                      COMMON PERSIMMON
    Many tree species produce fruit that is edible to humans. However, several of those fruits are only edible when they are fully ripened. One of those fruit tree species is the Common Persimmon (Diospyros virginiana L.).

    Common Persimmon is a member of the Order Ericales and of the Family Ebenaceae. A previous scientific name for this plant was Diospyros mosieri S.F. Blake (or Small).

    The generic name, Diospyros, is Greek for “food for the god Zeus (or Jove)” because of its sweet and edible ripened fruit. The specific epithet, virginiana, is Latin for “of Virginia”, where it was first identified.
    The common name, Persimmon, is from Algonquian Indian word, pasimenon, which is “fruit dried artificially”. The name, Persimmon, first appeared in the press in 1612. Other common names for this tree are American Persimmon, Date Plum, Eastern Persimmon, Jove’s Fruit, Persimmon, Plaqueminier, Possumwood, Seeded Plum, Sugar Plum, Simmon, and Winter Plum.

    Common Persimmon is tolerant of both shade and droughts. It is a slow-growing and a short-lived tree.
         DESCRIPTION OF THE COMMON PERSIMMON
Height: Its height is 15-130 feet.
Diameter: Its trunk diameter is 1-2 feet.

Crown: Its dense crown is low, wide-spreading, and is rounded, flattened, or cylindrical with crooked branches.

Trunk: Its trunk is short, single, straight, and erect.

Twigs: Its twigs are slender, slightly zigzag, gray to red-brown, and hairless. They have orange lenticels and alternated raised crescent-shaped leaf scars with only 1 bundle scar. Its pith is white and thick. The pith may be solid or it may be chambered with weak partitions.

Buds: Its lateral buds are 1/8 inch, ovoid, acute, smooth, appressed, and are brown to red-brown with 2 shiny overlapping scales. Its upper scale overlaps the lower scale. Its end buds are false.

Leaves: Its leaves are simple, alternate, and deciduous. Each leaf is thick and leathery; ovate, oblong, or elliptic; about 2-6 inches long; and about 1½-3 inches wide. Its base is rounded or tapered, its tip is abruptly pointed, and its margin is smooth. Its veins are pinnate and its midrib is broad and flat. It is smooth and shiny dark green with black spots above and is pale and slightly hairy below. The petioles are stout, slightly hairy, and are about ¼-1 inch long. These leaves turn yellow to red in the fall.
Flowers: Its flowers are creamy white to greenish yellow, fragrant, about ½ inch long and wide, and are dioecious. Each flower is located upon a short stalk at the leaf base. Its corolla has 4 fused petals with recurved lobes and its calyx is toothed with 4 fused sepals. The male flowers are in clusters or 2-3, tubular, and have 16 stamens with short slender filaments and oblong anthers. The female flowers are solitary, urn-shaped, have 1 pistil with 4 styles, and have 4 sterile stamens. These flowers are insect-pollinated. Flowering season is May to June.
Fruit: Its fruit is a rounded or a slightly flattened berry. It is about ¾-3 inches wide. Each berry is green when unripe and is pale brown to golden orange and wrinkled when ripe. (They often ripen after the first frost but do not need the frost to ripen.) Repeated freezing may turn the fruit purple-brown to black. The size and the number of fruits vary with each tree. Fruiting season is August to December. 
    Wild Turkeys (Meleagris gallopavo L.), Northern Bobwhite Quail (Colinus virginianus L.), Woodpeckers (Family Picidae), Songbirds (Suborder Passeri), Virginia Opossums (Didelphis virginiana Kerr), Striped Skunks (Mephitis mephitis Schreber), Rodents (Order Rodenta), Raccoons (Procyon lotor L.), Foxes (Tribe Vulpini), and White-tailed Deer (Odocoileus virginianus Zimmermann) all eat these fruits.
Seeds: Its 1-8 seeds are hard, flattened, oblong, about ½ inch long, and are brown to dark purple. Each seed is straight upon 1 edge and is rounded upon the other edge. 
Bark: Its young bark is gray-brown with shallow, orange fissures. Its older bark is dark gray to black, thick, and is broken into small, scaly, squared, checkered plates or blocks. These blocks have red and purple layers.
Wood: Its wood is strong, hard, heavy, and close-grained. Its heartwood is dark brown to black but doesn’t form for at least 10 years. Its sapwood is yellow-white to pale brown with some black and dark gray streaks. 
Roots: Its taproot is deep and woody. Its lateral roots are thick and fleshy. They sprout easily to form dense colonies. 
Habitat: Its habitats cover a wide variety of them. It may be clearings, old fields, upland woods, dry open woods, woods’ edges, bottomlands, thickets, fencerows, roadsides, or strip mines.
Range: Its range covers the southeastern U.S. as far west as the Great Plains and as far north as Long island, southern Pennsylvania, slightly north of the Ohio River, and parts of Iowa. Its original range may have spread by prehistoric American Mastodons (Mammut americanum Kerr).

