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   “This amazing book catalogues in clear, direct language the full range of wild edible plants found in California. Organized by latest scientific family and ecological region, it teaches not only a plant’s place on the land but also its essential botanical attributes. More than that, Christopher’s lifetime of dirt-time experience makes him an expert on the edible and nutritional properties of this wonderful flora, so easily overlooked but at our disposal everywhere. I have followed Christopher on endless plant walks and never failed to learn something new and important. Now, at last, it’s all in one brilliant guide!”


  —Paul Campbell, author of Survival Skills of Native California
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  This book is a work of reference. Readers should always consult an expert before using any foraged item. The author, editors, and publisher of this work have checked with sources believed to be reliable in their efforts to confirm the accuracy and completeness of the information presented herein and that the information is in accordance with the standard practices accepted at the time of publication. However, neither the author, editors, and publisher nor any other party involved in the creation and publication of this work warrant that the information is in every respect accurate and complete, and they are not responsible for errors or omissions or for any consequences from the application of the information in this book. In light of ongoing research and changes in clinical experience and in governmental regulations, readers are encouraged to confirm the information contained herein with additional sources. This book does not purport to be a complete presentation of all plants, and the genera, species, and cultivars discussed or pictured herein are but a small fraction of the plants found in the wild, in an urban or suburban landscape, or in a home. Given the global movement of plants, we would expect continual introduction of species having toxic properties to the regions discussed in this book. We have made every attempt to be botanically accurate, but regional variations in plant names, growing conditions, and availability may affect the accuracy of the information provided. A positive identification of an individual plant is most likely when a freshly collected part of the plant containing leaves and flowers or fruits is presented to a knowledgeable botanist or horticulturist. Poison Control Centers generally have relationships with the botanical community should the need for plant identification arise. We have attempted to provide accurate descriptions of plants, but there is no substitute for direct interaction with a trained botanist or horticulturist for plant identification. In cases of exposure or ingestion, contact a Poison Control Center (1-800-222-1222), a medical toxicologist, another appropriate heath-care provider, or an appropriate reference resource.
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  INTRODUCTION


  We owe a debt of gratitude to the generations of indigenous native Californians whose lives and livelihoods depended on plants for food and everything else. Much of this knowledge has been passed down from generation to generation, and much of it has been rediscovered by researchers.


  Many of the living old ways have been lost, but the knowledge of how to utilize the plants of the land has not been entirely forgotten. Various generations have realized the great value of knowing how to identify and use what nature has provided, even though this information waxes and wanes in importance in the general viewpoint.


  When there is war or depression or famine, we desire to rekindle this link to our past and hope for our future. When times are good and money flows, we forget our roots. Just fifty years ago, you were considered poor, and to be pitied, if you actually used wild foods.


  With Euell Gibbons’s popular foraging books in the early 1970s, the tide began to turn again, and today, everyone wants to know at least a little about our national heritage of wild foods. Everyone wants to be self-sufficient and part of the solution. Moreover, today we have an abundance of books, videos, and classes to teach us about these skills.


  It is my hope to keep alive this basic tradition and to keep it alive in an ethical and sustainable way. Either by sheer popularity or in the aftermath of a serious emergency, local edible flora could be seriously wiped out if not collected with care and concern. This could be especially true in and around urban areas.


  Today, in addition to the native flora, we have an abundance of introduced plants and common edible weeds, which were used for generations throughout Europe and Asia. Sometimes these introduced flora are a blessing, sometimes they are not. Because the non-native florae are so abundant, and generally regarded as unwanted “weeds,” they should be considered the first choice of plants to include in your meals. The non-natives are generally not as sensitive as the natives, and they would actually survive well if carefully pruned to provide for your meals.


  Scope of This Guide


  Foraging California covers plants that can be used for food and that are common in California. We are not attempting to cover every single edible plant that could possibly be used for food or those that are very marginal as food. Our focus is on those wild foods that are widespread, easily recognizable and identifiable, and sufficient to create meals. Many of the wild edibles that are too localized, or only provide a marginal source of food, are not included.


  This is also not a book about medicinal properties, and though some medicinal aspects will be addressed in passing, we will provide some ideal references in the rear of the book for such exploration. Nor is this book focusing exclusively on native plants. If you’re hungry in the woods, or your own backyard, you don’t care if the plant is native or introduced, right?


