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Preface


One foggy summer day near the coast, I discovered an unexpected treasure trove of California hazelnut bushes. They were loaded with sweet, mild nuts that were ripe and ready to eat. I found a comfortable place to sit, a rock to crack the shells, and settled in for a session of hazelnut appreciation. To other hikers on the trail, I was hidden from view by the hazel’s leafy branches.


Soon, I heard two parents cajoling their children onward up the trail. The children sounded tired and complained about being hungry and bored. I thought momentarily of having them join me in my cozy fort under the hazel and sharing the bounty.


While I considered it, they disappeared up the path. Maybe I should have called out to them: There is delicious food here. Come join me.


I didn’t then, but I am calling out to you now. There is delicious food all around us.


Two unexpected strands have come together during the writing of this book. One, an even greater deepening of my appreciation for California’s native flora, I expected and welcomed. The other strand has taken me by surprise.


For most of my adult life, I have been an advocate for California’s native plants. At my mail-order native plant seed and nursery business, we specialize in growing seed crops of native wildflowers, grasses, shrubs, and trees, some of them threatened with local extinction.


Through the years, my realization that many of these native plants are also food has felt like startling new information about old friends I thought I knew well. I first started to value California’s native plants for their drought tolerance and appropriateness to California’s climate and soils. Then they became a crucial part of my developing and deepening sense of home in the Golden State, and I wanted to live surrounded by them. Their importance as habitat for native bees, butterflies, birds, and other creatures added yet another layer to my appreciation of the grounding details of sharing life with the plants that evolved here.


Early on, I learned that many of the seeds we gathered from the wild were grain crops for California Indians. The wildflower meadows that drew me with their beauty represented to many native peoples a harvest of healthful seed foods, produced with no added fertilizer, pesticides, water, or plowing. That’s how the journey of this book began, with the seeds.
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California buttercup flowers dropped their highly edible seeds, prized for making pinole, onto a stone wall, so I could easily brush them into a bag.





When I hear people talk about the importance and value of diversified sustainable farming operations, I look at the wildlands and think about what a diversified sustainable farming operation they already are. Or once were, and could be again.


At our seed-growing garden, I proclaimed a zero-tolerance policy for weeds, the better to learn how the native species grow when unimpeded by teasel, fennel, velvet grass, or other rampant invasive plants. My proclamation of this weed-free zone was made partly in jest, since there is no way to totally eliminate weeds. This I know from experience. But we didn’t allow them much of a presence here until my interest in eating naturalized European and Eurasian forbs, otherwise known as weeds, caused me to occasionally stay the weeder’s hand. The response was surprising, even to me, though I have watched this story so many times before, the old disappearing under the onslaught of the new.


In one season, black nightshade, curly dock, and borage grew where they hadn’t been before. Sheep sorrel and chickweed appeared from out of nowhere. Huge colonies of lambsquarters sprang up overnight. The native clarkias, tarweed, and red maids may have been thinking, Oh no, not here, too, as my demonstration garden became a place of somewhat uneasy alliances.


Soon, I was eating these weeds from elsewhere with gusto. Treating weeds as food crops required a close and constant attention and a rigorous control of weedy reproduction. I learned how to have my borage and control it too, making pesto, stews, and stir-fries using a combination of both weedy and native greens. I learned something about the proud histories of weedy greens, especially their roles in intriguing national dishes, like green sauces made in Germany with borage leaves, or salsas made with black nightshade berries in Guatemala.


I began to savor this second strand: harvesting and eating the edible weeds to protect the native plants, while managing and harvesting the native plants in ways that increase their numbers. This pattern now guides my gathering days in the wild. It could be called sustainable foraging, and I hope it will guide yours too.
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Black nightshade rewards the forager with ripened shiny black berries even while unripe green berries are still present.





By imparting an interest in foraging to you, it is my hope that you will fall in love with wild edibles, their tastes, and their histories, forming alliances and culinary relationships all your own. That you will discover a pattern of interaction that benefits both you and the plants. And that the mantle of indifference toward land and plants that has replaced our evolutionary closeness will slip easily off your shoulders, as you welcome a new, knowledgeable intimacy with wild food plants.


And now a few words about the organization of this book. The introduction provides an understanding of the rich nature of foraging in general, beginning with definitions, and then offering important guidelines, from safety issues to plant identification tips to legal matters. A brief discussion of the regions of California will help you locate both yourself and edible wild plants of interest to you. A Seasonal Gathering Guide will tell you what plant part you can find, when.


