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Introduction


For those of us who are passionate about nature and inspired by all things green, foraging for wild food is a brilliant way to connect with plants and the landscape. By finding, gathering and cooking with wild food, we can learn more about our amazing planet and the edible plants that flourish here, tapping into the incredible knowledge of those who found food and flavour in these woods, meadows and shores before us.


A growing interest in well-being and the planet means we’re starting to question what we eat and how we grow it. We can look to wild plants to learn about nutrition and biodiversity, marvelling at what thrives naturally in our own backyard.


This beautiful, pocket-sized guide will hold your hand as you build your knowledge of the wonderful world of foraging. It covers:




	[image: bullet point]Where to go



	[image: bullet point]What to forage and when



	[image: bullet point]What equipment you’ll need



	[image: bullet point]How to gather food responsibly and safely



	[image: bullet point]What to do with your foraged bounty









The following pages are intended to help you gain new knowledge and try new flavours rather than encourage you to try to live off wild, foraged foods alone. That would be tough!


We’ll also leave mushrooms well alone. Foraging for mushrooms is a whole art form in itself and requires specialist knowledge for safety.


Even if mushrooms are off the menu, it’s always sensible to proceed with caution while foraging. If you’re not sure about a plant, leave it be. And even if you are sure, always start with a nibble before moving on to a mouthful.


Grab your basket and let’s go!













CHAPTER ONE
 FORAGING ESSENTIALS






Before you set off for the woods or wayside, basket in hand, you might like to read up on some foraging basics. Even if you’re a seasoned seeker of wild edibles, it’s always good to remind yourself of the best ways to gather safely – and successfully.


The following pages cover everything you need to know as a forager, helping you work out what to look for, where and when to look for it, and how to turn it into something wonderful in your kitchen. There are also handy hints and tips on the dos and don’ts when you’re out gathering wild food, as well as a useful equipment list.







What is foraging and why is it wonderful?


Foraging is the act of gathering wild food from the landscape to eat, cook with or to make medicine. Way back when, it was a way of life; now, a lot of the old forgotten skills and knowledge are being lovingly rediscovered. Nowadays, it’s mostly done for fun, as a way of building a deeper connection with nature or a means of trying out new flavours or seasonal crafts.


In a world where we can pick up the phone to call for pizza or summon peaches or strawberries to our door in December with the swipe of a thumb, much of the magic of gathering our own food has gone. The anticipation of autumn days full of rosehips and fat hazelnuts, the secret knowledge of where to find the best wild strawberry patches and the communal experience of going out to gather fruit, seeds and roots to see us through the winter have all but vanished.


Foraging allows us to relive some of this magic, to enjoy the true flavour of native varieties in that small window when the stars align to give them their moment of perfect ripeness. It also allows us to experience the thrill of the hunt: slowing down, paying attention and turning a corner to discover a patch of succulent ingredients just as we were about to give up and head for home.


Foraging also enables us to develop faith in our own resourcefulness: tucking into a crumble we’ve had the patience and skill to harvest the fruit for is an empowering moment. It also gives us a newfound respect for a punnet of shop-bought fruit, knowing the bush that bore it probably travelled once around the sun to offer it up to us.
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Where can you forage?


The countryside and coast are wonderful places to find and gather wild food. Meadows, heathland, woodland, beaches and hedgerows are full of delicious edibles, if you know where to look.


You don’t have to seek out a rural idyll to be a successful forager, however. There are plenty of fabulous food spots just waiting to be discovered in towns and cities – in parks, woods, on bits of forgotten wasteland, by rivers and streams or even in your own garden.


In general, the wild food you gather in urban areas is less likely to have been sprayed with pesticides, as this is more common practice in areas where large-scale agriculture takes place. It’s best to avoid gathering food near busy roads or in heavily industrial areas, however, as plants absorb pollution, and their fruit, nuts and seeds will be less wholesome if they’ve been exposed to traffic or other fumes.


