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To all the indigenous peoples of the land we now call the Southwest, and their legacy of plant knowledge which has carried on.





Preface



Land of Abundant Beauty


My path to wild plant foods is perhaps different than most. The idea of there being desirable, useful, or easy-to-find wild plant foods was not part of my upbringing. However, I strongly gravitated toward the use of local plants as medicine while traveling for a year throughout Central and South America. Meeting with indigenous healers and herbalists throughout this journey, I began to appreciate the concept of developing relationships with plants—not just herbs as a capsule, tincture, or other product to be purchased off the shelf.


This was one experience among many that opened my eyes and heart to what was available. Although my interest in wild plant foods and wild plant medicines occurred simultaneously, foraging initially took a backseat to botanical medicine. At first, I saw the pursuit of wild foods as a survival technique, a way to live as people once lived long ago. With limited opportunities to explore this style of living, I wasn’t implementing many wild foods into my diet other than major foods such as mesquite meal, cholla buds, saguaro fruit, prickly pear fruit, and palo verde beans—certainly more exotic ingredients than the average person employs, but I wanted these foods to become an even bigger part of my life. I began adding them to my diet in novel and unconventional ways, parting with the traditions I had learned, and fueling my passion for wild foods with my creative impulse to cook—an impulse I’ve had since childhood. New creations were popping into my mind as they once did with cultivated foods. I was grinding barrel cactus seeds for flour to make bread or cooking its fruit into a chutney; combining flowering stems of wild plants to make sauerkraut; frying mesquite-breaded New Mexico locust blossoms with cinnamon in butter, topped with saguaro syrup. My perspective had shifted!


I was not alone in this new viewpoint. It seems there has been an increased interest in this direction for a certain segment of our population, and the enthusiasm continues to grow. Of course, it’s far from accurate to characterize this trend as new. Mesquite pods, prickly pear pads and fruit, chia seeds, amaranth greens, and other superfoods have all been part of the local cuisine in the southwestern United States for thousands of years. The region, with its tremendously varied terrain, flora, and fauna, and its rich cultural tradition of interaction with the land, has the longest continual history of agriculture within our nation—4000 years in Tucson, Arizona. And wild plant foods, prized for their dense nutrition and rich dietary attributes (not to mention their unique and delicious flavors) have long been widely known across the globe, cherished by foragers, and often cultivated wherever they have taken root. The people here gathering wild foods to complement their daily diets are both new converts and the most recent generation of a long ancestral chain.


If you have not foraged for your food, you have not yet fully lived on this Earth. Becoming fully engaged with one’s senses, engaging with other life-forms as one walks across the land for the purpose of sustenance, for satiating a taste, could quite possibly encapsulate what it means to be human. Foraging is our birthright, if not our responsibility, in a sense. How else can we better take account of our home, and our surroundings, as we engage with the life around us?


To those who have yet to become acquainted with our beautiful region, I invite you to discover the culinary riches that abound in the deserts, plains, forests, and mountains of the Southwest. To those who live within this area of abundant beauty, I urge you to explore more deeply—to join me on this natural path, to delight in gathering the wild foods that await.
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Firethorn, resplendent with fruit.
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Early spring harvest: cholla buds, graythorn berries, and blue palo verde blossoms.
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A spiral of barrel cactus buds emerge in the midsummer heat.
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Whortleberry’s sweet-tart fruit is a foraging favorite.








Foraging in the Southwest: A Wild Path of Discovery
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Blooming ocotillo and cacti of many shapes and sizes are familiar Southwest sights.





This guide focuses on the wild plants that foragers may encounter throughout the Southwest region. It encompasses the states of Arizona, New Mexico, Oklahoma, Texas, and southern Utah and Nevada. Although this region can be collectively referred to as the Southwest, there is a great diversity of habitats therein. Plant communities are differentiated by a host of conditions, including sun exposure, soil type, latitude, elevation, rainfall, and other defining influences. In the Southwest, these plant communities overlap frequently, thus making new, unique localized communities, or ecozones, enriching the local habitat and making for greater diversity among all life-forms present. Although one will find a greater density of vegetation in other regions of the country, the biodiversity of the Southwest is in many ways unrivaled on this continent. This presents tremendous possibilities as one explores the terrain, observing the plants as they change from season to season. Each step of a foraging adventure offers an opportunity to deepen our relationship with place, to hone our awareness of self. Our lives are interwoven with all living things on Earth.


As we descend into the Southwest terrain, it makes sense to explore some of the major habitats. Developing a familiarity with the local landscape and the plants of this book will help the habitats take shape, as the senses drink in the colors and textures of the landscape.


Desert


Desert habitat covers a wide swath of Southwest terrain and encompasses a great many plants featured in this book. This ecozone possesses the greatest floral diversity of all of the Southwest habitats, converging succinctly in southeastern Arizona. The desert habitat can be broken down further into cactus forests, desert grasslands, and desert riparian areas.


