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Introduction What Are Wild Baskets?






I believe that connecting to the natural world is the most important thing we can do as human beings and that creating meaningful objects, including baskets, using natural materials is one of the most profound ways we can do this. I call this wild basketry.


Wild basketry is a way to get to know the natural world and the plants growing in it as you would a friend, by spending quality time together to develop a deep and meaningful relationship. Discovering the bounty of my local land and returning to the same spots every year to forage has become a ritual. My awareness of nature has grown slowly, plant by plant, and the feeling that we are parts of a whole has grown alongside it.


Nature is alive and abundant, offering weaving material that anyone can forage ethically and sustainably. My favorite aspect of basketry starts long before weaving, when I walk a quiet trail in autumn, pausing to harvest milkweed stems, or stand alone in a cattail marsh amid birdsong. During these moments I am deeply connected to myself and my surroundings. Exploring this feeling of connection—and weaving my love for the land into my baskets—motivates my creative practice. I am passionate about sharing a mindset of curiosity, resourcefulness, sustainability, and playfulness with others and inspiring people to reciprocate nature’s generosity with care.


Wild basketry is also a way to slow down and work with one’s hands, which has immense meditative and healing potential in a world where we’ve grown accustomed to disposable goods and fast results.


And it’s a way to connect to our ancestors, all of whom were basket makers. It’s true! Every single person on this earth has ancestors who harvested plants and made baskets, just as we all have ancestors who made stone tools and built fires. In every environment, from deserts to the arctic, people have been using local plants to make baskets—for survival, ritual, cultural expression, and beauty—for tens, possibly even hundreds, of thousands of years.


This book is my way of sharing everything I’ve learned since I made my first basket out of pine needles in 2009. In the pages that follow I’ve tried to present each step in the most accessible way possible, from identifying plants you can forage to the finished basket. I demonstrate each technique and project with specific plants that grow near me in New York’s Hudson Valley, and I also describe a range of other plant materials you can use instead. That way, no matter where you live, you will be able to find excellent materials with which to work.


[image: decorative image]


There is a lot of information here—as much as I could squeeze in—but don’t let the scope of this book intimidate you, because beginning is easy. If you don’t know where to start, I suggest you skim these pages to see what catches your eye and inspires you the most. If you are most excited about foraging, read Part One to understand what makes a plant suitable for basketry. And then, of course, go for a walk and observe the plants around you! If you want to start a project right away, I recommend trying cordage on here, which can be made with all sorts of different plant materials and is an essential technique. Other great projects for beginners are the Coiled Bowl (here), Bark Necklace Pouch (here), Looped Cordage Pouch (here), Grapevine Market Basket (here), and Tension Tray (here).


The information in this book is gathered from my personal experience: spending thousands of hours foraging, processing, and creating baskets with plants. Along this journey I’ve engaged in deep historical research, studied with great teachers, and learned from fellow basket makers, but much of what I’ve chosen to include comes from good old dirt time: digging in, exploring with an open mind, and trying new things. And that is what I hope you will do.


You are your own best teacher. As I always tell students in my classes: Do not believe—or disbelieve— anything I tell you until you try it yourself. There are so many plants waiting to be discovered, and there are many right ways to achieve the same result. Use this book as a jumping-off point, then go outside, look around, and put your own spin on the deep and exciting world of wild basketry.
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Part One Gathering and Preparing Plants for Wild Baskets
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Wild basketry begins with cultivating awareness of the natural world. And it all starts in your own backyard and neighborhood. Observing which plants are nearby and how they change throughout the year invites us to live in sync with the seasons.


One of my favorite parts of being a basket maker is that there is always something exciting happening right outside the front door. Over time I’ve learned to notice when new leaves emerge, vines feel most flexible, grasses begin to dry. Plants are continually beckoning their readiness for basketry.


I will help you learn which plants are growing around you, how to forage them, and what to do with the materials to prepare them for basketmaking. Chapter 1 gives an overview of the tools you need, as well as the basics of foraging and caring for plant materials. In Chapter 2, learn more about identifying plants and foraging them ethically, then try the exercises I share to build familiarity with your local landscape. Consult the foraging calendar on here–here to see which plants are in season right now. What is available and ready to be harvested at any given time in your environment will determine which types of baskets you can make at that moment. Chapters 3 through 7 offer specifics about how to forage, dry, store, and prepare different types of plants so that you can have a stash of materials ready to get out and make baskets with all year round.


