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


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


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



   Synonyms: Seaside plantain, shore greens


  Uses: Cooked vegetable, salad ingredient


  Range: Seashores throughout New England


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


  Best time: Late May through August


  Status: Common


  Tools needed: None




  Goose tongue is related to the common plantain (see page 189). The difference between the two is in the leaves: Common plantain has wide leaves with prominent veins; goose tongue has slender, fleshy leaves. Also, goose tongue leaves have a deep indentation their entire length. A cross section of one of the 4- to 8-inch leaves would look like the cross section of a common house gutter. The seed stalk is shorter than that of the common plantain, rarely exceeding 10 inches. Goose tongue usually grows in dense colonies, ranging from slightly below to slightly above the high-tide line. Sometimes, especially on rocky, inhospitable shores, goose tongue plants grow singly.


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

  


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


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


  
    RECIPES


    When boiling goose tongue, use a scant amount of water; the leaves need not be covered. Boiling any green this way is similar to steaming in a commercially manufactured food steamer. Once the leaves darken (the same way some green beans darken when cooked) and become limp, drain the greens and serve. A bit of butter and a lick of ground pepper go well with goose tongue. Some enjoy a dash of cider vinegar. My suggestion is to sample the greens first, sans vinegar, and then, if desired, try a splash of vinegar. Watch the salt, though. Even after thorough rinsing in freshwater (a must for all greens, especially those from the seashore), goose tongue retains a slight salty taste.


    Some people like their shore greens in a salad, either in addition to other ingredients or as the main ingredient. Either way, the leaves should be chopped first. The easiest way to accomplish this is to use scissors, as when cutting chives.

  


  Although goose tongue is common and abundant, it won’t remain so if we harvest it indiscriminately. The trick is not to pull the plant up by its roots. Instead, trim the individual leaves. This is easily accomplished by snapping them with thumb and forefinger, like a fresh, crisp green bean. And it’s good policy to take only the largest leaves, leaving the smaller leaves to grow and sustain the plant.


  Not everyone has my good fortune to live so near the seashore. My grocery shopping sometimes consists of a visit to the store for bread and staples and a stop at the local goose tongue bed on the way home. Steamed goose tongue, along with whatever is in season in my vegetable garden, is a common summertime meal at my place.


  

  FREEZING


  Goose tongue makes a superior frozen vegetable. Blanch the greens in boiling water, drain, and immediately drop them in ice-cold water to cool. When thoroughly cooled, drain the greens again, put them in freezer bags, and the job is completed. Frozen goose tongue easily lasts a full year in the freezer. It pleases me to no end to sit in my tiny kitchen and watch the nor’easters howl outside while I dine on steamed goose tongue. I can think of no finer way to re-create the essence of summer!
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 ORACHE Atriplex patula


 
    Uses: Cooked vegetable, salad ingredient


  Range: Widespread above the high-tide line along the entire New England seacoast


  Similarity to toxic species: None


  Best time: June through September


  Status: Common and plentiful


  Tools needed: None



  A member of the goosefoot family, orache is a generally symmetrical, bushy plant—although sometimes plants growing in shade or on windswept, bare spots are scrawny and prostrate. Orache can grow to 2 feet in height, and the leaves are the key to identification. Roughly similar to leaves of lamb’s-quarters (see page 44), orache leaves have fewer teeth. In essence the leaf is shaped like an arrowhead, with the “barbs” pointing out to the side. The leaf, especially the bottom, is coated with a grainy-feeling powder that can be wiped off with the fingers. The insignificant flowers grow in the leaf axils.


  
    FORAGER NOTE: Wild vegetables should be carefully tended, just like fresh fish, from the time they are gathered until they reach the table.

  


  Orache leaves are easily stirred into motion by the slightest sea breeze when, like quaking aspens, they expose their light-colored undersides. This habit makes them easy to identify, even from a great distance. Of all the wild seaside vegetables, orache is the most dependable; it is literally everywhere, no matter if the beach is rocky or muddy, gravelly or smooth.


  
    RECIPE


    Pick the leaves and tender stem tips, rinse, and drop in a little boiling water. Cook until the orache becomes dark, like spinach. Use plenty of fresh orache to begin with—it loses its bulk in cooking. Drain well and serve with butter, salt, and ground black pepper.

  


  Orache prefers the immediate high-tide line, often growing among, around, and through the various clumps of driftwood, dried seaweed, and other types of flotsam found there. No seaborne material, no matter how dense, seems able to smother the hardy and determined orache.


