
Update

We live in a biosphere that is highly interconnected, but
our view of the systems we live in has become fractured
and fragmented. Our economic system pushes our agricul-
ture system to extremes of efficiency to maximize profit.
Those extremes of efficiency lead to rigid divisions of pro-
duction and to rigid compartmentalization of thought
about that biosphere. 

Take corn, for example. Corn is the basis for hundreds of
industrial, agricultural, and commercial raw materials and
products. From these products industry makes thousands
of other products, from foods for humans and animals to
industrial products to the container holding potato salad at
the deli case. The value of these products when sold sepa-
rately adds up to much more than what a raw bushel of
corn will earn. On top of that, our system is designed to
drive down prices on commodities like wheat, corn, sugar,
vegetable oil, and animal feed. 

This piecemeal process forces us to think about the effects
as piecemeal, and so we come up with piecemeal respons-
es when problems arise. This may maximize “efficiency”
but it may also be the least successful way to formulate a

response to environmental problems for a biosphere that is
highly interconnected. 

With our food production system broken into so many
obscure and complicated steps, a person on the street can’t
fathom the route food takes from its starting point to it
final destination. This leaves the general public without a
basis to understand or act when problems occur.

In many other cultures the food production system has a
greater percentage of the population engaged in some part
of it. In many of those cultures it is not just food produc-
tion that is a more homogenized process, but medicine and
health as well, as they are directly part of that food pro-
duction system. In our developed-world system, food and
health are only partially included together. You may try to
eat a balanced diet for better health, but your daily diet is
usually not tied to a specific sickness. We have medicine
for sickness, whereas in many cultures diet is medicine
directly for sickness. This is because those cultures recog-
nize that the plants they exploit as food also have activity
against sickness, either as a preventive measure or as a
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Portulaca oleracea growing in downtown sidewalk cracksVerdolaga (Portulaca oleracea) in flower

Continued on page 2



treatment for a specific illness. This is based on a view of
the world not as a sum of millions of parts but as an inter-
related network. 

The interesting outcome of this world view is how it effects
a person from those types of systems, ideas about food
production. My friendship with a family that are mostly
descendants of the Otomi, an indigenous native people of
Mexico, is a microcosm of that world view in operation.
Mem bers of the extended family still operate small farming
plots in east central Mexico. There they still maintain tradi-
tional farming practices, and these practices extend to food
consumption practices here in the U. S. 

There are radical differences in methods of food produc-
tion between the U. S. system and the smaller traditional
based farms of indigenous groups in Mexico. The small
framers only actively grow commodity crops that store
throughout the year. For them that would be corn, beans
and squash. The other perishable vegetables like greens
would be collected seasonally from the wild and are not
active grown. Not extra space or effort is wasted for com-
mon native plants they can find in the wild. There is a sec-
ondary level for some root crops like onions that may be
transplanted wild or seed collected from the wild and
grown at the edges of the cultivated areas. I live on Onion
creek and in the spring I have all the green onions I could
eat. Because of that I see the creek as a resource instead of
just a large drainage ditch. 

Other types of semi cultivated vegetables and fruits are
allowed to grow on various structures used to fence off the
cultivated space. In some cases Opuntia sp. (prickly pear) is
used to keep out the critter and it has a secondary value
because they can produce tunas and pads for nopalitos.
Quite a few plants are also collected from the wild for fla-
voring and cooking. Then there are those plant collected
from the wild that have a dual use as a food and medicine.

They can be added to a cooked dish or cooked as a sepa-
rate dish like collards of spinach. Many of these plants are
prepared as a tea to be drunk. To my western school mind
it seems there are as many teas as there are aliments. While
we have sports and power drinks they have teas that ener-
gize one first thing in the morning or as one tires out in the
mid afternoon.

Even though all of us are immigrants to this continent,
most of us are generations removed from the traditions of
our ancestors. My Otomi friends grew up in a traditional
setting and still follow the practices they learned when
growing up in Mexico. I found this out when they asked
me if they could collect the verdolaga (Portulaca oleracea),
which is growing by the hundreds in the gravel around my
nursery. During the proper season one could collect buck-
ets and buckets of verdolaga and is common to be stir fried
with cooked pork. Another common waif around the nurs-
ery is chilipequin (Capsicum annuum). At lunch they will
pick a half dozen to spice up their food or take them home
to make salsa. There is also Lycopersicon esculentum, a wild
tomato I collected in South Texas years back that has
escaped in the woods around my place. We also have two
species of marigold (Tagetes) that are native to Mexico.
They use both Tagetes lucida and Tagetes lemonii as a tea.
Both have a very strong taste and are used to enhance or
correct digestion problems. Both can be used as a spice in
meat dishes and soups. 