Cactus forests occur primarily at the western edge of the region. Although cacti are part of our entire region’s flora, they are nowhere else as dominant or as diverse as in the U.S. portion of the Sonoran Desert. This habitat is characterized by desert mountains and bajadas: long, gradually sloped hillsides resulting from eons of erosion. These forests occur from approximately 3500 feet in elevation to sea level, and are often punctuated by saguaro cactus. The average rainfall ranges from about 2 to 12 inches annually, with two significant rainy seasons: summer and winter. Shrubs such as jojoba, wolfberry, and desert hackberry are found in this habitat.
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Fog layers are sometimes slow to burn off in the Sonoran Desert.





Interspersed throughout the region are desert riparian zones. One can be standing in a desert grassland talking to a friend 15 feet away who’s standing in a desert riparian zone. These riparian zones are like ribbons streaming through the desert. Rainwater runoff flows through these seasonally dry drainages, bringing substantial moisture to the plants making their home here, such as ironwood, mesquite, and blue palo verde.


The overall appearance of desert grasslands can change considerably as one travels through our region, but a notable feature is the distinct variety of grasses. Oftentimes, these grasses are overlooked for the mesquite trees or various cacti. The elevation of a desert grassland can range from 2500 feet to over 5000 feet. It is true that this landscape has been altered considerably over the last 100 to 150 years due to cattle grazing. This habitat can be found in every state of our region but disappears as you head east into Central Texas and Oklahoma. A few plants you are likely to encounter here are barrel cactus, mariposa lily, sotol, and cholla.
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Mesquite is common to desert riparian zones. Here, seedpods are starting to mature.





Oak woodlands


These temperate forests are found interspersed throughout the Southwest. The habitat is often thoroughly mixed with grasslands, with wetlands below and conifer forests above. A great variety of oaks can be found here in canyons, on hills, and across rolling plains. The elevation is generally above 4000 feet in the western half of our Southwest region, but lower elevations prevail from Central Texas eastward. As drought lengthens and heavy groundwater pumping continues throughout the Southwest, this habitat is greatly threatened. Along with finding acorns in oak woodlands, one might forage for blue dicks, pamita, juniper, or henbit.


River valleys and canyons


These exceptionally fertile zones run their courses all across our region, and interact with nearly all other habitats. At their most defined, they are called riparian zones; this refers to the watercourse itself and the vegetation immediately adjacent. Reaching up from the river, the riparian habitat extends into drier forests, which can include a variety of life-forms depending upon the elevation, soil type, and annual rainfall. Here we find ample stands of pecans, mesquite, hackberry, mulberry, and American bulrush.


Conifer forests


Often comprised of dense trees, conifer forests largely occupy the higher elevations (above 7000 feet) of our region; the low-elevation pine forests of East Texas are an exception. The ground is often frozen several months at higher elevations, with limited foraging opportunities. Water is most abundant in this habitat of the Southwest. Upon summer’s arrival, the terrain offers substantial rewards for the enthusiastic forager. Among many other plants, you will find wild strawberry, wild raspberry, wild oregano, nettle, and elderberry.
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Banks of creeks and rivers are often fertile foraging spots.





Hardwood forests


As the eastern forest extends into East Texas and Oklahoma, we encounter hardwood forests with a dramatically different terrain and floral community. These lands experience much higher annual rainfall, possess significantly different soil compositions, and provide unique foraging opportunities. Hickory, farkleberry, beautyberry, and greenbrier are some of the more common examples.


Swamps and bogs


The eastern portion of our range is characterized by higher bedrock formations and greater rainfall, and encounters with swamps and bogs are much more likely. Although present throughout our region to some degree, they are far more common in the far eastern section. The soils are often heavily acidic, as plant matter decomposes as part of a stagnant soup in natural depressions. There is a great deal of shade here, with trees reaching up high around the swamps and bogs, and smaller aquatic plants residing within or at the very edges of the water, or where sunlight reaches. Look for cattail, duckweed, red bay, watercress, and monkeyflower here.
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Where the high plains and canyon country meet, you’ll find piñon pine nuts, juniper berries, Indian tea, and much more.





High plains


The high plains are found from eastern New Mexico into the panhandles of Oklahoma and Texas. This area provides minimal floral diversity compared to most of our region. Where the high plains meets hill country marks the transition from prairie to forest.


Texas Hill Country


This region is specific to Texas and is centered around Austin and San Antonio and its adjacent areas. Characterized by rolling limestone hills and dense live oak groves, this area is a forager’s dream in the late summer, when wild foods such as acorns, prickly pear fruit, pecans, walnuts, mesquite pods, persimmons, and many other tasty wild foods are at various stages of ripeness.


Gulf Coast


This unique, relatively flat habitat extends southward from Port Arthur, Texas, all the way to Mexico along the Texas coast. This area is very sandy and is subject to extremely high winds. Many plants adapt to the heavy salinity of the air and the groundwater. The northern section receives considerably more rainfall. Extensive oak groves are often found along this coastal region. Annual rainfall ranges from 22 inches in the south to 60 inches in the north.


Where Do I Begin?


