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To my Dad, for teaching me to listen to the earth.





Preface



Cultivating a Sense of Place


Reminder: Whenever Lisa calls to hang out, bring hiking boots, a change of clothes, and an appetite for eating things off the forest floor.


—Nicolas Mika, a friend


As a child, I lived only minutes from Lake Michigan. The open fields, woods, sandy dunes, and Big Lake were my playground.


I remember growing up in my mother’s garden: Tall stalks of corn, overgrown zucchini bushes, large heads of cabbages—all part of the bounty grown for our dinner table. My mother canned and made preserves from our seasonal garden, but we also had wild foods as part of our harvests. The wild grapes lining the backyard fence were turned into jellies and canned juice. Morel mushrooms in the spring were added to eggs and pasta. Apples were picked off the wild apple trees near our elementary school. Wild foods were a part of my childhood.


I also remember the evening I made my first summer fruit pie. It was a hot and sweaty June summer evening in my college apartment in Grand Haven, Michigan. I made a delicious (but somewhat runny) mulberry pie, with berries I gathered alone on a sandy trail beachside. While the pie may not have been perfect, that memory of picking the berries on the trail and baking the mulberry pie in my hot kitchen remains vivid in my mind.


My culinary abilities grew, and I found myself looking to the trees, hedges, and weeds for my teas and meals at my table. Dandelions, violets, nettles, burdock, and even garlic mustard became commonplace in my recipes, and today wild foods are part of my everyday kitchen life.


As a forager, I have learned to sense and anticipate the subtle changes in the seasons, almost like a sixth sense. On sunny February days that are cold but bright, I can actually hear the sap in the maple trees begin to run. April rainstorms and warmer weather means it’s time to go mushroom hunting. On muggy days in June with frequent pop-up thundershowers, I always check on the roses and elderflowers—one round of summer thunderstorms could decimate the delicate blooms that I so love to dry for tea. And nuts falling in the green gulch next to my kitchen window? I try to harvest those walnuts before the squirrels do. I feel empowered with this ability to “read” the wild world around me. I will always have the ability to find food and these skills connect me to the natural world in a deep way.
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On an early spring foraging jaunt in the dunes and woodlands near my home in western Michigan.
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My children have grown up learning about using wild plants for food and herbal medicines. Teaching children how to forage not only offers them valuable skills, but it instills in them a sense of wonder about the natural world. Here, my daughter, Emma, gathers ox-eye daisy for tea.





So many of us are seeking a connection to the land and to each other. Foraging, local foods, and community gardening connect us in a deeper way to the world around us. That need for escape into the wild is very real: we desire space and clarity. I believe this is one reason foraging is gaining in popularity.


We are also making the connection between healthy soil, healthy foods, and healthy people. The food on our plate has—or should have—roots in the earth. Our industrialized food system is a root-less, industrial production model, leaving us with over-processed, nutrient-less choices at the grocery store. People are starting to invest in healthful, local, and organic whole foods for health insurance.


Wild foods are more nutrient dense. They are a source for unprocessed minerals, an alternative to commercial supplements. Wild and foraged foods could be a solution to our food sensitivities. More and more research on bioregional, traditional diets suggests gut-healing powers rest with eating wild foods that grow in our own bioregion.
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Even in the city, wild foods are everywhere. Here, nettles grow in a cultivated flowerbed of roses in downtown Detroit.





Once you find those sweet harvesting spots to pick fresh nettles in the cool, spring air, you most certainly won’t want to return to the eating pallid lettuce and spinach leaves sitting ensconced in plastic on the grocery store shelves. You will find yourself craving the bitter flavors of the wild chicory and will cherish finding the smaller but more flavor-packed wild strawberries you discover in the open fields of early summer.


Returning to wild ways is a refreshing shift in our community’s way of life, and it delights me that this movement continues to gain momentum. For health, economy, environment, and justice, it’s now quite popular for folks to trade in their Kentucky bluegrass lawn for gardens and edible landscaping, including wild weeds like burdock, dandelions, violets, and sorrel. Even if you are a city-dweller, wild foods are everywhere: dandelions in the park, basswood flowers on the trees lining the streets, nettles growing in the rose garden beds.


