
Not All are Equal
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Eyes Right 
South Run Park, VA – I am talking blackberries, not people.   However, as I was picking berries over a period of several July days this year, I began to see some interesting parallels between these thorny purveyors of delight and us humans who venture in to pick them.
Blackberries seem to prefer to live in neighborhoods.  Rarely do I find the solitary plant, but rather large mazes of individual plants of differing ages living in a daunting cluster.  You enter one of these patches at risk.

Technically, the blackberry (rubus fruticosis) is not even a berry.  If you look closely at one of the fruits, you will see that it is actually an aggregate of small, individual clusters of juice and seeds, each formed in the shape of a small distorted ball.  Each of these small parts is called a drupelet.  The clusters vary in size depending on weather and soil conditions, but in all cases the fruit has developed from germinated flowers which bloom in the spring.  The small flowers have five white petals with pale pink stamen surrounding a lush white pistil to attract bees.  Another interesting fact is that the thorns on the canes are not really thorns, but rather prickles (tell that to my hands and legs – whatever they are called, they do an effective job poking through denim shirts and corduroy trousers).  

 Although the Latin name for the general species of blackberry is Rubus Fruicosus, it has now been cultivated into many different forms, including some without prickles and others which simply grow straight up for ease when harvesting.  Most of the blackberries which you can purchase in American supermarkets have been grown commercially in Mexico.  Those berries are usually large and plump, but I find that I prefer the wild ones, not only because they have far better taste, also because I enjoy the challenge of finding and picking them.  I tell no one where my patch is, and if someone happens to wander in looking to pick, I warn them about the “aggressive snakes” in the area.  This has always worked to retain my franchise.
The blackberry plant is a perennial, but the shoots that come up from its roots are biennials, that is, they have a two year cycle.  In the first year, a shoot springs forth and rapidly grows to considerable height (sometimes over 20 feet!).  It does not flower, but simply forms a thorny stalk which is called the primocane.   In the winter, that cane goes dormant, but comes back with flowers and ultimately fruit.  This “floricane” does not grow taller, but develops branches with smaller leaves (and those pesky prickles).  And that is it for that cane.  It will not bear fruit again, but remains behind as a dead cane, complete with its prickles.  A mature blackberry patch can be a daunting maze of living and dead canes, best navigated by rabbits and other small, wily mammals.
But…..back to the parallel with humans.  The blackberry patch is a living organism complete with multiple generations living side by side in a symbiotic relationship.  Just as with humans, the blackberries share their space with animals and insects.  Snakes love to crawl around these patches, deer and bears love to eat the berries, and ticks (this year, in particular) are always present.  Instead of police or homeowner guns, the blackberries have those prickles for protection.  And some neighborhoods are better than others.  Within a space of several hundred yards, I consistently find blackberry patches which produce large, juicy berries, while others, seemingly in the same conditions, have scrawny, small berries not worth picking.  I find this interesting, because blackberries seem to be able to survive in soil conditions which do not favor much else for growth.  My favorite patch is in hard clay and gravel beneath power lines crossing this park.  I think of it as my berry ghetto where most other humans are afraid to enter for fear of being harmed.  So far this year, I have seen no snakes, but have had several ticks hop on for a ride (and three for a meal of my blood).
Blackberries live and die just like us humans – it is just that their life cycle of two years is shorter.  However, although individual plants come and go, the society goes on through the root system, unless it is somehow destroyed.  But similar to us homo sapiens types, other colonies seem to spring up elsewhere, just as pioneers in North American streamed westward when land in the northeast proved no longer useful for agriculture.  These new colonies develop from seeds that are carried by animals that have consumed berries and dropped the dung in a different area, often far from the original patch.
I visit my blackberry family each July to gather its delicious fruit for later use.  This year I have frozen copious quantities for making smoothies and have made and canned over 40 jars of jam.  I could have worse hobbies.  But tell that to my scratched arms and legs!
I thought you might like to know.
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