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To my maternal grandmother, Beatrice White

She had a love for nature and a sound knowledge of the healing powers of wild plants. Her memory is a constant inspiration for all who knew her.
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PREFACE

Since release of the 2002 edition of Foraging New England, interest in foraging for wild plants has grown by several magnitudes. It was always my intent when the time came to add a number of plant species to a revised edition. My specialty is plants, and when speaking of foraging, plants immediately come to mind. But this revised edition also includes some freshwater and sea life.

I am very pleased to offer readers a number of new plants—the mainstay of the forager’s diet and the main reason to go foraging. I hope those who are reading this book for the first time enjoy the time they spend locating, identifying, and harvesting the wild plants discussed in this book. And I sincerely hope that those who own the first edition of Foraging New England find that the additional plants described here will add a new and exciting dimension to their days afield. Good foraging.
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INTRODUCTION
New England, the Forager’s Paradise

Mountains and hills, rivers and streams, tidal rivers and seashores: New England’s diverse geography is representative of what the rest of the country has to offer. Sandy plains, more typical of the West, are found here too, as demonstrated in the vast “blueberry barrens” of Washington County, Maine. Deep swamps, as seemingly impenetrable as Southern bayous, brim with fascinating plants and animals.

New England winters are noted for their severity, but the cold and snow of winter have benefits that people too often fail to appreciate. For instance, many beautiful and useful plants drop seeds that need stratification: The seed must pass a season of below-freezing temperatures before it is ready to germinate when spring arrives. And even during the coldest, snowiest winters, the occasional balmy day lifts our spirits and calls us outside to check animal tracks in the snow while enjoying a hot cup of pine-needle tea.

New England springs have an ephemeral quality about them. We try our best to capture the essence of spring—to sample all it has to offer—before it escapes. The first warm day in March releases earthy scents from recently thawed hillsides—scents that have not teased our senses since the previous fall. The urge to go out and search on the south-facing side of the house for the first spindly, fragile dandelions is too strong to resist. Maple sap drips from broken branches, and insects, awakened from their long winter sleep, go about their business as if winter had never happened.

From spring through the first frosts of fall, New England offers a continually changing list of wild treasures. It is difficult for the forager to keep up with whatever is ready at the moment. Mostly we have our favorite species and take pains to be at the right place at the right time to harvest them; for the rest it is catch as catch can. New England literally has too much for the forager to sample in one lifetime.

Even those living in the northernmost section of New England are never much more than half a day’s drive from the seashore. Here, on the sandbars, gravel, and rocks that make up the New England coast, are species that practically beg the forager to sample. The mountains, on the other hand, contain dozens of useful and interesting plant and animal species. Our rural New England roadsides have their own collection of edible and medicinal plants. Even in the largest cities, vacant lots don’t remain vacant for long; plant invaders—usually desirable, edible species—quickly take up residence.

My idea of heaven on Earth goes something like this: Drive to the shore and pick a good assortment of whatever seaside veggies are in season. With the vegetable portion of the meal safely stowed, the next step is to gather about three pounds of blue mussels. The briny harvest is taken home, the mussels steamed and the vegetables stir-fried, and all is enjoyed outside under the shade of the huge, whispering white pines behind my little cottage. Kings, princes, and potentates may have the money to buy better fare, but truth to tell, where could they find better than the homey, free seaside meal just described? The forager’s life is sprinkled with earthly pleasures.

Given all this, it is easy to see how New England and foraging go hand in hand. It really doesn’t get any better than this!

Identifying Plants

While wild-plant harvesters need not be trained botanists, a basic knowledge of some of the more common terms used to describe plants is definitely in order. Plants do not retain the same physical features all season long. Some immature plants bear little resemblance to the adult or flowering plant. And yet certain traits are always present to set the plant apart from others and identify it. Shape of leaves and their arrangements, for instance, are important characteristics and must be considered in making a proper identification. Besides, wild plants have their dangers, and the only way to avoid using a toxic plant is to be absolutely assured of the plant’s identification.

