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FOREWORD





  Most people in the West have one particular passion that sustains them in the outdoors.




  For some, it’s the vision of fly fishing for trout on a foam-flecked river flowing between high mountain peaks.




  For others, it’s the experience of carrying a backpack through an alpine meadow sprinkled with colors of countless wildflowers.




  Still others are in their glory only when the aspens turn gold, the mornings turn frosty cold, and the sounds of bugling bull elk are in the air.




  But there’s no finer compliment that can be paid an outdoorsman anywhere than to be called a person for all seasons. And Bob Krumm is one of these.




  For that reason it’s fitting he should write a book on the wild fruits and berries of the Rockies.




  But he could just as easily write one on gathering wild asparagus or picking morel mushrooms, or trout fishing on big rivers or small, or hunting big or small game, or ice fishing, or cross-country skiing, or hiking, or outdoor photography, or wildflowers, or even doing battle with Rocky Mountain grasshoppers to preserve the vegetables in his garden.




  All of these things have become topics for his column, “Wyoming Outdoors,” that he mails in from his home in Sheridan each week for the Billings Gazette’s outdoor section.




  As his editor for that column, it’s always easy to see that what rings true most often, no matter what the topic, is the love he has for the varied outdoor life.




  From his early years growing up in Michigan to his adult life spent in Wyoming, he’s been a student of the outdoors, striving to learn all he could about the world around him.




  As a result, each season brings him something new to learn and special to do in the outdoors.




  Each day in the field presents new challenges for him and new things to see.




  And, he’s never happier than when he can discover some new, previously unknown treasure—whether that’s finding a new place to pick the fruits of the wild, exploring the distant reaches of a new trout stream, or simply spending a day out among the birds and animals that call the Rockies home.




  His Rocky Mountain Berry Book is just one stop along the road of the outdoorsman’s life that shapes Bob Krumm—but it’s a good stop for the man for all seasons.




  Mark Henckel, Outdoor Editor




  The Billings Gazette




  Billings, Montana




  A note from Bob Krumm: Mark Henckel died May 29, 2010, of a heart attack. He was 59 years old and a close personal friend. He was a great man who loved the out-of-doors and wanted to have kids involved in outdoor activities—especially fishing.







 

  

  
INTRODUCTION





  Wild berries and fruits have been a part of my experience almost from my first memories. I remember my parents taking my brother, sister, and me for picnics on Sunday afternoons. We sat on the bank of an old, winding river and had chicken and potato salad. After lunch, Dad would go fishing for a while. We kids might fish, too, but would soon tire of it.




  Mom would try to think of other things for us to do. Many times, she would lead us to the nearest berry patch. We would pick berries for a while and maybe pick enough so Mom could make a pie when we got home.




  Other times, we went out specifically for berries for jam and jelly—no fishing, just picking. We would get enough berries for a batch or two of jelly. Those wild berry jams and jellies coupled with the domestic berry and fruit jams and jellies filled our root cellar and provided sweets for a long winter.
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  Ripe chokecherries




  As I grew older, I enjoyed learning about the edible fruits and berries of an area. I liked to figure out where the berries would grow and where the juiciest, tastiest ones would be. I got so I could recognize an edible wild berry or fruit in the winter or spring by the characteristics of the bush—its height, shape, color, branching, thorns, leaves, flowers, and location. By knowing where a particular berry was growing, I could make a mental list and swing by when I thought it would be ripe.




  This mental inventory served me well—particularly when my usual berry patches didn’t have good crops. It seemed that I always knew enough reserve berry patches that I could end up getting a bucketful of berries even in lean years.




  I have tried to design this book so that you can recognize the berries at various times of the year. That way you too can do some preseason scouting and have several berry patches in mind when the berries are ripe.




  Over the years I have found berry picking offers lots of satisfaction and is just as enjoyable an outdoor pastime as fishing, hiking, or hunting. I often combine berry picking with my hiking, hunting, or fishing trips and double my satisfaction. Berry picking is something you do alone, with another person, or with your family.




  Using this book as a field guide, you will be able to identify the common, edible wild berries and fruits of the northern Rocky Mountain States of Colorado, Wyoming, Montana, Idaho, and Utah. The book will also be good for some of the western parts of the plains states such as Nebraska, North Dakota, and South Dakota.




