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PREFACE

The first edition of Food for Free was published in 1972, at just about the same time as the issues of food quality and the environment were beginning to become matters of public concern. Since then an interest in edible wild plants has, dare one say, mushroomed. A huge amount of old knowledge has been rediscovered. Wild plants have become touchstones against which to measure the nutritional content of cultivated varieties, and the inspiration for new crops. The whole subject has lost the slight note of eccentricity it once had and is proved by the many editions of the original book.

Thankfully, perhaps, there have been less serious developments, too. Foraging has become an acceptable family pastime again. Wild vegetable seeds are back on the market  in the case of some varieties, for the first time in three centuries. And in new wave restaurants throughout the countryside, samphire, bistort and oyster mushrooms are beginning to appear on menus.

To the cynical the whole business still seems trivial and self-deluding, a fashionable pretence at primitivism. Yet more generously it could be seen as a natural outcome of the ecological concerns and longings of the last decade. The hundreds of letters sent to me by readers suggest not so much a misty nostalgia for the simple life, as a growing awareness of how food fits into the whole living scheme of things, and a deepening respect for the ingenuity of our ancestors. They suggest a very active readership, too.

Readers have written about brewing wild raspberry vinegar long before it became a fashionable ingredient of nouvelle cuisine, about the secret sites and local names of the little wild damsons that grow on the Essex borders, about childhood feasts of seaweed boiled in burn water and laid on dog rose bushes to dry.

In Milden, Suffolk, the inhabitants have commemorated the discovery that their village name derives from the prehistoric staple vegetable fat hen (melde in Old English). At the village boundary a huge cast-iron statue of the plant now overlooks fields where fat hen itself survives among the sugar beet.

There have been adventurous experiments as well as historical unearthings. Gadgets for gathering hazelnuts and bilberries have been invented or revived. Foreign cuisines  Asian especially  in which wild plants have always played an important role have been brought to bear on our native wildings. And there have been multitudes of experiments with fruit liqueurs some way beyond sloe gin: service berries in malt whisky, damsons in brandy, cloudberries in aquavit.

It is the changed attitude towards fungi which has perhaps been the decisive sign. Until very recently we seemed to be as suspicious of toadstools as Francis Bacon, who in 1627 dismissed the entire tribe as a venereous meat.

Now even English truffle-hunting is being revived, and there is a growing affection for the giant puffball, voted the star wild food by most of those whove tried it. I am regularly sent photographs of five-pounders or more, posed on bars or alongside children or cats, as if they were a species of pet themselves.

Food for Free was never intended to be a survival manual, and wild plants would not be a very practicable way of staying alive, except in the short term. Nor does it include game or other animals and insects apart from seafood.

Playing at survival is, I feel, the unacceptable face of foraging, smacking of SAS endurance tests and often leading to wilful callousness  a Mans Life more than the Good Life. It is the intimacy with wild things that foraging can bring that seems to be most richly enjoyed. I can say this with some feeling myself, being less of an intensive gatherer these days than a devotee of the wayside nibble, in what the 1930s fruit gourmet Edward Bunyard called ambulant consumption!

This new Gem edition includes many of the insights and practical discoveries of readers and friends, and I must extend my warmest thanks to all those who have written to me over the past years. It is their book as much as mine  though any mistakes and moments of tastelessness are, of course, purely my responsibility.

Richard Mabey, 2003






INTRODUCTION

It is easy to forget, as one stands before the modern supermarket shelf, that every single one of the worlds vegetable foods was once a wild plant. What we buy and eat today is nothing more special than the results of generations of plant-breeding experiments. Most of these were directed towards improving size and cropping ability. Some were concerned with flavour and texture  but these are fickle qualities, dependent for their popularity as much on fashion as on any inherent virtue. Lately there have been more ominous moves towards improving colour and shape.

Yet if plant breeding has been directed towards the introduction of bland, inoffensive flavours, and has sacrificed much for the sake of convenience, those old robust tastes, the curly roots and fiddlesome leaves, are still there for the enjoyment of those who care to seek them out.

Almost every British garden vegetable (greenhouse species excepted) still has a wild ancestor flourishing here. Wild cabbages grow along the south coast, celery along the east. Wild parsnips flourish on waste ground everywhere. In times of scarcity they are turned to again, yet each time with less ingenuity and confidence, less native knowledge about what they are and how they can be used.

Food for Free is about these plants, and how they once were and can still be used as food. It is a practical book, leading the reader into an adventure of discovery. It is the flavours and textures that will surprise the most, I think, and the realisation of to just what extent the cultivation and mass production of food have muted our taste experiences. There is a whole galaxy of powerful and surprising flavours preserved intact in the wild stock, that are quite untapped in cultivated foods: tart and smoky berries, aromatic fungi, crisp and succulent shoreline plants.

