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Big Mike and Friends

By Ranger Dawn Soles

Many thousands of years ago an amazing thing happened.
A human wandering through the forest stumbled upon a
mutant. This mutant was not huge and scary but fit easily, and
fortuitously, into a hand. Through the millennia many, many
hands have held and enjoyed this mutant - the banana.
The reason that we consider
the banana that most of us are
familiar with (bright yellow, about
8 inches long with an elongated
curved shape) as a mutant is
that wild bananas have seeds – a
lot of them. So many that they
are usually rendered inedible.
However, this long-ago banana
encounter was a fabulous, for
us at least, mutant – sterile with
no seeds. If you look at a cross
section of a commercially sold
banana you can see the seed
remnants as tiny black specks in
the interior of the fruit.
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The full story of the banana is
long, and not always a pleasant
one, though I will try to stay away
from in-depth discussion of the
political actions taken due to the
banana. Before getting into all
that here are the basics on the
banana.
Most people are surprised to learn
that the “banana tree” is not a
tree at all. It is actually the largest
herbaceous flowering plant. All
above-ground parts of a banana
plant grow from a structure called
a corm. The “trunk” is considered
a pseudostem or “false stem”
and the plants are normally tall,
ranging in height from 10 to 23
or more feet, and are fairly sturdy.
Each fruit forms from the ovary of
a single flower where the outer
layer of the ovary becomes the
fleshy portion. Because of the
way the fruit forms, the banana
is, botanically, considered a berry.
Banana fruits form in a large
hanging cluster, made up of tiers
(called hands) with up to 20 fruits
to a tier. The hanging cluster is
known as a bunch, comprising
three to twenty tiers and can
weigh from 66 to 110 pounds.
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Individual banana fruits, also
known as fingers, average 0.276
pounds.
One last basic banana fact to clear
up, since common lingo can cause
confusion – there is technically
no difference between a banana
and a plantain. Common usage
tends to split them up with the
sweeter, soft fruits as bananas and
the firmer starchier fruits used for
cooking as plantains, but they are
all bananas.
Now that you know what
constitutes a banana plant and
fruit, let’s get down and dirty with
how they ended up in our stores.
Though those of us here in the
United States primarily think of
the yellow fruit we see in the store
as “The Banana,” there are more
than 1,000 species of wild banana
in southeast Asia, China and the
Indian sub-continent. There are
fuzzy bubblegum-pink bananas,
Continued on Page 3

Ranger-Led
Programs

Experience nature and history in a special way. Programs are
generally 1 - 2 hours in length. A $3 donation is requested. A $7
parking fee is charged at Sycamore Grove Park.
Quick Look:
Lowland Wildflowers

Sun. April 7		

10:00 am

Springtown Birding

Wed. April 10

9:00 am

Heron Nest Viewing

Sat. April 13		

9:30 am

Spiders and Their Kin

Sun. April 28		

2:00 pm

Lowland Wildflowers
Sunday, April 7 		

1:00 pm

Springtown Birding
Wednesday, April 10

9:00 am

Heron Nest Viewing
Saturday, April 13		

9:30 am

Spiders and Their Kin
Sunday, April 28 		

2:00 pm

Most of our wildflower hikes require a trek into the hills, but for this walk we will stay in the flatlands.
There is plenty of flora if you know where to look. This will be a slow-paced walk of about one mile. Kids
are welcome, but strollers are not recommended because trails are dirt and rocky in some areas. Please
call (925) 960-2400 for directions if you do not know how to get to the nature area entrance.
Ranger Amy Wolitzer		
Sycamore Grove Park, Nature Area Entrance
				
(On Arroyo Road, across from the golf course pond)

We’ll meet at Marlin Pound Park and head out onto the trail just to the south, to the confluence of
Altamont creek and the Arroyo Las Positas. I’m hopeful to see a boatload of sparrows, some blacknecked stilts, and a full spread of ducks, but the only way to know for sure is to tag along! I’ll have some
loaner binoculars for folks who don’t have their own. Cancelled if raining heavily.
Ranger Eric Whiteside
Marlin Pound Park, 2010 Bluebell Drive

Join LARPD Rangers and the San Francisco Bay Bird Observatory as we check out our Great Blue Heron
rookery. This is a chance to get a closer look at our nesting herons and their chicks. We will learn about
these birds and take a short walk to an area where we can observe them. We will have spotting scopes
and binoculars available to use. Feel free to bring your own as
well. All ages welcome. Please RSVP by calling (925) 960-2400.
Ranger Vickie Eggert		
Sycamore Grove Park,
				
Reservable Picnic Area (5035 Arroyo Rd.)