My goals are to inspire you to get outside and look around with new eyes and to provide you with the information you need to gather plants for basketmaking with confidence and sensitivity. You may find, like me and so many of my students, that learning to forage sustainably and then creating beautiful baskets with your bounty is a deeply profound, life-changing experience. And all you really need to get started is a pair of scissors and a good measure of curiosity.
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Chapter 1 Tools and Materials [image: border]






Acquiring a tool kit and gathering plant material are essential to the basketry journey. As basket makers, we learn the best times to forage for our materials, which means when it is healthiest for the plant and most useful for our process. And we learn how to handle the materials once we’ve gathered them—which ones we can use fresh, which ones must be dried and rehydrated, which ones require peeling and splitting or some other type of manipulation—and how to store our materials so they will be in good condition when we are ready to create a basket.








Tools for Foraging and Basketmaking





You only need a few basic tools to get started, some of which you probably have on hand already. If you’re sure you want to set up a full basketmaking studio, go ahead and gather everything listed here. Alternatively, choose a project and assemble only the tools and supplies listed in the tools list.


Many of these tools should be easy to find locally, and others are sold at specialty basketry or leather­working stores and websites. (See Resources on here.) I recommend buying quality tools. Take good care of them, and many will last a lifetime.






basic tools





The following tools are the basis of a good basketry tool kit and will get you started with most foraging and basketmaking projects covered in this book.


① Basketry scissors. Use these to cut bark, grasses, and other plant materials. My favorite kind are red-and-white-handled basketry shears, readily available on most basketry-supply websites. They are sharp and strong, and their slim profile makes it easy to cut accurately. The next best thing would be any pair of strong all-purpose scissors.


② Pruning shears. These are necessary for foraging vines, woody stems, and all thicker branches. I recommend getting a high-quality pair from a reputable brand like Felco, which last indefinitely with good care. Those old, rusty pruning shears in your shed will not do the trick.


③ Knife with 2- to 5-inch fixed blade. This is your all-purpose cutting, whittling, harvesting, and splitting tool. I recommend Morakniv knives, with their Companion model being an affordable option. Do not use a folding blade; it is not sturdy enough for most jobs. Keep the blade sharp and clean.


④ Utility knife with retractable blade. This tool is great for splitting bark and other thin materials into fine strips or for jobs where being able to retract the blade between uses is helpful. Change the blade often for clean, safe cutting.


⑤ Tapestry and chenille needles. I keep an assortment of these large-eyed needles in different sizes on hand for sewing coiled baskets, threading materials into baskets, and more. Tapestry needles have rounded, dull points, and chenille needles have sharp points.


⑥ Awls. These pointy pieces of metal are for poking holes, opening spaces, and many other essential tasks. I have three awls: a sharp, narrow one for poking small holes, a medium-size one for poking larger holes and inserting ribs in ribbed baskets, and a wider, longer one for willow work.


⑦ Needle-nose pliers. A long, thin pair with a slim profile is great for tightening lashing, reaching into narrow spaces, and many other tasks.


⑧ Packing tools. These basketry-specific tools have many uses, including packing down rows of weaving and opening spaces for inserting materials. (See Understanding Packing on here.) They come in many different sizes and lengths with straight or bent tips. To start, I recommend that you get three variations: a heavy-duty bent tip; a regular straight tip; and a small straight tip for detail work. Packing tools can be improvised—a dull screwdriver or whittled stick will work in a pinch—but don’t use anything with a sharp point or edges, which is dangerous for both you and your basket.
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⑨ Spring clamps. A half dozen in 2-inch and 4-inch sizes are essential for clamping materials while making baskets and storing plant material.


⑩ Micro alligator clips. Small steel clips with smooth jaws are essential for holding little pieces in place as you make baskets. Clothespins often do the trick, but a clip with a thinner profile is usually better.


Spray bottle. You will need to spray baskets with water to keep them damp while working.


Nine- to 12-inch reusable zip ties. Use these to secure bundles of materials. Regular strong string is an alternative.


Gardening gloves. I recommend wearing gloves with a tight fit for work that is hard on the hands, such as harvesting—especially vines—and digging roots.









studio tools





Rehydrating and processing plant material are key aspects of basketry. The following supplies will give you a great home setup.


Large stockpots. Get a few large ones dedicated to basketry only. They will become quite dirty and won’t be usable for food preparation afterward. A standard 5-gallon enamel-coated canning pot is fine to start, but a larger one will fit more materials. My 20-gallon pot is a prized possession. Stainless steel is always best because it is nonreactive and lasts a long time, but it can be pricey, especially if purchased new. To save money, keep your eyes peeled at yard sales and thrift shops.


Stove. For indoor work, I use a portable countertop induction burner. Choose one capable of holding at least 45 pounds. A professional-level burner is sturdy and heats large amounts of water quickly. For outdoor work I use a heavy-duty, stand-alone, single-burner propane stove. A kitchen stove is always an option, but keep in mind that basketry work can get messy.


