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Praise for The Fruit Forager’s Companion

“Sara Bir’s voice is quirky, informed, and fresh. The Fruit Forager’s Companion will push any soul who is interested in foraging into the curious world of fruits, which are every bit as interesting as the vegetable members of the plant world. I just hope that she refrains from lifting my quince should she ever walk down our lane—I adore them, too! Which is to say that you want someone with passion and appetite to lead you on a foraging quest, and Sara Bir has plenty of both.”

—DEBORAH MADISON, author of Vegetable Literacy and In My Kitchen

“Lyrically written and eminently useful, The Fruit Forager’s Companion is a welcome addition to the library of anyone interested in either preserving their own fruit harvest or seeking out new, exciting flavors that are literally growing on trees—often next door!”

—HANK SHAW, wild foods expert; author of the James Beard Award-winning website Hunter Angler Gardener Cook

“For fruit lovers the whole world is a culinary theme park; this book is your permanent admission pass. Let Sara Bir guide you to the untamed flavors of wild, feral, and neglected fruits—from back alleys and brushy waysides to city hedges and deep woods. After you find some brand new delicacy right in your own neighborhood, follow one of Sara’s luscious recipes, and invite Mom over for dinner.”

—SAMUEL THAYER, author of Incredible Wild Edibles and The Forager’s Harvest

“Once you notice the wild fruit growing all around you, the world becomes a landscape of culinary abundance, and Sara Bir’s The Fruit Forager’s Companion is a thoughtful guide to appreciating those foraged and gleaned fruits. Filled with Bir’s distinctive humor, the book, like stumbling upon a patch of black raspberries, is also fun! Bir’s respect for ingredients—those berries, apples, and pawpaws you’ve worked hard to pick—ensures the recipes accentuate each fruit’s unique flavor. With Bir’s guidance, your fruit-forward concoctions will be as transformative as the moment you discovered all those wild fruits were edible in the first place.”

—ANDREW MOORE, author of Pawpaw: In Search of America’s Forgotten Fruit

“Among reassuringly familiar fruit like neighborhood apples, lemons, and plums, chef-turned-forager Sara Bir also offers curious novice foragers more adventurous fare: invasive autumn olives and barberries, native chokeberries, Oregon grapes, pawpaws, and spicebush. The pages of The Fruit Forager’s Companion help you to identify, collect, and use the fruits of your forages. The author’s eloquent introduction tells you why you should.”

—MARIE VILJOEN, author of Forage, Harvest, Feast

“With The Fruit Forager’s Companion, Sara Bir provides not only a guide to foraging, but a manifesto for conscious living and a challenge to seek out the unknown. With creative recipes, thoughtful writing, and a wealth of expertise, she encourages us to explore in the kitchen as well as outside, inspiring the reader to create a better connection to where they live and to celebrate the local bounties that may have otherwise gone unnoticed.”

—ANNA BRONES, author of Fika: The Art of the Swedish Coffee Break; founder and publisher, Comestible

“The Fruit Forager’s Companion will be beloved by all those who travel through life scanning trees and shrubs for neighborhood fruit. Sara Bir has created something that is half foraging memoir and half cookbook, and it is utterly delightful in its totality.”

—MARISA MCCLELLAN, author of Naturally Sweet Food in Jars

“Lyrical and practical, introspective and funny, The Fruit Forager’s Companion inspires us to put on comfy shoes and head out into the local landscape with curiosity, confidence, and joy. Sara Bir knows that sweet, ripe treasures await us, from crab apples and blackberries to pawpaws, wild grapes, figs, and quince. This book offers fascinating entries on more than forty fruits and a hundred recipes for chutneys, soups, cordials, fools, and more. Bir’s knowledge, wit, and enthusiasm guide us outdoors for fruit foraging expeditions, and back home again to transform the seasonal fruits we’ve gathered into good things to eat and share.”

—NANCIE MCDERMOTT, author of Fruit and Southern Pies

“Sara Bir’s common sense approach to foraging, along with an impish humor, make for a delightful, nourishing, very practical, and very human read. The Fruit Forager’s Companion is a book about love, community, and the abundance nature offers to us all if we have the eyes to see and the heart to hear, all revealed through the simple, graceful acts of picking, preparing, and sharing wild fruits with our loved ones and community.”

—ROBIN HARFORD, founder of the website Eatweeds

“The response to the lament ‘I’m hungry’ should not be, ‘Look in the fridge and see what you can find,’ but, ‘Take a walk and see what’s there.’ Sara Bir’s book provides a road map to wild and abandoned plants laden with food. As you read and explore with Bir you will be rewarded with the joy of discovery and often a satiated appetite. Perhaps you will even find a dead-ripe mulberry and have an ecstatic taste experience.”

—TOM BURFORD, pomologist, historian, and author of Apples of North America

“Once, we were foragers. Sara Bir says we can be again. She reveals the wealth of fruit waiting to be picked in wild and not-so-wild places, and she shows how foraging benefits the mind and body even if the forager returns empty-handed. The Fruit Forager’s Companion is more than just a guide to finding, gathering, preserving, and cooking. It is a meditation on modern life and how to find meaning in Nature’s larder.”

—MIKE SHANAHAN, author of Gods, Wasps and Stranglers

“Foraging for fruit is all about noticing and making your move when things become ripe. In The Fruit Forager’s Companion, Sara Bir moves from city sidewalks to deep woods with a botanist’s eye and a chef’s skill. She boils, reduces, ferments, dips into history, and seasons with memoir; she gets in there and shouts wild flavors out with heat, sweet, salt, and vinegar. Let Bir’s inventive recipes and sheer derring-do pull you into the woods and make you a forager: a sampler of the best things in life, most of them free.”