Paying attention to wild plants helps connect you to the land itself. Eating foods from the wild will bind you to a place: its rivers, animals, smells, sights, and sounds. Ingesting bits of the land make the place literally a part of you. You can gather the wild and bring it into your kitchen to prepare meals for friends and family, nourishing our bodies with nutrient-dense foods and our minds as we take time to connect with each other.
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A delicious harvest of wild apples ready to be made into pie and applesauce.





The end goal of foraging actually isn’t gathering delicious wild edibles for a meal to grace your table, although it is certainly a great benefit. By adding wild edibles to the table, we start to value the wildness in our city neighborhoods and make space for the wild in our yards, gardens, play areas, parks, and open spaces.


For me, those moments of noticing are among the most satisfying parts of foraging, when we take time to connect to what’s around us and gain that feeling of belonging and relationship. My senses are awakened. Outside I feel alive. Wild.


My deepest wish is for you to experience this, too, and to fall in love with the wild ones.





Introduction: Foraging Basics


With this guide in hand, you are ready to learn firsthand that the goal of foraging isn’t only about gathering delicious wild edibles for a meal to grace the table: it’s about the journey. It is the sense of peace that comes from taking time to connect to place. It’s the feeling of belonging and relationship with the land. It is the adventure that can be had by everyone—no plane ticket necessary. You just have to get outside and see where the adventure takes you.
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Pull, eat, repeat: an invasive species like garlic mustard is a wonderful early spring staple in the forager’s kitchen—it makes a delicious and utilitarian pesto. We can help minimize the plant’s invasiveness in native habitats while providing nourishment at the table by incorporating it into regular mealtime.






How to Use This Book on Your Journey


This book covers wild edibles that I believe you will find delicious or useful. You will be guided through the seasons to learn what is edible when, what edible plant parts are best used in the kitchen, and how to harvest and prepare them. You’ll also learn what plants to avoid completely.


In each entry, you will also learn about the plant’s flavor and how to best prepare it, and why that flavor is helpful for optimal health. You’ll gain a deeper understanding and appreciation for expanding the flavors currently at the dinner table with wild foods.


Watch for Cautions


While each plant showcased in this guide is relatively safe, any cautions or concerns will also be provided. Remember: you must be certain in your plant identification. And as with introducing any new food or herb into your diet, do so with care to eliminate any potential for adverse reactions.


What Regions Are Covered


I have chosen to feature plants that can be found across most the Midwest’s ecologically diverse bioregions—from the prairie to the woodlands and the dunes habitats on the shores of the Great Lakes. While plant distributions don’t keep to geopolitical boundaries on a map, this book includes plants from Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Kansas, Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, Nebraska, North Dakota, Ohio, South Dakota, and even the immediate region of Ontario.


This book will also help you to identify areas that are safe and suitable for foraging. You will learn to view foraging not only as a way to procure free food, but also as a sort of partnership with the land, keeping the sustainability of plant populations top of mind so the land can continue to nourish us for years to come.


A Focus on Sustainability


I have a strong affinity for wild, invasive, weedy plants and love to teach people how to rely on them for food. In addition to being pesky and abundant, these weeds have tremendous virtues, despite their condemnation. Wild and weedy plants are resilient, tolerating tough growing conditions. They are the wild varieties of plants that are commonplace in the grocery store and remain very true to their original genetics, never modified by a grower or in a lab. Invasive weeds make up most of my foraging, and I include many of my favorites here in this book.


Perhaps you’ll be enticed to allow your own lawn and green spaces to re-wild themselves into edible, wild salad beds. To help encourage this, I have made a special mention if a plant is suited to an edible landscape or permaculture plan. Additionally, many edible plants that we include in landscape design are often overlooked as valuable potential harvests for the forager. Frequently fruit, flowers, leaves, and berries go unharvested in common areas and in parks. These are bounties just waiting to be noticed and enjoyed. I will show you where to find these, too.


Herbal Remedies and Safety


In this book, the plants I include and list as herbal remedies are ones I use personally with my own family and in my community herbalism practice. These plants are relatively safe and don’t require significant caution or indications beyond what I’ve included in this book—unless it’s specifically noted within the plant entry itself.


To that end, not all plants are suitable for use by all people in all situations as herbal medicine. It is your responsibility to learn more about the individual plants themselves and how they work with your needs, your body, and your current health status. For specific guidance, seek the support and consultation of a local herbalist in your area to determine herbal remedies that are best for you and your family’s needs.


