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To my teachers and their teachers before them.





Preface


Growing up between Portland’s exurban fringe and Oregon’s wind-beaten north coast, I experienced a childhood that played out alongside the deep green backdrop of Northwestern native plants. My earliest memories involve crawling through patches of wild strawberries that my mother had transplanted and tended into a robust backyard groundcover. When, as a toddler, I needed to nap but resisted, my mother walked me through the Douglas-fir and cedar forest behind our home, asking me to identify each plant by name until fatigue set in and I drifted off to sleep, with visions of Oregon grape and wild lilies dancing in my head. We cut trails into the blackberry thicket tangles in summertime to find the biggest and juiciest berries. We scaled mountains, where we gathered wild onions and ate handfuls of huckleberries as we watched ravens and red-tailed hawks ride the thermals below. Academic confirmation of these landscape lessons came from unique venues: special wild food programs sponsored by the Oregon Museum of Science and Industry and other regional organizations, taught by retired professors and earnest hippy biologists. Cumulatively, these experiences were the cornerstones of my early education and gave me insights that I still draw from as a professor and researcher today. I sincerely hope that future generations of children will be so fortunate as to experience this kind of hands-on learning upon the land and, through that process, gain a profound love and understanding of this verdant home of ours. If this book helps a parent usher even one child along a similar journey, I will consider the entire writing project a great success.


As I entered adulthood, though, I was disappointed to learn that the landscapes and plants that I valued so much were seen as an anonymous tangle to many Northwesterners, just so much green noise scarcely noticed as they motored past or bulldozed through. I increasingly sensed the nagging truth behind Lewis Mumford’s admonition that our national flower had become “the concrete cloverleaf” of the highway interchange, even here in the Pacific Northwest. Perhaps it is the fact that we Americans mostly descend from immigrant peoples, with relatively shallow histories in this far-flung corner of the continent. Perhaps it is the fact that we are largely children of an urbanized, industrial age, which has undervalued those resources that are local, wild, and free in exchange for those that are universal, interchangeable, and revenue-producing. Whatever the reason, I have long felt that there was a need to address our chronic dissociation from the landscape. A deeper appreciation of useful plants might help us to see that landscape anew and with greater interest and investment. Certainly, edible plants are all around us, a rich source of food, beauty, entertainment, enlightenment, and many other pleasures, if only we pay attention. Ironically, we are all inheritors of a great prosperity of which most of us know very little.
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Eating red huckleberries along a forest path.




Well-intentioned people have sometimes called out in alarm when they have seen my children eat even the most common edible berries, astonished, grasping for their cell phones, unsure if they should first call a poison control center or child protective services. I appreciate their concern. Fortunately, the times are changing, and people are tentatively reconnecting to plants and places in myriad ways, with welcome energy and experimentation. Workshops, field trips, blogs, and any number of other venues are emerging, celebrating native foods as a solution to many of the economic, nutritional, and ecological challenges of the age. Perhaps, in time, those well-intentioned people with the cell phones and the angst will put down their phones, pick up a berry bucket, and harvest merrily alongside my kids. We will all be better for it.
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Chief Kwaxistalla Adam Dick, a highly trained Kwakwaka’wakw clan chief, sharing his knowledge of plant gathering traditions.