Electric kettle. This is a great tool for quickly heating a bit of water when rehydrating plant material.


Two-gallon buckets. Having two or three is enough to start.


Old towels. I can never have enough towels for holding wet materials and cleaning up.


Plastic shower curtain liner. Such a liner or a lightweight tarp keeps plant material moist and flexible. Also use it for mellowing willow and cattails.


Large plastic bin. A 30-gallon bin or larger is a good place to soak bendy grasses or keep already soaked vines pliable.









bark harvesting and processing tools





The pruning shears, knife, and scissors from your basic tool kit are effective for harvesting the bark of saplings and branches. For harvesting larger pieces of bark and processing them into neat, even pieces, the following tools are extremely helpful.


① Drawknife. Also called a draw shave, this tool has a blade between two handles that you draw toward your body. Used for shaving thick outer bark from trees, it needs to have a straight blade between 9 and 12 inches long. Finding one at an antique shop with a straight, intact blade and solidly attached handles will save you money, and the quality is likely to be excellent. A good, new drawknife will cost more than buying one used. Beware of the cheapest new versions; in my experience, they never work.


② Leather strap cutter. Designed for leather, this tool works wonderfully in basketry for cutting inner bark down to size, one strip at a time, and is a good introductory tool to use before investing in a tabletop leather lace cutter.
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③ Tabletop leather lace cutter. This leatherworking tool is faster than the leather strap cutter and can cut multiple strips of inner bark at the same time, which results in straighter strips. You attach it to a solid, immobile table and pull the bark through it.


④ Folding saw. Use for cutting branches, felling saplings, and making circumference cuts when removing inner bark.


Loppers. Requiring two hands to operate, loppers are long handled with large blades and can cut branches and vines that are bigger than your pruning shears can handle.














Foraging for Plant Materials





I have never felt more at home in my skin than when I am outside foraging for basketry plants. During these moments I am deeply connected to myself and my surroundings. It feels uncannily familiar and comforting, like shrugging into a favorite sweater. I first experienced this feeling while rinsing fiber in the slow-moving waters of a summer river and have gone on to feel it time and time again since then—in fields, backyards, marshes; under old trees; and even in the brambly undergrowth next to my home in New York’s Hudson Valley. These experiences are deeply nourishing, and it has become my passion in life to inspire others to start their own journeys in the natural world and to care for the natural world through the process.






where to forage





There are places to forage for basketmaking everywhere, whether you live in a city, suburb, or rural area. The first step is to look around. Are there weeds in the lot behind your apartment? Are there vines covering the neighbor’s fence? What are all those interesting plants growing in the hedgerow? The second step is to build relationships with your local community. Tell people that you are learning basketry and looking for places to pick plants. You will be surprised at how often they will invite you to explore on their land. I’ve even left kind notes in strangers’ mailboxes, inviting them to email me if they are open to sharing.


Following is a list of foraging resources that exist in many communities. You can reach out by emailing, writing letters, putting up flyers, and talking to folks in person. I find it always helps to have a basket or some photos of baskets on hand to help describe what you do. While foraging, be respectful of their property and be sure you and the property owner communicate clearly about what they will allow you to pick. Building a community network is one of the richest parts of being a basket maker and has led to some of my closest friendships.
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Obvious (and Not-So-Obvious) Places to Forage


Almost any natural environment—from wetlands, forests, and meadows to shrublands and deserts—holds riches for the basket maker. Areas where human activity has altered the natural landscape—from gardens, parks, and yards to roadsides and abandoned lots—all contain suitable plant material. Edge areas (zones where two types of ecosystems meet and overlap, such as where a field turns into forest) tend to be particularly bountiful.





Private yards and gardens, community gardens, transfer stations, and parks. Many homeowners are thrilled to have a basket maker appreciate and make good use of their plants, such as grasses that need to be cut back at the end of a season. This extends to businesses, community gardens, parks, and even plant piles at local transfer stations. Of course, always ask for permission first.


Landscapers and arborists. These professionals often have access to a treasure trove of materials. For example, landscapers working on a redesign might need to remove a cattail patch on a pond or clear the woods of wisteria vines. During yearly maintenance they’re regularly asked to cut back ornamental grasses and leafy plants, such as irises. Arborists regularly cut down great basketry trees, such as tulip poplar.


Local environmental groups. Invasive plants are species that are not native to the ecosystem in which they are growing and whose introduction causes harm to the environment or human health. There are often local initiatives to remove invasive plants from parks and rail trails. Reach out to the groups that manage these lands and see if you can join in or organize an event both to help the ecosystem and source basketry materials.


