
INTERMODAL CONTAINERIZATION 
In late May, Vivian Wu of C&C Offset in Hong Kong
emailed that 19 pallets of Volume 4 of Useful Wild Plants...
were on a container ship (more an 18-wheeler of the sea
than ship) that was making its way across the Pacific
Ocean. Said shipment would be in Austin Aug. 7th. Whew!
We had a two months to clear out 1872 c/f of storage space. 

OH WHERE, OH WHERE...
That doesn’t seem like a lot of space until you find yourself
facing an immutable delivery deadline while squeezing
through narrow corridors of teetering boxes (no, we are not
hoarders, UWP just needs an actual library and facility). We
made lists and drew little diagrams and determined that if
the vol. 1, 2, and 3 inventory was rearranged and if all ex-
traneous items (and we all know that nothing in storage is
ever extraneous) were expunged, there would be almost ex-
actly enough room to squeeze in V4. Almost. Maybe.

WHEN PUSH COMES TO SHOVE
Sheryl Cheatham, UWP’s treasurer and chief book packer
and shipper, is one of those people who can fit 13 eggs into
a 12-egg carton without breaking a one. She stepped in and
said “Let’s get moving!” She informed her standing Friday
volunteer gig running the refreshment department at
Austin’s Launch Pad Job Club (a networking organization
that supports jobseekers in their search for The Perfect Job)
that she would be otherwise engaged for a few Fridays. She
started pushing, shoving, toting, barging, lifting, baling,

culling, and cursing (only to herself, and quietly). She put
out a call for help, and UWP trustee John G. Flowers III
raced over to hoist, sort, toss, rebox, and reshelve. Mid-
week, Linda Anderson, UWP’s ace multi  tasker, consoli-
dated, rearranged, and decluttered (someone out there will
understand when we say “Flylady would be proud.”) 

SPACE: THE FINAL FRONTIER
Finally, holes opened up on shelves. A load of “Why are we
keeping that?” went to Goodwill. Then light appeared at
the end of the tunnel. Finally, the black hole of storage gave
in to the pressure of relentless rearrangement and space ap-
peared where no space had been before. 

WE STORM THE BASTILLE OF CLUTTER 
It was July 14, a very pleasant Tuesday. We were 2/3 done,
we figured. We took a break from storming our Bastille of
Clutter to say “Well done!” We hydrated and high-fived
and celebrated the making of progress. After all, Aug. 7th

was three weeks away. But late Wednesday afternoon...

THEN THE BASTILLE STORMS BACK...
The freight forwarder called from LA. The message said
“Your shipment arrives Monday.” The ship had caught a
tailwind.

THE CLIFFHANGER
Look for the conclusion of this thrilling tale of delivery de-
rangement in the next issue of the UWP Update.
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Argh. What do you mean, one more box? What do you mean we have four days?Off to Goodwill. MOVE IT BUSTER!
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My father had a fondness for big, boxy cars—especially the
Oldsmobile Delta 88. I don’t remember how many he
owned over the years, but that car forms the base rock of
my automotive memory. Before I could walk I remember
being placed in the open bathtub-like trunk of one—on a
blanket—and (on more than one occasion) being left alone

in the deep abyss where I couldn’t crawl out, while my par-
ents and older brothers and their wives picked pecans on
the halves at “the college farm” a few miles from our home.
They expected me to nap but I could never do it. This was
in the late 60s and I am sure that today there are laws
against leaving children alone in the trunks of cars, but that
was a different era. None of those cars had seat belts either,
and car seats were not used past infancy, but I digress…
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A boy and his nut: l-r Matt White, pecan (Carya illinoinensis)

A PECAN MEMOIR
by Matt White

in three parts

Last fall I was picking up pecans that had fallen from the trees in our front yard when I realized that some of my earliest memories involve these
nuts. That led to the realization that I could tell the story of my life through the pecan, and vice versa—and an idea was hatched to write what I
termed A Pecan Memoir. It would have as its focus the pecan and its uses but would be a personal recollection as well as tribute to both the pecan
and the people who have treasured it throughout the centuries. What follows is an abridged version of an earlier draft that may be transformed into
something more at some point. Here is the first installment.

Picking on the Halves



The point is that picking up pecans was serious business
and a teething tot or a tiny two-year old was not about to
interfere with it. The trunk of my parent’s car made an
ideal crib; however the more my mother told me to go to
sleep, the less sleep I got. Instead of napping I laid there
and gazed up at autumn’s passing clouds and the tops of
the trees swaying overhead.

By the time I could pull myself up and peer out of this un-
usual baby bed, I saw my dad and older brothers hurling
short strips of garden hoses into the upper branches of the
trees to knock loose the tiny football-shaped prizes. After
each volley, a fusillade of pecans would rain down like hail
stones, pattering the leaves. My mother and my sisters-in-
law would crawl around on their hands and knees like
wild animals to retrieve them. Each one dragged a small
one gallon coffee can with them into which they put their
little prizes. When these were full they were deposited into
large laundry baskets.

