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PREFACE TO THE 50th ANNIVERSARY EDITION

A few years ago at a hotel in Cumbria I was offered a dessert topped with ‘hawthorn berry froth’. It was an ethereal and pleasantly tart ingredient, but I couldn’t stop myself chortling in disbelief. Here was a wild fruit on the just-about-edible list included not just on a restaurant menu, but elevated into the glamorous conceits of fine dining. 

How times have changed for foraging. Fifty years ago, l decided to include haws in my book on edible wild plants on not much more than a personal whim (I fancied they resembled under-ripe avocados), and was sure there weren’t many of us nibbling their cloying flesh. I certainly never tried them when I was a feral schoolboy quite prepared to munch hawthorn leaves (which we called ‘bread and cheese’). 

What changed my outlook was discovering north Norfolk in my late teens. A gang of us went there for weekends and summer holidays, camping out in Blakeney Harbour on a converted lifeboat called, for reasons we never fathomed, Dilemma X. We spent the daylight hours birdwatching and running wild on the marshes, and the evenings doing experimental cooking in Dilemma’s cramped galley. Some novel ingredients found their way in. We’d discovered that the locals had a tradition of eating foodstuffs they’d gathered from the shore – not just cockles and winkles, but wild greens and herbs too: floppy-leaved sea-spinach, fennel, and a curious miniature succulent called samphire, which grew in abundance on the mudflats. They had vivid, tangy, unfamiliar tastes, and we were all captivated. But I soon found myself more deeply immersed. I’d been scrabbling around looking for a subject for a first book, and suddenly it was all there, on a plate, so to speak: a guidebook to wild food plants. It would have the natural history I felt most comfortable writing about, some eccentric cuisine, and a thread of lively and not-so-well-known social history. 

Over the years that followed I began doing serious field research. I enlisted friends as collectors and guinea pigs, and diligently recorded the locals’ possibly tall tales about prodigious wild harvests: the time a bus had been hijacked to take in a ‘white-out’ of field mushrooms on a grazing marsh; the sprig of samphire that had grown six feet tall after a flood tide had washed sewage into the creeks, and been hung up in the pub like a prize fish. There was an embedded culture here, but no one then used the term ‘foraging’, which was an activity reserved for wild animals. The fact that humans soon began to accept this description of their behaviour suggested a subtle change in how we viewed ourselves in the natural scheme of things. 

But ‘picking and gathering’ seemed rewarding enough then. I had blissful days out on the flats, prowling about like a modern hunter-gatherer with a pair of binoculars round my neck and a string bag over my shoulder, and chancing my luck with the succulent shore-plants that came to be known as ‘sea-vegetables’. When I got back to the village (I was renting a cottage in Blakeney by then) I tried to do something inventive with the weeds du jour, and washed them down with a bottle from the Wine Society. One thing was clear for me: foraging wasn’t a route to macho self-sufficiency. 

Back at my permanent home in the Chilterns, I read everything that might be remotely related: old herbals, accounts of the stomach contents of Neolithic burials, extravagant Victorian cookbooks. I chanced on a recipe for a 16th-century ale punch made with roasted crab apples in Eric Linklater’s novel Poet’s Pub, and wartime advice from the government about how to make mushroom ketchup. Most helpful were the then Ministry of Agriculture’s booklets about poisonous plants, which pushed me towards a policy decision about research. I would try anything that wasn’t officially toxic. I never succeeded in poisoning myself, but there were plenty of dutiful moments with the sour and the indigestible, from bristly ox-tongue to sycamore sap. 

Which forced me to confront the basic question: why bother to write this book? Why should modern diners, with most of the taste sensations of the planet effortlessly available, be encouraged to browse about like Palaeolithics? To opt for what was undeniably inconvenience food, for bramble-scrabbling and mudlarking, for the uncomfortable business of peeling horseradish and dehusking chestnuts, and the munching of the frankly rank ground-elder just because it was brought to Britain two thousands years ago as a ‘pot-herb’? 

The answers I began to frame for myself weren’t much more than intuitions. I sensed that the moment for such a book might have arrived. There was a growing public worry about the origins and quality of our food, parallel with the first concerns that we were becoming ‘disconnected from nature’. (The title of this book came easily from this, though I’m sure my publishers won’t mind me recalling that they initially found Food for Free too ‘vulgar’ and suggested instead ‘Edible Plants of the Hedgerow Bottoms’.) The rationale I eventually spelled out was consequently a tad earnest. I lamented our remoteness from the origins of our food, our conservatism with ingredients. I reminisced about a vanishing local knowledge of wildings, a lost world of exotic flavour and scent. But a photo from my time in north Norfolk reveals a different agenda. I’m sitting cross-legged on the grass in a kaftan and, with something of a snigger on my face, I’m cradling a huge puffball. This wasn’t tapping into some ancient rural heritage, or an exercise in survivalism. This was a counter-culture snapshot, hedge-wise, irreverent, hostile to ‘Keep Out’ notices, two fingers waved as much at domesticity as to food domestication. 

