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To Matthew, who notices the important little details when identifying plants and fungi, and who taught me that pedantry is a virtue to help you stay alive!
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Introduction


“My love affair with nature is so deep that I am not satisfied with being a mere onlooker, or nature tourist. I crave a more real and meaningful relationship. The spicy teas and tasty delicacies I prepare from wild ingredients are the bread and wine in which I have communion and fellowship with nature.”

EUELL GIBBONS, STALKING THE HEALTHFUL HERBS



My fascination with plants and the natural world began at an early age, during a childhood spent outdoors in the Kikuyu uplands of Kenya. Even when I was sent away to school in Britain, I was lucky to be nurtured by Mima, an adopted granny, who taught me the ways of the plants in the woodlands and hedgerows. Neither foraging nor herbalism was on the careers curriculum at school so I did the most rebellious thing I could think of and went to art college, where I quickly realised that my aspiration was greater than my talent. It wasn’t until I was fifty that I studied for a Master’s degree in herbal medicine. It just goes to show that it’s never too late to pursue your passion.

As a young adult, raising three children on my own, I worked hard at multiple jobs, always scraping for a way to make money. In 2008, a friend who was leading a children’s outdoor art project for the Forestry Commission asked me to come up with something to teach the adults as I ‘know about plants’. That was the first time that I ever ‘taught’ foraging as a profession. It felt strange at first to be paid for sharing the little knowledge that I had. But it was serendipitous, as I adore what I do. I feel so lucky to be able to introduce the ever-growing number of people seeking reconnection with nature to this wonderful world.

While teaching foraging these past two decades, I’ve often been asked the ultimate post-apocalypse survival question, ‘Could you live only on wild food?’ During the Coronavirus lockdowns in 2020 and 2021, I decided to do just that. For a year, I stopped buying food and ate a hunter-gatherer diet that consisted solely of wild plants, fungi, seaweeds, game and seafood. I wrote about that life-changing journey in my book The Wilderness Cure. It was an experience that challenged many of my preconceptions about food, changing my body and enriching my soul.

Introducing foraging into your life and diet doesn’t have to be as extreme as my year of exclusive wild eating. In this book, I want to share with you some of the wisdom I gathered, and explain how you, too, can become an expert forager on whatever scale suits your lifestyle. I am not going to cover hunting or fishing, just the plants and seaweeds that you can easily gather yourself.

To educate myself on how to survive only on what I could glean from the wild, I scoured antique books and research papers on hunter-gatherer tribes and on lost dietary traditions. Importantly, I spent huge amounts of time outside, opening my eyes (and my mouth) to the world around me – even eating my way through all of the grass seeds that grew on the lawn. Whilst much of what I know comes from tradition and communal experience, my experiments in living wild have also given me some unique and deeply personal insights. This book introduces you to the plants and seaweeds that I love, and many aspects of my foraging life. I hope it will inspire you to enrich your diet with wild foods and perhaps, in the process, to improve your health, deepen your connection with nature and find sustainable alternatives to consumer culture.

Though I am an optimist by nature, I recognise that, over the next century, we face uncertain times. Climate breakdown has the potential to trigger economic meltdown. Already, the gap between the rich and poor is the largest in the history of humanity. At the time of writing, the cost-of-living crisis is affecting a huge swathe of the UK population. The pressure of migration is at a boiling point as people displaced by fire, floods, famine, earthquakes and poverty attempt to build new lives elsewhere. Even in this, the twenty-first century, citizens in, or fleeing from, countries at war find themselves foraging for survival. There are compelling reasons for everyone to know how to survive outside of the supermarket system, if needed.

Whether you’re after a survival manual in the wake of the apocalypse, or just want to make small changes to your day-to-day diet – perhaps adding a little bit of wilderness into an urban life – this book is for you. We have been foragers since the dawn of humankind. We’re hard-wired to be foragers in the most ancient part of our brains. Be open again to that knowledge, one plant at a time.
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PART ONE GETTING STARTED




CHAPTER 1 First Steps


“The problem, then, is how to bring about a striving for harmony with land among a people many of whom have forgotten there is any such thing as land, among whom education and culture have become almost synonymous with landlessness. This is the problem of conservation education.”

