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  TREES


  For the purposes of this book, trees are generally defined as woody, perennial plants that are larger than a shrub and generally have one main trunk. There are many plants that can grow either as shrubs or trees depending on habitat and growing conditions, making the distinction between tree and shrub somewhat murky. Additionally, it can be difficult to distinguish a young tree from a shrub, so if you’re not sure, check both the Trees and Shrubs/Vines sections in this book.


 


  NETLEAF HACKBERRY (Celtis reticulata)


  [image: chpt_fig_002]

  
  Family: Cannabaceae


  [image: chpt_fig_003]

    Note the alternate, asymmetrical leaves.


  Indigenous name: jiłházhí (Navajo); iyentł’idz (Apache) meaning “hard seed”; p’e ke’in (Tewa) meaning “hard stick”


  Edible part and harvest time: Fruits are available in fall through early spring.


  Toxic look-alikes: None in New Mexico


  Identification: Netleaf hackberry is a medium-sized tree or shrub (to 30 feet) easily recognized by prominent, warty, gray bark. Leaves are simple, alternate, asymmetrical, and ovate. The small red hackberries (about the size of a BB) form during late summer and ripen in fall. Each hackberry has a single large stone inside surrounded by thin, sugary flesh. Hackberries do not fall off the tree like many other ripe fruits but persist through winter and into spring.


  [image: chpt_fig_004]

  
  Range and habitat: C. reticulata is common along arroyos and stream banks (although it is not only found in riparian areas) throughout most of the lower-elevation parts of New Mexico. It is not found in the higher mountains.


  Related edible species: There are several other hackberry species in New Mexico. C. pallida (southwestern corner of New Mexico), C. laevigata, and C. occidentalis are much less common in New Mexico than C. reticulata. C. laevigata and C. occidentalis look fairly similar to C. reticulata, while C. pallida is the only Celtis species in New Mexico with a soft, fleshy, orange fruit and thorns; the others produce hard drupes surrounded by a thin, reddish, sugary skin and have no thorns.


 Uses/history/comments: Hackberries typically ripen from September to January and can stay on the tree into spring. Hackberry fruits are one of the oldest known human plant foods in North America [21]. The berries can be eaten raw straight off the tree, but they have a hard seed in the center that should be avoided if you have sensitive or brittle teeth. Alternatively, the fruits can be collected and then ground using a metate or other grinding method. The resulting orange paste can be formed into a sort of quick energy bar (complete with sugars, fats, and protein) and dried for later use. Some Indigenous tribes mold the hackberry paste to the end of a stick and then roast it over a fire [21]; we have found this method is fun for kids and gives them a good reason to help you collect hackberries. Hackberry “milk”—which is sweeter than most nut milks because it also contains the sugars from the thin flesh—is one of our favorite foraged beverages.
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    Distinctive warty hackberry bark.


 

  RECIPE


  Hackberry milk


  Add 1 cup of ripe hackberries and 2 cups of water to a Vitamix blender. Blend on the highest setting until the hackberries are pulverized and the liquid turns an orangey color. Then squeeze through a cheesecloth or strainer to remove the remaining hard bits of the shell. Drink this “milk” (hot or cold) or use in place of your favorite nut milk.
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    Hackberry milk is one of our favorite foraged beverages.


  


  


  JUNIPER (Juniperus spp.)
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  Juniperus monosperma.


  Family: Cupressaceae
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  Juniperus deppeana, known as alligator juniper for its scaly bark.


  Indigenous name: gad (Navajo); tałé (Apache) meaning “popping (when burning)”; hu (Tewa)


  Edible part and harvest time: For most species, “berries” ripen in fall or winter but can persist on the tree in spring and summer.


  Toxic look-alikes: There are no other evergreen conifers in New Mexico with fleshy “berries” other than the Juniperus species. Another conifer, Arizona cypress (Hesperocyparis arizonica) can look similar to a juniper (especially J. deppeana, which it can share habitat with) but has larger, woody, spherical cones, not fleshy “berries.”


  Identification: Junipers are small aromatic evergreen coniferous trees (except for J. communis, which is a low shrub) often with shredded or furrowed bark and one to several trunks depending on species. The leaves are small and scalelike and do not resemble traditional leaves. Junipers are often dioecious (having male and female flowers on separate individuals) and have clusters of small, inconspicuous flowers at the ends of branches. Male plants produce clouds of yellow pollen that pollinate the female cone-bearing trees. The “berries” (technically modified cones) are found on the female trees and consist of fleshy blue or reddish “berries” (depending on the species) with one to several seeds inside. Most juniper species have two different types of leaves. Young leaves on saplings are typically larger, pointed, and needlelike, whereas older, mature leaves are small and scalelike. This can cause confusion for many new foragers who might think a pine tree is sprouting up, when it is actually a juniper sapling.
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  Range and habitat: Juniperus species are common throughout New Mexico. Habitats for many of the species include caliche or rocky soils and other rocky, dry areas, but J. communis can be found in high-elevation subalpine conditions.


  Related edible species: All the juniper species in New Mexico are edible in some form, but some are tastier than others. Junipers in New Mexico include J. arizonica (southwestern New Mexico, red berries), J. communis (northern and eastern New Mexico mountains, blackish-blue berries), J. deppeana (southwestern half of New Mexico, bluish to reddish berries), J. monosperma (nearly throughout New Mexico, blue berries), J. osteopserma (western New Mexico, bluish-brown berries), J. pinchotii (southeastern, red berries), and J. scopulorum (scattered nearly throughout New Mexico, bluish berries).
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    Juniperus monosperma male pollen cones.


