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For the wildly adventurous and the playfully rebellious.




Disclaimer

I dentification and use of wild plants requires particular care and attention. Never eat any plant unless you are absolutely sure that it is edible. Carefully read the introduction to wild edibles in this book prior to harvesting the plants discussed. The information in this book is for educational purposes only. It is not intended as a substitute for medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. The author and publisher and any of their counterparts assume no responsibility whatsoever for any adverse effects encountered by the individual. Because of food allergies, any person may experience a reaction to a plant that is known to be safe. By choosing to consume unfamiliar, new foods, the reader agrees to assume all risks and responsibilities. Please harvest wild edibles with care!

We live in a society that loves guarantees. In the field of foraging, however, nothing is 100 percent certain. The topic of wild edibles is one of controversy. There are many expert opinions about how foragers should conduct themselves, and often these experts contradict one another. In writing this book, I will likely share viewpoints that will disagree with others. The information in this book comes from countless hours of my own research and years of experimentation in the field. I believe in it wholeheartedly, but it is still largely my opinion. I urge you to question my words and develop your own protocol for how you forage. There are definite risks you will encounter when harvesting and eating wild food, but life is full of risks, and the benefits of edible flora greatly outweigh the dangers. I approve the message in this book and support readers who want to incorporate nature’s gifts into their lifestyle.
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It was a cold morning in mid-April when we ran out of food. We sat on tree stumps at four thousand feet above sea level and watched as Mom rummaged through our shabby backpacks in search of something edible. After several minutes, she managed to round up a half-empty bottle of olive oil, several handfuls of rolled oats, a few cloves of garlic, and a small container of sea salt. We were four days into our journey and had to hike another fifty miles to collect our next food parcel in the closest middle-of-nowhere town in Southern California.

Earlier that year, in January of 1998, my parents decided that as part of our adventurous lifestyle and home-schooling experience, we would hike the entire Pacific Crest Trail, which stretches from Mexico to Canada along the West Coast. Our team consisted of my mom, dad, sister, cousin (who was visiting from Russia for a year to get a well-rounded American experience), and me. None of us had hiked much, but what we lacked in practice we made up for in drive. My mother spearheaded the idea of a six-month, 2,650-mile walk after she read a book about the adventures one thru-hiker had on the Appalachian Trail. She decided on the Pacific Crest Trail because it was more wild and had less traffic than its East Coast sibling. At first my father was not too keen on such a long trek, but my mom’s determination quickly appealed to his adventurous side and he fell in line. There is a saying in Russia, “The man is the head of the family, while the woman is the neck, and the head cannot turn without the neck.” As the neck, my mother steered our Chevy Astro van into a parking lot in front of a Play It Again Sports store in Escondido, California. There we equipped ourselves with top-of-the-line used backpacking gear in preparation for the journey ahead.

Once each of us had a rucksack and sleeping bag, my mother initialized phase two—food planning and management. Since we could not carry six months’ worth of food on our backs, we had to plan how and what to eat in advance. According to the Pacific Crest Trail guidebook, the trail intersects with a small town every sixty to one hundred miles. A backpacker could visit a small grocery store or pick up a general-delivery package full of grub in town. Our finite vagabond budget made it clear that shopping for food along the way was out of the question. My parents invested all the money they had in bulk food, which we repackaged into twenty-six resupply parcels. Because we had little overnight backpacking expertise, we made an educated guess as to how much food five hungry hikers could consume. Our average resupply parcel contained roughly five pounds of rolled oats, six dates per person per day, assorted dried fruit, mixed nuts, sea vegetables, an eight-ounce bottle of oil, random seasonings, and a few other essentials. Once I had wrapped each parcel with a thick layer of tape, my parents shipped them off. Then we packed our rucksacks and had a friend drop us off at the trailhead on the Mexican border.

Within a week of our April 3 departure, we realized that our calculations were off. Each food parcel we collected lasted four to five days instead of the intended week. Hiking hungry was not only more difficult, but less enjoyable. At the rate we were running out of food, we would almost certainly not make it to Canada. So there we were, at the top of the world without food. No one said much as my father rationed out the last few spoonfuls of oats and olive oil. Group morale was low, and quitting our adventure seemed inevitable. Our stomachs grumbled; we understood that if we were to succeed, we needed to acquire more food. Before we took off from our campsite that day, my mother ventured down to the nearby creek to wash her face. As she knelt on the sandy bank, she noticed a plant that looked a lot like celery. She picked it and brought it back to camp for further investigation. Though the stalks of the wild plant were thinner than store-bought celery, they looked and smelled the same. We knew better than to eat unknown things, but hunger and curiosity got the best of us. My father decided to take the first nibble to see if it caused any negative reactions. After several minutes of chewing, the verdict was that it was indeed edible. We picked all of the remaining stalks near the river and stashed them in our packs for dinner.

