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DISCLAIMER


Readers are advised that a number of wild plants and mushrooms are poisonous and their ingestion can cause illness, even death. Consequently, it is vitally important that the identity of a mushroom or plant is established beyond doubt before consumption. If the identity of a plant or mushroom is in doubt do not pick or eat it. In some individuals allergic reactions may occur from touching or ingesting non-poisonous plants and mushrooms, and the attention of readers is drawn to the guidelines on trying unfamiliar foods in Chapter 2.


The author and publisher have made every effort to ensure that the information contained in this book is accurate. Information regarding edibility, however, is for guidance only. No legal responsibility can be accepted by the author or publisher for any errors contained in this book, or for any illness, physical or mental reaction or injury arising from information provided, or omitted, herein.
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WHY EAT WILD FOOD?


Is there such a thing as a free lunch?


Even in the twenty-first century, much of the landscape of Britain is covered by wild plants, many of which are edible. And frequently they are free for the taking.


This book is a guide to the one hundred ‘weeds’ and mushrooms that are good enough to eat. And, as importantly, you might actually encounter in the great outdoors. There are over 400 ‘food’ plants and mushrooms growing wild in Britain, but some are truly horrible on the tongue, while your chances of bumping into a Silky Volvaria on a walk in the country are slim. More, there are plants, like the Cowslip, now too rare to pick. There is advice in the following pages on recognition – you really don’t want to impersonate Lucrezia Borgia and poison all and sundry – but this is, above all, a book about what to do with your foragings, which bits of the plant to use, how to prepare meals and drinks from them, and how to preserve them.


It is possible to gather sufficient wild food to make a considerable dent in the household budget; I once lived for a year just on what I could find in the natural larder. This year of living wild in the country required a fulltime Mesolithic lifestyle and few, I suspect, would wish to emulate it (picking sloes from Blackthorn bushes in driving snow for days in a row with fingers scratched to bloody ribbons is definitely not fun) but equally I am sure that a bowl of Nettle Soup, which is in every way delicious, probably tastes just that bit better because you know it cost next to nothing to prepare.


Truth to tell, foraging has many virtues above and beyond penny-saving. In hedges, in parks, and on the coast there are flowers, leaves, nuts, berries and seeds that are ‘Superfoods’ to rival, even beat, the most exotic fruits of the Amazon jungle. Rosehips contain 20 per cent more vitamin C than an orange, while the humble Hazelnut contains more protein pound for pound than a hen’s egg. Many wild plants are highly burgeoningly nutritious. Numerous so-called ‘weeds’ were once cultivated and have simply fallen out of culinary fashion. Fat Hen and Sorrel are just two such plants to fall by the wayside of changing taste. And the level of nutrition in a wild plant you pick yourself is unlikely to deteriorate much on the walk home, unlike the packaged products of the supermarket fruit and veg section, which have the life chilled out of them on a 5,000 mile air journey.


It goes almost without saying that a forager can have a diet unknown to a shopper. When did you last see a Cloudberry or a Pignut in a shop?


Foraging, though, should be as much about mental as physical health. The soul as well as the stomach. Going foraging is a chance to connect with nature, to appreciate and understand it. Simply being outside and seeing green can make a difference to wellbeing; when Henry Thoreau, of Walden fame, wrote ‘Staying inside the house breeds a sort of insanity always’, he was more right than he knew. Modern scientific research shows that the hospital patient exposed to nature, even if it is just the sight of a tree through a window, heals more quickly than the one who is not.


You are never closer to nature than when you are picking it, but the relationship has to be respectful and sustainable. Jumping in a VW camper van and charging around the countryside, snatching a wild food here, there and everywhere as the fancy takes isn’t foraging; it’s a smash-and-grab raid on nature. Take some time to study your foraging environment, get to know it, and check from time to time on its well-being.


Foraging, of course, is just another way of saying ‘hunter-gathering’. Pick a Hazelnut, eat a Blackberry off the bush, roast the roots of Silverweed and you are doing something your prehistoric ancestors did. Literally. They thrived on such foods, and so can you with a little help from this book. There is a definite atavistic pleasure to be had from taking home your first wild food and cooking it. It is a joy way above pulling shrink-wrapped goods off a supermarket shelf. Make a meal of it. To this end, numerous wild food recipes are included in the book, including ones for drinks, from teas to wines. Chapter 13, ‘Wild Food By Type’, allows you to plan a meal, should you be seeking roots for a starchy filler, leaves for a green vegetable, wild fruit for pudding, herbs for flavouring.