Start where you live. How well do you know the plants around your home? Those that are a five-minute walk from your home, or in your neighborhood? Take walks on a regular basis and practice observing the plants in your area. You’ll begin to see how they change with the seasons, and you’ll develop a greater sensitivity to their subtle characteristics, which will aid in your identification of all plants. Appreciate their features and unique beauty. Once you’ve developed your identification skills, the places to harvest may become more apparent. Avoid areas where any chemicals are used. Avoid foraging close to the ground in areas that pets or other animals frequent. Some locations become more favorable for gathering immediately after rains.


Stewardship in foraging: sustainability


As we forage for our food, we enter into a relationship with the land. Our actions, however small, can have widespread ramifications. Entering willingly and consciously into this relationship breeds a sense of care for our home, and a deeper awareness of the beauty which surrounds us. As we have grown apart from this intrinsic connection, and the sense of mutualism it instills, we have lost touch with a profound connection to a sense of humility, gratitude, and well-being. Sailing the world in search of new lands to conquer, ancient colonial superpowers often found illustrious gardens upon their arrival. Oftentimes, these gardens were semi-wild woodlands, floating gardens in a network of aqueducts, or desert bajadas managed by fire and rich with nutritious, seasonal greens. These indigenous peoples were true stewards, participating in a mutually beneficial relationship with their natural surroundings. They were caretaking for generations of the future. We as a culture are reawakening to these principles and perspectives, even as our available resources are severely declining and our food systems are lacking in the nutritional density they once had. Our return to foraging is both a logical and heartfelt element of this reconnection. We must hold the perspective of being stewards as we interact with our local, natural environment as foragers.
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The Gulf Coast terrain and flora vary greatly from other areas of the Southwest; foraging is different here, too.





In the field


There is basic information one compiles when beginning to harvest wild plants for food; it informs future harvests and helps convey necessary information to others seeking to learn—you will find this key information covered in this guide. We are all governed by time, so we first note the harvest seasons. Several plants can be found at various times of year (most true in milder climates). Simply knowing the season will often narrow possibilities when identifying a plant. Note the type of habitat in which the plant is growing. What plants are growing nearby? There are no absolutes, and exceptions always exist, but gathering this information is essential. Now bring your focus down to the level of the plant. What are its characteristics, including its size and shape? Does it have a smell? What colors are present? Is it flowering? How does it feel to the touch? Are there any visible seeds or fruits? Of course, you also need to know what part of the plant you intend to use. All these factors and more are involved in identifying a plant in the field—aka field botany.
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Practicing sustainability helps maintain wild foods for the next generation of foragers.








ABCs of botany


The science of botany is dedicated to identifying plants through the description and classification of their reproductive parts. Although we can get to know a plant as foragers regardless of its reproductive parts (it may be too late to harvest, or too early), that is what botany covers. The terminology of botany is foreign to most. However, a few basic concepts and a rudimentary vocabulary can open a door to a whole new world of discovery and discussion regarding our beloved plants, whether we are foragers or admirers. This book utilizes some botanical nomenclature in order to synthesize meaning and convey identifying terms in a specific way—for example, terms referring to reproductive cycle, size of plant, leaf arrangement, shape of leaf, or growth habit. A plant’s reproductive cycle refers to how long it takes to produce a seed. Annual plants do that within one year; biennials within two years. Perennials do it annually (most years); herbaceous perennials die back to the ground each year and have no woody parts. Some plants flower only once in their lifetime. The size of the plant may refer to it being a low-growing annual, or a shrub (generally less than 10 feet), a vine, or a tree. Getting more specific, we define leaf arrangement and flower anatomy in a variety of ways. See the accompanying sidebar on botanical terms.







A Basic Glossary of Botanical Terms


Leaf terminology





Alternate Leaves emerge at each node, staggered along the stem


Basal Leaves all emerge at the base of the plant


Cauline Leaves are borne along the stem


Entire Leaves have a continuous margin or edge; no notches or teeth present


Opposite Leaves emerge across from one another at the same node


Petiole A leaf stalk


Pinnate Leaves resemble feathers, with leaflets arranged opposite each other


Serrate Leaves with sawtooth margins


Whorl Clusters of three or more emerging from the stem and generally arranged in a circular pattern


Flower terminology


Axillary Positioned or arising where the leaf meets the stem (axil)


Bract A reduced leaf, or leaflike structure, at the base of an inflorescence


Calyx Collective term for all the sepals of a flower; the outer perianth whorl


Compound With two or more like parts in one organ


Corolla Collective term for all the petals of a flower; the inner perianth whorl


Fruit A ripened ovary and any other structures which are attached and ripened with it


Inflorescence The flowering part of a plant; the flower cluster


Interrupted spikes Not a continuous inflorescence; with bare space in between


Ovary The expanded basal portion of the pistil which contains the ovule(s)


Perianth The floral structure comprised of the calyx and corolla, especially when the two whorls are fused


Petal An individual segment of a corolla


Pistil The female reproductive organ of a flower, usually consisting of a stigma, style, and ovary


Raceme An unbranched, elongated inflorescence maturing from the bottom upward


Sepal A segment of the calyx


Stamen The male reproductive organ of a flower, usually consisting of an anther and filament


Terminal Occurring at the tip or apex
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Wild oregano is an herbaceous perennial which resprouts each spring. With ample moisture, it often puts out fresh growth toward the end of summer.





