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Part 1: Introduction

	Sautéed morel mushrooms with ramps.

	Wild rice soup made with manoomin.

	Fresh salad made with chickweed, garlic mustard, wood nettles, thinly-sliced Jerusalem artichoke, black walnuts, and watercress.

	Oven-roasted asparagus.

	Wild berry compote with mulberries, black raspberries, and strawberries.

	You might expect to find dishes like these at a high-end restaurant that attracts the foodie crowd, and for good reason. Modern chefs often seek out ingredients that fall into the sustainable, heirloom, or wild categories. What if I told you that you can have these dishes, and more, on your dining room table? And you can do it for a lot less than the expensive menu prices at those trendy restaurants? In fact, you can eat these food items for free. All you have to do is go find them for yourself. It’s called foraging.

	Foraging has become increasingly popular in recent years, in part because it combines two other trendy movements – the ‘get outdoors’ movement and the push for unique, sustainable food. Who wouldn’t love an afternoon stroll in the woods, communing with nature and enjoying the bounty of the great outdoors?

	Since we are hearing the ‘foraging’ buzzword so much lately, it might be easy to assume that this is a newly-created activity. In reality, the complete opposite is true. Humans have searched the woods, fields, oceans, and streams looking for food since the first humans walked the earth. Remember learning in school about how early humans lived in ‘hunter/gatherer’ societies? Well, the ‘gatherer’ part of that is the same thing as foraging. Our ancestors found edible berries, roots, vegetables, mushrooms, grains, and fruits to sustain them when wild game was hard to hunt, or to round out their diets. Today’s foraging enthusiasts are merely returning to their roots – pun intended – and continuing a food sourcing method that is, quite literally, as old as time.
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	Welcome to the Midwest

	The Midwest is prime foraging grounds for both experienced foragers and newcomers looking to get started with foraging. The region is blessed with fertile soil, four distinct seasons, ample rainfall, and diverse flora and fauna. According to the United States government, the Midwest region encompasses a dozen states – Wisconsin, Ohio, Michigan, Indiana, Illinois, Iowa, North Dakota, South Dakota, Minnesota, Missouri, Nebraska, and Kansas. This is a large area that includes several types of habitats, such as hardwood forests, prairie grasslands, and the shores of the Great Lakes. Each habitat is as unique as the wild, edible foods that are abundant there.

	In Kansas, for example, you can find sandhill plums growing in thickets here and there in the state’s tallgrass prairies. Across Wisconsin, foragers can find ramps, a type of wild leek with a light onion taste. Look for pawpaw fruit on small trees in the woods of Ohio and morel mushrooms on the forest floors of Michigan. Truly, the Midwest is a forager’s paradise.

	The Midwest region has numerous large cities, including Chicago, Detroit, Indianapolis, and St. Louis, but it also has large tracts of undeveloped, privately owned land, as well as county, state, and national parks. Even heavily populated areas have pockets of green that can be fruitful – another pun intended – for dedicated urban foragers. The Midwest’s natural areas are home to a diverse array of wild plants and native vegetation that can make a tasty – and free – addition to your dinner plate. As a gatherer … a forager … the Midwest provides you with the opportunity to collect free, nutritious food throughout the year. Yes, even in the winter!

	Get Outdoors!

	One of the reasons why people are so attracted to foraging is because it is an activity that brings them closer to nature. As a whole, society is much more sedentary than we have ever been before. Our jobs keep up chained to computers for 40-some hours a week. A great way to reduce stress is to disconnect for a while and spend time outdoors. Mother Nature is good for the soul. Fresh air and sunshine should be part of our regular routines; however, too many of us spend our days indoors.