  A handmade brown ash basket is my favorite container when picking orache. Placing the leaves and tender tips (the stems are edible too, as long as they are tender and thin) in a bag seems to compact them, making them more difficult to separate for rinsing later. If the weather is hot and humid, my orache leaves go into an ice-filled cooler upon returning to the car.


  Orache has a sweetness akin to the most tender young spinach, but with none of the strong aftertaste. Orache does, however, have a distinctly ethereal dimension to its flavor—something best appreciated in the manner of a wine taster sipping the wine and then breathing through the nose. Take one forkful of orache, slowly chew and swallow, and, before taking another bite, examine the flavor sensed on the back of the tongue.


  Orache is a big hit with participants in my seaside wild-plant walks. We usually try to pick and identify enough plants to provide a wild-food meal upon returning to my place. Orache, being the most abundant, yields an immediate reward for the first-time forager. It is easy to pick a basket- or bagful in short order. And though everything is new and different to most of these folks, it is the orache that elicits the most comments at the end of the meal.


  Some years ago a local plant company offered orache seeds in its annual catalog. Although this wasn’t exactly the same orache as grows by the sea, the company included a glowing description of the sweet flavor. It seemed a good idea to try and grow this cultivated orache at home and circumvent the short drive to the seashore. But the stuff didn’t grow well, was highly prone to insect infestation, and, most important, didn’t taste nearly as good as the “real thing.” Sometimes we really can’t improve on nature.


  

  FREEZING


  Orache freezes well. Blanch, cool, drain, and place in plastic bags for freezing. No store-bought frozen vegetable can compare.


  

  
    RECIPE


    Try cider vinegar on steamed or boiled orache, though it tends to cover up the fine flavor of the plant.
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 SEA BLITE Suaeda maritima



   Uses: Trail nibble, cooked vegetable, salad ingredient


  Range: Entire New England seashore, near the high-tide line


  Similarity to toxic species: None


  Best time: June through August


  Status: Common and abundant


  Tools needed: None



  
    RECIPE


    A bit of chopped sea blite adds an interesting, pleasant dimension to any salad. Rinse, cut into small bits with kitchen shears, and sprinkle over the salad.

  


  Drifts of bluish-green sea blite dot the upper reaches of most beaches. A member of the goosefoot family, sea blite can live in gravel, in sand, and even among rocks and boulders. A spreading plant, soft and vine-like, sea blite rarely stands more than 1 foot tall. More often the individual branches hug the ground. The tiny, alternate leaves are round and pointed, reminding the landlubber of any of the various species of spruce. But unlike spruce, sea blite is not prickly. Instead it is soft and tender, succulent-like. Sea blite has tiny yellowish-green flowers tucked in the leaf axils.


  Sea blite is easily picked by snapping the vine-like branches with your fingers. By picking only a few sprigs from each plant, it is possible to impart a manicured look to the plants without doing any harm whatsoever. Be sure not to pull sea blite up by its roots.


  Most foragers like their sea blite boiled or steamed. While it is indeed a fine potherb, it has several other uses that should not be overlooked.


  [image: image] Trail food: Sea blite is a superior trail nibble. The tender tips, stems, and leaves are great to chew on while walking the beach, searching for other seaside edibles. Sea blite is quite salty, especially raw. But it isn’t as salty as salted peanuts, potato chips, or any of the popular jerky products. And salt in sea blite, being sea salt, is full of important trace elements, as opposed to common table salt, which may or may not contain only added iodine.


  
    RECIPE


    Rinsed, chopped sea blite makes a perfectly good boiled vegetable. It cooks fully in about ten minutes. Some authorities recommend cooking in two waters (boiling twice) to remove the salty taste. That salty taste, though, is what makes sea blite stand out among the seaside vegetables. Circumventing the salt taste is kind of like cooking rhubarb stalks with so much sugar that none of the tart, mouth-puckering flavor remains. It is the tartness, after all, that makes rhubarb unique. And so it is with sea blite—salt fanciers take note.