Foraging essentials: equipment to have on hand


Drinking water is the forager’s best friend in the relatively hot and dry desert Southwest. In higher elevations this may be less of a concern, but sudden elevation changes also require enhanced hydration. Each person discovers their favorite foraging tools and vessels. Some may embrace this aspect with great zeal; others simply relish the time outdoors and grab whatever implement or collecting vessel is handy. However, several types of tools will be useful if not essential during the gathering and processing of food plants in the Southwest. My list of foraging tools varies, but often includes:


backpack


water bottle or hydration pack


leather work gloves


canvas or paper bags


buckets (1- to 5-gallon)


sharpened knife


sharpened pruners


folding saw


hori-hori


folding shovel


short pickax


pick mattox


I may also have a flora (a book to help identify plants) and a 10] loupe for close-up detail in identifying plants when I’m in a new area. There are several other helpful foraging tools which are more unique to our region, such as a kuiput (a pole for harvesting made from a saguaro rib), or tongs for gathering cactus fruits and buds. After my water bottle and hydration pack are full (I bring 1 quart for every hour I plan to be gone, plus an extra 2 quarts), I make sure my tools are sharp. I use sharpening stones to keep my pruners and general purpose knife up to the task. I prefer bypass pruners (one sharp blade) with a simple latch to hold the blade closed. If I don’t have a holster, I’ll wrap the pruners in a bandana to keep them clean and safe in my bag. I prefer to use a fixed-blade knife kept within a sheath; folding knives can open accidentally and cause injury, or fold while being used. I prefer canvas bags for durability—they can last for many years and allow some breathability for harvested plant material. For heavier harvests (such as bellotas [acorns], pine nuts, or saya roots), I use paper bags if I don’t have plastic food-grade buckets or large baskets available; they are easy to find and break down into a backpack (or can be stored in a vehicle for impromptu foraging opportunities). I have even gathered large amounts of fleshy fruits (such as elderberries or prickly pear) when all I could muster were paper bags.
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Two pick mattocks (large and small), a folding shovel, a hori-hori (yellow handle), and leather gloves. All but the large pick mattock can be stored in a daypack for a quick foraging hike. Thistle roots, for instance, can be dug quickly with the larger pick mattock.




These essentials will prepare you for a great many gathering opportunities. When I’m preparing for harvesting something below ground, I pack my trusty folding shovel and a small pickax, which break down to fit in my backpack. If I’m really serious, I’ll bring the pick mattock as well. The folding shovel has a fold-out pick, but due to its short length I find it of limited use. The spade end of the shovel, however, will dig you into plenty of good eating (especially when the soil is moist). For those who enjoy a walking stick, I suggest making a digging stick from a local hardwood. Fire-hardening employs heat to rapidly desiccate and toughen a green piece of wood, but it produces nothing harder than a similar piece of aged, dry wood. Explore your local species to see which you like best.
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From top to bottom, folding cross-cut saw, full tang knife, knife sheath, and bypass pruners. All easily fit into a backpack for a foraging walk, or the knife and pruners can be worn on the belt for easy access.






Foraging Safety


There is an element of danger inherent in all of life. But there’s no reason to put oneself in harm’s way unnecessarily. Please, take your time getting to know the plants if you’re new to this. Don’t rush it. Go out with a friend, even if they don’t know plants. Having a second pair of eyes, a second mind, along for the journey can help you see things you might otherwise miss. Make earnest attempts to confirm your plant identifications with more experienced botanists or foragers. Go to your local herbarium if you have one, or take a class in person, in the field, with someone who is experienced. Please don’t rely exclusively on information gathered from internet groups or posted photos online. That can be sketchy at best. Also keep in mind that salmonella alone causes 1.2 million illnesses and four hundred fifty deaths per year (according to the Centers for Disease Control) in the United States, and that’s from produce sanctioned by the U.S. Food and Drug Administration. When foraging for your own food, you take control out of the hands of big agribusiness and put it back into your own hands. Take this responsibility to heart, and your foraged food may actually be safer.


The consumption of anything may pose an acute risk to anyone at any time. Essentially, one person out of a large population may respond negatively to a given food, for any number of reasons. If you or someone in your family is particularly sensitive, keep that in mind. Test unusual foods with a tiny taste (or even a small amount rubbed onto the skin for those inclined to conditions such as eczema, asthma, or allergies) and wait at least thirty minutes to check for any unusual reactions. If a reaction occurs, decrease your intake of this food to slight amounts, or stop consuming it altogether. Overt cautions have been noted throughout this book in regard to particular wild plant foods. Additionally, unusual but recorded, potentially adverse reactions have been listed in order to inform the reader who seeks validation for their perhaps unusual reaction. Observe, take time with the plants, listen, proceed with a caution matching your experience level, and safely enjoy what these abundantly nutritious wild plant foods have to offer.