	Engage Your Five Senses

	Foraging is an activity that takes people out of their homes and into the wild. When we spend time surrounded by nature, we are engaging all of our senses. The green of the foliage soothes the eyes. The sounds of the birds, insects, wind through the leaves, and trickling water are calming. The smells of wildflowers, aromatic plants, the dampened dirt, and the gentle breeze are a delight to the nose. Nature is a tactile environment that invites you to explore the rough tree bark, the smooth cool boulders, the delicate softness of a flower petal, and the frilly fronds of lacy ferns with your fingertips. And then there is our fifth sense – taste. If you have ever picked a raspberry from the vine or chewed on a freshly picked mint leaf or sucked the nectar from a red clover blossom then you know that nature’s bounty is a treat for the tastebuds, which is why foraging is so rewarding.
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	Get Moving

	Foraging requires us to traipse through the woods or fields in search of edible plants. You can get your steps and get some much-needed movement in your day by venturing into the woods on a foraging hunt. Although foraging is physical exercise, it is not overly strenuous or taxing. There’s a lot of stopping, so as you search for plants, you can catch your breath. Your steps add up before you know it. Foraging is a good fit for people of all fitness levels. You don’t have to be super fit or an avid hiker to participate. It can be as easy or challenging as you want it to be, making it a perfect activity that you can tailor to your ability.

	There’s No Age Limit

	Foragers come in all ages. For families with young children, foraging can be an ideal activity. Parents can introduce their youngsters to the wonders of nature and even teach them to find edible plants and berries, with adult supervision, of course. Kids love the thrill of discovery and can be a great asset to your foraging endeavors. For parents of teenagers, an afternoon of foraging as a family can provide an opportunity to set aside the cell phones and reconnect with each other. Foraging is a wonderful hobby for empty nesters, too. It gives couples an excuse to get outside, explore the woods, and share a new interest together.
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	Put Food on the Table

	Foraging puts food on the table. It is an activity that helps you stretch your food budget, experience fresh, organically grown food items, and try some ingredients you’ve never tasted before. Much of the food on grocery store shelves is loaded with pesticides, preservatives, and other chemicals. Produce items were likely harvested days, or even weeks, ago. Food that you forage yourself is not only fresher, but more nutritious, in part because you have cut out the middle man. Your meal has come straight from the forest to your fork.

	Getting Started as a Forager

	As we will learn throughout this book, foraging isn’t a simple walk in the park. Chapter Two is filled with tips and advice to help newcomers start their new foraging hobby. You should be aware that there is more to foraging than just walking into the woods and picking berries. You need to make sure that you have permission to forage so you are not breaking any trespassing laws. You never want to put yourself in a dangerous situation, like a confrontation with an angry landowner. It is also important that you know what plants you are picking. Some plants and mushrooms can be poisonous or cause allergic reactions. Some plants are endangered and therefore protected by law.

	Wilderness areas come with some dangers and, as a forager, you should be aware of the animals in your area that may cause you harm. The Midwest is home to bears, rattlesnakes, ticks, moose, copperhead snakes, and brown recluse spiders. Even mosquitoes can carry dangerous diseases, like West Nile Virus or Eastern Equine Encephalitis. Any time you venture into the woods, you should be prepared to protect yourself from animals, insects, and reptiles that might cause you harm.

	You should also strive to be an ethical forager. You should be respectful of nature and take care to leave the area as undisturbed as possible. Harvest only enough food for your personal needs, leaving plenty for others to discover and enjoy. Nature is meant for everyone.
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	Welcome to Foraging

	This guidebook is designed to introduce readers to the world of foraging and to enhance the knowledge of experienced foragers. Within these pages, you will learn about the plants, mushrooms, nuts, berries, seeds, and fruits that are common in the Midwest. You’ll even get an overview of native plants with medicinal properties. We will discuss how to locate places to forage and find out if foraging is permitted on national or state lands. You will hear about tools and equipment that will help enhance your foraging experience. We will offer tips to keep you safe while foraging as well.

	Foodstuff doesn’t have to come from a grocery store. There is a world of delicious, natural, edible plants, mushrooms, fruits, and nuts growing all around us, and are free to the person who is adventurous enough to step into the woods to find them. Let that person be you.

