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To my husband, Briant, and our son, Salix—for bringing me forever closer to the wild treasures in life





Preface


How can I forget my Italian grandfather’s love for food? He had a garden plot with a variety of grapes, figs, plums, eggplants, tomatoes, and peppers, all staples of his old country. I fondly remember feral pears and apples scattered on Grandpa’s dashboard. I can taste Grandma’s giardiniera and see the giant jars of pickles from the harvests lined up in the basement. I come from a family who loved to celebrate food, and those roots give me passion for everything I do. Whether it’s the garden I plant and feed my family from or the shrubs that I forage, I am connected to my family’s traditions wholeheartedly.


Foraging for food has a feast of fans already. A movement is happening to rewild, regain, and revolutionize our tarnished food system. We want to eat local produce and to know where our food comes from. This can mean getting to know local farmers, food producers, and ranchers. We can also empower ourselves by being gatherers and heading into the woods, not just for the free food but also for respite. Foraging is about returning to the land with humbled hands. Let’s learn to take the time to sustainably prune the plants of the forest, spread seeds of the fields, and ensure the success of native plants by tending nature’s garden.


Spending time in nature, with keen eyes, a slow pace, and a soft impact, is a good thing, but even better is to connect our feet and fingers with the matters of the earth in a way that brings us nutrients. Just a pinch of wild in each dish is a success to celebrate, a way to start incorporating the freedom of foraging.


It is a true blessing to live in a rural town in central Colorado. Here, I am surrounded by different climates within an arm’s reach: moist mountains, arid sagebrush, and riparian havens. The sands of Utah and the metropolitan Front Range are only four hours away, providing me with yet another variety of plants not found near my home. I can’t help but always be prepared to make a few gathering stops on the way.


I chose the plants for this book based on my personal taste preferences and my experience with each plant as food. My wish is to provide the reader with the skills to seek out and harvest a plant with a sustainable mindset and then to preserve your harvest and prepare these feral foods for feast.


My hope is not that this book will sit on a shelf or table but rather that it will somehow land, open, in the hands of a bored child or an adult waiting anxiously for time to pass. When they leave that spot, I want them to greet the lamb’s quarters, dandelions, and salsify with an irresistible urge to pick a leaf and taste it. This is how foraging lures you in, takes hold of your whole being, and welcomes you to the wild side.
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Teaching my son, Salix, to forage for wild strawberries before his first birthday. Every child should know the true flavor of strawberries and experience the joy of finding food from the land.








Introduction: Foraging High and Low


Sit down with this book alongside a weedy sidewalk or a meandering trail among the plants that grow in your habitat. Tickle your palate with wildflowers and colorful fruits that can coexist in the kitchen among your usual dishes. There is something very special about connecting your hands and taste buds to a successfully identified wild edible.
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The start of a spring salad is a bowl of violets and bluebells waiting to be washed and trimmed up to use in a spring salad.






Mountain West


The states and provinces of the mountain west—Colorado, Wyoming, Montana, Utah, Nevada, Idaho, the eastern sides of Washington and Oregon, and north into the southernmost parts of Alberta and Saskatchewan—are uniquely their own, with high mountain peaks, broad valleys, high deserts, and lush pockets of forests. Elevation plays a huge role in seasonal changes and precipitation here, with mountains ranging from about 2,000 feet to over 14,000 feet. In these parts, a forager can chase seasons from the low plains all the way to the high country. It can be a bit tricky at times to precisely plan out your harvest because of this. Berry season may be just beginning in the highlands while pickings are already slimming in the low-lying basins.


Within hours of travel by car, the scenery will have changed multiple times, fluctuating between stands of chokecherry, aspen, or scrub oak. Upon gaining elevation, it changes to woodlands, where one might find sweet root, thimbleberry, or cow parsnip. Open meadows may be full of sweet clover, wild chives, and sunflowers, while the desert lowlands provide the wild foodie with Mormon tea, prickly pear, and piñon. The land seems endless here, where the mountains soar and the rivers carve through. Let this book be your friend while you explore nature’s regional gift of foods.


How to Let This Book Guide You


Plants are listed alphabetically by the most common name used in the area. Botanical names of plants are shown in italics, distinguishing plants to genus and often to species, as a binomial. These scientific names are used to more precisely identify plants; common names, confusingly, are often used for more than one plant.


Always use more than one reference to identify a plant. Although this book offers photos and clear indicators for recognizing each plant, you will still need a precise key for distinguishing certain species. I provide general guidance for where each plant may be found growing, but again, this can be quite variable throughout our region.


