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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to that chapter.





Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.





You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.




INTRODUCTION




Darling,


I have something to admit.


I’ve been lying to you.


Every time I’ve served you up spinach, be it in soup, pies or risotto, I’ve actually been feeding you wild things. You’ve had stinging nettles, dead nettles, purslanes and oraches; I’ve fed you fat hen, good King Henry and goosegrass. You’ve had dandelions and thistles. They’ve come from the side of the train tracks, along the river, in the parks and, sometimes, my garden.


You’ve gone back for seconds and had it the following day so I guess you’ve liked some of it? Actually I think, by now, you must know that spinach is a pretty loose term in our kitchen. I hope you don’t mind, but I don’t intend to start growing it anytime soon.


Lots of love


A
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IT’S TRUE that I’ve been less than truthful to my husband for the last couple of years about where our dinners have come from. I can see his point, it is a little weird to go out and forage when there’s a supermarket at the bottom of our road. But I gain so much pleasure from foraging: every leaf, seed and berry that I pick somehow seems to connect me both to my past and my future. I think about what my mother has taught me about the outdoors. I think of the many women over millennia that have done this. How our roles have been constructed out of the idea that we’re destined to forage and gather. And I am good at gathering; I can pick fast, note exactly when a bush is ripe with berries, I can climb high into the tree to pick those fat mulberries, and where others see weeds or see nothing at all, I can see our supper.


More importantly I’m not alone. Last year I offered to take some people around my park to show where and how to forage sustainably. I thought at best 10 or 20 hardy souls would turn up, I never expected 60 to come and take notes so eagerly. This makes my heart sing. There were old people, hipsters, youngsters, mums and dads and dog walkers all interested in looking and participating in their park in a different way. Foraging is exciting because it offers a sort of freedom with food that many of us have never experienced before. Foraging or wild-food walks are popping up all over the country – all you need to do is surf the web to find like-minded folk who want to get to grips with identifying edible plants and using them.


Which brings me to this book. I guess I should lay my wares bare. This is no ordinary foraging book. It is not full of folklore, not because I don’t think that history is not important but because there are many brilliant foraging books that explore this (they’re all hanging out in the resource section if you want a little light reading). Foraging stories are important because they are there to help you remember a certain plant and I have included my own stories about how I came to certain plants in the hope that you might create some of your own. Teach your children your stories, tell them how you learnt to recognise a certain plant or what recipe brings out the best flavour. When I asked my neighbour about bilberry picking in Birmingham she told me that everyone of a certain generation knew where to go because the bilberry hill was also one of the best places to take a date. She said half of Birmingham probably lost their virginity or were conceived amongst those berries. And, personally, I like that story (though I might censor it for the very young).


You do not have to go to the countryside to find these foods, though of course you can, but in some cases you may do better in a car park than a field. The plants in this book are just as likely to have come originally from faraway shores as from home, so this is not a book about native foraged foods. This is also not a book about eating weird things. I have been ruthless about taste. There are many things you can eat in this world. As Simon (the photographer) pointed out, if it doesn’t make you sick it’s edible, but whether you want to eat it is another thing. I have stuck to plants that taste good enough to want to go back for more, that don’t have difficult or laborious processing to get to the good bits and, most importantly, that are readily available in most places. There is nothing rare in this book and there’s good reason for that.


Some of these foods can be grown at home, whether this is making use of the weeds already in your garden or introducing attractive ornamentals with an edible bent. I have also included people (and their plants) who have consciously decided to create edible landscapes for foraging, including community orchards and edible trails around towns. I hope this book will inspire you to look a little differently at your landscape and to add something a little wilder to your supper.


As Henry David Thoreau wrote in his last unfinished manuscript Wild Fruits, ‘the value of these fruits is not in the mere possession or eating of them, but in the sight and enjoyment of them’. He goes on to write that the word fruit comes from the Latin, fructus, meaning ‘that which is used or enjoyed’ and suggests that ‘if it were not so, then going a-berrying and going to market would be nearly synonymous experiences’. I have spent many wonderful afternoons gathering wild foods with friends, and then cooking them down in jams and pies. These are good memories and each year I find myself anticipating the ripening of damsons or the next batch of brambles. I cannot say the same of any visit to the supermarket.


Let’s face it, the supermarket is never going to be that much fun because someone else has made all the choices for you. Knowing about what your local area has to offer makes you and your community independent, resilient even to certain sorts of global change (who cares about the prices of cherries in the US if your local trees provide fruit for free). But mostly it’s fun, there is nothing like the free find. I put foraging for supper up there with finding a designer piece in a charity shop. It’s an independent choice and that feels great.


