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Top to bottom: Fresh pecans, hazelnuts and walnuts add seasonal crunch to fall treats.

Fall Nut Gathering

BY LAURA HUNT ANGEL

N

uts, both wild and
cultivated, are as common
in the southern kitchen as is
corn meal, and fall is the perfect
time for baking up a favorite
nutty treat. Nuts star in so many
recipes, both sweet and savory,
that entire cookbooks could be
devoted to them.
My mother liked just about
any sort of nut, but black
walnuts were her favorite, and
more often then not that is
what she used in her cakes.
My father preferred pecans,
especially in ice cream. I love
hazelnuts dipped in chocolate or
in pastries.
My grandfather, however,
prized hickory nuts above all ...

A Hickor’ Nut Cake
Papaw was sitting under the
willow tree in his old green yard
chair involved in his favorite
pastime, whittling. Around his
feet were two or three plastic
cigar tips as well as a small pile
of wood shavings, and there was
a scattering of ducks, chickens
and dogs in the yard. Heavy
cigar smoke swirled freely above
Papaw’s head, the scent blending
with that of dry fall leaves and the
last stubborn blossoms in Mama’s
lower bed.
Next door, my friend Donna’s
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mother, Judy, had just started a
wood ire and set her big kettle on Some wild nuts, like these hickories, require husking, curing and shelling before they can be used.
the grate. Every year she would
gather enough drop apples from
my father’s orchard to make a big
batch of apple butter. It would take
all day to cook down. With this in
mind, I made plans to drop over
near dark for a slice of bread with
warm apple butter on it.
But now, standing next to
Papaw’s chair, I leaned in, brows
furrowed, to get a better look at
the shapeless hunk of wood in his
hands.
“What are you making?” I
asked. He had taken a few swipes
at the wood, but to me it just
looked like a rectangle.
“A big butcher knife,” Papaw
said without looking up.
“What for?” I knew that there
were plenty of knives in our
kitchen, even a couple of butcher
knives, and couldn’t think why he
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would want to carve one.
“To cut off your tail, that’s what Freshly baked walnut cake is a lavorful way to welcome crisp days and cooler temperatures.
for!”
of the nuts and immediately set to had to wrestle a snake for them. I
On my most recent nut
I giggled, balancing myself on
picking out any little bits of shell
would have believed him except
gathering expedition I didn’t see
an old tree stump and reminding
that remained. I picked up a piece that a while back that he told me
any snakes, but I did run into a
him yet again that I didn’t have a
and tested it between my teeth,
that he’d had to wrestle a snake for nest of yellow jackets. Instead
tail. Papaw motioned toward his
not sure if it was a nut or a shell,
blackberries, too.
of nuts I came home with a half
camper with the block of wood
and asked my mother what she
dozen yellow jacket stings. In fact,
and said, “Go in yonder and get
was going to do with the them.
this year there has been such a
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that bowl off the table and take it
“Your grand dad wants a hickor’
high incidence of yellow jackets
Uncle Eugene may have
to your mother.”
nut cake.”
that the Department of Natural
exaggerated just a bit, but when
Hopping off the stump, I ran
As she mixed the batter, Mama collecting anything in the wild it
Resources has been accused of
to the little trailer where Papaw
asked me to look under the
intentionally releasing the insects
is wise to keep an eye out for the
slept, opened the door and found
counter and get a jar of my father’s occasional woodland nuisance.
in an attempt to control other
a paper sack sitting among the
homemade maple syrup to use in
insects. In an online statement
Although the weather may have
scattering of newspapers, books
the icing. I grabbed the sticky jar
cooled somewhat, ticks, mites and published earlier this year and
and nick knacks. The sack was full and set it on the table and licked
iled under Forest Health, the
chiggers are still out and about.
of broken shells, and next to it was syrup off of my ingers while
DNR vehemently denied this
Generally, the act of stomping
a bowl of nut pieces. Stepping out
watching Mama mix the batter
accusation, saying “No, the DNR
around in the woods will create
of the door with one arm wrapped and put the cake in the oven.
does not release yellow jackets —
enough commotion to warn any
around the big bowl, I wobbled
Weeks earlier, Mama’s brother, larger creatures that you are
we don’t like’em either.”
toward the house.
my Uncle Eugene had brought
To make gathering easier, a
coming and they will get out of the
I huffed into the kitchen where the nuts with him from Kentucky. way; they don’t want to encounter Native American friend advises
Mama relieved me of the heavy
As he handed the sack to Papaw,
you any more than you want to see waiting until the fall rains come
bowl. She was pleased by the look he laughed and told me that he’d
and then head to the river bottoms
them.

and where the rain will have
washed the nuts into one place.
After you have gathered nuts
with husks such as hickory or
black walnuts, lay them in a single
layer in a dry location and let them
sit for a week or two to cure.

The Recipes
If you do not want to risk
running into snakes, yellow
jackets, Big Foot or other pests,
feel free to use your favorite
store-bought nuts for this cake.
Just don’t use peanuts, which as
we all know, are not really nuts
at all.

Old Fashioned Nut Cake
1 cup shortening
11⁄2 cups sugar
3 eggs
2 cups lour
A pinch of salt
1 tablespoon baking powder
1 cup milk
1 teaspoon vanilla
1 cup chopped nuts
Preheat oven to 350 degrees F;
grease 2 9” round cake pans. Cream
shortening and sugar in a large bowl;
beat in eggs. Combine lour, salt and
baking powder and stir into
shortening mixture alternately with
the milk and vanilla. Divide batter
evenly between the cake pans and
bake at 350 degrees F for 30-35
minutes, or until a toothpick comes
out clean. Cool cakes, remove from
pans and frost with Maple Butter
Cream Icing.

Maple Butter Cream Icing
3 cups powdered sugar
1⁄2 cup butter, softened

1 teaspoon vanilla
1⁄2 cup pure maple syrup
Milk or cream, to thin icing
Beat together sugar and butter
with a mixer on medium; add the
vanilla. Keep mixer running and
slowly add the maple syrup in a
thin stream. Increase the mixer
speed to high and beat until
frosting is light and fluffy. If too
thick, add a couple of tablespoons
of milk or cream to reach desired
consistency.

Walnut Cake
This little cake is perfect for
brunches or snack time, and
is great for gourmet gifting. I
recommend using a springform
pan with parchment to line the
bottom. Although this slightly
complicates preparation, it is
well worth the effort.
1 cup brown sugar
11⁄2 cups lour
2 teaspoons baking powder
1⁄2 teaspoon baking soda
3⁄4 cup margarine, softened
1 teaspoon nutmeg
1 egg
2⁄3 cup milk
3⁄4 cup chopped walnuts
Preheat oven to 350 degrees F;
grease a 9” springform pan and line
with parchment. Combine the brown
sugar, lour, baking powder and
baking soda; cut in the margarine
until it resembles coarse crumbs.
Press 11⁄4 cups of this mixture into the
cake pan. Mix the nutmeg into the
remaining crumb mixture, then
gently stir in the egg and milk just
until combined. Pour the batter over
the crumbs in the cake pan; top with
walnuts. Bake at 350 degrees F for
35-40 minutes, or until a toothpick
comes out clean. Cool completely
before removing the band from the
pan. 8 servings.