Each entry lists the edible parts of the plant, along with ideas of how to gather and prepare these feral foods for feast. Food preservation of most plants is discussed, for that longer-lasting bounty that will stock your cupboards and freezer.


Plants vary from being common weeds that can be found in gardens, such as purslane, to crabapples, lindens, and other trees that line the streets of most towns. No need to worry if you can’t escape to the wilderness; plenty of wild plants are growing right outside your back door.



Forage safely



Before considering any plant for consumption, be aware of possible cautions, contraindications to medicines, and poisonous look-alikes of that plant. Again, use multiple guidebooks or plant keys to identify plants with certainty. Be sure to check if a plant’s entry has a cautionary warning before consuming any plant you read about in this book. Never touch or taste any part of a plant you are uncertain about; even a few seeds of poison hemlock or water hemlock can be fatal. Some people have an allergic reaction to sesquiterpenoid compounds, which are present in varying amounts in most plants in the daisy or sunflower family (Asteraceae)—small bites until you know for certain you are not one of them! It is always best to sample a small amount of any wild food you have not eaten before. And be aware of the plants that surround you. Some plants can be very irritating to the skin; poison ivy, for example, is one you definitely do not want to grab hold of. With other, even edible plants, like cow parsnip, you run a small risk of dermatitis. If your skin gets sap on it, a burn can occur; again, always read the cautions.


A word about contaminants


We are very privileged to have made our home in the mountain west, where the land is wide open and free from crowds; however, we still need to pay attention to where we choose to gather. The soil in populated cities and even rural communities can harbor chemicals from herbicides and pesticides and heavy metals from mining and factories, along with other contaminants. Many weedy edibles such as ox-eye daisies or burdock can be the target of eradication. If a plant looks deformed or yellowed and brown when it should be green, it has probably been sprayed with an herbicide; don’t collect near there. Stay far from roads, railways, municipal facilities, golf courses, and landscaped buildings, as these are generally highly sprayed areas.


Be leery of gathering near cattle ranches or farms. The waters that flow through them can carry fertilizers, manure, and many other contaminants that then leach into waterways downstream. Poor land use practices have meant the erosion of many of these riparian areas, which in turn causes shallow, slow-moving, warm waters. Such environments mean the water has a greater potential to host E. coli, salmonella, liver flukes, and other contaminants. Don’t harvest water-loving plants from the shores of rivers or reservoirs that are contaminated or polluted by mining, factories, or agriculture.








Plants to avoid



It is always wise to learn your poisons first before you begin consuming wild foods. These plants are commonly found throughout the states and provinces of the mountain west.
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Take a good look at the shape of water hemlock (Cicuta species) leaves; they are the first thing you want to be able to recognize on these toxic plants. Also, become familiar with identifying their ribbed and plumply crescent-shaped seeds.
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Poison hemlock (Conium maculatum) can grow very tall, taking over entire fields. Learn to identify it, and never eat any part of this plant.
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Meadow death camas (Toxicoscordion venenosum), pictured, and mountain death camas (Anticlea elegans) should never be consumed.
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Larkspurs (Delphinium species) are beautiful but not edible.







[image: image]


All parts of monkshood (Aconitum columbianum) are poisonous and should not be consumed in any quantity.
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Young leaves of golden banner (Thermopsis species) can resemble alfalfa, sweet clover, and other clovers.
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See those “leaves of three”? Poison ivy (Toxicodendron species) is a plant you do not want to grab hold of.
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Baneberries (Actaea species) can be red or white. Either way, avoid them.
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The light green shoots of false hellebore (Veratrum species) should not be confused with twisted stalk.









The Sustainable Harvest: Foraging Ethics


The golden rule of foraging wild plants is to be more than certain of the plant you wish to consume. Learn to identify the plant before you even touch it, much less start harvesting from it. Learn to gain trust between yourself and Mother Nature, but always lean toward caution with anything new.


Be a steward of the land


The secret to successful, ethical foraging isn’t how much you bring home: it’s conducting yourself in such a way that no one would ever know you had passed through. Harvest only what is needed for a meal (and perhaps a bit for the pantry), in a way that tends the earth. If you are digging up roots, understand this means that spring beauties and many other tuberous plants will not regenerate, while dandelions will grow again if a small piece of root is left in the ground. Harvest roots and tubers only from areas that are abundant in growth; small patches should never be touched. Find seeds of the same plant and place them in the hole before covering, in hopes it will grow a plant ten times greater than the one you harvested with love and care. Fill the empty space where life once grew with the dirt you removed, and some leaves for composting, leaving the land, to all appearances, untouched. All these are respectful gestures to the plant.