The shortage of Mammoths for the modern spearperson aside, hunting animals is fraught with problems, ethical, legal and technical. But in case you do fancy getting in touch with your inner carnivore, I have suggested some meat-gathering methods open to all: hunting Snails and Shellfish, and picking up road-kill.


Wild food is the ultimate in organic and seasonal. The rhythm of nature is wonderful and reassuring. The botanical clock also means that most wild foods are only available for certain periods of the year. To eat gathered food beyond its season, you will have to preserve it, whether in jams, chutneys, wines, or by drying or freezing. There are instructions too on preserving methods for your gathered bounty.


Foraging as a hobby, as healthy living, or simply as a way of enlivening a walk can be done almost anywhere. It is a misconception that foraging is only for bucolic folk deep in darkest hedgerow country. Wild food is everywhere. On the coast, up mountains, beside rivers, in marshes. My cousin has an allotment in north London; I admire his vegetables, but I could not help but notice that his neighbour’s overgrown plot was a running cornucopia of edible weeds. Perhaps the neighbour had discovered the universal truth of gardening: it is so much easier to grow weeds than ‘official’ vegetables. The boundary of the allotment site (where allotmenteers had discarded unwanted plants in decades gone by) was positively rife with now gone-wild herbs, including Balm, Marjoram, Rosemary, Thyme. Next to the allotment was a suburban garden, with Morel mushrooms growing in the mulch in the herbaceous border. Foraging in the city is likely to be as rewarding as in the countryside; there are 17 plants (plus Snails) listed in Chapter 4 ‘The Town’ and this number of urban edibles could easily have been doubled.


Recognising that people live in different environments, or take their leisure in certain places, I have divided the book by habitat. But no species of plant is so well behaved that it confines itself to, say, just woods. Those Morels growing in a north London garden are proof of that. The divisions are not absolute. This is a guide. You yourself will learn by your practical foraging exactly where the wild things are, the special wasteland corner where Meadowsweet grows, the park ditch loved by Water Mint, the glade in the woods in which Ceps spring up in autumn.


Happy hunter-gathering.
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WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW


Foraging, it should go without saying, needs to be safe, legal, and conducted in a way that is sustainable. It should also be fun. And no hobby, surely, could be cheaper. More often than not a carrier bag folded in the pocket and open eyes are all you need. Those, and the ground rules.


Safety


There are a number of poisonous wild plants that can be confused with esculent ones. If you are in doubt over a plant’s identity and edibility, leave it out.


A good guide to wild plants and mushrooms is essential, and several are recommended in the Bibliography of this book. Better than relying on a book, take a foraging course or two. There is an online directory of courses at www.food foragingcourses.co.uk.


One plant family you do need to be particularly aware of are the Umbellifers, which include such culinary prizes as Hogweed and Cow Parsley – but also the deadly Water Dropwort, Cowbane, Henbane and Hemlock. A good idea is to familiarise yourself absolutely with these four botanical horsemen of the Apocalypse. A better idea still: until you are absolutely confident in your plant identification leave the Umbellifer family alone. Your first mistake with an Umbellifer could well be your last. I have given only scant coverage to edible Umbellifers in this book.


Hemlock, Water Dropwort, Cowbane and Henbane will kill everybody, but some plants only cause illness and reaction in certain individuals. The guilty plants can be surprising; I have come across people who are allergic to Hawthorn berries. It follows that you should initially only try a small amount of a new wild food by placing a small piece on your tongue. Do not ingest. Wait 30 minutes, and see if any allergic reactions occur, such as nausea, hives, or headache.


If all is well, eat a small piece of the plant. Again wait 30 minutes.


There are a few plants that contain chemicals that accumulate negatively in the body, notably those containing oxalic acid. These should not be consumed on a regular basis or in large quantities. So hold back on Sorrel.


Obviously, some care needs to be taken as to where you forage. Unless you are planning a swift exit from the gene pool, scrabbling up or down a seacliff for Rock Samphire is hardly sensible. On the coast take care to know tide times and the location of quicksand; in urban environments, ensure that the foraging site is not harbouring unseen chemicals from extinct heavy industry. Gardens and allotments are both superlative foraging locations – except when sprayed with herbicides and insecticides. Look for tell-tale signs, such as wilting leaves or whitish deposits on the leaves. The verges and hedges of busy roads are certain to be plastered with pollutants from traffic. In the country, do not forage in fields that have been treated to the attentions of agri-chemicals, manure or slurry. Any waterside plants should not be taken if near sewage outlets or industrial polluters. Never forget that the large bush beside a path is likely to be a dog’s urinal.