It was this sense of the thrill of cultural (and sometimes literal) trespass that set the tone of the book. It was the pursuit as much as the catch that mattered. Over in North America in the 1850s Henry Thoreau was at work on Wild Fruits, an early foraging credo. In it he declared: ‘The bitter-sweet of a white-oak acorn on which you nibble in a bleak November walk over the tawny earth is more to me than a slice of imported pineapple.’ Elsewhere he talks of the excitement of hunting down wild grapes, the scrambling and nosing-out and grasping, and concludes that these adventures are as much a part of the harvest as the grapes themselves: ‘What is a whole binful that have been plucked to the solitary cluster left dangling inaccessible from some birch far away over the stream in the September air, with all its bloom and freshness?’ One modern forager has named this elusive savour ‘gatheredness’, and there’s no doubt that it suffuses wild foods with a special relish, and is connected to the intimacy with the natural world that foraging can foster. 

I uncovered a rich literary and cultural history too. While edible wildings had a role in the rural economy, a less urgent curiosity developed among naturalists, food-faddists and early ethnobotanists from the middle of the 16th century. The 17th-century diarist John Evelyn’s vegetarian tract, Acetaria, A Discourse on Salletts (1699), contains a host of wild fruits and vegetables. So does the Norwich botanist Charles Bryant’s Flora Diaetetica (1783), including pickled samphire and a precocious recipe for rosebay willowherb shoots cooked like asparagus. But the earliest references I was able to find to foraging as the essentially leisure pursuit it would become were in the Proceedings of the Woolhope Field Club, a band of well-to-do amateurs (mostly clerics) on the cutting edge of Victorian natural history. In their ‘fungus forays’ in the 1860s they ranged about the local landscape, stopping off at likely hunting grounds, measuring fairy rings and gathering an extraordinary hoard of wild mushrooms: ceps, chanterelles, witches’ butter. The days ended in the Green Dragon in Hereford, with the exhibits laid out on tables, and a late lunch of the best trophies: shaggy parasols on toast, fried giant puffballs, fairy-ring champignons in white sauce. 

In the early years of the 20th century wild edibles became the subject of folkloric investigation, notably in the works of Dorothy Hartley, a redoubtable journalist and artist who, between the two world wars, toured the English countryside on a bike, collecting traditional customs and recipes. Her quirky masterpiece Food in England wasn’t published until 1954 but is full of wild snippets: the Kentish hop-pickers’ way of cooking the vine trimmings, an ethereal blackberry junket made by simply leaving the strained juice in a warm room. 

It was the Second World War that brought foraging lore and hard necessity back together, as imports of many foodstuffs were shut down. Vicomte de Mauduit’s splendidly titled They Can’t Ration These was joined by the Ministry of Food’s own booklet Hedgerow Harvest. This moved the Home Front out into the wild, with recipes for rose-hip syrup (given to children as a source of Vitamin C) and sloe and marrow jam: ‘if possible crack some of the stones and add to the preserve before boiling to give a nutty flavour’. This was an epicurean touch, but the booklet was prefaced by a prescient note on picking ethics: ‘None of this harvest should be wasted … be exceedingly careful how you gather it in … don’t injure the bushes or trees. When you pick mushrooms, cut the stalks cleanly with a knife, leaving the roots [sic] in the ground.’ 

Wild foods began to return in a more fashionable guise in the 1990s. Fine-dining restaurants and television cooking competitions increasingly featured small injections of foraged savour: wild garlic capers, sea buckthorn gel, cep cappuccino, woodruff oil, slivers of wood avens root, pickled sea-aster, salads dressed with sweet violets and three-cornered leeks. Local authorities staged foraging walks in their local parks, and a new breed of professional guides and pickers evolved. Wildings begin to drift into commerce, becoming, in a curious turn of fortune, partially domesticated. Nettle leaves are used to wrap Cornish Harg cheese. Elder orchards have been planted in the Cotswolds to supply elderflowers for cordials. A honey-scented ale – ‘leann freaoch’ – brewed from heather tops in Glasgow has become a bestseller. As for samphire, the plant that started it all for me, it has run the whole gamut, from self-picked supper to commercial garnish for restaurant fish (often from imports of hydroponically grown plants) to bar-top snack, served lightly vinegared in bowls next to the crisps and peanuts. 

