SAPINDACEAE - SOAPBERRY FAMILY

California Buckeye

Endemic to California — foothills, canyons, and dry slopes below 4,000 ft
throughout the Coast Ranges and Sierra foothills

@ About This Plant

California buckeye is a distinctive deciduous tree or large shrub growing 15-40
feet tall with a broad, rounded crown. It is one of the first California trees to
leaf out in spring and the first to drop its leaves in summer — going completely
bare by August in response to drought, creating a ghostly silver-barked

silhouette against the brown summer hills.

In late spring, it produces spectacular upright spikes of fragrant white to pale
pink flowers that can be over a foot long, making it one of the showiest native
trees when in bloom. The large, pear-shaped seed capsules contain glossy
brown nuts that are toxic to humans and most animals unless carefully
processed — yet these nuts were a significant food source for California Indian

peoples who developed elaborate detoxification techniques.
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O: Growing Conditions

Full sun to part shade

Well-drained, tolerates poor and
rocky soils

15-40 ft tall, 20-40 ft wide

Very low — summer deciduous,
extremely drought adapted

USDA Zones 7-10

Moderate

Spectacular 4-12 inch spikes of fragrant white to pale pink flowers, May—June.

Among the showiest native tree blooms.

Foothill canyons, oak woodlands, dry slopes, and stream margins. Often found

in the same habitat as valley oaks and blue oaks.

O Traditional & Culcural Uses

Food — Processed Nuts

Despite being toxic raw, buckeye nuts were an important food source after

extensive processing. Nuts were shelled, sliced thin, leached in running water

for days to weeks to remove the toxic saponins (aesculin), then dried and

ground into flour for bread or porridge. The process was labor-intensive but



produced a nutritious, calorie-dense food.

Fish Stupefaction

Crushed buckeye nuts were placed in streams and pools to stun fish — the
saponins interfere with gill function, causing fish to float to the surface for easy
gathering. This was a major communal fishing technique used by the Pomo,

Miwok, Yokuts, and many other tribes. The fish remained safe to eat.

Ceremonial & Spiritual

Buckeye wood was used for fire drills and ceremonial items. The smooth, glossy

nuts were carried as charms by some groups.

Insect Control

Buckeye extracts were used to repel and control insects, similar to soap plant.

A LIVING RELATIONSHIP

Buckeye teaches patience and respect. The nuts look beautiful — glossy, smooth,
inviting — but they are poison until you put in the work of processing them
properly. Days of leaching, slicing, and running water transform something
dangerous into something nourishing. There’s deep wisdom in that: some of the

most valuable things require careful, sustained effort before they can sustain you.

™ Medicinal Uses

Topical Pain Relief

Bark and nut preparations were applied externally for toothache and joint pain.



The saponins provide a numbing effect.

Caution — Toxicity

All parts of buckeye contain aesculin and other toxic saponins. The nuts, leaves,
flowers, and bark are toxic to humans and most animals if consumed without
proper processing. Honey from buckeye flowers can also be toxic. This is a plant

that demands knowledge and respect.

Va4 Ecological Role

Early pollinator resource — The spectacular flower spikes are a major nectar
source for butterflies, native bees, and hummingbirds in late spring.

Bee toxicity concern — Buckeye nectar and pollen are toxic to honeybees,
though native bumble bees appear to tolerate them. This is an important

consideration for beekeepers.

Summer deciduous — The dramatic leaf drop in summer is a drought
adaptation, not a sign of illness. The bare silver branches are architecturally

striking.

Wildlife — Squirrels cache the nuts. Deer occasionally browse young growth.

il Propagation

1 Seed: Plant fresh nuts in fall, 2—-3 inches deep. They germinate readily with

natural winter rainfall. Do not let nuts dry out before planting.

2 Transplant early: Buckeye develops a deep taproot quickly. Move seedlings



to permanent locations in their first dormant season.

3 Note: Seeds are large and heavy — they do not travel far from the parent

tree naturally.
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