	Sources

	Foraging Wild Food in the Midwest: Easy First Forages - Earth911

	Foraging for wild foods (michigan.gov)

	Foraging for free food - MSU Extension

	Why foraging is the viral food trend of the moment - The Globe and Mail

	 

	
Part 2: Getting Started with Foraging

	Foraging is a learned skill. You can’t expect to harvest bushel baskets full of foraged foods the very first time you step into the woods, nor can you expect to successfully identify dozens of native plants when you have never done it before. As a newcomer to foraging, you should tread lightly. Do your homework, gather your resources, and have some knowledge about what you are doing prior to venturing out. This chapter will provide a guide to help inexperienced foragers get started, stay safe, and know the laws.
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	Get Expert Help

	Foraging is best learned as you are doing it. But don’t go it alone. Seek out the help and guidance of an experienced forager who can serve as a mentor and teacher. This person can work with you on identifying plants and mushrooms, help you find where these items are growing, and, in general, show you the ropes. Guidebooks, websites, blogs, and YouTube videos are full of helpful information, but none of it compares to the ‘on the job’ training you can receive from a mentor with a solid background in foraging.

	How do you find a foraging expert to help you? Start by asking around. You may be surprised to learn that one of your family members, friends, neighbors, or co-workers has been foraging for years. Or someone you know may be able to introduce you to a long-time forager they know. Make use of your network of family and friends to help you connect with a person who can help you.

	Alternatively, you can join a Facebook foraging group in your area. Facebook has made it easy for like-minded people to form groups on its platform … and easy for others to search for groups in their area. Do some looking around on Facebook. Chances are, there is a foraging group in your region or state that you can join. As a member of a foraging group, you can connect with other people who are interested in foraging. You may even discover that a friend or mutual friend is already part of the group. Engage with people in this group. Ask questions and seek advice. If the group is meeting for a workshop or foraging trek, join them. These are your people.

	Keep your eyes open for other foraging clinics, classes, or workshops being held in your area. From time to time, your local county extension office, university, botanical club, state park, or herb store will host a foraging event. Most foraging classes will include a field trip to get some hands-on experience.
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	Use Field Guides

	Before you touch or consume any plant, mushroom, or berry you find growing in the woods, you should be certain that you know what it is and if it is safe to eat. One hundred percent certain. Learning to identify plants takes time and practice, which is why you should rely on some trusted resources, especially when you are first starting out. This book is one of many field guides on the market that are designed to aid you in identifying plants by giving your photographs and written descriptions of commonly foraged plants in your region.

	Take your field guide with you when you head into the wilderness. Don’t rely on your memory until you get a lot more experience. Likewise, don’t assume you’ll be able to look up plants on your cell phone. While there are some great apps out there that can help you identify plants, you may be foraging in a location with no cell phone coverage.

	Foraging Equipment and Tools

	In addition to your foraging field guide, you will need a few more items to make your foraging trip safer and more efficient.
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	Gloves - A pair of thick gardening gloves will prevent you from being scratched or poked by thorny bushes and vines. The gloves will also keep your skin from coming into contact with plants that can sting you, like nettles, and ones that can cause an allergic reaction, like poison ivy and poison sumac. Try to find a pair of gloves that will still allow you to have full mobility of your fingers, yet are strong enough to resist tears.

	Bug spray – The fields and forests of the Midwest are filled with annoying insects. Some of them even pose a threat to your health. Ticks, for example, can carry Rocky Mountain Spotted Fever and Lyme’s Disease, illnesses which can be debilitating to some humans. Mosquitoes can spread West Nile Virus or Eastern Equine Encephalitis through their bites. Insect repellant will keep the bugs at bay. Remember that they will likely be bees and wasps in the wild as well. If you are allergic to bee stings, be sure to carry an EpiPen with you. Proper clothing can also protect you from insects. When you are foraging, you should wear long pants, a long-sleeved shirt, closed shoes, and a hat.