As a rule, wash foraged plants.


Preserving your foraged food depends on having scrupulously sterilised storage vessels and equipment. Bacteria are everywhere, on you, on your wild food, in the air. Even a small infiltration of a harmful bug can spoil a wine, a beer, a jelly or a jam. So before jam-making or brewing, clean all equipment, jars and bottles with warm soapy water using, if necessary, specially shaped nylon bottle-cleaning brushes. Then sterilise vessels and kit by soaking in diluted ‘thin’ household beach (25g bleach to 4.5 litres water) or better still in a sterilising solution. Ardent brewers and bottlers use specialist chemical concoction, VWP; easier to obtain are sterilising solutions for baby’s bottles, such as Milton Sterilising Fluid.


Do not forget to rinse well before use, since any residue of the sterilising chemical will impart a loathsome aftertaste to your drink or conserve. And imbibing chemicals rather spoils the whole point of gathering, wild, organic food.


The Law


The law on foraging is the proverbial minefield, but the essentials are:


•   The digging up of any native plant is illegal, unless ‘authorisation’ (permission) is first granted by the landowner.


•   Under the Wildlife and Countryside Act (1981) it is illegal to uproot, dig up or otherwise interfere with certain endangered species wherever located. The list of these plants (and molluscs) can be consulted at www.jncc.gov.uk.


•   Special permission is required to forage in national parks and nature reserves, and land owned by the National Trust, Ministry of Defence and the Crown.


•   Certain species belong to the Crown. This applies to native Oysters in Scotland.


•   A plant is the ‘property’ of the landowner on which it grows, so permission is necessary to take it or parts of it.


•   By the law of trespass, you need permission to enter upon private land.


•   Shellfish in some localities belong to commercial enterprises, and if you ‘forage’ them you are open to the charge of theft.


•   Many Shellfish are also subject to closed seasons and rules governing the size they must have attained to be eligible for harvesting, the so-called ‘Minimum Landing Size’ (MLS). In localities where MLS rules apply, it is an offence (open to prosecution) to take any Shellfish that are smaller than the MLS. The scientific rationale behind MLS is to protect against overfishing, by ensuring that each individual mollusc is allowed to grow to maturity and has a breeding opportunity before being landed.


•   Many places have byelaws which ban or control the collecting of wild plants or animals.


•   If you go foraging in public with a fixed blade, or a blade longer than 75mm, you are committing a criminal offence with a maximum detention in Her Majesty’s prison of four years. Equally, if you have some specialist kit that appears to have been developed for illegal picking you may be considered to be committing a criminal offence. Take a small folding penknife, a modest pair of kitchen scissors and a walking stick instead.


•   Despite all the above, foraging plants for your private use is legal under common law. The ‘waysides’ of roads, paths, canals are generally fair game for foragers, as are parks, commons and tidal waters.


Foraging Etiquette


You should also try to make your foraging ethical by following a few simple codes of foraging conduct:


•   Only take what you need, and try to spread your foraging over a wide area, rather than pick from one place. But get to know all your picking places, so you can check the impact of your foraging on the environment. Leave some for other foragers, the birds, bees and animals.


•   Do not strip individual plants of their flowers, leaves, fruits or nuts. Gather a few of the edible parts from several plants, using where possible a knife or scissors to remove them. Generally, fungi should be harvested by cutting with a knife at the base.


•   Try and disturb the habitat as little as you can.


•   Do not remove flowers from annuals and biennials, since the plant needs these to reproduce.


•   If possible take positive environmental action by planting the seeds of the foraged plant.


•   In addition to the specific plants protected by law under the Wildlife and Countryside Act (1981), the Joint Nature Conservancy Council (JNCC) has issued a longer ‘Red List’ of threatened species. This can be consulted at www.jncc.gov.uk.


Equipment


A carrier bag will do for many foraging expeditions, but a ‘trug’ or wide basket is preferable for leaves and most berries, since the air can circulate and the goodies don’t get squished. That said, you may still need to tie a carrier bag over the top to stop leaves blowing away. I’m not convinced that anything better has yet been made for Blackberry picking than a washed-out plastic ice cream container.