They creep, they crawl and they give many folks the heebie
jeebies. They are the eight-legged animals of our world – spiders
(and their relatives). Join me in Sycamore Grove to discuss these
wonderful creatures. We’ll learn about some of the different types
around the world and learn which are considered dangerous.
There will be a few live specimens for us to look at.
Ranger Dawn Soles		
Sycamore Grove Park,
				
Arroyo Road Entrance (5049 Arroyo Rd.)
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Bananas (continued)
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green- and white-striped bananas with pulp the
color of orange sherbert, and bananas that when
cooked taste like strawberries. There are bananas
with green, yellow, red, or even blue (and the
aforementioned pink) peel color when ripe. Bananas
range in size from around 3 inches to the 14-inch
Rhino Banana that has apparently had outstanding
specimens produce fruits up to 24 inches long and
weighing over 3 pounds. THAT is a big banana.
Out of these hundreds of wild bananas a very
small few are key players. Though many varieties
of bananas are sold and consumed worldwide, the
vast majority of widely cultivated bananas descend
from two wild bananas. Yep, TWO – Musa acuminate
and Musa balbisiana. All cultivated bananas
descend from an original plant that was found to
produce seedless fruits. These plants were asexually
propagated, and they are the genetically identical
ancestors to today’s marketable banana that we find
in our stores. But how did we get bananas moved
from their original range to be cultivated worldwide
in at least 107 countries today?
Long ago in a forest far far away…. Just kidding,
THIS
though the statement is technically true inIN
regards
to the banana. Domestication of the banana is
credited to farmers in southeast Asia and Papua New
Guinea. Evidence shows that banana cultivation
began at least 5,000 BCE and possibly extends back
as far as 8,000 BCE. It is likely that domestication
occurred multiple times independently in southeast
Asia, which is the region of primary diversity for the
banana. There is debate as to whether the banana
is the oldest domesticated fruit. Some say “yes,” but
there is strong evidence that it is actually the 2nd

or possibly 3rd oldest The strongest contender for
the first fruit to be domesticated is the fig. Evidence
from the Jordan Valley indicates figs have been
cultivated since as long ago as 9,400 BCE. After that
the argument gets a bit dicier as to whether the
banana is second or third, with the bottle gourd and
banana swapping places depending on who you
ask.
From its original range in southeast Asia the banana
would spread far and wide. In 3-4,000 BCE Arab
traders took the fruit home and introduced it to the
Middle East and the east coast of Africa. From there
bananas spread across the continent. This happened
so long ago that Africa is a secondary center for
genetic diversity in bananas. In 2,346 BCE Alexander
and his army discovered the banana in India and
introduced it to the western world, particularly
Mediterranean countries. In the 6th century the
Portuguese discovered the fruit on the Atlantic coast
of Africa and cultivated it in the Canary Islands. From
there it was introduced to the Americas by Spanish
missionaries.
In the 15th and 16th centuries, bananas were being
cultivated on plantations but they were red or green
and included a lot of starch – what today many
would refer to as plantains.
Cultivation has led to hundreds of edible varieties
but few have ever been suitable for mass
production. In 1936 a farmer in Jamaica named Jean

Wild Banana with Seeds
Photo from molcyt.org
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Bananas (continued)
Francois Poujot discovered a banana plant that, as a
result of random genetic mutation, produced yellow
fruit that was naturally sweet and soft enough to
eat without cooking. This fruit had a thick peel
that resisted bruising and grew in tightly packed
bunches. Originally called the Martinique banana,
it was so popular that it was cultivated all along the
Caribbean coast and Central America. Eventually it
was called the Gros Michel or the Big Mike.
North Americans were some of the last peoples in
the world to begin eating bananas. But once we
started we didn’t stop. Bananas were a novelty in the
early 19th century. This changed with the discovery
of the Big Mike, which, due to its bruise-resistant
skin and natural flavor, facilitated the worldwide
banana market. Imports to the United States started
to increase after the Civil War, and in 1870 things
took off.