To Learn More


To hone your plant identification skills, seek out a multitude of resources. No field guide or resource is exhaustive, not even this one. Collect many plant guides. Libraries, nature centers, botanical gardens, and used bookstores are always good sources for botanical references, as is the internet. Visit the back of this book for more recommendations on other good sources of botanical and wild food resources.


Beginning Your Foraging Journey


As a forager and herbalist, I am often asked “What’s outside now that I can forage or harvest?” or “How do I know what’s edible?” or “Where do I start if I want to forage?” Here are some tips on getting started.


Get Outside


If you want to forage, you have to get outside. Being a forager and working with wild plants requires that you not only get to know the land and plants that live around you, but that you also must pay attention to the cycles of the year, the weather, and the bloom times of the wild plants. The only way to do this is to be outside, year-round, paying attention with all five senses.


With this field experience (and as a life-long gardener), I am able to interpret the subtle changes in the weather and how that might affect a wild rose harvest or a gathering of delicate blackberries from the field before a rainstorm. This is a skill that you can and will develop as you spend more and more time outdoors observing and being in nature.
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Wear gloves while gathering chestnuts—they are spiny!





You Are Here


Foraging, at its essence, is being able to rely on the wild plants that live around you. Frequently, new foragers will ask me for my foraging spots without ever having taken time to learn more about the plants in their immediate neighborhood. This always surprises me, because so many wild edible plants live right outside their own front doors. Pay attention to the plants that live around you. With a field guide, sketchbook, and perhaps a camera in hand, document the plants that you see.


Draw a map of your area by hand. Then check out your locale in Google Maps and take note of significant geological structures like lakes, streams, and forests, as well as manmade constructs in your community like highways and factories. This is where you live and where you will most likely do your day-to-day harvesting.


Use this map as a tool to track your progress and record your finds. Take it along on regular walks, and bring a friend, your kids, or a co-worker with you, too. Talk about what plants and seasonal changes you notice; ask a neighbor what he or she has seen as well. Take pictures to help you remember what you see; or better yet, have a set of colored pencils and paper in hand to sketch discoveries along your route. Photography and drawing will help you gain a more intimate knowledge of plants and help dedicate their botanical details to memory.


Intentionally take time to really notice all that is growing. Make note of the weather, the time of day, and season. Add the plants you notice to your map. Don’t get caught up in learning their names at first. Just collect photos and drawings, and take plant clippings if you need to, and from there start your identification process.


And this is all before you gather—or certainly eat—any wild plants.


Keep Sustainability in Mind


As foragers, we are land stewards. Working with plants requires we understand not just their botany, but their abundance in our bioregions. It’s important to know whether a plant is endangered or invasive (of course, the latter are better to harvest from a sustainability standpoint). It’s also important to know how to carefully harvest a plant so it can continue to reproduce for future harvests and enjoyment. In each plant profile, I make note of how to safely harvest the plants so as to not impact the plant’s population and to ensure future harvests.


Get to know the various habitats in your area, from hardwood deciduous forest to wetlands to urban lots. Over time, you will gain an intimate knowledge of their microclimates and what lives there, and you will come to understand what might be threatened or limited in amount.


Remember: foraging isn’t about free forest food for the taking. It’s about relationships with the plants around us. Do no harm, and leave the places from which we harvest in better shape than they were when we found them.


Get Permission


Unless you’re in your own front yard, be sure you have legal permission to gather. Municipal, state, and federal parks all have various rules about foraging, hunting, and gathering. As these activities have become popular pastimes, it is best to start working with local-level park management staff as a land advocate on sustainable harvesting. Work together to cultivate ways to sustainably use more prolific and “noxious” weedy plants as food.


If you would like to search on private land, of course, you always must get permission. It’s good karma to ask rather than trespass. Ask the owner to go along with you, and you might even make a new friend.


Something else to think about: in many cultures and native traditions that work with wild plants, there is reverence given when harvesting, and it is commonplace to ask the plant for its permission to harvest. This is done with a sense of respect and gratitude, and there is always an answer from the plants, if we foragers choose to ask and then listen to the answer.




“Rampant” Overharvesting: Don’t Dig the Leeks




[image: Image]


Ramps, the popular wild leek.





The wild leek, or ramps, has become a desirable foodie staple, popular on restaurant menus and in greenmarkets. But careless gathering now threatens the plant’s future.


Recently, the wild leek (Allium tricoccum) has been the forager’s darling, but this increase in popularity is putting pressure on the wild leek population along the East Coast and has the potential to do so in the Midwest. It takes about three years for a seed to develop into a mature leek ready for harvest—a long time!