ALDO LEOPOLD, A SAND COUNTY ALMANAC




Reasons for foraging

All over the world, nearly 2 billion people gather and depend on wild food for their survival. Wild fruits and vegetables – added to rice, wheat, corn, maize or other farmed starchy calories – are what make the difference between malnutrition and well-being for many, even those in wealthy cities. But in the Western world, where, for the most part, food is readily available to us in the supermarkets, just what is the point of foraging? And yet, in recent years, we’ve seen a dramatic rise in the number of people doing just that. The reason foraging is enjoying a resurgence is that it’s not just about food. Foraging brings a host of benefits.

Physical health: Adding wild foods improves the health of our gut microbiome and nourishes us with many more micronutrients than supermarket veg. Dandelion leaves, for example, have three times the vitamin A levels of spinach, while nettle is high in iron, calcium and other important minerals. During my wild food year, my gut microbes became super-responders to the foods that I ate, and the composition of my gut microbiome changed significantly (for the better). I lost weight without trying, and my friend Matt, who accompanied me in my year-long experiment, reversed his diabetes. Time spent walking outdoors looking for food is also physical activity that exercises and strengthens the body without the tedium of the treadmill.

Then there is the simple fact that foraged food tastes great and often unlike any supermarket fruit, vegetables or fungi. Many plants have unique tastes that are great as snacks, flavour enhancers or a complete meal.

Finances: Foraging also saves money – it offers a way to make interesting, nourishing meals for free. Knowing how and what to forage can be the difference between food poverty and food security. Superfoods, like nettles, charge you nothing to supercharge your meals.

Mental health: There is growing evidence that activities like foraging are good for our mental and spiritual as well as our physical health – the ‘green prescription’. Many of us live in a highly technological world, often under high levels of stress. Spending time in nature is scientifically proven to reduce stress and enhance health and well-being, especially mental health. In 2020, the NHS included ‘green social prescribing’ in the NHS Long Term Plan and the Environment Secretary allocated £5.5 million for projects ‘preventing and tackling mental ill health through green social prescribing’.1

For children, nature-based activities have been shown to improve happiness and self-confidence and can help those with conditions such as attention-deficit disorder to flourish. Foraging provides a focus and a reason for being outside,2 as well as enhancing a sense of self-reliance. Knowing that you can survive and are blessed by nature teaches you about yourself and encourages a mindset of abundance and gratitude.

Enjoyment: Foraging is also fun. What better way of spending a few hours on a fresh or sunny day than ambling through the woods or hedgerows, or along a seashore, looking for wild food? You lose track of time, forget to check your phone, get exercise, enjoy learning and discovering, and you fall deeply in love with the countryside.

Environmental health: Learning about the nature of food and where it comes from leads to a deeper awareness and love of the natural world. Even if you live in a city, knowing the names and habits of the non-human species that surround you creates a host of friendly faces. Nature is not our enemy, fierce in tooth and claw. She is our beloved, who takes care of us by offering up food, air and water.

Having a connection to nature through foraging and the ability to identify plants and fungi creates conscientious stewards. It increases our respect for the plants, fungi, algae and creatures that inhabit the shared ecosystems of our planet, and our appreciation of the resilient food systems that are available when we manage the land and its resources sustainably. Well-taught enthusiasts become more aware of and sensitive to the natural environment. If you foster a love of nature in a child, they will love and respect her for life. Humanity and the planet need that attitude.

Mindful foraging plays an increasingly important role in supporting, promoting and defending the health of all plants, fungi, algae, animals (including humans) and the habitats or environments in which they live. Humans are a part of nature rather than apart from nature. As the artist and environmentalist Andy Goldsworthy writes, ‘We often forget that WE ARE NATURE. Nature is not something separate from us. So when we say we have lost connection with nature, we have lost connection with ourselves.’3 Only through engaging with nature in practical and meaningful ways can we truly experience this all-important connection to who we are.