Social media. Every spring, when I am looking for bark, I ask my online community if trees have fallen in their yards recently or if they’re planning to cut down any trees that are good sources for bark. These posts have yielded some of my best hauls. You could do the same, or you might ask people if they’re cutting back leafy garden plants in fall or vines in winter.









when to forage





We harvest most plants for basketry while they are still living. Dead and dry plants or those that have begun to die back and compost will not be suitable for weaving. In addition, each plant species needs to be harvested at a certain time in its life cycle. The timing is based on what is best for the plant and the surrounding ecosystem as well as the stage in development that suits its use in basketry. For example, for basketry purposes, daylily leaves could be used in summer; however, I will only forage them in fall, after the plant has flowered and is just starting to die back, to avoid depleting the root system. I forage at the right time for the plant and then store materials for year-round use. Guidelines for harvesting, processing, and storing plants vary depending on the type of material. For detailed information, both generally by material type and specifically by plant species, see Chapters 3 to 7.




Harvest Times Cheat Sheet


The foraging calendar on the following pages gives detailed information about peak and acceptable harvest times for many of my favorite basketry plants. For plants not on that list, here are some general guidelines for choosing the season to harvest.


Barks: Late spring–summer


Leaves and grasses: Early fall


Vines: Late fall–winter


Woody stems: Early winter–late winter


Roots: Late spring–early fall





Foraging Calendar


[image: A foraging calendar showing peak, often acceptable, and sometimes acceptable harvesting times throughout the year for a large variety of plants]











safe foraging and making





Safety comes first. Here are some general guidelines to follow.


Be aware of harmful plants. Research how to identify poisonous, thorny, and otherwise dangerous plants, as well as where they grow. I am always on the lookout for poison ivy where I live.


Watch out for ticks. If you forage in a region with tick-borne illnesses, consider wearing light-colored clothes (so ticks will be visible on them) and applying repellent before you head out. Afterward, remove your clothes immediately and give yourself a thorough, full-body check since ticks are mobile and can get into all sorts of crevices. As an added precaution, some people put their clothes in the dryer for 10 minutes right after they take them off to kill any ticks.


Avoid chemicals. Don’t forage in areas sprayed with chemicals or polluted with farm runoff. Invasive vines on roadsides, such as kudzu, for example, are often sprayed. You don’t want to expose yourself to poisons.


Proceed with caution on roadsides. If you are tempted to gather plant material on the roadside, be careful, as drivers are not expecting to see you there.


Be wary of dead vines. Before pulling vines, check to see if the trees they are climbing are alive. Never pull vines intertwined with dead or dying branches. Stop completely or proceed with caution. Dead or dying branches can easily break and fall on you or someone else nearby.


Practice knife safety. Follow these guidelines when using any kind of blade or other sharp tool, including awls, scissors, and saws.




	Never use a knife or sharp object while another person is within arm’s reach.


	Never walk around with your knife or pruning shears open.


	Before cutting, make sure your fingers and your body are out of the way.


	Always angle the knife away from your body (never toward it) while working.


	When whittling, make small, controlled cuts, rather than one big one.


	Retract the blade on your utility knife every time you put it down.


	Keep knives in their sheaths when not in use.


	Keep knives sharp and rust-free. Cutting dirty objects will dull them.
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Always angle a knife away from your body (never toward it) while working.















ethical and respectful foraging





One of the most rewarding parts of wild basketry is the opportunity to come to know and care for the land. For me, this means developing a relationship with natural places and the plants that live there. When we treat the natural world as something alive (which it is) and worthy of respect and care, just like our friends and family, we are more likely to protect it. In fact, this is our privilege and responsibility as human beings—and basketmaking is a beautiful way to begin!


There are many deeply important, time-tested best practices for foraging. Indigenous groups around the world have embodied these principles for many thousands of years. Contemporary environmental movements likewise encourage sustainable approaches and protecting nature. The intentions I focus on are care, respect, and reciprocity with the natural world. Robin Wall Kimmerer’s book Braiding Sweetgrass is an excellent source for learning more about this approach.


Practice gratitude. All plants deserve our respect, even invasive ones. Practice gratitude by thanking the plant and the land throughout the foraging process.


Ask the plant for permission. This practice may seem strange at first, but it is deeply empowering. Ask the plant for permission out loud or pose the question internally. Either way, stop and pay attention to what you feel in your body in response. You may be surprised by what comes through—trust it.


Harvest plants with care and kindness. Forage thoughtfully, intentionally, and slowly, being mindful of the multitude of other plants and creatures living in the area. I find that when I center myself as I work, the process goes more smoothly and is much more meaningful than when I rush or work haphazardly.


Ask the land’s stewards or owners for permission. If you’re harvesting on public land, get permission from the current stewards. They will know the management plan in place for that location. If you’re harvesting on private land, always get permission from the landowner.