—JULIE ZICKEFOOSE, author of Baby Birds, The Bluebird Effect, and Letters from Eden
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O bitter black walnuts of this parachuted earth!

O gongbirds and appleflocks! The friend

puts her hand on your shoulder. You find

a higher power when you look.

—MATT HART, from “The Friend”
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INTRODUCTION

I'M NOT A FORAGING EXPERT, and I’m not a botanist; I’m a physically restless chef who likes plants. I’m attracted to fruit because plants developed their fruit to be attractive to animals, and I am a curious animal following their lead. I don’t generate any income from foraging, and the food I bring home represents a tiny sliver of my annual diet. But even if I come back from an outing empty-handed—which is most of the time—I return enriched, because there’s always something new to see. I don’t just gather food. I gather observations.

This book is about fruit and foraging, but it’s really about walking and noticing, activities that create a lens through which the world around us comes into clearer focus. Walking is a huge part of what makes us human. It’s how we get from one place to another, even if the distance is only from the front door to a car door. On foot we absorb information differently. Our contact with everyday living things is more intimate. We can hear leaves rustle. We can hear insects hum. We can look fellow passersby in the eyes and smile.

We can see things grow.

The world offers us unspeakable atrocities and moments of unfathomable beauty, sometimes in the same event. But in between those two extremes is the stuff of life. That middle space is defined but vast. The middle is not one thing, the way a medium-sized soft drink is one thing or Mama Bear’s bowl of oatmeal is one thing. The middle is almost everything.

This middle place is our Eden. Eden is not static, the way popular culture depicts Adam and Eve hanging out in blissful ignorance with no concept of time or personal needs or desires. That would be impossibly boring, and therefore hellacious. Eden is dynamic. There’s give and take, a constant series of millions of small lives reacting to external circumstances and in turn setting off new reactions.

Foraging for fruit is not the only way to engage with our Eden, but its sensual aspects are, by design, difficult to resist. There is sweetness, color, fragrance, bitterness, juiciness, sourness, lusciousness. Blooms and pollinators. Producers and consumers. Ends and beginnings. There is looking and finding. Foraging is our journey in Eden.
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My daily walks make up my foraging practice, the way other people have a yoga practice. Most of my foraging practice is prosaic stuff, like walking my daughter the few blocks to her elementary school in the morning. It’s the same route over and over again. I take comfort in the routine. Sometimes I’ll modify my route back home so I can see the progress of specific fruit trees, depending on the season: the persimmon tree in the fall, the plum tree in the summer. It’s like stopping in on friends.

I came into this world with a heartier dose of existential dread than the average person. I’m not sure why—I have a loving family and a stable home—but unresolvable issues about the human condition have always plagued me. My daily walks are more than a mechanism for better circulation and getting fresh air in my lungs. If I don’t get out of the house at least once a day, I lose it. My temper flares up, my energy level plummets, and I feel too much inside of myself.
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The existential dread is an emotional cancer, and my foraging practice is a distraction for those overeager white blood cells that cause trouble. I channel that destructive energy into something constructive. Worst-case scenario, I get exercise and wave at some neighbors; best-case scenario, I bring home something interesting to eat.

Foraging has also made me less egocentric. Instead of thinking of a route as an obstacle to endure—a thing standing between me and a location where I will accomplish a necessary task, like driving to the grocery store or walking to the library—I think of each journey as a holistic experience. My neighborhood was not erected specifically for my convenience. It is a settlement, just as anthills and squirrel nests are settlements on the same land as the streets and sidewalks I use.

This is at odds with one of the fundamental ways we define our natural resources. Is our planet a global convenience store of energy and water and raw material for us to help ourselves to without reservation? From that viewpoint, everything exists for people, like props and scenery on the set of a play.

I’ve been grappling with the concept of a seven-day creation with mankind at its apogee ever since a kindly Sunday school teacher first presented the lesson to our young class. It never clicked for me. In my own lifetime, I’ve noticed changes our consumption habits have initiated. I gaze into the woods and see a lot more of some plants and a lot less of others. I hear the dreaded racket of leaf blowers drown out the backwash of other, gentler sounds. I see deer move closer and closer to our homes, because we’ve moved closer and closer to theirs.

I’m complicit in all this, of course. I cram garbage into nonbiodegradable plastic bags and shove the filled bags into our garbage can to eventually be buried in the earth. I book flights and buy frozen pizzas imported from Italy and grapes grown in Chile. I enjoy the comfort our first-world status affords us.

But I know it has its limits. It can’t last, and no one making money from the perpetuation of that lifestyle is happy to admit it. The powerlessness I feel as a participant in a cobbled-together system that ruins what we hold most dear overwhelms me, and sometimes I get numb and push it all to the back of my head so I can keep on going.

Foraging is, to me, a daily, small act of civil disobedience. Simply looking for wild stuff to eat is a way of flipping the bird to our industrialized food system. It’s a way of asserting our intellectual curiosity and reclaiming our natural role as humans on this planet, something we’ve allowed our modern lifestyle to strip from us. Foraging restores the balance a bit. Even if it’s just a handful of blackberries or a few fallen apples from a neighborhood tree—these things still count. The magic of foraging is ultimately about the quality of time you spend interacting with the world around you, not the quantity of edibles you haul home.
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I started foraging because I am nosy and cheap. I like free things, and I like to look at property that does not belong to me and imagine what goes on there. Do this long enough and you will notice different types of fruit growing, some of it free for the taking. I noticed the fruit, and I took it.