I always look for fallen branches instead of ever taking one away from a tree; small trimmings are okay if you spread that harvest out through many trees. Look for places where people have removed a tree or are doing trail maintenance; great timing can get you a bounty of conifer boughs. If picking tree buds or tips, move through many trees; do not harvest from only one.


Never pick all the leaves from a single plant; take under a third of what the plant has to offer. Removing more will weaken the plant and not allow it to have a successful life cycle. Flowers too should be picked with care, as they are the source of reproduction; always leave plenty behind, and allow many plants to remain fully intact.


Keep it legal


Public lands dominate much of the rural west, which is great for the forager, but be aware: restrictions often apply. Each public land agency, such as Bureau of Land Management (BLM), United States Fish and Wildlife Services, and national and provincial park services, has different rules and regulations about harvesting on their lands. In addition to federal or Crown lands, states and provinces also manage open spaces and have their own set of rules. Check in with your local office to learn what the regulations are.


Be aware of private properties, such as ranches and mining claims. It is your duty to know if you are trespassing. Even within neighborhoods or down alleyways, always ask permission to harvest from someone else’s property.



Eat the invaders



Many of the common weeds mentioned in this book are introduced species that are not considered invasive. These plants can usually be harvested more freely without worry of taking too much, as they grow pretty abundantly. Check your state or provincial noxious weed list (easily found online) and know the invasive plants. It is worth knowing which plants are sprayed in your area. A simple call to the forest service or your local department or ministry of transportation can be a good place to start when trying to find this information.


Gearing Up: Handy Tools and Foraging Garb


When heading out for a harvest day, one should always be layered and prepared for a change in weather. It can even be wise to have a change of clothes in the car, but maybe it’s just me who wades rivers fully clothed.


Seasons are constantly shifting, especially if you plan on gaining elevation to forage. The temperature will always be slightly cooler and possibly breezier the higher you go. The exact opposite is usually the case if you are heading lower; in that case, expect it to be much hotter and more arid.




Wear shoes that allow you to walk up a scree field or through a rocky river. An all-terrain shoe will do, or perhaps a minimalist barefoot shoe is more appealing. Some people really like to feel the land, while others prefer protection; choose what suits you. Rubber or suede boots can be a nice way to tromp around rivers and wetlands, while bare feet or sandals could be totally appropriate for grassy or sandy knolls. Always have a raincoat and sunglasses, two essentials in the mountain west, where if it’s not intensely sunny, then it is probably raining or snowing. The harsh climate of the summer is the perfect reminder to cover up from the sun. Wear a hat and light long layers, and use a sunblock on exposed skin. Altitude makes the sun fiercer, and our bodies work harder, so always have enough water for drinking. Hydration makes a happy harvester.


Baskets, pruners, belts, and satchels are among a forager’s favorite things. It is nice to have the essential utensils within arm’s reach, which means a belt or satchel are handy for carrying pruners, knives, and digging tools. Paper bags, pillow cases, baskets, or muslin bags are great for gathering fresh plant matter; it lets them air out while you continue to harvest and garble. Using plastic bags or containers traps in moisture and can make your harvest go bad quickly from mold and rot. Glass jars or plastic containers are needed when collecting berries, so your harvest does not go mushy.
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A hefty basket of stinging nettles, carefully harvested with gloves and pruners.







Garbling plants



To garble a plant is to pick it apart for the parts that are useful. For example, garbling elderflowers or -berries would mean that you pick off only the flowers or fruit, keeping all the stems out of your harvest pile (the fresh stems of elderberry are toxic).


It also means going through your harvest basket and making sure that you gathered only the plants you meant to harvest, removing any plants that are not identified or debris that is undesirable to eat.
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Garbling the round silicles of clasping pepperweed off the stalks and into a bowl.








Processing Plant Matter


Now that you have found your wild edibles, you need to prep them for cooking, eating, or storing for later use.


Winnowing


Winnowing is the process of removing seeds from the bracts or casings that enclose them. Try this with small seeds like alfalfa, amaranth, western blue flax, and lamb’s quarters. To begin winnowing, get outside with your dried seedheads and, standing over a bucket, take a scoop of them in one hand. Then take both hands and rub them together slowly; this lets the desired seeds fall into the bucket, a foot or two below, while simultaneously allowing the chaff and other plant debris to blow away in the wind.