I won’t lie: I really love ramps. But unless we take some pressure off the plant population, we will ensure their demise.


This also brings up a larger issue of ethics when it comes to monetary gain from foraging. Chefs are paying foragers top dollar for the leeks—upward of $15 per pound in more affluent markets and restaurants. It is very tempting to take advantage of the market demand and look past the sustainable harvest of leeks. This isn’t an issue exclusive to leeks: native plants like American ginseng and goldenseal are overharvested and traded on the black market for their medicinal values. So whether gathering wild plants for food or medicine, give the plant’s distribution serious consideration before harvesting.






Safety Before All Else


Before you consider collecting your very first plant, you must be able to correctly identify the plant and understand any potentially hazardous growing conditions.


Know Thy Plants


It’s wise, for many reasons, to positively identify plants before you do any tasting or harvesting. This is respectful of the plant and can prevent you from becoming seriously ill from harvesting the wrong plant or eating the wrong plant part. Safety first!




Basic Leaf Arrangements


If you are new to field botany, fear not! Trust that as you spend time observing plants, you will be able to more easily identify key botanical features—leaves, reproductive parts, flowers, and so on—and thus become more and more able to incorporate botanical language into your own plant vernacular. For starters, here are a few leaf arrangements that will be helpful in plant identification.


Alternate


[image: Image]


Solomon’s seal exhibits an alternate leaf pattern.


Circular Basal Rosette


[image: Image]


Dandelion is a fine example of a circular basal rosette.


Compound
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Elder has a compound leaf and umbel-shaped flowerhead.


Lance-shaped, Toothed
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Spearmint has a toothed, lance-shaped leaf.


Opposite
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Motherwort is an example of a plant with opposite leaves and a square stem.


Whorled


[image: Image]


Cleavers’ leaves grow in a circular whorled pattern up the stem.
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This red clover is growing in an abandoned urban industrial lot in Detroit. Because of the likelihood of heavy metal contaminants (potentially lead), I would certainly avoid collecting plants like red clover that take up minerals and heavy metals from sites like this one.





Don’t try to cheat your way through plant identification. You might suspect you know a certain plant, and it’s easy to skip over the details of an official description and make the plant fit your guess. But the skill of an adept forager is predicated on being positive about all details.


Watch for Soil Contamination


As a city-dwelling forager, I take the potential for soil contamination pretty seriously. It’s easy to come across land, particularly in urban areas, that has excess lead or other pollutants that can be absorbed into plants. And soil contamination isn’t just a concern for city folk. Rural and suburban soil contamination is also possible. Knowing where to harvest and understanding which plants and plant parts may be more likely to contain contaminants such as heavy metals or environmental pollutants are the first steps to ensure safety. A gardener might have her soil tested before planting a garden bed, but it’s likely that most foragers won’t be soil testing in areas where they are collecting plants. If you are unfamiliar with the soil’s history, it is usually best to find a different gathering location. Here are some other tips to gather plants safely in urban, suburban, and rural areas.


Know the History of the Land


First and foremost, know the history of the land on which you want to gather and what possible contaminants may be present. Ask the landowner and neighbors, and/or study public records.
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Avoid harvesting along railroad tracks. These places are known to be high in arsenic, which can be absorbed into the plants.
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Utility companies frequently use herbicides to keep easements free of trees and plants. Avoid these areas while foraging.





Other areas of land that you should consider carefully include:


Suburban zones Excess residual herbicide and pesticides may be present on lawns, golf courses, and corporate landscapes.


Urban zones Heavy metals like lead or other industrial pollutants may be present in areas that were once heavily industrialized; current brownfields (zones of heavily polluted areas as designated by the United States Environmental Protection Agency); old refuse and landfill sites, railroad tracks (arsenic); and old gas station sites. There is always room for concern over general pollution from particulates from brake dust and exhaust along heavily trafficked areas.


Agricultural zones Rural areas are as suspect for contaminants as urban areas. Factory farms can be sources of excess nitrates, fertilizers, and manure runoff. The presence of manure adds a possible source of watershed contamination like E. coli and salmonella. This is particularly important when you are considering plants that grow in wetlands or in a riverbed, downstream from a farm.


Corporate pollution Pharmaceutical companies, manufacturing, furniture industry, and paint companies are all potential environmental polluters, especially of heavy metals.