Be resourceful and opportunistic. Choose cultivated plants (those already growing in people’s yards) or invasive plants. Actively reroute plant waste resulting from storms, property development, maintenance, and municipal roadwork.


Correctly identify plants. To avoid waste, identify whether a plant is suitable for your intended purpose before you remove it from its ecosystem. If you find a plant with seemingly good basketry qualities whose identity you are unsure of (and you are certain it is not poisonous), harvest a small amount to test before taking more.




Ethical Basketmaking


Beyond caring for the land, I believe in making choices with intention and respect for other people. Mimicking Indigenous basket designs can be a form of cultural appropriation—defined as the use without permission of a people’s traditional dress, music, culture, food, knowledge, ways of being, and other traditions by someone of another culture. There is no checklist of ways to ensure that your basketmaking is authentic to you and not appropriative, but I encourage you to research, talk, and think about your practices and do your best to be an ally to Indigenous peoples.





Learn about and care for the ecosystem. The plant you are harvesting may provide food, nesting material, a spot for laying eggs, and shelter for other inhabitants, such as birds and insects. Learning more about your local ecosystems and the interconnectedness between species will help inform your foraging practice.


Take only a small portion. Take a small percentage of what is available until you understand how your harvest affects a particular ecosystem. Be especially conservative if other individuals may be foraging in the same place. It takes many years for certain plant populations to regenerate; others don’t regenerate at all. Notable exceptions are plants that are invasive or aggressive in their growing tendencies.


Never take the first or the last plant. Explore an area to find different populations of the plant. Choose the healthiest and most abundant area to harvest from. If there is only one tiny white pine tree, don’t cut it! Find a spot where they are plentiful or choose a different species that is more plentiful. As always, invasive plants are an exception.


Use everything you take. Whether it is an entire tree or grasses that grow again every year, every plant’s life is valuable, and basket makers are responsible for honoring and appreciating our plants by not letting any part go to waste. Understanding how to prepare and store plant material and being realistic about how much time we can dedicate to working with it helps a lot. If you are not able to work with all the material you take, compost it and learn for next time.


Leave no trace. When you are finished collecting, spread out any leftover trimmings, fill any holes, and, of course, be sure to take all your tools or anything else you might have brought to the area. Try to leave the area better than you found it.


Give back. Reciprocity is at the heart of developing a relationship with the land. Giving back to a plant or the earth in which it grows could mean removing litter from the area, clearing invasive plant species, spreading the seeds of the plant that you are harvesting (unless it’s an invasive one), and even returning to care for the new plants as needed. Be creative when developing your own practice of reciprocity.


Check back. Return to harvest spots every year or multiple times a year and observe how your actions have affected the ecosystem. Take notes, make videos, and build your knowledge of how to develop the most regenerative practices for your area.


Share. Be generous in sharing both the materials you gather as well as the knowledge you are gaining as a practicing basket maker. Sharing stories and experiences is an excellent way to open people’s hearts to the beauty and importance of caring for the natural world.


The more notes you take in the first few years, the more you will learn and the better off you will be going forward. I know from personal experience how gratifying it is to wonder when I can harvest cattails again, consult my journal, and be reminded of the exact dates and the quality of the materials I gathered in previous years.
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Drying, Storing, and Rehydrating Plant Materials





While it’s tempting to forage for plant material and make a basket right away, it is usually better to allow the material to dry and then rehydrate it to make it malleable again. Freshly cut plant material is filled with moisture that evaporates over time; this causes the material to shrink and the weaving to loosen. Of course, there are exceptions and work-arounds. Certain plants, such as grapevine, don’t retain a lot of moisture, so it’s fine to weave them fresh. Or, in some cases, you can dry your freshly foraged materials just enough—so most of the moisture is gone but they’re still flexible enough to manipulate—then make a basket with them within just a few days.


While each plant has its own nuances, what follows are some basic guidelines for drying, storing, and rehydrating. For more specific recommendations and requirements by type of material, see Chapters 3 to 7.






drying plant materials





The goal is to remove moisture from the material so that it won’t attract mold in storage or shrink when you use it to make baskets. The following principles apply to any material you gather.


[image: captioned image]

Materials such as these grasses will dry fastest on elevated screens in a cool, dry, indoor environment.






Start drying plant material as soon as possible after harvest. An indoor, dry, climate-controlled environment is ideal. This might be an air-conditioned room, a garage space with a dehumidifier running, or a cool, dry attic. If possible, run an electric fan to keep air circulating and to speed up the drying process. Don’t leave your material outside, in the trunk of your car, or on a porch, because it will start to compost.