In my quest to understand these matters, I had the opportunity to work with some of the best teachers available, both in the world of academia and among the Northwest’s Native American cultural leaders. I worked with outstanding biogeographers and ethnobotanists in universities in Oregon, Washington, British Columbia, and beyond, seeking an understanding of the natural history of the Northwest and the consequences of human activities on regional ecologies. I was also able to work with many great Native teachers—Kwakwaka’wakw (Kwakiutl), Tlingit, Coast Salish, Klamath, and many others—seeking to comprehend and help document their exceedingly rich repertoire of cultural knowledge related to plants. In time, I was adopted by more than one tribe, but most relevant here by the Kawakadillika clan of the Kwakwaka’wakw. Their chief, Kwaxistalla Adam Dick, has instructed me over the years with a mixture of chiefly generosity and paternal patience. Sequestered from the non-Native world as a child, Adam received from the elders of his day unique and focused training in all aspects of traditional resource management, from the mechanics of plant harvesting to the philosophical foundations of plant cultivation and associated rituals. These elders gave him this training, motivated by prophecies that through such an urgent educational undertaking they might ensure that their cultural knowledge survived into the modern day. I consider myself an enormously fortunate beneficiary of their efforts. So, too, readers of this book are beneficiaries, indirectly, of the labors of these elders hailing from the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In this book, I have had to strike a balance, presenting what is common knowledge among traditional harvesters, while steering clear of the medicines, ceremonial uses, and other highly sensitive and proprietary forms of knowledge. There are no state secrets contained herein, but the content and perspectives of this book clearly bear the imprint of my own teachings from this rich and venerable tradition.


It is to my teachers and their teachers before them that I dedicate this book. For this reason, a specific portion of my proceeds from this book will be used to help support programs in the region with Native oversight that document traditional ecological knowledge and ensure its perpetuation for the benefit of future generations through educational programs for young people, both Native and non-Native. It is my hope that, through such efforts, we will continue to learn from the intimate relationships that human communities have maintained with Northwestern environments over the millennia, and this knowledge may yet inform modern people as we seek to make a sustainable home here in the Pacific Northwest, for the long haul.


The gathering of wild plant foods is a small business in a way—the plucking of a few trailside berries here and there as you pass by—but it is also part of something much bigger, the greater sweep of history and the fate of the region’s ecosystems. Either way, it is clear that we are in this together, from the tribal elders carrying forward ancient wisdom to the young foodies and bloggers whose experimentation adds spicy new ingredients to the mix. You can approach wild food gathering from whichever perspective you wish. Whatever your motivations, you are enthusiastically invited. Happy harvesting!





Edible Plants of the Pacific Northwest: An Invitation


The Pacific Northwest, an ecological region that extends from southern Oregon to southeastern Alaska, abounds with opportunities to harvest wild plants. Yet few Northwesterners have had the chance to really explore their options for wild plant gathering on the ground or to develop an appreciation for the range of food plant possibilities that our verdant home affords. I wrote this book as a guide for aspiring wild food harvesters, to aid those who hope to identify, gather, and eat many of the plants that one might encounter when traveling through the landscape. The guide is meant to foster exploration, discovery, and a sense of delightful engagement with these plants and their habitats, whether they are found in the remote Northwestern backcountry or in our own backyards.


Wonderfully diverse and rich options exist for harvesting wild plant foods in the Pacific Northwest. The forests, fields, wetlands, and shorelines of the region offer up a brilliant diversity of edible berries, bright green shoots, tasty green leaves, and sweet earthy roots. Even in the least probable times and places, one can find an impromptu snack in the freshly sprouted leaves of any number of plants, the buds of some conifer trees, the inner stem of most grasses, the sprouts of sagebrush that pop up in the drier parts of the region, or the little weeds peeking from between cracks in the concrete. Add together all of this natural bounty, and the tally suggests that—if the time is right—you can find a free meal almost anywhere you travel within the Pacific Northwest.


Although wild plant harvesting is gaining more attention with each passing year, it is hardly a new concept. For countless generations, the wild plant foods of the Pacific Northwest sustained Native American communities, augmenting a diet rich in salmon and other animal foods. Elaborate plant cultivation and harvest methods were integral to Native economies, and plants have figured prominently in their social, cultural, and ceremonial worlds. For the settlers who arrived in the region in the nineteenth century, wild plant foods provided welcome relief at the end of the dusty trail, offered enduring protection from scarcity in the lean times, and sometimes added the promise of sweet diversity to their limited dietary repertoire. Not every plant was alien to these newly arrived souls. To the contrary, some of our edible local plant species and genera were found in the eastern United States and a few even in northern Europe. Some newly arriving families took to them readily.
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Red and evergreen huckleberries gathered near Tofino, British Columbia, for an impromptu and highly nutritious snack.




