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I hope this book gives you the opportunity for a greater love than you have yet known for the plants, with whom we share this glorious life.
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This book is a work of reference. Readers should always consult an expert before using any foraged item. The authors, editors, and publisher of this work have checked with sources believed to be reliable in their efforts to confirm the accuracy and completeness of the information presented herein and that the information is in accordance with the standard practices accepted at the time of publication. However, neither the authors, editors, and publisher, nor any other party involved in the creation and publication of this work warrant that the information is in every respect accurate and complete, and they are not responsible for errors or omissions or for any consequences from the application of the information in this book. In light of ongoing research and changes in clinical experience and in governmental regulations, readers are encouraged to confirm the information contained herein with additional sources. This book does not purport to be a complete presentation of all plants, and the genera, species, and cultivars discussed or pictured herein are but a small fraction of the plants found in the wild, in an urban or suburban landscape, or in a home. Given the global movement of plants, we would expect continual introduction of species having toxic properties to the regions discussed in this book. We have made every attempt to be botanically accurate, but regional variations in plant names, growing conditions, and availability may affect the accuracy of the information provided. A positive identification of an individual plant is most likely when a freshly collected part of the plant containing leaves and flowers or fruits is presented to a knowledgeable botanist or horticulturist. Poison Control Centers generally have relationships with the botanical community should the need for plant identification arise. We have attempted to provide accurate descriptions of plants, but there is no substitute for direct interaction with a trained botanist or horticulturist for plant identification. In cases of exposure or ingestion, contact a Poison Control Center (1.800.222.1222), a medical toxicologist, another appropriate healthcare provider, or an appropriate reference resource.
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PREFACE

Edible plants are responsible for the evolution of humanity. Our species would not exist without our wild, rooted friends. Our relationship and reliance are inherent. The animal kingdom would not exist without the plant kingdom. You and I would not exist without our shared evolution. It’s always been the plants and us, marching together through time.

I believe it is impossible to feel at peace and to understand who you are as a human being without understanding the hospitality of wild plants and our immemorial and eternal relationship with them. The empty hole of not knowing a parent, of being disconnected from our ancestry, is the void most people feel, not knowing the plants. Most of us have never learned how wild plants have always supported, fed, and nourished us. We would do better if we were to come back into relationship with the plants.

It has long been my contention that to fix the disconnect of modern life, for happiness, to be fully human, to know our place on Earth, to meet our responsibility to the ecosystems:

It is essential
To know
At least one
Wild
Plant.

Knowing, intimately, just one wild edible plant connects us to the knowledge that wild plants feed us in glorious ways, and they always have. It teaches us that we are not foraging desperately for life on a desolate planet. There is and has always been an abundant, irreverent, powerful force for life. And we are part of it.

If only we each understood our role as part of this eternal life force and did our human job to tend the life of Planet Earth with love and compassion.

As a society, we don’t know the plants. We act as if we are at war; our two Kingdoms: plant and animal. Our society does not honor the plants, but we could. We could rethink it. Let’s begin by envisioning a planet brought back to bustling life: bursting again with plants and animals and cared for by us humans.

We need the plants, and in this destructive moment in human history, they desperately need our protection too.

We protect what we love,
And I hope this book
Gives you the opportunity

For a greater love
Than you have yet known
For the plants,

With whom we share
This glorious life.


INTRODUCTION: HOW TO BECOME A COMPETENT, CURIOUS, AND JOYOUS FORAGER

This book is an introduction to foraging for wild edible plants in the Rocky Mountains. For beginners, I want you to know that there is so much to know about these plants: how to identify, harvest, and prepare them. It is beyond the scope of this book to give you every possible detail about identification, every detail about preparation, and even every detail regarding cautions and warnings.

As a forager, it is essential that you take it upon yourself to learn as much as you can about a plant before consuming it.

One of the best traits a human can possess is curiosity. Curiosity brings us to the truth and allows us to have fun along the way. Curiosity will lead you to what you need to know about your new plant friends. So get ready to activate your curiosity powers. Getting to know wild plants is so much fun.

If you’re curious, this book will leave you with unanswered questions. Let your questions intrigue you, and let them lead you to study more about the plants. Study with experts. Go on walks. Read more books. Research online. Look at government databases and private blogs. Use plant keys. Join online groups and discussion forums. Actively participate in the learning process.

Foraging is an act of humility. There are many mistakes to be made in the woods, and I want you to be as prepared as humanly possible before nibbling unknown plants. Plan to engage in your new relationship with edible plants and conduct as much research as you need to be fully 100 percent ready to eat from the wild before doing so. There should be no guessing and no haphazard decisions.

You don’t have to learn all the plants at once. I know it can be overwhelming! Choose one to focus on at a time. Get to really know it. Take your time. Research extensively. Find it in the wild. Smell it. Take photos. Read up on it. Be curious. Find out everything there is to know about that one plant.

Finally, after you are sure you are ready, after your research has been exhausted and it all leads back to the same inevitable conclusion, then, and only then, begin the process of determining whether that plant is something you want to consume.