When I lived in California and was just embarking on my career as a chef and writer, my foraging was sporadic and casual. Fruit just happens in California; you’d have to put an effort into avoiding it. I didn’t care as much about the trees as what they produced, and I mostly remember receiving sacks of Meyer lemons and Hachiya persimmons. Two plum trees in the backyard of a shared rental house dropped buckets of teeny, squishy, giant-pitted plums that I’d bake in coffee cakes.
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I moved too often to undertake gardening, so I relied on other people’s plants. I liked the adrenaline rush of unexpected fruit windfalls, which sent me into the same elated states as a good score at the record store or sighting barely damaged furniture on the curb. Some people’s role is to drag home what is unloved and give it a place to belong.

Belonging is elusive. It comes and goes. I grew up in southeast Ohio, where Midwest meets Appalachia. It was fine enough, but always flummoxed me because its midwestern understatement and Appalachian self-reliance bled together to form a specific yet unspoken regional identity I couldn’t summarize in one handy sentence to use as a reply when people asked me where I was from. It’s appropriate that I didn’t see my first pawpaw—to me the Sasquatch of fruits—until after I’d lived for years away from where they grew, when I’d defined myself as someone who left and would never return. But I eventually grew disenchanted with the easygoing magic of West Coast life and struggled with profound stirrings to move back to my small hometown; wanting to settle there again meant I’d had no idea who I was all along. But we packed up and did it—I had a husband and a young daughter by then—and the adjustment was trying. There were ugly arguments and job search woes.

To work through the stress I’d created for us, I took to the woods and did some heavy-duty forest bathing. I wasn’t even looking for pawpaws when I found my first. I was walking on a trail in the woods, and one lay splayed open smack in the middle of the path in front of me, displaying its saffron-colored guts.

I don’t believe in fate, but I do believe in the magic of being receptive to the right thing in the right moment, and when I encountered that pawpaw, that was it. I went back and looked for more. They smelled and tasted like nothing I’d ever encountered in Ohio, though they’d been growing there for millennia. I fell for their amazingly tropical flavor and intensely perfumed flesh. I started hauling them home and have been at it ever since. It’s like that pawpaw found me, not vice versa.

When my pawpaw obsession was still new, my brother thru-hiked the Pacific Crest Trail. It’s easily one of the definitive episodes of his life. As he shared crazy stories and amazing, scenic photos, I wasn’t exactly envious, but I did yearn for the days when I’d summited gnarly peaks and touched the face of a rawer, seemingly more majestic incarnation of nature. There I was, back in Ohio, living amid so many things that had barely changed since I was a kid. No mountains, no canyons, no ocean coastline.

But what had changed was me. I saw my hometown differently. Instead of having nothing to offer me, it had everything to offer. I had a daughter and a husband and a dog, and it was the right place for us. I had to be open to wonders on a smaller scale if I wanted to have any adventure in my life. I had to allow my surroundings, rather than my expectations, to redefine what was epic.
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So while my brother made his way north through the Laguna Mountains all the way to the Canadian border, I undertook my own ambitious journey. I hiked over the same stretches of trails day after day. The trailhead was right behind where my daughter went to preschool, so I’d drop her off and set out on my little adventure for the day. I liked how intimately I got to know the curves and dips in the trail, where to avoid roots or poison ivy.

I noticed new things every time. I watched as the pawpaw trees budded, then bloomed, then sent out their long, gently tapered leaves. I saw the fruit set, and grow, and then I snatched up pawpaw after pawpaw as they became ripe. When fall came I saw those leaves turn gold and eventually shrivel up, then fall to the ground and leave behind short, slender trunks and branches. I noticed all kinds of insects and fungus and moss.

Pawpaws were my gateway drug of foraged foods. Every year I see or hear about new things, and my repertoire expands: crab apples, mulberries, sumac, autumn olives, spicebush. Off the trails I see what’s growing on trees in yards and gather stray apples and persimmons off the sidewalk. I learn about fruits that don’t grow here, and I try to look for them if I happen to be elsewhere. But setting out to look for fruit isn’t as fun as leaving the house and being open to what you happen to come across. If you are receptive, what’s seemingly insignificant can become one of the most significant parts of your life. Who knows where fruit could lead you in the future? Let it open you up to follow your instincts and see the magic that happens because of it.





 

PART ONE

GEARING UP
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FORAGING AND YOU

WE LIVE IN AN ERA of insane abundance. This hits me every time I haul a bag of stuffed animals to the Goodwill. About once every season we do a purge of my daughter’s bedroom, and all of the books and toys and clothing she has grown out of go to be of use to another family (or so we hope). I hate shopping, and so does my daughter; most of her toys are hand-me-downs or gifts or yard sale finds. But good God, to think that one person barely over a yard tall can amass so much stuff without even obtaining it directly.

I enjoy sewing, and if you’ve ever made a stuffed animal yourself, you know it takes work and skill. This is something I try to impress upon my daughter when she handles an object carelessly. “Someone made that,” I say. “When you cut holes in your shirt, you’re disrespecting the work someone put into creating it.” This has zero effect on her (she still cuts holes in her shirts!), but I feel like the basic principle applies in even greater measure to the food we eat. The US Department of Agriculture estimates that roughly 30 to 40 percent of the American food supply ultimately goes into the garbage. It takes natural resources like water, land, and energy to grow food, but it also takes human energy, and to be wasteful devalues the dirty and hard work of growing food. If you’ve never watered a garden day in and day out or spent hours crouched over picking strawberries under a blazing sun, that hard work is easy to take for granted.

Foraging for fruit is not going to save the world, but it’s an act that can help make us better people. It enriches lives, gets us out of doors, and ignites our curiosity. It connects us with subtle shifts in the seasons and brings us closer to the people and animals who share wild and settled spaces with us. It is hard and dirty work with a payoff beyond calories: a step toward a more sustainable food system and a lifestyle that nurtures rather than harms the land we depend upon. It’s walking the walk.
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Foraging reminds us where we came from. Human societies by nature evolve and change, but the pace of those changes feels swifter than ever. Our deeply ingrained instincts have new impulses to keep them company: social media tapping our attention, an array of electric lights disrupting natural sleep patterns, pantries bursting with refined grains and artificial flavors.