Generally, mushrooms, leaves, flowers and seed heads need to be cut off, so a folding gardening knife or smallish kitchen scissors is a must buy. There are specialist mushroom knives to purchase if you get seriously into mushrooming. A stiff paint brush to whisk off dirt is a good idea.


The Number 1 rule of foraging is that the nicest fruit is always furthest away, and highest up. Take a walking stick. If PC Plod accuses you of going prepared for felonious scrumping, develop a quick limp.


The Number 2 rule of foraging is that some choice fruits are surrounded by thorns designed by the lovechild of Lucifer and the Marquis de Sade. Sea Buckthorn, Rosehips and Sloes (from the Blackthorn), among others, will require leather gardening gloves for picking. Nettles, naturally, require rubber gloves to save your hands from stinging. The longer they go up the arm the better.


To recap, a foraging kit list includes:


A guide to wild plants and mushrooms


Carrier bags


Walking stick


Trug/recycled ice-cream container


Folding gardening knife/Mushroom knife


Brush


Pair of kitchen scissors


Leather gloves/Rubber gloves


If you are heading for the coast, take a child’s bucket and spade, plus a rake, to harvest Shellfish.


The Seasons


Foraging is a natural activity, regulated by the sun and the rotation of the earth. There is not a thing you can do to change the seasonal round. Some plants flourish in certain times only, a handful can be found throughout the year. Oddly, when you get used to seasonality – the fact that, unlike on the supermarket shelf, certain produce in nature is not available at your beck and call – looking for the first occurrence of a plant becomes part of the fun. There’s a lot to be said for the circadian clock.


No season in Britain fails to provide food, though you may be surprised by just how little wild food is to be foraged at the end of a dry summer. Wait a week or two, however, and you have the hedgerow harvest of autumn when your biggest headache is likely to be what to do with all the Blackberries.


Seasonality is also rather relative. The north of Scotland is at least two botanical weeks behind Torquay. Equally, the hill on which I live in the Welsh Borders is two weeks behind in the flowering of Blackthorn than the bottom of the valley.


To give the reader a rough idea of what to find when, there is a Forager’s Calendar in Chapter 12.
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CHILDREN AND FORAGING


If you care to think about it, foraging is a species of treasure-hunting. Is there a child who does not want to go seeking treasure?


Spotting natural edible ‘treasures’ can be a fool-proof way of enlivening one of those constitutionals that adults consider necessary for children. Equally, foraging is an engaging activity for children in its own right, particularly if they make their gathered wild goods into breakfast, lunch or dinner. Take time too to explain to them the natural ways of the plant or mollusc you are gathering, its role in the environment, and what animals eat it besides yourself. A wealth of children’s literary classics are set in the British countryside; foraging allows an enhanced appreciation of those books, as well as equipping a child with some serious chips in the game of playground one-upmanship, such as the derivation of the name for the gnome Baldmoney in The Little Grey Men by ‘BB’. Much more than this, the outdoors is a place rich in food for the imagination of children.


It goes without saying that a child out foraging is beating ‘Nature Deficit Disorder’, to borrow the term coined by American writer Richard Louv to describe the increasing dislocation between children and nature. A child introduced to the wonders of nature is a child likely to become an adult with a passion for the environment.


When foraging with children, double check you are following all the rules on safety outlined in Chapter 2. Moreover: Do not let them forage alone, and do not let them see you foraging any plants which have dangerous lookalikes. In particular, do not forage Umbellifers with children. With children forage the unmistakably easy, such as Dandelions and Blackberries. Indeed, if you are an absolute foraging beginner yourself, go for obvious plants, because trying to distinguish certain esculent plants can be frustratingly tricky and you don’t want to become dispirited. The more you forage, the more you will learn which plant is which. In the meantime, harvest plants that are easy to identify, easy to find, easy to cook. Try starting with Nettles.


Make sure too, that a child is adequately dressed and booted. A cold child is not a happy child, and a child stung by Nettles is positively miserable.


Lastly, one does not need to be a professor of sociology to see that a family (however construed) that forages together stays together. There is nothing more basic than the finding of food. Foraging binds a family together in purpose and familiarity. And, yes, in fun.
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THE TOWN


BORAGE   Borago officinalis


Local Names: BEE-BREAD, BURRAGE, TALEWORT, COOL-TANKARD, BLUE STARS


Season: May–September


Like numerous other herbs introduced to Britain by the Romans, Borage has long since escaped the kitchen garden. Today it is found running feral in wasteland, the edges of allotments, abandoned gardens and anywhere where once proud owners have dumped it, sometimes existing in large colonies and usually favouring a sunny aspect. The plant can grow to 75cm in height, and the stems and the dull oval leaves are lightly hairy.