In terms of where you can legally forage, the rules vary from country to country, and from state to state. In the UK, all wild plants are protected under the Wildlife and Countryside Act (1981), which forbids the digging up and removal of plants from the land on which they’re growing without the landowner’s permission. It is also illegal in the UK to pick, uproot, harvest the seed from, or sell rare or endangered plant species. This is also the case in many other countries.


The rules are more flexible, however, when it comes to gathering flowers, foliage, fruit, nuts or seeds in moderation for your own consumption on land freely accessible to the public. In the UK, for example, it’s generally fine to forage areas such as parks, towpaths, hedgerows, path edges, woodland, nature reserves, etc., as long as you only take what you need.


As the rules vary, it’s best to check which laws apply where you live before you begin.


Author and forager John Rensten describes finding an incredible 200 varieties of edible plants in just one square mile of inner-city London in his book The Edible City, showing how our urban areas are full to bursting with wild food if we know where to look.










Foraging equipment


You don’t need to invest in expensive equipment to forage, but making sure you have a few basic items with you will help you get the most out of it.


[image: ]   A sturdy rucksack


Having both hands free is really helpful while you’re out in the woods or meadows. A strong, comfortable rucksack allows you to carry your finds and equipment, while allowing you to use both hands for gathering bounty. Choose a rucksack with a water-bottle pocket so you can keep a drink handy, and stash an extra cotton tote bag or two inside for additional finds.


[image: ]   A mobile phone


When you head out, make sure you take a fully charged mobile phone with you so you can check in with friends or family, navigate your way and take pictures of your finds. If you’re planning a day trip, consider packing an extra power bank to make sure your phone battery stays energized as long as you do.


[image: ]   Plastic tubs with well-fitting lids


Airtight containers are perfect for collecting and storing berries and other edibles, as well as making sure they don’t get squashed on the way home. They’re also ideal for keeping different finds separate and making sure items with pungent smells and flavours don’t get mixed up with other treasures. Best of all, they come in so many shapes and sizes!


[image: ]   A long, flat-bottomed basket or trug


Flat-bottomed baskets are great for laying out tender leaves, stems and soft fruit, helping you to avoid squashing delicate items by maximizing the amount of produce you can lay out in a single layer. These kinds of baskets can sometimes be picked up second-hand at thrift stores or garage sales, or can be bought inexpensively at garden centres.


[image: ]   Gardening gloves


A good pair of gardening gloves that aren’t too thick or stiff will keep your fingers safe from stings and scratches while still keeping movement nimble.


[image: ]   Secateurs and snips


Secateurs are useful for cutting tough stems, while snips allow you to make small, precise cuts to gather things such as berries or flowers. Always remember to fit the safety lock while carrying your cutting tool. You might also like to invest in a pouch or holder to protect the sharp blade.


[image: ]   Sturdy boots


Foraging can sometimes take you off the beaten track and you might find yourself making your way through prickly undergrowth or over uneven ground. A stout pair of boots will protect your feet and ankles from scratches, bites and stings as you go, and help you keep your footing on stony or muddy terrain.


[image: ]   Waterproofs and sun protection


Spending time outdoors means you get to experience all kinds of weather. Pack lightweight waterproofs you can pull on easily when the heavens open and a sun hat and sunscreen for when it’s hot and there isn’t much shade.


[image: ]   Snacks and drinks


Once you start foraging, it’s easy to lose track of time. It’s a good rule of thumb to carry water and some good hearty snacks with you wherever you go. Being prepared like this sets you up for any eventuality, allows you to stay well-nourished and helps you leave your foraged finds alone when you get peckish.


[image: ]   First-aid kit


Getting the odd scratch or sting is an inevitable part of spending time outside among wild plants. It’s good practice to carry a small first-aid kit though, in case you want to dress a cut or graze, or remove a pesky tick. Plasters, a bandage, natural insect repellent, antiseptic wipes and a tick remover are all good things to include.
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