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The Other Chinkapin

Have you ever been involved in a case of mistaken identity? I certainly have. Several years ago there was a scientist at the University of Georgia whose name was very similar to mine. I sometimes would get his mail and he would get mine. For a long time we would simply laugh and forward the misdirected mail to each other. Then one day I got an invoice for $10,000 for supplies he purchased for a research project. I quickly decided it was time to get the name confusion cleared up! Last month I wrote a column on the Society of Municipal Arborists 2009 Tree of the Year, Chinkapin Oak. Several folks have questioned me because my description of the plant did not sound like the Chinkapin they knew. Well folks it is a case of mistaken identify. The Chinkapin Oak I discussed is not the same as the Allegheny Chinkapin many of you know.
Like many other folks I don’t like to use botanical names very often but they do prevent cases of mistaken identity. Common names for a plant vary greatly from region to region.  Unfortunately, this is a perfect example of what can happen if you just use common names for a plant. Chinkapin Oak is a true oak tree that can reach heights of 40-50 feet.  Allegheny Chinkapin is related to chestnuts but typically is brushy shrub. Allegheny Chinkapin also goes by the common names Ozark Chinkapin, American Chinkapin, Chinquapin, Dwarf Chestnut and I’m sure several others. Botanical names make separating these plants much easier. The Chinkapin Oak is Quercus muehlenbergii.   The Alegheny Chinkapin is Castanea pumila.   By the way, if you like researching plants on the internet try using their botanical name. You will often find more “hits” and better quality information than you will searching under their common name.

Now that we’ve cleared up the difference in names let’s look at the characteristics of the Allegheny Chinkapin. It is a large deciduous shrub that typically reaches heights of 25 feet or less. The bark is gray-brown to slightly reddish. The leaves of the shrub are simple and oval in shape with parallel veins that end in short teeth at the leaf margin. 
The Allegheny Chinkapin bears interesting flowers. They appear early in the summer and are pale yellow to white in color. The catkins are erect and resemble small bottle brushes. Allegheny Chinkapin is a member of the same genus as the American Chestnut. It is not surprising then that they don’t bear acorns but rather nuts in a heavily spined burr. Each burr or capsule contains one shiny oval nut. These dark brown nuts are edible. In fact, they are delicious and preferred by many types of wildlife. Nut crops are usually not heavy until the fourth or fifth year. Six year old plants may produce as many at 1,500 nuts.
The nuts of the Allegheny Chinkapin are eaten by squirrels, chipmunks, deer, opossums, and a number of bird species. The shrubs are generally not common enough to serve as a primary food source but they are used heavily when they occur. The plants occur on well drained ridges, near cliffs, on rocky well drained soil, and near road and railroad right of ways. They prefer full sun to partial shade.

The edible fruit, attractive blooms and moderate growth habit might make them worthy of consideration for the landscape. Unfortunately, they have an Achilles heel.  They can be attacked by the same blight that affects their cousins the American chestnut.  Shrubs that are heavily affected may develop disease cankers on their stems.
If you want a shade or street tree plant the Chinkapin Oak, Quercus muehlenbergii.  If you want to experiment with a native shrub for wildlife food then you may want to try the Allegheny Chinkapin, Castanea pumila.  Just don’t get the two confused or you will not be happy!