Municipal pollution Water treatment facilities can sometimes have raw sewage overloads, contributing to E. coli and salmonella loads in waterways. Power facilities can dump residual by-products (including graywater from the power-making process) into nearby waterways.


Public easements Herbicides are often used on easements to maintain clear access to power lines and other municipal services. Usually there is no public notice when the easements are treated; however, it’s easy to spot herbicidal treatment as it produces a brown area that looks like it has been burned.


Roadways In winter, roadways are often treated with a salt or bromide solution, and increasingly popular is the use of fracking solution to desalinate the roads. All these cause plant material to appear burned and dead during the growing season.
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Avoid harvesting in the immediate vicinity or downstream of an open water treatment plant like this one in South Dakota. The watershed and plants themselves can be easily contaminated with water-borne pathogens like E. coli.





Irrigation on landscapes Graywater frequently used in irrigation has a potential for water-borne bacteria to exist, and simply washing plants in the kitchen cannot eliminate pathogens like E. coli and salmonella.


All Plants and Parts are Different


Not all plants and plant parts take up contamination in the same way so remember—any plant that we eat for its mineral content (dock, nettle, or lamb’s quarters for example) can also take up and synthesize heavy metals like lead. And every plant and plant part behaves differently. For example, the flowers of elder gathered in a hedgerow of an urban park will most likely will have no significant concentration of heavy metals. A plant like curly or yellow dock, however, which is high in minerals like iron, growing in an area where commercial manufacturing has taken place, very may well have significant trace amounts of lead or other heavy metal. To that end, I’d be hesitant about gathering a plant like dock at all—particularly the plant’s roots—where heavy metals may exist. Ultimately, if you have suspicions or are uncertain in any way about a specific place, find another place to gather.


A Forager’s Harvesting and Preservation Kit


As a forager, you need tools that allow you to comfortably and successfully gather wild foods and get them back to the kitchen for cleaning and preservation. Your toolkit will vary depending on the plants you want to harvest.


Gear for the Field


Each plant profile in this book notes any special tools you may need for the harvest, but in general your kit should contain:


Hand tools Digging forks, small hand trowels, loppers, hori-hori, kitchen shears, pruners, handsaw, leather gloves
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Having the right tools and equipment as part of your collection kit will make your foraging adventure easier and much more enjoyable. Shallow trays and baskets like these, for example, will help prevent berries from being crushed as they would in a deeper basket or bag.





Specialty tools Nut gatherers, nutcracker, tweezers


Containers Berry baskets, shallow trays, buckets, burlap sacks, cotton market bags of various sizes, paper lunch sacks for smaller harvests


Botanical ID materials Plant identification books, camera, sketch pad, hand loupe, ruler, scissors, small plastic or paper bags for gathering samples of plants to identify at your desk


Dress for Success


My father would always say, “There is never the wrong weather, only the wrong clothing.” In the Midwest, the weather switches on a dime, and as a forager’s work is done mostly outside, be sure to dress for it. Not being prepared for the climate or weather changes can turn a foraging adventure into an uncomfortable or even unsafe walkabout. Here are some tips to remember (in no particular order):


[image: Image] Depending on the season, wearing the right layers will keep you happy and safe—cool, lightweight layers for summer, mid-weight layers for fall, and additional warmer layers for winter. And keep in mind, long pants can keep away scrapes, poison ivy, and insects (especially ticks).


[image: Image] Sensible footwear means something different to each person. Some like barefoot gear, others like a solid boot, and yet others prefer their tennis shoes or outdoor sandals. Whatever is comfortable to you is fine. But make it something other than flip-flops—poison ivy doesn’t discriminate, and sunburned feet are a drag.


[image: Image] Pack hydration and a snack, or even a light picnic. There will be times where your planned one-hour walk turns into three. This isn’t a problem if you’ve packed adequate water (especially in summer). And no one likes the classic “hangry” foraging partner who has low blood sugar and didn’t pack a snack.


[image: Image] Consider traveling with a basic first aid kit, including bug spray (there are many natural blends you can make from wild catnip and yarrow). Chances are you won’t need a full first aid kit for a neighborhood walk, but for day hikes, it’s always nice to have something on hand for the bug bites, scrapes, and other basic mishaps.


