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    Black locust blossoms are sweet smelling and a culinary delight.


  BLACK LOCUST


  Robinia pseudoacacia


   
  Family: Fabaceae


  Also called: Robinia, yellow locust, false acacia

  
  Uses: Only the flowers are edible; raw or cooked into fritters, brewed as a tea, etc.

  
  Cautions: Leaves, twigs, seedpods, bark, wood, and root are toxic.


  Season: Spring

  
  Range: Throughout New Jersey and Pennsylvania; found in floodplains, thickets, roadsides, forest edges


  Description: Deciduous tree. Fragrant white pealike flowers hanging in showy clusters appear in spring, each flower about 1" long. Leaves are 7"–18" long, alternate, pinnately compound with odd number of leaflets. The leaflets are oval, and the margins are smooth. Fruit is a thin, flat pod, 2"–5" long. Twigs have short, paired, sharp spines, which may be absent in mature trees. The bark is brown or gray-brown and deeply furrowed.




  Available for a short time in late spring, black locust blossoms are a treat for the senses. Hanging in white pendulous clusters, the sweet-smelling blooms are a short-lived culinary delicacy. Their fresh floral taste reminds me of sweet peas in flower form.


  The blooms can be enjoyed straight from the tree or used in any number of ways. Add them to fruit salad, garnish a cake, fold into custard, or steep in boiled water for a fragrant tea. Black locust flowers are commonly made into fritters. Simply combine with a thin pancake batter and fry.
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    Black locust flowers make tasty fritters.


  You have about two weeks in May to experience this fleeting pleasure. A tree in bloom will typically bear abundantly. Choose recently opened flowers that are still fragrant. Unopened flowers are fine to eat but will lack fragrance and flavor. Leave wilted flowers behind. The flowers can be frozen, but with some loss of quality.


  The blooms are the only part of the tree you can eat. Debate exists about the edibility of black locust seeds, so stick with the flowers. There are reports of children being poisoned by chewing the leaves, seeds, or inner bark. The exotic-looking flowers are a source of natural antioxidants. They offer the benefits of flavonoids, phenolic compounds, vitamin C, and protein and are rich in copper, calcium, and chromium.


  The genus name Robinia is for the French botanist Jean Robin, who first cultivated the tree in Europe. Pseudoacacia translates to “false acacia.” True acacia trees are another group in the same family. The black locust’s native range is considered to be central Pennsylvania south through the Appalachians to Alabama. The species has been widely planted and is naturalized around the world.


  The wood is favored for being hard, strong, and rot resistant when in contact with soil. It is good for making fence posts, tool handles, railroad ties, and furniture. Native Americans cultivated the tree as a source of wood to make hunting bows. Black locust is also prized as firewood, since it burns slowly and has a high heat content.
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    Black locust blossoms starting to open


  The flowers are an early source of nectar and pollen for bees. Honey made from the nectar is very light colored and delicate in flavor. The species is widely planted in Europe for this purpose, and the product is known as acacia honey.

  

  RECIPE


  Acacia Corn Salad


  2 tablespoons olive oil


  2 tablespoons white balsamic vinegar or apple cider vinegar


  Pinch of salt


  1½ cups corn (frozen or fresh)


  ¼ cup chopped red bell pepper


  2–3 small radishes, thinly sliced


  ¼ cup chopped scallions or field garlic


  1 cup black locust blossoms


  In a mixing bowl, whisk together the olive oil, vinegar, and salt. Stir in the corn, bell pepper, radishes, and scallions or field garlic. Gently fold in the black locust blossoms. Chill until ready to serve.
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    Second-year burdock, flowering


  BURDOCK


  Arctium minus and A. lappa


 
  Family: Asteraceae


  Also called: Gobo, beggar’s buttons


  Uses: Flower stalk, root


  Cautions: Look-alikes. Avoid if allergic to ragweed or other plants in the family, if pregnant or nursing, diabetic, or taking diuretics or blood thinners. Children should avoid.


  Season: Late spring through fall


  Range: Throughout New Jersey and Pennsylvania; edges of woods, roadsides, waste places


  Description: Biennial plant. Large leaves with wavy edges; may appear minimally toothed, but not sharply toothed or spiny. Leaves are dark green above and noticeably lighter and woolly beneath. Petioles are long, thick, and grooved. The flowering stalk leaves are smaller than the ground-level rosette leaves. Flowering stalks are tall, green, grooved, and often purple near the base. Pink to purple flowers sit on top of a round burr composed of hooked spines. Mature burrs stick to clothing and animal fur.




  You may know burdock as a vile weed with tenacious burrs that stick to your pants and your dog. But this annoying plant does have its good side and has been used by various cultures for centuries.


  Two main species of burdock are found in the area; both are native to Europe. They are very similar except for their size. The smaller and more common burdock is A. minus. Great burdock (A. lappa) is similar in appearance, except it is a more robust plant reaching 9 feet tall with massive leaves and larger flowers. They have similar edible qualities.