 Uses/history/comments: We think of juniper berries more like a flavoring or spice than a staple food since it can be hard to eat more than a few berries of some species at a time due to the pungency and astringency. However, berries of some species of juniper are juicier, sweeter, and quite enjoyable. Alligator juniper (J. deppeana), oneseed juniper (J. monosperma), and redberry juniper (J. pinchotii) are enjoyable raw straight off the tree when ripe. Common juniper (J. communis) is an interesting species because it has a circumpolar distribution and reportedly has the largest geographical range of any woody plant on earth [22] being found in northern or mountainous regions of North America, Europe, Russia, Japan, and even as far reaching as the mountains of northern Africa and the Himalayas. Common juniper is also notorious for its use as the flavoring in gin; in fact, the English word “gin” is an abbreviation of either the French word “genièvre” or the Dutch word “jenever,” which both mean “juniper” [23].


  Juniper berries can be harvested at different times of year depending on species but are available in fall or winter for most species. Harvesting is straightforward and involves picking each berry one by one as they do not tend to drop if you try shaking them off the branch. The leaves of some species can be prickly so be cautious when harvesting. The berries of the juicier, better-tasting species can be mashed and dried into cakes for later use or used in various meat/game dishes. The less-tasty species are best used as a flavoring for spirits and vinegars. The berries can also be eaten in small quantities as a wilderness breath freshener. Furthermore, the leaves can be used as a tea for coughs and colds and are also commonly bound, dried, and burned as incense [24].


  

  RECIPE


  Juniper Pork Chops


  In a mixing bowl, combine 2 tbsp. of crushed juniper berries, 2 garlic cloves (minced), 3 bay leaves, 3 tbsp. brown sugar, zest from half an orange, ½ cup port wine, and a dash of salt and black pepper. Mix well until the sugar dissolves into the mixture. Pour the mixture into a resealable bag along with 4 pork chops, and let marinate for at least an hour in the fridge. Preheat oven to 375°F. Once marinated, heat a well-oiled cast-iron pan on high heat and sear the pork chops for 2 minutes on each side. Then place the pork chops in a baking dish and put in the oven for about 15 minutes or until cooked through. While the pork chops are cooking, cook the remaining marinade in the cast-iron pan and pour this sauce over the pork chops when done.


  


  


  *RUSSIAN OLIVE (Elaeagnus angustifolia)
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  Family: Elaeagnaceae


  Indigenous name: didzé łibáhii (Navajo) meaning “gray fruit”


  Edible part and harvest time: The ripe, reddish fruits mature in fall and into winter but can often linger on the branches into spring.


  Toxic look-alikes: None in New Mexico


  Identification: Russian olive is a deciduous tree to 30 feet tall that can sometimes be mistaken for willow. The bark of younger trees is brown and smooth, but older trees have deeply fissured, shredded bark. The alternate leaves are simple, narrow and bicolored (green above with a much lighter green to silvery below). The yellow flowers stem from axillary clusters. The small olive-shaped fruits turn from a silvery light green to reddish and then ultimately to brown. Fruits are dry and mealy, and each have one hard seed inside.
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  Range and habitat: The invasive Russian olive (originally from Eurasia) can be found nearly throughout New Mexico and is likely still spreading into new areas. It is often found along drainages, streams, and other low-lying, wet areas. It can also be found planted as an ornamental in towns and cities as it grows fast and provides shade.


  Related edible species: While there are no other Elaeagnus species in New Mexico, silver buffalo-berry (Shepherdia argentea) is a native shrubby relative in the same family, which is much less common in New Mexico but can be found in the northwestern counties of New Mexico; its fruits are similarly edible.


 Uses/history/comments: Russian olive is drought-resistant and cold-tolerant, which allows it to thrive in New Mexico. Though it is rightly seen as an undesirable invasive species, it is also an underappreciated edible. In fact, Russian olive is eaten as a wild dried fruit in Afghanistan, where it is called senjid and is incorporated into a traditional fruit salad–type dish known locally as haft Mēwa [25]. The ripe, reddish fruits are dry and mealy but decidedly sweet and pleasant when ripe. We eat them raw when we come across them, but they are also excellent when fried quickly in oil. Because the seed inside each fruit is hard, we typically chew the pulp around the seed and then spit it out, but the seed itself is also edible; it just takes a bit more effort (not for those with brittle teeth). Overall, this is a good fruit to know about, because it’s very common and the fruit is fairly persistent on the trees and can last through winter and into spring. The fruits are so dry to begin with that they won’t rot on the tree.


  In addition, Russian olive is one of the uncommon plants not belonging to the pea family (Fabaceae) that is also a nitrogen fixer, meaning it converts atmospheric nitrogen into a usable form through a symbiotic relationship with bacteria found in nodules along the roots [26]. So, while Russian olive is a generally undesirable invasive that can outcom-pete native plants, it does have some benefits as an edible and nitrogen-fixing plant that may benefit wildlife and soil fertility.