  I hope The Rocky Mountain Berry Book will help you avoid the problems I had with field guides and cookbooks. I got tired of field guides that identified a plant meticulously and then, as an addendum, stated the berry or fruit was “edible” but went no further than to say “makes good jellies and wines.” Many recipe books give detailed instructions on how to make jellies, pies, muffins, and wines. However, they don’t describe the berry well enough for the average person to recognize it—even if the plant wrapped itself around the person’s ankle. I think this combination book will solve these problems and allow you to identify and prepare the berry or fruit in some exciting ways.




  Berry picking is enjoyable. With a little effort, you can turn the fruits and berries into some great taste treats. Many berries can be eaten as is; others need to be doctored a bit. Whatever the case, there is a wealth of natural, luscious, wild berries and fruits out there the good Lord created
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  Wild raspberries




  for us to enjoy, so give them a try. You might find that berry picking will become a pleasant part of your life. You may discover that some of your most rewarding days spent out-of-doors were when you picked buckets of berries and made them into your own taste treats. Enjoy!







 

  

  
HAZARDS





  Berry picking is a lot of fun and enables you to have a cupboard full of tasty berry products, but you should be aware of hazards in the berry patch. The hazards fall under three categories: animal, plant, and chemical.
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Animals





  In the mountain West there are a number of animals that can spoil a berry-picking trip. In Montana and Wyoming, especially around Yellowstone and Glacier National Parks, there are grizzly bears. These big bruins like to eat berries as much or more than you do. They especially like huckleberries.




  Precautions you should take in grizzly country include letting the bear know that you are coming—make a lot of noise by singing, talking loudly, and wearing bear bells. Don’t venture into bear country alone—there is a degree of safety in numbers. Carry bear spray and have it where you can access it immediately. If you are picking berries and you spot a bear, leave cautiously. Don’t run. Grizzlies can’t climb trees, so if you can make it to a good-sized tree you can escape. The National Park Service puts out a good brochure on bear safety that is available at information offices and visitor centers.




  Black bears can be just as big a problem as grizzlies. They live in all the forested mountain regions and onto the plains where brushy draws are common. Again, making plenty of noise is a wise precaution against surprising a black bear. Black bears not only like huckleberries but chokecherries, buffaloberries, and wild plums as well.




  Recent studies have shown that bear sprays work as a strong deterrent against both grizzly and black bear attacks, so if you are going into bear country, carry spray and have it readily available. Both species are found in Yellowstone Park, Grand Teton National Park, and Glacier National Park.




  It may come as a surprise to you, but moose and bison can be just as dangerous as bears. The plenty of noise doctrine applies to these critters as well. Remember, a cow moose with a calf has the right of way—don’t crowd her or come between her and her calf!




  Rattlesnakes are prevalent throughout the West. You’ll find them on the plains, in canyons, and in foothills—areas where you might be searching for chokecherries, black currants, buffaloberries, wild plums, and wild rose. You best defense is to watch your step. If you hear a rattlesnake buzz, locate it, and then back away from it. Don’t kill it; just circle around it and be on your way.




  Other animals can be problems. A swarm of yellow jackets or paper wasps can be worse than running into rattlesnakes. Pesky wasps can sting
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  so quickly that a person with an allergy to them can be in a big world of hurt in a few seconds. I have friends who carry hypodermic syringes with epinephrine to counteract wasp stings. Even if you are not allergic to a wasp sting, the bite they inflict hurts, plain and simple. Yellow jackets are especially aggressive during September so be more vigilant then.




  Red ants like black currants. The ants will defend the bushes actively. Their bites sting, due to the formic acid the ants exude. If you come across a currant bush defended by ants, pass it by and look for an undefended one.




  Plants




  Unfortunately, there are a number of poisonous plants that can make a berry-picking trip a real disaster. Top of the list is woody nightshade. It grows along stream courses in the foothills and plains, and has purple, star-shaped flowers. The pea-sized fruits look like very small Italian tomatoes, elliptical, and bright glossy red. If eaten, they can cause paralysis and death. It’s ironic that this poisonous plant is cousin to the tomato and potato, two of our more important food plants.
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  The red or orange berries of Amur honeysuckle are mildly poisonous, too. Ripening in mid- to late August, this introduced species is quite a widespread shrub on the plains and low foothills. The plant can grow as high as 15 feet, but most are 5 to 8 feet high. The berries are spherical, dark red or light orange, and about the size of a small pea. The leaves are dark green on top and lighter green underneath. The leaf margin is entirely ovate to lance-ovate in shape and 1½ to 3 inches long. They are oppositely arranged. The older branches have slightly shredded bark.




