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Fall Focus on Books

VALUING FRUITS AND NUTS

The Encyclopedia of Fruits and Nuts.
Jules Janick and Robert E. Paull, eds.
CABI, 2008. 976 pp., illus. $390.00
(ISBN 9780851996387 cloth).

The title of this work might more ac-
curately have been The Encyclope-

dia of Economically Important Fruits and
Nuts, as it follows in a long tradition of
summing the nature and cultivation of
edible reproductive structures (e.g.,
Ochse 1927, Menninger 1977, Morton
1987, Cavalcante 1988, Waler and Sam
1999). Indeed, the title also leads to the
expectation of a focus on angiosperms,
but in fact a few gymnosperm “nuts”
(Pinus) and fleshy seeds (Ginkgo, Gne-
tum, cycads) are also present.

Semantic quibbles aside, The Ency-
clopedia of Fruits and Nuts is a very broad
and up-to-date summation of plant re-
productive structures that are consumed
by mankind. Editors Jules Janick and
Robert E. Paull have assembled an inter-
national team of 129 experts who offer
treatment of edible structures from 84
families and over 300 genera of seed
plants. The book is organized alphabet-
ically by family, then by genus with the
family. Information on each genus is
presented in a fairly consistent format:
an introduction is followed by (a) a sum-
mation of world production, including
volume and geographic location; (b) a
summation of nutritional data and stan-
dard uses; (c) botany—a consideration
of the systematics of the taxon, its mor-
phology and growth habit, its ecology, its
reproductive biology, and a detailed de-
scription of the fruit or nut; (d) horti-
culture—propagation, maintenance,
pest management, harvesting, and
postharvest treatment; and (e) litera-
ture cited. Because each entry is penned
by a different author, the writing style is
of uneven quality, but the consistent or-
der of presentation helps ensure an ac-
ceptable degree of clarity.

In many cases, the individual entries
provide excellent summaries, and one

would have to go to the cited primary
literature to improve upon the depth of
coverage. For example, the section on
the Arecaceae extends to 82 pages and
covers 25 genera and 28 species (3 of
them—Cocos, Elaeis, and Phoenix—in
great detail). Similarly, the Rosaceae are
accorded 140 pages to cover 14 genera,
with particular focus on Prunus (6
species plus a few varieties treated in 55
pages). In some other cases, the cover-
age is scant, as with Passifloraceae, for
which only one species is treated in
depth. Morton (1987), though dated in
aspects of production and horticultural
technique, offers better diversity. Simi-
larly, the treatment of Lardizabalaceae
touches on only Akebia, when in fact
Decaisnea, Holboellia, and Stauntonia
are also consumed.

Thus, while the generic coverage of
significant edible fruits is excellent, it is
not universal or definitive. By contrast, 
I believe the geographic scope to be ex-
cellent. Out of the 84 families covered, a
somewhat arbitrary tabulation reveals
that 36 possess a dominantly temperate
distribution while 48 are of a dominantly
tropical distribution, and certainly many
unfamiliar taxa are summarized.

A word on the illustrations: The fron-
tispiece offers a nice two-page, painted
illustration of fruit morphological
terms, which accompanies the glossary.
In the book’s center are 79 color photo-
graphs, none of which are particularly
informative and many of which focus—
and sometimes are out of focus—on
flowers or plant habit rather than on
fruits or seeds. Many of the generic de-
scriptions are accompanied by a line
drawing obtained from the primary lit-
erature; these are of variable quality
and information content. There are no

keys. In short, this is not the book to
grab when you are faced with an un-
known fruit or seed. We still need a re-
alization of the vision of Gaertner and
Gaertner (1788–1791), who essayed to
create an illustrated summation of the
morphology of the fruits and seeds of
the world. However, if you know the
identity of the fruit of interest, this is a
superb guide to its economic aspects.
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