Also included in the introduction is a brief pitch for the advantages of planting wild food plants as part of gardens around your home. A discussion of developing your own sustainable foraging ethic builds on this concept, which is woven throughout the book.


The majority of the book is a section called Edible Wild Plants of California, with more than 120 California native and naturalized non-native edible species, organized alphabetically by common name. The index will help you find plants under their scientific, or botanical, names.


Each plant entry includes one or more photographs with informative captions, a list of common names the plant is known by, the scientific name currently in use, and the edible parts of each plant, followed by an introduction to the plant, discussion of its identifying characteristics, where and when to gather, how to gather, how to use, responsible harvests as part of a sustainable foraging ethic, and any precautions needed in the use of the plant.


At the end of the book, websites, books, and organizations are listed that will be helpful to both beginning and experienced foragers. Also included is a list of public botanic gardens throughout California, where labeled native plants can be viewed, a great way to learn.





Introduction: Foraging in the Golden State


California lies before you, replete with opportunities to discover its healthful, delectable, and unique wild foods—from the Coast Ranges, to the mountains, the deserts, the Central Valley, the Great Basin, the northwestern rain forest, and everywhere in between.


Many of these plants are an integral part of California’s history, as well as irreplaceable participants in the precious food web of our region. Foraging is an interest that can draw you into many other worlds, including the culinary arts, nutrition, botany and ethnobotany, natural history, anthropology, ecology, taxonomy, and ecological restoration. Elements of all these disciplines are found within this book.


The word foraging contains a surprising number of meanings, even contradictory meanings, ranging from the lighthearted activities of the curious nature lover to the more serious searches undertaken by soldiers and civilians in response to food shortages during wars, a common dictionary definition. Usually implied is the common element of looking for something to eat that you’re not certain you will find.


This uncertainty, for some, is the sauce that flavors wild foods. Without the control that modern agriculture wields over food crops, the existence of edible plants that survive without farming assistance can be reassuring on many levels. The poetry and excitement of that encounter is part of the appeal of wild harvests. Author Wendell Berry describes the foraging finds of one character in his Kentucky novel, A Place on Earth, as “the harvest of a ramble and not a search or a labor,” adding that for this character the activity “bespeaks a peaceableness between her and the world.”


Yet under the rubric of carefree wild plant harvest lies another important and contradictory layer. Though one meaning of foraging expresses the serendipity and grace of unexpected encounters, California’s native peoples, important wild food–using models, were and are such skilled and knowledgeable plant managers that they returned year after year to familiar camas fields, berry patches, brodiaea colonies, or pond lily wetland seed farms. The continuing productivity and health of those harvesting grounds were encouraged through their actions. Because of a painful history, their land management strategies are no longer prevailing in much of our wildlands, and populations of many of these wild foods have accordingly declined. From native peoples, we can learn to harvest sustainably, replanting cormlets, seeds, and tubers as we go, weeding and pruning for plant health.
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A member of the mint family, mountain pennyroyal has a delightful fragrance and makes a good mountain tea.





Foraging is many things to many people: how we evolved, a way to connect with our ancestors, and a lens through which to understand the universe. These distinctions will frequently blur, as you create your own ever-changing definition of foraging, based on your particular set of experiences.


Awaiting you are some world-class culinary experiences and health-enhancing meals, as well as unexpected life lessons that will keep you coming back—good reasons to bring your children with you into the woods.


Upon finding a sought-after plant, from the leaves of yerba buena to the corms of wild hyacinth, the forager is flooded with a delicious sensation almost unimaginable to the nonforager. Whether you head out with certain plants in mind or simply open yourself to whichever plant you come upon, encountering edible wild plants carries with it a feeling of being blessed. A smidgeon of smugness may even creep in, a hint of patting yourself on the back. The happy feeling of receiving an undeserved gift elicits gratitude.
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Camas bulbs can be harvested before plants go to seed, from spring to midsummer.





It is your adventurous resolve and your burgeoning knowledge of the plant world that have put this food—this prickly pear pad, wild onion, or camas bulb—on your plate. Conversely, if the plant you seek isn’t there, you learn to handle that circumstance with equanimity. It’s all information, grist for building your knowledge of the plant world. And that feels good.


Foraging Guidelines


How do you learn what you need to know about responsible foraging? When you are foraging, the overriding principle is: Do no harm, either to yourself, to your loved ones, or to the land whose secrets you seek to untangle.