Plant Storage and Preparation


Processing, preparing, and storing wild plant foods includes a wide world of possibilities. Simply having the raw material in hand can be fertile ground for inspiration. However, the beginning forager may come up with countless questions about the hows and whats of this whole process. Don’t despair. You will make mistakes and you will learn from them, and you will have stories to tell for years to come. Experience breeds real knowledge. The following are general guidelines to supplement the specific details included with plant profiles later in this book.


Process your plants as soon as you can; leaving them untended can cause molding, spoilage, unwanted fermentation, and general waste. This pertains in particular to plants that are best consumed fresh with little or no further processing. In our relatively dry Southwest environment, this is often a limited concern.
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Cooked cholla buds are traditionally dried in the sun for preservation.





Fresh foods such as fruit can be stored whole in sealable freezer bags or containers made of glass or plastic. They can also be sun dried. Foods such as bellotas (acorns) may require sun drying to prepare them for further processing. Spread out plants to dry on clean sheets or screens, or loosely bundle them in paper or cloth bags. Greens may be blanched, cooled, then stored in plastic bags in the freezer. Fermenting fresh plant foods (adding salt, for instance) may extend their shelf life, while creating unique flavors as well as adding nutrients through microbe activity. Cooking food may prolong its shelf life, such as with canning, reducing (jams, jellies, syrups), or boiling then dehydrating in the sun (good for cholla buds).


Although freezing can be the easiest method and often preserves food in a similar state as fresh, it takes substantial room to store frozen items and is comparatively expensive. Dehydration may take longer, but preserves nutrients, makes it easy to store foods on the shelf, and is essentially free (especially if you use the sun to dehydrate). Canning offers some long-term storage options, but it can also be costly (jars and pressure canner, if necessary). Canning also requires an intensive process.


Today’s forager has numerous storage and preservation options that were unavailable to our ancestors. Proceed wisely and you will have ample time to explore your creativity with wild plant food processing and storage.
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A midspring harvest of manzanita berries from the oak and juniper belt.







	


Harvesting with the Seasons


Nothing engages us in the changing of seasons quite like foraging for our food. As we pursue our sustenance, a great sense of wholeness can emerge. The delight of harvesting one’s own deliciously sweet cactus fruit in the heat of summer is addictive. Gathering piñon nuts or acorns among pine, juniper, and oak trees in autumn is walking the path of our ancestors, preparing for winter, and taking in the nourishment the land has to offer.


When a forager harmonizes with the environment through frequent visits, the plants tell their stories to those with keen insight. The optimal times for picking berries become apparent, the moment to collect nuts is at hand, greens are recognized to be in their most robust form, roots are seen as mature and ready for harvest. With each season, the abundance of a plant’s cycle ebbs and flows.


The following is a breakdown of the four major seasons and the plant foods to gather during these times in our region. Each season is further divided into habitats, informing foragers where to look for a desired food, or what foods one may encounter in a particular terrain in a given season. The lists have been collated to fit the region as a whole. As a result, some foods are noted as available in a given season but may only be available in certain locales. They are, however, available in other locales in the preceding or following season.


	



Spring


In the desert, the renewal of life and fruits of early spring appear at lower elevations in late winter. Some cactus fruits—barrel cactus and cholla fruits, among others—have lingered throughout the winter. Various leafy greens present themselves. As moisture wanes at low elevations, seeds ripen, while at higher altitudes, nutrient-rich starchy roots become available. The concentrated sweetness of mescál’s tall, flowering stalk marks the apex of warm, verdant spring, as the desert begins to dry, conserve energy, and prepare for the anticipated arrival of the summer rains.
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Prickly pear flower in spring.






Spring Harvest by Habitat


Deserts and Desert Grasslands


algerita berries


banana yucca budding flower stalks, flowers, immature fruit, and leaf base


barrel cactus fruit*


biscuit root leaves, stems, and roots


black nightshade berries and greens


blue dicks


capita


chia seeds


cholla fruit and sap


desert willow flowers


dock flower stalks


elder flowers


epazote greens


evening primrose leaves and roots


filaree leaves


fragrant flatsedge rhizomes


graythorn berries


henbit


horseweed leaf tips


lamb’s quarters leaf tops


London rocket seeds


manzanita berries


mariposa lily


mescál flowers, flower stalks, hearts, and leaf base


mesquite beans and sap*


Mormon tea seeds


miner’s lettuce


monkeyflower leaves


mulberries


ocotillo flowers and seeds


oreganillo


pamita seeds


pellitory


peppergrass


pincushion cactus fruit


prickly pear flowers and pads


sotol flower stalks and root crown


thistle flower stalks and roots


wild grape leaves


wild onion


wolfberries*


wood sorrel leaves


Disturbed Areas, Gardens, Trail Sides, Clearings (covers a wide elevation range)