‘Borage’ is derived from the Latin borra, meaning ‘rough hair’. Intensely blue star-shaped flowers appear between June and September. The Old Masters often chose Borage blue for the Madonna’s cloak. The flowers, as with those of Balm, are addictively attractive to bees. One of Borage’s country names is ‘Bee-bread’.


The sweet flowers make good human food too. They can be added to a salad, candied like those of Sweet Violet, used as decoration, as nibble, fried as fritters. No English summer is complete without Borage flowers floating in a glass of Pimms No. 1, white wine or lemonade. Young leaves – which have a mild cucumber flavour – can also be immersed in drinks. They are good too in salads. Otherwise, add to soft cheese (after shredding) for a sandwich spread, or fry in olive oil – when you remove from the pan judiciously dash the Borage leaves with lemon juice. In Basque and Ligurian cookery, Borage leaves have a starring role in casseroles and frittatas, usually accompanied by a chorus of peppery, spicy sausage.


Borage is part of the Boraginaceae family and is related to Comfrey. During ancient and medieval times Borage was grown extensively as a medicinal plant, in the belief that it induced bravery and happiness. According to Dioscorides, Borage was the essential ingredient in nepenthe, the Homeric herb wine which famously induced pleasant forgetfulness. Crusaders were given Borage for courage in stirrup-cups before departing to the Holy Land. The belief in Borage’s ability to bring on bliss lingered on into the Elizabethan age. Nicholas Culpeper in his Herbal declared that Borage ‘purgeth melancholie’.


BORAGE STEW


Serves 4


In the Basque country, Borage is known as the ‘Queen of Vegetables’, and is combined in stews with chorizo and red kidney beans.


500g Borage leaves


3 tbsp extra virgin olive oil 200g chorizo, sliced


1 medium onion, diced


2 cloves garlic, sliced


1 tsp cayenne pepper


750ml stock


salt


300g red kidney beans, cooked


Clean and coarsely chop the Borage leaves, and boil in an inch of water for 5 minutes. Heat the olive oil in a saucepan, add the sliced sausage, onion, garlic and cayenne, and fry for a minute or two. Then add the stock, a large pinch of salt and the kidney beans and bring to the boil.


Take the Borage off the heat, drain, squeeze, and chop finely. Place in the saucepan with the other ingredients and simmer for 10 minutes. Serve with crusty bread.


BURDOCK   Arctium minus


Local Names: WILD RHUBARB, SWEETHEARTS, BACHELORS’ BUTTONS, CUCKOO BUTTONS, COCKLE DOCK, GIPSY’S RHUBARB, TUZZY MUZZY, TURKEY RHUBARB


Season: May–June (leaves and stems)


Throughout the year (roots)


That ubiquitous Stuart herbalist Nicholas Culpeper considered Burdock ‘so well known even to the little Boys, who pull off the Burs to throw and stick upon one another, that I spare to write any description of it.’


If the purple prickly heads of Burdock are not well-known to you the biennial has another useful identifier: its large leaves, with their heart-shaped base, are very like those of rhubarb.


Found on wasteland, scrub, roadsides (particularly if damp), stream and woodland edges, Burdock is a plant of many useful parts. Young leaves can be cooked like spinach, the stems can be steamed like asparagus, or deep fried, while the long tap root makes a fine vegetable; in Japan, where Burdock is grown commercially, the root is chopped into matchsticks and boiled. Alternatively, the ‘matchsticks’ can be soaked in water then stir fried, or parboiled and sautéed in butter. The taste of both root and stems is of a bitter celery.


And, yes, the root can also be used to make Dandelion and Burdock beer. This drink was reputedly invented by the theologian St Thomas Aquinas in the thirteenth century; on walking from his place of prayer, Aquinas trusted to God to provide his needs. After concocting a drink from the first plants he encountered, so stimulating did Aquinas find his patented Dandelion and Burdock beer that it helped him formulate the thoughts that became the bases of his masterpiece, Summa Theologica.


Aquinas’ drink was mildly alcoholic, a type of mead. Somewhere in the course of history, the British did the inverse of alchemy and turned it into a soft drink.


One note of warning. Aquinas may have found Dandelion and Burdock a stimulant of the brain, but a legion of medieval herbalists considered it a provoker of lust.


