Edible young pollen cones of European
black pine, Pinus nigra. Photo courtesy
Arthur Lee Jacobson.

Q&A from the Miller Library’s Plant Answer Line

EDIBLE USES OF CONIFERS
By Rebecca Alexander
This regular column features Q&A selected and adapted from the Elisabeth C. Miller
Library’s Plant Answer Line program. If you’d like to ask a plant or gardening question
of your own, please call (206) 897-5268 (UW Plant), send it via the library website
(www.millerlibrary.org), or email directly to hortlib@uw.edu.

Q

UESTION: I know about pine nuts in
pesto and other cuisines—and juniper
in gin. Are there other ways that people
consume conifers?

vitamin-C-rich decoction from the foliage of
eastern arborvitae (Thuja occidentalis), and the
crew recovered.

A

Teas, Beers and Sauces

NSWER: As you point out, dishes made
with pine nuts (from Pinus edulis and
other species) and gin flavored with the
berries of Juniperus communis are both widely
embraced by eaters and drinkers around the
world. Other edible uses of conifers abound.
An entire chapter of Robert K. Henderson’s
“The Neighborhood Forager” is entitled,
“Ever Eat a Pine Tree? The Resinous Herbs.”
The author points out that the knowledge of
indigenous Huron people saved the lives of the
French explorer Jacques Cartier in 1536, when
he and his crew were traveling the St. Lawrence
River and suffering from scurvy: They brewed a
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Teas can also be made from the foliage of Douglas
fir (Pseudotsuga menziesii), western hemlock
(Tsuga heterophylla), larches (Larix species), and
pines (Pinus species). Hilary Stewart’s book
“Wild Teas, Coffees & Cordials: 60 Drinks of the
Pacific Northwest” recommends steeping fresh
western larch (Larix occidentalis) foliage for five
minutes. Add cinnamon, cloves and dried orange
peel to boost the flavor. She suggests steeping the
new spring growth of our native shore pine (Pinus
contorta) for 10 minutes and adding spices, if so
desired. The book includes recipes for several
different non-alcoholic drinks made with
juniper. One uses roasted, fully mature fruits that

Needles of black spruce, Picea mariana, are
used to make spruce beer. (Photo courtesy
Arthur Chapman/Wikimedia Commons)

are ground fine and steeped, with added nutmeg,
cinnamon and whipped cream on top!
Picea (spruce) has many uses. Henderson
says that, as with other conifers, its new foliage
is “comparable in flavor and nutrition to pine
nuts,” with the added benefit of being easier to
find and use. What’s more, “...even the pitch of
this tree is edible. The Cree chew spruce gum to
combat sore throats and freshen breath, and for
the inexplicable universal human joy of pointless chewing.” (Note: the gum is extraordinarily
sticky—chew with caution if you want to preserve
your dental work.)
Spruce beer, which British sailors once
brewed to ward off scurvy, is an acquired taste—
some find it heavenly, while others only find it
fit to clean paintbrushes. Bière d’épinette (spruce
beer) is still consumed by people in Quebec. An
article in “Cape Breton’s Magazine” from 1974
quotes Mrs. Lillian Williams, “You’ve got to make
it from the black spruce. You know, there’s three
spruce trees—black, red, and white. Take it any
time at all as long as it’s black—but be sure and
get somebody that understands the different
colors of spruce trees. And you take your limbs—
the needles are still on—and you boil them” in

a pot dedicated to this task only, because the
resin will build up. She recommends straining
the liquid using a clean cotton pillowcase rather
than cheesecloth because the weave of the latter
is too open, and needles might slip through into
the brew. Williams recommends adding molasses
and a pinch of yeast, but other sources mention
using brown sugar, honey or maple syrup. (There
are also reports that red spruce, Picea rubens, will
do if you can’t find black, P. mariana.)
Our native Sitka spruce (Picea sitchensis) has
a long history of edible use by indigenous tribes
(see below). Artisanal brewers—especially in
Alaska—also use the soft shoots or “tips” that
bud on the tree in spring to add flavor to ale. The
flavor isn’t so much “piney,” as you might expect,
as more sweet and citrusy.
Young conifer tips add a sweet and resinous
flavor to various sauces (tomato- and creambased) and stews, but Henderson recommends
mincing finely and using sparingly so as not to
overwhelm the palate.
Pine Sap, Honey and Cones