As these new settlers struggled mightily to wrest an agricultural lifestyle from the land, changing the landscape to accommodate the needs of domesticated plants and animals from distant places, they commonly turned away from wild plant foods as soon as their circumstances allowed. Indeed, as the region began to modernize, many in polite society ignored these wild food resources intentionally, attributing their use to bumpkins and people without better options. My own grandparents downplayed the considerable wild food plant knowledge of their lean Northwestern childhoods, wishing to shake the mud conclusively from their boots in the mid-twentieth century and embrace the processed foods and horrible white bread that were so emblematic of success in their era.


Only among Native peoples and those living on the geographic or countercultural fringes of non-Native society did wild food harvesting retain its relevance and its cachet. The embers of plant food knowledge were kept alive in these places, being resuscitated somewhat and reintroduced into the national consciousness by shaggy backpacker types, as the 1960s sent many urban people back to the land in search of food and freedom.


Today, the picture is much more lively and complex. For very good reasons, the global industrial food economy has earned its own stigma, and polite society seems to pay growing homage to things organic and locally produced. Accordingly, wild food harvesting holds the interest of an expanding and surprisingly diverse range of people living in our communities. Among today’s wild harvesters we still have our backpackers, some of them still quite shaggy, but the ranks of wild food enthusiasts have expanded exponentially to include foodies, organic eaters, locavores, paleodieters, permaculturists, health-conscious backyard gardeners, berry-picking bicyclists, parents looking for opportunities for their kids to engage in the natural world, and people acting from environmental convictions or inspired by their cross-cultural interests in Native American traditions. Rugged off-the-grid types and even a few wild-eyed survivalists take a considerable interest in wild plant foods, too, owing to the self-sufficiency that wild foods might allow. Taken together, these groups represent a remarkably wide cross section of Northwesterners—in many cases, our friends, family, and neighbors.


These people are correct when they assert that there are good reasons to harvest wild plant foods. As an inexpensive source of food, wild plants are hard to beat, of course, but the virtues are much broader than that. Harvesting wild plants has a range of benefits that are economic, social, educational, nutritional, and perhaps even spiritual. Traditionally in Native societies—and increasingly among non-Native communities as well—plant food harvests are a time for people to come together, to share stories, observations, plant knowledge, and recipes. The pursuit of these plants allows people to connect with their surroundings, follow the natural cycles, learn, and take young people out onto the land to experience the natural world and the many values of shared work.


It is also clear that wild food harvesting is a very healthy pursuit. The plants mentioned in this book, by and large, are highly nutritious. Many of the berries are especially outstanding foods for children, pregnant women, and those with special nutritional needs—delivering impressive doses of micronutrients similar to many wild-grown whole foods; the same is true of several roots, leaves, and shoots described here. The traditional Native American diet of the region, which is rich in salmon, a veritable rainbow of antioxidant-rich berries, and freshly picked wild greens, clearly resembles the nutrient-dense cuisine being promoted by modern dieticians and health specialists worldwide. Wild plant foods commonly exhibit a broad spectrum of nutrients, with abundant trace minerals and antioxidants. Many of the foods, such as wild berries, have astonishingly high ORAC (oxygen radical absorbance capacity) values that are theoretically linked to longevity and disease prevention. Most of these wild plants grow with little or no exposure to herbicides and pesticides. We therefore can consume them without participating in the various semi-voluntary chemistry experiments that accompany the consumption of commercial products from the industrial food chain. Add to this equation a bit of hiking to get harvesters to and from some of the more interesting plant gathering sites, and these wild plant foods are sure to make you feel better about yourself and your diet.


Indeed, within Native American cuisine traditions, food and medicine are not separate categories, a revelation that is shared with other great food traditions of the world, such as those of China. Food can be healing, and many medicines are also foods. I note some of these connections in the pages that follow.