Dehydrating and drying


The process of drying or dehydrating plants is a great way to store food for later ventures in your wild edible culinary experience. Don’t worry if you are not equipped with a fancy dehydrator. Your kitchen table, oven, shed, or broken-down car will work just fine.


If you have a dehydrator, use your lowest settings for leaves and flowers. Roots, berries, and sliced fruits may be able to withstand a warmer temperature. Always use the lowest temperature setting if using an oven, which is generally around 170 degrees Fahrenheit.


My favorite way to dry plant matter it to spread it all out on mesh screens or stretched-out linen sheets; the herb can then be jostled every so often to keep the drying evenly distributed. Laying your garbled plants flat on parchment paper that is spread over a table will also work; just remember to rotate the sides of your plant matter so that they dry evenly. Try to find a place outside that is in the shade, so the plants do not scorch in the sun. Doing the drying inside is fine but can sometimes result in a home bug infestation.








Settling on terms



Plants have characteristics all their own, and learning some easy terminology will help you to identify which to gather. Because plants bear leaves most of the harvesting season, even without flowers or fruits, leaves are key to identifying and distinguishing plants. Take a look at the shape of the leaves, and the pattern in which the leaves are arranged. For a better botanical understanding, here are some examples of common leaf arrangements, shapes, and margins.
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OPPOSITE Mint leaves grow in pairs, joining at the same node on the stem.
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ALTERNATE The leaves of twisted stalk grow along the stem, one at each node.
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WHORLED Cleavers has three or more leaves arranged around one node on a stem.
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ROSETTE Tumble mustard leaves are arranged around the base of the plant, forming a dense mat of leaves on the ground.
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COMPOUND Red clover leaves are separated into three leaflets.
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OBLONG Showy milkweed leaves are longer than they are wide.


[image: image]


PINNATE Wild licorice has a compound leaf with opposite leaflets along the axis.
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LANCEOLATE Stinging nettle leaves are longer than they are wide, with a speared tip.
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OVATE Plantain has oval or egg-shaped leaves.
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PALMATE Cow parsnip veins radiate from a central point into lobes.
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ENTIRE Lilac leaves are smooth around the margin.
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SERRATED The margins of Oregon grape leaves are jagged or toothed.
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LOBED Scrub oak leaves have deep rounded margins.








Timing Your Forage: A Guide to Seasonal Harvests


Figuring out your jive with nature and a habitual routine for gathering wild plants for food and preservation will pay off in the years to come. Start small and don’t overwhelm yourself with trying to find every edible plant in the forest. Meet and greet a few plants each season and visit them throughout the harvesting year to memorize when they first sprout, flower, or fruit. Eventually, you will have dried berries, herbs, or other preserved wild foods from the previous years’ harvests to go along with the flowers and fresh greens of a new spring forage.


It is good practice to have your own journal of foraging locations, keeping notes of plants by name and date, and taking pictures of their stages of growth. This will help with future harvest planning, knowing the seasons by what you experience, not by what a book tells you. Due to the extreme elevation variability of the mountain west, seasons “happen” at equally variable times; plants know only what the weather is telling them. Spring may start in March in some places, while it will not truly arrive until late May in others. Continue to visit the same locations over and over again throughout the year, a few times each season. This is how you learn the plants and their life cycle.


Make a plan on a winter’s day, plotting out the plants you already know and welcoming a few new ones to find come spring. Learn to recognize where the plants grow, and when they put forth shoots, leaves, and flower buds. Stalk the wooded hills with wide eyes and a slow pace.





Early Spring


Early spring in the Rockies can be a toss-up—full of snowstorms or unbelievably warm days. Luckily, collecting from trees can be done in any kind of weather. Spring catkins, twigs, and barks are at the perfect stage for harvesting. The spring sap is running through the trunk and limbs, getting ready to turn buds into leaves and flowers.


The lowlands and deserts of the mountain west provide young yucca stalks that look like giant asparagus. Young rosettes of mustard leaves and tasty roots like salsify are best while the plant’s energy is localized close to the earth. Flowers are beginning to blossom a few thousand feet lower than where the snow is still lingering in high mountains. Forests and open meadows harbor more tubers, budding flowers, and unfurling young leaves prime for harvesting.
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It may look sparse, but spring in the mountain meadows eventually brings young leaves of glacier lilies, stinging nettles, violets, mountain candytuft, and spring beauties.