  

  RECIPE


  Pan-Fried Russian Olives
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  After gathering ripe Russian olives, heat butter in a skillet on medium-high heat. Add whole Russian olives a handful at a time with a dash of salt. Fry for around 3–4 minutes while stirring constantly until golden brown on all sides. When ready, place on paper towel to cool.


  These are great to eat warm or at room temperature. You can eat the entire olive (the pit is softened somewhat after cooked) or spit the pit out (our preference). These make a lovely little hors d’oeuvre or snack and have a sweet, nutty, buttery flavor with a crunchy exterior.


  

  
  


  HONEY MESQUITE (Neltuma glandulosa)
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  Family: Fabaceae
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    Fallen mesquite pods are perfectly ripe and edible.


  Indigenous name: nastáné (Apache) meaning “that which lies about”; tsep’e (Tewa) meaning “eagle plant”


  Edible part and harvest time: Mature pods can be found from late summer to early fall.


  Toxic look-alikes: There are several Vachellia and Senegalia (formerly included in the Acacia genus and commonly called “acacias”) species with feathery compound leaves that could be mistaken for honey mesquite and are potentially toxic. However, the acacia species generally have rounded inflorescences as opposed to the elongated spikes of mesquite. Most of the acacias in New Mexico have tiny leaflets, much smaller and arranged more compactly than those of mesquite. Acacias can have hooked or straight thorns depending on the species, while mesquite always has straight thorns. And lastly, acacia pods are smaller, darker, and woodier than mesquite pods.


  Identification: Honey mesquite is a small open shrub or tree with rough grayish bark and large thorns (sometimes over 2 inches) at the leaf axils. The alternate leaves are doubly compound; each leaf is split into two pinnae, each of which have 6–20 pairs of leaflets. The leaflets are larger and more spread out than many other legumes in our area. White flowers are arranged in compact spikes giving way to 4- to 10-inch-long straight or curved pods. Pods start out green but mature to a light tan color, sometimes with purple streaks. Mature pods are hard but have a somewhat spongy sugary pulp surrounding the seeds. Note: There are two varieties of N. glandulosa (some botanists split one variety into a different species, N. odorata) found in New Mexico, but both are treated here and have the same edible uses.
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  Range and habitat: Honey mesquite is common in the plains and deserts of southern and eastern New Mexico. It is not found in the higher mountains. Honey mesquite is sometimes known as a “native invasive” as it can take over overgrazed pastureland, vacant lots, and other opportunistic areas. Habitat preference skews toward disturbed or open grasslands, but large specimens can be found closer to bottomlands or streams.
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    Mesquite flowers and thorns at the leaf axils.


  Related edible species: Honey mesquite was formerly in the genus Prosopis but was split out into Neltuma and Strombocarpa as part of a reassessment of the former genus (which now only consists of “Old World” species) in 2022 [27]. While honey mesquite is by far the most common, there are others that were formerly in the Prosopis genus that are also edible. Velvet mesquite (N. velutina) is similar to N. glandulosa but is much less common and restricted to the southwestern corner in New Mexico. Screwbean mesquite (Strombocarpa pubescens) is a shrub or small tree found in floodplains and riparian areas in south central New Mexico with tightly corkscrewed pods.


 Uses/history/comments: Mesquite is ubiquitous in many parts of New Mexico. The mature dried pods are typically abundant in late summer and into early fall and can be gathered in large quantities. The young green pods in summer are also edible, but we rarely harvest these, preferring to wait for the mature pods.


  The mature pods are tan and dry when ripe and can be found on the tree or on the ground under the tree. After they drop, as long as it doesn’t rain significantly, the dried pods can be found well into fall and are edible as long as the insects or mold haven’t gotten to them. Insect infestations will be evident by small circular holes in the sides of the pods where the seeds are located. We still eat these pods sometimes, but if you’re going to store them, the infested pods will get further eaten. So, if you’re going to store them a while, kill off any insects by baking/drying in the oven for a few hours.


  Mesquite pod flavor can vary widely from tree to tree. Some trees produce sour flavors while others are sweet and caramel-like. Make note of the better-tasting trees as these are typically reliable in flavor from year to year. Take care to watch where you step and wear thick-soled shoes when harvesting mesquite as the large thorns from downed branches can go right through tennis shoes or sandals.


  You can either eat the pods on their own (where we typically spit out the hard seeds while chewing up the surrounding sugary pulp) or grind them into a flour to use in recipes. When making mesquite flour, make sure they are bone-dry as they otherwise tend to gum up blenders. Dry thoroughly in a dehydrator or oven then grind with a Vitamix, metate, or other manual grinding method. The whole pods can be ground into flour; you don’t have to remove the seeds. Then, run the flour through a fine-mesh strainer to make for a better texture and flavor when used in recipes. We use mesquite flour in baked goods, smoothies, and to make mesquite butter. Mesquite butter (mesquite flour mixed into melted butter at about a 1:3 ratio) is a trick we learned from our friend and fellow mesquite aficionado Sandeep Gyawali. It goes great on toast or can be used in any baking recipe to impart the rich mesquite flavor. Cheers Sandeep!


  

  RECIPE


  Mesquite Cookies


  Preheat oven to 350°F. Using a large mixing bowl, combine 1½ cups almond flour, ¼ cup maple syrup, ¼ cup melted coconut oil, ¼ cup mesquite flour, ⅓ cup shredded coconut, and a dash of salt and cinnamon. Mix well. Scoop out the dough and form small balls and flatten them on a parchment-lined cookie sheet. Bake for about 8 minutes until slightly browned on the edges.