Before the Agricultural Revolution and the domestication of plants, humans obtained food from foraging and hunting. Some anthropologists mark the beginning of agriculture as the first nail in the coffin of humanity. Growing food and tending to livestock gave way to a more settled way of life, and thus permanent villages, towns, and cities. Pollution, overpopulation, disease, and the pilfering of natural resources followed. Humans innovate by nature, and those innovations inevitably alter the planet we inhabit. Anthropologist Jared Diamond once famously argued that agriculture was “the worst mistake in the history of the human race,” noting studies of contemporary hunter-gatherer tribes, who have ample leisure time, varied diets, and no dependence on the vulnerabilities of monoculture.

So here we are today, standing on the shoulders of scores of human generations before us. I won’t say it’s for better or for worse, because I was not alive twelve thousand years ago, and I really enjoy things like movies and synthesizers and preventive dentistry. I also like olive oil and chocolate, and neither is made with things that grow where I live, but I’m not going to stop consuming them. We are human animals, but also products of our time, and to deny that is shortsighted and elitist. To be human is to constantly defend ourselves against an idealized version of what we previously used to be. We hate what we have accomplished, but we also relish it.


What Counts as Foraging?

Foraging can happen anywhere. The succinct dictionary definition of forage is “to search for food or provisions.” Foraging is not limited to the wilderness, because it can’t be. What true wilderness remains in our developed world?

Your foraging happens in the new wilderness, the place where the natural world and the developed world meet, the Homo sapiens Subduction Zone. Nature is dynamic just as humans are dynamic. The friction between the two forces is the hidden, relentless magic of time.

My definition of foraging is quite flexible. I just think of it as gathering food from unexpected sources, but before the gathering comes the searching. Foraging begins with looking. Plenty of times I’ve gone out foraging and returned empty-handed, but I count each outing as a success, because I return with an experience. In looking for food plants to gather, I observe how the plants have changed since I saw them last, and I come away with knowledge. I notice the groundhogs and crows that are out that day, or the sound of the pressure shifting in the sky, or my neighbor out walking his dog. I might notice very little, because I have something intense going on in my head and I need to work it out with footsteps. But I still come back with something more than I started out with. That’s foraging.

Foraging and gleaning are spiritual kin. I differentiate between the two this way: Gleaning is making use of salvageable food that’s been harvested and discarded. Foraging is harvesting from wild plants, or plants whose primary purpose is no longer to produce food. In this book, picking cherries from your neighbors’ yard at their invitation counts as foraging rather than gleaning.

Ultimately, such distinctions are splitting hairs. It’s actions that matter, not terminology. Gathering food from unexpected sources offers unknown pleasures. This is your invitation to experience them.
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Romanticizing nature is easy when you don’t have a lot of interface with it, but even that’s a fallacy, because nature happens in spite of us. We pave acres, and nature springs up in the cracks and along the periphery. Nature includes us. Foraging does not exist in a pristine bubble, which is good news for you, because it means a lot more turf is fair game. In the context of this book, foraging is defined as legally obtaining food that grows in public and private places. That’s it. You don’t have to be lost in the wilderness for foraging to be a significant part of your life. It’s a practice and an art, one that continues every time you set foot outside your door.

The friction between Modern Humans and Traditional Humans—I think of it as the Homo sapiens Subduction Zone—is a fascinating place. That’s where the action is, philosophically and emotionally. Foraging puts you right there. It’s where wild meets cultivated and native meets invasive. Some plants are beneficial and some are harmful, but ultimately all plants have the potential to be either. Is one species overcrowding other, more desirable plants? Did you eat the wrong part, or too much of an otherwise helpful part? Does it taste wonderful but trigger an allergic reaction? It all depends on where you are, what you need at the time, and what you happen to know. Plants are only good or evil because of how we feel about them at the moment. Considering them anew brings your prejudices to the fore and gives the boundaries of your judgment a workout. It makes the big picture bigger.

You can think of foraging as prayer, meditation, gleaning, theft, survival, exercise, or fate. Take your pick, because it’s all up to you, and that’s the point. You choose your own adventure, harvesting the sweet serendipity along the way.

What’s Different About Foraging for Fruit?

Fruit is the currency of memory. People have powerful emotions about fruits they picked and ate in their formative years, emotions they don’t seem to form with the same intensity for other foods. If you grew up where mangoes grow and then moved away to a colder part of the world where they do not, the lack of mangoes is almost like nutrients missing from the cells of your cultural identity.

People seek out the fruits of their youth as they grow older. Mention old-time fruits like mayhaws and pawpaws around the right crowd (or right generation) and they will light up. It feels good to talk about something you love without having to explain yourself. When you love weird fruit, there’s often a lot of explaining to do to the uninitiated.

Fruits have distinct forms, and to the inexperienced eye they are easier to identify and less abstract than other plant features, like tree bark or leaf arrangement. Those things are most often green and brown; fruit is more colorful, and in many cases something we’ve seen a thousand times in our lunch boxes or on produce stands. There’s a familiarity there, a comfort.

Beyond the comfort, fruits are novel. Oftentimes they are the wackiest-looking part of the plant. Fruit wants to be noticed. We grow fruits in yards and parks because the plants that produce them offer us beauty (and, at times, shade and a natural barrier). That sweet nodule of pulp encasing seeds is just a bonus.

Community and Respect

Nature is our all-you-can-eat buffet, but with some caveats. Don’t let carelessness ruin it for other people. Forage legally and mindfully, on both public and private land.