I was briefly involved in a commercial venture myself, recruited as an adviser by a team of restaurateurs and publicists who were planning to start an all-wild-food venue in London. The site chosen was Covent Garden, which was ideal in terms of its likely food-savvy clientele, but seriously disadvantaged by its distance from the necessary raw materials. None of us had thought through what obtaining even an abundant product like nettles meant in terms of gathering enough for forty servings, and transporting it quickly from the countryside to Central London. I should have remembered the herculean efforts needed to mount a wild food buffet for the press launch of Food for Free in October 1972. Friends ferried in mushrooms and comfrey leaves and bushels of fennel and jars of hedgerow jam from across the Home Counties. 

During the 1980s I began travelling quite widely in Europe, especially in the Mediterranean. It was a revelation to witness what we thought of as quite avant garde in the UK being a common and widespread practice. In Tuscany I saw men coming home from work on their scooters gathering wild asparagus from the hedgerows and tying it to their pannier racks. I tried it myself, unwinding the long shoots, so different from the short spears of the cultivated kind. At Easter in Crete I’ve seen whole families decamp from their cars in their Sunday best to spend hours crouched down digging up the young rosettes of stamnagathi (spiny chicory) with a special hoe. The bitter leaves are believed to be a tonic and purifier after the rigours of winter. In Corsica I found chestnuts being used in everything from stews and bread to a kind of polenta. And in south-west France there is still a strong tradition of la cueillette, the seasonal gathering of wild berries, greens and mushrooms. This is a useful local bounty, but the impetus behind it seems closer to what drives foraging in the UK. The people of southern France had their independence hammered first by the ancien regime and then by the Revolution, which disapproved of the idea of common land and requisitioned much of it for state forestry. The modern cueillette is a rehearsal of ancient rights, a physical link to the natural world, a celebration of belonging to one’s pays.

Many of these themes – the role of foraging in local cultures, the provenance and availability of ingredients, the ethics of gathering – came together in 2004, when the Oxford Food Symposium (an annual gathering of erudite foodies) chose ‘Wild Food’ as their theme. There were learned papers on ‘Wild Food in the Talmud’, and ‘Fake Hare … and Fake Leg of Venison: Recipes for Ersatz Game in 19th-century German Cookery Books’. There was a tasting of ‘the Feral Oils of Australia’, a remarkable collection from olive trees which had self-sown in streets and waste ground in the continent’s hospitable climate. 

Having a mite of responsibility for the revival of UK foraging, I said my piece too, a cautionary reflection on where the spreading popularity of foraging might lead us. Could a small, overpopulated, over-farmed country like Britain ever support its own version of la cuiellette, foster the widespread gathering of wild foods? There was already resistance from coastal landowners about the widespread commercial picking of samphire, and from mycologists about the intensive gathering of wild mushrooms for the restaurant trade. In favoured spots, such as the New Forest and Burnham Beeches, this had led to bylaws prohibiting picking altogether. These may not be necessary in strictly biological terms, as the picked mushroom is simply the fruiting body, and, like most wild foods – leaves, nuts, berries – is a renewable resource. But foraging has other, more subtle, side effects. It competes with the food gathering of wild birds and animals. In some places I have seen the picking of raspberries, say, with all the bush-trashing it can involve, make a visible impact on the local landscape. What we need more than legislation, I believe, is a foraging etiquette, to regulate our gathering enthusiasms in keeping with the needs of the other organisms in the ecosystem, non-foraging humans included. 

Paradoxically, it may be high-dining restaurants that are doing most to develop this. Their wild food recipes normally use minute quantities of foraged ingredients, and the ways in which they are prepared – frosted, blanched, quick-pickled – are designed to bring out their intensity of flavour, that ‘bitter-sweet’ of the gathered wilding over which Thoreau rhapsodised. Chefs like René Redzepi are conjuring whole miniature ecosystems in their dishes. One of the set-pieces in his Copenhagen restaurant Noma is ‘Blueberries surrounded by their natural environment’, an extraordinary evocation of an autumn heathland, with balls of spruce-needle and bilberry ice creams nestling in a cooled salad of wood sorrel leaves and heather tops. 