Where to Find Early Spring Plants


Open Meadows, Disturbed Soils, or Forest Edges


blue mustard: leaves, stalks, flowers


Brandegee’s onion: leaves, flowers, bulbs


burdock: shoots, leaves, stalks, roots


chicory: leaves, roots


dandelion: leaves, flower buds, flowers, roots


filaree: leaves, roots


glacier lily: leaves, bulbs


lamb’s quarters: leaves


mallow: leaves, stems, roots


mountain candytuft: leaves, stalks, flowers


mountain parsley: leaves, roots


nodding onion: leaves, stalks, bulbs


orache: leaves


ox-eye daisy: leaves


pennycress: leaves, flowers


pepperweed: leaves


plantain: leaves


salsify: shoots, leaves, roots


shepherd’s purse: leaves, flowers, seedpods


tansy mustard: leaves, flower buds, seedpods


tumble mustard: leaves, flower buds


white clover: leaves


whitetop: leaves


wild hops: shoots


wild lettuce: leaves


wild licorice: shoots, roots


wild strawberry: leaves, flowers


yarrow: leaves


Desert, Among Sagebrush, or Rocky Soil


balsamroot: leaves, stems, roots


juniper: leaves, fruit


Mormon tea: stems


piñon: needles, resin


prickly pear: pads, flower buds, flowers


yucca: stalks


Near Wetlands, Riverbanks, Lakesides, or Bogs


asparagus: shoots


cattail: shoots, roots


cottonwood: buds, bark, twigs


stinging nettle: shoots, leaves


veronica: leaves


watercress: leaves


wild mint: leaves


wintercress: leaves


Woodlands or Partially Shaded Places


aspen: buds, bark, twigs


chickweed: leaves, stems, flowers


Douglas fir: needles, resin


fir: needles, resin


fireweed: shoots


pine: needles, resin


spring beauty: leaves, roots


spruce: needles, resin


sweet root: roots, leaves


thimbleberry: shoots, leaves


violet: leaves


wood sorrel: leaves



Mid- to Late Spring



The rivers are raging at this time of year. Mid- to late spring is when peak runoff flows from the winter’s melting snow. Riparian areas swell with the flood of water, and the leaves of young plants are crisp for harvesting. Many of theses plants tend to get bitter and tough or dry up during the summer months, an example being dock. Many flowers—dwarf bluebells, mountain parsley, prickly pear, and others—have blossomed.


Asparagus spears may be growing past their prime, while thimbleberry shoots can still be sought in the wooded mountains. Find tasty Brandegee’s onion bulbs and gather spruce tips while the weather is still cool at night but warming more and more each day.
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A basket of Douglas fir tips gathered in late spring, while they are soft, sweetly citrus flavored, and a shade of neon green.