My foraging habit has made me a more neighborly person. When I first started picking fruit from strangers’ trees, I was too shy to ask them if it was okay, and I did it in a stealthy manner, hoping no one would notice. Perhaps I was satisfying a nagging criminal urge, but mostly I was cowardly.

I’ve finally overcome my shyness, and in all my years of knocking on doors to ask if it’s okay to gather fruit, no one has ever said no. Sometimes I get this befuddled reaction, almost like they can’t get why I even asked, but ultimately it’s the right thing to do.

So much of our lives happen in isolation—we live in rooms in houses on streets in a grid, and we work in offices partitioned by feeble walls. I hardly know who my neighbors are, and they hardly know me, though some of them now know me as the crazy lady who collects japonica quinces from their shrubs—a reputation I’m totally okay with. I appreciate the opportunities for interaction with strangers that my foraging habit has presented me. It breaks up the solitary quest of the lone forager and circles us back to the human communities we are part of.

One summer I discovered that our local Walmart had fruit trees growing on the outskirts of its parking lot: peaches, pears, and apples. Naturally I went to investigate, and it turned out most of the trees—there were a dozen or so—had plaques or wooden markers mounted on the ground beneath them in memoriam to employees who had died from chronic illness.

This little fact instantly changed my relationship to those trees. Initially I’d gone over because I was curious, but then I became pensive. What did Walmart do with the fruits of those trees? Did some of the families come by every year to harvest the fruits of the tree honoring their loved one? Did current employees go out and pick any as snacks? Maybe Walmart gathered all of the ripe fruit in one swoop and donated it to a food pantry.

None of those scenarios seemed likely, and I didn’t care enough about the true answer to bother with asking management. My best guess was the fruit fell to the ground and then rotted, as is the case with so many ornamental fruit trees. I noticed a homeless fellow with a shopping cart full of belongings who was resting in the shade of one of the apple trees, and I thought I might ask if he knew, but it occurred to me he might take offense at my implication that he possibly scrounged for fruit because he was homeless. My fruit scrounging, meanwhile, was purely for amusement. I picked a hard little peach off the grass under one of the peach trees—peaches don’t do well where I live—and decided to partake of the Walmart fruit on a visual level only.

Assessing the legality and decency of a foraging scenario operates on a case-by-case basis in your brain and in your gut. I know from antics back in my high school days that I am very good at sneaking around doing forbidden but harmless stuff and not getting noticed. The eighteen-year-old Sara would have been all over those Walmart fruit trees, probably sometime after midnight. With the judgment of a seasoned adult, I decided asking for permission would take too much effort, and it was best to move along to the next opportunity. What you might do in a similar situation is up to you, though if you harbor any doubts, listen to them and walk away.

Foraging is illegal in some national parks and many government-owned state and regional lands. Some national forests allow the harvesting of specific wild foods but may require a permit or charge picking fees. Is there a difference between a handful of trailside berries and the hauling out of bushels of berries?

No matter where you pick, a good rule of thumb is to take some for yourself, leave some for the wildlife, and leave some for the next forager. If you have express permission from the plant’s owner to clean house, though, then by all means do so.


Coveting

“How do we learn to covet, Clarice?” This is something Hannibal Lecter asks agent-in-training Clarice Starling when she goes to question him in prison about killings she is investigating in the 1991 film The Silence of the Lambs. Impatient, Lecter answers himself: “We begin by coveting what we see every day.”

I didn’t really get what this meant for years, not until I started foraging in the same spots over and over again. We covet what we see every day. I coveted the quince growing in a yard I often passed as I walked my dog. I coveted the black raspberries growing in a clearing in the woods I ran through every week. I coveted the figs on the tree I drove by all the time.

Repeated exposure gives us a sense of attachment that a onetime glimpse does not. This extends far beyond fruit. I coveted a pair of red cowboy boots I saw in a shop window on my way to Penn Station at the close of every day when I worked in Midtown Manhattan. I coveted a 1957 Chevy Bel Air parked in a parking lot I rode my bike past a lot. I seriously had a crush on that car. It was for sale with an asking price of $5,000. I happily fantasized about buying it, even though I didn’t have the money or mechanical aptitude for it, plus I don’t like to drive.

The serial killer Hannibal Lecter alluded to in his coveting spiel coveted the bodies of women. Fruit is so much more wholesome in comparison, isn’t it? Increasingly, I covet seeing the fruit more than getting the fruit itself; I covet the sense of purpose. Crushes and coveting can lead to irrational behavior, but they can also be intoxicating. You might as well enjoy the ride.



Foraging and Safety

“There are old mushroomers and bold mushroomers, but no old bold mushroomers,” an old saying goes. It applies to foraging for any edible. Eat the wrong thing at the wrong time or in the wrong amount and you could get sick or die. Such warnings are alarming and discouraging, though I figure if you’ve made it this far, you’re in it to win it. Here’s how to forage safely.

There is a big difference between fear and caution. If you are cautious, there’s no need to be afraid of foraged foods. But don’t be lax about your homework or your information sources, because that’s when you can get into trouble.

Never taste an unfamiliar wild plant until you have positively identified it. This may sound like overkill, but I like to cross-reference a few field guides or websites before making conclusions. Make sure your sources are credible. It’s all too easy for a person to call themself a foraging expert, but I’ve noticed a lot of misinformation in foraging videos and blog posts online. I’ve included a list of my favorite print and online resources for plant identification in the resources section at the end of this book.

Actual people you meet face-to-face are invaluable sources, but unless you have already established trust with someone, don’t assume they know what they are talking about. Sometimes even the owners of the property you are foraging on might mistake the identity of a plant. Also, if I share a photo of a plant I’m unsure of on social media, I defer to the comments of people I know have years of experience out in the field.
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After you’ve identified a plant and confirmed it’s in the clear, there’s still homework to do. This is great news, fellow nerds! Plant homework is what we live for. Understanding what parts of the plant are safe to eat, and the manner of preparation needed to render them so, is the second half of your research.