In parts of Europe (Austria and Switzerland),
sap from the green cones of Pinus cembra (Swiss
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Edible female cones of the plum yew,
Cephalotaxus harringtonia. (Photo courtesy
Lazaregagnidze/Wikimedia Commons)

stone pine) is used to flavor schnapps, according
to an article by Rebecca Proefrock in “Conifer
Quarterly.” The sap from the shoots of young
Larix decidua (European larch) shoots can be
infused in schnapps and cough syrup. These
concoctions are easily made at home by putting
the ingredients in a glass jar on a sunny sill, much
as one might make sun tea. They typically need to
steep for three weeks. I would be more inclined
to try Zirbentrüffel, dark chocolate bars with
conifer-schnapps cream filling!
An entire chapter of “Pine,” by Laura Mason,
is devoted to edible uses. In addition to pine
nuts, and the pine resin that flavors retsina (the
classic resinated wine of Greece), there is also
the “pine honey” or balsira of Turkey and Greece,
which is not honey but rather the honeydew from
a scale insect, Marchalina hellenica, that affects
Turkish pine (Pinus brutia), Aleppo pine (Pinus
halepensis), and other species. Bees are attracted
by the honeydew and gather it instead of flower
nectar. The resulting honey is appreciated by
humans, who drizzle it over yogurt and bread.
If you’ve had the pleasure of taking a spring
walking tour with local plant expert Arthur Lee
Jacobson (www.arthurleej.com), you may have
been offered a taste of the young pollen cones
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of a pine tree. Arthur Lee—who’s working on a
new book about edible houseplants—says “The
goal is to let the pollen cones reach almost full
size but consume them while they are still moist.
At a certain point, they dry to release pollen.
Presumably, if they are eaten when still moist,
they are more digestible, and their protein is
more available to the eater. They taste resinous,
like a pine tree. Some people boil them.”
You might not want to try the Euell Gibbons
recipe for pine needle tea (“with a squeeze
of lemon and a little sugar it is almost enjoyable”), from his famous book “Stalking the Wild
Asparagus.” However, you may enjoy the distinctive smoky undertones of Lapsang Souchong,
acquired by smoke-drying the tea leaves over
open fires of pinewood.
According to the plant-finder resources of
Missouri Botanical Garden and Chicago Botanic
Garden, the plum yew, Cephalotaxus harringtonia,
produces fleshy, plum-like, edible female cones.
The inch-long red fruits are said to be very
sweet, with a subtle, piney flavor. The species is
dioecious (having male and female reproductive
organs on separate plants), so you’ll need to plant
a male specimen if you want to harvest fruit and
seeds from female plants.
Native American Ethnobotany and Conifers

The Native American Ethnobotany Database
(naeb.brit.org) is an excellent resource for
discovering the various uses different tribes have
made of plants, including conifers. Here are a
few examples from our region:
• Thuja plicata (western red cedar): Pitch
used as chewing gum by the Kwakiutl of
Southern British Columbia.
• Picea sitchensis (sitka spruce): Used by
the Makah in various ways, including
pitch chewed as gum; new shoots eaten
raw; and small cones and buds used as
food. The Quinault also use the pitch as
gum, but they warm it first, according to
Erna Gunther’s “Ethnobotany of Western
Washington.”
• Pinus contorta (lodgepole pine): The
cambium layer is used as a principle food
by the Okanagan-Colville tribe.

The Coniferesque Ginkgo

Dropping fruit from a long row of
ginkgo (Ginkgo biloba) street trees
was the bane of the block I lived on in
Brooklyn. The fruits emitted a terrible,
vomit-inducing aroma and acquired
the nickname “stinko-ginkgo.” Despite
the awful smell of the flesh of the fruit,
the seeds on the inside are considered a
delicacy in Asian cultures, where they are
called “silver apricot nuts.” Roast the nuts
before consumption (raw nuts are toxic);
use gloves to remove the fleshy coating
(which can cause dermatitis in some
people); and don’t consume more than
Ripening fruits (actually fruit-like seeds) of Ginkgo biloba.
five to 10 nuts in one sitting (since even
(Photo by Agnieszka Kwiecień, Nova/Wikimedia Commons)
cooked nuts retain some level of toxicity).
According to the American Conifer
Society website, the nut-like gametophytes are especially valued in Chinese and Japanese cuisine.
“Ginkgo nuts are used in congee, and are often served at special occasions such as weddings and the
Chinese New Year (as part of the vegetarian dish called Buddha’s delight). In Chinese culture, they are
believed to have health benefits; some also consider them to have aphrodisiac qualities. Japanese cooks
add ginkgo seeds (called ginnan) to dishes such as chawanmushi, and cooked seeds are often eaten along
with other dishes.” As with many delicacies, overconsumption is not recommended. An article in the
journal of the Academy of American Pediatrics, advises that eating too many ginkgo seeds can lead to
toxic levels of 4-methoxypyridoxine, causing acute gastrointestinal distress. m

Rebecca Alexander is the manager of Reference and Technical Services at the Miller Library, located in
the UW Botanic Gardens’ Center for Urban Horticulture (3501 NE 41st Street, Seattle). She is also a
contributing editor to the “Bulletin.”
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