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About the Author

			I covered my basic bio in the first book so I won’t go into the same detail here. Here is a brief summary.

			I’ve researched and experimented with wild foods over the course of the last 40 years in Europe and North America. And this was not in a casual way. Serious study led me to teaching at Michigan State University in the 1980s, and later to starting Wild Food Adventures outdoor school after moving to the Pacific Northwest in the 1990s, where my headquarters have been for researching and teaching ever since. This is my full-time job and career.

			I was in college for 17 years, studying everything I wanted, absorbing information like a sponge. The last six of those years focused on wild foods, nutrition, plant systematics, ethnobotany, and foodways across the planet. I have a bachelor’s degree in zoology and psychology, a master’s in education, and a PhD in nutrition.

			While most of my work is now in the Pacific Northwest, I do research and trainings throughout North America. The first half of my career was mostly studying plants of the eastern United States, the second half was mostly studying those in the West. And the whole time I’ve been studying those edible plants that are native to humans—the ubiquitous edible weeds.

			Goals for my own learning have been to identify and then uncover the hidden edible virtues of all the important wild foods. It is my lifelong venture.

			Goals for my first three books (the third is yet to be born) are to report on the most common, abundant, and practical wild foods that people should learn about first. And to do so in such a way that you, a researcher in your own right, really “get” it, understand the plants covered, and enjoy them in a practical way.
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				Image courtesy of Mark Gamba, 2016, all rights reserved. 
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Disclaimer? Yeah, Right!

			If you venture out of your nuclear-proof, earthquake-proof, asteroid-proof bunker into the real world, you might be at risk. Yes, it’s true! You may be hit by a bus or get E. coli or staphylococcus poisoning from a church potluck. If you kiss someone, you may get herpes, mono, or have a tragic relationship. On the golf course, you may be hit by lightning. If you go ice skating, you may break your neck. If you go on a hike, you may trip on loose rocks, fall over a cliff, and die.  

			Look, you can curl up under your bedcovers and live a safe, dull, insulated life reading about other people doing things you wish you were doing. Or you can join the real world.

			
				
					[image: Illustration of a figure in a space suit labeled Nature Boy walking on a path through a wooded area, with a speech bubble reading: What a great experience! If only I can make it through the park without hurting myself.]
				

			

			If you venture into the real world, you risk living your life to the fullest. You risk the rush of climbing that mountain, of dancing all night, of scuba diving in reefs of mind-blowing color, of standing in the rain or at an ocean viewpoint, watching huge waves crashing against the rocks, of meeting the partner of your dreams. You risk getting exercise and breathing fresh air. You risk making life worth living. 

			So if you decide to venture into the world of wild foods, you’d better prepare yourself for some fun, adventure, and risk. Yes, there are risks to eating new foods that you’ve never tried before. You might make some mistakes or have allergies to foods you haven’t been exposed to yet. Nature has its own agenda and is not looking out for the safety of humans—and that fact provides some unpredictability in all things wild. But if you are a reasonable student, if you don’t just jump haphazardly into eating everything in sight, and if you pay attention to what your body is telling you, your chances of any real danger are slim. For the vast majority of people, getting into wild foods will be nothing but fun. For that rare person who becomes the exception, we may end up talking about your unusual case in future books. 

			And while your experiences may be different from mine, I have never regretted eating wild foods, which I have done for over 45 years. I hope your experience will be as good as mine. So be a good student, and you will minimize the chance that you will regret living your life to its fullest.
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			Students on a Wild Food Adventure at the Oregon coast. Photo courtesy of Chung Li Ramsdell, 2003. All rights reserved. 

		

	
		
			
Some Comments About Content

			Botanical names are based on the plants cataloged at the Integrated Taxonomic Information System offered through a partnership between U.S., Canadian, and Mexican federal agencies. Plant names were verified at http://www.itis.gov/index.html. 

			The maps were generated from several sources, including but not limited to the personal experience of the author, Kew’s Plants of the World Online (https://powo.science.kew.org), EDD Species Distribution Maps (https://www.eddmaps.org/distribution/), NatureServe Explorer (https://explorer.natureserve.org/), Natural Resources Canada (http://www.planthardiness.gc.ca/), the Biology of Canadian Weeds book series—Reprints from the Canadian Journal of Plant Science, and plant distribution maps offered by web sites of individual states. 

			Many of the plants covered in this book have a wider range than the included range maps portray. Range maps rely on scientists, researchers, government workers, and laypersons to report sightings. Since this is not a systematic process, many plants are not looked for or recorded. Expect that even if you are outside the ranges I report, these plants may still be in your area.