In 1983, in California’s Monterey County, a group of people at a retreat crushed some stems and leaves in the vat full of elderberries they’d picked. They all drank the juice, and on the following day eight of them were flown by helicopter to the hospital with severe nausea, vomiting, and abdominal cramps. That whole episode could have been avoided if they hadn’t plunged so overenthusiastically into preparing and consuming foods they were underinformed about. Elderberry leaves and stems are toxic, and raw elderberries themselves aren’t agreeable except in small quantities.

Some forageables are easy to identify and safe to eat, but with caveats. Let’s use pokeweed as an extreme example. Humans can technically consume the flesh or juice of pokeweed berries without croaking, but their seeds are toxic, while pokeweed leaves need to be blanched a number of times before consumption in order to purge them of their toxins. I’m not terrified of pokeweed—it’s grows all over the place and does not lunge out and attack people—but I figure if other forageables grow nearby and require less effort to eat with bigger rewards, why not just focus on those? This is caution, not fear.

Some fruits, like ginkgo nuts and mayapples, are safe to eat but not advisable to overindulge in. When you’re trying a foraged plant for the first time, sample a small amount, just to be safe.

Another safety precaution: Don’t get yourself into a pickle just to pick fruit that’s out of reach. There are muddy slopes and spiny brambles and poison ivy to contend with. It’s smart to wear long pants when foraging in scrubby or woodsy areas so you avoid scratches and abrasions (I’m going to be honest: I wear sundresses and sandals in the summer and break this rule often). There are a few times I’ve climbed too high or reached too far, risking a twisted ankle or worse. Especially if you are foraging alone, err on the side of caution. You don’t want to hike out on a gimpy leg just so you could get that giant gorgeous pawpaw.

Lots of edibles grow on the side of the road, but they could be contaminated with residue and exhaust. Most fruit grows well above the ground, from branches and bushes, so chemical contamination isn’t as much of an issue as it is with foraging greens, but it’s still important to be mindful. Where is the plant growing—on a Superfund site? Near any underground storage tanks?

Bad judgment is just as dangerous as physical hazards. I’ve had a few foraging-related mishaps, most notably a time I set out to collect black cherries from a heavily laden tree I’d been eyeing. It was on a slope in a tricky spot, all the more reason to conquer it. I climbed a fence and spread a tarp under its branches, then whacked at them with a long stick to jostle them free so they’d land on the tarp. Just as the cherries began to rain down promisingly, I felt sharp jabs on my legs and arms: I was standing on a yellow jacket nest. I skedaddled out of there with six stings and considered the situation from a distance. I was still hell-bent on getting those cherries, so I gingerly retrieved my tarp once the yellow jackets settled down and reluctantly called it a day, imagining the possible headline LOCAL FORAGER DIES OF STUPIDITY. No fruit windfall is worth a potential trip to the hospital, which is where I ended up—a ride in the ambulance and three hours in the ER after I passed out in the checkout line at a drugstore while waiting to purchase Benadryl.

Failing to notice an underground yellow jacket nest was not reckless, but going back there to get less than a quart of cherries after I’d been stung multiple times was. After that episode, I decided my penance was to avoid collecting anything beyond casual handfuls of black cherries for the duration of the season.


You Are a Scientist

Did you love science class as a kid? Was it special when you got to do seemingly simple experiments, like making a compass out of a cork and a needle? Were you totally fascinated by liquid mercury? Did you burn ants with a magnifying glass out of not cruelty, but curiosity?

As we become adults, that sense of wonder ebbs. We understand more about how things work, and then we get jaded and arrogant. We get distracted. But we can still rekindle our love of discovery. Just because a plant was first discovered by humans thousands of years ago doesn’t mean we have to miss out on the fun of unraveling the mystery ourselves. The everyday world is our laboratory. What happens to those leaves when the weather gets cool? What will the flowers look like in the spring? Do they smell? What kinds of animals hang out around that plant? What does the fruit taste like when it’s still unripe?

Books and websites and apps can tell us this stuff, but why just be told? Maybe there’s no rush. You can go out and face the world as if it’s full of totally new life-forms. Collect data and analyze it. Be a third grader again. Foragers are amateur scientists.

In your kitchen you’re still a scientist. Sometimes with niche fruit you have to be a scientist, because to execute your vision, there’s no written guide. Can you make loquat juice into pâté de fruit? Do Asian pears make good vinegar? What happens when you dehydrate unsweetened cranberries? Now that your laboratory has just become everyplace you set foot, what will you observe next?



Tools for Foraging

Happily, foraging for almost anything (fruit included) requires minimal gear. You probably already have most of this stuff in your garage or basement, should you even need it.

Sticks: My favorite tools. Sometimes you can pick up a long stick and swat at tree branches to knock down those out-of-reach fruits.

Drop cloths or tarps: These can go along with the stick. Laying down a tarp under a cherry, mulberry, or hackberry tree can save you the effort of picking the dropped fruit from the grass below.

Hats: In a pinch, I’ve picked berries and put them in my hat because I didn’t have a bag or container with me. This technique is not recommended for people who sweat a lot.

Canvas bags: I prefer fabric to plastic because plastic bags make that awful crinkly sound, and the sounds you hear outdoors—whether it’s in a busy neighborhood or way out in the woods—are all part of the experience.