  


  


  RETAMA (Parkinsonia aculeata)
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    Close-up of retama flowers and tiny leaflets (left) along the leaf pinnae.


  Family: Fabaceae


  [image: chpt_fig_019]

    Mature retama beans.


  Indigenous name: Not known by the authors


  Edible part and harvest time: Flowers are found spring through summer; green pods in summer, and mature pods in fall and into winter.


  Toxic look-alikes: None in New Mexico


  Identification: Retama is a small, weedy tree with a diffuse, feathery appearance. The branches are green, and the long, alternate leaves are twice pinnate. Each leaf has one or two pairs of long pinnae with numerous tiny leaflets. Sharp but short spines arise from the base of the leaves. The showy yellow flowers hang in clusters among the leaves, and each has a reddish spot on one of the five petals. The pods (up to 4 inches) are constricted and flattened between each bean and start out green and pliable and mature to dry, fibrous, and brown. There are up to eight small beans in each pod. Retama often retains last year’s old dry pods on the tree into the following season although the beans inside are usually rotten or desiccated by then.


  Range and habitat: Retama is not native to New Mexico but is native to neighboring Arizona and Texas; it has volunteered (and likely has been planted) in southern New Mexico, especially around Las Cruces [8]. It can be found roadside and along drainages.
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  Related edible species: None in New Mexico


  Uses/history/comments: Retama is an interesting, drought-tolerant pea family tree with edible flowers and beans. Though not an especially well-known edible, it is one of the most prolific wild food plants where it grows in southern New Mexico and was a staple for the Seri tribe of Mexico [28]. The bright yellow flowers in spring and summer are edible though bitter. We use them more as a garnish.


  The real gems, though, are the green pods in spring and summer. The beans can be removed and eaten raw when green and young or steamed or boiled. The pod itself is usually too fibrous and tough to eat unless very young so we typically just eat the beans inside. The green beans taste like soybeans. Cooked like edamame, they are excellent. Once the pods dry and turn brown in fall and winter, the beans can still be harvested, separated from the pods, and then soaked and cooked as with other beans. To harvest, pick the pods one by one off the tree; the pods don’t fall to the ground as easily as mesquite pods and are typically found hanging on the tree well into winter. Retama is abundant, the beans are available nearly year-round, and the flavor is excellent. These characteristics make for an excellent wild food.
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    Note the overall feathery appearance and green bark.


  

  RECIPE


  Retamame


  Young green retama pods (harvested in summer) are excellent prepared and eaten like edamame. Boil pods in salted water for 5 minutes or steam them for 5–10 minutes. After straining the cooked pods, toss with salt to taste and add spices if you wish. Our favorite spices to use for this are garlic powder, ginger powder, and/or crushed red pepper. After seasoning, eat the beans out of the pod and discard the pod as you would edamame. The pods themselves are bitter so seasoning helps.


  


  


  NEW MEXICO LOCUST (Robinia neomexicana)
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  Family: Fabaceae


  [image: chpt_fig_023]

    Paired hooked spines arising from the base of each leaf.


  Indigenous name: shashdą’ą’’ (Navajo) meaning “bear food”; tł’uguushade (Apache) meaning “hooked plant”; musap’e (Tewa) meaning “cat plant”


  Edible part and harvest time: Flowers are found spring and summer.


  Toxic look-alikes: Mescal bean (Dermatophyllum secundiflorum) is a potential look-alike and is highly toxic. Luckily, mescal bean and New Mexico locust only share range in the Guadalupe Mountains of southeastern New Mexico, though it’s possible both species could also be planted in landscaping near each other. Although the flower clusters look superficially similar (note that mescal bean has much darker, more purple flowers than the lighter pink New Mexico locust flowers), it’s easy to distinguish the species because New Mexico locust has paired thorns at the base of each leaf whereas mescal bean is thornless. Some sources say the seeds of New Mexico locust itself are toxic, so it’s best to avoid the pods and seeds.


  Identification: New Mexico locust is a small tree (up to about 25 feet) or shrub that can form dense thickets. The pinnate leaves each have 9–21 elliptic leaflets, which are typically pubescent on the underside of the leaf (less so on the top of the leaf). A pair of hooked spines arise from the base of each leaf. The fragrant flower clusters of pink pealike flowers are showy and prominent. The pods (up to 5 inches) are flat and typically hairy with several brown beans inside.


  Range and habitat: New Mexico locust is common in the mountains, canyons, and foothills nearly throughout New Mexico except for the eastern High Plains. It can form dense thickets at middle to high elevations and is often used in landscaping.
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  Related edible species: Though not native to New Mexico, *black locust (Robinia pseudoacacia) is both related to our native New Mexico locust and edible. Some authors claim that black locust is toxic, which is probably true for the roots and leaves. However, the white flowers and new green pods (cooked) of black locust are edible. Black locust is a common ornamental used in landscaping in the towns and cities of New Mexico, and it sometimes escapes into adjacent areas. There are also New Mexico locust and black locust hybrids used as ornamentals.