The aim of this book is to convey some of the knowledge and skills necessary to identify a plant, to guide you in harvesting it carefully and responsibly, and to describe appropriate procedures for its consumption. Following are general foraging guidelines and principles.


Learn how to identify a species.


Foraging begins with learning how to solidly identify a species. As has been true throughout human history, one human being teaching another is still the safest and most effective way to learn about eating wild plants. Refreshingly, foraging is one part of life that still relies to a great extent on the direct transmission of information from one person to another.


Learning about edible plants may begin with kids playing together after school or waiting for the bus, and showing each other the sweet nectar found in clover flowers or discovering together the tang of sourgrass. It may continue during casual strolls with knowledgeable friends who take you to their favorite patch of stinging nettle, show you how to harvest it painlessly, and tell you how to prepare it like spinach. It can burgeon into field trips to gather pine nuts in the mountains or camas bulbs in meadows.


Learning from professional teachers can include field trips to find and identify plants, as well as workshops that demonstrate techniques of cleaning and cooking edible wildflower seed, using native and weedy greens to make pesto, or how to build an earth oven or make a digging stick. Classes may meet monthly for an entire year, highlighting at each session the plants available at that time, how to identify, harvest, and use them.


Along with person-to-person transmission of knowledge, books have been the way to learn about foraging, particularly since the writings of twentieth-century authors like Euell Gibbons, Tom Brown, and Brad Angier. Books are authoritative and useful on the trail. They are also great tools for armchair foraging, which has merits all its own.


And the seemingly infinite number of Internet websites pertaining to wild foods indicates the enormous interest in the topic.


As a rule, you should use more than one source to nail down a plant identification. Remember that the enemy of solid identification is wishful thinking. Take a look at this short interview between an enthusiastic new forager and a curmudgeonly old forager:


NEW FORAGER: Except for the number of petals, this plant looks just like the picture in the book, so maybe this flower is just having an off day. It’s probably the same one. I guess I’ll try it.


OLD FORAGER: Don’t do it.


NEW FORAGER: Haven’t you ever taken any risks by experimenting with a new or unknown plant of uncertain identity?


OLD FORAGER: Yes, I have. Should you? No.


NEW FORAGER: Did you ever get sick?


OLD FORAGER: Once.


NEW FORAGER: Was it bad?


OLD FORAGER: It’s not something I want to experience again. Here, let me look at that plant. Be glad I’m here to tell you about it, because—it’s not the same plant!


California Foraging presents the essential aspects of each plant’s appearance and characteristics to help you identify the plant in question. If you want to learn the process of determining a particular plant’s scientific name, seek out books and classes on botanical taxonomy. You can learn how to identity a specific plant by studying the plant’s habit, leaves, and flowers. In that process, you follow a yes/no process to arrive at the two-part scientific name (binomial) of the genus and species of the plant in question.




[image: image]


Golden chia, which offers a popular seed, has purple blooms on square stems.





The bible for California taxonomy is The Jepson Manual: Higher Plants of California, second edition, edited by Bruce Baldwin et al., and the online version, the Jepson Herbarium, Jepson eFlora. If the taxonomical lingo in The Jepson Manual seems difficult, don’t conclude that foraging isn’t for you. Human beings are hardwired to develop a sense of what a given plant looks like and to be able to find and identify it, at least to genus level, without being able to explain it using technical language. This, after all, is what our ancestors did. In addition, shorter plant books are available, covering particular regions, like Marin Flora for inhabitants of Marin County, which are less daunting for beginners.


The many public gardens, botanic gardens, and native plant nurseries in California where native species are grown and labeled are also useful for working on your identification skills.


Start small.


Begin each foraging experience with a small taste of a new plant, to ensure that you have no unusual sensitivities to that plant. Allergic reactions to a plant are not always fatal but occur along a continuum, from an unpleasant stomachache to a trip to the emergency room, all of which you want to avoid.


Mushrooms are the most frequent causes of problematic experiences, and since they are a separate field of knowledge, they are not included in this guide. Use books specializing in mushrooms for that purpose, and avail yourself of the on-the-ground, person-to-person teachings of professional mycologists, through mushroom societies and field trips.


This book does discuss poisonous plant look-alikes and plant chemicals that require attention, such as oxalates, inulins, and saponins, which are included in the individual plant entries under the Caution subheading. Such plants require different kinds of processing before consumption, from leaching to boiling to roasting.


Pay attention to other safety issues.