Foraging, the act of looking for food, helps us to map the world around us, to give it meaning. If you know that in the park on a certain corner breakfast beckons in the form of damson jam then you start to care about that place in a very different way. I believe wholly that an awareness of our landscape is important. It is our best conservation tool, it builds community and defines where we live, and perhaps it could be the starting point for deciding how the place we live in will work in the future.


This book has taken me around the world to meet women and men who are creating a new form of foraging. This new foraging is more likely to be done in towns and cities than in the wilderness. It’s not about survival but about celebrating our spaces. In this form of foraging, domesticated and wild plants are equals, the abandoned orchard is as important as the native berry. What defines these forays is the picking as much as what is picked.
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SO IS IT SAFE?



THE THING I hear most about foraging is that surely it’s unclean and polluted, particularly if you’re foraging in the city (which is pretty much where all my foraged food comes from). I’m going to hit this one on the head so we can move swiftly on to the more joyous elements. Supermarket food is no cleaner than things that you forage for. It could possibly be more polluted, it is definitely more unknown. Vegetables and fruit that you buy at the supermarket may say where they have come from, what they are, even who grew them. There will be best-before dates and washing instructions – but that doesn’t mean much. It’s just labelling.


Our current global farming system is in a bit of mess, it relies on all sorts of less than desirable practices and is less than transparent about what the end product is. If you want to really know about how something is grown, the husbandry practice, about which way the prevailing wind blows (and with it the pollution), you need to ask the growers and see where it is grown. Farmers’ markets and CSAs (Community Supported Agriculture) are great for this, stuff you grew yourself even better. Or you can go and forage. As a competent forager I know about the land management practice of where I can pick (mostly parks), I make choices about what and when I pick, I observe the landscape, I watch for changes. I can make informed choices about what I eat and I believe that often what I pick from around me is far more beneficial to me and my surroundings than anything I buy out of a packet.


Fruit, particularly tree fruit such as apples and pears, is perhaps the safest urban food. Fruit trees tend to sequest minerals and toxins into their heartwood or bark, not into the fruit. This makes sense as the fruit makes the trees of the future. Berries, such as blackberries and raspberries, are shallow-rooted and this means they can take up more pollutants. In 2000 the government body MAFF (Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food) undertook a study into heavy metal pollution in wild blackberries. This found that blackberries picked at urban sites or on busy roads do have higher levels of certain heavy metals compared to those picked in rural areas, but none of the blackberries picked had significant levels that might pose a risk to human health. The sensible route is to pick your blackberries away from roads (or at least on the far side of the hedge), to wash them before eating them, and not to eat blackberries for breakfast, lunch and tea every day of the month.


Leafy greens, such as fat hen, nettles and brassica family greens, are likely to accumulate the most toxins so you want to pick these from the cleanest sites and stay away from roadsides or old industrial sites.
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WHY FORAGED FOODS ARE GOOD FOR US



WE’VE BEEN on this earth for roughly 200,000 years. Agriculture appeared about 10,000 years ago, before that we were strictly dependent on nature for our food. As hunters and gatherers, we ate a wide variety of foods, particularly plants, far greater than anything we eat now. Basically our genetic constitution, the way we digest food, was formed at a time when the environment was hugely different from today. Our environment may have changed, but our constitution has evolved very little in the last 10,000 years.


It’s important not to glorify those ancient diets – life expectancy was short and hunger always prevalent. Our ancestors lived off a boom and bust diet, but it is important to understand that our history informs the way we have evolved, and until the last century or so we ate very differently. For instance, we eat a lot less greens today and the greens that we do eat are all highly cultivated, which is not altogether good.


All plants are a source of alpha-linolenic acid, the parent Omega-3 fatty acid that is an important essential fatty acid for the healthy development of our brain, eyes and nerves. There is also evidence to suggest that this fat helps prevent cardiovascular diseases. Omega-3s are mainly found in fish oil and plants, but unfortunately many fish are now also full of lots of less than desirable things, such as heavy metals and oceanic pollutants.


Alpha-linolenic acid is an incredibly important fat in plants, it’s found in the membrane that surrounds the chloroplast, which is basically the centre of energy production, where photosynthesis occurs. The problem with alpha-linolenic acid is that it affects the shelf life of vegetables. Over the centuries we’ve been unwittingly selecting and breeding vegetables that will store well, but contain less essential fatty acid – alpha-linolenic acid.


