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	Title: Tapioca plants? Saffron bushes? Where does our food come from?  
	Author: by Michelle Le Strange, UC Master Gardener Advisor
	Page 1: I like to start Saturday mornings with a bicycle ride in the foothills. Before settling in to a steady pace (where all one can do is pedal and breathe), there's always friendly chit chat among the riders. A couple of bike buddies triggered this week's topic about an old dessert and a pricey spice. It started when John mentioned how he treated his kids to fresh picked local strawberries and tapioca pudding. Strawberries they knew, but for the kids this was their first introduction to tapioca. Apparently that tasty combination was a big hit and is sure to be repeated at his house. But the question became, "What is tapioca?" So you're familiar with sweet potato and yams…but have you heard of cassava? Sounds like the melon casaba, but cassava is a starchy root crop (like potato) that is easily grown and widely used in the world's tropics. The Portuguese introduced cassava to West Africa in the 1500's, but its spread throughout the tropics just occurred in the 1900's. Although Brazil is the greatest producer of cassava, Thailand is the chief exporter of cassava products and that's where this story is going. Cassava starch is turned into several products for human consumption including TAPIOCA, and flour for bread, crackers and confections. It's also used for adding strength and smoothness to paper and textiles, and for forming some sugars like glucose, dextrose, fructose, and even sorbitol, which is used in toothpaste. Tapioca is prepared from the fine starch which is obtained from the cassava tubers when they are washed and pressed. The starch grains are heated on a flat plate until they swell and collect into pellets which are then marketed as tapioca. Tapioca pudding and strawberries are a zesty duo, but there are numerous combinations with tapioca. The current rage in college towns and California cities with large Asian populations are tapioca drinks that just originated in Taiwan about fifteen years ago. These pearl milk teas or "boba" drinks and "bubble" drinks as they are often called, get their name after the marble-size black or white tapioca balls that sit at the bottom of a cup and then are covered by tea, milk, coffee, or fruit juice flavors and sucked through a large straw. No doubt a mouthful of fun this unique beverage experience is said to be "like drinking Thai iced tea and eating Gummi Bears at the same time".
	Page 2: Now let's switch to another side of the taste palate and talk about spices. Ed is another cycling buddy who stimulated a conversation about saffron. I recognized it for the flavor and color enhancer that it is, but pleaded ignorant to its botany. Now I'll share what I've recently learned. It turns out that according to McCormick's Spice Encyclopedia, saffron is the most expensive spice in the world. It is native to the Mediterranean area and most imported saffron comes from Spain. If you consult Sunset's Western Garden Book, you won't find saffron cross referenced to its botanical name so you'll need to remember Crocus sativus. If you're a gardener you'll recognize crocus as an early spring flowering bulb (actually it's a corm) in the Iris family. These ornamental corms are the Dutch crocus (C. vernus). Saffron crocus produce lilac flowers in the fall and are not as showy as the Dutch crocus. It is the female parts of the flower (the stigmas) that are the saffron filaments or threads that are highly prized for color, flavor and aroma as a spicy food additive. Each flower has 3 stigmas, which can only be harvested by hand and it takes 225,000 of them to make one pound of saffron. No wonder the price is high! Worldwide about 300 tons are produced per year.To harvest saffron, the stigmas are plucked as soon as flowers open, then dried and stored in glass or plastic vials. Stigmas from a dozen flowers will season a good-size paella or similar dish (according to Sunset). Saffron is mainly used as a colorant and flavoring for cheeses, pastry, rice and seafood dishes. It is often included with other spices in paella, curry, and bouillabaisse. Saffron has a strong perfume and a bitter, honey-like taste that is pleasantly spicy.A less expensive alternative to saffron is turmeric, which is the dried root of the Siam tulip (Curcuma alismatifolia). It too has a bright yellow color with an earthy, pungent flavor and aroma. Turmeric is sometimes referred to as "Indian saffron". To Ed and John, I say thanks for today's topic and I'll see you next Saturday.
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