Inclusivity: One of the best things about foraging is that it requires no course, no diploma, no degree, no certificate, and no formal qualification. You can’t be a Foragist or a Foragologist and there is no Foragism. Of course, it does require some study, but you can do this at your own pace and in a way that suits you.

Foraging is yours, regardless of race, culture, creed or political belief. Nature shows us that diversity exists on a scale that we humans haven’t even dreamt of. Neurodiverse? A relationship with nature embraces all of us and in foraging the ‘autism advantage’ often shines. Many of my friends who teach foraging around the world find it a struggle to fit in with conventional society, yet, having found their niche in wider nature, they thrive. In fact, some traits that modern society considers a disadvantage may be present in our genes because they had a use in our older tribal structures. Colour-blindness, for example. One in twelve men are colour-blind (compared to one in two hundred women). There is a theory that those who are colour-blind may be better at finding camouflaged prey or detecting predators (especially at night) while those with full colour vision can spot red-ripe, edible berries more easily.

Age is also no barrier, as even a two-year-old can catalogue the species in your lawn given the right encouragement. In today’s hunter-gatherer tribes (the few that remain), children aged six can identify hundreds of species with the same level of accuracy as the adults. Sadly, in the UK, many children are told that all wild berries, plants and mushrooms are poisonous and grow up distrustful of nature and of their own identification ability.

I’m often asked if foraging is hard to learn. ‘With so many plants and fungi out there, will I remember them all? Could I poison myself?’ Yes, there are toxic plants and fungi, but there are very few records of people poisoning themselves. Most people are sensibly cautious. There are species that can be confused with poisonous plants but you can easily learn how to identify the few harmful ones. While learning to forage can feel a little daunting, if you can tell the difference between a lettuce and a cabbage, you have the brainpower to do this. It is just a question of methodical learning. Like everything in life, what matters is taking the first step. The ‘doing’ quickly becomes the ‘being’.

Remember, though, that you must not eat or drink – nor teach other people about – any plants or fungi that you are not 100 per cent confident you can identify and that you know to be safe. Never be afraid to say that you don’t know. Make identifying an unknown species part of the process of teaching children to research and look things up for themselves.



How to start foraging

While books and manuals are a great starting point and will be a lifelong reference, learning from books teaches you only so much. Home study can’t impart touch, texture, smell, taste, aura, mood; these you only learn by being there. Go out with others who know plants. Sign up to a foraging walk. Adopt an elder. Take time to hang out with each plant. If your resources allow, consider taking a course with an established teacher; you could start by looking up classes run by members of the Association of Foragers (foragers-association.org).

Be wary when learning from informal blogs, websites and social media groups – they can be helpful but they are also sources of misinformation. Chat GPT failed all the foraging tests I set it! Look for an identifiable author of the online content you have found, then look up who they are and what their expertise actually is. Plenty of people regurgitate information without checking its accuracy, and marketing companies often publish error-filled articles just to build online communities centred around popular topics, from which they later harvest data. So take your time to verify the source of the information you find. Trust that slowly and steadily you will deepen your knowledge. It is a lifelong journey, not a race to win.

Ideally, you need access to land where plants grow in abundance. However, many edible weeds thrive in urban areas or on the edge of cultivation. So even in the centre of a city, once you know how to look, you will find generous plants waiting for you.

If you’re a complete beginner, it’s a good idea to start with the familiar garden weeds – nettle, dandelion, daisy – and build up your knowledge over time. One species per week is a great way to begin and grow your repertoire; by the end of the year, you’ll have learnt about fifty different plants. In the week dedicated to each plant, learn everything about it – including any possible dangerous lookalikes. Pick it, press it, draw it, smell, feel, touch and taste it (if edible). Learn where it likes to grow and look for it there. Take notes, make drawings or stick pressed samples into a notebook – record anything that strikes you about a plant’s smell or texture.
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Nature Table

When I was a child, our primary school set up a nature table each morning. We were encouraged to find something on the way to school – a leaf, a flower, a berry, a feather or a pebble – and put it on the table. The teacher would then tell us what it was and label it. This helped me to learn the names of trees and plants and their uses.