Spread material in a single layer. Use elevated screens or lay the plant material directly on a table or the floor; screens are helpful because they allow air to flow underneath. Alternatively, tie your harvested plants in small bundles and hang them from the ceiling.


Shuffle and turn the materials once or twice a day. Drying time will vary depending on the material’s consistency and the conditions. A fair estimate for most plants is a few days to 2 weeks. Exceptions include stems, such as willow, which take many weeks or even months to dry completely. Your material is dry if it cracks or snaps when bent. Leaves will make a rustling sound when shuffled and will be visibly smaller in size.


If space or electricity is lacking, do what you can to meet these conditions and check for mold regularly to avoid wasting material.
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storing plant materials





How you store your hard-earned plant material can have a big effect on how likely you are to use it and whether it’s resistant to mold and breakage. A huge pile of unsorted grasses and vines in a cardboard box in the corner does not welcome creativity. Take the time to organize and store your materials well, and when you want to make a basket each component will be easily accessible and ready to go. General guidelines for storage include the following.


Keep your harvested plants in a cool, dry environment. Giving space around the materials with good air circulation is key. Depending on the climate, you may need to run a dehumidifier or an air conditioner seasonally or year-round.


Label everything. Note what it is, when and where it was foraged, and maybe even what you intend to use it for. (For example, while processing bark, I often know I want to use certain bundles for stakes and others for weavers. Leaving a note for my future self helps me remember.)


Bundle small amounts. Heaps of material are inaccessible, while small quantities are easy to pull out and soak to use.


Choose clear containers. If using boxes, I prefer clear tote bins or bags so I can easily see the contents.




Dealing with Mold


Don’t continue to store or make baskets with materials that have developed green surface mold or black mold spots. Compost leafy plant materials like grasses and corn husks, since the mold will be difficult to clean off completely. For other materials without extensive damage, try removing the mold using one of the methods below. Sometimes black mold spots leave a stain, but the material can still be used.


Boiling in water, applying vinegar, and exposing materials to sunlight and fresh air are the best remedies for mold. While cleaning, always wear a mask and rubber gloves to avoid breathing in and otherwise coming in contact with the mold spores.




	
If the material is tough enough to boil: Place vines or thicker unsplit barks in a large pot and fill it with enough water to cover. Boil for a few minutes to kill the mold spores. Using tongs, carefully transfer the material to a work surface in the bright sun. Spray the material with vinegar and wipe it down to make sure all spores are removed. Spray the material again and let it dry in fresh air very thoroughly. Afterward, store the material in a drier place with better ventilation.


	
If boiling isn’t an option: Soak a rag in white vinegar, use the rag to wipe down the moldy material, then dry it. This works best for flat materials with no cracks or crevices for mold to grow; thin materials that might be damaged by boiling; or materials that won’t fit in a pot, such as willow.

















rehydrating plant materials





The goal when rehydrating is to make the materials flexible enough to manipulate without waterlogging them. Each plant requires different soaking times and conditions, but generally, the thicker and woodier the material, the longer it will take to soak and the more it will benefit from heat. Chapters 3 to 7 detail soaking methods and times for specific types of materials and plant species, but the following outline gives the big picture. Use all the instructions in this book for rehydrating as a starting point and be prepared to adjust.


Note that leafy materials rehydrate best through a method called mellowing (see here) rather than submerging them in water. Mellowing allows them to absorb just enough water without becoming oversoaked.


[image: Lowering a bundle of dried plants into a bucket of water]


Test and observe. After something has been soaking for a while, take it out of the water and evaluate its condition. Is it flexible? When you try to weave with it, does it crack? If it’s inflexible, put it back in the water for another 10 minutes, then try again. Listen to what the material is telling you rather than getting too attached to how long you think it should take to get ready.


Rehydrate just enough. As you work, keep in mind that plants left in the water too long begin to break down and get mushy. Also, most plant materials degrade if they are rehydrated and dried out too many times, so aim to rehydrate only as much as you need for your current project.


Use hot water, if possible. Hot water speeds up the rehydrating process, but lukewarm or even cold water can work, especially for thinner materials. When using hot water, be careful not to cook the material; just put it in hot water in a pot and let it sit (or heat the water over low heat to steam). The only exceptions are vines and thicker sheets of bark, which may require a low simmer.












Store-Bought Materials





There are many store-bought natural materials that can be used for the projects in this book. In fact, there is a whole discipline of basketry dedicated to using processed natural materials that are widely available in basketry-supply stores. They may lack the character of wild foraged plants, but they are easy to obtain and are a good resource for those who are not able to forage or need to supplement their stash or practice their techniques.