That aside, it’s just plain fun to learn the basics of plant identification. To be unaware of the nature of the plants we see every day—to pass them by and not know their names, their uses, and their habits—is to live in a form of darkness. That darkness can easily be dispelled with a little study. The glossary in the back of this book will untangle the botanical terms necessary to identify wild plants.

Latin names are more specific and less ambiguous than common names and are very useful for identifying wild plants and animals. The system of Latin names we use today was developed centuries ago and still proves its worth. The Latin names of living things have two parts: genus and species. The first word in the name is the genus and refers to the wider group to which the plant or animal belongs. Evening primrose, for example, belongs to the genus Oenothera. The second term in the Latin name is the species. It tells us something special about the plant to identify it exactly. Evening primrose carries the species name biennis, which indicates that the plant is biennial: living for two years. Thus the Latin name of evening primrose is Oenothera biennis, sometimes abbreviated to O. biennis.

The Forager’s Tools

Recreational foraging is almost virtuous in its simplicity. Specialized tools are definitely not needed, although a few basic hand tools—usually the common tools found in virtually every home workshop, barn, or garage—can make collecting easier. A typical recreational forager’s arsenal of tools might include a hand trowel, jackknife, spade, and spading fork. And a pair of leather work gloves always comes in handy.

You’ll need to take something afield to hold the bounty. My favorite container is a handmade brown ash basket. Cloth bags are also good. Plastic bags tend to make plants go limp, and paper bags don’t hold up well when it’s wet outside.

If nature presents an impromptu bounty and no container is available, the mark of a true forager is an innate ability to improvise. Once when I was pulling out of a parking lot in Bangor, Maine, my headlights illuminated a large patch of what appeared to be puffball mushrooms. A closer inspection proved that here, indeed, was a veritable bounty. But search as I might, I could find no container to hold the mushrooms.

It was a difficult situation. This place was an hour’s drive from my house, too far to make it worthwhile to drive home and return in the daylight, armed with bags and baskets. But this wasn’t my first time around the track. I finally remembered that I did have several suitable containers. Two spare jackets lay folded upon the backseat of my car. I could spread them out flat, pile the mushrooms on them, and then wrap them up like a package for the trip home. Soon two bulging jackets held a year’s supply of fresh, tender puffballs. A true forager is always prepared. And when we are not prepared, we can always improvise!

Harvesting Techniques

Picking plant matter need not harm the plant. Even plants that are relatively scarce (not threatened or endangered but locally scarce) can be judiciously harvested without harm.

To harvest wild plants, always gather from a substantial group of plants, not from a small group of only a few individuals. Leaves, tender tips, and even stems can be snipped individually from one plant here, another plant there. This method actually encourages growth, just as pruning stimulates hearty growth on domestic plants.

Harvesting roots, tubers, or rhizomes is much the same. Rather than harm the plants, concentrating on extensive plant colonies will stimulate lush growth.

The best way for a beginner to proceed is to learn everything there is to know about one plant at a time. Learn it inside out, in all seasons. Then go on to the next plant. Proceed with caution and a desire to learn. That’s all it takes to become a safe, happy, and satisfied forager.

Toxic Plants

Proper identification of all plants is critical. Did you know that some members of the parsley family are as lethal as the deadliest poison mushroom? It’s true.Even a small nibble of poison hemlock (Conium maculatum) can kill. Other plants, such as white baneberry (Actaea pachypoda), cause skin blistering and, when ingested, painful gastrointestinal difficulties. Still other plants alter the heartbeat and blood pressure. And the list goes on. Should this cause the forager to refrain from dealing with plants? Absolutely not. It should, though, be ample cause to consult a field guide before as much as touching an unfamiliar plant. Better yet, take the field guide, or several field guides, out on your foraging trips.

Mushrooms

“Mushrooming” is a popular, organized activity. Mushroom clubs abound in New England. After all, thanks to our moderate, often moist climate, our area is prime mushroom habitat. Nothing beats a field trip with a knowledgeable individual, and all it takes to find a group or club in the local area is to call the closest Extension Service. For those unfamiliar with the Extension Service, it offers education in the areas of agriculture and food, home and family, the environment, community economic development, and youth, typically through a local university.

