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EPIZOTE, QUINOA AND THE GOOSEFOOT FAMILY

By: Pat Baugh, Master Gardener, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners


Beets, chard and spinach are listed in “The Garden Book of Corpus Christi” as members of the Goosefoot family. The gourd group is also listed under this category as are: cucumber; cantaloupe; luffa; pumpkin; squash and watermelon. The two goosefoot plants, which are the subjects of this report, are not listed – epizote and quinoa (pronounced keen-wah). Epizote is grown here; quinoa is not. Both are worth special recognition.


Epizote is also known as Mexican Tea or American Wormwood is indigenous to Mexico. It has a bitter, musty lemon flavor and is used to spice up foods from beans and squash to pork and crab cakes. Young leaves can be wilted and added to soups or stews or combined with other greens. The Aztecs used epizote medicinally to treat internal parasites. An infusion can be used as a digestive remedy, that is - for colic and stomach pains. The first birth control pills were derived from research on epizote. Externally it has been used as a wash for hemorrhoids, as a poultice to detoxify snakebites and other poisons. Other uses are: dye, insecticide, fumigant against mosquitoes and additive to fertilizers to inhibit insect larvae. It reseeds freely as some of our Master Gardeners can attest and has no special spoil requirement.


Quinoa originates in the Andean region of South America. It has been eaten for 6,000 years. It is the true “Mother Grain” and is organically grown on small family plots at over 11,000 feet. The plant is grown primarily for its edible seed. The seed is about the size of a flea. The stalk can be compared as a look alike to oats. Even the leaves are eaten as a vegetable.

The quinoa grain has a pleasant texture, great flavor and most importantly – potent nutrition. The protein content is very high. Quinoa contains a balanced set of essential amino acids making it an unusually complete protein source. Quinoa contains a balanced set of essential amino acids making it an unusually complete protein source. It is also rich in dietary fiber providing 45% of daily value per serving. Quinoa is also a good source of phosphorous and high in magnesium and iron. No wonder this plant is being considered a possible crop on NASA’s controlled Ecological Support System for long duration named space flight. In addition to its nutritional benefits, quinoa is gluten free. For people with celiac disease adding quinoa products to their diets adds a whole new category of food choices. You can find pasta and flour in many grocery stores or health food stores. The grain can become rancid over a long period of time. When harvested the seed is coated with a substance called saponin making it unpalatable to humans but fortunately also unpalatable to birds. Most quinoa sold in the North America has been processed to remove this coating.


When you are buying herbs and you see the label list Chenopodium, the interesting and varied goosefoot family, think of Charles Linnaeus, the man who named so many of the plants we know. Born in Stenbrohult, Sweden, he died in 1778. His legacy to mankind is the process of bringing order from chaos by grouping plants and animals as to their relationships to each other. One of his books, “Systema Naturae” is now considered the founding text of modern taxonomy. Linnaeus’ plant classification system became known as the “sexual system”. He recognized that flowers are sexual structures. He used their male and female organs, their stamens and pistils, to characterize his groups. He defined 23 classes, those that flower and one class that does not. Linnaeus based his work on what he saw. He did not have knowledge of Darwinism. The discovery of DNA may change some names but the system of Kingdom, Class, Order, Family, Genus and Species are still in use today. His goal was to identify each plant and animal species, so that people around the world could use the same language when talking about the same plant.

The Texas AgriLife Extension Service - Aransas County Office can be reached by phone at 361 790-0103 or by email at aransas-tx@tamu.edu and is located at 611 E Mimosa, Rockport, TX. For more local gardening news, visit the Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener website www.aspmastergardeners.org.

AgriLife Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