  Organization of Guide


  The plants in this book are organized according to the system used by botanists; we will be following The Jepson Manual: Vascular Plants of California (2012).


  Many books on plants organize them by flower color or environmental niche, both of which have their adherents and their pitfalls. However, this book is categorizing the plants according to their families, which gives you a broader perspective on many more plants than can be reasonably put into one book. As you will see, many of the genera (and some families) are entirely safe to use as food. This is how I was taught by my teacher and mentor, Dr. Leonid Enari, because he believed that—	though there is no shortcut to learning about the identity and uses of plants—understanding the families will impart a far greater insight into the scope of “wild foods.”


  We’ll start with the “lower” plants and then the gymnosperms (the cone-bearing plants) before finishing with the flowering plants, all in alphabetical order by their Latin family names.


  The concept of a “plant family” is based upon similarity of the macroscopic and microscopic features, usually the floral characteristics. Botanists observe these common characteristics in nature and call it a family. But as the years roll by, precise definitions of what makes up a particular family are refined, and botanists move plants from family to family for clarity. Within the family, the plant’s name is composed of the genus name (the groups within a family) and its individual name, the species name. Unfortunately for the average plant student, botanists continually refine the genus to which a plant belongs. Therefore, if you have older books, they will reflect the understanding during that time of how the plants are related and into which group they belong. In this book, we have used the most recent Latin names of the plants, and we list older (now obsolete) names in most cases.


  If you already know the plant’s Latin or common name, you can look it up in the index.


  Major Environment Types


  In our selection of plants for Foraging California, we’ve attempted to include common edible plants from the different environments of the state. Below, you will see the broad categories of desert, chaparral, mountain, riparian, ocean, and urban. However, keep in mind that there is often a lot of overlap from one ecosystem to another. Oaks, for example, can be found everywhere. However, seaweed and glasswort will only be found in an ocean environment.


  As a handy reference to the plants in this book, note the biological zone where each plant is most likely to be encountered. Some plants are only found in one zone, but others can be found in several of these zones.


  PLANTS LISTED BY ENVIRONMENT TYPE


  The state of California is a complex place. Biology texts will show the state with lines delineating one biotic zone from another, and sometimes you can find clean and distinct biotic zones. Studying these zones helps us get an idea of the biological diversity of the state. However, urban sprawl, farming, fires, grazing, and other factors have all continued to blur the clean distinctions from one zone to the other. Transition is everywhere, and plants often choose to live outside the zone where we expect them to be. Thus, the categories listed below are broad biological zones that you will find in California, with lots of overlap. These categories help you to understand the state, but their borders are not hard and fast.


  Desert—The largest desert in California is the Mojave Desert, which occupies a large portion of the southeastern part of the state. East of the Sierra Nevada, there’s the Great Basin, and farther south there’s the Sonoran Desert. A desert is a region of limited precipitation and great temperature extremes. Plants here have adapted to little water and constant winds. Plants typical of the desert regions include creosote bush, palo verde, mesquite, the native fan palm, and a vast variety of cacti.


  Cacti, 93


  Chia, 146


  Jojoba, 191


  Indian cabbage, 79


  Mesquite, 129


  Mormon tea, 38


  Onions, 211


  Palms, 215


  Palo verde, 126


  Wild rhubarb, 174
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  (Ocean, riparian, and urban zones are pretty obvious so are not shown on this map.)


  1.Northwestern California, which includes the Klamath Range and Cascade Range. This area will generally correspond to this book’s Mountain Zone.


  2.This includes the coastal ranges and both the Chaparral and Mountain Zones in this book, with the chaparral ranges occurring on the outer edges.


  3.This is the Sierra Nevada, generally corresponding with the Mountain Zone in this book.


  4.This is the Central Valley, the heart of farming. This will correspond to the Urban Zone and Chaparral Zone (on the fringes of the Central Valley) of this book.


  5.The Modoc Plateau. This will generally correspond to the Desert Zone of this book.


  6.This section is in the Eastern Sierra, with Great Basin influence, and generally will correspond to the Desert Zone of this book.


  7.The Mojave Desert. This corresponds to the Desert Zone of this book.


  8.The Sonoran Desert. This corresponds to the Desert Zone of this book.


  9.This includes the Traverse Ranges of the San Gabriel and San Bernardino Mountains. This also includes the San Jacinto Mountains. These areas will roughly correspond with the Chaparral and Mountain Zones in this book.


