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Forage with Confidence!


Why would anyone want to forage when it’s so much easier to go to the grocery store or a favorite neighborhood restaurant? So. Many. Reasons.

Foraging is an amazing way to connect with your local environment, to get to know what grows where in every season. And foraging provides excellent exercise, whether you’re climbing mountains or walking through a city park. Personally, I’m in it for the unbuyable flavors. You’re never going to find magnolia petals or curly dock seeds at Trader Joe’s . . . the only way to experience these flavors is to forage for them yourself! Oh, and one last thing: free food. Who doesn’t like free food, especially when it’s unique and delicious?
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The delicate flowers of pineapple weed have loads of flavor!



I realize it can be scary starting out. You want to be sure that what you’re harvesting is safe before you feed it to your friends and family. (At least I hope you do.) If you feel safe and confident about foraging, you’ll do it more often. You may even start to call yourself a forager. And trust me when I tell you that foragers are wonderful people. They care about the environment because they understand their relationship with nature on an intimate level. They love to offer their friends interesting food. And they’re generous. They share recipes, favorite foraging spots (usually!), and food processing techniques. That’s the kind of person I want to spend time with, and if you’re reading this book, I bet you do, too.

When I was choosing plants for this book, I thought very carefully about which wild edible plants would be most useful to the most people. As it says on the cover, this book is for absolute beginners, so I’ve focused on plants with no poisonous look-alikes (mostly), that are available all over the United States (in general), and that can be used in multiple ways (pretty much always).

This means that I’ve had to leave out some personal favorites, like cow parsnip (because a beginner might confuse it with giant hogweed), carob (because it grows only in the warmest parts of the country), and hackberry (because the fruit is delish but has limited applications). What I offer in this book is a mere sampling of the many wonderful, delicious, and wild edible plants out there. We all have to start somewhere, right?

In addition to 40 plant profiles, I’ve included some basics on how plants grow and work because, believe it or not, knowing this will help you be a better forager. I also hope you’ll read through the section on safety, because you don’t want to make the headlines by poisoning your entire family. You’ll also find a brief section on sustainability, because if you’re interested in foraging, you understand how important it is to preserve the natural world that makes foraging possible. As a forager, there are things you can do to help protect Mother Earth and her bounty. There is some general info on useful tools for when you’re in the field, and at the back of the book are suggestions for preserving your harvest and descriptions of essential kitchen tools, plus a handy list of resources for further reading.


Safety

Many years ago, when my oldest nephew (who now has a master’s degree) was very small, he watched me pick serviceberries and asked, “But how do you know they’re safe?” I think that’s what all of us wonder as we start foraging, and fortunately there are some very simple rules to keep you safe.

First and foremost: Never put anything in your mouth if you’re not 100 percent sure what it is. There are no exceptions to this rule. If you’re 99 percent sure you know what a plant is, don’t eat it. Sure, you might miss out on something delicious, but that’s a lot better than sending your entire family to the emergency room because you confused moonseed fruit for grapes.
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Sometimes identification characteristics are inside the plant. Moonseeds (shown here) look a lot like grapes, but their seeds are flat and singular, as opposed to grape seeds, which are rounded and multiple.



I suggest a multipronged approach to learning your plants. First, read everything you can get your hands on. (You’re already reading this, so good on ya!) Second, join online groups, both regional and national. You’ll learn a lot from reading other people’s posts, and you can often get help with identification by posting images of your own. And third (I’ve saved the best for last), get out there and take plant walks with professionals, attend a wild foods gathering, or take a class at a local botanic garden. Nothing builds confidence like hands-on experience, and working with an expert, in person, is the best way to get that.

It takes time to hone your pattern recognition skills, and even experienced foragers sometimes need to check a field guide to be sure of what they’ve found. How many petals does that flower have? Are the stems hairy? Does the root have a scent? Be slow and methodical, and don’t take chances. And be patient. If you can add five or six new plants to your repertoire every year, you’ll be feasting on wild edibles in no time.

Okay, so let’s say you’re now a plant ID maven and can recognize every plant you see. In addition to knowing whether or not a plant is toxic, you need to consider a few other variables.

Location. Where are you foraging? If it’s in your own backyard, where you know exactly which chemicals (if any) have been used, you’re probably safe. In unknown territory, you’ll have to practice your observation skills. Have toxic herbicides been used nearby? Look for swaths of dead or wilted plants, which may indicate a chemical has been used as a weed killer. Some parks post signs when herbicides and insecticides have been applied, but you can’t count on this. If the surrounding landscape looks perfect (a golf course? a perfectly groomed rose garden?) the caretakers have probably used chemicals to achieve that look, and those chemicals are probably not things you want to eat.

