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My name is Ebony Gheorghe, and I wear a few hats, to put it simply. I am a wife, mother, geoscientist, and am currently training in Aikido sword and weapons. I am also passionate about connecting with Nature and expressing this through wildcrafting, foraging, walks, reading, and through workshops taught by experts in their fields. My studies in geology, environmental sciences, and the outdoors changed the way I saw our planet. I started to view aspects of Earth in different ways. This made me feel small, especially seeing how much reverence and life was in everything around me. Feeling small in this sense was enlightening, for it offered me new and different perspectives from which to think about my life. From there, the wonder of Nature continued to blossom.


My background is a bit of a long journey of finding myself, but whose isn’t? Being drawn to study the land from a young age, I remember choosing courses of study that gave me any opportunity to be outdoors or to have adventure.


While attending college, my love for the outdoors was enriched and given a more theoretical and practical framework. I remember one time, during a geology field trip, standing at the bottom of Coire an t-Sneachda in the Scottish Highlands. A coire is a valley formed by glacial erosion. It is also sometimes called a cirque. The climb up had been through the snow. My classmates and I were all tired but somehow energized as we neared our destination. As we got close, we could feel the cold breeze kissing our faces. The wind welcomed us with a freezing embrace. I looked at the beautiful landform and slopes of rocky debris, the snow and ice. I felt something I had never felt before, a sense of peace and that my inner child was content. I wanted to know everything about this place, the things that formed it and were part of it.


Standing at the base of that coire, the world felt magical to me; the way it inspired my thoughts excited me and gave my imagination new range. I am not the first person who has felt this way. In different cultures throughout history, people have turned to Nature for knowledge and healing, regarding it as a sacred entity. For our ancestors, learning about Nature wasn’t just an activity or hobby but a way of life. (This is the same even nowadays for some people.) They gathered wild resources—flowers, leaves, roots, tree barks and sap, resin, berries, and mushrooms—to survive, but they also regarded Nature spiritually, believing it to have the power to support harmonious living, in ways that can’t be quantified.


During my previous career-related jobs, I worked between geographical information systems, testing soils and rocks onshore and offshore on the North Sea. This opened my eyes to the complexity of life that we walk upon and interact with each day, how delicate and intricate ecosystems are, the way everything affects everything else. When my husband and I first moved to Oxford, I started learning about and creating more with plants, flowers, and trees, and began fostering a relationship with Nature that has not only enhanced my scientific understanding of it, but made room for a deeper, more spiritual connection with Nature to take root. The journey began with an interest in being outdoors, mapping terrain, and geomorphology (study of landforms and features of a terrain). This turned into being outdoors and in woodlands as a form of therapy and learning to make my own skin and hair products infused with plants. Where we used to live, we were surrounded by grass and trees, trails for walking, and farms. Looking out into the garden was like a scene from a fairy tale, with bunnies, pheasants, and muntjac deer playing around. Our garden was free and wild, and luckily we had a landlord who also believed in rewilding your greenery to support pollinators. We had Queen Anne’s lace, yarrow, clovers, lady’s bedstraw, nettle, mugwort, crab apple trees, hawthorns, sea buckthorns, and rowan, just to name some of our garden’s bounty.


What really sold me on the world of plants and their properties is the powerhouse that is stinging nettle (Urtica dioica). As I learned more about it, I was blown away by its benefits not only for hair but allergies. The natural antihistamine, high-vitamin properties drew me to dive deeper. My husband is from Romania, and there they are big on using plants and mushrooms for food and health. Especially in the countryside, nettle, or urzici, was used for hair health as an herbal rinse and shampoo substitute back in the day when mixed with cider vinegar. Today, it is still commonly eaten, sautéed and pureed and mixed with potatoes and garlic. So, my introduction to this wonderful world of plants was through folk stories of uses of this natural superfood.


From my own culture and heritage, herbal medicine has been used as a backbone for supporting health and medical facilities. I did not really know much about this, though, while growing up in England, as in African culture, herbal remedies are seen as closely tied to witchcraft, which is feared or seen as taboo by many. No matter your background or experience, Nature is accessible to you, and can be worked with, as long as you seek it. In this book, we’ll explore how people past and present have made sense of their connection to Earth, but know that your own connection—the one that you develop and nurture, hopefully using some of the advice from this book—belongs to you, and you get to define what it looks like.