[image: Image] Travel with common sense. Depending on the length of your adventure, ask yourself where you will be going. This will dictate what clothing and gear you need. If you are staying local, a GPS-enabled smartphone may be all you need. For day hikes in unfamiliar areas, be sure you have any needed trail or topography maps. Having a communication device is always smart, as is telling someone where you are going and when they can expect you home.
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When you return to preserve the harvest, have the right pantry staples on hand so that your bounty can be kept at its freshest. Raw honey is a prime staple in my own pantry for helping preserve the wild harvests.





Back to the Kitchen


When you return home with your harvest in hand, you will want to have a well-stocked pantry to process your harvest. Being prepared will ensure that the results of your hard efforts in the field won’t spoil on the counter waiting to be processed and preserved.




Food Safety


Before any food preservation begins, make sure you have a basic working knowledge of food safety, handling, and processing. The USDA offers a free, online resource with a complete index on canning and processing at the National Center for Home Food Preservation. There you will find lots of good information to ensure that your kitchen is set up for proper food handling and that you know how to process food for maximum food safety. And remember, use recipes that are tested and safe. Canning is not the time for improvising.





It’s in every forager’s interest to keep costs low in setting up (and replenishing) their food preservation kits. Procuring second-hand equipment like canners, funnels, ladles, measuring cups, and jars (new lids are required with each new batch of preserves) whenever possible is awesome. Resale shops, garage and estate sales, and even grandmas are great sources to help round out your preservation kit. A well-stocked preservation pantry should include:


[image: Image] Canning jars with new sealing lids


[image: Image] Funnels
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[image: Image] Paper bags


[image: Image] Dehydrators


[image: Image] Screens for drying


[image: Image] Canners, pans, teakettle


[image: Image] Tongs, ladles, spoons
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[image: Image] Olive oil


[image: Image] Raw honey


[image: Image] Sugar


[image: Image] Salts (rock salt, pickling salts, sea salts)


[image: Image] Liquors (mescal, tequila, vodka, grape liquors, mead, wine)


[image: Image] Homebrew supplies (carboys, yeasts, thermometers, buckets, siphons)


Savor Your Seasonal Harvest


Share your harvests with family and friends. Taste deeply the spicy garlic mustard pesto you’ve prepared, spreading it onto a crunchy yellow dock seed cracker topped with local goat cheese, while sipping a local Pinot Gris. Remember the weather when you harvested the foods—the sun, the wind, the smell of the soil.


This book contains many fun ways to use wild edibles. You will only be limited by your imagination, and perhaps, time. As a busy working mom, I know what it means to be overwhelmed with projects, especially when I try to make as many things as possible from scratch.


While you peruse this book and get ideas for your harvest year, don’t get too overwhelmed or discouraged at the labor it entails to start to gather and cook wild foods into your regular meals, especially if you are new to foraged foods. Bit by bit, add the wild foods into your meals: top sandwiches with handfuls of wild greens, or make simple wild greens pestos for easy appetizers. Add in wild foods where you can and just have fun.


And with that—get outside!





Foraging the Finest of the Season: A Harvesting Guide


Just as a gardener knows the right time for planting and reaping a harvest, a forager must know the timing of wild plants just as intimately—knowing how they grow, when the plant is prime for harvest, and what weather is best for the harvesting.


Like a garden’s growing season, wild plants also have a similar season. Wild greens are most tender in the early spring and then become tough and go to flower in hotter weather. The fruiting bushes, shrubs, and trees flower in spring and then yield succulent berries, most sweet under the hot summer sun. Bark from the trees is most easily gathered in the spring or fall, or from the fallen branches that rest on the forest floor after a wild summer storm.


What follows is a simple outline of the seasons and their plants that will help you learn the seasonal patterns of wild plants. It should help guide you on your walkabouts.


Take note that one plant’s bloom time in one part of the Midwest can be very different from another elsewhere. Not only does the region of the Midwest cover a good deal of territory (the growing season of South Dakota is significantly shorter than that of southern Ohio, for instance), it is filled with microclimates with varying elevation, soil, and even weather (especially around the Great Lakes).



Early Spring


As the snow melts back from the fields and woodlands, the early greens of spring begin to poke through the ground. Many wild leafy greens are best gathered in the cooler weather of early spring before they grow larger and the increasing heat of the spring and summer changes their flavor. Edible tree leaves are also best harvested at this time as they are both tiny and tender.