Although this book introduces ideas and information that are sure to interest even seasoned wild plant enthusiasts, I emphasize enough basic information to launch even first-timers into the happy pursuit of plant gathering. In its breadth, too, this guide is meant as a point of introduction. If we were to add up all the edible native and naturalized vascular plants living wild in the Pacific Northwest, as well as all the fungi, lichens, and marine algae that one might also wish to eat, we would have no fewer than 300 edible species, and perhaps quite a few more.


The question of which plants to include in this guide involved striking a kind of balance. When writing this book, I consulted several wild food guides from other times and other regions. Some were brief and superficial, giving thin sketches of only the most common plants, ones that almost anyone with a passing curiosity in the subject would already know. At the other end of the spectrum were the foraging guides that—apparently in the interest of comprehensiveness—offered readers step-by-step instructions on, for example, how to induce a slug to expel its stomach contents so that, when cooked, the whole creature might be more palatable. I propose nothing so extreme within these pages. If your situation has devolved to the point that you are inducing a slug to vomit as a prelude to your next meal, you are probably beyond my help. I wish you every success in the dystopia you might now occupy.


Instead, this book attempts to navigate the middle ground between aesthetic and utilitarian goals. It includes many of the wild plants that are especially tasty, wild strawberries, blackberries, and huckleberries, for example. Yet it also includes some plants that are ubiquitous in the Pacific Northwest and, while not especially tasty, are available in abundance if you are in need—consider the lowly skunk cabbage and sword fern. I’ve generally excluded ambiguously edible plants: those that taste like dirt, require hours of gathering to obtain a single mouthful, or are likely to be confused with poisonous species. I also do not promote the harvesting of rare and threatened plants, no matter how tasty they may be, though I may illuminate options for their care and propagation with an eye to future harvests.


Part botanical guide and part how-to manual, this book seeks to show aspiring wild plant harvesters how to gather and use wild plants of many kinds. I discuss the potential of about 100 plants found in forests, fields, wetlands, and shorelines of the Pacific Northwest, showing you how to make the most of their berries, shoots, nuts, roots, saps, and bark. I want to illuminate both the opportunities and challenges of wild plant harvesting by identifying habitats, describing flavors, comparing harvesting methods, and outlining possibilities for food storage and preparation. I try to prepare wild harvesters for the minor pitfalls that might accompany their quest, such as how to avoid accidentally eating a bug hidden within a salal berry or getting blisters when peeling the tender and tasty stalks of cow parsnip. I also offer tantalizingly brief advice on the culinary possibilities of wild plant foods, with all due references to pies, jams, salads, smoothies, and other concoctions, in the hope that this will foster experimentation and exploration of the rapidly growing list of recipes available from print and online sources.


Each plant’s description starts with basic identifying information, including a short physical description and photographs to aid you in identifying that species, as well as a short synopsis of its main food uses. This descriptive material is followed by a short vignette about the plant, its virtues, and some relevant facts about its cultural and natural history; Native American knowledge and uses of these plants receives frequent mention. Each vignette is then followed by sections outlining the practicalities of gathering, preparation, and eating for that particular species. I also provide some information on how to avoid overharvesting and enhance the availability of wild plants. Finally, some plant entries contain a short warning section because these plants are not entirely safe for human consumption without special processing or for any person who has certain medical conditions.


Recommendations for further reading, including aids to plant identification, are discussed at the end of the book for those seeking more in-depth investigations of the plant world. For those readers who are more familiar with metric units, there are tables for converting inches to centimeters and feet to meters. The book’s index is a complete list of all the plants’ common names, alternative common names, and scientific names, providing an easy way to find the plant you want to learn more about.


The give and take of wild harvesting


This book is somewhat unique among plant gathering guides, in that it speaks directly to how you, as the plant harvester, can help foster the growth of food plants in wild settings. Every plant entry in this book is accompanied by a “Future Harvests” section, in which I offer basic guidance on how to avoid local overharvesting and increase the natural availability of wild plants through the use of simple enhancement methods. This was not done casually, but after much reflection. In fact, it is not clear that I would have been able to write this book if future harvests had not been a central theme.
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Some plants, such as sand verbena, are edible but are also rare in many places. Few harvesting details are revealed here, but conservation is still encouraged.
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Crabapples, gathered by Tsimshian elders in Hartley Bay, British Columbia, continue to present themselves abundantly where people have tended semi-cultivated orchards, demonstrating the advantages of long-term stewardship.