Where to Find Mid- to Late Spring Plants


Open Meadows, Disturbed Soils, or Forest Edges


alfalfa: leaves


amaranth: leaves


beebalm: leaves


bistort: leaves, roots


bluebells: leaves, flowers


blue mustard: leaves, stalks, flowers, seedpods


Brandegee’s onion: leaves, flowers, bulbs


burdock: leaves, roots


chicory: leaves, roots


crabapple: flowers


dandelion: leaves, flowers, roots


dock: leaves, roots


filaree: leaves, roots


glacier lily: leaves, flowers, bulbs


lamb’s quarters: leaves, stems


lilac: flowers


linden: leaves


mallow: leaves, flowers, roots


mariposa lily: flowers, bulbs


mountain candytuft: leaves, stalks, flowers, seedpods


mountain parsley: leaves, roots


mulberry: leaves


nodding onion: leaves, stalks, bulbs


orache: leaves


ox-eye daisy: leaves


pennycress: leaves, flowers


pepperweed: leaves, seedpods


plantain: leaves


raspberry: leaves


red clover: leaves, flowers


salsify: shoots, leaves, roots


sheep sorrel: leaves


shepherd’s purse: leaves, flowers, seedpods


showy milkweed: shoots


stonecrop: leaves, stems


strawberry blite: leaves


sweet clover: shoots, leaves


tansy mustard: leaves, flower buds, seedpods


thistle: stalks


tumble mustard: leaves, flower buds


white clover: leaves


whitetop: leaves, stalks, flower buds


wild caraway: leaves, roots


wild chives: leaves, flower buds


wild hops: leaves


wild lettuce: leaves


wild licorice: shoots, roots


wild strawberry: leaves


yarrow: leaves


Desert, Among Sagebrush, or Rocky Soil


alpine sorrel: leaves


balsamroot: leaves, stems, roots


juniper: leaves


king’s crown: shoots


Mormon tea: stems


piñon: needles, resin


prickly pear: pads, flower buds, flowers


yucca: stalks


Near Wetlands, Riverbanks, Lakesides, or Bogs


angelica: roots


cattail: shoots, flower spikes


cottonwood: bark, twigs, catkins, cambium


stinging nettle: shoots, leaves


twisted stalk: shoots


veronica: leaves, stems, flowers


watercress: leaves, flowers


wild mint: leaves, stems


wintercress: leaves


Woodlands or Partially Shaded Places


aspen: bark, twigs


chickweed: leaves, stems, flowers


chokecherry: flowers


cleavers: leaves, stems


cow parsnip: leaves


Douglas fir: young tips, needles, resin


elderberry: flowers


fir: young tips, needles, resin


fireweed: shoots, leaves


northern bedstraw: leaves, stalks


pine: needles, resin, pollen


spring beauty: leaves, stems, flowers, roots


spruce: young tips, needles, resin


sweet root: leaves, flowers, roots


thimbleberry: shoots, leaves


violet: leaves, flowers


wild grape: leaves, tendrils


wild rose: flower buds


wood sorrel: leaves, flowers



Summer



The heat of summer is welcome in the high Rockies, where the growing season is a mere three months. At lower elevations, the arid heat of the summer months provides a longer growing season for wild plums, feral apples, and other fruit trees.


Monsoon season sweeps in; daily rains occur in the high country during July, giving the plants the boost they need for fruiting berries. It is best to wake up with the sun and gather while it is dry in the morning, as it can become a muddy mess by mid-afternoon. Be careful of lightning storms while hiking high in the mountains and flash floods while in canyon lands. In certain places it is not uncommon to see a snow shower on the mountain peaks in early July.


Wildflowers are breathtaking, making it more than enjoyable to hike through meadows in search of wild strawberries and nodding onion. Aromatics of plants like beebalm, pineapple weed, and hyssop are superior during the height of summer.
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Summertime in the mountains provides a bounty of wild edibles and the most picturesque views.