Permission. I’m not saying I’ve never popped a black raspberry into my mouth while strolling through Central Park, but in general it’s a good idea to have permission from the landowner before you forage, whether it’s your next-door neighbor’s yucca flowers or the wild plums growing in the nearby national forest. Many state and national lands allow you to harvest small amounts of fruits, nuts, and mushrooms; do an online search for the park’s name + “Superintendent’s Compendium” to check the rules. In the Valles Caldera, one of my favorite national parks, the rules allow an individual to harvest one pint of things like acorns, pine nuts, and chokecherries, but they must be consumed in the park! I find that oddly fascinating.

Allergies. Do you have food allergies? If you know you’re allergic to something, do a little research on what you’re foraging. For example, sumac is in the plant family Anacardiaceae, which also includes cashews and mangoes. If you’re allergic to cashews or mangoes, you might want to steer clear of sumac fruit. Or start out by tasting a small amount, just to be on the safe side.

Pollution. It’s often tempting to harvest from the side of the road, but heavy metals can leach out of vehicle exhaust and be absorbed by plant roots. Roots hold the most pollutants, then stems and leaves, then flowers, fruits, and nuts. These chemicals (such as lead, cadmium, and nickel) tend to travel downslope, washed by rain and snow. So if your Japanese knotweed patch is 50 feet uphill from a busy interstate, it’s probably fine. But 50 feet downhill from the same interstate would be borderline in my book. On the other hand, if you’re traveling along a quiet country road and spot a field full of milkweed (and if you have permission), go for it!
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A busy road isn’t a great foraging location.




Seasonality. Some plants should only be harvested at specific times during their growth cycle, not only because they taste better then, but also for safety reasons. Pokeweed must be picked when it’s young and tender or you risk an upset stomach. Underripe persimmons will make the inside of your mouth feel rough and sandpapery. Old banana yucca fruit may have more maggots than flavor.


Preparation. Lots of wild edibles can be enjoyed raw, but not all. The aforementioned pokeweed should only be eaten cooked. Please don’t let this put you off pokeweed, because the same is true for some of our favorite grocery store vegetables. Potatoes, some beans, and eggplant can all cause gastric upset when eaten raw.


A Note on the Seasons

Way back in 1582, the Gregorian calendar set the dates for our seasons according to the movement of the sun. The first day of each season shifts slightly from year to year to accommodate leap years, but basically the first day of each season is the same no matter where you are in the Northern Hemisphere.

This kind of calendar is great for remembering birthdays and doctor’s appointments, but isn’t the slightest bit helpful to foragers learning what to harvest when. For that, you need to understand on an intuitive, physical level what the seasons are like where you forage.

Biological indicators like bud break, fall leaf color, and when the first robin appears or the last monarch departs are much more helpful to a forager learning the seasons. Learn when your average first and last frost dates are, and get to know when the rains come and which microclimates warm up first. When you’re familiar with your immediate environment, you’ll know when the seasons begin and end by how it feels and what you see, not by a date on the calendar.



Also, just as you wash your produce when you bring it home from the grocery store, so should you clean your harvest when you get it back to the kitchen. If you’re tasting something on the trail, give it a rinse from your water bottle. And if you’re harvesting flowers, be sure to give them a shake to dislodge any insect hitchhikers.

When you take the aforementioned factors into account, foraging is a safe and delicious hobby. A few stats should convince you. The American Association of Poison Control Centers (AAPCC) publishes a report every 2 years listing how many calls they get regarding all sorts of poisonings, including plants and mushrooms. Here are a few quick facts: In the December 2020 report, six deaths were listed in the United States (for 2018 and 2019) related to consumption of poisonous plants. Admittedly, these numbers are only for the US and only include cases where someone actually called a poison control center. But plants are not in the top 20 substance categories responsible for fatal poisonings, and among plants, many of the cases involve things like foxglove, poison ivy, and cherry pits. If you’re eating any of these, you are not following my number one rule: Never put anything in your mouth if you’re not 100 percent sure what it is.

Got it? Good.


Sustainable Foraging

If I had a dandelion for every time someone said, “But if everyone forages for food, we’ll wipe out the environment!” . . . well, I’d have a whole lot of dandelions.