Avoid areas that may be polluted, like roadways and places where dogs are walked. Avoid agricultural fields, lawns, and median strips where fertilizers and herbicides may have been applied. You can often tell if an herbicide was used by the white-blond look of the thoroughly dead plants. A telltale abrupt line between the pale, sprayed area, nearer the road, and the still green and growing unsprayed area next to it, indicates that the area was sprayed.


Wash all foods thoroughly before eating. Soaking greens in three gallons of cold water with one cup of vinegar is an effective way to deal with potential contamination.


Learn where you can forage legally in California.


To forage on private land, you need permission from the owner. Some private landowners will be grateful to have you point out the edible foods growing on their land, and, in exchange, may allow you to harvest there.


The many types of protected, publicly owned lands in California are one of our glories, but regulations pertaining to foraging on public land vary from park to park. Check with individual entities before planning a foraging excursion. Such information is usually available online; go to the website of the specific park, national forest, state park, county park, county open space, state forest, state tidelands, or reserve in question.


California state parks are the most restrictive and have stringent penalties, since no plant or plant part can be harvested unless it is posted as harvestable at the headquarters of that particular unit. Penalties are up to six months in jail or a $1,000 fine.


National parks have a variety of allowances and prohibitions, which do frequently permit the individual, for personal use, to harvest a specified quantity of berries or mushrooms. An interesting example is the allowance of ten gallons of tanoak acorns per person per day at Redwood National Forest.


There is also the land surrounding your house, where you won’t need permission, assuming, of course, that you haven’t used any chemical fertilizers or herbicides on your own property.


The Foraging Regions of California


The geography of California is dizzyingly complex and variable. The Jepson Manual recognizes fifty different geographic units, from provinces to districts. For the purposes of this book, we use six different major regions: the Coast Ranges, the Sierra Nevada and Cascade Range mountains, the deserts, the Central Valley, the Great Basin, and the northwest rain forest.


The California Floristic Province is a useful bioregion defined in The Jepson Manual. It is where most of the endemic (meaning found only in California) species grow and where most of the people live. It includes 70 percent of the state and a huge number of habitats, from foggy coast to hot inland valley, from chaparral to grassland to redwoods to oaks, from foothill to mountain. It could also be defined as everywhere in California except the deserts and the Great Basin. It extends from the northwest rain forest, with winter rainfall up to 100 inches, to the Central Valley, with a mere 5 inches of precipitation in its southernmost parts. It also includes the north coast, the central coast, and the south coast.


The defining characteristic of the California Floristic Province is a Mediterranean climate, which means that the bioregion is known for cool, rainy winters and hot, dry, rainless summers. However, coastal summers can experience significant fog, which in forested areas can sometimes add up to as much as 30 inches of rainfall annually, coming in the summer.
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These winged seeds of gray pine contain delicious pine nuts.





The California Floristic Province includes the northwestern rain forest, with its cool, moist winters with rainfall up to a stunning 60 inches, and hot summers, except by the coast. This area continues into southern Oregon, and has the most predictable climate in the region.


Also included within the California Floristic Province are the Sierra Nevada and Cascade Ranges, from the foothills on the western, rainy sides, up to the highest alpine peaks. It does sometimes rain (and even snow!) in mid to late summer in the Sierra Nevada, so it doesn’t have a classic Mediterranean climate.


One of the two floristic provinces not included in the California Floristic Province is the Great Basin, which is east of the Sierra Nevada and the Cascade Range, its vast open spaces continuing east and north into Nevada, Utah, and Oregon. The northern Great Basin in California includes the Warner Mountains and the Modoc Plateau. The southern part contains the White and Inyo Mountains and the eastern Sierra Nevada, which border California’s deserts.


The other floristic province not part of the California Floristic Province includes the Mojave and the Sonoran Deserts, the two deserts found within California’s borders east of the California Floristic Province and south of the Great Basin. The Mojave includes more mountains than the Sonoran, resulting in a greater temperature range, including frost in winter, and a greater moisture range, from 1 to 10 inches, again mostly in winter. The Joshua tree is an indicator species of that desert, so if you see a Joshua tree, you’re in the Mojave Desert. About 2,000 species of plants are found in the Mojave. Joshua Tree National Park is a place where the two deserts meet.
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The many golden stamens of giant blazing star contribute to the spectacular appearance of the flowers, a source of edible seeds.





The Sonoran Desert is south and east of the Mojave, and larger, lower, and hotter. It has palo verde, ocotillo, California fan palms, and no Joshua trees. Lower and fewer mountains, and summer rain, called a monsoon season, make the climate closer to a subtropical desert.


