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CANAIGRE.

(Rum-ex hymenosepalus).

The Congressional act, which established the Agricultural
Experiment Stations in the several States and Territories,
includes, among other duties of the Station workers, the study
of new plants during different stages of growth to determine
their economic value.

For several months we have been seeking information in
regard to one of the wild plants of Arizona, to learn some-
thing of its possible commercial value.

This plant is found growing over a considerable area of
southern Texas, southern New Mexico, Arizona and Cali-
fornia, but its geographical limits have not been fully determ-
ined, that being one of the questions under consideration.

The plant in some places is called "sour dock," the
Spanish name is '' Canaigre,'' botanically it is Rumex
hymenosepalus, Canaigre is found along the river and creek
bottoms, but is not confined to low land, as occasional patches
are found in the foot-hills, and, in fact, any place where the
soil is moist. So far as studied the most luxuriant growth
occurs on moist, sandy soils, where the water stands near the
surface for several months during the winter and spring.

In appearance this plant is somewhat like rhubarb, or the



pie plant of our gardens, but with narrower leaves and shorter
leaf stalks. It is more like the common yellow dock, to which
it is nearly related.

The roots, or underground growth, the part which
promises to be of value, bear some resemblance to sweet
potatoes, growing in an upright cluster from three to twelve
inches beneath the surface, the number varying from two to a
dozen, the single roots varying from two ounces to a
pound or more in weight. The plant throws up a central seed
stalk, is now (April ist) in full bloom, flowers pink
changing to purple, and produces a large number of seeds, but
in the wild state reproduction seems to be almost entirely from
the roots, the new growth forming a cluster around the old
root.

The one year old roots, when dried, contain from 25 to
30 per cent, of tannic acid, twice as much as oak or hemlock
bark, one of the principal sources of tannin used in the manu-
facture of leather from hides. Growing in its natural condi-
tion, it is doubtful if this plant can be placed on the market in
sufficient quantity, and at low enough cost, to make it
of commercial importance, owing to the fact that it is scattered
over large areas, in most cases distant from railway or other
facilities for transportation, and again, except in occasional
patches, the plants are too scattered to permit of gathering
except by digging by hand, an operation too costly for the
va 1 ue of the roots.

The Experiment Station is studying this plant primarily
to determine the following points :—

/. Will it respond to cultivation, and yield enough per acre
to make it profitable to grow, if it can be placed on the
mafket in large quantities ?

II. Is irrigation advisable; or necessary; and if so, how
much, and when f



III. Will application of water in irrigation affect the quantity
and quality of the tannin in the plant f

IV. What soils are best adapted to its growth f

The work of the Station up to the present time seems to
show that this plant responds to cultivation, and that it may
be produced in very large quantities, and at low cost. The
investigations now being made by different members of the
Station staff include growing the plant on different soils,
and at several places in the Territory; more and less irrigation;
study of the plant botanically to leani its habits of propagation
and growth; examination chemically to determine the influence
of different soils; methods of treatment; time of harvesting;
preparation for market, and other questions relating to the
cultivation of the plant.

The cafiaigre root has been tested in the manufacture of
leather, in this country and abroad, sufficiently to show that
the tannin extracted from it, either alone or with tannin from
other sources, will make good leather, but much remains to be
done to open up a market.

The tannin derived from different plants is used in different
ways, each kind possessing certain peculiarities requiring a
special method of treatment.

It follows, therefore, that the tanner will have to modify
his operations, to adapt his apparatus, processes, etc., to use
this new plant, experiment in fact, perhaps injure and waste
a considerable number of hides before he can work it satis-
factorily. He must be convinced, therefore, that the supply
will be permanent, ample, and that the roots may be placed on
the market at reasonable cost, to warrant him in making the
necessary changes.

The investigation now being made by the Station is for
the purpose of securing all the data possible in regard to the



plant, and submit it to the trade, and to those who may be
interested in its cultivation.

We call upon the public for certain information :—

I. We want to learn the geographical limits of the
natural growth of the plant;

II. We desire to form an estimate of the amount that
may be gathered from plants growing wild ;

III. We want samples of roots from places in the Terri-
tory where the plant grows in abundance, with
description of soil and surroundings, for examination
and chemical analysis, to aid in determining what
are the soil requirements.

Members of our Staff will visit many localities during the
summer, but we shall be glad to correspond with any one who
can give us information in regard to the plant.

The data secured through correspondence, or from inves-
tigations, will be published in bulletin form.

F. A. GUIJJBY,
Director.