Many wild plants struggle to find a home in the rapidly transformed Northwestern landscape, as it is reshaped by expanding cities, intensive agriculture, and industrial forestry. The Native elders who work with me bemoan the generally declining abundance of most of their critical plant foods, and they attribute this trend to a mixture of abuse, negligence, and overharvesting. In this light, the creation of a guidebook that might introduce untold numbers of people to the edible plant life of the Northwest is an action with consequences. There are more people living in the large cities of the region—Portland, Seattle, and Vancouver—than lived in the largest cities on Earth when this land was encountered by Europeans a little over two centuries ago. Unleashing plant harvesters on the natural landscape with an unqualified invitation to simply take seems reckless at best.


When first approached to write this book, I consulted with some of the wisest elders I know, including the Kwakwaka’wakw chief, Kwaxistalla Adam Dick, with whom I have ties of friendship and kinship. I asked if I should undertake this book project at all, and if so, how. Their message was consistent. They advised me to proceed with the book, but to embed it with a key lesson: by consuming a plant or its parts, you enter into a relationship with it. The plant is giving something of itself, sometimes even giving its life for our sustenance, and we incur a certain obligation in return. In the traditional way of viewing the world, there is no such thing as a free lunch.


In the old times, when anything was consumed in large quantities, people were required to acknowledge the sacrifice of the plants or animals, show genuine appreciation, and reciprocate in ways that were meaningful. Even today, traditionally minded people believe that it is important to feel thankful, to utter words of thanks, or to take other, more concrete steps to maintain a well-balanced relationship with prey species. These values are woven through the familiar first salmon ceremonies of Northwestern tribes, which thanked the salmon for their sacrifices each year, but also through their lesser known first food ceremonies relating to plant foods. In many cases, these ceremonies were bound to the methods of plant enhancement used by Native communities. To show thanks for the berries, we toss some of them back to the ground in new locations; to show thanks for the camas, we burn off the old dead shrubs and grasses that choke out its new growth. If people showed their respect and perhaps did something special like this to aid these species, the food species were said to return consistently and abundantly into the future. Kiowa author N. Scott Momaday has called such a relationship “reciprocal appropriation.” By this Native view, if we take, take, and take some more, but do not find ways to reciprocate, the relationship falls precariously out of balance, and the species on which we rely may fail to return—for reasons as much spiritual as biological. Overexploitation is not just a mechanical reality but a social and spiritual one, requiring thought and diligence as to the status of our relationship with those species.


This old system is difficult to employ in modern times, with our mechanized food production and our dissociation from local environments. Too often we come to the natural world with a sense of entitlement but no concept of our own place in the reciprocal give-and-take that holds that world together. Yet these elders’ words give us some clues about how to keep up our end of the bargain as modern harvesters of wild plant foods. Although the prospect of a book like this one sending thousands of people into the forest to appropriate anything they fancy struck the elders I consulted as terrifying and destructive, the prospect of these same thousands of people heading into the forest to help enliven the species on which people depend was greeted as positively uplifting. And with that prospect as a guiding vision, I was asked to proceed.


In this spirit, I have filled the book with recommendations for how you might help care for these wild plants and aid in their wild dispersal and propagation. I focus here on what might be called wild propagation, the propagation and dispersal of wild plants within wild settings, instead of within bounded gardens. I discuss how to expand the quantity and distribution of wild food plants, how to use these plants to reoccupy damaged and disturbed areas, and how to offset any tangible negative impacts of wild food harvesting. The wild propagation of plants in many cases helps these plants to adapt to the novel disturbances that now plague them, from the heavy footprint of industrial forestry to accelerated climate change. It is not imperative that we participate in wild propagation every time we harvest wild plant foods, but it is critical that we integrate this perspective into our thinking about these plants and reciprocate when the time seems right. It is perfectly acceptable to give some wild plants preferential treatment, scattering seeds from a particularly tasty specimen close to our homes, in the hope that this tastiness may have a genetic basis and continue to brighten our days and our cuisine in years to come.