I recommend, before nibbling, conducting an allergy or sensitivity test on yourself. This is not foolproof, but it’s still useful. Begin by rubbing the plant on the delicate skin of the inner forearm. Allow a few minutes to a few hours to see if your skin reacts. Look for a rash, hives, redness, itchiness, or inflammation.

Afterward, monitor yourself for three days. Notice any systemic reactions such as a swollen face or ankles, difficulty breathing, painful joints, painful muscles, hives in places other than where you rubbed the plant, headaches, dizziness, or anything else out of the ordinary.

If any of these things happen, it means your immune system is reacting to the plant, and you should definitely not consume it. If you experience trouble breathing at any time, or any other reactions that are anything more than mild, see a medical doctor immediately.

If there is any negative reaction, this plant is not for you. Move on to something else. If all is well after three days, and you are sure of the identification, take a nibble. If all is well three days after nibbling, then it is probably OK to eat a larger quantity. However, still pay close attention to any reactions for three days after eating the larger quantity. Sometimes the immune system can handle small but not large amounts.

Also, when consuming a new plant for the first time, it is a good idea to let someone else know what plant you are trying. Take a picture of it, and have some info ready. It can also help to have a sample on hand. If you have a bad reaction and have to call Poison Control or go to the hospital, they probably will not be familiar with the plant or any potential poisonous lookalikes. So, just as an extra precaution, be ready to explain to people what you ate and to give them plenty of info to be able to help you.

My husband and I have a rule—We never eat new wild plants alone or in the backcountry. Just in case something were to go wrong, we like to be with someone who can help and be near medical facilities.


WARNINGS AND SAFETY

Since there are many poisonous plants in the wild, and many look similar to edible plants, beginning foragers should spend their time looking at and identifying plant species, but not eating them. If you do not know for sure that a plant is safe to eat, you should not eat it!

Not all poisonous plants are listed in this book. Just because you don’t see a certain plant listed as poisonous does not mean it is safe to consume. You must be sure that you have positively identified a species correctly before you eat it. There are deadly plants that can be encountered anywhere. Others may not cause death but can instead cause moderate to severe illness or lasting damage to your body. I cannot underscore the importance of this warning enough. Consult many sources: books, photos from a variety of websites, and professional herbalists and botanists. Go on herb walks with experts to confirm your identifications. Until you feel you are an expert at your identification skills, don’t risk making mistakes.

Always remember that there is a lot you don’t know. Pay attention to the specific uses listed. Not all parts of all plants can be eaten, and not all parts can be eaten raw.

Also, care for your friends, and create rules for yourselves that put safety first. Always pay close attention to your reactions and those of your friends to wild foods.

In some cases, anaphylaxis can result. Anaphylaxis is a very serious condition that results in the closing of the airways, hives, asthma-like symptoms, a swelling in the throat, and difficulty swallowing and breathing. It can result in death if not treated right away. If you or anyone you are with begins to experience difficulty breathing or any of these symptoms, seek medical attention immediately.

The basic rule of thumb when foraging is: Don’t eat anything or rub it on your skin unless you are 100 percent sure you know what it is. The vast majority of plants will not kill you; however, a few, such as poison hemlock, certainly can. Don’t take this stuff lightly. And, by all means, do not ruin a lovely day in the wild by making a fatal or near-fatal mistake.

Unknown allergies or incorrect identification is always a possibility, and when you’re in the backcountry, rescue may not come in time. Remoteness is wonderful, but you have to maintain focus on keeping you and your crew safe. It is best not to try wild edibles for the first time in the wild. Harvest them, take them home, and try small amounts in controlled settings where you have access to medical attention if needed.

Plan on spending months or even years learning about plants before you consider eating them.


Extra Warnings: For Our Wise Elders, Life-Giving Pregnant and Breastfeeding Women, Our Friends with Medical Conditions, and Those Taking Pharmaceutical Medications

Some people are in places in life where they are a bit more delicate and need to be extra careful.

Pregnant and breastfeeding mammas should take extra care. In general, I would recommend not eating any wild plants without consulting a professional herbalist or other skilled practitioners first. Many plants can cause uterine contractions, induce menstruation, and cause other potent reactions in the body. My notes in this book concerning pregnant and breastfeeding women are brief. I am not an expert in this area, and you should consult additional resources and professionals when deciding what plants are right for you and your little ones.

As we age and gain wisdom and gray hairs, we want to provide extra gentle care for our bodies. Those in their advanced years should be extra careful when working with new wild plants.

Those experiencing serious medical conditions, disease, or chronic illness should also be extra careful. If you are taking pharmaceutical medications, you should investigate possible cross-reactivity. Talk with your doctor and pharmacist before mixing potent wild plants with your meds.

That said, there are many wonderful wild edible and medicinal plants that can certainly help support your optimal health in these delicate times. Your body is in need of extra support and nourishment, and wild plants are powerful and exciting in this regard. It is not necessary to shy away completely! However, it is necessary to be especially aware of all the factors and to seek the advice that will help you make the right decisions.