Smartphone: I try to go to the trails to escape the temptations of constant e-connectivity—I think it can detract from our immediate physical surroundings—but dang, is it ever handy to have a smartphone nearby. Taking pictures, for one, is a great way to later identify a plant you’ve not seen before. Some people use apps to help them identify plants.
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Gloves: A matter of preference. Prickly pears are called that for a reason. Never gather them with your bare hands, because their spines are minute and splintery and will embed themselves in your palms and fingers like fiberglass. Other plants are not as hazardous for your skin but have bothersome thorns or leaves—roses when collecting rose hips, spiky leaves when collecting Oregon grape plant berries—and some lightweight gardening gloves might be a good idea for comfort. They can reduce mobility, though, and when I wear them I usually take them off before long.

Rigid containers: Delicate, easily bruised fruits like raspberries and figs do better when they lie flat. Broad-bottomed baskets, cardboard flats, or shallow plastic buckets with handles are useful. I always save pint- and quart-sized paper berry cartons when I buy produce, too—using them to harvest berries is handy, and you can more easily eyeball the quantity. Just make sure not to pile the fruit too high, because the weight of the top layers can crush the bottom layers, undoing the work you just did.

Insect repellent: Up to you. Mosquitoes don’t discriminate among yards, parks, and the deep woods. In the late summer and early fall—prime foraging season where I live—mosquitoes are the most out for blood, and I spray myself up really well before heading out.


Winging It

For all my talk about connecting with nature and allowing the out of doors to slip you into another state of consciousness, I don’t insist on sanctity all of the time. I listen to a lot of podcasts when I forage, though the cords of my headphones sometimes get tangled up in shrubs or branches.

I do intentionally leave my smartphone behind from time to time when I go out on walks, so I can listen better and use my brain in a different way. If I run across a nifty unfamiliar plant, I have to circle back another day, and I might forget. Sometimes I’ll shove a few leaves in my pocket, and then I forget those, too, and come up with a handful of dry crumbles a few weeks later. It can take me up to a year to identify a plant at such a pace, but I don’t mind. If I do remember to go back to it, I might not even look it up in a guidebook or an internet search—I tease out the identification to see how long it’ll take me just by making observations or stumbling across incidental connections. During this entire time, I don’t eat any of the plant, of course. I see how long I can wing it, because there’s not always a rush. It’s good to leave a few surprises for yourself when you can. When I do make an ID using this long-term method, the sense of accomplishment is as rewarding as any fruit.



Your Foraging Checklist

If you happen upon a potential foraging bonanza, go over these questions quickly in your head before you get started. This is a bit like how you’re supposed to walk around your car and assess its condition for a few seconds before you drive it, or consider your site before you set up camp.

Is it safe? Are there any possible contaminants nearby—exhaust, industry, pesticides? Are there physical hazards like steep slopes, fences, or high, dangling tree branches? Are there pesky insects or rash-causing plants? Is there traffic (motorized or even bicycle) to be mindful of?

Is it legal? Whom does this land belong to? Is it public or private? Is the plant protected at all? When in doubt, pick up the phone or knock on a door and ask.

Is it for sure what I think it is? If you haven’t identified the plant positively, take photos or a few leaves and fruits home instead for further research.

Is it morally okay? Is this plant uncommon enough that harvesting a lot of it will make you an asshole? Ideally it’s plentiful, but how much should you take? Will you be foraging or stealing?

Is it ready? This one I mess up sometimes, just because I’m so gung ho. If the fruit isn’t ready to pick yet—it needs to mature or ripen longer—circle back later. Why siphon away a potentially ideal crop by bringing home inferior examples?


Foraging and Accessibility

If half of foraging is walking, then people who use canes, wheelchairs, or walkers, or have other accessibility issues, won’t have the same experience, if they are able to have a foraging experience at all. Besides walking and noticing, foraging is bending, reaching, and carrying. I got a taste of this from modifying my walking routes after our aging dog began losing his stamina; he couldn’t comfortably trot up hills with me, or accompany me for more than a mile without getting worn out.

So for the dog, I began taking two walks a day: one short one with him on flat ground and a longer, solo one where I scrambled around in the brush more. As I vicariously experience Scooter’s declining access to the out of doors—in his prime he had boundless energy and awareness of his surroundings—I wonder if he misses purposefully moving through space as he once did. He seems happy most of the time, but there’s a spark missing to him that’s either a void in his dog life, or a basic winding down of his body and energy.

There are two culprits when humans who could once easily move out of doors no longer can: health and infrastructure. In developed areas where there are no sidewalks or crosswalks on busy roads, residents can’t safely venture out and enjoy discovering the hidden details of their surroundings. And if you have physical mobility issues, you perhaps can’t pick cherries by a mellow gravel road, much less along a route teeming with speeding cars.

Every time I set out for a walk, I consider how fortunate I am to live in an area with a mix of trails, sidewalks, and quiet streets. I feel a little uncomfortable blithely championing an activity that’s not available to everyone who might like to partake. So I think of small actions to counter this inequality. A gleaning nonprofit in my town delivers food from its community gardens to seniors in low-income housing. Many of them are former gardeners whose bodies can’t sustain that level of activity, and the sight of a homegrown summer tomato cheers them more than you’d think. What about bringing a small container of foraged berries to a nature lover who can’t get outside any longer?

On a policy level, pay attention to the zoning laws where you live, and support elected officials who want to create accessible spaces for an active and diverse community versus rampant commercial development that cuts off access and discourages exercise.



Fruit Maps

As a kid I was intimately familiar with every curve and dip of the street where the house I grew up in stood. It was midway up a dead-end hill. To visit my friend Susan, I walked up the hill; to visit my best friend Erin, I went down the hill. My elementary school was just down the hill, too, so at least twice a day I went in one direction or the other.

