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The American chestnut tree reigned over 200 million acres of eastern woodlands from Maine to Georgia until succumbing to a lethal fungus infestation, known as the chestnut blight, during the first half of the 20th century.

The American chestnut tree was an essential component of the eastern US ecosystem; it was the single most important food source for a wide variety of wildlife from bears to birds. It was a cash crop for many rural communities and the chestnut lumber industry was a major sector of rural economies. The wood is straight-grained, easily worked, lightweight and highly rot-resistant. It was ideal for fence posts, railroad ties, barn beams and home construction plus furniture and musical instruments.

The blight comes from a fungus dispersed via spores. It is a wound pathogen, entering through a fresh injury in the tree’s bark. It only affects the bark and is not found in the soil.

The American Chestnut Foundation was founded in 1983:goal to restore the tree to the native forests along the eastern United States.

Scientists capture genes from Chinese chestnuts (naturally disease resistant) and cross with American chestnut=50% American and 50% Chinese tree. These trees were then backcrossed to the American species, resulting in trees that were 75% American. The process is repeated until trees retain no Chinese characteristics except are blight resistant. The scientists now have trees that are 1/16 Chinese and 5/16 American. These trees won’t be immune but have high resistance to the blight.

The American chestnut is edible-very good source of protein and considered an almost perfect food. 

The blight resistance trees are not yet available to the general public but selected sites have received seedlings that are thriving.

There are Ma. & R.I chapters of TACF if anyone is interested in joining.

Website www.acf.org