Today, when teaching both adults and children, I find it is helpful to gather a single specimen of each plant found on a foraging walk, and you might too. At the end of the walk, roll out some lining paper or brown parcel paper on a table, or the ground, and lay out each plant. Write the names of each one, then photograph them or perhaps draw around the leaves. Roll it up to take away afterwards. This helps you to remember the plants and the walk later. If you write the date on the roll, it will let you see what you found at different times of the year. Eventually the rolls can be used as wallpaper for your shed or as kindling.
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As you learn each new plant, you’ll find that your eye for detail improves. You start to see shape and colour, serrated or plain edges, succulence, delicacy, the feel of the square stem of those in the mint family, the dry taste of tannins. Your learning speed will start to increase. Review your notes when you’re back from your walk and look up each species in a plant identification book while it’s still fresh in your mind.

Soon the plants will start to teach you. Your tuned senses will begin to tell you about the world around you in a way that you just don’t know right now. You will experience a sense of harmony with nature that not only finds you food but also revives your spirit and lifts your heart.

Some of my favourite edible flowers:
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CHAPTER 2 Being Savvy


“What if every time an ecosystem or forest is damaged a similar damage immediately appears inside human beings?

A reflection of the macro appearing in the mirror of our micro. What if things are not nearly so simple as they’ve been made out to be? What if there is no real separation between us and the landscape of which we are a part?”

STEPHEN HARROD BUHNER, EARTH GRIEF




Sustainable foraging

Remember that you’re not foraging in isolation. There might be other people in the community gathering wild species, and the resources you are drawing from are also food for animals, birds and insects. Foraging should never compromise future species populations nor the biological communities of which they are a part. With that in mind, it is also important to:

Be considerate: The land and its bounty are a shared resource. Be respectful, encouraging and supportive of other community members who practise foraging or nature-based activities. If you regularly share resources with the same community, consider developing a shared harvesting plan to support sustainable foraging and equal division amongst everyone.

Do no harm: Don’t use harvesting methods that cause permanent damage to plants or to the environments in which they exist. For example, don’t cut down or ring-bark trees, or dig up swathes of bulbs.

Be aware: Different species require different approaches to sustainability. Familiarise yourself with each species you forage and its location, learning all you can about them. Some species may be abundant, while others may be rare in your location, even if they are abundant in other places. While there’s generally no problem with picking several kilos of wild bramble berries or wild raspberries, for example, it could be harmful to the plant population if you picked all the wild sea kale in one of the few places along the Scottish coast where there is little shingle habitat – although it is more prevalent on some stretches of the English shingle shore.

Be observant: Note how different species in your area respond to harvesting. If a particular harvesting technique proves detrimental to a species and/or location, share that knowledge among interested local parties.

Be sparing: Harvest only as much as you know you’ll be able to use; never waste resources. If a plant is not abundant, appreciate it but take nothing more than photos.



The above guidelines are the foundation for living in harmony with plants, people and planet.



Pollution and hygiene

If you’re able to, choose areas to forage that are away from pollution. This means avoiding routes along main roads that may be contaminated by car exhausts, dog-walking paths and posts where they pee. If harvesting near a path, step away from it by a metre to avoid obvious dog fouling zones.

If the only areas that you can forage from are roadsides, wash any leaves before you eat them. A study done on urban wild weeds in San Francisco showed that washing them makes them as free from pollution as supermarket lettuce.4 This is not the same for roots, which pull up minerals from subsoils; flowers which are too delicate to wash; or thin-skinned berries. So washed leafy vegetation is fine, but avoid picking other parts from roadsides, contaminated brownfield sites, or places with high levels of industrial or agricultural chemical pollution.