  Uses/history/comments: New Mexico locust provides an abundant and reliable source of edible flowers in spring and summer. These are one of our most common trailside snacks as nearly all mountainous hikes in New Mexico will cross paths with sizeable stands of New Mexico locust. We have seen acres of nearly impenetrable thickets of flowering New Mexico locust in the Gila National Forest, for example. Raw, the flowers are somewhat sweet and floral and lack bitterness.


  Aside from use as a trail snack, the large clusters make harvesting for later quick and easy, and typically a few flower clusters off a tree with more than twenty-five clusters make for a sustainable harvest. We like to use the flowers as edible decorations on baked goods and fried as fritters. The Mescalero Apache collect the flower clusters in summer and boil them to eat as a vegetable [4].


  

  RECIPE


  Chèvre-Stuffed Locust Flowers


    [image: chpt_fig_025]


  This simple little hors d’oeuvre is sweet and salty and makes a delicious and unique start to any meal. Collect as many New Mexico locust flowers as you’d like, and set out chèvre on a counter until it reaches room temperature. Remove individual flowers (with hairy calyx and pedicels still attached to keep the flowers intact) from the cluster of flowers and set aside. Make small chèvre balls and carefully open up the flower petals and place the ball of chèvre inside the flower and carefully close the petals. Place on a serving dish and drizzle honey on top.


  


  


  OAK (Quercus spp.)
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    Nearly ripe gray oak (Quercus grisea) acorns about to drop.


  Family: Fagaceae


  [image: chpt_fig_027]

    Green, unripe Gambell’s oak (Quercus gambelii) acorn.


  Indigenous name: tséch’il (Navajo) meaning “rock plant”; ‘ichích’ile (Apache); kwae (Tewa)


  Edible part and harvest time: Acorns ripen in fall.


  Toxic look-alikes: None in New Mexico


  Identification: Oaks are evergreen or deciduous, small to large trees (or sometimes shrubs) with dense wood. There is a wide variety of leaf shapes among oak species, ranging from untoothed to multilobed or serrated. The leaves are often leathery and thick and always simple and alternate. The non-showy flowers bloom in spring on the male and female catkins at the end of new branches. The acorns vary in size and shape depending on species but always have a scaly cap.


  Range and habitat: Oak species are present throughout New Mexico. From dry rocky habitats to ponderosa pine communities in the mountains to sand dunes of southeastern New Mexico, nearly every habitat in New Mexico has an oak species.


  Related edible species: All Quercus species native to the United States have edible acorns when processed correctly. In New Mexico, there are approximately fifteen species total throughout the state with at least a few species native to each ecoregion. Some of the most common include Q. gambelii (mountains and foothills throughout New Mexico), Q. grisea (grasslands and woodlands throughout New Mexico), Q. havardii (a shrubby species found in sand dunes of southeastern New Mexico), and Q. turbinella (juniper and oak woodlands mostly in western New Mexico). Because oak species hybridize readily, identification to the species level can be difficult.
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 Uses/history/comments: There is significant Quercus species diversity in New Mexico. All have edible acorns, but they require processing and cannot be eaten raw in quantity. However, several species can be eaten and enjoyed in small amounts raw, such as with Q. grisea and Q. havardii. Acorns drop to the ground when ripe so acorns still on the tree are not ready. Green acorns on the ground are typically infested or rotten. Inspect acorns for tiny holes, which could indicate a weevil larva is inside (although weevil larvae are edible and generally good). Harvest only clean-looking acorns. When you find a ripe, clean acorn, the tree you’re under typically has dropped many more ripe ones in the same area.


  Processing acorns is necessary to remove the bitter tannins found in varying concentrations depending on the oak species. There are two simple ways to process acorns: hot leaching and cold leaching. Hot leaching is faster, while cold leaching takes longer but leaves more nutritional value and flavor.


  To hot leach ripe acorns, remove the shells and add to a pot of filtered or spring water. Then bring to a boil. The water will turn a dark brown from the high tannin content. Pour off (decant) this brown water and add another round of fresh water and repeat the boiling and decanting process until the acorns no longer taste bitter. This usually takes about 8 rounds of boiling and decanting but can vary widely and is faster if you break the acorns into halves. They’ll be soft, darker brown, and non-bitter when done.


  Cold leaching is a similar process, but you use cold water and grind the acorns as finely as possible prior to leaching. It’s easiest to shell and grind the acorns after drying the whole unshelled acorns in the sun or a dehydrator. This lets the acorn nutmeat inside shrink so the shells are easier to crack. Grind the dried and shelled acorns in a metate or Vitamix; the finer the grind, the quicker it will leach. Then, soak the acorn meal in a large container filled with cold filtered or spring water (if you use chlorinated water, the flavor will be awful). We typically fill the container ¼ with acorn meal and ¾ with water. Let sit overnight in the refrigerator and then decant the leaching water in the morning. Add clean water and repeat the process daily until the acorn meal is no longer bitter. Sometimes this takes a week or so but can be faster depending on species. There is also a fast cold-leaching method that involves percolating clean water through a thin layer of acorn meal. Beverly R. Ortiz and and Julia F. Parker’s It Will Live Forever: Traditional Yosemite Indian Acorn Preparation delves into this method in detail. Once leached, pour the acorn meal onto a layered cheesecloth, and dehydrate. Then run the dried meal through a blender once more to produce a fine acorn flour. Acorn flour can be used for porridge, baking, or as a batter for frying.
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  A full-grown shin-oak (Quercus havardii) shrub in the sand dunes of southeastern New Mexico.