Wild foods require none of the attention demanded by garden plants, and possess the additional attraction of having to be found. I think I would rate this as perhaps the most attractive single feature of wild food use. The satisfactions of cultivation are slow and measured. They are not at all like the excitement of raking through a rich bed of cockles, of suddenly discovering a clump of sweet cicely, of tracking down a bog myrtle by its smell alone. There is something akin to hunting here: the search, the gradually acquired wisdom about seasons and habitats, the satisfaction of having proved you can provide for yourself. What you find may make no more than an intriguing addition to your normal diet, but it was you who found it. And in coastal areas, in a good autumn, it could be a whole three-course meal.

Wild Food and Necessity

It is not easy to tell how wide a range of plants was eaten before agriculture began. The seeds of any number of species have been found in neolithic settlements, but these may have already been under a primitive system of cultivation. Plants gathered from the wild would inevitably drop their seed and begin to grow near their pickers dwellings; and if, as was likely, the specimens collected were above average in size or yield, so might be their offspring. So a sort of automatic selection would have taken place, with crops of the more fruitful plants growing naturally near habitation.

By the Elizabethan era, the range of wild plants and herbs used and understood by the average cottager was wide and impressive. In many ways it had to be. There was no other source of readily available medicine and of cultivated vegetables. Yet even under conditions of necessity, how is one to explain the discovery that as cryptic a part as the styles of the saffron crocus were useful as a spice? The number of wild bits and pieces that must have been put to the test in the kitchen at one time or another is hair-raising. We should be thankful the job has been done for us.

Many plants passed into use as food at this time as a by-product of their medicinal use. Blackcurrants, for instance, were certainly used for throat lotions before the recipients realised they were also quite pleasant to eat when you were well. Sheer economy also played a part, as in finding a use for hop tops that had to be thinned out in the spring.

But like so much else, these old skills and customs were eroded by industrialisation and the drift to the towns. The process was especially thorough in the case of wild foods because cultivation brought genuine advances in quality and abundance. But if the knowledge of how to use them was fading, the plants themselves continued to thrive. Most of them prospered as they had always done in woods and hedgerows. Those that flourished best in the human habitats bided their time under fields which had been turned over to cultivation, or moved into the new wasteland habitats that were a by-product of urbanisation. Plants which had been introduced as pot-herbs clung on at the edges of gardens, as persistent as weeds as they were once abundant as vegetables.

Then some crisis would strike the conventional food supplies, and people would be thankful for this persistence. On the island fringes of Britain, where the ground is poor and the weather unpredictably hostile, the tough native plants were the only invariably successful crops. The knowledge of how to use these plants as emergency rations was kept right up to the time air transport provided a reliable lifeline to the mainland.

It was the two World Wars, and the disruptions of food supplies that accompanied them, which provided one of the most striking examples of the usefulness of wild foods. All over occupied Europe fungi were gathered from woods, and wild greens from bomb sites. In America, pilots were given instructions on how to live off the wild in case their planes were ditched over land. And in this country, the government encouraged the hedgerow harvest (as they called one of their publications) as much as the growing of carrots.

Wild plants are invaluable during times of famine or crisis, precisely because they are wild. They are quickly available, tough, resilient, resistant to disease, indifferent for the most part to climate and soil condition. If they were not, they would have simply failed to survive. They are always there, waiting for their moment, thriving under conditions that our pampered cultivated plants would find intolerable.

Some modern agriculturalists are beginning to look seriously at these special qualities of wild food plants. Conventional agriculture works by taking an end food product as given, and modifying plants and conditions of growth to produce it as efficiently as possible. In regions that are vastly different from the plants natural environment, its survival is always precarious, and often at damaging expense to the soil. The alternative approach is to study the plants that grow naturally and luxuriantly in the area, and see what possible food products can be obtained from them. This looks like being an especially fruitful line of research in developing countries with poor soils.

Plant Use and Conservation

These last few instances are examples of conditions in which wild food use was anything but a frivolous pastime. I sincerely hope that this book will never be needed as a manual for that sort of situation. But is there really nothing more to gathering wild foods than the fun of the hunt, and the promise of some exotic new flavours? I think there is. Getting to know these plants and the uses that have been made of them is to begin to understand a whole section of our social history. The plants are a museum in themselves, hangovers from times when palates were less fastidious, living records of famines and changing fashions and even whole peoples. To know their history is to understand how intricately food is bound up with the whole pattern of our social lives. It is easy to forget this by the supermarket shelf, where the food is instantly and effortlessly available, and soil and labour seem part of another existence. We take our food for granted as we do our air and water, and all three are threatened as a result.

Yet familiarity with the ways of just a few of the plants in this book gives an insight at first hand into the complex and delicate relationships which plants have with their environment; their dependence on birds to carry their seeds, animals to crop the grass that shuts out their light, on wind and sunshine and the balance of chemicals in the soil, and ultimately on our own good grace as to whether they survive at all. It is on the products, wild or cultivated, of this intricate network of forces that our food resources depend.