Rattan. Reed and cane, both products from rattan plants, are the most widespread natural weaving materials available in stores. They come from a large group of spiny, vinelike, climbing palms native to Southeast Asia. Rattan is used for all manner of woven, twined, and ribbed baskets.


Raffia. This is a leaf fiber that comes from the leaves of the raffia palm, which is grown primarily for basketry in Madagascar. The tree keeps growing after the leaves are harvested, making this practice sustainable. Use raffia for cordage, coiling, and twining.


Other fibers and recycled materials. Jute, hemp, ramie (which is in the nettle family), and sisal are all natural fibers available online. Most of the projects in this book can also be completed with human-made and recycled materials, such as strips of fabric, paper, rope, plastic, or even wire.


Get creative! There is so much room for experimentation and upcycling.











Thinking Outside the Box





The natural world is filled with materials and objects that have interesting shapes, textures, and forms. These unconventional materials can be used creatively in baskets that are either utilitarian or artistic. Twisted driftwood or antlers can become the handle of a gathering basket. Intriguing roots or vines can become a random-weave sculpture. Seedpods, shells, and handmade beads can decorate the outside of coiled baskets. As an artist, I am constantly collecting from nature or gathering scraps from my studio to repurpose in wall hangings, in sculptures, or as embellishments on regular baskets.


Experiment with whatever you find that inspires you. Look at the qualities of what you gather. Is it flexible or stiff? Delicate or strong? Use the qualities you observe to experiment with the best ways to integrate it into a basket or sculptural piece. When approaching basketry from a sculptural, creative, and experimental viewpoint, the final products don’t even have to resemble traditional baskets. They can be sinuous structures, or even take the form of a non-vessel object, such as a book or an animal. Some unconventional materials to try:




	Seashells


	Driftwood


	Twisted vines


	Acorns and other nuts


	Bark


	Antlers


	Clay


	Stones


	Roots


	Feathers


	Seedpods


	Bone


	Leather


	Wool and yarn


	Handmade paper


	Seaweed





When thinking experimentally, you also don’t have to limit yourself to unconventional materials. Typical basketry materials can be used in sculptural forms with great success. Remember that there is no right or wrong. Just have fun!
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Chapter 2 Plant Identification [image: border]






After learning to identify a few plants, you will never be able to drive down the road or go on a walk without noticing the bounty surrounding you. Where once you saw only a wall of green, suddenly the species you learned about will seem to appear everywhere. Not only is this empowering, but getting to know new plants is fun—like meeting a neighborhood friend. The journey starts with learning how to classify key features of the plants that you find so that you can assess whether they are candidates for basketmaking and eventually identify them. Whether or not you become passionate about plant identification or botany, even a little bit of knowledge will help immensely in the basketmaking process.








How to Start Seeing Plants





Starting to differentiate the plants within the “wall of green” outside doesn’t have to be overwhelming. You can steadily acquire skill if you slow down, use your own senses in firsthand observation, learn to identify plants one at a time, and study some basic botany.


Pay attention. Practice looking at plants and describing what they look like. Ask yourself questions. For example, how do the leaves connect to the branches? What shape is the leaf? What is the texture of the leaf? What does the edge of the leaf look like? Are there flowers? What do they look like? (See Basic Botany for Wild Basketry on here for some options of how you might describe these things.) Also, consider how a plant looks or behaves from a different perspective. For example, you might notice how a plant moves, smells, feels, and sounds when the wind passes over it. (Tasting it is not necessary for basketry.)


Sit with plants and observe them over time. Notice how they change through the seasons, when they flower, when they drop their leaves, what their seeds look like, and more. Sometimes identifying a plant is easiest when it is leafing, flowering, or fruiting, but that isn’t necessarily the right time to harvest it for basketry. Therefore, it’s important to note the location during that season and come back to visit during other times of year. Soon you’ll be able to identify basketry plants throughout their growth cycle and especially at harvest time.


Walk with friends who are interested in plants. Ask them to tell you stories about a couple of plants they know well. Ask how they recognize these plants and what they mean to them. Most of us retain information more easily when we learn through positive experiences and storytelling rather than academic study.


Keep a journal. Record your observations. Write descriptions, draw, press leaves, take photos, whatever makes sense for you. Your journal doesn’t have to be elaborate or even consistent, but everything you record there will help you grow as a basket maker. The exercises on here–here can help get you in the groove of the journal practice.


Refer to regional field guides and books. Keep them around and flip through them often. I find that field guides written specifically for your state or region will have the best and most comprehensive descriptions and photos, although there are some with larger scopes that are great, too. Alternatively, there are many plant videos and online archives to follow. See Resources on here for suggestions. I would only use plant identification apps as a starting point since they are not always accurate, especially when plants don’t have obvious distinguishing characteristics. They also encourage learners to get a quick answer, rather than developing their own ability to observe and deduce.