  


  EXTRA RECIPE


  My favorite use of sea blite is in a seaside stir-fry. Used alone or with any of the seaside edible plants mentioned here, sea blite comes alive in a hot wok. The ratio of one plant to another is entirely a matter of personal choice and, of course, availability. No matter. Some things are best when not reduced to ounces, cups, or teaspoons. The pure off-the-cuff seaside stir-fry is a thing of beauty, a one-of-a-kind work of art.
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 BEACH PEA Lathyrus japonicus



   Uses: Trail nibble, cooked vegetable


  Range: Widespread along the entire New England coast, slightly above the high-tide line


  Similarity to toxic species: Beach pea bears a slight resemblance to vetchling (L. palustris). Vetchling generally, but not always, has a winged stem, as does its relative, that favorite shrub of landscapers, euonymus. The beach pea is easy to differentiate from other members of the Lathyrus genus, however, because it produces peas in pods that are identical in every way to cultivated peas except that they are tiny.


  Best time: June and July


  Status: Common and widespread


  Tools needed: None



  The beach pea is a vining plant, with leaves that can be either opposite or alternate. In my part of Maine, most beach peas have opposite leaves and are easily identified because the leaves, rather than splaying out, are held up, nearly touching each other. The showy, pealike flowers range in color from purple to pink to violet. The fruits are borne in seedpods that look like miniature garden pea pods.


  Beach peas are at their peak of ripeness for only a short time. Sometimes it takes many trips to the beach pea bed to determine when the peas will be ripe. And as often as not, something comes up; our nonforaging lives interfere, and by the time we return to pick the beach peas, they are gone by, tough and insipid. But that is what makes them so hauntingly desirable.


  
    FORAGER NOTE: Because beach peas lose some of their sweetness when cool, it is best to serve them hot.

  


  Barring the luxury of being able to visit the beach pea stand periodically, it helps to keep records, much as canny gardeners keep track of the first and last frosts, when the first tomato comes off ripe, and when the first mess of peas is ready. But the seasons in New England are notorious for being unpredictable. And unpredictable is a fit term to describe beach peas.


  For all that, beach peas have another trait that makes them less than popular among visitors to the seashore: The individual peas are so tiny, it takes an unduly long time to shell enough for a good meal. That said, it is important to remember that the more effort a project requires, the more the finished product is appreciated.


  Beach peas impress me with their tenacity. One of my old favorite beach pea stands is on a rocky, windswept slope. Here the pea vines twine around huge boulders and among giant timbers from long-forgotten piers that succumbed to some ancient hurricane. How anything can thrive in this repressive environment is beyond me. But the beach peas do. What’s more, they seem to like it!


  Once, the youngsters in our foraging group became enthralled with beach peas. The peas, happily, were at the peak of perfection, and the kids picked a colossal bunch. We adults made it clear that it would be their job to shell the peas upon returning home. Surprisingly the children tackled the job and stuck to it like troupers, without complaining once. When the full wild meal was served, the kids got first crack at the boiled beach peas. I’m sure they were no better than any other peas these youngsters had tasted, but their hands-on experience made all the difference in the world. What a great lesson in cause and effect and the value of diligence.


  
    RECIPE


    When preparing a complex meal, save the beach peas for last. When everything is nearly done, pour the shelled peas into boiling water and cook for about ten minutes. Serve immediately.

  


  [image: image] Trail food: At the height of ripeness, fresh beach peas are pretty good raw, as trail nibbles. When past their prime, however, and the pods turn yellow and are tinted with red streaks, the peas become tough and insipid, better suited as ammo for peashooters than table fare.


  Beach peas can be frozen, but why bother? Take my advice and eat beach peas fresh, on the day they are picked. Then they can become part of an annual ritual, the beach pea feast. Little things like this are all-important pieces in the great puzzle that is the forager’s year.
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 SEA-ROCKET Cakile edentula



   Uses: Trail nibble, salad ingredient, cooked vegetable


  Range: Widespread at or above the high-tide line along most of the Atlantic coast, including all of New England


  Similarity to toxic species: None


  Best time: June through August


  Status: Common and plentiful


  Tools needed: None



  Sea-rocket, a member of the mustard family, is found just above the high-tide line. Its sprawling habit, as well as its dark green, fleshy leaves and succulent stems, make identification easy.


  
    RECIPE


    Besides nibbling the tender stems, terminal ends, buds, flowers, and seedpods straight from the plant, sea-rocket can be finely cut and added to salads. Using only a small amount will impart a flavor that is well defined yet not overpowering. Uninitiated guests may wonder, but they will never guess the source of this clean, interesting flavor.