Where to Find Summer Plants


Open Meadows, Disturbed Soils, or Forest Edges


alfalfa: leaves, flowers, seeds


amaranth: leaves, seeds


beebalm: leaves, flower buds, flowers


bistort: leaves, flowers, roots


black walnut: green hulls


bluebells: leaves, flowers


blue mustard: seedpods


Brandegee’s onion: leaves, flowers, bulbs


burdock: stalks


chicory: flowers


dandelion: flowers


goldenrod: leaves, flower buds, flowers


ground cherry: fruit


lamb’s quarters: leaves


linden: flowers, nuts


mallow: leaves, flowers, seedpods


mariposa lily: flowers, bulbs


mountain parsley: leaves


mulberry: fruit


nodding onion: leaves, stalks, flowers, bulbs


orache: leaves, seeds


ox-eye daisy: leaves, flower buds, flowers


pennycress: seedpods


pepperweed: seedpods, roots


pineapple weed: leaves, flowers


plantain: leaves, seeds


purslane: leaves, stems, flowers, seeds


raspberry: leaves, flowers, fruit


red clover: leaves, flowers


salsify: shoots, leaves, flower buds


serviceberry: fruit


sheep sorrel: leaves


showy milkweed: flower buds, flowers, seedpods


smooth sumac: fruit


sow thistle: shoots, flower buds, leaves


stonecrop: leaves, stems, flowers


strawberry blite: leaves, flowers


sunflower: flower buds


sweet clover: leaves, flowers, seeds


thistle: stalks


tumble mustard: seedpods


western blue flax: seeds


white clover: leaves, flowers


whitetop: flowers, seedpods


wild caraway: leaves, flowers, seeds, roots


wild chives: leaves, flowers


wild hops: leaves, strobiles


wild lettuce: stalks, flower buds


wild strawberry: fruit


yarrow: leaves, stalks, flowers


Desert, Among Sagebrush, or Rocky Soil


alpine sorrel: leaves


balsamroot: seeds


cota: leaves, stems, flowers


juniper: leaves


king’s crown: leaves, flowers


Mormon tea: stems


Oregon grape: fruit


prickly pear: pads, fruit


piñon: needles


skunkbush: fruit


yucca: flower buds, flowers, seedpods



Near Wetlands, Riverbanks, Lakesides, or Bogs



angelica: stalks, seeds


cattail: shoots, flower spikes, pollen


stinging nettle: leaves, seeds


veronica: leaves, stems, flowers


watercress: leaves, seedpods


wild mint: leaves, flowers


Woodlands or Partially Shaded Places


blueberry: fruit


chickweed: leaves, stems, flowers


chokecherry: bark, twigs, fruit, nuts


cleavers: leaves, stems, seeds


cow parsnip: stalks, flower buds, seeds


Douglas fir: needles


elderberry: flowers, fruit


fir: needles


fireweed: stalks, flower buds, flowers


golden currant: fruit


gooseberry: fruit


hawthorn: fruit


hyssop: leaves, flowers


miner’s lettuce: leaves, stems, flowers


mountain gooseberry: fruit


New Mexico locust: flowers


northern bedstraw: leaves, flowers


pine: needles


spruce: needles


sweet root: leaves, seeds


thimbleberry: fruit


violet: leaves


wax currant: fruit


wild grape: fruit


wild plum: fruit


wild rose: flower buds, flowers


Wolf’s currant: fruit


wood sorrel: leaves, flowers, seedpods



Fall



Fall either creeps in slowly, with changing leaves of aspen and currants, or rushes in with blistering frosts occurring in August. Crabapples abound while berries become limited; and seeds are ripe for stripping. Fall reminds us that it’s time to hunker down and prepare for the long cold winter.


Once again roots can be dug; they are best after a frost happens, sending all the sweet sugars downward. Hawthorn and mountain ash berries also become sweeter with the plummeting night temperatures.


Do not wait too long before visiting the scrub oaks: acorns are stowed away quickly by animals—surely, no one wants to miss out on an opportune harvest. Young chickweed and shepherd’s purse can be found sprouting again for a last harvest of fresh greens.
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Skunkbush berries ripen as summer gives way to autumn. Find some pink-lemonade-tasting berries lingering well into October.





Where to Find Fall Plants


Open Meadows, Disturbed Soils, or Forest Edges


alfalfa: seeds


amaranth: seeds


apple: fruit


black walnut: nuts


burdock: roots


chickweed: leaves, stems, flowers


chicory: roots


cow parsnip: seeds


crabapple: fruit


dandelion: roots


dock: seeds, roots


ground cherry: fruit


lamb’s quarters: seeds


mallow: seedpods, roots


mountain parsley: roots


pepperweed: seedpods, roots


shepherd’s purse: leaves


smooth sumac: fruit


strawberry blite: roots


sunflower: seeds


tumble mustard: seedpods


wild caraway: seeds


wild hops: strobiles


wild licorice: roots


yarrow: leaves


Desert, Among Sagebrush, or Rocky Soil


cota: leaves, stems, flowers


juniper: leaves, fruit


Mormon tea: stems


piñon: needles, nuts, resin


prickly pear: pads, fruit


scrub oak: nuts


skunkbush: fruit


Near Wetlands, Riverbanks, Lakesides, or Bogs


angelica: seeds, roots


bullberry: fruit


cattail: roots


cottonwood: bark, twigs


hackberry: fruit


stinging nettle: seeds


twisted stalk: fruit


watercress: leaves, seedpods


Woodlands or Partially Shaded Places


aspen: bark, twigs


chokecherry: bark, twigs, fruit, nuts


cleavers: seeds


Douglas fir: needles, resin


elderberry: fruit


fir: needles, resin


golden currant: fruit


gooseberry: fruit


hawthorn: fruit


hyssop: seeds


mountain ash: fruit


mountain gooseberry: fruit


northern bedstraw: seeds


pine: needles, resin, nuts


spruce: needles, resin


sweet root: roots


wax currant: fruit


wild grape: fruit


wild plum: fruit


wild rose: fruit


Wolf’s currant: fruit



Winter



A quiet still descends. Blankets of snow cover the highlands, tucking the plants in against the long winter squall. In the midst of negative temperatures, we can turn to the evergreens for a winter’s forage; they continue to provide us with their needles and resin. Even better would be the luck of finding a piñon cone with sweet nuts inside. Mormon tea can be gathered in the desert, and rosehips can be plucked throughout the land. All is not frozen in the mountain west.


During this respite we can pull out our stash and indulge in the harvest of prior seasons, using our jams, cordials, and plant-infused oils, butters, and honey. Winter presents us with many opportunities to use the dried herbs of summer to blend teas and spices for nourishing our families. Add stored nutrient-dense herbs such as alfalfa leaves or the roots of dandelion and burdock to simmering broths.
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Ripe juniper berries are the perfect forage for a snowy winter’s day.





