Of the newer vari
eties the Sioux and Cheyenne are most frequently mentioned as good 
eating pecans. Both the Sioux and the Eastern Schley are high in oil 
content and close in flavor to the native. However, the flavor and char
acter of pecans can vary from harvest to harvest. Shelled pecans sold in 
bags and packages are a mixture of anonymous pecans, often the poor
est variety sold only according to color and size, and frequently stale. 

Most retail pecan shops carry some of these papershell varieties in 
combination with others. You'll typically find a selection of half a dozen 
different kinds of pecans in bins. Many retail shops also keep natives in 
the back, so you can ask for those too, although you may hear discour
aging words about their size and so forth. Press on. 

Due to the unusually large harvest expected this season, pecans will 
be considerably cheaper than last year and perhaps not as good. 

Here are some suggested places to buy 
or order fresh pecans: 

Anderson Pecans in Seguin sells native 
peans in the shell by the pound along with 
Success, Stuart, Schley, Sioux, Desirable, and 

Cheyenne. They charge 10 cents extra per 
pound for cracking. No shelled pecans. 
Anderson Pecan Company, 910 Highway 123, 

Bypass South, Seguin 78155. Phone 210 372
4655. 

Canino's Produce Market in Houston keeps 

your yard nuts into 

them for you for 20 
Market 2520 Airline, 

in Wharton sells 

rshell varieties 
Success, and Eastern 

117 South 

409532·2345. 

in San Saba will 

in the shell or shelled. 

Sioux, Cheyenne, 

else might be good this 
,1402 West 

. Phone 915 372-5771 

San Saba Pecan,lnc., is a storage, shelling, 

and packing company in San Saba that sells 
only shelled pecans, including native halves in 

decorated tins and in boxes up to 30 pounds. 
San Saba Pecan, Inc., 2803 West Wallace, San 

Saba 76877. Phone 1800683-2101. 

Winkler Farm in Moody sells natives in the 
shell and in halves and pieces. In addition, 
Winkler carries some 20 different kinds of 

papershell pecans, including Eastern Schley, 
Cheyenne, and Sioux. Winkler Pecan Farm, 
Route 1, Box 128, Moody 76557, located 

between Temple and Gatesville on Highway 36. 
Phone 817 986-2635. 



Kim Hung Market 
live Catfish. live Tilapia. 

live Crawfish. 

Fresh Seafood Direct -From the Gulf. 

Snapper, Flounder, Oysters, Drum, 


Sheep's Head, Gasper Gao 


1005 St. Emanuel 

behind George Brown Convention Center. 


Open 9 - 9 seven days a week. 

224-6026. 

24 PaAes "Cbock-FuH" 
oftbe Foods 

big ~ 

. 

flU. CAi~OG 

___I~~~·.btJ~~Th~~~t'S~ 
Texas. from 

Orange-Sweet bby 
Reds to Gloppy Pie, 
Red h~ it all, 
satisfaction guar
anteed for the 
best gift giving 
with all the 
"T~teof 
Texas"! 

. ~ 

~~ot"
1-800-876-4733 eeaEill±l 

COOKE'S 

GOURMET MEATS 

Heavy aged beef hand 

selected from Chicago. 

Custom-smoked meat 


a specialty. Smoked duck breast, 

smoked tenderloin, smoked quail. 

FRESH NATURAL TURKEYS FOR 


THANKSGIVING. 

2800 KIRBY DRIVE. 


713 529-3355. 

(Houston) 


Texana Brand invites you to experience 
an old favorite, Goode Company 
Barbeque's famous Pecan Pie. We'It 
pack it in a collectable pine gift box 
sealed with • lone star. $30. Send check 
to Texana Brand, 2727 Allen Pnrkway, 
Suite 15110, Houston, Texas 77019. 
Credit Cards cal 713·529-4616 (8.25% 
sales tax for Texas delivery. 

Farm to Market 
• ~ 0 ~ • • 

We Put ALot orStock In F·r~lhness.,"-... 

COMING UP IN DECEMBER 

IN TEXAS COOKS CALENDAR: 


Oysters From Texas Bays: We Know They're 
Good. But Are They Safe to Eat? And How 
Do Texas Oysters Compare With Oysters 
From the East And West Coasts? 

ANDERSON PECAN CO. 

Native Pecans, Success, 

Mahan, Stuart, Schley, Sioux, 


Desirables, Cheyenne. 

In Shell. By the Pound 


Anderson Pecans 

910 Highway 123, 


Bypass South, Seguin, 78155 

Phone 210-372-4655 




--STORING AND CRACKING Tll{ Nm 

The best and cheapest - way 
to buy pecans is in the shell. They 
stay fresher longer that way, and 
you can buy them in season and 

them until you're ready to use 
especially native 

have a high oil content, 
what gives them their 

makes them go rancid 
the shell is broken or the ker

is bruised. A dark brown meat is 
usually an indication of rancidity. 

Even pecans in shell should 
be kept in a cool, dry place in 
moisture-proof containers or bags. 
They will remain fresh for about 
two months. Unshelled pecans 
will keep for about a year in the 
freezer. Shelled pecans should be 
frozen immediately. But be careful 
- pecans absorb flavors from 
other foods. 

Then there is the age-old ques
tion of cracking the nut and getting 
to the heart of the matter, as they 
say. Native pecans in particular are 
a hard nut to crack. 

Methods of shelling pecans 
include stomping on them, biting 
them, hammering, thrOWing them 
across the room, holding several in 
your fist and squeezing, and pinch
ing them with pliers, wrenches, and 
other hardware. 

Among today's more sophisti
cated tools is the Rocket or Daisy 
cracker, a space-age contraption 
with a lever that smashes the 
nut lodged in a trough, a popular, 
device which nevertheless tends/to 
crush the halves. The Kutty 
is a wooden cage which 
a medieval scientific 
The nut is placed between the 
wooden spindles which when 
twisted, break the shell. 

The most recommended nut
cracker is the Texan "York" Nut 
Sheller, a cruel-looking thing billed 
as 'The Ideal Gift." It resembles a 
pair of pliers with double blades on 
one side like jaws for snipping off 
the ends and then the sides of the 
shell. "Presto! Perfect Halves!" says 

the box, and it does work. Most 
pecan retail shops carry the Texan 
"York" Sheller, but it can also be 
ordered from the Texan Nut Sheller 
Company, P.O. Box 2900, in San 
Angelo, Texas, 76902. Phone 915 
655-8204. 

The Texan Nut Sheller 
Company also carries the Texan 

Nut Gatherer with a 
v .. h'Pthv1,ene gatherer 

dowel handle 
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