	Foraging bag – Thanks to the increased popularity of foraging, it is much easier to find a foraging bag these days. While you’ll find some amazing foraging bags on the market that will make all the other foragers jealous, you really don’t need a fancy bag to gather your goodies. Any bag, basket, or bucket will work. Avoid plastic bags, like the type you get at the grocery store. These bags retain moisture and can turn your foraged items into goo. A paper grocery bag is a better option. If you are hunting for mushrooms, use a mesh bag, like the kind that oranges or onions come in. When you carry your found mushrooms around the woods in search of more, the tiny spores from the mushrooms in your bag will shake loose and fall through the holes. You’ll be helping to spread the spores and grow more mushrooms.

	Pruning shears – Many of the items you will be harvesting grow on tough stems. It will be difficult to hand pick them. Other plants require you to snip off leaves or stems. Ripping them off by hand may damage the plant, and as a forager, you should strive to protect plant life. A better method is to use a pair of scissors, a sharp knife, or a pair of pruning shears to cleanly remove what you need from the plant.

	Trowel – When foraging for edible roots and tubers, you’ll get the job done quicker if you have a small trowel or hand shovel with you. If the soil is compacted, there is a lot of vegetation growing around the plant, or it is muddy, you’ll be grateful that you have a tool to help you dig.

	Personal safety items – Safety should be your number one priority when you venture into the wilderness. The overwhelming majority of times, you will emerge from the woods unscathed, but there is always the potential for things to go wrong. The better prepared you are, the less likely a problem will turn into an emergency. In a lightweight backpack, keep several bottles of water and a few protein-packed snacks. Carry a small first aid kit with some bandages, tweezers, antibacterial ointment, hand sanitizer, and any medication you might need, such as a rescue inhaler or EpiPen. It wouldn’t hurt to toss in a paper map of the region in case you get lost in a Wi-Fi dead zone, and a cell phone so you can call for help if necessary.

	The Midwest: Land of Four Seasons

	The Midwest is blessed to experience all four seasons. This is one of the reasons why people enjoy living in the Midwest … the region is known to have pleasant, balmy springs; warm, sunny summers; crisp, colorful autumns; and snowy winters. The distinct seasons combine to create ideal growing conditions for wild, native plants in the Midwest in ways that many people never realize.
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	Let’s start with the winter months. Winter in the Midwest can be defined in two words: cold and snowy. On a list of the Ten Coldest Cities in the United States, compiled by worldatlas.com, nine of the cities are located in the Midwest. Average wintertime temperatures can hover around zero-degrees Fahrenheit. In the plains states of North and South Dakota, Nebraska, and Kansas, the wind can be especially brutal during the winter months. Areas near the Great Lakes, especially places in the “lake effect” zones to the east of the lakes, can get snow that is measured in feet, not inches. You might think that this cold and snow would be detrimental to the vegetation, but the opposite is true.

	The thick blanket of snow acts as an insulator that protects plants from the cold winds and from hungry animals looking for a wintertime snack. In the spring, the melting snow naturally drains away into the well-drained soil of the Midwest. The snow runoff, along with the abundance of lakes, rivers, and streams, keeps the soil irrigated so the springtime plants can thrive.

	The summer heat and humidity act like a greenhouse, helping the native plants flourish. The Midwest receives a moderate amount of rainfall throughout the growing season, although some places tend to be drier than others. The conditions are favorable for the native plant species.

	Even the periodic summertime thunderstorms in the Midwest are beneficial. When lightning cracks across the sky during a storm, nitrogen molecules in the atmosphere break apart and bond with oxygen molecules. The resulting nitrogen oxides are carried to the ground by the rain and dissolve into nitrates that fertilize the soil. Lightning strikes can also ignite wildfires. Even though there is a popular misconception that wildfires are destructive and bad, they are actually a vital resource in nature. Fires in the grasslands and prairies remove the dry, dead undergrowth of vegetation, fertilize the soil, and eliminate invasive species. Some trees native to the Midwest, such as the aspen and Jack pine, are pyrophytic, meaning they require fire in order to release their seeds.