The fact is that most foragers are excellent stewards of the natural world. We know we depend on nature if we want to feed ourselves from the wild, and as a result, we are careful with how, when, and what we harvest. To do anything else would be self-sabotage.

The good news is that it’s pretty easy to forage sustainably because many delicious wild edibles are considered invasive and can be harvested in large quantities. The USDA defines an invasive plant as “both non-native and able to establish on many sites, grow quickly, and spread to the point of disrupting plant communities or ecosystems.” You may hear people refer to some native plants as invasive, but this is inaccurate. Let’s call them aggressive rather than invasive.
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The aerial bulbils of wild garlic often germinate while still on the plant, and look like a crazy hairdo.



Aggressive edible plants can usually be harvested in large quantities without risking damage to the plant population. No one will ever complain that you harvested too many sumac berries or too much bee balm. Nor should you worry about overharvesting black locust flowers. Then there’s the subject of ramps, a controversial cousin of invasive wild garlic (see Ramp-ing Up on facing page).

If you’re not sure something you’d like to harvest is endangered in your area, you can search online (see Resources for a list of useful websites). Remember that plant status may vary from one state to the next, meaning that you should look for local information.



Ramp-ing Up

Even if you’ve never foraged, you’ve probably heard people talk about ramps. Some claim that ramp bulbs should never be harvested and that foragers should take only a single leaf from a plant. Others believe that healthy ramp populations benefit from regular harvesting of the entire plant.

So which is it? While it’s true that some commercial harvesters (I don’t call them foragers) pillage their local ramp populations without considering the consequences, in other locations, ramp populations are actually increasing. Sam Thayer, the most accomplished and best-known forager in the United States today, has conducted the longest-running ramp population study in the US, which shows that, overall, ramp populations have increased in the last 100 years. In areas where ramp populations have decreased, it is not due to foraging, but rather the expansion of agricultural land use and the increase in garlic mustard populations. Sam concludes that ramps can be sustainably harvested in areas with ideal growing conditions. Thinning a large ramp patch improves the chances of seed germination, which leads to population growth.

All of this means that you’ll have to evaluate your local ramp population for yourself. If you’re surrounded by acres of ramps, feel free to harvest responsibly. If you’ve found a single plant in the nearby woods, let it live to propagate itself and check back in a few years. In the meantime, forage for wild garlic to your heart’s content. It’s super abundant, very similar in flavor to ramps, and considered invasive throughout the US.



[image: Captioned image]
Allium tricoccum





Three Ways to Forage Mindfully

In addition to being savvy about plants with endangered or protected status, you can do a few other things to assist Mother Nature in maintaining the populations of edible plants.


	Pull the bullies. If you notice an aggressive or invasive edible (like garlic mustard) encroaching on a clump of something with a less aggressive growth habit (like wild ginger), pull up some of that garlic mustard, even if it’s not the perfect time to take it back to your kitchen.

	When you gather roots, spread seeds. If you’re harvesting a plant for its root, bulb, or tuber and there are seeds present on the plant, scratch a clear space in the surrounding soil and scatter those seeds to help propagate the plant. Since fall is one of the best times to harvest roots, and since that’s also when seeds have ripened on most plants, this is easy to do.

	Remember: It’s not all about you. You’re not the only forager out there; leave enough behind for animals, and for the species to propagate itself. There’s no specific recommended percentage here, because how much you can sustainably harvest will depend on the population of the plant in question and how many animals (including humans) depend on the plant for food. It’s hard not to be greedy when you come across a clump of something delicious, but remember that you’re not the only one who’s hungry.




The most important takeaway here is that we are


Plant Parts



Roots
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Stems
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Leaves
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	Are the leaves arranged opposite each other on the stem or do they alternate?

	What do the edges of the leaves (a.k.a. leaf margins) look like? They may be smooth, scalloped, or toothed.

	Does the leaf have its own stem? This is called a petiole, and in many cases it can be eaten, too. Rhubarb and celery are both actually leaf petioles.





Get to Know Leaves
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[image: Illustrated compound leaves]
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Flowers




Fruits





A Note on Ripeness





Foraging Tools
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Bypass pruners






[image: A set of pruning scissors]




Scissors
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Hori-hori knife






[image: A trowel]




Trowel




bags






[image: A backpack]




Solid backpack or basket






[image: A pair of gardening gloves]




gloves






[image: A homemade container made of a plastic milk jug]




blicky






[image: A water bottle]




water bottle






[image: A bottle of bug spray]




bug dope
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