Poison Ivy, Biting Bugs, and Other Things to Watch For

“Leaves of three, let it be” run the words to a well-known verse. Poison ivy and to a lesser extent virgin’s bower, or wild clematis, have three divided leaflets, occur in New England, and are responsible for untold suffering, mostly in the form of severe skin irritation. Poison ivy is sometimes difficult to recognize because its appearance varies. Virgin’s bower, while common and growing in dense colonies, is a climbing vine. Often the unwary don’t recognize it for what it is; thus the value of the before-mentioned verse.

So how do casual visitors to the fields and woods manage to keep away from poison ivy and virgin’s bower? The first and safest course is to stay on open paths and avoid coming into contact with any plants. But foraging requires some intimate contact with the green countryside, so the next best safeguard is to wear long-sleeved shirts and long pants and to bathe thoroughly upon returning home. Generally this is enough to thwart any problems resulting from casual contact with poison plants. Jewelweed—which grows nearly everywhere and is described in this volume—is not only a good prophylactic but also has properties that will soon dispel any rash that occurs, along with its accompanying discomfort.

Long pants and long-sleeved shirts are also good protection against biting insects, which are legion in New England. An insect repellent containing DEET (diethyltoluamide) won’t keep bugs from buzzing, but it will prevent insects from biting. In some instances repellents containing DEET can cause allergic-type reactions. This is true in my own case, although in my opinion coughing and sneezing are less troubling than insect bites, which can become infected. Those who are sensitive to DEET have little choice but to wear protective netting. The so-called “green” insect repellents containing citronella and pennyroyal do little to prevent insects from biting, at least in my experience.

Deer ticks spread Lyme disease, a debilitating disease that is often difficult to diagnose. Again, try to stay on open trails as much as possible and wear long pants and long-sleeved shirts.

Bees can be a real problem. It is relatively easy to spot a paper wasp or hornet nest high in a tree. It is practically impossible to spot a yellow jacket nest, though. These mean critters have 1-inch-diameter escape and entrance holes in the ground, often at the base of a tree or shrub. Late summer and fall are the most dangerous times for these aggressive creatures. Not only are they more apt to swarm on a defenseless forager at that time, but my experience shows that they deliver a larger dose of venom too. People who are allergic to bee stings must be vigilant. The only defense we have is to watch for yellow jackets entering and exiting—and be sure we don’t poke around the ground where any suspect hole exists.

Spiders are another story. These creatures lurk in dark places, crevices, corners, nooks, and crannies. Not much can be done to keep spiders from biting except to look first before inserting your hands or fingers in dark areas. Spiders are as much a threat in the home and garden as they are in the fields and forests. Even cold weather does not diminish the chance of an encounter. Once while ice fishing on a particularly cold and windy day, the wind swept a large, and very much alive, spider across the ice in front of me.

Venomous snakes are present in New England, except for Maine. However, these are pit vipers (copperheads and rattlesnakes) and hunt mostly at night. In states other than Maine, it is good policy to watch where you put your hands when climbing in ledgy areas and to scan the trail ahead of you for snakes. Generally snakes are not a threat to foragers who exercise normal caution. In fact, pit vipers are scarce and in need of protection; if you sight one, please leave it be.

Weather

Thunder and lightning signal danger. As soon as you hear distant thunder, it is time to quit foraging and head for safety. Do not stand near any tall, solitary tree, and do not stand in the open. A motor vehicle is relatively safe because lightning currents are carried mostly on the vehicle’s outer surface and then go to ground; just don’t touch any metal parts. Lightning is a very real threat, not just in New England but everywhere.

Giardia

In addition to the possible toxic side effects of eating wild plants, a word about giardiasis, commonly called giardia, is in order. Giardia is an infection of the small intestine caused by the Giardia lamblia protozoan. Contaminated water is the culprit; beavers (giardia is also known as “beaver fever”) and muskrats are carriers, and raw sewage leaching into waterways also tends to spread the protozoan. Drinking suspect water is always dangerous, but giardia can also be spread by other means. I believe that a certain danger exists when consuming aquatic plant matter from suspect water. Because of this threat, rinse plants thoroughly in clean water before eating them.