Banana consumption steadily increased and the
worldwide banana market was going strong. And
then……cultivated bananas such as the Big Mike
are genetically identical, so if one is vulnerable to a
disease-causing agent, they all are. In 1870 a fungus
named Fusarium oxysporum was identified. This
fungus is the agent that causes Panama Disease. The
Big Mike was particularly vulnerable to this fungus.
By the 1950’s Panama Disease had spread all over
the banana-producing world. An example of how
virulent it was comes from Honduras, where in a 20year span 30,000 hectares (74,100 acres) of banana
production was eradicated – and that was just in
one valley.
The Big Mike effectively became commercially
extinct in the 1960’s. It still existed but could no
longer be grown in quantities large enough to make
it profitable.

In 1871 banana imports to the US were valued
The solution came from Devonshire England. William
at $250,000. By the first year of the 20th century
George Spencer Cavendish, 6th Duke of Devonshire,
imports to the US were worth more than 6 million
received a shipment of bananas from the Indian
dollars. Ten years later that figure doubled. In
Ocean island of Maritius in 1834. The Duke’s friend
Manhattan the Old Slip piers along the East River,
and chief gardener, Sir Joseph Paxton, cultivated
just below the end of Wall Street, used to be known
the banana in the greenhouse at Chatworth House.
as the Banana Docks due to frequent shipments of
Sir Paxton named the variety Musa cavendishi in
the fruits to those piers. Companies began building
honor of the Duke. Cultivation started in the Canary
specialized, refrigerated ships, called Banana Boats,
Islands, and by 1934 the Cavendish was being
to keep bananas from spoiling during shipment.
commercially produced. However, the Cavendish
The United Fruit Company, now Chiquita Brands
could not compete head-to-head with the Big Mike,
International, at one
time had the world’s
Photo from crop-mapper.org
largest private fleet.
In 1924 David Evans
Strickler, a 23-yearold apprentice
pharmacist at Tassel
Pharmacy in Latrobe,
Pennsylvania,
created a bananabased triple ice
cream sundae, better
known as a banana
split. The Banana
used was a Big Mike.
Continued on page 5
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Bananas (continued)
which had a better flavor and a thicker peel making
it easier to ship. The Cavendish had to be broken
into bunches and boxed and so was more expensive
to ship than the Big Mike. However, it was resistant
to the blight. So, as the Big Mike crop failed, the
Cavendish stepped in.
Today Cavendish bananas represent ½ of the
bananas produced and effectively constitute the
entire export market. With the Cavendish saving
the worldwide market, the banana continued to
thrive. Americans alone eat more than 3 million tons
of bananas a year – more than apples and oranges
combined. The average American consumes 28.5
pounds of bananas each year.
Today the banana is the world’s 4th major dietary
staple behind rice, wheat, and corn. Though Europe
and the United States almost exclusively eat
Cavendish bananas, hundreds of local varieties are
grown and sold in the tropics. Approximately 148
million tons of bananas were produced around the
world in 2016 and less than 20% were exported –
the rest were eaten locally.
Most of the world’s banana production occurs in
India and China. The U.S. consumes huge quantities
of bananas but produces very few. On the list of
banana producers we rank 92nd, which equates to
less than one-hundreth of a percent of the world’s
total production.
Unfortunately, the Cavendish may suffer the same
fate as the Big Mike in the next 10-20 years. With no