I know there may be some people who will object to this book on the grounds that it may encourage further depletions of our dwindling wild life. I believe that the exact opposite is true. One of the major problems in conservation today is not how to keep people insulated from nature but how to help them engage more closely with it, so that they can appreciate its value and vulnerability, and the way its needs can be reconciled with those of humans. One of the most complex and intimate relationships which most of us can have with the natural environment is to eat it. I hope I am not overstating my case when I say that to follow this relationship through personally, from the search to the cooking pot, is a more practical lesson than most in the economics of the natural world. Far from encouraging rural vandalism, it helps deepen respect for the interdependence of all living things. At the very least it will provide a strong motive for looking after particular species and maybe individual colonies.

Omissions

This book covers the majority of wild plant food products which can be obtained in the British Isles. But there are some categories which I have deliberately omitted.

There is nothing on grasses and cereals. This is intended to be a practical book, and no one is going to spend their time hand-gathering enough wild seeds to make flour.

I have touched briefly on the traditional herbal uses of many plants where this is relevant or interesting. But I have included no plants purely on the grounds of their presumed therapeutic value. This is a book about food, not medicine.

This is also a book about wild plant foods, which is the simple reason (apart from personal qualms) why there is nothing about fish and wildfowl. But I have included shellfish because from a pickers eye view, they are more like plants than animals. They stay more or less in one place, and are gathered, not caught.

Layout of the Book

The text and illustrations fall into four sections: plants (including trees), fungi, seaweeds and shellfish. Within each category, species are arranged in alphabetical order.

Recipes

Some recipes are more detailed than others, some uses are just suggestions or ways in which the foods have been used in previous times. They are all included to bring out your culinary sense of adventure!




PLANTS & TREES

Roots

Roots are probably the least practical of all wild vegetables. Firstly, few species form thick, fleshy roots in the wild, and the coarse, wiry roots of  for instance  horseradish is really only suitable for flavouring. Second, under the Wildlife and Countryside Act it is illegal to dig up wild plants by the root, except on your own land, or with the permission of the landowner.

Green Vegetables

The main problem with wild leaf vegetables is their size. Not many wild plants have the big, floppy leaves for which cultivated greens have been bred, and as a result picking enough for a serving can be a long and irksome task. For this reason the optimum picking time for most leaf vegetables is probably their middle-age, when the flowers are out and the plant is easy to recognise, and the leaves have reached maximum size without beginning to wither.

Green vegetables can be roughly divided into three types: salads, cooked greens and stems. For general recipes for these categories see: dandelion for salads, sea beet or fat-hen for greens, and alexanders for stems.

All green vegetables can also be made into soup (see sorrel), blended into green sauces, or made into a pottage or mess of greens by cooking a number of species together.

Herbs

A herb is generally defined as a leafy plant used not as a food in its own right but as a flavouring for other foods, and most herbs tend to be milder in the wild state than under domestication. You will find, consequently, that with wild herbs you will need up to double the quantities you normally use of the cultivated variety.

A few words about the collection, storage and drying of herbs. The best time to pick a herb, especially for the purposes of drying, is just as it is coming into flower. This is the stage at which the plants nutrients and aromatic oils are still mainly concentrated in the leaves, yet it will have a few blossoms to assist with the identification. Gather your herbs in dry weather and preferably early in the morning before they have been exposed to too much sun. Wet herbs will tend to develop mildew during drying, and specimens picked after long exposure to strong sunshine will inevitably have lost some of their natural oils by evaporation.

Cut whole stalks of the herb with a knife to avoid damaging the parent plant. If you are going to use the herbs fresh, strip the leaves and flowers off the stalks as soon as you get them home. If you are going to dry them, leave the stalks intact as you have picked them. To maintain their colour and flavour they must be dried as quickly as possible but without too intense a heat. They therefore need a combination of gentle warmth and good ventilation. A kitchen or well-ventilated airing cupboard is ideal. The stalks can be hung up in loose bunches, or spread thinly on a sheet of paper and placed on the rack above the stove. Ideally, they should also be covered by muslin, to keep out flies and insects and, in the case of hanging bundles, to catch any leaves that start to crumble and fall as they dry.

All herbs can be used to flavour vinegar, olive oil or drinks, as with thyme in aquavit.

Spices

Spices are the aromatic seeds of flowering plants. There are also a few roots (most notably horseradish) that are generally regarded as spices.

Most plants which have aromatic leaves also have aromatic seeds, and can be usefully employed as flavourings. But a warning: do not expect the flavour of the two parts to be identical. They are often subtly different in ways that make it inadvisable simply to substitute seeds for leaves.

Seeds should always be allowed to dry on the plant. After flowering, annuals start to concentrate their food supplies into the seeds so that they have enough to survive through germination. This also, of course, increases the flavour and size of the seeds. When they are dry and ready to drop off the plant, their food content and flavour should be at a maximum.

Flowers

Gathering wild flowers for no other reason than their diverting flavours would be antisocial (and, in the case of a few exceptionally rare species, illegal under the Wildlife and Countryside Act).

All the species I have recommended here have certain characteristics which make the picking of their flowers in small quantities unlikely to have much visual or biological effect
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