Fifty years on from my first rapturous gatherings of whole armfuls of samphire on the Norfolk coast, I find this is the way I’ve drifted too. I like serendipitous findings, windfalls, small wayside treats, a handful of sweet cicely seeds or wild redcurrants. I scrump single apples from any wilding tree I find, just to see what flavours may be hidden there. One hot summer I found a bough of a hedgerow damson bush that had been flailed while it was still in fruit and experienced the improbable thrill of sun-dried English prunes. And one autumn, something that felt more urgent. Down the lane to our common there’d been a vegetable roadkill. Wind-thrown cherry-plums, yellow and scarlet, were scattered all over the road. They’re scarce fruiters here in Norfolk and without thinking I crouched down amid the puddles and trash and began stuffing them into my pockets. And it occurred to me that this was how many of the planet’s citizens, of all species, obtained their food – opportunistically, scavenging the surplus, working the margins. And that somewhere here might lie the outline of a code for planetary foragers, and maybe for sustainable consumption of all kinds.

The 1930s fruit gourmet Edward Bunyan seemed to catch this feeling in his book The Anatomy of Dessert. Talking of evening meanders through his gooseberry patch, he described the pleasure of ‘ambulant consumption … the freedom of the bush should be given to all visitors’. The freedom of the bush. What a liberty. What a responsibility. 

*

The text of this 50th anniversary edition is based on that of the 2012 version, which in turn contains most of the content from the first 1972 edition. I’ve corrected mistakes, infelicities and outdated information, added new stories, findings, recipes and even a handful of new species. But beyond this I’ve kept the original text intact with its authentic – I hope – flavour of the 1970s, and of a personal journal of discovery. 

Richard Mabey, Norfolk 2022




INTRODUCTION (1972)

It is easy to forget, as one stands before the modern supermarket shelf, that every single one of the world’s vegetable foods was once a wild plant. What we buy and eat today is still essentially nothing more special than the results of generations of plant-breeding experiments. For most of human history these were directed towards improving size and cropping ability. Some were concerned with flavour and texture – but these are fickle qualities, dependent for their popularity as much on fashion as on any inherent virtue. In later years there have been more ominous moves towards improving colour and shape, and most recently we have seen developments such as genetically modified crop plants and irradiated food, raising worries not only about human health but also about the potentially harmful effects of modern farming methods on the environment. 

Indeed, concerns over modern methods of food production have led to something of a backlash, and Michelin-starred chefs are advocating the joys of marsh samphire, a native coastal plant that goes beautifully with another native wild food, fish. For the rest of us likewise: if plant breeding has been directed towards the introduction of bland, inoffensive flavours, and has sacrificed much for the sake of convenience, those old robust tastes, the curly roots and fiddlesome leaves, are still there for the enjoyment of those who care to seek them out.

To some extent, we have become conditioned by the shrink-wrapped, perfectly shaped produce we find in our supermarkets, and are reluctant to venture into woods, pastures, cliff-tops and marshlands in search of food. But in fact almost every British garden vegetable (greenhouse species excepted) still has a wild ancestor flourishing here. Wild cabbages grow along the south coast, celery along the east. Wild parsnips flourish on waste ground everywhere. Historically these have always been sources of food in times of scarcity, yet each time with less ingenuity and confidence, less native knowledge about what they are and how they can be used. Food for Free is about these plants, and how they once were and can still be used as food. It is a practical book, I hope, though it would be foolish to pretend that there are any pressing economic reasons why we should have a large-scale revival of wild food use. You would need to be a most determined picker to keep yourself alive on wild vegetables, and since they are so easy to cultivate there would be very little point in trying. Nor are wild fruits and vegetables necessarily more healthy and nutritious than cultivated varieties – though some are, and most of them are likely to be comparatively free of herbicides and other agricultural poisons.

Why bother, then? Why not leave wild food utterly to the birds and slugs? My initial pleas are, I’m afraid, almost purely sensual and indulgent: interest, experience, and even, on a small scale, adventure. The history of wild food use is interesting enough in its own right, and those who would never dream of grubbing about on a damp woodland floor for their supper may still find themselves impressed by our ancestors’ resourcefulness. But those who are prepared to venture out will find more substantial rewards. It is the flavours and textures that will surprise the most, I think, and the realisation of the extent to which the cultivation and mass production of food have muted our taste experiences. There is a whole galaxy of powerful and surprising flavours preserved intact in the wild stock that are quite untapped in cultivated foods: tart and smoky berries, aromatic fungi, crisp and succulent shoreline plants. There is much along these lines that could be said in favour of wild foods. Some of them are delicacies, many of them are still abundant, and all of them are free. They require none of the attention demanded by garden plants, and possess the additional attraction of having to be found. I think I would rate this as perhaps the most attractive single feature of wild food use. The satisfactions of cultivation are slow and measured. They are not at all like the excitement of raking through a rich bed of cockles, of suddenly discovering a clump of sweet cicely, of tracking down a bog myrtle by its smell alone. There is something akin to hunting here: the search, the gradually acquired wisdom about seasons and habitats, the satisfaction of having proved you can provide for yourself. What you find may make no more than an intriguing addition to your normal diet, but it was you that found it. And in coastal areas, in a good autumn, it could be a whole three-course meal.

