INDIGENOUSLY ROOTED - NATIVE PLANT RELATIVE

California Buckeye

Aesculus californica

ALSO KNOWN AS FAMILY NORTHERN POMO NAME

California Horse Chestnut Sapindaceae (Soapberry)  Not confirmed in available sources — see note below

A tree that announces the seasons before any calendar does — leafing out in late winter,
blooming in fragrant spires by late spring, and standing bare and silver through the dry heat of

late summer while everything around it is still green. The buckeye keeps its own time.

A SAFETY — TOXIC PLANT

All parts of California buckeye are toxic when raw. The seeds, leaves, and flowers contain neurotoxic
glycosides (including aesculin) and saponins. Raw seeds are poisonous to humans and livestock, and
the nectar and pollen are toxic to non-native honeybees. The traditional uses below are presented as
documented cultural and historical record, not as preparation instructions or guidance for
consumption or self-treatment. Processing buckeye into food required specialized, knowledge-intensive

leaching; this page does not teach that process.

01 THE PLANT

California buckeye is one of the most distinctive trees of the state's foothills, oak woodlands, and stream
margins — endemic to California, ranging from the Klamath region south through the Coast Ranges and
Sierra foothills. It grows as a broad, low-branching tree or large shrub, often wider than it is tall, with

smooth pale-gray bark that almost glows in winter light.

Its rhythm is what sets it apart. While most trees rest in winter, the buckeye leafs out early, flushing
bright green in February or March. By May it sends up dense, sweet-scented panicles of pale pink-white
flowers. Then, as the dry season deepens, it does the opposite of its neighbors — it drops its leaves in
summer to conserve water, going dormant through the heat and revealing the large, pear-shaped capsules

that ripen to release a single glossy mahogany seed: the "buckeye."



02 CARE GUIDE

LIGHT

Full sun to part shade. Tolerates open

hillside exposure once established.

SOIL

Adaptable. Prefers well-drained loams or
rocky slopes; tolerates clay. Not particular

about fertility.

MATURE SIZE

15-25 ft tall, often equally wide. Can stay

shrubbier on exposed sites.

CALIFORNIA-NATIVE GROWING NOTES

WATER

Very low once established. Drought-
deciduous by design — summer leaf drop
is normal and healthy, not a sign of
distress. Avoid summer irrigation, which

can promote root rot.

HARDINESS | ZONE

USDA zones 7-10. Hardy to roughly 10—
15°F. Well suited to interior and coastal

California.

PROPAGATION

Easily grown from fresh fallen seed planted
in autumn; seeds are large and germinate
readily. Difficult to transplant once rooted
due to deep taproot — site it permanently

from the start.

As a true California endemic, buckeye is built for the Mediterranean climate's wet-winter / dry-summer
cycle. The single most common way gardeners harm it is kindness: summer water. Plant it where its
dramatic summer dormancy reads as intentional rather than alarming, and pair it with other dry-summer
natives. It is a keystone early-season nectar source — but note its toxicity to introduced honeybees while
it supports native pollinators that co-evolved with it. Give it room; its low, spreading crown is part of its

character.

03 A NOTE ON THE NORTHERN POMO NAME



I have not been able to confirm a specifically Northern Pomo name for California buckeye from a
verifiable source, so none is printed above rather than risk presenting a name from a neighboring dialect
or people as Northern Pomo. The buckeye was significant across Pomo territory and the broader region,
and names for it are documented in the ethnobotanical and linguistic record — but the Pomo languages
are distinct (Northern, Central, Eastern, Southeastern, Southern, and Kashaya are separate languages, not
one), and the correct attribution matters. If you hold or can verify the Northern Pomo name from a

community source or the linguistic record, this is the place to add it.

04 TRADITIONAL USES

The following draws on the documented California Indigenous ethnobotanical record. Where a use is recorded specifically

among the Pomo it is noted; otherwise it reflects broader California Indigenous practice. =~ ATTRIBUTION NOTED INLINE

FOOD

Buckeye seeds were a known food resource across much of Indigenous California, generally treated
as a secondary or famine food behind the acorn. Because the raw seed is toxic, it required extensive
processing — the nuts were cooked and then leached with water over an extended period to remove
the bitter, poisonous compounds before they could be eaten. Kat Anderson's Tending the Wild
documents buckeye among the managed plant foods of California Indigenous peoples and the
sophisticated knowledge such detoxification represents. This page intentionally does not provide the

leaching method, as improperly prepared buckeye is dangerous.

MEDICINE

Historical ethnobotanical accounts record buckeye preparations used externally and in specific
traditional contexts among various California peoples. Given the plant's toxicity, these are recorded
here only as historical and cultural documentation — not as remedies to reproduce. Internal use of any
part of this plant is dangerous, and this page does not describe medicinal preparation, dosage, or

application.

CRAFTING & MATERIAL CULTURE

One of the most widely documented uses of buckeye across Indigenous California was as a fish
poison. The same saponins that make the seeds toxic were used to stupefy fish in pools and slow
stretches of stream, bringing them to the surface to be gathered — a practice recorded among

numerous California peoples and discussed in the regional ethnobotanical literature. The light, soft

wood was also used; fire drills made from buckeye were valued for friction fire-starting.
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