Sweet
Chestnuts

Castanea sativa

These days, we tend to take Sweet, or
Spanish Chestnuts, Castanea sativa, for granted,
a mid-winter treat to enjoy at Christmas in July
celebrations. However, chestnuts are quite
remarkable. Botanically, they are true nuts, but
they are very different from other familiar nuts,
being much more like what we think of as a fruit.
They are large and very nutritious and have low
levels of fats and high levels of carbohydrates.
The fact that they can grow in rocky mountainous
regions totally unsuitable for grain production
means that they were not just a winter treat, but an
important staple for many cultures.

Chestnuts have not been particularly well
known in Australian until relatively recently.
They are now rapidly growing in popularity,
partly due to our recognition of the health
benefits of the nuts. Most Australian chestnut
production is centred in north-eastern Victoria,
but there are also chestnut farms in the Blue
Mountains and Orange regions of NSW, in
South Australia’s Adelaide Hills, in south-
western WA and Tasmania. Australia’s crop of
less than 1,500 tonnes is insignificant
compared with the world
total chestnut production of over two million tonnes, mainly
out of China.

Chestnuts grow into handsome, shapely, deciduous
trees and are widespread across Europe and elsewhere in the i ff
northern hemisphere. They originate from southern Europe o

and western Asia, and probably survived the last Ice Age in



southern European refugia. They can live
to exceptional ages (500 - 600 years) and
there is a famous chestnut tree on the
volcanic slopes of Mount Etna in Sicily
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supposedly 2,000 to 4,000 years old. =
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as a staple crop in many of the mountainous
regions surrounding the Mediterranean
where the land is unsuitable for cultivation
of cereal crops. Charred chestnuts were
found near Naples in a villa destroyed by the
eruption of Mount Vesuvius in AD 79,
although by and large, the Romans disliked
chestnuts. It was not until the Christian era
that an appreciation grew for their value
both for food and timber. Botanically,
chestnuts are classified as true nuts which
are (usually) edible kernels protected by
hard shells that don’t split open on maturity.
The edible kernels of chestnuts are enclosed
within hard shells that are in turn protected
within spiny burrs. They can be baked, boiled, steamed, roasted and even eaten
raw. Chestnut flour can be baked into bread and cakes. Their sweetness is mostly
derived from fructose, they are cholesterol-free and best of all, gluten-free. In
Galicia, in northwestern Spain, pigs are fed on chestnuts to produce an
exceptionally high-quality
ham and similarly, in
England’s New Forest, for a
certain number of weeks each
year, pigs are allowed to
forage for chestnuts, acorns
and beech nuts in an ancient
practice known as pannage.
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Despite its name, The
Hundred-Horse  Chestnut  from
Sicily isn’t a Horse Chestnut. Horse
Chestnuts (Aesculus hippocastanum)
are a totally unrelated species in
another family, the Sapindaceae.
Sweet Chestnuts, Castanea sativa,
belong in the Beech Family,
Fagaceae. Horse Chestnuts are toxic,
inedible and have compound leaves
that are very different from the
simple leaves of Sweet Chestnuts.
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Aesculus hippocastanum — Horse
Chestnut — Prague 2024. Photo: B. Atwell
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