There may be a few who would object to taking an active hand in the propagation of plants in wild settings. The elders might counter that these objections are rooted in romantic, almost Victorian notions of wildness, which presume that nature existed in a pristine and essentially untouched condition until recent times. Native peoples and natural disturbances together kept the landscape dynamic long ago. Over the past two centuries, the Northwestern landscape has been getting worked over by new technologies, machines, values, and economies, leaving relatively few places untouched and unmodified. If these changes have mostly served to benefit weeds and invasive plants, it is perhaps time to honor the plants that have sustained us, and might continue to sustain us, in this reworked landscape.


Propagation can be somewhat passive: tossing a few berries or spitting seeds strategically along a path. These methods are surprisingly effective in some settings, ensuring rich harvests for years to come. Propagation can also be active: transplanting suitable plants to new settings and even into gardens. Plants that are valuable sources of foods are also attractive landscape plants, and we perform a kind of environmental service by bringing these largely extirpated wild plants back into cities and other settled places. Native plants are known to local birds, pollinating insects, and myriad other living things. Their use supports ecological relationships of great complexity and antiquity and helps to maintain the biological diversity and resiliency of the Pacific Northwest. They are also showy and useful in gardens, and it is sometimes possible to develop cultivars of these species. These plants are also outstanding additions to recently exposed soils along roadsides, at recently restored brownfields and wetlands, and in any number of settings where they might have the chance to reestablish colonies of wild plants on disturbed ground. Not all of these settings might be suitable for later harvest, but the presence of these plants still ensures that they maintain broad geographical ranges, genetic diversity, and symbiotic associations with birds and insects, for example, that are critical for the well-being of the larger population.
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Many species, such as Nootka rose, are both wonderfully ornamental and extraordinarily useful as a source of plant foods.




This kind of active transplantation must be done cautiously if we are to have a modest footprint on the natural vegetation. If too many inexperienced people haul away vast numbers of natural seedlings on misguided propagation efforts, this might bring its own negative environmental consequences. Some extra care has to be used to ensure that the relocation of a plant does not do more harm than good—compromising a rare wild plant colony, for example, or moving wild plants into suboptimum habitats. I provide a little guidance on this in the pages ahead, but for those eager to take an active hand in plant propagation I highly recommend consulting some of the books written specifically about this subject. A few good ones are cited in “Recommendations for Further Reading” at the end of this book.


Just as replanting or reseeding a plant may help sustain wild plants, so too does the avoidance of overharvesting. There are some fundamental ethical and biological questions as to where and how much to gather. Different plants have different thresholds for overexploitation, and the threat of overharvest varies considerably from place to place. One needs to look at the particular plant and setting carefully. In most cases, selective harvesting should be our goal, gathering only a modest percentage of the seeds or berries on a plant or within a patch. We should avoid harvesting in a manner that kills perennial plants if it is possible to harvest without killing, and we should try to avoid harvesting annual plants without giving the patch a chance to produce seeds or otherwise reproduce. Useful standards for sustainable wild plant harvests, reflecting these sorts of concepts, have been developed by the International Union for Conservation of Nature (cms.iucn.org) and the FairWild Foundation (fairwild.org).
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Black huckleberries are among the most popular berries in the Northwest, traditionally picked by Native Americans in fire-managed settings in the high mountains and now quite popular with harvesters from all backgrounds.




