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INTRODUCTION

For most of human history, the only way to eat was by hunting and gathering. The gathering of wild food is known as foraging.


Foraging has grown in popularity in recent years. But it’s more than a passing fad. Humans have always needed to find food. Gathering wild food takes us back to our prehistoric roots.


Our distant ancestors learned the hard way which plants were safe to eat. This knowledge was passed down through generations. No doubt, it came with warnings such as, “Don’t eat that! It’s what killed your grandfather.”


Luckily, we now have a large body of reliable information to draw upon, and we don’t have to risk our lives with the trial-and-error method. If you do your homework, foraging is safer than ever.


The Northeastern Forager’s Cookbook is a cookbook, not a field guide. Although information is given about identifying, finding, and harvesting each species, the focus of this book is how to incorporate your wild finds into delicious meals. It’s up to you, the reader, to learn all you can about each plant or mushroom you intend to consume. Cross-check multiple sources, including reliable field guides, for accurate information. Learn all you need to know to make your foraging experience safe and enjoyable.


Besides eating wild berries or making tea or salad with wild greens, people are curious about what they can do with wild ingredients. Although I cover general guidelines for using the plants we find on foraging walks, they’ll often ask, “What else can I do with this?” or even “When are you coming out with a cookbook?” If you are also looking for recipes and ideas, I hope this book is a worthwhile addition to your cookbook shelf.


You don’t have to leave your backyard to find edible goodies. There is wild food everywhere. Plenty of it grows as weeds, or unappreciated wild plants. Forgotten foods, hiding in plain sight. In addition to these volunteer crops that pop up in your yard, lawn, vegetable gardens, and flowerbeds, you’ll find wild food in forests, fields, parks, vacant lots, and along roadsides, creeks, and rivers.


My foraging path started as an inner-city kid. I grew up across the river from New York City in the nation’s most densely populated city, Union City, New Jersey. I was not exactly surrounded by green things. At a young age I was fascinated by dandelions, Asiatic dayflower, and galinsoga—weeds that grew in my neighborhood, sprouting up from patches of dirt and cracks in the concrete.


Dandelions were my gateway plant into foraging. While working on my undergraduate degree in biology at what is now New Jersey City University, someone told me you could eat the dandelions on the campus lawn. That ignited my passion to learn whatever I could about edible wild plants.


I had so many questions: What else grows out there that is food for humans? How do we know what’s safe? Where do we find it? What do we do with it when we find it? And I always wondered about the nutritional value of wild food.


After receiving a master’s in clinical nutrition from New York University, I worked as a nutritionist and dietitian supervisor for several NYC institutions including New York Downtown Hospital. In New Jersey, I was a biology teacher and a naturalist at the Great Swamp in Morris County leading foraging walks and programs. In 2009 and 2010 I was presented with the US President’s Volunteer Service Award for work as a certified Rutgers Master Gardener. I also trained as a Pennsylvania Master Naturalist. I’m a member of the Association of Foragers, an international professional foragers organization. I like to think that this assortment of life experiences gives me a unique approach to wild edible plants.



Why Do We Forage?

Why do people want to learn about foraging? I ask this question when I conduct programs at libraries, state parks, native plant societies, environmental centers, and so on, or when I meet people for private foraging walks.


The question yields many different answers. Many people simply enjoy the novelty of finding something in the wild and eating it. Others talk about seeking a connection to nature. Some like the idea of food for free. Occasionally someone will mention the nutritious qualities of wild plants.


Lately the number one response to this question has been the ability to access food in emergency or survival situations. At the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, there was a definite rise in requests for private foraging tours—people wanting to know what grows on their property or in nearby parks or woods, and what foods might be available “just in case.”


Although most of us don’t need to forage to live, there is something reassuring about knowing that there is always food to be found. Even in winter, you can obtain essential nutrients.


Regardless of your reason for wanting to forage, it’s a valuable, nourishing skill to cultivate.