When harvesting roots from clean soils, wash and scrub them in plain water before eating – this lets you appreciate their flavour without traces of earth muddying the taste. When you wash berries, you need to eat them all pretty quickly, as rinsing them encourages a humid microclimate, perfect for mould and bacteria to thrive in.

If you’re foraging from clean, unpolluted areas, there’s no need to wash the leaves, berries, nuts or flowers you collect. At least 57 per cent of our bodies is made up of bacteria, viruses and fungi – organisms other than ourselves. Like us, plants also host microbial communities, and the species that make up their rhizobiome (the ecosystem of microbes around their roots) is similar to our gut microbiome. Modern hunter-gatherers (such as the Hadza or Aché peoples) have two-thirds more gut microbe diversity than the average Western city dweller. By foraging we are increasing our gut diversity in a healthful way. Some of the main bacteria in soil – like Mycobacterium vaccae – can also boost dopamine levels, enhancing our happiness. Washing your food is a personal preference so follow your heart on this one. I only pick in areas that I know to be clean, so I’m much more relaxed on this subject than others.



Staying safe outdoors

As with any outdoor activity, there are some risks involved in foraging. If you’re foraging close to where you live, in a park or populated area, you’re unlikely to run into trouble. But if you’re venturing into the wilderness, be aware of the following:

Getting lost: Stay on established paths if you don’t know the area, and keep together if you’re in a group. Carry a fully charged mobile phone and a battery pack with its charging cable, and if you’re going deep into wild or mountainous areas, consider installing the what3words app on your phone so you could tell a rescue team where you are. Take a paper map and compass, as mobile phones can lose their signal and GPS can stop navigating. Don’t just rely on other people and technology – learn how to tell what direction you’re facing without a compass. You can do this by becoming more aware of your surroundings. Where is the sun? What direction do the trees grow shown by the prevailing wind? You can practise orienting yourself in a landscape by emulating the Australian Guugu Yimithirr tribe and replacing the words for left, right, in front of and behind with the compass directions north, south, east and west.

Dehydration: Always carry water. Ideally, two litres of water per person per full day out. Warm weather can dehydrate you quickly, but heavy physical effort does too. Wear layers that can be removed so you don’t overheat.

Exposure or hypothermia: This can happen in poor weather but also at high altitudes or after getting wet. Take extra layers of clothing to keep warm, as well as waterproofs. If the weather is exceptionally poor, reconsider going out.

Accidents: Even when taking the best precautions, accidents sometimes happen. Being mentally prepared makes a big difference to the outcome. Make a note of the contact telephone numbers for emergency services, know where the nearest doctor’s surgery and hospital are, and think about the route you’d use to get casualties out in an emergency. Take a first-aid kit that you know how to use (including tick tweezers). A first-aid course can save lives. I particularly enjoy wilderness first-aid courses and like to do a refresher every three years. In very remote locations I carry a personal SOS satellite tracker.

Fitness: Foraging usually happens at a slow amble, but you can still trip or fall. Make sure you, and anyone you’re foraging with, are capable of moderate exercise on uneven ground. Be conscious of distance travelled, as it’s easy to walk far on the trip out and misjudge how you’ll feel on the return leg, when your energy is depleted. Wear suitable footwear. (Yes, it sounds like a no-brainer but I am often surprised at the flimsy or non-waterproof shoes that people think are suitable for a hike – or for paddling to get seaweed.) Keep to paths and use hiking poles if helpful.

Workplace hazards: Remember that outdoor areas are also workplaces. In forests you can be seriously injured from falling timber in the woods. Look out for signs signalling forestry work and listen for the sound of chainsaws or machinery. You can often check with rangers that there are no harvesting operations in the area. Keep an eye on weather forecasts and don’t go out in a gale where winds exceed 40 mph – over 8 on the Beaufort scale – as there could be falling trees or branches. In some forests and in army areas, people may be shooting. Military zones are usually well signposted, with red flags on active days. In agricultural areas you may need to watch out for farm machinery, crop spraying, or herds of large animals that may not take kindly to a canine companion. And, speaking from personal experience, do watch out for electric livestock fences! Areas near old quarries and mines sometimes have unstable or contaminated ground. Always consider the history of a place as you get to know the land.