  Another plant that can make you sick is baneberry. This perennial grows in moist areas along mountain streams, so you are most apt to encounter it when you are seeking huckleberries or low bush blueberries. It has fernlike leaves and reaches about 2 feet in height. It has red or white glossy berries with a black dot on the end. The berries are so glossy that other common names for the plant are chinaberry and doll eyes. The berries look very tasty, but they aren’t! The poison in the berry acts on the heart. The berries have caused several deaths in children. Eating six berries is sufficient to increase pulse rate, induce dizziness, and cause burning in the stomach and cramps.




  A recent invasive plant is buckthorn, Rhamnus cathartica. This European invader grows to be a small tree, up to 25 feet in height. The bark is dark gray. The dark green leaves are oval, slightly serrate with three to four curving veins and from 1½ to 3 inches long. The leaf arrangement is sub-opposite. The fruit appears in the fall and is purple or black in clusters of two to ten that are about the size of a pea. The berries cause stomach cramps. They have adverse effects on horses. Birds tend to eat the berries and defecate them quickly, thus spreading the plant even further afield.




  Poison ivy occurs in the plains, foothills, and canyons. This glossy three-leafed, low-growing vine has an oil that causes severe itching. One of the easiest ways to avoid the effects of poison ivy is to be able to recognize it and then avoid it. Poison ivy reaches about a foot in height in drier areas and 3 feet or more in moist areas; it has glossy green, compound leaves with three leaflets. In the fall, the leaves turn deep red or orange. Poison ivy has small white berries with noticeable seams in them; these berries persist through the winter.
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  Whenever you are berry picking at lower elevations such as foothills and plains, poison ivy is a definite possibility. Make sure to wear pants, socks, and long-sleeved shirts—have as little bare skin exposed as possible. If you think that you might have been exposed to poison ivy, wash the affected area with lots of soap and water as soon as possible.




  In general, avoid all white, waxy berries. No white berries are edible in the Rocky Mountain West. Many of the red, waxy berries in the area should be avoided as well.




  Chemicals




  Chemicals, namely herbicides, constitute the third hazard. Many commercial timber companies will spray an area after they have logged it to eliminate broad-leafed plants and shrubs and to encourage the establishment of conifers. State and county road departments routinely spray rights-of-way to eliminate shrubs and trees. If the plants you intend to pick are sickly looking and have yellow-brown leaves, don’t pick the berries. Herbicides can be carcinogenic.




  When making jams and jellies listed in this book, it is wise to preserve them using the USDA-recommended boiling (hot) water bath technique. Use canning jars that require a lid and screw band. Always sterilize the jars and lids by boiling them or placing water-filled jars in a microwave oven for 3 minutes on full power. Pour the hot jelly or jam into the hot jars. Wipe the jar rim clean, place the lid on the jar, and tighten the band securely. Place the jars in a canner full of hot water, bring to a boil, and boil for 10 minutes for half-pint and pint jars.




  One final note of caution: I have tried to thoroughly describe these common wild berries and fruits by word and photos; make sure you read the description and study the photos. If you still aren’t sure, don’t pick the berry. There are plenty of field guides on the market. Consult another one or get an expert berry picker to help you identify the edible berries. Once you learn the edible berries and fruits, recognizing them will be much easier.




  Do have a safe and enjoyable time picking and cooking the wild berries and fruits that grace the mountain West.