DANDELION AND BURDOCK BEER


The alcoholic content of this beer varies, but may reach 8%, even more.


110g fresh Burdock root, finely chopped


450g Nettle leaves


110g Dandelion leaves, chopped


4.5 litres water


550g white sugar


2 tbsp dry cider


ale yeast


Equipment (sterilised before use)


large saucepan/cauldron


large wooden spoon


muslin


fermentation bin


bottles


siphoning tube


Place the Burdock, Nettles and Dandelion in a cauldron and add 2.25 litres of water. Bring to the boil and simmer for 30 minutes. Add the sugar and stir to dissolve. Take off the heat and strain through the muslin to remove the solids. Pour into the fermentation bin and add the remaining water, the cider and yeast. Leave to ferment in a warm place for ten days. Siphon into bottles. Let it condition for a week. Drink within three weeks.



DANDELION AND BURDOCK CORDIAL


And for the children, an alcohol-free Dandelion and Burdock drink.


2 tsp ground Dandelion root


2 tsp ground Burdock root


1.5 litres water


2cm root ginger, sliced


1 whole star anise


1 lemon


600g caster sugar


Equipment


large saucepan/cauldron


coffee grinder/mortar and pestle


muslin


funnel


bottles (sterilised before use)


Dry the Dandelion and Burdock roots by cutting into 5cm segments and sticking in the oven on a low heat for 1–2 hours with oven door slightly ajar, turning every half hour.


Take out and grind to a fine powder in a coffee mill or a keep-fit pestle-and-mortar.


Meanwhile, bring the water to the boil. Add in the powdered Dandelion, Burdock, ginger, star anise and juice of the lemon. Simmer for 20 minutes, then add the sugar and stir until dissolved. Allow to cool, then strain into bottles through the muslin, which should be folded over several times inside the funnel.


Serve one part cordial to four parts water. If you want fizz, use soda water instead of mineral water.



WARM BURDOCK AND PIGEON SALAD


Serves 4


45g Burdock root


4 large handfuls of mixed spring salad, such as Chickweed, Hairy Bittercress, Corn Salad, Nipplewort, Hawthorn


olive oil


8 pigeon breasts


For the dressing:


4 tsp Beech or olive oil


1 tsp salt


4 tsp red wine


4 tsp pan juice


Clean the Burdock root and slice into long matchsticks. Simmer in lightly salted water for 15 minutes, allowing the water to evaporate.


Wash the salad leaves.


When the Burdock is nearly dry, heat the oil to smoking point and fry the pigeon breasts for 2 minutes each side, which will leave them nicely bloody inside. (If you want to follow Health and Safety advice, or are not absolutely sure of your pigeons’ provenance, cook until the juices run clear, about 3 minutes each side.)


Take the Burdock and pigeons off the heat and leave both to cool for 5 minutes.


Mix the salad dressing, not forgetting to add the teaspoons of pan juice. Slice the pigeon breasts into three lengthways.


Put the Burdock matches on the plates, arrange the salad on top. Carefully lay the sliced pigeon breasts over this green bed. Dribble the dressing over.



CARAWAY   Carum Carvi



Season: June–August


Caraway is a herb with heritage. The chefs of Richard II included Caraway in the medieval cookbook A Forme of Cury, and in Shakespeare’s Henry IV Falstaff is offered a ‘pippin and dish of caraways’. Caraway – in the shape of ‘comfits’, being Carraway seeds coated in sugar – was the standard Elizabethan way of finishing off a feast. Caraway was believed to prevent indigestion and flatulence – as well as tantalize the tongue. Not until Edwardian times did the British fall out of love with it.


Caraway plants growing wild in Britain are descendants of those that once graced herb gardens, so look for it amidst ruins, wasteland and neglected allotments. A member of the Umbellifer family, Caraway is tall with feathery leaves. It likes sun and free-draining soil.


All parts of the plant are edible. Young spring leaves impart an aniseed flavour to salads and soups, and the autumn root of a second year plant can be boiled, baked or roasted, just as you would do with carrots. Most sought after, however, are the aromatic brown ‘seeds’ (technically, fruits) that appear in mid-summer. Harvest the seeds about a month after the white flowers have faded and the seeds are turning brown. Cut the stems after rain or dew (so ripe seeds don’t scatter), and place upside down in a paper bag in an airy place for about 3–4 weeks, by which time the seeds will have dried and fallen to the bottom of the bag. Store them in air-tight containers. Former spice jars are ideal.
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