When we made it into town, my parents bought a used copy of Edible Wild Plants by Lee Allen Peterson at a local bookstore. It noted wild celery, as well as many other wild foods, as being edible and readily available. Flipping through its pages, we got the impression that nature was full of food. We had a family meeting that night to discuss how to proceed. My parents asked each hiker to share his or her concerns in order to determine whether we should continue hiking the trail. The unanimous decision was to attempt the next section of the path while foraging for wild edibles. If this did not work, we would abandon the Pacific Crest Trail.

Like all new things, venturing into the world of foraging was intimidating and awkward. During our downtime, we surveyed our surroundings and tried to identify the flora around us. When we found a potential match, someone from our expedition would eat a small quantity while the others observed. If the eater experienced no negative side effects after fifteen minutes, we deemed the vegetation fair game. We familiarized ourselves with plants such as miner’s lettuce, wild mustard, wild onion, mallow, sorrel, chervil, watercress, and clover. Adding these edibles to our meals allowed us to conserve our prepackaged food. Our food shortages stopped. And not worrying about going hungry allowed us to relax and enjoy our time in nature.

Furthermore, because wild food grew in such abundance along the trail, it soon became our staple. By trail’s end, 60 to 80 percent of our diet was composed of wild edibles. All of the new plants we used in our meals were fresh and extremely nutritious. Our diets grew in diversity and led to improved health. We were astonished how much we enjoyed the flavor of our food and always looked forward to the next meal. In short, discovering wild food enabled us to successfully finish our hike.

Upon completion of the Pacific Crest Trail in September of 1998, we all marveled at how wonderful we felt. Our endurance and energy levels were incredible. Our complexions were clear and our spirits soared. My cousin, sister, and I each gained eleven pounds of pure muscle, while my mother and father burned through the extra fat they had carried prior to the hike. All of these positive changes were indicators that we had been living a well-rounded, healthy lifestyle on the path.

Hiking the Pacific Crest Trail was the beginning of my exploration of wild edibles. Since the age of thirteen, I have continued learning how advantageous eating free weeds can be and have maintained a vigorous curiosity for foraging. Through this book, I would like to pass on to you my excitement about edible weeds. I hope that this book will plant a seed in you that will grow into a deep appreciation for plants. If I accomplish what I set out to do, you will gain from my stories and experiences and go on to safely forage and enjoy wild food on a regular basis.

My primary motivation for putting words on paper is to inspire people to live more sustainably and healthfully by integrating wild edibles into their lives. Nature’s fare gives us the incredible ability to save thousands of dollars on groceries and instead eat what nature offers for free. Moreover, this food is unbelievably nutritious and rivals the best, most expensive nutritional supplements on the market today. Over the last fifteen years, my travels have introduced me to tens of thousands of people suffering from a variety of health problems. Many of them experienced tremendous relief by regularly including foraged foods into their diet. Perhaps, after reading this book, you too will be able to tap into the benefits and healing powers of wild plants.

As a secondary motivation for writing this book, I aim to dispel the fear that prevents the vast majority of people from foraging. I would like to deconstruct the notion that foraging is dangerous and illustrate how pleasant it can be when done properly. Today’s media is full of movies and news reports about people who suffered ill fates when they mistook poisonous plants for edible ones. Many of these accounts are inaccurately portrayed and/or dramatized by Hollywood producers to induce emotion. Such scary stories have duped us into believing that we put our lives at risk each time we eat something that’s not FDA approved. Yet what I learned in practice is completely opposite—eating wild food can be as safe as visiting the produce section of a grocery store. Plant poisonings are rare and can be avoided with common sense and proper know-how.

I am not a botanist, and I don’t claim to hold any accredited certifications in the study of plants. I am a regular guy who recognized the value of wild edibles at an early age. I have been eating foraged food for over half my life and continue to thrive on what I collect. In the pages that follow, I aim to challenge you to forage. I will do my best to balance my own experiences with the latest research on wild edibles. My hope is that this will give you well-rounded, safe guidelines to edible plants. May you find value in my words and joy in the practice of collecting nature’s free food. I am excited to embark on this journey with you!

The Plants and Regions of This Book

One of the first questions you may have for this book is, “Does it cover plants that are relevant to my area?” Yes, it likely does. In my books, classes, and smart phone applications, I aim to cover edible plants that are available not just in North America, but in other parts of the world. Thus, people from Colorado and Arizona, as well as Europe, Asia, Russia, Australia, and even Iceland, should be able to find at least some of my information pertinent. I won’t deny that I have a strong Oregon bias. I have lived in the Northwest for most of my life and the bulk of my plant knowledge has been acquired here. Therefore, this book might be extra insightful for an Oregonian. However, if you live elsewhere, specifically in freshwater, grassland, or forest regions, I promise that most, if not all, of the information in this book will be applicable to your area.