A view of the world that includes wild lands as a food
source has an effect on the understanding a person would
have about the value of that land. In our culture we see
those wild lands as empty, of value maybe for recreation
but not as an important part of the food production puzzle.
Due to that we have little to stop us from making changes
to suit a piecemeal view of the world.

Tagetes lucida (pericón, Mexican taragon) Lycopersicon esculentum (wild tomato) Capsicum annuum var. glabriusculum (chiltecpin)
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Pat McNeal, when not growing native plants at McNeal’s Wholesale

Nursery, is usually out collecting seed of unusual and superior specimens

of native plants to grow. He also serves on UWP’s board of trustees. 

Continued from page 1



Sometimes Miss

Smarty plants

dispairs at the confu-

sion running rampant about

what is what. Last issue it

was that yuca /yucca debacle.

Now it’s rag weed and goldenrod. 

Goldenrod (Solidago sp.) gets a bad rap for

what ragweed (Ambrosia sp.) does every fall

-- make people hack, sneeze, drip, and guz-

zle antihistamines. But gold en rod pollen is

heavy. It is polite. It stays out of ones nose.

It is transported by insects and does not

waft about. Rag weed pollen, on the other

hand, is pushy. It is so light that it travels

hundreds of miles on the wind to fly into

the nose of someone far, far away. 

So why is Miss Smarty plants nattering on

about this? Well, recently, having misplaced

her copy of Being and Nothing ness and lik-

ing to keep her mind Important Topics, she

was perusing a ladies’ magazine  — the

sort that brims with pictures of cupcakes,

celebrity diets, and stories of pets waking

up their humans to tell them to Get Out

Now! because the commode is overflowing

— when she felt an overwhelming need to

shovel some dirt. On closing the magazine,

an advertisement extolling the virtues of a

laundry detergent guaranteed to rid one’s

clothes of 99% of the ragweed pollen

attached to them (does not every detergent

do this?) came to her attention. 

So, again, why is Miss Smarty plants prat-

tling on about this? Because the pastoral

scene on the front of the high-efficiency

washing machine showed not a single stalk

of the ragweed that it derided as the

sneeze-inducing culprit. Instead it showed

goldenrod, a plant repeatedly but falsely

accused of causing the mucosal misery for

which ragweed is responsible. She can’t

tell you  how many times she has wit-

nessed people yanking out a lovely stand

of goldenrod because “it causes allergies,”

while leaving humongous stands of rag-

weed to throw off so much pollen that it

looked like the Dust Bowl II had arrived. To

that Miss Smartyplants says “achoo!”
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Confusion say...

t
The Amazing Turbani knows

all. His all-seeing inner

eye sees all. He sees you

turning to the back

page. He sees you see-

ing the membership

form. He sings and

hits high C. Oh, wait.

No. That’s his Yma Sumac

record playing. He sees

you when you’re sleeping.

He knows when you’re awake.

Oh. Wait. No. That’s Santa.

The Amazing Turbani wears a

turban, not a red hat with a pompon, a

French that means “fuzzy white ball on

Santa’s hat.” Nevertheless, he sees you

being good for goodness sake and sponsoring

a species. Yes. That’s right. He sees a

Species Sponsorship in your future. He sees

you being very happy you did that. See what

you have done?
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Solidago radula (goldenrod)— this gets the blame.

Ambrosia trifida (ragweed)— this makes us sneeze.



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
native 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
impact 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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SPRING WEEDFEEDTM

DROUGHT ADVISORY

If there is sufficient rain in the next few months

the 6-weeks long Spring Weedfeed will begin in

mid March 2013. If there is not, there will proba-

bly be a Speedy Weedfeed. So if you want to do

the long Weedfeed class, now is the time to do

your best rain dance, seed those clouds, and

keep your fingers crossed. 