  Chaparral—Chaparral is a shrubland plant community that can be found anywhere from the ocean up to an elevation of about 5,000 feet. It has a Mediterranean climate (mild, wet winters and hot, dry summers) and wildfire. Sometimes called the Upper Sonoran Zone, this is the plant community between the desert and the mountainous regions, consisting of such plants as laurel sumac, buckwheat, yucca, white sage, and other woody shrubs. Most of the plants we’ve listed here are natives, but many others will be found in the chaparral, especially where developments have invaded the native terrain.


  Blackberries, 189


  California bay, 44


  California buckwheat, 165


  Wild cherry, 183


  California coffee berry, 179


  Elderberry, 48


  Manzanita, 117


  Nightshade, 193


  Oak, 132


  Passionflower, 158


  Toyon, 181


  Walnut, 141


  Yucca, 207


  Ocean—The ocean zone is self-evident—these are all the plants that are unique to the ocean and beach areas from Oregon south to Mexico. The ones we’ve listed here are somewhat exclusive to beaches when found in the wild. However, keep in mind that the interface between the ocean and the urban, chaparral, or mountain zones can be a very short distance. This means you can expect to find many other plants on and near the beaches.


  Glasswort, 109


  New Zealand spinach, 52


  Orach, 103


  Sea rocket, 76


  Seaweeds, 29


  Mountain—The mountainous zones are those at higher elevations with typically colder temperatures and higher winds. The plants we’ve included in this category are mountainous plants, but they may also be found in other zones.


  Bracken, 34


  Currants and gooseberries, 138


  Dudleya, 115


  Miner’s lettuce, 152


  Oak, 132


  Pine, 41


  Riparian—The riparian zone refers to the areas along rivers or streams and around lakes. The plants in this zone require good amounts of water, so you won’t generally find them far from a water source. Most that we’ve included here are natives. Although the riparian regions are estimated to be about 1 to 2 percent of the total landscape, all fauna relate to and largely depend upon that very small percentage of land.


  Cattails, 228


  Mint, 144


  Monkey flower, 161


  Veronica, 163


  Watercress, 84


  Wild grape, 203


  Urban & Field— Often considered “weeds,” these are the plants of the urban environment, the valleys and fields, and the edges of farms (such as throughout the Central Valley). Nearly all of them have come here from somewhere else, and they are nature’s “survivors.” They grow in lawns, backyards, cracks in the sidewalks, throughout all urban areas, and on the vast fringes of the urban sprawl.


  Acacia, 120


  Amaranth, 55


  Carob, 123


  Chicory, 61


  Chickweed, 99


  Curly dock, 168


  Dandelion, 70


  Fennel, 58


  Filaree, 136


  Hedge mustard, 90


  Lamb’s quarter, 106


  Mallow, 149


  Mustard, 73


  Nasturtium, 196


  Nettle, 199


  Purslane, 176


  Radish, 87


  Rose, 186


  Russian thistle, 112


  Sheep sorrel, 172


  Shepherd’s purse, 82


  Sour grass, 155


  Sow thistle, 67


  Miner’s lettuce, 152


  Wandering Jew, 219


  COLLECTING AND HARVESTING WILD FOODS


  Because more and more people want to learn how to “live off the land” and use wild plants for food and medicine, please practice sustainable collecting and harvesting methods. Don’t neglect the wild foods in your own yards. Moreover, if you have the space, you should grow (or allow to grow) many of the wild plants that you enjoy eating.


  Always make sure it is both legal and safe for you to harvest wild foods. Legality can usually be determined simply by asking a few questions or making a phone call. Don’t be surprised if you are then asked what you intend to pick. Because many of the plants listed in this book are often regarded as “nuisance weeds,” most property owners will allow you to come in and remove the plants that they do not want.


  In some cases, when we’re dealing with public lands, the issue of legality might be a bit more difficult to ascertain.


  You also want to be safe, making sure there are no agricultural or commercial toxins near and around the plants you intend to harvest. Again, it pays, in the long run, to carefully observe the surrounding area and to ask a few questions.


  Unless it is the root that you are using for food, you should never need to uproot a plant, especially if it is only the leaves that you intend to eat. I have documented in my book Extreme Simplicity how I was able to extend the
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