  
  RECIPE


  Spicy Sautéed Burdock


  1–2 tablespoons olive oil


  1 burdock root, cleaned, peeled, and cut into thin strips or matchsticks


  1 medium carrot, cut in the same style


  1 tablespoon tamari or soy sauce


  1 teaspoon dark (or toasted) sesame oil


  Pinch of red pepper flakes, more to taste


  Heat the oil in a large skillet over medium heat. Add the burdock and carrot and sauté, stirring occasionally. Cook until tender, at least 10 minutes. Stir in the tamari, sesame oil, and red pepper flakes. Serve hot.




  The long taproot of burdock is the most commonly eaten part. It is famously known as gobo in Japanese cuisine. A. lappa is cultivated as a crop, and the root can grow to 3 feet long. Gobo is used in stir-fries and other dishes and is often pickled.


  In its first year, burdock forms a rosette of large heart-shaped leaves at ground level. In its second year the plant puts up a tall flower stalk, which then forms prickly burrs. The burrs were actually the inspiration for the invention of Velcro in 1948.


  [image: chpt_fig_006]

  
    The burrs that inspired the invention of Velcro


  To harvest burdock roots, dig the first-year plants in late summer or fall. In the second year they will be fibrous and woody. When digging, take care not to include roots of other plants growing near it. Using a spade or a digging fork, dig a hole next to the stalk of the plant. You may have to dig down a foot or more. Rinse the unearthed roots then peel, cut to desired size, and cook as a root vegetable. They can also be roasted and ground and used as a caffeine-free coffee substitute. People use terms like “earthy” when describing burdock root. To me it tastes like parsnip. Roots can be stored in the refrigerator for a week.


  The flower stalk is also edible, but only at the immature stage before the flowers develop. The stalk will be solid inside, not hollow. Too tall, more than 2 feet or so, the stalk will be fibrous and inedible. Harvest burdock flower stalks in late spring or early summer. Cut the stalk near the base and remove the leaves. Peel off the outer bitter layer and the stringy layer underneath. The stalks have a taste reminiscent of artichoke and can be eaten raw or cooked. The young leaves can also be eaten but are very bitter and need to be boiled in changes of water.
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    Burdock has large leaves and a deep taproot.


  Native Americans used burdock to treat rheumatism. Burdock root has a history of use for many conditions, including reduction of blood sugar and treatment of infections. It is said to be a diuretic. Internet claims abound promoting burdock root to detoxify the liver. More research is necessary to verify efficacy or recommend burdock for use as medicine; few studies have been done on human subjects. To be safe, it is suggested that certain people not consume burdock (see “Cautions” above).


  Burdock root is rich in inulin (not insulin), which acts as a prebiotic and promotes the growth of beneficial bacteria in the intestines. The root is also a source of carbohydrate calories, vitamin B6, potassium, copper, magnesium, and manganese. It is likely a healthful diet addition for most people.


  There are look-alike plants to be aware of. In the rosette stage, common burdock resembles rhubarb (Rheum spp.), but the leaves of rhubarb are smooth and lack the wooly undersides. Cocklebur (Xanthium spp.) is another. Cocklebur has dark spots on the stems, and its leaves are sharply toothed, whereas burdock leaves have a wavy edge.
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    Cattails are the “supermarket of the swamp.”


  CATTAIL


  Typha spp.


 
  Family: Typhaceae


  Also called: Common cattail, bulrush, punks, Cossack asparagus, cat o’ nine tails


  Uses: Rhizomes, shoots, pollen, and flower spikes; raw or cooked


  Cautions: Possible look-alike species; polluted areas


  Season: Year-round


  Range: Throughout New Jersey and Pennsylvania; wetlands, swamps, marshes, ditches; full sun


  Description: Reedy perennial
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  CHICKWEED
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  CHICORY
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  CLEAVERS
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  COMMON MALLOW
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  CURLY DOCK
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  DAME’S ROCKET
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  DANDELION
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  EASTERN WHITE PINE
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  GARLIC MUSTARD
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  GREENBRIER
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  HAIRY BITTERCRESS
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  HENBIT
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  JAPANESE KNOTWEED
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  MAPLE
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  OSTRICH FERN
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  PLANTAIN
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  PURPLE DEADNETTLE
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  RAMPS
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  REDBUD
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  SASSAFRAS
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  SERVICEBERRY
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  SPEARMINT


  

 
  

  

  

  

  

  

  



  

  

  
  

  

  

  

  

  

  



  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
  
  

  

  [image: chpt_fig_086]

  
    

  

  

  

  [image: chpt_fig_087]

    

  SPRING BEAUTY
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  SPRUCE
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  STINGING NETTLE
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  STRAWBERRY / WILD STRAWBERRY
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  VIOLETS
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  WILD GARLIC
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  WINTERCRESS
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  WOOD SORREL
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