	Foraging in a region like the Midwest, with four distinct seasons, can be a year-round activity. Every season produces food you can find and consume. To maximize your foraging power, brush up on the different plants for each season. And forage often. Depending on that year’s growing conditions, the items you want to find may be ready a few weeks earlier or a few weeks later than normal.
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	For casual foragers, springtime is the ideal time to hit the woods. This is, after all, morel mushroom season. Mushroom hunting is a time-honored pastime in the Midwest. While you are scanning the undergrowth for the coveted mushrooms, keep your eyes open for other tasty edible plants, like asparagus, fiddleheads, and leeks.

	Summer in the Midwest is prime berry season. Raspberries, mulberries, blackberries, blueberries, and wild strawberries are thick on the vines, trees, bushes, and runners. The summer months are also when other edible plants are at their peak, including cattail roots and sorrel.

	As summer turns into fall, cranberries, wild rice, walnuts, pawpaw, crabapples, wild grapes, and acorns are in season. Foraging is even possible in the winter months in the Midwest. It is possible to collect nuts, like beechnuts, acorns, and pine nuts, in November and December. The sweetness of crabapples is enhanced by the cold. The same goes for rosehips and juniper berries. As the name suggests, wintergreen thrives in the cold of the Midwest and both the leaves and fruits are edible. In late winter, the sap of maple trees can be collected to make syrup. Truly, the wilderness areas of the Midwest have much to offer all year long … you just need to know where to look.

	Locating and Accessing Foraging Spots in the Midwest

	In the Midwest, as with other regions, land is either privately owned or publicly owned. Nationwide, about 60 percent of land is privately owned, belonging either to individuals or to corporations. The remaining 40 percent is publicly owned, belonging to the federal government, the state, or local counties and municipalities. As a forager, you need to know who owns the land on which you are foraging so that you are not breaking any trespassing laws.

	Privately Owned Land

	Before you forage on privately owned land, even if it is the woods across the street from your house or the field behind your back yard, you need permission from the owner before you step foot on property that does not belong to you.
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	If you have joined a foraging group or found a foraging mentor, they probably have places where they routinely go to forage. Just make sure it is okay with the landowners that you tag along. Your foraging mentor might even own property that is ideal for foraging. That would be perfect. But if you are venturing out on your own, always seek permission. Even if you are returning to a spot you visited with your foraging friends or stopping by your foraging mentor’s land, make sure the owner of the land approves of your presence and knows when you will be there. It is for your own safety and to prevent legal trouble.

	But what if you found a piece of land that looks like it has the potential to be a great foraging spot? How do you find out who owns the land? If there is a house on the land, knock on the door. Politely introduce yourself, ask if they are the property owner, and explain that you are a forager. Even if the house is not on the land in question, the homeowner might be able to direct you to the person who owns the property.

	Oftentimes, however, there are no houses nearby, and no people in sight. That doesn’t mean you are in the clear. Stop by your local assessor’s office or the county clerk’s office. You can find out who owns the property, even if you don’t know the address, by looking at a plot map. Once you have the contact information, you can make your request. The landowner may grant you permission to forage on their land, of course with the stipulation that you don’t damage anything or leave trash behind. Or the landowner may tell you ‘No.’ If that happens, graciously accept their decision and abide by their wishes. Don’t beg them or hound them or trespass on their land in hopes that they won’t find out. You might end up on a trail cam video that gets sent to the police. Don’t let it come to this … move on and find another place.

	Publicly Owned Land

	In the twelve states of the Midwest region, there are 55 national parks, national forests, or other types of lands held by the federal government and managed by the National Parks Department. They include Voyager National Park in Minnesota, Effigy Mounds National Park in Iowa, Indiana Dunes National Lakeshore in Indiana, Sleeping Bear Dunes National Park in Michigan, and Badlands National Park in South Dakota, to name a few.