Within these six regions are numerous wetlands, rivers, streams, creeks, hills, valleys, and mountain peaks, with different soil types, topographies, exposures, and winds. With such complex topography, it is not surprising that California has over 6,000 native plants and subspecies, over 2,000 of which occur only in the state, or that California is listed as one of the world’s Twenty-Five Biodiversity Hotspots by Conservation International.


The Range of Foraging Opportunities in California


At one end of the spectrum are the many weedy greens that have made it on their own from other continents to ours, from the Atlantic Coast to the Pacific, or from south of the border north. Examples are the aforementioned curly dock, purslane, borage, and chickweed. Important parts of the cuisines of their native countries, these plants seek out places where European patterns of land management followed by neglect have provided them with the disturbance conditions they like. These species are identified in the book as those that can be harvested freely.


Some books on foraging focus solely on these weedy greens from elsewhere, found in vacant lots, old farm fields, roadsides, weedy lawns, and abandoned pastures. Unfortunately, all too many of these weeds have found their way into our remaining wild or partially wild lands. This is where you, the forager, come in.


There will always be more of these wild greens, and they are often easy to incorporate into your culinary day. Pull them up by the root if they spread through rhizomes, being careful not to scatter the seed. The forager in this way can help to avoid a world that is filled only with weedy greens, which sometimes seems a real possibility.


In the middle are the native species included in this book, which once were abundant but now are less so. Each plant entry in the book discusses the historical and ecological reasons for this situation and how you can make a positive contribution.


At the other end of the wild foods spectrum is a plant too rare to be included in this book, though it is said to be delicious. I refer to the almost mythical desert plant called sandfood, Pholisma sonorae, a mysterious root parasite found in the Sonoran Desert. “To learn the secrets of this shy plant,” ethnobotanist Amadeo Rea said, “you must sit and meditate. Maybe in an hour, or even two, the little purple crown might appear to you out of the ground.”


Underneath it will be a long, thick, sweet edible stem that few have tasted. According to ethnobotanist Wendy Hodgson, some of this plant’s former dry habitat has been converted to high water–using asparagus fields, a replacement of a drought- and sand-adapted local species with a high-water-use, high-fertility-requiring vegetable from faraway. Gary Nabhan writes that the act of harvesting sandfood caused its seed to be scattered deep below the surface of the sand, even 6 feet down, near the roots of the host plant, enabling sandfood’s survival.


This forager’s Holy Grail has been seen by very few, and is an example of a plant that your developing sense of responsibility would discourage you from harvesting, should you be so lucky as to find it. There are other plants that you may never see in the wild at all, and being human, you may long to try them. Consider the following option.


Establishing Your Own Wild Food Garden


Many foragers will find at least a few edible species right outside their door. Use this opportunity to observe, harvest, and either contain or encourage them. Perhaps you want to understand more about a wild species before you harvest it from the wild, or maybe you have decided that it will never be proper to do that but you are intrigued by it and long to experience it. Seek out such plants from your local native plant nursery and begin to integrate a wild food garden into your landscape. Begin with species that are local to your region.


A garden of wild food plants is not a contradiction in terms but a blurring of distinctions. It’s a win/win situation, which the forager may or may not choose to embrace. Many edible native plants are not currently available in the nursery trade, but I predict this is going to change. Interest in healthful, unusual, local foods and in their sustainable production is creating a food revolution worldwide. At the same time, nutritionists are starting to take a serious look at wild food plants.


It is now thought that plant domestication has eliminated many important phytonutrients (over 8,000 have been identified) that are essential for our health. Western serviceberries, for example, have five times more antioxidants than the domesticated strawberry. Purslane, a wild green, has fourteen times more omega-3 acids than spinach. Wild huckleberries have more than twice as many antioxidants as domesticated blueberries.


Responsible Harvesting: Developing a Sustainable Foraging Ethic


The diverse and productive California landscape encountered by the Spaniards and following settlers was the product of many centuries of intelligent and subtle land management by the indigenous peoples. Some activities we know about, like burning, pruning, replanting; others are lost in the mists of time, tantalizing us with unanswered questions.


When we forage we become increasingly conscious of our long-term relationship with the plant world, and we want to keep the gift moving. In a give and take that becomes second nature, we earn the right to harvest wild plants by becoming responsible for their increase. Here is the goal: Imagine the satisfaction of returning to the harvesting site year after year to find the plants looking better and more numerous each time.