In the 1980s Greek scientist Artemis Simopoulos found that purslane growing wild in Crete had an Omega-3 content four times higher than cultivated spinach. These same wild greens from Crete were also found to have more flavonoids that an equal quantity of red wine. They also had a higher content of antioxidants than cultivated vegetables. Could it be that wild greens from Crete are actually the superfood that we’ve been searching for? Or is it just that wild plants are a little better adapted to survive than cultivated ones? Anyone who has dabbled in gardening can tell you that weeds are pretty tough, less likely to wither from drought, able to grow well in poor soils and often able to stand high levels of pest attack.


Antioxidants are present in plants because of high levels of phenolic compounds which are essential for plant growth and produced as a response for defending injured plants against pathogens. It makes sense that weeds have high levels of these and thus more antioxidants. Weeds are self-reliant because no-one looks after them.


When you eat your weeds or gather wild berries you’re not just re-enacting a part of your ancestral behaviour, you are also eating food that is more appropriate to the food your bodies evolved to digest, definitely a lot more appropriate than eating a chocolate bar.
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HOW TO FORAGE


Sometimes I gather with nothing more than my pockets to take home my bounty, but when I am on a foraging mission I go equipped with a sturdy pair of boots, plastic bags, containers, a pair of rubber gloves, scissors, a knife, a bit of string, and often the dog too. A lot of city foraging is opportunistic, my handbag has had its fair share of fruit stuffed into it, and during peak foraging times I always have some plastic bags for greens (which don’t fare well at the bottom of a purse). I find that scissors or a small penknife are very useful for cutting greens off at the base so you carry around the minimum amount of dirt. For something like stinging nettles, a pair of rubber gloves is essential. I have come to think of Isabel, my dog, as a key foraging tool as all dogs spend much of their time marking territory. Where she goes I steer clear of. But the only thing you really need is knowledge.






HOW TO WORK OUT WHAT TO EAT



PLANTS ARE much like people, once you know someone you can recognise them even if they change their hat or put on a different coat. When you get an eye for a certain favourite food you’ll be able to recognise it from afar (or at least its territory). However, plants do adapt and change. Leafy plants growing in poor soils may have smaller leaves, change their leaf colour (often showing more reds and purples due to signs of stress) or have more leathery, tougher leaves. Put that same plant in lush conditions with good soil and plenty of water and it may grow considerably larger and look a lively bright green – just like people, if plants feel neglected, they tend to look it too.


Plants often change their appearance considerably as the year progresses and they live out their cycle – a sorrel leaf in spring is just a mass of spear-shaped green leaves, but come late summer the plant is a tall stalk covered with pink seeds and very few leaves.


The best way to learn how to recognise a plant is to go out and find a plant you already know, such as a stinging nettle or bramble. Take a long, good look at it and then go home and read about it (it might be a good idea to take a sample of the plant home with you). Botanical descriptions can be a little overwhelming at the beginning. They are full of odd, archaic words, like ovate and lanceolate that are there to clarify things, but it doesn’t always seem that way initially. The photos of leaf shapes, margins and arrangements (here) will help you get your eye in. It is a bit of an odd language, but it doesn’t take long to figure out and, once you’ve got it, we will all be on the same page, so to speak.


Initially, start off with plants with easy-to-read descriptions, try out some with the plants you know, and then move on to the unknown. If, after reading the description, you are still unsure, don’t pick but do more research. Google the plant, ask another forager, look in a plant encyclopedia, join your local botanical society if there is one and pester them to help you, or if you’re lucky enough to have a local botanical garden, ask for help. If you’re still not clear, just don’t eat it. Not until you’re sure. It’s fun foraging, but not worth getting sick over.






WHO SHOULD EAT WHAT



WILD FOOD is good for you but, like all foods, some people should steer clear of certain food groups. It goes without saying that pregnant women should be extra careful with what they eat. There is nothing in this book that would cause harm, but unknown pollutants and traces of animal urine or faeces can be harmful, so perhaps stay away from foraging for nine months or so. If you have kidney stones (or similar ailments) then you should not eat borage, and you may wish to stay away from fat hen, oraches, nettles and sorrels that all contain notable levels of oxalic acid.