Photo by TimothyPilgrim via Wikimedia Commons

current front runner as a potential replacement, if
the Cavendish becomes unavailable for large-scale
cultivation, we may not see those yellow bunches in
the stores much longer.
The fungus causing Panama Disease has mutated
and the Cavendish is vulnerable; the spread of the
fungus has increased in recent years. Since the
1990’s it has spread across most of Eastern Asia,
then to Africa and then Europe. Considering North
America has an unsuitable climate to produce
bananas at a commercial scale, this leaves South
America as the only haven left to grow Cavendish
bananas. But probably not for long. One would
think oceans would be a barrier to the spread of the
fungus, but when someone with the fungus on their
shoe can cross the ocean in a few hours, the ocean
provides little to no protection. The arrival of the
Fusarium fungus is generally accepted as inevitable.
One expert has called the banana industry a “longterm train wreck” due its vulnerability from no
genetic diversity.
If the new mutation of Panama Disease wipes out
commercial production of the Cavendish as the old
version wiped out the Big Mike then what will be the
next banana?
There are a few options. Genetically modify the
Cavendish to be more resistant to the fungus.
Or, figure out a way to hybridize a slightly more
resistant version of the Cavendish. Or, hope that
what happened when the industry lost the Big Mike
happens again – we stumble upon an entirely new
banana that can take its place.
Banana producers worldwide are working on the
problem. Hopefully a solution will be found before
the Cavendish can no longer be purchased in our
stores. Who knows, maybe the next banana to join
the exclusive club of the Big Mike and the Cavendish
won’t be yellow. There are many colors to choose
from in the banana world. I personally think a
mutant purple banana with orange stripes would be
very cool.
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Nature’s Palette
I always want
to try new
things and
learn new
skills. The
resources are
out there; you
just have to
look! I recently
Naturally dyed egg craft by
moved to a
Mary Denham (Instagram @
house where
marydenham)
I have fresh
eggs from 10
chickens, and the eggs are a beautiful array of colors.
It reminds me of dyeing Easter eggs as a kid, except
my eggs are far less garish in color.
It got me thinking… such beautiful colors exist in
nature already, why not try to use them? It turns out
that many common plants and foods can actually
be used to dye eggs, such as onion skins, beets,
coffee, and turmeric. This won’t come as a surprise
to anyone who has chopped up beets or cooked
with turmeric – your fingertips and countertops are
probably still stained! The colors obtained by using
these natural materials tend to be less vibrant than
store-bought dyes, but I find it to be a far more
interesting craft and experiment. A quick online
search will get you step-by-step instructions if you
want to give this a try yourself. Get creative!
While we’re at it, what else can we dye? Well, first,
let’s talk about the difference between a “dye” and
a “stain.” It turns out that we frequently misuse the
term “dye” to refer to what is actually a stain. When
coloring natural fabrics, materials such as beets
will result in a
Colored with plum leaves
stain that will be By Mary Denham
colorful but will
eventually wash
out with time or
fade in the sun.
When dyeing, it is
often necessary
to use what’s
called a mordant–
–a chemical
which binds the

By Ranger Claire Girling
dye to the fabric and which is often toxic.
This Forest Service guide is an excellent source of
information on dye plants and mordant chemicals.
Using a book called The Modern Natural Dyer by
Kristine Vejar as a reference, a friend of mine, local
pastry chef Mary Denham, has experimented with
fabrics. Mary used madder root (a plant in the
Rubiaceae family) to create shades of pink; plum
tree leaves for a yellow-green color; walnut shells for
brown; and pomegranate rind for yellow.
Natural pigment
Colored with walnut shell
and dye is a topic
and pomegranate rind
that comes up
By Mary Denham
from time to time
in Sycamore Grove
Park. Our park is
a source of many
natural colors.
Blackberries and
elderberries will
certainly stain
your hands if you
break their skins,
while cattail pollen
produces a vibrant
shade of yellow.
Stinging nettle, in
addition to being
edible, will produce
a nice green color. California black walnuts, which
feature prominently in our park along Olivina Trail
and Walnut Trail, give us a dark brown/black color
that, with minimal processing, can be used to create
an ink to write with. Have you seen those funny
brown balls on oak trees that are sometimes referred
to as “oak apples”? They’re actually galls, the oak
tree’s natural reaction to a gall wasp laying an egg
in the surface of the tree. Oak galls are also used to
produce ink, although it is a somewhat complicated
process involving the addition of iron. More info can
be found here.
People have been using plants for dyes and
decoration for millennia. Experimenting with this
can be a fun way to connect to our past and to
nature in the present day.
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