March 3, 2011 – Go Native with Acorns as Food
I don’t know how many times I’ve been trail running, noticed fallen acorns and wondered about their nutritional content.   Squirrels are always munching on acorns.   Wild turkeys at a nearby park eat them.   Park rangers have mentioned that deer and bears depend on acorns as a dietary staple.   When running along a stream on an ‘off-the-beaten path’ my running buddies and I have often commented about how Native Americans must have eaten plenty of acorns.   Even my dog, Winston, tries to eat the acorns in my yard so I shell them and he happily chomps on the soft nut inside.   With my interest peaked, today I decided to browse around the internet and become more educated about acorns and their nutritional value.

Since acorns are the nuts of oak trees, I guessed that they are high in fat and also provide protein like other nuts and this is the case.   An ounce of dried acorns provides 142 calories including 74 from fat, 60 from carbohydrates and eight from protein.   They are high in vitamin B6, folate, pantothetic acid, magnesium, potassium, copper and manganese.   I was surprised to learn that there are 24 different varieties of oak trees in my home state of Florida and that they are grouped into two classes: the white oak group and the red oak group.   

Trees in the white oak group tend to annually produce larger acorns while trees in the red oak group typically have smaller acorns and drop them during alternate years.   Acorns from trees in the red oak group are usually higher in protein, fat, and calories than acorns from trees in the white oak group which are favorable characteristics.   However, these acorns also tend to be higher in fiber and tannins, which reduces their digestibility, making them less desirable. Ultimately, acorns produced by trees in the white oak group tend to be consumed more regularly by wildlife than acorns from trees in the red oak group.   Acorns are such an indispensable part of some animals’ diets that they change their movement patterns in response to acorn production.
But we are talking about wildlife eating acorns and what really interests me is human ingestion of acorns.   In some human cultures, acorns once constituted a dietary staple, though they are now generally considered a minor food with the exception of Native American and Korean cultures.   In Korea, an edible jelly named dotorimuk is made from acorns and dotori guksu are Korean noodles made from acorn flour.   Acorns were a traditional food of many indigenous people of North America, especially in northern California.   Acorns were dried in the sun, stored, ground into flour and used to make mush or bread.   The 3,400 remaining Miwok Native Americans still have an annual acorn festival.
So, there you have it – in a nutshell!   Acorns are edible and provide good nutrition, though to maximize their use as a food source we would need to dry them, grind them into flour and wash out the tannins before making acorn bread.   The next time you see squirrels busy storing and munching on acorns and friends wonder, ‘Can we eat acorns?’ you can confidently impress them with your knowledge.   And then eat a few just to show them how tough you are!