Each plant entry in this book provides guidance on how to promote that plant’s thriving. Spend time with the plant in question, observing it, thinking about its health, its reproductive strategies, and possible threats to its posterity. Providing this kind of attention is already a giveback to plants that will potentially feed you. Some native peoples say that by no longer using these plants, we have hurt their feelings. As a consequence, like ignored infants, they fail to thrive, a metaphor for neglect.


Strategies leading to increase include, for root foods, the replanting nearby of reproductive parts, like tubers, corms, and bulbs. For seed crops, the sowing of some of your harvest nearby also helps plants meet their goal of spreading. Choose spots where taller plants will not outcompete new seedlings and where the soil and conditions are similar to the original site—at the edge of the original site is often a good place. Scrape a bit of soil over the seeds for protection and for retention of the moisture necessary for good germination.


In our demonstration garden, seed collection is always followed by a cleanup of weeds and pruning of dead plant parts. In this way, new growth has a chance to rejuvenate the plant. Fire or flood traditionally accomplished this process; now it’s up to the gardener. Follow this practice in your own garden, and if tip-pruning will increase fruiting spurs of plants in the wild, make tip-pruning part of your harvesting technique.


Weeding is always and forever valuable. Many times I have seen invasive species getting a start near a stand of valued native plants, and in those cases, quick action resolved the threat. Remove the entire plant, particularly if it spreads through rhizomes, like cape ivy or sheep sorrel. Don’t try to compost rhizomatous species, which can start spreading in your compost pile. Many weed seeds aren’t killed in compost unless the pile reaches 140°F. Covering the compost pile with a tarp for as long as a year can make it safe to include these invasive weeds.
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The edible flowers of bigleaf maple bloom in March and April.





Harvesting Amounts


How much to harvest is the question that differs for every species in every situation. Guidelines that quantify harvesting amounts, providing rules of thumb that recommend taking no more than 5 percent, for example, can’t take into account the numerous variables in every situation, such as: How many other foragers will be following in your footsteps? Is a hillside facing erosion problems? Is the area experiencing development? To promote foraging, as I am doing, requires an act of trust. It’s not hard to imagine that large numbers of irresponsible foragers could have a devastating impact on some species. How can I justify promoting the eating of native plants, given the 38 million people now living in California?


One reason is that current thinking about the dynamics of biodiversity in California incorporates and even requires intelligent human actions. Hands-off policies in some situations are not so slowly but very surely resulting in a greatly simplified landscape, with correspondingly fewer wild food plants. Human attention, care, and love are required in most places in California.


It is often observed that the opposite of love is not hate but indifference. The results of such indifference are visible in every median strip, vacant lot, untended park, weedy roadside, financially stressed open space, and abandoned farm field.


We need Californians to first pay attention to and then fall in love with the plants of the Golden State. The experience of gathering, preparing, and eating these wild foods arouses gratitude and delight in the forager. With attention directed and gratefulness awakened, can the requisite affection be far behind?





Seasonal Gathering Guide for California


Somebody somewhere in California is foraging for tasty edible wild food today. California, with its enormous range of temperatures, topography, soils, moisture, wind, and land-use history, provides wild foods to harvest almost year-round. Different combinations of these regional factors as well as particular locations will create different foraging opportunities. It all begins with and turns on moisture.


The rain and snow of fall, winter, and early spring bring the germination and growth of edible greens. These plant parts are at their most tender and mildest before the longer, warmer, drier days coax out the edible shoots that become flower stalks, which in some cases can be eaten like asparagus. And finally the edible flowers appear, some producing pollen that is also important food.


Before the heat and drought of summer cause seed ripening, the immature seeds of some species can be eaten like peas. Seeds, fruits, and nuts ripen with summer’s heat, while the root foods store energy as plants go dormant, either from the lack of moisture, shorter days, increasing cold, or a combination of these.


For further information on harvesting times for edible wild plant parts, turn to the individual plant entries that follow this chart.
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Wild Edible Plants of California
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Wildflower fields like this one on the Carrizo Plain were managed by California’s native peoples as a source of both beauty and edible seeds.








angled onion


Allium triquetrum


wild onion, onionweed, wild onion lily, three-cornered leek


EDIBLE leaves, bulb, flowers


This weedy perennial, well-known in Europe’s Mediterranean landscape, has all the oniony flavor needed to liven up dishes like early spring wild greens.