Uses of the Common Persimmon:
    Common Persimmon had many uses. Both the Native Americans and the early European settlers used this tree.

    The wood had some uses. It was used for shoes lasts, textile loom weaving shuttles, golf club heads, bowling pins, billiard cues, brush handles, mallets, furniture veneer, lumber, railroad crossties, crates, boxes, pallets, bobbins, spools, pulpwood, and fuel.    This wood takes a bright polish.

    This wood doesn’t warp but will crack and check if the ends are not covered with paraffin to slow the drying process. 

    Common Persimmon can also be used as an ornamental shade tree. It was first cultivated in England in 1629. Male trees, which produce no messy berries, are recommended over female trees.

Edible Uses:

    Common Persimmon fruit is sweet and tasty when ripe. It contains about 30% sugar. It is used in puddings, cakes, pies, cookies, jams and jellies. The fruit also contains potassium, phosphorous, calcium, and vitamin C.

    The Native Americans made bread from the Persimmon berries. In 1539, they gave some of their bread to Spanish explorer Hernando De Soto and his soldiers.

    The fruit was also fermented to make wine, brandy, beer, and vinegar. This fruit is highly popular with moonshiners.
    During the Civil War, when the Union Navy had blockaded the southern ports, imported coffee because scarce in the South. Confederate soldiers roasted and ground the seeds as a coffee substitute.

    Unripened fruit contained tannin and was very astringent. It gives a very bitter taste and causes the mouth to pucker.    

    Captain John Smith, who founded the Jamestown Colony in 1607, wrote this comment about the Persimmon: “If it not be ripe, it will draw a man’s mouth awrie with much torment”. He also said, “when it is ripe, it is as delicious as an apricot”.

    Many European settlers, who cleared their new land for their homes and their crops, often let Persimmon trees remain. They used the berries for food.  

Medicinal Uses:

    Common Persimmon had some medicinal uses. A green fruit infusion or decoction and a root tea were used for treating dysentery. The green fruit was also used as a gargle for sore throats. A tea made from the powdered fruit seeds were used for treating kidney stones. An inner bark infusion was used for treating sores of the mouth, lips, and throat. An inner bark tea was used for treating stomachaches, heartburn, and dysentery. The inner bark was also used as a wash for treating warts. The fruits were used externally as a poultice for burns and wounds.
    The dried leaves have vitamin C and were used for tea. The leaves were steeped for about 10 minutes. This tea treated colds and scurvy.

    Common Persimmon was listed in the U.S. Pharmacopoeia from 1820 to 1882.

Legends and Folklore:

    Persimmon seeds are believed by some to predict the upcoming winter weather. Using a ripen seed from a locally-grown tree, carefully cut the seed in half to view the kernel. If the kernel is spoon-shaped, there will be a wet and heavy snowy winter. If the kernel is fork-shaped, there will be a light and powdery snowy winter. If the kernel is knife-shaped, there will be a cutting and icy windy winter.
    Although there is no scientific evidence to support this belief, the seeds may have been shaped that way through stress when they were developed.
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