Other forms of stewardship might accompany wild plant harvesting. Although this book’s emphasis is on native plants, there are many non-native plants worth eating. Most of these weedy plants have followed in the footsteps of European peoples as they expanded across the North American continent in recent times, their seeds riding on the wind, in grain bins, or on the mud of tires and boots. In fact, some of these weeds, such as dandelion, shepherd’s purse, and many clovers, have ancient relationships with European peoples. Some moved into Western Europe in remote times, as ancestral European tribes brought their crops and livestock westward across that continent, clearing forests and settling the land. In this light, it is not surprising that most of our modern weeds are descended from Eurasian wild plants that opportunistically occupy disturbed ground, and they are most thankful for our tendency to disturb more ground with each passing year. Other, more imposing non-native species, such as Japanese knotweed and Himalayan blackberry, were incorporated into gardens, only to escape from cultivation in our mild climate, allowing them to gradually engulf the Northwestern landscape one acre at a time. It is possible to keep invasive non-native plant species at least partially in check simply by eating them. In this book, I promote the eating of weeds such as dandelion and shepherd’s purse, which are common throughout the region and quite popular among wild food enthusiasts. I also promote the consumption of shoots from extremely invasive plants such as Himalayan blackberry and Japanese knotweed, recognizing that this may not extirpate these species, even if we wanted to, but may help to keep them from achieving almost total dominion over our vacant lots and roadsides. I do not advocate wild propagation of these species—that would be reckless—but I do encourage harvesters to be respectful toward any living thing you rely upon for sustenance, even the weeds.


This book has a conservation message, then, that is not only philosophical but meant to be very practical. In each of the plant descriptions that follow, I give specific advice for selective harvesting methods that might minimize adverse effects of harvesting on native plant communities, and I highlight opportunities for the harvest and use of invasive non-native plants in a manner that simultaneously satisfies our appetites for good cuisine and pest control. Likewise, I show how you might participate in the propagation of naturally occurring plants in yards or in wild settings—tossing a few seeds here, planting a few sprouts there—in a way that mirrors Native American traditional practices and will ensure the continued abundance and viability of harvestable wild plants for generations to come.


A time and place for wild harvesting


Time goes in circles. Every year, plants and their habitats undergo annual cycles that shape the timing of the food harvest. These cycles are mostly predictable, allowing wild plant harvesters to plan in advance and time their travels so that they can make the most of these natural rhythms. Northwest Native American communities traditionally moved from place to place in anticipation of these cycles, and their names for months and seasons were often references to the plants, fish, and other species that presented themselves at the corresponding time of the year. If we wish to succeed at the seasonal harvest of wild plant foods, we too need to heed these cycles.


The ecological region addressed in this book, running from Oregon’s southern border to southeastern Alaska, extends over distances in excess of 1500 miles (2400 km) and up to 18 degrees of latitude. Although the mix of plant species found within this region is surprisingly consistent, there are clear differences in the timing and availability of most plants across this latitudinal range. Species that produce leaves or berries in very early spring at the southern end may not do so until weeks later in the far north. So, too, the elevations within this rugged region vary tremendously, from sea level to well over 10,000 feet in many places. Plants in high-elevation areas often lie dormant for much of the year, only to experience an astonishing, if brief, burst of productivity once the snow melts in summer.
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Salmonberries grow abundantly in the spring and early summer months, occupying forest clearings, stream margins, and other places where sunshine is able to illuminate damp places.




The high mountains have plant harvesting opportunities that are worthy of attention, with certain unique food plant species growing alongside those that can also be found at lower elevations. Native harvesters often have been drawn to these high-elevation areas to gather a plethora of species, including black huckleberry, nodding onion, and yellow avalanche lily. Such migrations were key to the traditional seasonal round that sometimes called for annual migration between elevation zones as a way to make the most of the shifting geography of plant and animal productivity throughout the year. Non-Native harvesters have also adopted aspects of this migratory tradition, which has its analogues in many other parts of the world. Many mountain harvesters attest that the plants gathered at high elevations sometimes have better flavors, medicinal potency, nutrition, or sweetness than their low-elevation counterparts, a fact that seems to be supported by scientific studies suggesting that the struggle of high mountain living may amplify plants’ production of various natural compounds. For modern harvesters, it is possible to begin the harvesting year at low elevations and slowly shift attention to the higher places as the year wears on and the snow melts off, only to come back down the mountains, focusing on lower-elevation harvesting prospects in autumn.