  


  
    RECIPE


    For a fine vegetable, boil sea-rocket for ten minutes. The cooking process dissipates some of the pungency. Serve drained with salt, pepper, and perhaps butter.

  


  The shiny, smooth, leathery-looking leaves have irregular, coarse teeth with few if any sharp edges. The tiny purple or blue flowers have four petals, each one cleft at the end. They appear in summer, followed by the distinct, two-parted seedpods that mark the beginning of the end of the season for this estimable seaside plant.


  That sea-rocket is one of the mustards is made convincingly evident by its piquant taste. This sharp flavor is not at all unlike the hot mustard paste served in Asian restaurants, which is why those who enjoy hot mustard should make every effort to become acquainted with sea-rocket. Those who dislike mustard are advised to give the plant a wide berth.


  [image: image] Trail food: As a trail nibble (for mustard lovers, that is), sea-rocket excels. It ranks high among my favorites. My fondness for fresh sea-rocket is such that my passing along the beach can be marked by the destruction wreaked on the youngest and most tender sea-rocket plants. I have found that too much sea-rocket can trigger mild indigestion. That’s a small price, though, for such a heady indulgence.


  
    RECIPE


    Sea-rocket makes an excellent addition to a stir-fry. Combine a small handful of chopped sea-rocket with a cup or more of chopped purslane, and quickly stir-fry the two over high heat. Sweet-and-sour sauce and soy sauce are optional; mustard sauce is definitely not needed.
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  GLASSWORT Salicornia spp.


  


   Uses: Trail nibble, salad ingredient, cooked vegetable


  Range: Widespread along the New England seacoast, tidal rivers, and streams


  Similarity to toxic species: None


  Best time: June through September


  Status: Common


  Tools needed: None



  
    FORAGER NOTE: Foragers wishing to indoctrinate others into the myriad pleasures of foraging should select glasswort as the initial wild plant. No one in my experience has ever responded in other than a positive manner when first sampling glasswort.

  


  Glasswort grows in dense colonies, always where it can be touched by extreme high tide and sometimes where it is regularly immersed. A member of the goose-foot family, glasswort is interesting to observe throughout the growing season because the change in appearance as the plant matures is so dramatic. As opposed to, say, a tomato—which even as a seedling has all the characteristics of an adult—immature glass-wort plants resemble single, naked nubs. As the season progresses, glasswort (remember that since glass-wort grows in massive colonies, the change is not so much a singular event as it is a mass occurrence) gains height as it sprouts branches. The overall effect is like a bed of moss slowly transforming into a forest of fir trees. And while early in the season glasswort sports shades of brilliant lime green, toward the end of summer the shading turns to olive drab and, finally, to orange.


  
    FORAGER NOTE: Look for glasswort beginning in June, when the plants are 4 or 5 inches tall (glasswort can reach a height of 12 inches, but that is toward the end of the season). They are not worth picking earlier.

  


  The two glassworts of most value to New England foragers are dwarf glasswort (S. bigelovii) and slender glasswort (S. europaea). The differences between the two are that dwarf glasswort branches are relatively short and stubby, while slender glasswort has longer, more slender branches. Note that some plants may never develop branches, remaining as solitary, slender spikes the entire season. Glass-wort flowers, which grow in the axils (or joints) of the plant, are tiny and hardly noticeable.


  A third variety, woody glasswort (S. virginica), exists in southern New England, but the dwarf and slender types are better suited to the forager’s needs. In northern New England the forager is more likely to encounter the dwarf variety.


  To my mind, glasswort is a dinosaur, primitive and ancient. But my fascination with this weird-looking plant doesn’t end with its physical characteristics. Its salty-sweet flavor beckons me to stop, find a comfortable place to sit or recline, and graze for a while.


  [image: image] Trail food: Glasswort is utterly delicious raw. The serious nibbler should select the most tender tips and branches. These are quite brittle and snap easily between thumb and forefinger.


  
    RECIPE


    Nibble the fresh plant at the seashore, and pick some more to take home for a salad. The salad may be entirely composed of glasswort, or the glasswort may be mixed with other seaside goodies. Consider a combination of sea blite, glasswort, sea-rocket, orache, and goose tongue. Sprinkled with some balsamic vinegar and topped with freshly ground black pepper, this seaside potpourri could make you a legendary forager in your own time!