Eating locally foraged food is good for us in so many ways. Freshly picked food is nutritionally superior to food picked days or weeks earlier from distant places. Research shows that most produce starts to lose nutritional value immediately after harvest. You can’t beat locally picked or foraged foods for freshness, maximum nutrition, and taste.


Gathering food in the wild is a seasonal activity. You’re harvesting what grows naturally in a specific place in each season. Look for fresh greens and edible flowers in spring, berries and other fruits in summer, followed by nuts such as our native black walnut.


Seasonal, locally foraged food has benefits in addition to health.


It’s better for the environment. Food foraged close to home isn’t shipped from faraway places. It travels a much shorter distance to your kitchen, and involves less pollution and waste due to processing, plastic packaging, and transportation.


And foraging is an exercise in mindful eating. I rarely walk quickly through the woods. Choosing a leaf or berry, observing its appearance, noticing the smell (if there is one), the texture, the flavor as you chew, the plants that grow nearby…all of this encourages us to slow down and experience the moment. The very opposite of fast food.





Safety

It’s a good idea for beginner foragers to start with plants that grow close to home. If you refrain from herbicide use, you’re likely to have a good amount of wild food right in your backyard.


When possible, get to know the stages of a plant by observing it at different points in its lifecycle. Dandelion is a perfect first plant for beginning foragers. It can be found just about anywhere, the entire plant is edible, and it’s easy to identify if you’re reasonably careful.


Buy at least a few good field guides. Positive identification is essential. Cross-check multiple sources to determine accuracy. Read through the entire description for anything you are planning to eat. If it “almost” fits, that’s not enough. Don’t believe everything you read online. And don’t trust apps. If possible, find an experienced forager who can show you a plant in its natural habitat.


Foraging with children is a wonderful way to strengthen their understanding of the natural world and encourage nature appreciation. Children should be cautioned to never eat anything without a parent present.


Be careful of myths. Time and time again I hear things like, “If an animal eats it, you can too.” That one can really get you into trouble.


Learn which parts of a plant are safe to use, and if they need to be cooked or prepared in any particular way. Some fruits are safe only when ripe. Some seeds need to be avoided. If a fruit is edible, do not assume the leaves of that same plant are safe to eat. Refrain from eating anything until you are certain of its identity and how to use it.


Know what poison ivy looks like. Avoid busy roads, ditches, railroads, contaminated waters, or any area that doesn’t look right, even if the plants look healthy. Location really matters. Steer clear of areas that may have been treated with pesticides or herbicides. Don’t harvest any plant that is not healthy.


Know your plant. While look-alikes are never exactly alike, the differences can be subtle enough to create confusion. Be careful with common plant names. Sometimes a common name will refer to more than one plant—for example, hemlock. If someone talks about making a vitamin C–rich tea from hemlock, make sure they’re referring to the hemlock tree (Tsuga canadensis) and not the deadly poisonous hemlock plant (Conium maculatum). Confirm the “real” or scientific name to be certain of identity.


Always start with a small amount of any new food to check for tolerance. Even foods considered healthful can have undesirable effects if eaten in excess. Practice moderation. You can be allergic to any food, even something from a grocery store. If you experience any symptoms like itching, swelling, gastrointestinal issues, and so forth after eating a food, discontinue use and seek medical attention. Consult your health-care practitioner before trying any new food if you have any medical diagnoses or health concerns, are on medication, or during pregnancy, nursing, or infant feeding. Information provided in this book is not intended to diagnose, prescribe, or treat any illness or condition.


Done right, foraging will enrich your life. Do your homework. Learn everything you can about a plant until you feel confident enough to give it a try.





A Word on Mushrooms

Morels, chanterelles, chicken of the woods, giant puffballs, lion’s mane, pheasant’s back, and hen of the woods are species found in this book. They are relatively easy to identify, and with reasonable care, there should be no problem with identification.


Get to know each one and be certain of its identity. As with plants, don’t rely on one person, one book, or one website to identify mushrooms. Don’t trust apps. Buy some good field guides. Cross-check multiple sources. Contact your local mushroom club for educational events and foraging forays. Find an expert forager to get you started.