Medicinal Plants

It is greatly rewarding to go outside and pluck a plant, take it inside, steep it in water, drink the resulting tea, and gain relief from minor discomforts. It is dangerous, however, to consider plant medicines as anything but gentle helpers for minor complaints. Failure to consult qualified medicinal practitioners can lead to more severe illness or even death.

Private Land

Although the world is “our blueberry,” we foragers must operate within certain bounds. It is unlawful to forage upon land owned by another without permission. Additionally, some public lands prohibit picking any plant matter. It is therefore imperative that you consult local regulations before picking any plant or capturing any animal. You must always secure permission when venturing upon private lands. To those who would say, “But I know the landowner isn’t going to pick this stuff, so I might as well,” I can only reply: “Nonetheless, we must still secure permission beforehand. Not only does common courtesy demand it, but it is also the law.”

Environmental Cautions

Amphibians, plants, reptiles, and insects all share a common thread: Many of them are endangered, threatened, or of special concern. Fortunately the current trend toward appreciation of nature and the desire to learn more about the natural world has illuminated the plight of these living creatures.

Foragers are in an enviable position: They are outdoors throughout the different seasons and so can observe the status of the creatures and plants in their own circle of travel. Their observations contribute to our knowledge of formerly little-known creatures and plants. Organizations such as FrogWatch USA (details are given in the entry on bullfrogs; see page 213) gather data on amphibians from amateur naturalists. And hometown newspapers throughout New England now run nature columns, written by professional and amateur naturalists who outline important environmental issues.

As we become involved in nature, we become more a part of it and begin to work with, not against, it. Being environmentally responsible requires commitment. Foragers are at the forefront of the national awakening to the importance of our natural world and all the creatures that swim, fly, walk, creep, and crawl in and on it.

Seasons

Spring, summer, and fall are times of great activity for the forager. From the day in March when the first tender, green shoot pokes out from the forest litter to fall, when the last killing frost draws a distinct and final close to the growing season, foragers have more to do, learn, and observe than they have time for. Each season brings its own delights, joys, and bounty.

It is important for foragers to understand the concept of what I call “mini seasons.” Nothing remains the same in nature for more than a brief, fleeting instant. Plants do not appear the same from one month to the next. And each plant has its prime time for harvest or appreciation. The four seasons can therefore be divided up into lots of brief segments, or mini seasons.

For example, even before the ground is fully thawed in spring, the evening primrose is present along dirt roads and gravel lanes, ready for harvest. The flat, basal rosettes of the plant are—at that time and for that short time only—good for use in salads or as cooked vegetables. The roots too are edible, again only for a short period. When the warm rays of the spring sun cause the outspread leaves to pick up and reach for the sky, the root becomes pithy and inedible and the leaves become tough. In late summer and early fall, the blooming plant bears little resemblance to the small, green-and-red-tinted bunch of tender leaves seen along the roadside in early spring.
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Figure 1. Leaf type and arrangement

The evening primrose points out the value of recognizing the mini seasons. Each of these tiny slices of time can be recognized by the state of the various wild plants. Other factors contribute to the mini seasons. Spring peepers, wood frogs, and common toads can be heard at night, calling in the swamps and wetlands. This too lasts for only a brief interval. Bird arrivals—the warbler migration in particular—come on fast and are soon over, many of the birds having only stopped for a few days on their way north. Knowing the signs of the seasons contributes greatly to the forager’s enjoyment and appreciation of nature.

Finally, winter is the time to relax, study, read books, and enjoy the wild harvest. Common dandelions never taste better than when nor’easters howl and roads are plugged with snow. A cup of herbal tea made with foraged plant leaves or flowers imparts a warm glow to the spirit. Medicinal plants, dried and safely stored, are ready to combat the simple cold. By these means the forager has managed to save a bit of the previous season. This is what helps us bear up until the following spring, when that first wood frog heralds the new season and a renewal of life.