black nightshade berries*


chickweed*


dandelion flowers and roots


dock leaves


epazote greens*


evening primrose leaves and roots


filaree leaves


fragrant flatsedge rhizomes


greenbrier rhizomes and shoots


henbit


horseweed leaf tips*


lamb’s quarters leaf tops*


London rocket leaves and seeds*


mallow leaves, roots, and seeds


melonette


mesquite beans and sap*


mulberries


nettle leaves


pamita seeds


peppergrass


pony’s foot


prickly pear flowers and pads


salsify roots, shoots, and young leaves


sheep sorrel


Siberian elm inner bark, young leaves, and young samaras


sow thistle flowers, leaves, roots, and stalks


thistle flower stalks and roots


Turk’s cap flowers and young leaves


wood sorrel leaves


Gulf Coast


alligator weed


cattail immature inflorescence, pollen, rhizomes, shoots, and stem base


dock leaves


epazote greens


fragrant flatsedge rhizomes


horseweed leaf tips


pennywort


melonette


nettle leaves


peppergrass


pony’s foot


prickly pear flowers and pads


red bay leaves


smartweed tops


Turk’s cap flowers and young leaves


violet leaves


wolfberries


wood sorrel leaves


Hardwood Forests and Piney Woods, Swamps and Bogs, East Texas and Oklahoma


alligator weed


banana yucca budding flower stalks, flowers, immature fruit, and leaf base


elder inner bark, sap, and young leaves


bracken fern rhizomes and shoots


cattail immature inflorescence, pollen, rhizomes, shoots, and stem base


chickweed


dandelion flowers and roots


dock leaves


elder flowers


epazote greens


evening primrose leaves and roots


fragrant flatsedge rhizomes


greenbrier rhizomes and shoots


henbit


horseweed leaf tips


lamb’s quarters tops


mallow leaves, roots, and seeds


melonette


mulberries


peppergrass


pony’s foot


red bay leaves


sheep sorrel


Siberian elm inner bark, young leaves, and young samaras


thistle flower stalks and roots


Turk’s cap flowers and young leaves


violet leaves


wild onion


wood sorrel leaves


High Desert


algerita berries


banana yucca budding flower stalks, flowers, immature fruit, and leaf base


biscuit root leaf, stem, and roots*


blue dicks


cattail immature inflorescence, pollen, rhizomes, shoots, and stem base


cholla fruit and sap


desert willow flowers


dock leaves


evening primrose leaves and roots


filaree leaves


fragrant flatsedge rhizomes


horseweed leaf tips


lamb’s quarters leaf tops


mariposa lily


monkeyflower


pamita flowers and leaves


peppergrass


pine inner bark and pollen*


prickly pear flowers and pads


Rocky Mountain bee plant young greens


salsify roots, shoots, and young leaves


Siberian elm inner bark, young leaves, and young samaras


thistle flower stalks and roots


wild rose petals


wolfberries


wood sorrel leaves


High Elevations and Conifer Forests


banana yucca budding flower stalks, flowers, immature fruit, and leaf base


biscuit root leaves, stems, and roots


elder inner bark, sap, and young leaves


bracken fern rhizomes and shoots


cattail immature inflorescence, pollen, rhizomes, shoots, and stem base


chickweed


dandelion flowers and roots


evening primrose leaves and roots


filaree leaves


fragrant flatsedge rhizomes


horseweed leaf tips


lamb’s quarters leaf tops*


mallow leaves and roots


mescál flowers, flower stalks, hearts, and leaf base


monkeyflower leaves


mountain parsley greens


nettle leaves


pine inner bark and pollen


salsify roots, shoots, and young leaves*


sheep sorrel


smartweed tender leaf and stem tops


Solomon’s plume shoots


thistle flower stalks and roots


violet leaves


watercress


wild grape leaves


wild onion


wild rose petals


wood sorrel leaves


High Plains


algerita berries


banana yucca budding flower stalks, flowers, immature fruit, and leaf base


biscuit root leaves, stems, and roots


black nightshade berries


cattail immature inflorescence, pollen, rhizomes, shoots, and stem base


dock leaves


fragrant flatsedge rhizomes


horseweed leaf tips


London rocket leaves


pamita flowers, leaves, and seeds


prickly pear flowers and pads


Rocky Mountain bee plant young greens


salsify roots, shoots, and young leaves


thistle flower stalks and roots


wood sorrel leaves


Oak Woodlands


algerita berries


banana yucca budding flower stalks, flowers, immature fruit, and leaf base


barrel cactus fruit


cholla fruit and sap


dandelion flowers and roots


filaree leaves


fragrant flatsedge rhizomes


henbit


horseweed leaf tips


lamb’s quarters leaf tops


manzanita berries


mescál flowers, flower stalks, hearts, and leaf base


miner’s lettuce


monkeyflower leaves


