Lawmaker wants to make watermelon official vegetable of Oklahoma
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If Oklahoma Rep. Joe Dorman can win enough support for the issue, the watermelon will become the state's official vegetable by the end of the year.

Yes, the premier dessert of countless picnics and sweet source of seed-spitting contests would be declared by state law to be a vegetable, not a fruit. The honor of official state fruit was taken by the strawberry in 2005.

"I tried to get this attached as an amendment to a bill last year, as it was barely defeated mostly because members didn't understand the watermelon is also a vegetable," he said. "I'm hoping I can do a better job of education this year."

Dorman, a Democrat, has lived most of his life in Rush Springs , which is identified by the state Department of Agriculture as one of two major watermelon-producing areas in Oklahoma . Rush Springs is known for the classic Black Diamond variety, while the Hinton area produces seedless melons, department spokesman Jack Carson said.

Dorman is a big supporter of the more than 60-year-old Rush Springs Watermelon Festival, which can attract more than 30,000 visitors to the town of about 1,500. The Agriculture Department reported about $7 million in watermelon sales statewide last year. Oklahoma 's melons are exported worldwide - but as a vegetable or fruit?

The USDA's National Resources Conservation Service outlines the watermelon's taxonomy, beginning with the kingdom Plantae and ending with the genus-and-species name Citrullus lanatus. One subdivision branch above that identifies the watermelon as a member of the Cucurbitaceae family, which includes cucumbers.

But binomial nomenclature is nearly worthless in clarifying whether produce is fruit or vegetable, said Brian Kahn, a professor of vegetable crops at Oklahoma State University . The individual parts of a plant are responsible.

Botanists define a fruit as the structure that encloses a flowering plant's seeds; true fruits develop from the ovary wall of a plant's reproductive system. So a juicy red tomato is the fruit of a tomato plant, just as the watermelon is the fruit of the watermelon plant.

On the other hand, a vegetable is "the product of an herbaceous plant that may or may not be associated with the flower and that can be eaten raw or with simple culinary preparations," Kahn tells his students. "So some fruits are also vegetables, but not all vegetables are fruits. - A watermelon can be either."

The result is a confusing melange of interchangeable terms that are slipped into official documents by nonscientists.

For example, in the late 1800s, U.S. tariff laws imposed a duty on vegetables but not fruits. With money riding on the issue, the U.S. Supreme Court was asked in 1893 to decide the tomato's status in Nix v. Hedden. The court based its decision largely on how Solanum lycopersicum is most often served: with dinner and main dishes, not as a dessert. Therefore the tomato is a vegetable.

Of course, depending on cultural reference, the same argument could be used to flip various melons from the fruit bowl to a vegetable dish.

And appropriately enough, the Oklahoma strawberry itself is in a special class as an "accessory fruit," or pseudocarp, because a large portion of its fleshy, edible parts develop from nonovarian tissues. The plant's tiny seeds are hidden within the dry specks called achenes that cover a strawberry. So although Oklahomans might love the state symbol spooned over shortcake, they probably don't realize what part of the plant they're eating is true fruit.

University of Oklahoma economist Robert Dauffenbach said he didn't know of any studies that looked at the economic impact of naming an official state symbol, and he doubted the watermelon's designation would have much of an effect on Oklahoma 's numerous plant-based industries. People drink milk regardless of its official status as a state beverage, after all.

"There can be negatives, though," Dauffenbach said. "When I lived in Kansas , Iowa had declared the sunflower to be a weed, when Kansas had already taken the sunflower as its state flower. In retaliation, Kansas declared the Iowa state bird to be a pest.

"But they enjoy watermelon in Rush Springs with their annual festival, so more power to them if this gets a little more attention to watermelons," he said.

And that's what Dorman is hoping for: "We're the watermelon capital of the world. - And it's the No. 1 source of tourism for Rush Springs . For us to try to draw in people to the watermelon festival, we need every advantage possible. And not just us; there are four or five watermelon festivals in Oklahoma each year."

Dorman admitted the possibility that another legislator could hold up competing produce for the same designation, but added, "We didn't have much discussion when we did this for the strawberry."

Officials at the Oklahoma Historical Society have a different perspective. The agency's Web site says, "State symbols embody the efforts of citizens and legislators to make visible the essence of place. These items of local notoriety are selected to give outsiders an idea of the cultures and history of the peoples living within the geographical boundary that is the state. Emblems say to the visitor, 'This is who we are.'"
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