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by Dave Long 
Editor’s note: This article first  

appeared in the December 2020 
issue of Along the Towpath, the 
newsletter of the C&O Canal  
Association. It is reprinted with  
permission. 

It would probably be a safe bet  
to say that many, if not most, of the  
ardent fans of the C & O Canal are  
familiar, at least in passing, with the 
paw paw tree (Asimina triloba). 
Groves or patches of these trees are 
common throughout the Potomac 
River basin and are woven in and  
out of the fabric of Appalachian  
folklore and culture. These groupings 
of tall and slender trees, almost  
bamboo-like except stouter and with 
large, oblong leaves, are easily spot-
ted along nearly the entire length of 
the tow path. 

As a member of the Canal  
Classroom Corps in the Cumberland 
to Paw Paw Tunnel area, I have  
participated in numerous grade 
school field trips where we have 
talked with the students about this 
largest fruit indigenous to the United 
States, and often ended by singing 
that troublesome song about “Way 
down yonder in the paw paw patch.” 
I say troublesome because once you  
hear that song being belted out  
enthusiastically by 35 fourth graders 
it stays on an endless loop in your 
mind for the rest of the day. (Those 
of you who are familiar with the song 
are probably singing it in your head 
right now.) 

When I formerly worked with  
the Trails & Rails program one of my 

topics of discussion was the paw 
paw. I showed pictures to the Capitol  
Limited passengers, related some 
local stories, and often heard from at 
least one passenger who was familiar 
with the song. 

Inevitably one of the kids on field 
trips or someone on the train would 
ask if I ate the fruit, and my answer 
was always the same “Yes I have,  
several times, but I don’t care for 
them, to me they taste like an  
over-ripe pear.” 

Well, thankfully things change  
and I now find myself to be a huge 
fan of the paw paw fruit and all  
it took was a little expanded  
knowledge. 

In July of 2020 I visited a small 
bookstore on Main Street in  
Frostburg, Md. to replenish my 
Covid-depleted supply of reading  
material. (Yes I am old-fashioned 
and like reading material that  
does not require a battery.) One  
of the books I purchased was  
titled Paw Paw – In Search of  
America’s Forgotten Fruit, written 
by Andrew Moore, thinking I  
might pick up some tidbits to pass 
along to the school kids if we ever 
reach a point where people are not 
afraid to venture outside in groups 
again. 

The book provided a personal  
revelation. It is an in-depth study of 
the tree, its place in American  
natural history and human culture, as 
well as the efforts to produce viable 
domestic cultivars for commercial 
production. 

For me though the revelation was 
the descriptions of what constitutes a 
ripe paw paw, and the in-depth  
discussions about how a ripe paw 
paw should taste. Simply put I 
quickly decided that all of the paw 
paws I had eaten in my life, those 
picked by myself and others, had not  
been ripe. Was it possible that is  
the reason I had always found them 
to be disagreeable? As it turns out it 
was. 

My wife Kristie and I put this  
newfound knowledge to the test on a 
September bike ride in the Or-
leans/Woodmont area, with very fa-
vorable results. So just in case some 
of you have developed a similar  
poor opinion of our famous hillbilly 
banana, I would pass along some 
guidelines that I was able to glean 
from Andrew Moore’s very  
good book that could change your 
mind. 
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