Beware of common (and dangerous) myths surrounding mushrooms. An example is that a poisonous mushroom will turn a silver spoon black. There is no quick and easy shortcut to tell a poisonous mushroom from a safe one. You must be able to identify each mushroom before you eat it.


Understand the basic terminology and structure of mushrooms: pores versus gills, for example. Be meticulous about identification and check every detail to be 100 percent certain.


Remember: All mushrooms should be cooked before eating. And, as with plants, always start with a small amount at first to determine your personal tolerance, and consume in moderation.





Responsible Foraging

When you venture out from your own backyard, be aware of foraging etiquette and restrictions regarding collecting. As tempting as those big chicken mushrooms on someone’s old oak can be, I’ll always knock on the door first and ask permission.


Before foraging in any area, check to see what is allowed. All local, county, and state parks have rules and regulations. It’s common to see signs in parks that spell out the rules regarding picking plants, and very often disturbing vegetation is prohibited. But the rules aren’t always posted. In this case, check online to see what is permitted. Some parks, for example, allow the foraging of non-native or invasive plants.


At every foraging program or tour that I do, I emphasize responsible and sustainable harvesting. If you’re in an area where foraging is permitted and you find a good-sized patch of something, take only a small amount. It shouldn’t even be obvious that you’ve been there. If a plant isn’t plentiful, don’t disturb it.


Careless overharvesting of certain plants has led to decimated populations. I advocate the preferential harvesting of edible invasives, such as garlic mustard, before taking native
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Cooking with Wild Ingredients












	Some foods, such as elderberries, fiddleheads, and mushrooms, need to be cooked before they are eaten.

	Some fruits need to be ripe, not only for taste but for safety. Mulberries are an example.

	Even though one part of a plant is edible, other parts such as seeds, stems, or leaves may not be.

	Moderation is often advised for various reasons. Aronia berries and violet leaves, for example, can have a laxative effect.












Vegan Ingredients








	Alcoholic beverages such as beer, wine, brandy, rum, and whiskey may not always be vegan. Some contain ingredients such as honey or lactose, which are usually listed on the label. Other, less obvious ingredients may not be listed since the manufacturers are not required to do so. This includes fining agents such as egg white, gelatin, blood, and milk. A substance called isinglass, derived from fish bladders, is a fining agent used in making beer and wine. Check the label for information (some products now carry a vegan trademark) or contact the manufacturer to see if an alcoholic beverage is vegan-friendly.

	Beeswax and shellac are not vegan ingredients and are sometimes used as wax coatings on fresh fruits and vegetables.

	Carmine and cochineal are natural red colorings made from crushed cochineal insects. These colorings are found in candies, soft drinks, yogurt, and more.

	Cooking spray is usually vegan, but some (butter-flavored, for example) may contain dairy, flavorings, or other ingredients that are animal-derived.

	Gelatin is made from the skin, bones, and cartilage of animals and is found in many food products.

	Natural flavors: When the term “natural flavors” is listed on a label, these flavors may be derived from plants or animals. The FDA does not always require companies to disclose the source of the flavorings.

	Soy sauce and tamari are usually vegan. However, some brands may contain sweeteners, flavors, or flavor enhancers that are from animal sources. Check the ingredients list and look on the label for a vegan logo. Contact the manufacturer to be sure.

	Sugar is often refined using bone char, which is made from cattle bones. Since sugar comes from plants, usually sugar cane or sugar beets, it might seem safe to assume that it is vegan-friendly. Refined sugar does not actually contain pieces of bone char, but this process is unacceptable to many vegans. Bone char is sometimes called “natural charcoal.” Sugar companies are not required to state on the label that they use bone char. If the sugar is labeled unrefined or USDA organic, it does not use bone char and it is vegan. Beet sugar and coconut sugar are also processed without bone char. Brown sugar is made by adding molasses to refined sugar and may not be vegan. Some vegans consider sugar processed with bone char to be acceptable, while others do not.