Early every spring, angled onion turns up reliably. It tastes of strong onion and leek with a definite hint of garlic. Its leaves are similar to those of young domesticated onions, but a bit wider and more pungent. The smell of this non-native plant is noticeable from farther away than some of California’s species of native onions, many of which are too uncommon to be foraged.


How to identify


Angled onion presents masses of nodding white flowers on plants up to 14 inches tall. To identify, give the grasslike, keeled stems and leaves a sniff test. Also, cut the stem to see its triangular keeled shape with a ridge on the underside, hence the common name. The bell-like, six-pointed flowers have green veins; the flowers of this onion species have no pink in them.
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The whole angled onion plant can be eaten, much like scallions.





Where and when to gather


The angled onion likes semidomesticated weedy yards, vacant lots, and roadsides in full sun. It grows throughout the California Floristic Province, and has a long harvesting period on the Pacific Coast. The succulent green leaves can be eaten as soon as they emerge with the fall and winter rains. The bulbs can be harvested when the leaves die back in summer.
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The white flowers of angled onion bloom in late winter and early spring.





How to gather


I recommend pulling up the entire plant to use like young green onions. During the rainy season, the plant will usually pull readily from the soil. Cut the leaves to a few inches above the ground, leaving the root in place, if you think this plant needs to be encouraged. The flowers can be snipped with scissors or fingers.


How to use


To use the leaves and immature bulb like green onions, put briefly in cold water and then chop finely. They can be sautéed separately or incorporated into stews, omelets, stir-fries, tuna salad, and pastas. Longer cooking brings out the sweetness and tames the pungency.


Future harvests


In areas where there is concern about native species, the spread of angled onion is undesirable, so harvest it by removing the entire plant. In New Zealand and Australia, for example, the governments sponsor a fight against angled onion’s continuing spread. In weedy areas where angled onion may be the only edible wild plant, you may want to leave some behind to spread.





beavertail cactus


Opuntia basilaris var. basilaris


beavertail prickly pear


EDIBLE buds, flowers, fruit, pads, seeds


The spectacular, showy beavertail cactus, like the other prickly pear cacti of the Mojave and Sonoran Deserts, produces five edible parts—buds, flowers, fruit, pads or stems, and seed.


Widespread in the deserts of California, beavertail cactus has gray-green, succulent, fleshy stems called pads (or nopales, or joints). The flower buds, perched side by side along the top rim of the blue-gray oval leaves, are tasty eating before they bloom. Beavertail pads and buds are some of the most delicious among prickly pear cacti. The small flower buds taste like tender artichoke hearts, and in fact are excellent cooked with butter and garlic. The flowers and fruit that follow the buds are also significant foods.


How to identify


Identifying characteristics of beavertail cactus are the blue-gray color of the flattened stem segments and its small size, usually less than 2 or 3 feet. The individual pads are from 3 to 14 inches long and 3 to 6 inches wide, and are shaped like ping-pong paddles without handles (or beavertails). In spring, this plant responds to the high temperatures and drought of its environs with showy pink to magenta flowers, which are hard to miss in the desert. The blossoms emit a fragrance like sweet watermelon. The spineless fruit, about 1 inch long, is green or tinged with purple and dries to tan.
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The edible buds of beavertail cactus line the rim of the succulent edible pads, then bloom in March and April.





Where and when to gather


Look for beavertail cactus in many different habitats, from sandy, gravelly valleys to dry, rocky slopes, from Mexico to the California deserts. It grows in both the Mojave and Sonoran Deserts. Buds are ready to gather in March and April. Flowers open from March through April, and fruit can be gathered in June and July. Pads are most tender in May and June.


How to gather


Because of the absence of large spines, gathering beavertail pads is less daunting than with other prickly pears. Yet the almost invisible, hairlike spines (glochids) present in all parts of this plant must be carefully and thoroughly removed. Buds can be easily plucked with gloved fingers or tongs. The glochids should be scorched off over a flame or removed by rolling the pads vigorously in a towel, in gravel, or in sand. Wetting the pads down first makes the job easier.


How to use


The pads and buds are the outstanding edible features of beavertail cactus. Buds can be eaten raw, steamed, baked, or roasted. The buds, raw or cooked, can be dried and stored, eaten with pasta or with chili and onions, or dipped in sauce or garlic butter. The flowers can be eaten raw or cooked. Pads should be harvested while young, the glochids removed, and then cooked by sautéing, boiling, or roasting until any sliminess disappears. They can be used in many dishes, from stir-fries to tortillas. They can be sun-dried, stored, and reconstituted later, and also eaten raw. The fruits of beavertail cactus are not juicy like other prickly pears, but they can be eaten raw, baked, or dried.