—Wild food and necessity

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

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

Many plants passed into use as food at this time as a by-product of their medicinal use. Blackcurrants, for instance, were certainly used for throat lotions before the recipients realised they were also quite pleasant to eat when you were well. Sheer economy also played a part, as in finding a use for hop tops that had to be thinned out in the spring. But like so much else, these old skills and customs were eroded by industrialisation and the drift to the towns. The process was especially thorough in the case of wild foods because cultivation brought genuine advances in quality and abundance. But if the knowledge of how to use them was fading, the plants themselves continued to thrive. Most of them prospered as they had always done in woods and hedgerows. Those that flourished best in the human habitats bided their time under fields which had been turned over to cultivation, or moved into the new wasteland habitats that were a by-product of urbanisation. Plants which had been introduced as pot-herbs clung on at the edges of gardens, as persistent as weeds as they were once abundant as vegetables.

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

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

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

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

—Plant use and conservation

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

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

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

And maybe foraging can contribute even more, in today’s ecologically threatened world. If plants like wilding apples could contribute to the restoration of lost cultivated varieties, maybe, conversely, the restoration of cultivated land to wild, forageable land could build up new natural ecosystems. The possibility of the revival of a gentle communal use of such places would add foraging to the increasing range of community food initiatives, from organic food boxes to city farms.

—Omissions

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


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

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

[image: image missing] This is also a book about wild plant foods, which is the simple reason (apart from personal qualms) why there is nothing about fish or wildfowl.

[image: image missing] But I have included shellfish because, from a picker’s perspective, they are more like plants than animals. They stay more or less in one place, and are gathered, not caught.



—Layout of the book

The text is divided into sections covering trees, herbaceous plants, fungi, lichens and one fern, seaweeds and shellfish. Within each category, species are arranged in systematic order.




SOME PICKING RULES

I have given more detailed notes on gathering techniques in the introductions to the individual sections (particularly fungi, seaweeds and shellfish). But there are some general rules which apply to all wild food. Following these rules will help to guarantee the quality of what you are picking, and the health of the plant, fungus or shellfish population that is providing it.

Although we have tried to make both text and illustrations as helpful as possible in identifying the different plant products described in this book, they should not be regarded as a substitute for a comprehensive field guide. They will help you decide what to gather, but until you are experienced it is wise to double-check everything (particularly fungi) in a book devoted solely to identification. Conversely, never rely on illustrations alone as a guide to edibility. Some of the plants illustrated here need the special preparation described in the text before they are palatable.

But although it is obviously crucial to know what you are picking, don’t become obsessed about the possible dangers of poisoning. This is a natural worry when you are trying wild foods for the first time, but happily a groundless one. As you will see from the text, there are relatively few common poisonous plants and fungi in Britain compared with the total number of plant species.

To put the dangers of wild foods into perspective it is worth considering the trials attendant on eating the cultivated foods we stuff into our mouths without question. Forgetting for a moment the perennial problems of additives and insecticide residues, and the new worries about irradiated and genetically modified food, how many people know that, in excess, cabbage can cause goitre and onions induce anaemia? That as little as one whole nutmeg can bring on days of hallucinations? Almost any food substance can occasionally bring on an allergic reaction in a susceptible subject, and oysters and strawberries, as well as nuts of all types, have particularly infamous reputations in this respect. But all these effects are rare. The point is that they are part of the hazards of eating itself, rather than of a particular category of food.

Here are some basic rules to ensure your safety when gathering and using wild foods:


[image: image missing] Make sure you correctly identify the plant, fungus or seaweed you are gathering.

[image: image missing] Do not gather any sort of produce from areas that may have been sprayed with insecticide or weedkiller.

[image: image missing] Avoid, too, the verges of heavily used roads, where the plant may have been contaminated by car exhausts. There are plenty of environments that are likely to be comparatively free of all types of contamination: commons, woods, the hedges along footpaths, etc. Even in a small garden you are likely to be able to find something like twenty of the species described in this book.

[image: image missing] Wherever possible use a flat open basket to gather your produce, to avoid squashing. If you are caught without a basket, and do not mind being folksy, pin
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