	Vinegar: Although most types of vinegar are vegan, some may not be. The wine used in wine vinegar, for example, may be processed using animal products. Check the label and contact the manufacturer if necessary.












GLOSSARY

Aggregate fruit—A fruit that consists of a number of small fruits.

Alternate leaves—Leaves that are not directly across from each other on the stem.

Anthocyanins—Red and purple plant pigments that act as antioxidants.

Anti-inflammatory—A substance that reduces inflammation or swelling.

Antimicrobial—An agent that acts against bacteria, viruses, and fungi.

Antioxidan t—A substance that prevents or slows cellular damage caused by free radicals.

Basal leaves—Leaves at the base of a plant.

Biennial—A plant that completes its life cycle in two years.

Brambles—Members of the Rubus genus, bearing aggregate fruit and thorns.

Calyx—The outermost whorl of a flower. The calyx encloses the developing bud and consists of leaf-like sepals.

Compound leaves—Those composed of several leaflets on one stem.

Deciduous—A tree or shrub that sheds its leaves in the fall.

Drupe—A fruit that contains a single seed.

Entire—Leaves having no teeth or lobes.

Flavonoids—A large group of plant compounds that have antioxidant and anti-inflammatory health benefits.

Foliage—Plant leaves.

Free radicals—Unstable molecules in the body that are responsible for cell damage, accelerated aging, and disease.

Genus—A group of related species.

Gills—Paper-thin flaps under the cap of some mushroom species; they produce the spores.

Herbaceous—Plants that have nonwoody stems.

Hirsutism—Excess facial and body hair.

Hybridize—Crossbreeding of two different species or varieties.

Invasive species—An organism that is not native to an ecosystem and usually causes harm.

Lenticels—Breathing pores responsible for gas exchange.

Mucilage—A gluey or gelatinous substance produced by plants.

Mushroom—A spore-producing fruiting body of a fungus.

Mycorrhizal—Mushrooms that form an underground network of fine threads connecting with tree roots. The two organisms share nutrients.

Naturalized—A species of foreign origin that adapts and spreads in its new location.

Oxalates (oxalic acid)—Plant compounds that can bind with calcium, making it unavailable to the body.

Palmate—Having three or more parts radiating out from a common point.

Pemmican—A mixture of dried fruit, animal fat, and meat made by Native American tribes. It provided a concentrated source of calories and protein.

Perennial—A plant that lives more than two years.

Petiole—The stalk that attaches a leaf to the plant stem.

Phenolic compounds / phenolics—A group of compounds found in fruits and vegetables that have antioxidant properties and are health-protective.

Pinnate—Having leaflets arranged on each side of the main stalk.

Plant shoots—The new growth of a plant that gives rise to stems and leaves.

Pollen—Powderlike grains that contain the male reproductive cells of a plant.

Polyphenols—Beneficial plant substances that can help prevent disease.

Polypore—A type of mushroom that has pores or tubes on its underside.

Pores—The ends of tubes within a mushroom cap that appear as tiny holes on the cap underside.

Pubescent—Covered with fine down or short, soft hairs.

Raceme—A flower cluster in which each flower is attached by a short stalk to a central stem.

Rhizome—A plant stem that grows horizontally under the ground and produces roots.

Rosette—A circular arrangement of leaves that radiate from a short stem at ground level.

Samara—A winged seed designed to be carried by the wind.

Saponins—A category of naturally occurring plant chemicals that have soap-like qualities. They may have adverse or beneficial health effects.

Scurvy—Vitamin C deficiency disease.

Sessile—Lacking a stalk or petiole.

Simple leaf—A leaf that is not divided into smaller leaflets.

Species—A group of organisms that have similar characteristics and are capable of interbreeding.

Spring ephemeral—A plant that produces flowers and seeds to complete its life cycle in spring.

Understory—The layer of vegetation below a forest canopy.

Whorl—A set of at least three leaves that radiate from a point and wrap around a stem.

Winter annual—a plant that germinates in the fall, survives the winter, then continues growth in spring to complete the life cycle before dying back when hot weather arrives.
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