 

  

  
HARVEST CALENDAR



  






	Berry

	Blossoms*


	Ripens*







	Black Currant

	late April to mid-May

	mid-July to mid-August






	Buffaloberry

	late April to mid-May

	late July until freeze up






	Chokecherry

	May

	August to mid-September






	Elderberry

	June

	mid-September






	Gooseberry

	late April to mid-May

	mid-July to mid-August






	Hawthorn

	mid-May to early June

	late August until freeze up






	Huckleberry

	late May to June

	August to mid-September






	Low Bush Blueberry

	late May to June

	late July to late August






	Oregon Grape

	mid-April to mid-May

	late August to September






	Serviceberry

	late April to mid-May

	mid-July to mid-August






	Thimbleberry

	mid-May to June

	mid-July to August






	Wild Grape

	mid-May to early June

	September






	Wild Plum

	late April to mid-May

	September






	Wild Raspberry

	mid-June to mid-July

	mid-August to mid-September






	Wild Rose

	June

	September






	Wild Strawberry

	June to mid-July

	July to mid-August











  * A plant will blossom earlier at lower altitudes and later at higher altitudes. The same holds true for when the berries or fruits ripen.








 

  

  
LEAF ARRANGEMENT DIAGRAMS
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THE BERRIES



  







 



  
BLACK CURRANTS





  Ribes aureum




  Synonyms: Golden currant is the name that coincides with the scientific name; there are two color varieties: black and golden, with black being the most common. In other words, four out of five golden currant bushes will have black currants on them.




  Range: Found throughout all of the United States and Canada, with the exception of the Southeast.




  Similarity to toxic species: All currants are nontoxic.




  Best time: Mid-July to mid-August




  Status: Common




  In my estimation, black currant is one of the most underutilized wild berries in the West. It’s a shame, because it is quite common and has a great flavor.




  Black currant starts ripening in mid-July and continues on into late August, just when many families take fishing and camping trips. The nice part is that the currants are usually right next to streams that flow through the foothills and plains.
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  While many people prefer to fish on their vacations, it has been my experience that fishing isn’t too good during the middle of the day and it’s a pleasant break to do something different.




  One time my sons, a friend, and I were camping along the Green River in southwest Wyoming. The fishing had been good, but after three days of float fishing in 90-degree heat, we were tuckered out. We elected to spend the day kicking around, so we walked a bit of the Oregon Trail, then hunted fossils, and finally, picked black currants.




  The currants grew next to the Green, so they were big plump berries. It took about an hour for the four of us to pick 2 gallons of currants. The currants kept well in my cooler, and I was able to make them into jelly when I got back to Sheridan.




  The currants rounded out a fine trip. We caught plenty of nice trout, found some good fossils, had an enjoyable trek on a historic trail, and had some luscious jelly for the winter. The varied trip appealed more to my 12-year-old sons than a strictly “fishing-until-we-dropped” type of vacation.




  While you may prefer to fish until you drop, perhaps your spouse and children don’t. As a guide I have heard a lot of fly fishermen say, “I’d love to bring my wife and kids here, but there is nothing for them to do because they don’t like to fish.”




  Most western trout streams have a bounty of wild berries growing nearby. I would venture a guess that a day of berry picking; followed by a sightseeing trip to nearby historical sites, mountain ranges, parks, and so on; followed by a trail ride on the third day would keep most non-anglers happy. I can’t think of a famous river in the West that doesn’t offer such nearby attractions for non-anglers. In fact, Yellowstone Park, Grand Teton National Park, and Glacier National Park have a host of streams and lakes and have plenty more appealing diversions: naturalist talks, geysers, wildlife, geology exhibits, and waterfalls. The gist of this paragraph is that there is plenty to do besides fish, so bring the family along!




  Black currant belongs to the genus Ribes. Other members of the genus include golden currant, squaw currant, sticky currant, gooseberry, alpine prickly currant, and thin-flowered currant. All the members of the genus retain part of the flower at the tip of the fruit (see my explanation under gooseberry) and a three-lobed leaf—much like a maple leaf. The dried flower part looks like a little pigtail attached to a globe. (All the members of the genus have globe-shaped berries.) There are numerous species of Ribes in the mountain West. Dr. Dee Strickler states that there are fourteen species in Montana. Black currant has the scientific name, Ribes aureum, which means “golden currant.” You see, there are two color varieties of Ribes aureum: black and golden. I find that the black color phase is much more common—probably about nine black currant bushes to one golden. When I describe the characteristics of black currants, they will apply to golden currants, too. Incidentally, though the color varieties are the same species, they do not taste the same. Golden currants have a milder taste than black currants.
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