Research a plant’s natural and cultural history. Once you know a plant’s name, you can research its natural history—how it functions as a part of an ecosystem and in what kind of environments you will find it. Additionally, you can find out its cultural history—how people have interacted with and used it over time. Plants are an essential part of human culture, and many basketry plants are or have been used not only for weaving but also as medicine, food, building materials, and tools.




Keep a Foraging Journal


Journaling is an incredibly valuable practice not only for identifying plants but also for taking foraging notes. I prefer to use one that is unlined so I can include drawings and paste in images, but any type that you like will work. Make an entry for every plant you forage, noting the date and characteristics of the plant and the experience. For example:


May 20, 2024. Peeled bark from a 7-inch-diameter basswood tree. It wasn’t easy, but I was able to get the bark off without tearing. Have noticed that it was much easier to peel from basswood in June last year. Basswood might have a later peeling season than other deciduous trees. Also noted that the leaves were very small. Perhaps leaf size is a better indicator of when the bark will be ready than the date. Pay attention to this next year!









journal exercises





These are some of the first assignments I give students in my wild basketry workshops. By the end of the year, students are amazed to look back and see where they started. The exercises are progressive and build upon each other.






Map Your Area





Begin looking at your surroundings with new eyes by making a basic map of your yard or a nearby natural location.


1. Walk around your area to get a sense of its layout or use a map app to see the shape of the area and draw a basic overhead view in your journal.


2. Note on the map where different kinds of plants or groups of plants are growing. The notes can be very simple. For example, “wet field with grasses” or “fence covered in vines.”


3. Unless you want to, there is no need to identify species. The goal is just to see what types of plants are growing in your space.


[image: captioned image]

Using a map app for assistance with an aerial view, start with a sketch of a natural area.















Sit with a Plant





Next, practice awareness and observation while spending time with a particular plant. Make sure you have at least 30 minutes to sit with this exercise.


1. Pick one plant or type of plant from your map to focus on. It doesn’t have to be a basketry plant, and it doesn’t matter if you know what species it is.


2. Sit next to the plant. Don’t get out your journal yet. Spend some undisturbed time observing the plant and getting curious. Look very closely at its form and observe the details. The following questions are just a few to get you started. What shape and texture are the leaves? Are they soft or hard? What is the exact texture of the bark or stem? How would you describe the color of the flowers? What are the tiniest details you can notice? Close your eyes. What does it smell like? How does it sound in the wind? Open your heart to simply observe and be with the plant.


3. After observing for at least 10 minutes, begin to record in your journal what you are observing and experiencing. This can look many ways. You might sketch, make notes, or write, even abstractly. You can create a poem or record your feelings. If you are not sure where to start, write down the characteristics you observed in the plant, make a quick sketch, and then go from there.









Dive Deeper





The next step is to identify and learn more about this plant.


1. If you aren’t familiar with the plant species, get out some field guides, consult the internet, or—even better—reach out to a friend to help decipher what it is. Sometimes positively identifying a plant takes more than one method.


[image: A hand drawn field journal of different plants]


2. Spend some time researching the plant. What is the geographical range in which it grows? Is the plant native to the area or was it introduced? Does it have any uses, such as food, medicine, or even basketry? If it has been used for basketry, what types of baskets did it make, and what groups of people used it? Try to find someone you know who is familiar with it and ask them what they know or what they like about the plant. Stories are a great way to internalize knowledge.


3. Record what you learn in your journal. Write down at least a few things that you found particularly interesting or curious about the plant.


Repeat these exercises with many plants throughout your basketry journey! This is one way to begin to know individual plants and develop a relationship with the land.
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Birch Tree Bark
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Catail Herbaceous Leaves

Corn Herbaceous Leaves

Dandelion Herbaceous Soft stems

Daylily Herbaceous Leaves i

Dogbane Herbaceous Stalk fiber | 1

Eim Tree Bark and bark fiber |

Grapevine Vine Vine

Hickory Tree Bark

Honeysuckle Vine Vine

iris Herbaceous Leaves

Kudzu Vine Vine

Milkweed Herbaceous stalk fiber

Netdle Herbaceous Stalk fiber

Ornamental grasses Herbaceous Soft stems and leaves

Palms Tree Leaves

Pine Tree Needles (leaves)

Porcelain berry Vine Vine
Red osier dogwood Shrub Woody stems |
Snake plant Herbaceous Leaf fiber

Soft rush Herbaceous Soft stems
Softstem bulrush Herbaceous Soft stems |
Spruce Tree Roots.

Sumac Tree Bark

Tulip poplar Tree Bark
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Western red cedar Tree Bark, bark fiber, and roots
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