    Our favorite of the New Mexico acorn species we’ve tried are Q. grisea (gray oak) and Q. havardii (shin-oak) due to flavor, abundance, ease of harvesting/processing, and lower tannin content. These two species belong to the white oak group, which are generally easier to process. The red oak group (which includes Q. emoryi and Q. hypoleucoides in New Mexico) are more time consuming to process due to a skin (called the testa) that adheres to the nutmeat even after drying. The testa is papery and bitter so should be removed. For an in-depth account of processing and using various acorns from other oak groups, pick up a copy of Samuel Thayer’s Nature’s Garden.


  

  RECIPE


  Acorn-Battered Trout


  Mix 1 cup of leached acorn flour with 1 tsp. black pepper and a dash of salt in a mixing bowl. Use this to coat about 1–2 lb. of trout. Fry in oil on high for a few minutes on each side until the fish is cooked through.


  


  


  WALNUT (Juglans spp.)


  [image: chpt_fig_030]

    Juglans major fruit in early fall.


  Family: Juglandaceae


  [image: chpt_fig_031]

    Juglans microcarpa with much smaller walnuts.


  Indigenous name: ha’ałtsédii (Navajo) meaning “that which is cracked”; haałtsédé (Apache) meaning “that which one breaks with a rock”; ko’onto (Tewa) meaning “buffalo nut”


  Edible part and harvest time: Walnuts ripen in fall.


  Toxic look-alikes: While the fruits don’t look alike, the pinnately compound leaves and general habit of the invasive “tree-of-heaven” (Ailanthus altissima) can be confused for a walnut species. However, because you are looking for the fruits when you are harvesting walnuts, this is not typically an issue because the winged samaras of Ailanthus are the furthest thing from a walnut. At worst case, you may think you found a walnut grove in spring/summer, only to be sorely disappointed in fall. To prevent this identification error, look for a typically greater number of leaflets on Ailanthus leaves (about 10–40 pairs) compared to 9–25 leaflet pairs for our native walnuts. Ailanthus leaflets are also wider than our walnut leaflets and they smell like rancid peanut butter.


  Identification: Our native walnut species range from medium (J. major) to small (J. microcarpa) trees, but all have deciduous, pinnate leaves with serrated leaflets and spherical fruits/nuts. The bark is often furrowed or scaly. The pinnate leaves have 9–25 serrated leaflets depending on species, and flowers are arranged in catkins like pecan. The nuts have indehiscent husks, meaning the husks do not split open and release the nuts as with pecans. The hard nut shells are furrowed on the exterior unlike pecans, which are smooth. The nuts, without husk, range from about 1.5 inches (J. major) to 0.5 inches (J. microcarpa) in diameter.


  [image: chpt_fig_032]

  
  Range and habitat: J. major is generally found in mountains and foothills in northern and southern New Mexico, while J. microcarpa can grow in the deserts of southern New Mexico. Both species are often found along wet-weather drainages, creek beds, or canyons.


  Related edible species: There are two native walnuts found in New Mexico (J. major and J. microcarpa) and one nonnative J. nigra (black walnut). J. nigra has larger nuts while J. major and J. microcarpa have nuts often less than half the size. J. nigra has escaped in Bandelier National Monument and a few other adjacent areas and may be planted in urban areas. It is native to the eastern United States.
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    Walnuts on the ground in fall. Both green and brown fruits will have ripe walnuts inside.


 Uses/history/comments: First things first: Finding a fat, whole, walnut like those you buy at the store is not going to happen on your next foraging adventure. Our native walnut species have smaller nuts with incredibly hard and thick shells making it impossible to extract an intact walnut. More likely, you will be picking small pieces of walnut meat out of the shell after smashing it open. You’ll first have to remove the exterior green or brown hull from the shell, which does not simply separate and fall off like with pecans and hickories. And fair warning: The hulls stain everything including hands, fingernails, and clothes, so be careful or use gloves. Some people peel the hull from the shell, but we usually just smash the walnut (hull and all) with a rock or hammer against a concrete or rock anvil. If done with sufficient force, this will crack the nut, plus the hull will split away from the shell. After cracking, use a pick or pocketknife to remove small pieces of walnut. You will likely have to continue smashing the shell to get the small morsels out. Ripe walnuts will fall to the ground, so you won’t need to reach high into the trees to harvest. Look for green or brown walnuts on the ground (the nut inside is still good even when brown) in fall and then dehull after harvesting.


  The flavor of our native walnuts is excellent, but the difficulty in getting a substantial amount to eat makes them less sought-after than the more abundant and easier to obtain pecan. However, there’s another use for our native walnuts that does not involve the nut-meat but rather the hull. Nocino is essentially an alcohol extract of young green walnuts (in early to midsummer before the shells have hardened) with a few variable additives. Walnut hulls also have a long history of medicinal use. They are primarily used as antihelminthics (antiparasitics) to help expel parasites from the body. Tinctures or powders of the hull are used for this purpose, but a strong nocino will likely have a similar (but tastier) effect.