  


  EXTRA RECIPE


  Cook glasswort for ten minutes and serve as a hot vegetable.
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 SILVERWEED Potentilla anserina



   Uses: Trail nibble, cooked vegetable


  Range: Common locally throughout New England; silverweed prefers rocky, gravelly shores, at or somewhat below the high-tide line.


  Similarity to toxic species: Silverweed leaves bear a slight resemblance to tansy, which contains a toxic oil. The forager should encounter no difficulties in identification, though, because tansy is an upright plant, while silverweed bears prostrate stems.


  Best time: July through September


  Status: Common


  Tools needed: While the edible roots can be harvested by digging with the fingers, a garden trowel or three-pronged, handheld weeder is recommended.



  Silverweed, a member of the rose family, sports leaves that are silvery underneath. They are divided, with coarse, sharp-toothed leaflets that grow opposite each other, with the larger leaflets on top and the smaller near the base. The yellow flowers have five petals. The white roots are shiny and fleshy.


  The silverweed on my local seashore grows in the most difficult areas to harvest: the sharp gravel between rocks and boulders. This is not so everywhere, thankfully. Still, given my situation, a handful of silverweed roots harvested with the hands represents lots of hard work. It seems I never remember to carry a digging tool.


  Oddly, historical reference to coastal residents eating silverweed is lacking. None of the old-timers of my acquaintance even seem to know what silverweed is. Here, then, is a “new” plant for today’s forager. Enjoy!


  [image: image] Trail food: Because of the difficulty (for me) involved in harvesting a good supply of silverweed root, I have become accustomed to eating it raw. The crisp texture and sweet flavor make it a favorite trail nibble. Nobody else, as far as I know, eats raw silverweed roots. That is their loss. My motto is, “If it tastes good raw, eat it raw.”


  
    RECIPE


    Boil the starchy roots for up to twenty minutes before serving. Salt, pepper, and butter complement this vegetable. And despite my preference for raw silverweed roots, the cooked product is delicious and well worth the effort involved.
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 NORTHERN BAY Myrica pensylvanica


 
    Uses: Spice, flavor additive


  Range: Northern bay is found throughout New England, rarely more than a mile from the coast and often at the water’s edge. It prefers infertile soil.


  Similarity to toxic species: None


  Best time: June through September


  Status: Common and abundant


  Tools needed: None



  Before writing this entry, I sat down to a hearty ham and lima bean soup, seasoned with northern bay leaves. The leaves were picked last summer, dried, and stored in a glass jar in my cupboard. Now, fortified with the essence of that noble spice, it seems proper to write about it.


  
    FORAGER NOTE: Don’t store bay leaves in plastic bags; it could cause the leaves to sweat and lose some of their essential oil—and with it, much of their flavor.

  


  Hardly a schoolchild lives who hasn’t heard of how the early colonists made candles from bayberry wax. The bay also yielded soap to our early settlers—bay wax saponifies well, making a fine soap. Interestingly, little if anything is recorded in the history books about the culinary aspects of northern bay.

  
 [image: image]

 
  Although northern bay, a member of the wax myrtle family, rarely grows more than 10 feet tall, certain venerable specimens attain heights of better than 20 feet. The so-called berries (really nutlets) are coated with a bluish-white, aromatic wax and should not be eaten. Instead, it is the leaves that are edible. These average between 2 and 3 inches long and are shiny on both sides, especially on the upper surface. In fact, they are so shiny that in order to photograph a bay shrub in full sunlight, you need to use a polarizer to cut the glare. The leaves have a few shallow indentations, or notches, near the end that give a slightly toothed appearance. Also, the leaves are broader at the end than at the base. The overall impression anyone has upon seeing a northern bay shrub for the first time is “dense and bushy.”


  Sometimes while walking along the shore, I like to take a handful of northern bay leaves, crush them in my hand, and savor the penetrating aroma. This lifts my spirits on those low-pressure days when fog hangs thick and dreary on the New England coast.


  The leaves can be picked anytime they’re large enough to bother with. You can easily pluck a pint or so of the stiff, shiny leaves in a few minutes. The leaves should be placed in a paper or cloth bag for the trip home.


  
    FORAGER NOTE: Never crumple bay leaves before using.

  


  Northern bay leaves are not the same as commercially available bay leaves, and they don’t taste exactly the same either. Truthfully, the wild northern bay has a far superior flavor to the store-bought product. And if the price of commercial bay leaves was figured to the pound, they would surely be more expensive than the most precious metals. Northern bay is free.