Of course, the Pacific Northwest is not one large homogeneous region, but is composed of a mosaic of ecological subregions, each presenting distinctive opportunities for wild plant harvests. Beginning near the sea, the coastal strip facing the Pacific Ocean bears the brunt of Pacific storms, receiving some of the heaviest rain in the region, along with summer fogs that keep this area perennially damp. Moist Sitka spruce forests dominate the landscape, and estuaries and beaches provide unique and dynamic harvesting possibilities: edible seaweeds, root vegetables of the tide flats, an abundance of salal and other berries, with some of the best gathering at the well-lit forest margins. The coastal ranges of Oregon and Washington also receive a tremendous amount of rain and are shrouded in forests of western hemlock, Douglas-fir, and occasional western red cedar. Edible plant options are diverse, with an abundance of fern and berry species, for example, offering a wide range of harvesting options. Sitting on the northern and southern extremities of this coast range, the Olympic Mountains and Klamath Mountains are tall and rugged, offering an even greater diversity of plant gathering opportunities, including subalpine plant habitats resembling those of the Cascade Range. The interior lowlands and valleys of the Northwest sit in the rain shadow of these coastal ranges and are relatively dry. These areas include the Willamette Valley, the Puget Sound and Strait of Georgia lowlands, as well as such interior valleys as the upper Rogue and Umpqua Basins in southwestern Oregon. This is where most of the people of the modern Northwest live. In these places, dry conditions and a history of fires (including Native American burning of the landscape) have produced unique oak savannahs and grasslands, offering camas, tarweed, acorns, and other edible species uncommon in other parts of the Northwest. To the east, the Cascade Range rises high above the surrounding landscape on a long, volcano-studded north–south arc, providing varied plant gathering options that shift as one moves upslope or down. Forest vegetation and harvest offerings are similar to those of the coastal range on lower slopes, but higher elevations grade into unique habitats, containing wild lilies, onions, and huckleberries, for example, that are rare elsewhere in the region. The drier interior places east of the Cascade and Canadian Coast Ranges—eastern Oregon, Washington, and interior British Columbia—are home to sagebrush plains, juniper, and larger conifers perched on ridges and offer their own unique harvest options, such as distinctive wild currants, gooseberries, yampah, biscuitroot, pine seeds, and sage. East of the Cascade Range there are also vast lakes and marshes that are home to huge flocks of birds, but also to yellow pond-lily, tule, and many other marsh species. To the north, the Coast Ranges of British Columbia and southeastern Alaska are deeply dissected by fjords and rivers. The outer coast is shrouded in the characteristic Sitka spruce forests of the Pacific Ocean shoreline, whereas the interior exhibits plants similar to those of the Coast and Cascade Ranges. As we proceed northward, cold-weather species appear, such as high-bush cranberry, red currant, and bog huckleberry. Wild harvesters can travel widely, exploring Northwestern landscapes and plant opportunities alike.


Habitats such as wetlands, meadows, riparian areas, and coastlines provide some of the richest gathering opportunities in the Pacific Northwest. These places typically have an abundance of moisture and sunlight and are often edge environments, where many different species converge. Freshwater wetlands, for example, offer cattail, tule, edible clover and thistles, yarrow, bog huckleberry, watercress, yellow pond-lily, wapato, trapper’s tea, and occasionally camas. Slightly saline coastal wetlands also provide access to springbank clover, silverweed, and riceroot lily, and their margins are often good gathering places for eelgrass, wild strawberry, yarrow, goosefoot, and shrubby species such as salal, evergreen huckleberry, and wild rose. The wild harvesting options abound in such places. When formerly degraded wetlands are restored, planners might consider the wild food opportunities when determining their palette of plants, for these environments are veritable gardens to wild harvesters.
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