mountain parsley greens


nettle leaves


pamita seeds


peppergrass


pincushion cactus fruit


pine inner bark


prickly pear flowers and pads


sotol flower stalks and root crown


thistle flower stalks and roots


violet leaves


watercress


wild grape leaves*


wild oregano


wild onion


wild rose petals


wood sorrel leaves


Rivers and Canyons


alligator weed


American bulrush pollen, shoots, stem base, and rhizomes


barrel cactus fruit


black nightshade berries


elder inner bark, sap, young leaves, and flowers*


box elder inner bark, sap, young leaves, and flowers*


capita


cattail immature inflorescence, pollen, rhizomes, shoots, and stem base*


dandelion flowers and roots


desert willow flowers


dock flower stalks and leaves


filaree leaves


fragrant flatsedge rhizomes


graythorn berries


henbit


horseweed tips


lamb’s quarters tops


London rocket leaves


mescál flowers, flower stalks, hearts, and leaf base


mesquite sap*


monkeyflower leaves*


mulberries


nettle leaves*


oreganillo


pamita seeds


pellitory


pincushion cactus fruit


Rocky Mountain bee plant young greens


smartweed tender leaf and stem tops


thistle flower stalks and roots


Turk’s cap flowers and young leaves


watercress


wild grape leaves*


wild oregano*


wild rose petals


South Texas Plains


algerita berries


cattail immature inflorescence, pollen, rhizomes, shoots, and stem base


fragrant flatsedge rhizomes


graythorn berries


horseweed leaf tips


lamb’s quarters leaf tops


London rocket leaves


mescál flowers, flower stalks, hearts, and leaf base


mesquite beans, sap


nettle leaves


peppergrass


pincushion cactus fruit


prickly pear flowers and pads


thistle flower stalks and roots


wild onion


Texas Hill Country


algerita berries


banana yucca budding flower stalks, flowers, immature fruit, and leaf base


cattail immature inflorescence, pollen, rhizomes, shoots, and stem base


dock leaves


elder flowers


fragrant flatsedge rhizomes


henbit


horseweed leaf tips


lamb’s quarters leaf tops


London rocket leaves


nettle leaves


pamita seeds


peppergrass


pincushion cactus fruit


prickly pear flowers and pads


thistle flower stalks and roots


Texas persimmon fruit


Turk’s cap flowers and young leaves


violet leaves


wild onion


wood sorrel leaves


* indicates primary area of occurrence



Summer


In the Southwest there are two distinct summers: dry summer, followed by wet summer. A forager will find unique foods to harvest within each of these distinct periods. The delectable saguaro cactus fruits ripen during the hottest, driest days, as do the pods of our abundant desert legumes. However, prickly pear fruits ripen in the heart of the monsoons—in fact, without ample moisture their production will be deeply curtailed. Dry summer is a time of tremendous growth, flowering, and fruiting, and there is a sense of robust bounty. Peak times for greens, flowers, fruits, nuts, and seeds overlap, and the forager is left scrambling to decide which food to gather next. As summer heats up, most of our edible greens disappear, but the nutritious greens of pigweed (Amaranthus species) can be tremendously prolific. When heavy downpours drench the parched soil, the impressive varieties of resilient plants are finally revived. Summer fruits ripen to a supreme sweetness under the sun’s baking warmth.
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New Mexico locust blossoms can brighten summer salads.






Summer Harvest by Habitat


Desert and Desert Grasslands


algerita berries


banana yucca fruit


barrel cactus flower buds*


biscuit root seeds


black nightshade berries


bull nettle seeds


capita


cholla fruit and sap


desert hackberries


desert willow flowers


devil’s claw immature fruit


elder flowers and fruit


epazote greens


evening primrose flowers and leaves


filaree leaves


fragrant flatsedge rhizomes


hackberries


henbit


horseweed leaf tips


Indian tea


ironwood flowers and seeds


jewel flower leaves, flowers, and fruit


jojoba nuts


juniper berries


lamb’s quarters leaf tops


lemonade berries


mescál heart and leaf base


mesquite beans and sap*


milkvine flowers and immature fruit


oreganillo


palo verde seeds*


pápalo quelite


pellitory


peppergrass


pigweed greens


prickly pear fruit


purslane


saguaro fruit


saya fruit, leaves, and roots


sotol root crown


thistle stalks


walnuts


whitestem blazing star seeds


wild grapes and leaves


wild onion


wolfberries*


wood sorrel leaves and tubers


Disturbed Areas, Gardens, Trail Sides, Clearings (this zone covers a wide elevation range)