Early spring greens are more tender—even with a hint of sweetness—and can be eaten fresh in salads. This is particularly true of bitter greens like garlic mustard, dock, dandelion, and chicory. As spring progresses into summer, greens grow larger and become significantly bitter, where they are best used as sautéed greens or cooked into frittatas. Use your senses to compare their flavors between the early and later months of the growing season and prepare them accordingly.
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Fiddleheads unfurling in the early spring.








Early spring is also an excellent time to gather tree bark, twig tips, and small branches for making tea and herbal remedies, as the sap is still running through the tree, which makes the bark easier to process. Tubers, roots, rhizomes, and fiddleheads should also be gathered at this time, before the plants begin to move significant energy upward to grow stems, leaves, and flowers.


Where to Find Early Spring Plants


Full Sun: Open Fields, Disturbed Open Spaces, Edges of the Woods


amaranth leaves


asparagus shoots


basswood leaves


chickweed stems, leaves, flowers


chicory leaves, roots


dandelion leaves, flowers, roots


dock seeds, leaves, roots


Japanese knotweed shoots


juniper needles, berries


kudzu shoots, leaves, tubers


lamb’s quarters leaves


mallow leaves, stems, root


ox-eye daisy leaves


peppermint leaves, stems


plantain leaves


raspberry leaves


redbud leaves, flowers


salsify leaves, shoots


wild lettuce leaves


Wetlands, Riverbeds, Lakeside


angelica root, leaves


cattail shoots, rhizome


nettle leaves


watercress leaves, stems


Woodlands and Partial Shade


aspen bark


beech leaves


black cherry bark, flowers


chaga fruiting body


cleavers leaves, stems, flowers


daylily tubers, shoots


field garlic bulb, stems, leaves


garlic mustard roots, leaves, flowers


greenbrier shoots, rhizomes


ostrich fern fiddleheads


Solomon’s seal shoots, roots


spicebush twigs


spring beauty leaves, flowers


spruce needles, tips


sugar maple sap


trout lily leaves


white lettuce leaves


white pine needles, tips


wild ginger roots


wild leek leaves


wild onion bulb, leaves


wild sarsaparilla root


wintergreen leaves


wood sorrel leaves


yellow birch bark, sap



Mid- to Late Spring


In mid-spring, the temperature and soil begin to warm. The early spring plants send up flower stalks, and the summer perennials unfurl their first leaves. This is a perfect time to begin gathering tender leaves and flowers for teas, herbal remedies, and simple syrups.
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Dandelions and redbud blossoms dot the landscape at the peak of springtime.





Where to Find Mid- to Late Spring Plants


Full Sun: Open Fields, Disturbed Open Spaces, Edges of the Woods


amaranth leaves


basswood flowers


blackberry leaves


burdock shoots


catnip leaves


chickweed stems, leaves, flowers


chicory root, leaves


dandelion leaves, flower, root


ground ivy leaves, flowers


juniper needles, berries


kudzu shoots, leaves, tubers


lamb’s quarters leaves, stems


lemon balm leaves, stems, flowers


lilac flowers


mallow leaves, roots


milkweed shoots, buds


monarda leaves


motherwort leaves


mulberry fruit


ox-eye daisy flowers


pea shoots, flowers


pennycress leaves, seeds


peppermint leaves


pineapple weed leaves, flower head


plantain leaves


poke shoots


prickly pear pads


salsify leaves, root, stems, flowers


tulip poplar flowers, twigs


violet leaves, flower


wild carrot leaves


wild grape leaves


wild strawberry fruit


wormwood leaves


yarrow leaves


Wetlands, Riverbeds, Lakeside


angelica root, leaves


cattail rhizome, shoots, stalk


cow parsnip leaves


horsetail stems


nettle leaves


spearmint leaves


Woodlands and Partial Shade


black locust flowers


chaga fruiting body


cleavers leaves


jewelweed leaves, stems


spicebush twigs, leaves


white lettuce leaves


wild ginger roots


wild onion bulb, leaves, flowers


wintergreen leaves, berries


wood sorrel leaves



Summer


Summer is a magical time in the woods and fields in the Midwest. The smells of sweet clover fill the air, crickets chirp, and in the evening, lightning bugs fill the sky. Foraging harvests are bountiful, especially with all of the fruits and berries. The wild greens are more bitter this time of year, but will return again in abundance in the fall.
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Goldenrod is abundant in the sunny, open fields of summertime.
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