  

  RECIPE


  Nocino


  In early summer, harvest 20–30 young, green walnuts that are still easy to cut through because their hard shells have not developed. Using your least favorite cutting board and gloves (due to staining), quarter them using a sharp knife. Add to a large glass jar (that has a lid or cap) with 2 cinnamon sticks, 5 cloves, 1-inch vanilla bean, zest from one lemon, and 2 cups of sugar. Then pour 4 cups (or enough to cover the walnuts) of pure, unflavored vodka into the jar. Cap the jar and shake, then leave this mixture at room temperature for about 6 weeks, shaking daily. It will turn black over time. Carefully strain the liquid into bottles through a cheesecloth or similar to remove the solids. Tightly capped bottles will have a long shelf life (years) if stored in a cool, dry, dark place. The flavor is fairly bitter after bottling but mellows over time. We have also made nocino using the older green hulls after the nut has matured inside with similar results. Nocino is


  


  


  LITTLE-LEAF MULBERRY (Morus microphylla)
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  PIÑON PINE (Pinus edulis)
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  CHOKECHERRY (Prunus virginiana)
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  *SIBERIAN ELM (Ulmus pumila)
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  APPENDIX A: ABBREVIATED LIST OF OTHER WILD EDIBLE PLANTS IN NEW MEXICO


  While this book details many of the more common and abundant wild edible plants in New Mexico, we couldn’t cover everything. The following is an abbreviated list of other edible wild plant species in New Mexico that didn’t quite make the cut. This list is by no means exhaustive.


  An asterisk (*) denotes an invasive or otherwise nonnative species.


  Trees


  Maples (Acer spp.)


  Crabapple (Malus spp.)


  Hawthorn (Crataegus spp.)


  *Black locust (Robinia pseudoacacia)


  Shrubs/Vines


  Iodinebush (Allenrolfea occidentalis)


  Wild hops (Humulus lupulus)


  Texas madrone (Arbutus xalapensis)


  Graham’s nipple cactus (Mammillaria grahamii)


  Lotebush (Condaliopsis obtusifolia)


  Hoptree (Ptelea trifoliata)


  Herbs/Wildflowers/Forbs


  Giant ragweed (Ambrosia trifida)


  Whitestem blazingstar (Mentzelia albicaulis)


  Amoreuxia (Amoreuxia palmatifida)


  White-puff (Oligomeris linifolia)


  Milkweed (Asclepias spp.)


  Indian breadroot (Pediomelum hypogaeum)


  *Smotherweed (Bassia scoparia)


  Tepary bean (Phaseolus acutifolius)


  Bistort (Bistorta spp.)


  Devil’s claw (Proboscidea spp.)


  *Mustard (Brassica spp.)


  Tuber starwort (Pseudostalleria jamesiana)


  Winecups (Callirhoe involucrata)


  Wild sage (Salvia spp.)


  Bellflower (Campanula spp.)


  Brookweed (Samolus spp.)


  Bittercress (Cardamine spp.)


  Stonecrop (Sedum spp.)


  Fireweed (Chamaenerion angustifolium)


  Sea purslane (Sesuvium verrucosum)


  Spring-beauty (Claytonia spp.)


  Wild potato (Solanum jamesii)


  *Coriander (Coriandrum sativum)


  Goldenrod (Solidago spp.)


  *Chufa (Cyperus esculentus)


  *Sow-thistle (Sonchus spp.)


  Dogweed (Dyssodia papposa)


  Globemallow (Sphaeralcea spp.)


  Seep monkeyflower (Erythranthe guttata)


  Prince’s-plume (Stanleya pinnata)


  Hog-potato (Hoffmannseggia spp.)


  *Chickweed (Stellaria media)


  Gayfeather (Liatris punctata)


  Jewel-flower (Streptanthus spp.)


  Honeysuckle (Lonicera spp.)


  Twisted-stalk (Streptopus amplexifolius)


  Solomon’s plume (Maianthemum racemosum)


  Clover (Trifolium spp.)


  Aquatics


  Wapato (Sagittaria latifolia)




   
      
  APPENDIX B: HELPFUL RESOURCES AND ADDITIONAL READING


  Foraging is a lifelong pursuit. We encourage everyone to learn from as many different teachers/sources as possible. Check out classes run by other local foragers, research online, and acquire as many foraging and plant identification books as possible. The following is a list of other resources (available at the time of publication) that we recommend for furthering your hands-on foraging knowledge:


  New Mexico–Based Companies/Organizations Offering Local Edible Plant Walks


  Albuquerque Herbalism (Albuquerque, NM—www.albuquerqueherbalism.com)


  Dryland Wilds (Albuquerque, NM—www.drylandwilds.com)


  The Backyard Forager (Santa Fe, NM—www.backyardforager.com)


  Notes: While it is not focused on edible plants, also consider joining the Native Plant Society of New Mexico (www.npsnm.org). And of course, respectfully, and humbly learning from Indigenous friends and neighbors (if they want to share) is always enlightening.