Plants of the Seashore

[image: chpt_fig_001.png]

The New England shore is home to a wide variety of edible plants and animals. And strange as it may seem, edible seaweeds cannot be listed among the numbers of easily gathered foodstuffs; most of these are available only along the Bold Coast of Maine, where depths plunge precipitously. A boat is usually necessary to gather edible seaweed, and even then it’s not convenient except during extreme low tides. But a host of other ready-at-hand foods exist to delight and tantalize any forager willing to learn the ways of the seashore. Even better, the seaside plants grow not only on the actual coast but along tidal rivers and streams as well. A forager can find good pickings almost anyplace the tide rises and falls.

The well-defined line of demarcation between the shore and the inland zones is of great interest to the forager. Plants that only grow inland are found scant inches from the extreme high-tide zone, and plants that only grow where they can be touched by sea spray grow tantalizingly close to the upper extremes of the beach. In New England our planting zones, as illustrated in the seed catalogs, are often vague, but the seashore and the inland zones are practically carved in stone. The best of both worlds can be found here side by side.

Seaside foragers need to be aware of one caveat: Many of our more popular beaches have become favorite spots for people to walk their dogs. Given what dogs are fond of doing on plants, it may be advisable to limit wild-food gathering to the more secluded stretches of seashore.
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GOOSE TONGUE
Plantago juncoides

Synonyms: Seaside plantain, shore greens

Uses: Cooked vegetable, salad ingredient

Range: Seashores throughout New England

Similarity to toxic species: Goose tongue has a vague similarity to arrowgrass (Triglochin maritima). Differences are considerable, however. The leaves of arrowgrass are fairly thin, whereas those of goose tongue are much wider and softer. And the succulentlike goose tongue leaves have an obvious groove. The straight leaves of arrowgrass are primarily upright, while goose tongue leaves are sometimes twisted at crazy angles and tend to droop; often a few leaves are prostrate. Arrowgrass is primarily a threat to cud-chewing animals.

Best time: Late May through August

Status: Common

Tools needed: None

Goose tongue is related to the common plantain (see page 185). The difference between the two is in the leaves: Common plantain has wide leaves with prominent veins; goose tongue has slender, fleshy leaves. Also, goose tongue leaves have a deep indentation their entire length. A cross section of one of the 4- to 8-inch leaves would look like the cross section of a common house gutter. The seed stalk is shorter than that of the common plantain, rarely exceeding 10 inches. Goose tongue usually grows in dense colonies, ranging from slightly below to slightly above the high-tide line. Sometimes, especially on rocky, inhospitable shores, goose tongue plants grow singly.


FORAGER NOTE: Goose tongue cooks quickly. It can be steamed or boiled.



Goose tongue gets its name, naturally enough, from its similarity in appearance to a slender, pointed goose’s tongue. Anyone who has ever been chased by an angry goose (it happens) will note the likeness.

Goose tongue is one of those plants that are common, widespread, and yet go unnoticed by the vast majority of visitors to the seashore. Once goose tongue was a New England favorite, ranking in popularity with dandelions and fiddleheads. But over the past fifty years or so, the folks who favored this ubiquitous seaside vegetable have passed on and few, if any, have stepped in to perpetuate the tradition of walking to the shore to pick a “mess of shore greens.” The paucity of adherents, however, has no bearing on the goodness or worth of this flavorful plant. Indeed, goose tongue is sweet and mild, with just a trace of saltiness.


RECIPES

When boiling goose tongue, use a scant amount of water; the leaves need not be covered. Boiling any green this way is similar to steaming in a commercially manufactured food steamer. Once the leaves darken (the same way some green beans darken when cooked) and become limp, drain the greens and serve. A bit of butter and a lick of ground pepper go well with goose tongue. Some enjoy a dash of cider vinegar. My suggestion is to sample the greens first, sans vinegar, and then, if desired, try a splash of vinegar. Watch the salt, though. Even after thorough rinsing in freshwater (a must for all
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SEA BLITE
Suaeda maritima
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BEACH PEA
Lathyrus japonicus
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SEA-ROCKET
Cakile edentula
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GLASSWORT
Salicornia spp.
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SILVERWEED
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NORTHERN BAY
Myrica pensylvanica
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WRINKLED ROSE
Rosarugosa
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