  Although northern bay occurs naturally within earshot of the sea, it can grow almost anywhere it is planted, as long as the ground is poor. In fact, while perusing a garden catalog, I was amused to see northern bay plants for sale. These cost about seven bucks per shrub. For those who don’t have access to the shore, $7 seems a small-enough investment to ensure a steady supply of northern bay leaves.


  

  DRYING


  The leaves must be thoroughly dried before storing in a glass jar. My favorite method is to line the bottom of my trusty old brown ash basket with bay leaves and hang it on one of the cut nails driven into the beam that extends across my kitchen ceiling. The main thing, however accomplished, is to slow-dry the leaves in the cool shade. When they are brittle, they are ready to go into permanent storage in the spice closet. Be careful not to break the leaves when filling the storage container.


  

  
    RECIPE


    Dried northern bay leaves can be used in all manner of soups and stews. Add a few leaves to blue mussels prior to steaming and even to the water that lobsters will be steamed in. When making pickled mussels or pickled periwinkles, insert three or four northern bay leaves between the meats and the side of the canning jar. The list of uses is limited only by your imagination. Remember, though, to use the leaves whole and discard them after cooking. The spent leaf is tough and bland. The flavor will by then have been transferred from the leaf to the food.
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 WRINKLED ROSE Rosa rugosa



   Uses: Survival food, salad ingredient, nutritious tea


  Range: Throughout New England, especially along the immediate seashore


  Similarity to toxic species: None


  Best time: August and September


  Status: Common and abundant


  Tools needed: None



  
    RECIPE


    A powerful, vitamin C–laden tea can be made from the fresh or dried hips. Again, the hips should be split and the seeds and inner pulp discarded. Some honey dispels the inherent astringency, and the tea tastes pretty good besides being good for you.

  


  Wrinkled rose flowers vary in color from white to pink to carmine. Each flower has five petals. The compound leaves have wrinkled leaflets, and the stems bristle with stiff hairs and sharp, needlelike thorns. Wrinkled rose often grows in company with the pasture, or wild, rose (R. carolina). The wild rose lacks the bristly hairs on the stem, but it does have thorns. Wild rose petals are pink.


  
    FORAGER NOTE: As a survival food, rose hips can’t be equaled. These tart fruits are one of the world’s most potent sources of vitamin C. I have not had to resort to rose hips myself and don’t have any close friends who have. However, given their abundance and high vitamin content as well as their long season (they hang on the bushes all winter), they make a perfect survival food.

  


  Here in New England, reminders of our seafaring heritage are never farther than the nearest beach. The rugosa rose is one such reminder. These hardy plants literally grow everywhere along the seashore. Soil type, sun, or shade—nothing deters this tenacious Asian immigrant. It is said that the old sea captains, many of whose homes still stand, were the first to carry the seed-laden hips of the wrinkled rose home to New England. The old-timers were fascinated with the flora and fauna of foreign lands, and they often carried seeds, plants, and whatnot back to New England. A certain awe strikes me every time I view vast sections of seaside banks literally covered with roses that almost certainly are descendants of those brought here by some long-forgotten seafarer.


  The flowers themselves are plebeian when compared to modern hybrid roses, but they have much to offer. What seaside picnic isn’t enhanced by a bouquet of such ancient and honorable blooms, picked fresh and stuck in whatever container the sea may have to offer? These unkempt roses of our beaches and seashores may be simple, but they own a certain dignity.


  There are mountains of recipes for rose hips and petals, most of them time-consuming. Yet wrinkled rose, pasture rose, indeed all the roses, have some simple, basic uses that everyone should have at least a passing acquaintance with. First in line must be the use of rose hips as survival food.


  
    RECIPE


    The rose petals are edible. Nibble them raw, sprinkle them on salads, or use them as a garnish for meat dishes. Use your imagination.

  


  Rose hips are really the fruiting bodies of the rose. These contain lots of small seeds and a fleshy, inner pulp. The skin of rose hips is tough and inedible. Some foragers consider rose hips to be a passable trail nibble; I don’t. The hips must be split, the seeds and soft pulp discarded, and the more substantial remaining pulp eaten. But no matter how many times I try, I find the flavor reminiscent of chewing on a vitamin C tablet—a little too astringent for my taste. We might say “A rose is a rose is a rose,” but here in New England there’s more to the story.


  

  DRYING


  After splitting and removing the seeds, rose hips can be dried on a rack with
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