apple


beautyberries


black nightshade berries*


chickweed*


dandelion flowers


dayflower


devil’s claw immature fruit


dock leaves


epazote greens*


evening primrose flowers and leaves


filaree leaves


fragrant flatsedge rhizomes


greenbrier rhizomes and tender leaves


hackberries


henbit


Himalayan blackberries


horseweed leaf tips*


Indian tea


lamb’s quarters leaf tops*


mallow leaves, roots, and seeds


melonette


mesquite beans and sap*


milkvine flowers and immature fruit


nettle seeds


New Mexico locust blossoms*


palo verde seeds


pellitory


peppergrass


pigweed greens


pony’s foot


prickly pear fruit


purslane*


red dates


red raspberries


salsify flower buds and young


Disturbed Areas, Gardens, Trail Sides, Clearings


leaves


sheep sorrel


Siberian elm inner bark and seeds


thistle stalks


Turk’s cap flowers, fruit, and leaves


wood sorrel leaves and tubers


Gulf Coast


alligator weed


cattail immature inflorescence, pollen, rhizomes, shoots, and stem base


dayflower


dock leaves


epazote greens


fragrant flatsedge rhizomes


horseweed leaf tips


pennywort


melonette


nettle seeds


peppergrass


pigweed greens


pony’s foot


prickly pear fruit


red bay leaves


smartweed tender leaf and stem tops


Turk’s cap flowers, fruit, and leaves


violet leaves


wild grapes and leaves


wolfberries


wood sorrel leaves and tubers


Hardwood Forests and Piney Woods, Swamps and Bogs, East Texas and Oklahoma


alligator weed


banana yucca fruit


beautyberries


bull nettle seeds


cattail immature inflorescence, pollen, rhizomes, shoots, and stem base


chickweed


chokecherries


dandelion flowers


dayflower


devil’s claw immature fruit


dock leaves


elder flowers and fruit


epazote greens


evening primrose flowers and leaves


fragrant flatsedge rhizomes


greenbrier rhizomes and tender leaves


henbit


horseweed leaf tips


juniper berries


lamb’s quarters leaf tops


mallow leaves, roots, and seeds


melonette


peppergrass


pony’s foot


red bay leaves


serviceberries


sheep sorrel


Siberian elm inner bark and seeds


thistle stalks


Turk’s cap flowers, fruit, and leaves


violet leaves


walnuts


wild grapes and leaves*


wild onion


wild plum


wild strawberries


wood sorrel leaves and tubers


High Desert


algerita berries


banana yucca fruit


biscuit root seeds*


cattail immature inflorescence, pollen, rhizomes, shoots, and stem base


cholla fruit and sap


dayflower


desert willow flowers


dock leaves


evening primrose flowers and leaves


filaree leaves


fragrant flatsedge rhizomes


horseweed leaf tips


Indian tea


juniper berries


lamb’s quarters leaf tops


lemonade berries


mesquite beans and sap


pamita seeds


peppergrass


pigweed greens


pine inner bark*


prickly pear fruit


purslane


Rocky Mountain bee plant young greens


salsify flower buds and young leaves


Siberian elm inner bark and seeds


thistle stalks


wax currants


whitestem blazing star seeds


wild grapes, leaves


wolfberries


wood sorrel leaves and tubers


High Elevations and Conifer Forests


apple


banana yucca fruit


biscuit root seeds


cattail immature inflorescence, pollen, rhizomes, shoots, and stem base


chickweed


chokecherries


dandelion flowers


dayflower


elder flowers and fruit


evening primrose flowers and leaves


filaree leaves


fragrant flatsedge rhizomes


gooseberries


harebell flowers and leaves


horseweed leaf tips


juniper berries


lamb’s quarters*


mallow leaves, roots, and seeds


mescál heart and leaf base


mountain parsley greens


nettle seeds


New Mexico locust blossoms


peppergrass


pigweed greens


red raspberries


salsify flower buds and young leaves*


serviceberries


sheep sorrel


smartweed tender leaf and stem tops


thimbleberries


thistle stalks


violet leaves


walnuts


watercress


wax currants


whortleberries


wild grapes and leaves


wild oregano


wild onion


wild strawberry


wood sorrel leaves and tubers


High Plains


algerita berries


biscuit root seeds


black nightshade berries


cattail immature inflorescence, pollen, rhizomes, shoots, and stem base


dayflower


devil’s claw immature fruit


dock leaves


fragrant flatsedge rhizomes


horseweed leaf tips


mesquite beans, sap


pigweed greens


prickly pear fruit


Rocky Mountain bee plant young greens


salsify flower buds and young leaves


thistle stalks


wild grapes and leaves


wild plum


wood sorrel leaves and tubers


Oak Woodlands


algerita berries


banana yucca fruit


barrel cactus flower buds


bellotas (acorns) *


chokecherries


cholla fruit and sap


dandelion flowers


dewberries


filaree leaves


fragrant flatsedge rhizomes


henbit


Himalayan blackberries


horseweed leaf tips


juniper berries


lamb’s quarters leaf tops


lemonade berries


mescál heart and leaf base


mesquite beans and sap


monkeyflower leaves


mountain parsley greens


nettle seeds


peppergrass


pine inner bark


prickly pear fruit


purslane


sotol root crown


thistle stalks


violet leaves


walnuts


watercress


wild grapes and leaves*


wild oregano


wild onion


wood sorrel leaves and tubers


Rivers and Canyons


alligator weed


American bulrush rhizomes


barrel cactus flower buds


bellotas (acorns)


black nightshade berries


capita


cattail immature inflorescence, pollen, rhizomes, shoots, and stem base*


chokecherries


dandelion flowers


desert willow flowers


devil’s claw immature fruit


dewberries


dock leaves
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