	As a general rule, national parks and national forests allow visitors to forage within the parks. It is part of their wildlife management policies. To be certain that the park you plan to visit permits foraging, check the park’s website or speak to a park employee. Other rules and restrictions may also apply, so it is important that you do your homework. Most national parks, for example, have a caveat stating that foragers can only collect plants, mushrooms, and fruits for their own personal consumption, not to sell. Some places require you to apply for a foraging permit so that they can control the number of foragers in their woods and so they have your name and contact information on file, just in case it is needed. You may also learn that a particular park has a limit on the number of items you can harvest.

	The National Parks System as a whole wants to encourage the responsible use of their publicly owned land which is why foraging is encouraged in many places. However, the goal of the parks service is to protect the land and the flora and fauna that lives there. Bans and restrictions are in place to prevent overharvesting or to make sure endangered plants are not damaged. Rules are also in place to keep foragers safe.

	Individual states also have different rules and restrictions regarding foraging in state parks. Always consult your state’s state parks website for more information about foraging in specific state parks or state forests. A few U.S. states have total bans on foraging on state-owned lands, but fortunately, none of them are located in the Midwest. In fact, many state parks in the Midwest encourage the responsible collection of edible plants, mushrooms, and fruit. Like national parks, some state parks may require foragers to have a permit and may regulate how much one person can harvest. Likewise, all state parks have rules prohibiting foragers from collecting items they intend to sell for profit. Foragers can only harvest plants and berries for personal consumption.

	In the last decade, several state and county parks in the Midwest have changed their policies to allow springtime mushroom hunters to go off-trail when looking for morels. Part of being an ethical forager is to respect the rules that are in place and to not take advantage of lenient policies like the off-trail policy. A forager who is allowed to hunt in areas that are typically off-limits to park guests should still take care to leave the area as undisturbed as possible.

	For beginning foragers, starting at a small county park may be less overwhelming. Depending on the specific county park and the area, you can still find a plethora of edible foods to forage. Just contact your local county parks department to get the “dos and don’ts” of foraging in each park. You may even encounter a friendly face or two while you are searching the woods for berries, greens, and mushrooms.

	National, state, and county parks departments also have lists of the items that are off-limits to foragers. This is usually done to protect endangered or threatened plants or to prevent plants from being damaged or completely removed. For example, wild ginseng is a federally protected plant that is on the threatened species list; therefore, it cannot be harvested. When harvesting wild onions, foragers must pull the entire plant from the ground. This constitutes removing the whole plant, which is generally prohibited.

	Lastly, when locating a foraging spot, seek out a place that is away from the side of the road. The plants growing in these places can be negatively affected by road salt, oil and gas spills, and the trash and cigarette butts that careless drivers pitch out their car windows. Avoid places that are adjacent to farmland. The chemical fertilizers and pesticides that the farmer sprays on the field may also contact the wild plants growing nearby. These chemicals will also leach into the soil and groundwater, impacting the native vegetation. If a possible foraging spot has stagnant, polluted water nearby, cross this area off your list, too. Ideally, you should seek a place that is unpolluted and where the plant life is healthy and thriving.

	 

	
Part 3: Edible Plants of the Midwest

	Folks who are new to the foraging world may think the only wild food items available to them are berries and mushrooms, but that only represents a small portion of the edible plants growing in the Midwest. This chapter focuses on the non-berry, non-fruit, non-mushroom plants that foragers can find in the woods and fields of the Midwest. The leaves, roots, and stalks of these plants can be used in salads, teas, stews, desserts, and more. In fact, they offer tasty treats throughout the growing season that can add diversity and nutrition to your dinner plates.

	Each listing in this chapter will detail the plant species, where and when it grows, how to identify it, and how to use it in your cooking.

	Plant: American Lotus (Nelumbo lutea)
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	Description and Characteristics: An aquatic plant, the American Lotus has roots that are anchored to the muddy bottoms of waterways while the leaves and flowers float on the surface of the water, typically in the shallow waters close to shorelines.
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