Future harvests


Only harvest beavertail parts where you find a good stand of these slow-growing cacti, and leave some fruit or buds on each plant. Removal of a pad or two is a form of pruning, and can result in two or three pads appearing where one previously grew.


Caution


Before I learned about glochids, I once ate a raw beavertail bud without removing the glochids. I noticed them, but fortunately experienced only brief minor discomfort. I would not do that now. Juice made from the beavertail fruit should be consumed in small quantities, since sometimes an unusual reaction can occur, described as a chilling sensation.





bigleaf maple


Acer macrophyllum


Oregon maple, broadleaf maple, white maple


EDIBLE flowers, sap


Bigleaf maple produces flowers that are delicious eaten raw or fried, and everyone who tries making maple syrup from these trees is impressed.


A deciduous hardwood tree with leaves that turn golden in the fall, bigleaf maple is a magnificent shade tree. It is the largest maple in the west, though we don’t often see it reach its full height of 100 feet tall anymore. It also produces flowers that are delicious eaten raw or fried. Maple syrup from bigleaf maple is currently being investigated for production. It has a unique flavor, and it’s ours, found within our own state, rather than being shipped from thousands of miles away.


How to identify


In the spring, the flowers of the different maples are small but beautiful when examined closely. The bigleaf maple has the largest, most ornamental flowers of the maples, consisting of sweet-smelling greenish yellow flowers in pendant racemes 6 inches long.
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The luxuriant flowers of bigleaf maple are edible, blooming in March and April.





The silhouette of a maple leaf is so familiar that it’s become almost a taxonomic term, as in “maple-leaf-shaped,” which basically means a simple hand-shaped (palmate) leaf with pointy tips. Bigleaf maple leaves can be up to 12 inches long, and are a beautiful deep-orange color when they first emerge in the spring, presaging the golden color they will turn in the fall before dropping.


Where and when to gather


Bigleaf maples grow from British Columbia south through the Coast Ranges of California to San Diego County, on the west slopes of the Sierra Nevada to 5,000 feet, and on the south slope of the San Bernardino Mountains. They can be found in valleys, on stream banks, and near rivers, where they achieve their greatest height and greatest lifespan of up to 300 years. Snip the flowers in March and April. Tap the sap in late winter—January and February—as leaf buds begin to open, ideally on a warm and sunny day following a few days of freezing temperatures.
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The large, flexible leaves of bigleaf maple cast a comfortable shade.





How to gather


Were you ever in a sugaring house in Vermont? It would be difficult to reproduce the steamy atmosphere of that traditional facility, but amateur sap-makers in California use the same equipment. To tap the sap, make a hole with a drill bit no larger than 2 inches in diameter and no deeper than 2 inches into the tree. Use a spout that won’t rust, preferably of stainless steel. When finished, clean the holes with fresh water, and leave them unplugged to heal on their own. Use pruning shears to snip maple flowers.


How to use


Use the flowers as you would elderberry flowers—battered and fried, candied, or incorporated into puddings. Boil the sap till it becomes concentrated. Bigleaf maple has approximately the same concentration of sugar in its sap as the eastern sugar maple, though the flavor of the syrup is slightly different. For both species, it takes about forty to fifty gallons of sap to produce one gallon of syrup. The tricky part is to encounter the same conditions of freezing nights and warmer days that are more common back east.


Future harvests


Tap a specific maple tree only once every two or three years. Tap only trees at least 8 inches in diameter and in good health.





black nightshade


Solanum americanum


American black nightshade, glossy nightshade, small-flowered nightshade


EDIBLE leaves, berries


For many years, the innocent and edible black nightshade, probably from South America, has been confused with a toxic plant called deadly nightshade, Atropa belladonna, which has distinctly different leaves, flowers, and fruit.


Black nightshade leaves are widely eaten greens through many parts of the world. And the ripe berries, with a taste somewhere between blueberry and tomato, make a unique and well-loved sauce, pie, or salsa. On the north and central coasts, where cool, foggy summers can make it hard to grow tomatoes, black nightshade is a find. Why has black nightshade been falsely accused? It’s a familiar story of the repetition of undocumented, untested information. The differences in appearance between the two species are clear, the most obvious being that black nightshade has tiny white flowers, whereas deadly nightshade has larger tubular purple flowers.
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