Wild foods can have a pretty powerful effect on your body, not because they are bad, but because they are so raw, for want of a better word, compared to a lot of our processed foods. If you go mad on, say, fat hen or blackberries and decide to eat them every day at every meal for a month, you might well end up with diarrhoea. I’m just trying to say be sensible, eat wild things a few times a week perhaps. Most foraging isn’t about finding food for survival, it’s just about adding some truly diverse and delicious things to your meals.





[image: illustration]






SO WHERE SHOULD YOU GO?



WILDER PARKS, canal and riverside pathways, those funny bits of urban wasteland that actually look more like the countryside than city, allotments, churchyards – they’ll all throw up something edible.


Dense woodlands aren’t very productive as there is little light at ground level for plants to grow. As many of the berries and green plants that you want to eat are most often at or near ground level, head to the margins. Hedgerows are ideal, as are the banks of streams and open areas.


Clearly try and choose the places which are least polluted, the furthest corner from the road and so on. If you are after fruit and are in any way unsure about ground pollution, only pick from trees. I’d stay clear of picking greens in car parks, or along busy roads, and head into parks for them or choose plants protected from heavy pollution by, say, a fence or a dense hedge.
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SOME POSSIBLE FORAGING PLACES


PARKS


Hawthorn Crataegus spp


Mulberry Morus nigra


Walnut Juglans regia


Hazelnut Corylus avellana


Raspberry Rubus idaeus


Juneberry Amelanchier lamarckii


Ornamental quince Chaenomeles spp


Rowan Sorbus aucuparia


Cherry plum Prunus cerasifera


Cherry Prunus avium


Crab apple Malus sylvestris


Daylily Hemerocallis spp


Apple Malus domestica


Rose and rosehip Rosa spp


Fig Ficus carica


Stinging nettle Urtica dioica


Garlic mustard Alliaria petiolata


Goosegrass Galium aparine


Sheep’s sorrel Rumex acetosella


Dandelion Taraxacum officinale


PATHWAYS


Mallow Malva sylvestris, Malva neglecta


Chicory Cichorium intybus


Dandelion Taraxacum officinale


Chickweed Stellaria media, Cerastium vulgare


Garlic mustard Alliaria petiolata


Stinging nettle Urtica dioica


CAR PARKS


Ornamental quince Chaenomeles spp


Ornamental pear Pyrus spp


Crab apple Malus sylvestris


Blackberry Rubus fruticosus


Chinese bramble Rubus tricolor


Oregon hollygrape Mahonia aquifolium


Oregon grape Mahonia nervosa


Darwin’s barberry Berberis darwinii


Walnut Juglans regia


Hazelnut and cobnut Corylus avellana


GARDENS AND ALLOTMENTST


Thistle Cirsium vulgare


Sowthistle Sonchus oleraceus


Chickweed Stellaria media


Broad-leaved willowherb Fpilobium montanum


Garlic mustard Alliaria petiolate


Dandelion Taraxacum officinale


Stinging nettle Urtica dioica


Ground elder Aegopodium podagraria


Herb Bennet Geum urbanum


Bittercress Cardamine spp


Sorrel Rumex acetosa


Oregon grape Mahonia nervosa


Barberry Berberis spp


Apple Malus domestica


Pear Pyrus spp


Ornamental quince Chaenomeles spp


Lime tree Tilia cordata


Hazelnut Corylus avellana


Mallow Malva sylvestris, Malva neglecta


Chamomile Chamaemelum nobile, Matricaria recutita


Field poppy Papaver rhoeas


ABANDONED GROUND


Blackberry Rubus fruticosus


Apple Malus domestica


Crab apple Malus sylvestris


Fig Ficus carica


And if the land and soil is not polluted (say it’s a back garden) Mallow Malva sylvestris, Malva neglecta


Chickweed Stellaria media, Cerastium vulgare


Dandelion Taraxacum officinale


Chamomile Chamaemelum nobile


German chamomile Matricaria recutita
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LAND USE



EVERY CITY is just layers upon layers of habitation, the soil is often not much more than building rubble and layers of detritus built up over the years. A place’s past life is not always obvious, it can literally be deeply buried. Parks can once have been industrial sites, playing fields are built on top of old gas works, petrol stations come and go. Toxic chemicals can build up in the soils and plants will accumulate these toxins from the soil. In some ways plants are part of the clean-up process, but you don’t want to eat part of that. Local knowledge is probably one of the best ways to find out about former land uses, though it is possible to get a quick preliminary check through the Homecheck website (www.homecheck.co.uk). This runs what’s known as an environmental search to look at risks such as flooding, local landfill, radon and coal mining. It also looks at local historical use, though it is quite vague. Your local library may have detailed historic maps that will help you out.