My dad, a pilot, once took me up in a two-seater airplane and buzzed over our house. I remember looking down and thinking, That’s what our street looks like? Barely distinguishable from the surrounding streets of the neighborhood, it didn’t match the image I had in my head at all. It seemed scrawny, flat.
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I grew into a map lover as an adult, one of those people who can happily look at an atlas for hours. Maps fascinate me because they give off an illusion of permanence, but in truth they’re a snapshot of a tiny scrap of our shifting planet. If I drew a map of my favorite foraging spots within walking distance of my house, it would be hilariously distorted when compared with an accurate aerial map. But that’s the point: Our perceptions on the ground are malleable. My own imagined fruit maps—which are more like highlight reels with grape arbors and apple trees looming disproportionately large—evolve over the years as I make new discoveries, and they shift from season to season depending on what fruits are ready to pick. Which is more real: what something feels like, or what something actually is? Were we to live on the same street, your fruit map would be different from mine. It motivates me to get outside every day, looking for the magical places where any two maps intersect. You create your fruit map, but the places it leads you might not be where you expect, and that’s the best thing about it.





 

USING THIS BOOK IN THE KITCHEN

YOU FOUND FRUIT. Now what? Figure out the best way to eat it! Crafting and executing an action plan is the second half of your foraging journey. The variability of foraged fruits will challenge you from time to time, and you will rise to the occasion because you are a problem solver.

PRESERVING FRUIT FOR LATER

The best thing about any growing thing is how ephemeral it is. Fruit, more than anything else, is a physical reminder of cycles of abundance and scarcity; when it’s there, boy, is it there. When it’s gone, it’s gone.

Preservation and fruit go hand in hand, particularly if you are a Type A person. If you’re more in the “hike and graze” camp, that’s fine. Most of this book will be applicable to you, but this section is for the “gather and hoard” crowd. Every fruit has preservation methods that suit it best (in the case of pawpaws, for instance, freezing is excellent; canning, not so much).

No matter what preservation method you go with, always label and date your end product. Perhaps you know what’s in it, but other people won’t necessarily.

Freezing

You’ve probably been practicing this method without even thinking of it as preserving. Freezers are part of the fabric of our lives; we pop foods in them as an afterthought. Humans have been freezing food in cold climates for millennia, but it’s only in industrial times that we’ve been able to freeze year-round. If you have space in your refrigerator and zip-top freezer bags, you’re ready to go.

To save space and prevent freezer burn, I use a vacuum sealer when I freeze berries or chunks of fruit. The bags are more expensive than zip-tops, but I like the results, and you can reuse them multiple times. Before bagging berries, lay them in a single layer on a tray and freeze them so they’ll be firm enough not to get crushed when you vacuum the air out.
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Pros: Does not require much time or equipment. It’s energy-intensive in some ways, but your freezer is probably running in the first place, so why not take advantage of it?

Cons: Useless if the power goes out. Changes the texture of some fruits.

Best For: Berries, slices of firm apples that will be baked later on, purees, juices, sliced peaches and apricots, cherries.

Canning

Surprisingly, canning is a relative newcomer to the food preservation scene. Consider this: Canning originated because of a cash prize offered in France during the Napoleonic wars (the government was looking for a better way to keep its troops fed). In The Art of Fermentation, Sandor Ellix Katz writes, “Canning, a sterilization process that revolutionized food preservation in the 19th century … is the diametrical opposite of fermentation.” Fermentation preserves food by encouraging good bacteria to grow and create lactic acid, while canning kills all of the microorganisms. This isn’t a dig at canning, which is useful and versatile and conjures up homespun images of grandmothers in calico aprons. But it’s more cutting-edge than you might think.

Pros: Home-canned goods don’t take up freezer or refrigerator space and can have a shelf life of years. Jars are cute and make handy last-minute gifts.

Cons: Energy-intensive. Changes the texture and flavor of some foods. Doing it makes your kitchen really hot. Requires some special equipment.

Best For: This book uses water bath canning exclusively, which is only safe for high-acid or high-sugar foods: pickles, preserves, and most juices.

Fermentation

So many cornerstones of our food culture—from bread to yogurt to vinegar to beer—are fermented, and to discover that it’s possible to make this alchemy happen in your own home is empowering. Fermented foods are alive, teeming with beneficial bacteria that deter undesirable bacteria. The ferments in this book are simple wild fermentations and don’t need starters or excessive monitoring, though peeking in on them as they develop is a bit like observing a new pet.

Pros: The most passive method of preservation. Results in microorganisms that promote digestive health. Easy to do in small batches. Requires little, if any, start-up equipment. Transforms the flavor and texture of foods in exciting ways.

Cons: May require a lot of space if you plan to ferment big quantities. Will extend the shelf life of many foods, but not as long as freezing or canning.

Best For: Salted-cured citrus, some relishes, fruit vinegars. (This book doesn’t cover fruit wines and beers, or naturally fermented sodas, because plenty of other books discuss the subject in great detail.)

Drying

Depending on what you want to dry, there are a number of ways to go about it; outside of countertop dehydrators, there’s the oven, the sun, plus the tried-and-true “hanging food from a string” approach. The ease with which you can dry fruit at ambient temperature depends on the fruit itself and the climate of your house.

Dehydrators remove a lot of the guesswork. Not all dehydrators are made equal; it’s best to invest in one with a fan and a temperature control, or your fruits will dry unevenly. The fruit you dehydrate at home might be quite different from its commercially produced counterpart. DIY dried fruits are usually darker and more leathery—or, in the case of strawberries and cranberries, oddly Styrofoam-like. I approach it all with an open mind and have fun experimenting. Refer to the guide that comes with your dehydrator; it will tell you which fruits dry best when pre-treated with ascorbic acid, or which berries need a quick dip in boiling water to crack their skins for better drying.

Pros: Time required is largely hands-off. Can be done using various methods.

Cons: A dehydrator with a large capacity takes up a lot of space and is not cheap. It can be difficult to dehydrate a bumper crop of fruit. Yield can be small, but
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