In Ghana, certain plants used to be used as part of traditional ceremonies or festivals for spiritual cleansing, as they were believed to offer protection and drive away evil spirits. Our relationship with Nature and all that surrounds us stems from this sort of ancestral knowledge. In our modern desire to reconnect with Nature, it’s clear that such knowledge was never lost, but can only be rediscovered. Foraging has allowed me to rediscover!—to connect with Nature in more intentional ways, and to be present in my surroundings in all seasons of the year and of my life. This ancient practice, also called wildcrafting, was the thread that tied all my interests together, and along with my husband and daughter, it is my reason to exist. In present times, when we have science, modern medicine, and grocery stores at our disposal, many might wonder, So, why would we make our own balms? Why would we pick berries to make a jam when we could just buy it in a jar? Re-creating and learning from the past gives you a moment out of your busy world to breathe and focus on a craft. The benefits of such meditative practices as working with your hands or taking walks have been scientifically proven to improve mental health, especially for those who have anxiety or depression or simply lead a stressful life.


So, I prompt you to take a step out into the wild side and connect with the natural resources around you. This does not necessarily mean lifestyle change; however. if that resonates with you, that’s great. This could be as simple as consciously making your own tea infusions now and then for whatever herbal relief you need, picking blackberries when they’re in season, or going for a walk to admire the flowers, trees, plants—bringing your awareness to the little and big things that Nature provides.















A NOTE ON TERMINOLOGY



Foraging is the act of gathering wild resources. Wildcrafting is the act of using or creating with the wild resources gathered.


Sometimes these words are used interchangeably. For the purposes of this book, I will be using these terms in the contexts described here. While writing about wildcrafting, I will include other botanicals that you can grow or buy.


A plant that is technically classed as a weed will also be referred to as a wildflower or plant.


The term herbs will be used in reference to herbaceous plants with nutritious and medicinal properties. Otherwise, I will refer to shrubs and trees by their name.
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PART ONE



BEGINNING YOUR FORAGING JOURNEY
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FIRST THINGS FIRST



Before you start foraging, whether you have done it before or are completely new to it, there are a few things to keep in mind:


NEVER eat or use something that you’re not 100 percent certain about. Double and triple check, and then check again to be sure about what you have found. If you can’t identify a plant, it’s probably not a good idea to touch it, much less ingest it into your body. Mother Nature can be a gentle teacher, inviting you to explore with an open embrace, but at the same time, she can be harsh and humbling. Keep in mind she holds the potential for medicine, food, and other resources in such plants as echinacea, nettles, and chanterelles, but she can also be poisonous, as is the case with such plants as deadly nightshade, foxgloves, hemlock, hemlock water dropwort, fly agaric (toxic on ingestion), death caps and webcaps, just to name a few.


Proceed with adequate caution. I don’t suggest the beginners start foraging plants from the carrot family (Apiaceae or Umbelliferae) when at least four species in that family are known to be poisonous. When plants or mushrooms are poisonous, the effects can vary from mild upset stomach to vomiting, to death. That is a pretty large range. You may be eager to begin wildcrafting with what you’ve found, but the best way to nurture your excitement is to take things slow. Knowledge will collect eventually, and in kinder ways than by eating (or touching) something you shouldn’t have.


Consider sustainability. As foraging becomes more popular, fungi and psilocybin have received more media coverage than ever. These wonderful living beings provide medicine, food, and also tidy up the land. Not to mention, they’re gorgeous and strange, and endlessly fun to look at. However, this recent obsession for mushrooms has resulted in hordes of people overharvesting or rushing to harvest them when they have not been properly identified. Don’t pick something just to post a picture on social media. Appreciation and observation can be expressed without the continued human need for possession.


Respect the plants and the wild. Related to sustainability, when you plan to harvest, keep in mind that these are living beings and that being thankful to them is a good gentle practice of gratitude. When I harvest plants, I tend to ask for permission. Sometimes, I forget because, after all, I am human. I believe saying thank-you is important and almost completes the cycle of the activity for the time you have set aside for it. It’s up to you how or whether you voice this gratitude.


Mind the law. It’s important to remember that some places may not be yours to roam. This could be because it could be someone’s property, home, or protected land. Land legislation will differ depending on where you are. If you’re not sure about the laws where you are, a search on the internet never hurts.


Listen to your body. Check precautions for anything you plan to use topically or internally. Something that’s perfectly fine and beneficial for one person may not sit well with another, depending on preexisting health conditions, such as allergies. Listen to your body and to your doctor’s advice.















TIPS FOR BEGINNERS



You may or may not be confident already in identifying and matching the description of certain common plants, such as dandelions, daisies, primrose, or blackberry. If not, these are great examples of beginner plants to get started with and practice identifying. For anyone who is a beginner or still building up their plant knowledge, here are a few tips:


• Learning is different for everyone, so find the method that best suits you. I learn best audibly and visually, specifically when it comes to foraging and plant identification. I start by taking photos of the plants I want to learn more about. Then, I refer to plant identification apps or websites, which can help narrow down what family, genus, and species the plant belongs to. Such modern applications can be handy in providing an idea of what poisonous look-alikes may be blending in the landscape. However, these apps are not always the most accurate. Most of the time, they give you a few different species that your plant could be, so it is a bit like a treasure hunt. Which leads to the next tip…
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