THE LAW



HERE’S THE tricky bit: plants, even weeds are owned, or at least the land they sit upon is. Although in the UK we have the ‘right to roam’, thanks to the Countryside Rights of Way Act 2000 and foraging is a traditional use of the countryside, there is no law saying that you have the right to do it.


If you want to eat free, wild food you are supposed to ask permission from the landowner first. And it is completely against the law to dig up any plants without permission. It is also illegal to collect plants from national Nature Reserves or Sites of Special Scientific Interest without permission from Natural England and the landowner. There are a number of plants that are protected because they are so rare and it is illegal to collect these without a licence. Those licences don’t cover collecting the plant to eat. None of these plants are in this book, but for a list you can look up The Botanical Society of Great Britain’s website.


If there is no history of permissive foraging, which means known foraging on the site in the past, then the landowner has the right to deny any future foraging. Proving that someone has previously foraged, or just finding the right person from whom to ask permission, can often be tricky.


In some cases, having to ask would be ridiculous. Can you imagine phoning up your council to ask if you could take a dandelion leaf from a pavement or pick lime flowers off a street tree? But asking permission from your local park does make sense. All parks will prohibit picking of plants for obvious reasons – they want their roses to stay in their gardens – but they’re unlikely to have a problem with you picking nettles or helping them weed, as long as you ask.






A GOOD RULE



‘NON-COMMERCIAL gathering of berries, nuts and mushrooms for the table is a traditional use of the countryside and probably does no harm to the plant, providing it is carried out in moderation and the plant is common.’ This comes from the code of conduct for the conservation and enjoyment of wild plants written by The Botanical Society of Great Britain.


Apart from the fact that it seems to state that all foraging should happen in the countryside, it is a good rule. It is grounded in common sense – don’t profit, don’t harm and don’t take too much. However, there’s a big but, because this general rule only stands ‘so long as no conservation legislation and byelaws apply’.


The byelaws and conservation legislation are complicated. Every bit of land is owned by somebody and everyone has their own rules, from the National Trust to Wildlife Trusts and Local Authorities. For instance, National Trust byelaws state that ‘No unauthorised person shall dig up or remove, cut, fell, pluck or injure any flowers, plants, fungi, moss, ferns, shrubs, trees or other vegetation growing on Trust property or remove any seeds thereof or injure any grass or climb any tree.’


These sorts of prescriptive rules potentially have implications for foragers as more land increasingly comes under the care of local authorities and quasi-governmental organisations with their associated byelaws. They could gradually limit the land that is available for casual foraging. But it’s rarely entirely black and white and, in fact, organisations like the National Trust have allowed commonsense foraging for years.


At the end of the day it is all about communication – good foraging practices rely on good relationships. If what you are seen to be doing shows no threat to the wildlife and is courteous to the people (and the plants), then you may not be within the letter of the law, but it’s unlikely you are going to fall foul of anyone and get prosecuted. But if you can find someone to ask permission from, do so, and if you decide to take the law into your own hands, do it respectfully – take a little, take responsibly and take with the future in mind.
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MY PERSONAL RULES


Ask permission. If you can’t ask an authority, then get permission from the earth, and be thankful. What comes around goes around, if you don’t respect the plants your pickings might be slim the next time round.


Be clever. Eat only what you know.


Don’t be greedy. Think of the wildlife that need this food, do not take more than your fair share.


Be respectful. If you can harvest from the plant and keep it growing, then do so. Make sure you leave plenty of seed behind to self-sow.


Teach others. Don’t be secretive, if people ask what you are doing, explain. Knowledge is only useful if it’s shared. Stewardship will only work if everyone is on board.


Go forth and propagate. Do something useful with your pips and seeds by sowing them.
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SPIT OUT YOUR SEEDS



MANY OF THE FRUITS that you forage will have considerably bigger pips than those from tamer fruit. One of the first things plant breeders do is to breed out the breeding possibilities – think of the banana or the seedless grape – to make a fruit more edible. The Darwin’s barberry has bitter, slightly chewy almond-flavoured seeds that require you to lightly roll the berry round in your mouth to release the sweet flesh and then spit out the many seeds. The plant created something so sweet and delectable for you to snack upon so that you would eat it and disperse the seeds. Spit as far away from the parent plant as possible, into the best place you can find for a seed to start its new life (spitting onto concrete is neither pleasant nor useful).
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