Poisoning: Take a zero-risk attitude to eating wild foods by making sure you can identify anything you pick before eating it. Have a separate container for any unknown plants or berries you collect for identification and don’t mix them in with edible finds. The risk from merely touching poisonous species is generally low – they have to be ingested to cause harm – but one or two species, such as Monkshood (Aconitum spp.) can be dangerous to touch.

Allergies: Very occasionally, someone has an allergic or medical reaction to a new, wild ingredient. If you have known allergies (for example, to celery, nuts, fungi, penicillin, perfume, essential oils), just try a small amount of a new ingredient first. Any new food (wild or not) can potentially cause an adverse reaction. Some medicines or medical conditions can make you more likely to have a side effect; for example, if you take medication for high blood pressure and get drunk on hawthorn gin, you might lower your blood pressure too much.



There might be other risks according to your location: busy traffic for urban foragers, or the tide coming in and slippery rocks for seaweed foragers – so just be mindful, think through the risks and how you would react if the worst happened. Having done your preparation, go out and enjoy yourself.



The law across the UK

It’s perfectly legal to forage wild plants, mushrooms and seaweeds for your personal use. This is stated in the Wildlife and Countryside Act (1981). However, it is illegal to uproot plants, or to pick for commercial purposes, without the landowner’s permission. You also cannot harvest if specifically forbidden by a public by-law, or take specified plants in a restricted area such as a site of special scientific interest (SSSI).

The few species that are specially protected against picking are listed at the back of the Wildlife and Countryside Act (1981) in Schedule 8. Do check both the English name and the botanical species, as there are some internal errors and inconsistencies, and ask a more experienced forager if you’re not sure. For example, ‘Fungus, Hedgehog’ is listed as Hericium erinaceum and is prohibited. Most foragers, however, know Hedgehog Fungus as Hydnum repandum (not prohibited) and call Hericium erinaceus (which is the correct spelling) the Lion’s Mane mushroom (prohibited).

Seaweeds are not governed by the Act as technically the foreshore all belongs to the Crown Estate, although this is usually administered by local councils. Seaweed collected for personal use, in small quantities, does not require a licence.


Further reading

To improve your navigation through the landscape, read Gooley, Tristan (2020), The Natural Navigator (Random House). Or Gooley, Tristan (2014), The Walker’s Guide to Outdoor Clues and Signs: Their Meaning and the Art of Making Predictions and Deductions (Hachette UK).

To improve your first-aid skills, read Isaac, J. (2013), Outward Bound Wilderness First-Aid Handbook (Rowman & Littlefield, Chicago). Or Backer, H. D.; Bowman, W. D.; Thygerson, A. L.; Paton, B. C.; Thygerson, S. M. and Steele, P. (2008), Wilderness First Aid: Emergency Care for Remote Locations (Jones & Bartlett Learning).

For wilderness survival, read Canterbury, D. (2015), Advanced Bushcraft: An Expert Field Guide to the Art of Wilderness Survival (Simon & Schuster).





Access and trespass

In England, Wales and Northern Ireland, the law of trespass can block your access to many good sites for foraging. Under the law, landowners have the right to exclude anyone from their land, whether they have one acre or a thousand acres, and they can use ‘reasonable force’ to make you leave. Unless you have their explicit permission, you are trespassing. You have some public rights of way over some land, but only for passage across it, and by law you should stick to the path. However, any wild plant you pick belongs to you and not the landowner.

In Scotland, the right to roam is enshrined in the Scottish Outdoor Access Code, which tells you what areas you have the right to access. You’re allowed to forage wild plants for personal use in these areas. If you are foraging in a large group, it is both polite and improves community relations to let the landowner know, where possible. It’s courteous to ask, but know your rights and stand your ground.