I have done my fair share of traveling and to date have visited thirty-one countries. As a wild food lover, I make a point to learn about local ecology wherever I go. My adventures have taught me that there is a lot of overlap among edible plant life throughout the world. Many of the plants I have come to know in Oregon grow abundantly abroad. For example, I have harvested dandelions in Germany, Thailand, Fiji, Russia, and Bolivia. One explanation for this may be that our planet is comprised of only six major climate regions, or “biomes”: freshwater, marine, desert, forest, grassland, and tundra (University of California Museum of Paleontology 2007). While the earth is incredibly diverse, each of the six biomes share similar properties, such as temperature, weather, animal population, and vegetation (Campbell 1996). Thus, a European, South American, and Canadian might be able to forage the same wild edibles if they all live in a similar environment.

Many wild edible books classify plants by their region. Some even have diagrams that depict a very specific area where a plant supposedly grows. While this can be helpful, it can also be misleading. Plants are living organisms that have the ability to travel. By attaching their seeds to animals and humans or by spreading them via the wind or through other ingenious techniques, plants can propagate offspring globally. That is why you can find native European dandelions growing around the world. Some of my favorite wild edible books were written for New Zealand, Alaska, and the eastern United States and supposedly have no relevance for the Pacific Northwest. Yet, in practice, I have found them to be very helpful. I have spent countless hours compiling plants for this book that are common in many parts of the world. It is my hope that you will find it useful wherever you reside. To illustrate this further, I would like to offer a story:

A few years ago I was invited to visit Australia to do a series of lectures on wild edibles and green smoothies. The organizers told me that people wanted a hands-on course that would take them out in the field. I was nervous, because I had never been to Australia and had no idea what grew there. Being young and ambitious, I went in spite of my hesitations, thinking that if I couldn’t find any plants to talk about, I would refund everyone’s money and go home.

On the night before my first class in Perth, I was invited to go salsa dancing with my hosts. I agreed, without really knowing what I was getting myself into. On that particular weekend, Perth was hosting the International Red Bull Air Races, and the streets were teeming with people. After several hours of dancing in a packed nightclub, I got separated from my hosts and was left to fend for myself. At one in the morning I decided to make my way home. I had my host family’s address in my pocket and figured that I could hail a cab to take me there. This plan didn’t work out. There were thousands of other people with the same idea, and the lines for taxis were miles long.

My hosts lived twenty miles outside of Perth, which limited my options for getting home. I decided to get a hotel room for the night and sort things out in the morning. Again, the air races made this impossible. Every room in every motel, hotel, and hostel was booked. Then I recalled that the railroad tracks ran from the city center to within a few miles of my host’s house. Not knowing what else to do, I took a deep breath and started walking. It turned out that this was the best thing that could’ve happened to me. The tracks were lit by street lamps, which illuminated the plants beneath them. For six glorious hours, I walked and laughed out loud as I recognized plants I was familiar with back home.

When I walked in the door of my hosts’ house at seven the next morning, I found them on the phone with the local police filing a missing-persons report. They were startled but relieved to see me. When I told them where I had been and what I had done, their worried faces only got more serious. “You walked twenty miles?” they exclaimed. I told them about my night and assured them that I wasn’t too tired to teach my wild edible class that day.
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Naming plants can be problematic. I am always tempted to refer to wild edibles solely by their common name (the local name given to a particular plant species, such as lamb’s quarters, dandelion, or purslane), because these titles seem friendlier and are easy to remember. But common names vary depending on whom I’m talking to and what country or region I’m in. Thus, common names can lead to confusion and frustration.

On the other hand, Latin names (the names used by scientists for the genus and species of a plant) remain the same the world around and are a foolproof way to communicate specific plants and plant species. Why not use Latin names, right? The drawback to this approach is that few people outside the science community are familiar with these naming structures. Latin names are long and hard to pronounce, and sometimes scare people away from the main objective—harvesting and eating delicious wild edibles.

In an effort to create a book that reaches out to a broad scope of people, I have decided to use both. I mostly refer to plants by their common names, but offer the Latin alternative for those interested. When I need to make note of a specific plant, I use the scientific naming system to avoid misunderstanding.



Wildly Beneficial

During my first trip to New Zealand, I was stuck in an airplane for twenty hours while crossing the Pacific Ocean. I decided to kill some time by making a list of as many advantages to wild edibles as I could think of. As I brainstormed, I tried to give every thought an equal chance, no matter how silly it seemed at first. Within forty-five minutes I scribbled two full pages of benefits. In this section I would like to elaborate on the top reasons for foraging.

Free Food

Mint, an online budgeting website, claims that the average American spends roughly $581.46 on food and drinks each month. According to Mint’s aggregated user data, a typical grocery store trip costs $41.97, while a meal in a restaurant averages around $28.47 (2011). Additionally, the United States Department of Agriculture reports that the Consumer Price Index for food increased 0.8 percent between 2009 and 2010 and is forecast to increase 3.5 percent in 2012 (United States Department of Agriculture 2012a). Food is expensive and continues to rise in cost. Since I value healthy food and fresh produce
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