Where to Find Winter Plants


Open Meadows, Disturbed Soils, or Forest Edges


amaranth: seeds


dock: seeds


Desert, Among Sagebrush, or Rocky Soil


juniper: leaves, fruit


Mormon tea: stems


piñon: needles, resin


Near Wetlands, Riverbanks, Lakesides, or Bogs


bullberry: fruit


cottonwood: buds, twigs


watercress: leaves


Woodlands or Partially Shaded Places


aspen: buds, twigs


Douglas fir: needles, resin


fir: needles, resin


mountain ash: fruit


pine: needles, resin


spruce: needles, resin


wild rose: fruit





Wild Edible Plants of the Mountain West
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A picturesque Colorado mountain stream with king’s crown clinging to its rocky banks.








alfalfa


Medicago sativa


lucerne


EDIBLE leaves, flowers, seeds


Sprouted alfalfa seeds at the store can seem pricey—especially after you discover how easy it is to sprout your own crisp and fresh-tasting wild version at home.
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Purple flowers of alfalfa are striking, but they also come in shades of blue and white.





How to Identify


A perennial herb of the pea family, alfalfa has the iconic clover pattern of leaves: each leaf is trifoliate, with three leaflets. The leaflets are oblong with tiny serrations around the apex, only slightly hairy on the underside and smooth on the top. Leaflets of sweet clover, a close look-alike before flowering, are serrated around the entire margin. Flowers grow in a clustered raceme, with many, usually purple flowers, but flower color can vary from white to light blue or a shade of purple. The seedpods are a tight coil shape and hold many tiny yellow-tan seeds.


Where and When to Gather


Find alfalfa growing in any kind of disturbed soil, whether it is pastureland or construction sites. Make sure where you are gathering is a clean spot, free of pollutants or heavy metals, as this plant pulls heavily from the soil. It prefers nutrient-rich soil. Alfalfa can be found in the foothills and mountains, flowering in summer. Gather young leaves in spring and early summer; seeds can be gathered in late summer or early fall.


How to Gather


Leaves are best while they are vibrantly green and young. Gather on a dry, sunny day if you intend to dry the plant for future use. Seeds need to be winnowed before being stored.


How to Eat


Alfalfa may not come with a taste that wows, but it is rich and earthy and chock-full of nutrients vital to our well-being. I like it raw or cooked; either way, it contains the full spectrum of B vitamins, along with A, D, and E. Flowers have a sweet, nutty taste and make a nice addition to salads along with the greens. I mix this fresh or dried herb in with broths, sauces, and soups. It is an easily disguisable nutrient-dense food that can even be chopped up and baked into muffins and egg dishes or scattered in mixed vegetables.


How to Preserve


Dry the leaves and flowers to store for tea blending or future culinary use. Seeds are edible only once sprouted and should then be touted as a superfood. The dried seeds can be sprouted for a tempting little green snack that can top sandwiches, salads, or soup in the middle of winter.


Future Harvests


No worries for the future when harvesting alfalfa: it is usually an escaped weed from the pasture.


Caution


Eat only sprouted seeds. Before consumption, talk to a healthcare practitioner or herbalist if you are pregnant or breastfeeding; if you are on heart medications, immunosuppressants, or photosensitizing drugs; or if you have had lupus or gout.


Be sure you have properly identified alfalfa before it blooms: its leaves resemble the young leaves of golden banner (Thermopsis species), a toxic plant with yellow flowers.





Sprouting seeds



Any seeds can be sprouted for a living, wild food ingredient in the dead of winter. Store dormant seeds in a cool (under 70 degrees Fahrenheit) dark place with low humidity. When stored properly, seeds will stay active for about four years; you may prolong this by refrigerating or freezing your seeds, enabling you to store them for over a decade. Keep seeds that are high in oil, like sunflowers or pine nuts, stored in the freezer or refrigerator, as they can go rancid when stored in a warm place for too long.


To begin sprouting your seeds, take them out of storage and place them in a jar or bowl filled with water; a ratio of three parts water to one part seeds is optimum. Soaking the seeds turns them from dormant into active seedlings. Always stir your seeds into the water to separate them, and make sure all seeds are surrounded by water. Soak your seeds for eight to 12 hours, straining off any floating seeds or debris from the water surface.


Drain and rinse the seeds very well, two or three times per day, after soaking. Make sure to drain seeds extremely well after each rinse; you don’t want your seeds to be waterlogged. Let seeds breathe in between rinses. If storing in a container, let the container breathe; do not use a lid. Repeat the daily thorough rinses for three to five days, until your seeds have sprouted into the desired length.
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