As I got older I was given my own coffee can and allowed,
really I should say expected, to pick up pecans too. I was
constantly questioned about how many I had found and I
was frequently admonished to “keep looking.” “Fill your
can,” I was reminded. It was fun for a while but after sev-
eral hours of rooting around on my hands and knees I was
more than happy to quit. What I really wanted to do was
hurl those garden hoses into the trees. Because pecan trees
can grow to soaring heights (the tallest one is in Kentucky
and is 130-something feet tall, though ours were probably
in the 50-80 foot range) hitting the upper branches with the
garden hoses took a considerable amount of strength, good
aim and quite a bit of luck. As I got older I tried a few times
but instead of arcing them into the upper branches, my gar-
den hoses barely cleared the lower ones. I even practiced at
home a few times but I could never send them higher.

Picking up pecans was an annual event, nevertheless, and
my parents and I continued this tradition until I was a
teenager, long after my brothers and their wives had
moved on. I don’t remember why we quit going but I think
the college, as everyone called East Texas State University,
which is now Texas A&M University-Commerce, finally
closed the pecan orchard to the public. The pecan orchard,
as everyone called it, was located in the bottoms of the
South Sulphur River just south of Commerce in eastern
Hunt County. On the bluffs overlooking it were several
barns and a little white managers house that was sur-
rounded by a chain link fence. Just inside the fence, beside
the locked gate, were several large trash cans. When we
were finished picking up we were expected to pour half of
our take for the day into these trash cans. This was known
as picking on the halves and it was done on the honor sys-
tem. But for a little boy more three or four years old, it was
shocking that I was going to dump out half of my pecans.
These were my pecans. “Why are you giving my pecans
away?” I asked. That time my mother dumped out more of
the pecans from the laundry basket she had filled to give
me the illusion that I could keep all of mine. This was my
introduction to picking on the halves.

Look for Part 2 of A Pecan Memoir in the Fall issue of the
UWP Update.

Matt White teaches history at the Greenville campus of the Paris Junior College. When
he’s not doing that, he most likely will be found roaming the prairies, woods, and road-
sides of northern Texas and Oklahoma to track down interesting plants and interesting
people of those regions. He is the author of Birds of Northeast Texas and Prairie Time:
A Blackland Portrait. 

The pecan, Carya illinoinensis, is the state tree of Texas and is the species featured on
the cover of Volume 3 of the Useful Wild Plants of Texas, the Southeastern and South-
western United States, and Northern Mexico. Excerpt of endpaper drawing by Scooter
Cheatham.

IN MEMORIAM

Dr. Daniel F. Austin died on January 20, 2015, fol-
lowing a stroke the day before. He was 71. After
completing his doctoral studies on the Convolvu-
laceae under Dr. Walter Lewis at Washington Uni-
versity in St. Louis, he and his wife Sandra moved
to Florida, where he taught at Florida Atlantic Uni-
versity for 31 years before retiring to the contrasting
climes of Arizona. Among his many publications is
the marvelous 900 page ethnobotanical work titled
Florida Ethnobotany. He was the book review editor
for the journal Economic Botany for many years and
always saw to it that a review by Dr. Lewis of the
latest volume of Useful Wild Plants... appeared in
the journal. Dan’s scholarship, humor, encourage-
ment, and kindness will be greatly missed.



UWP’s Mission
To promote the understanding, appreciation, stewardship, and
sustainable use of wild plants through programs of conservation,
education, research, publication, and entrepreneurship.

Focus 
To create and maintain a comprehensive knowledge and informa-
tion base, a platform from which to launch further research on na-
tive plants. This vast body of knowledge will be of service to
scientists, horticulturists, ecologists, teachers, park rangers, hob-
byists, and others, and ultimately will be accessible in several
forms, including the multi-volume encyclopedia, an interactive
database, CD-ROM, and films. This is the most complete economic
botany work produced for any region in the world. 

Projects and Programs
•      The Useful Wild Plants of Texas, the Southeastern and South -

western United States, the Southern Plains, and Northern Mexico,
a multi-volume work

•      The Alluse Database
•      Independent Studies with UWP
•      The “Save the Human Libraries” project to preserve vanish-

ing knowledge through video- and audio-taped interviews
•      “Landmark Landscapers” project to interview horticulturists

and naturalists who are bringing the best of the natives to the
market for use in landscaping

•      “Plug Into Your Planet,” to help students evaluate their im-
pact on the planet through their choice of possessions
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Join UWP and help save the “rainforest” 
in your own backyard.

Annual Membership
q  Sustaining ($100)

q  Family/Household ($50)

q  Individual ($25)

Sponsorship
q  I’ll Sponsor a Species in Volume 4! ($1000)

q  I’ll be a Seed Sponsor in Volume 4! ($500)

Contributions
I’d like to make a contribution of $ __________________________________

in honor of / in memory of ________________________________________

To become a member or to otherwise contribute, fill in the blanks and mail this form
or an approximation thereof to 2612 Sweeney Lane, Austin, TX 78723. 

Thanks!
Name: ______________________________________________________________________

Biz/Co/Institution: _______________________________________________________________

Address: _____________________________________________________________________

City: _______________________ State: _______________ Zip: _________________________

Phone:_______________________________ E-mail: __________________________________

Credit card #: (MasterCard or VISA) ____________________________________________________

Expiration: ______________ Signature: _________________________________________________________________
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