Further reading

There is an excellent book about land access rights in England by Hayes, Nick (2020), The Book of Trespass: Crossing the Lines that Divide Us (Bloomsbury).

Schedule 8 of the Wildlife and Countryside Act (1981) can be read online at: legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1981/69/schedule/8

You can read up on the Scottish Access Code online and download the full code at: outdooraccess-scotland.scot

Details of seaweed harvest licences from the Crown Estate are at: thecrownestate.co.uk/en-gb/what-we-do/on-the-seabed/coastal/seaweed-harvesting







PART TWO THE PLANTS




CHAPTER 3 Learning Identification Skills

There are around 3,445 species of plants in Britain and Ireland, of which 1,692 are natives. I have eaten well over three hundred of them because they are delicious, nutritious, edible vegetables and fruits. When you start foraging you’ll probably try a few, well-known ones first: wild garlic, watercress, blackberries, wild strawberries, bird cherries or samphire, for example. You’ll notice how much flavour is packed into them. Their supermarket relatives taste insipid by comparison. Once you can recognise and enjoy a few, you will want to try more.

I have not used a calendar-based approach in this book to give you foraging information. It isn’t always helpful. Some plants are in leaf all year and fruiting times vary across regions. Microclimates, soil type and habitat all make a difference to when you can harvest something.

Simply listing species from A to Z doesn’t help either. Learning plant species one by one, without a coherent understanding of the relationships between them, can make it harder to remember them and see the big picture. Similarly, using ID apps doesn’t help you to retain information long term.

Here I focus on explaining the plants’ relationships with each other. By understanding how they are visually related through family traits, you will quickly learn to recognise them and identify them with confidence. For example, did you know that all members of the mint family have square-edged stems?


The Kingdoms of Life

Species classification is a hierarchical system developed by the botanist Carl Linnaeus (1707–78) from which our modern system evolved.

All living things belong to one of five generally accepted kingdoms (although some biologists would argue for six, seven or even eight). Although Carl originally put fungi and seaweeds together with plants in one large ‘Kingdom Vegetabilia’, nowadays plants are in their own Kingdom Plantae. There is also Kingdom Fungi that produce mushrooms, Kingdom Protista where seaweeds and algae live, and Kingdom Animalia for mammals, reptiles, birds, fish, crustaceans, insects, etc. Kingdom Monera, the fifth, is home to bacteria and archaea but, for the forager, all our needs are met in four.

Kingdom Plantae includes all types of plants. A plant is defined as an organism that photosynthesises using the green pigment, chlorophyll, to create nutrients in their leaves and that stays in one place with roots to take up water and minerals. Sometimes the boundaries move. For example, some phycologists (seaweed scientists) include green seaweeds (algae) with plants as they are distantly related and also use chlorophyll to photosynthesise. For our purposes, ‘plants’ mean trees, shrubs, herbs, grasses, ferns and mosses.

Within kingdoms you have orders and below orders you have families. Just as human families belong to tribes (or regions), tribes belong to nations, and nations belong to continents. Within families you have a genus (pl. genera), and in each genus you have the species.



Plant families

Knowing that all plants belong to families and genera helps us to break down the mass of greenery into logical groups. All plants within a genus will have the same




Using botanical keys












Foraging apps












Useful botanical terms
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A foraging glossary



	achene

	A small, dry, single-seeded fruit that does not split open. The fruit of the London Plane is a dense ball of achenes.

	alkaloid

	A natural bitter-tasting compound containing at least one nitrogen atom, such as caffeine or quinine. Some of them are toxic.

	angiosperm

	A plant classification. An angiosperm produces its seeds inside a vessel, e.g. the nuts of broadleaf trees.

	annual

	A plant that only lives one year and grows again from seeds.

	antioxidant

	A natural molecule, such as vitamin C, that inhibits the oxidation that damages and ages our bodies.

	basal rosette

	A group of leaves that form at ground level from which a flowering stalk rises. See example on page 28.