  Books


  Botany in a Day by Tom Elpel


  Cacti of Texas and Neighboring States by Del Weniger


  Common Flora of the Playa Lakes by David A. Haukos and Loren Smith


  Edible and Useful Plants of Texas and the Southwest by Delena Tull


  Edible Wild Plants: A North American Field Guide by Thomas Elias and Peter Dykeman


  Edible Wild Plants: Eastern/Central North America by Lee Allen Peterson


  Flora Neomexicana III by Kelly W. Allred and Eugene M. Jercinovic


  Flowering Plants of Trans-Pecos Texas and Adjacent Areas by A. Michael Powell and Richard D. Worthington


  The Forager’s Harvest by Samuel Thayer


  Healing Herbs of the Upper Rio Grande: Traditional Medicine of the Southwest by L. S. M. Curtin


  It Will Live Forever: Traditional Yosemite Indian Acorn Preparation by Beverly R. Ortiz and Julia F. Parker


  Los Remedios: Traditional Herbal Remedies of the Southwest by Michael Moore


  Medicinal Plants of the Desert and Canyon West by Michael Moore


  Medicinal Plants of the Mountain West by Michael Moore


  Nanise’: A Navajo Herbal: One Hundred Plants from the Navajo Reservation by Barbara Bayless Lacy and Vernon O. Mayes


  Nature’s Garden by Samuel Thayer


  Plants of the Rocky Mountains by Linda Kershaw, Andy MacKinnon, and Jim Pojar


  Poisonous Plants of the United States by Walter C. Muenscher


  Southwest Foraging by John Slatterly


  Trees and Shrubs of the Trans-Pecos and Adjacent Areas by A. Michael Powell


  Trees, Shrubs, and Woody Vines of the Southwest by Robert A. Vines


  The Useful Wild Plants of Texas, the Southeastern and Southwestern United States, the Southern Plains, and Northern Mexico, Vols. 1–4 by Scooter Cheatham, Marshall Conring Johnston, and Lynn Marshall


  Weeds of the West by Larry C. Burrill, Steven A. Dewey, David W. Cudney, B. E. Nelson, and Tom D. Whitson


  Wild Edible Plants of New Mexico by Charles W. Kane


  Wild Plants and Native Peoples of the Four Corners by William W. Dunmire and Gail D. Tierney


  Wild Plants of the Pueblo Province: Exploring Ancient and Enduring Uses by William W. Dunmire and Gail D. Tierney


  Wildflowers of the Western Plains by Zoe M. Kirkpatrick


  Online Resources


  BONAP’s North American Plant Atlas (www.bonap.net/Napa/Genus/Traditional/County)


  The Biota of North America Program (BONAP) maintains a digital North American Plant Atlas that consists of county-level distribution maps for each species in the United States. While not perfect, this is usually where we start if we’re trying to identify a new-to-us plant (assuming we know the genus or at least family to start with). This easily eliminates many out-of-range possibilities. The maps also show which plants are native, invasive, or rare/threatened/endangered in each county. The BONAP North American Plant Atlas covers the entire continental United States and can be used to equal effect around the country.


  Flora of North America (www.efloras.org)


  The Flora of North America (FNA) has helpful keys to most plant families in the United States. Not all of the treatments are complete yet so you may not be able to use this resource to identify everything you come across, but it’s an excellent resource for those genera that it does cover (and will get better as more treatments are completed). If you’re interested in botanical keys or want to learn more about the minute or technical differences between two species in the same genus, this is where to look.


  iNaturalist (www.inaturalist.org)


  iNaturalist is a citizen science project and online social network for naturalists, citizen scientists, and biologists built on the concept of mapping and sharing observations of biodiversity across the world. We find it useful as a way to “journal” observations by uploading photos we take so we can keep track of where we see each species. On top of that, other iNaturalist users, including taxonomic experts, can help verify identifications for your observations. It’s also helpful for finding out where certain plants grow in your area. iNaturalist has a machine-learning aspect to it so that when you upload a photo, an algorithm will suggest identifications based on other observations in the iNaturalist database. The algorithm is continuously improving and is already fairly accurate if good pictures are taken of leaves, flowers, or fruits. However, use it wisely. For one, it is not completely accurate, and secondly, if you rely on the algorithm, you will learn almost nothing about how to identify plants or use field botany techniques (both crucial skills for foraging). We recommend using iNaturalist primarily for journaling and secondarily for identification after you have exhausted other identification methods (i.e., consulting field guides, local experts). Never eat a plant solely based on the iNaturalist identification algorithm.




   
      
  APPENDIX C: ILLUSTRATED GLOSSARY AND BOTANICAL TERMINOLOGY


  Common Leaf Arrangements (Figure 1)
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  Common Leaf Shapes (Figure 2)
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  Common Leaf Types (Figure 3)
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  Common Leaf Margins (Figure 4)
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  Common Inflorescence Types (Figure 5)
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  Cross Section of a Generalized Flower (Figure 6)


  [image: bck_fig_006]

  
  Flowers of the Sunflower Family (Asteraceae) (Figure 7)
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  Husband-and-wife team Eric M. Knight and Stacy M. Coplin are foragers and environmental educators from Austin, Texas. They are passionate about incorporating wild foods into their daily lives and helping others do the same. They are the authors of Falcon Guide’s Foraging Texas and founded Local Leaf, LLC (www.local-leaf.com), through which they lead plant walks and offer plant surveys on private properties.


  Other books in the FalconGuides Foraging series:


  Foraging Arizona: Finding, Identifying, and Preparing Edible Wild Foods in Arizona by Christopher Nyerges


  Foraging California: Finding, Identifying, and Preparing Edible Wild Foods in California, Third Edition by Christopher Nyerges


  Foraging Texas: Finding, Identifying, and Preparing Edible Wild Foods in Texas by Eric M. Knight and Stacy M. Coplin
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