Oxalates Warning

You will see oxalate warnings in many wild food books. Here’s what you need to know:

•Oxalates are compounds that occur naturally in many plants and foods. They are extremely high in spinach, sorrel, Swiss chard, curly kale, almonds, buckwheat, and rhubarb. They are also high in lamb’s-quarter, dock, bistort, peanuts, pecans, cashews, beans, chocolate, soy, parsley, okra, sweet potatoes, amaranth, and purslane.

•Studies have linked oxalates to a variety of illnesses, including kidney stones, fibromyalgia, autism, thyroid disease, vulvodynia, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD), cystic fibrosis, asthma, pain disorders, and chronic fatigue syndrome.

•There is still an open question on whether eating foods high in oxalates actually causes these problems. The studies I have found indicate that while eating oxalates can worsen these illnesses, there is usually some other underlying cause for the disease itself.

•Oxalic acid occurs naturally in our bodies, and people also have varying levels of susceptibility to dietary oxalates, so overconsumption is not based purely on the amount consumed. Certain factors, such as poor gut health or low calcium intake, can increase the amount of oxalates that are absorbed from food, and excess vitamin C can increase the amount that some people’s bodies produce. Since gut health plays such a large role in absorption, frequent antibiotic use, candida (yeast) outbreaks, fungal infections, and bariatric surgery can significantly affect our tolerance for dietary oxalates.

•When levels become too high, serious problems can occur for anyone. For people with the diseases mentioned above, a reduced oxalate diet appears to be helpful. That does not mean that eating normal amounts of oxalates will trigger these diseases in healthy people.

•For healthy people who do not have an oxalate-related problem, most foods rich in oxalates are considered beneficial as part of a varied diet. By being aware of the highest oxalate foods and making sure that you’re not overconsuming them, healthy people can continue to eat these wonderful foods as part of their diet. Even for healthy individuals though, it’s important not to eat pounds and pounds of oxalate-rich foods. Such large quantities can be detrimental, and in some cases, they can even be fatal. Enjoy these foods in moderation as part of a diverse diet.


SUPPLIES TO BRING FORAGING

Go out prepared with these few resources and your foraging forays will be even more fun and successful!

Camera: The best tool to bring is a camera! I am always amazed at the details I can notice, when I zoom in on a picture, that are not readily apparent to the naked eye. Tiny hairs in hidden places can often be the difference between a positive identification and getting stuck. A camera is so valuable for this sort of detailed exploration. I also love zooming in on the many bugs I encounter on the edible plants. If you have questions about a plant’s identification, you can take lots of photos and then go over the details at home. From personal experience, I recommend a brightly colored camera—if you lose it in some tall grass, it will be easier to find.

Research Materials: It helps to have some research tools while in the backcountry. Bring a plant identification book, or a few. You can also download regional plant apps to your phone. Refer to them frequently while analyzing what you see around you.

Storage Containers: Also bring containers. Many people use plastic bags, but I prefer to use sturdy, reusable containers. They protect delicate berries and leaves better than disposable bags without unnecessary plastic waste. Bring a variety of sizes, depending on what you are going to harvest. Baskets are great too, but they are best when the hiking will be easy. For longer or more strenuous hikes, containers are better because you can safely tuck them in your backpack.

Permanent Marker: A permanent marker should also be in your toolkit. Perhaps Scotch tape if you do not wish to write directly onto your containers. Use them to indicate plant species, when harvested, and location.

Pen/Paper/Plant Journal: Also bring a pen and paper to take notes and write down questions and observations. For example, you may want to note the smell of a plant or the location you found it in. I like to write down what I think the plant is, take a picture of my notes, and then pictures of the plant. When I go through my photos later (and it can sometimes be years later), I don’t have to remember what I was thinking, where I was, or how the plant smelled because it’s all right there, and I can continue my analysis without missing a beat.

Scissors/Knife: Bring a pair of scissors or a sharp knife to clip off leaves or small branches.

Trowel/Shovel: If you are digging roots or tubers, you will want a trowel or shovel. Be as delicate with the surrounding ecosystem as possible and put soil and debris back in place to cover your tracks and restore nature. Always leave a place looking as it did when you arrived.

Leather Gloves: If harvesting prickly species, bring a thick pair of leather gloves.

Survival Gear: It is always important to head into the mountains fully prepared. The weather can change rapidly and people do get lost and cold regularly even when they thought they were just going for a short stroll. How to survive in the mountains is beyond the scope of the book, but please always bring, at a minimum, extra water, snacks, warm clothes, wind gear, a visor, and a lighter when heading into the backcountry.


Forager’s Checklist:

__ Camera

__ Research Materials / Books / Plant ID App

__ Storage Containers 

__ Permanent Marker 

__ Pen and Paper / Plant Journal 

__ Scissors / Knife 

__ Trowel / Shovel 

__ Leather Gloves 

__ Survival Gear
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