	biennial

	A plant that grows over two years from seed to dying off. It only flowers and produces seed in the second year.

	binomial

	The official scientific name of a species. Often derived from Latin or Greek, it has two parts. E.g. Rosa canina.

	blanching

	Dipping into boiling water for a few minutes to tenderise, then plunging into cold water to stop the cooking process.

	bletting

	When fruit it left to ripen on trees until almost rotten.

	botanical key

	A deductive system of identifying a plant.

	bract

	A modified or specialised leaf-like part that grows from the stem below a flowerhead.

	bulb

	A swollen, often round or oval, underground basal stem from which roots and shoots grow.

	bulbil

	A tiny secondary bulb, often in a group, that forms in the axil of a leaf or in place of flowers, e.g. few-flowered leek.

	calyx

	The collective name for the sepals at the back of a flower. Usually green and often fused together.

	chaff

	The unwanted husks surrounding grain that is removed by threshing and winnowing.

	corolla

	The collective name for the petals of a flower.

	dioecius

	A plant that is either male or female and needs another plant of a different sex to reproduce.

	disc

	The inner circle of a composite flower.

	disc floret

	The tiny flowers packed inside the disc of a composite flower.

	drupe

	A fleshy fruit with a thin skin and stone, or nut, in the middle that contains a seed.

	fermenting

	(fermentation) A method of preserving food that uses salt or brine.

	field guide

	A reference guide for identifying plants or fungi with species-specific detail.

	gravadlax

	A cold curing technique for raw fish or meat.

	hips

	The name for the fruit of the wild rose.

	in vitro

	An experiment done in a laboratory petri dish or test tube.

	in vivo

	An experiment done on a living organism.

	inflorescence

	A technical name for a group of flowers, or flower cluster, arranged on a stem or stems. See examples on page 29.

	leaflets

	The leaf-life parts of a compound or pinnate leaf that look like mini leaves, e.g. wild carrot leaf.

	microclimate

	A climatic variation that affects a specific habitat or region.

	monoecious

	A plant that contains both male and female parts but in separate places.

	nodes

	Joints on a grass stem, twig or shoot from where new stems or leaves grow.

	nutlets

	A small nut; thick-walled achene or small seed inside the stony shell of a drupe.

	oxalate

	A natural anion compound found in plants, e.g. in spinach and sorrel, that can form oxalic acid.

	pectin

	A natural soluble fibre and polysaccharide compound, found in apples, berries, etc., used to set jam.

	perennial

	A plant that lives more than a year and regrows after winter from an ongoing root or bulb system.

	petal

	The colourful parts of a flower that attract pollinators, arranged around the reproductive parts.

	petiole

	The stalk that attaches the leaf blade to the stem.

	pistil

	A flower’s female reproductive organ, including a stigma, style, and ovary.

	plumes

	A plant part that looks like a feather or cluster of feathers, e.g. pampas grass.

	pseudocereal

	A plant whose starchy grains are used as a cereal but is not in the Poaceae family of grasses.

	ray petals

	The petals that form the outer circle of a composite flower, arranged around the disc and disc florets.

	rennet

	An enzyme used to turn milk into curds and whey, when making cheese.

	runner

	A shoot that grows out of a plant and runs across the ground, to take root at points along its length.

	sepal

	The outermost whorl of flower parts that protect the bud and form the calyx. Usually green and leaf-like.

	stamen

	A flower’s male reproductive organs, including a filament and pollen-producing anther.

	stipule

	A small leaf-like appendage at the base of a leaf stalk.

	succulent

	A fleshy plant, such as aloe or cactus, that stores water in its leaves and stems.

	terminal leaf

	The final ‘end’ leaf at the end of a twig.

	thresh

	The beating of cereal plant heads, to help separate the grain and the husk or chaff.

	twining

	Climbing by winding around a support, such as a pea plant climbing on a stick.

	winnow

	To remove something, like chaff, by blowing or moving a current of air through it.
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