		

	
		
			
Welcome to My World

			Lots of people call me a forager. But I am primarily a wild food researcher, educator, and author. Yes, of course, I forage. But, no, I don’t live in the woods and cook by a campfire as you are reading this, scratching the text of this book out on some rocks. I live in a normal neighborhood in Portland, Oregon. I eat a primarily Mediterranean-style diet that I forage from regular grocery stores. 

			That diet is regularly supplemented and enhanced by wild foods in a way that fits nicely into my lifestyle. In fact, this lifestyle is what I recommend to almost everyone interested in adding wild foods to their diet. It is the most practical way to incorporate them into the diet of anyone living in this world today. I forage, harvest, or glean them:

			•	From my yard and neighborhood

			•	In the course of doing research on a particular plant

			•	In the course of teaching

			•	To gather for fun on occasion with friends

			•	To harvest some of my favorite foods from annual sites. 

			•	As I travel, I stop my bike or car, jump off or out, and fill my grocery bags when I see a great wild food at its prime just asking to be taken.

			Research

			Research for me is a joy and a great challenge of imagination. For myself and my students, I favor studying common plants that people are likely to see themselves. What do I mean by research?

			To research a plant, the first thing I do is make sure I have positively identified it, beyond a shadow of a doubt. This is not something you do by visiting blogs or Google Images. I use several credible sources, including professional botanical dichotomous keys, until I am satisfied I have positively identified the plant and distinguished it from all potential look-alikes.

			
				Look-alikes

				The more direct experience you have with plants and plant families, the less chance you will confuse one plant for another. The reason I focus so much on plant part detail is that it helps train you to see detail overall. So when you see a new plant, you automatically tune in to its unique features, recognizing how it is different from others.

			

			It also has to be growing nearby in enough abundance that I can do all sorts of examinations and tests on it. That might involve me growing it myself in research beds like I did for marsh mallow plants. 

			Researching a plant can be done in weeks or years depending on a variety of factors often unknown when I begin the work. To get a comprehensive understanding of a plant, you have to not only know what it looks like at each stage of its growth, but also what variations those forms can take under different circumstances.

			At the same time that I’m learning the growth forms and habits of a plant, I go back into the historical literature. The further back I can go, the more likely, in my experience, that the information reflects a plant’s true uses. Since the explosion of books on wild foods after Euell Gibbons popularized the topic, there have been hundreds of books by people who know little to nothing and should not be believed. The exceptions being a few current authors who take a more scholarly approach like I do—Samuel Thayer being my personal favorite.

			After reading everything the old ethnobotanical, botanical, cultural, and wild food literature has to offer, I create a summary of that plant’s potential. What are the likely edible parts at different stages of growth? One plant may have many edible parts in the form of leaves, stems, flowers, fruits, seeds, roots, etc. They may also have medicinal or poisonous parts. What is the minimum processing required to make each “edible” part edible and tender/pleasant enough to eat? How did people prepare the plant parts in the past? How would I characterize the flavor of each part? Is the flavor, texture, look, feel, or other properties reminiscent of any store-bought food we all have access to today?

			Before testing the plant, I then check the toxicological, pharmacological, medical, and veterinary literature to see if there are any contraindications to eating the edible parts of my research plant. If I find any warning signs, I investigate the details until I have a good picture of whatever potential danger there is in eating a plant part. Before I teach about a plant, I have to be confident that any food I am working with is relatively safe and wholesome.

			
				Relatively safe

				No food, domestic or wild, is totally safe. While mustard seed is considered edible, the condiment mustard can make you sick if you overeat it. Americans are particularly good at overdoing things. The “more is better” syndrome is rampant. This is why historical patterns of use are important guides to how we might eat a plant part. All foods should be eaten in moderation and in the context of a diverse overall diet. Overeating blueberries, for instance, can give you diarrhea. Also, one cannot account for idiosyncratic genetic differences in either humans or plants that may cause reactions in individuals. While these are rare, each person must monitor themselves after eating any new plant part, wild or domestic.

			

			Once I feel that I understand the potential of a plant, I set up some basic experiments. I sample its parts raw and cooked in various ways. What happens when you boil it, steam it, fry it, cook it in a microwave, or dry it?

			What happens when you add it as an ingredient to a complex salad (typically five or more ingredients plus salad dressing), sandwich (typically bread with four other ingredients plus mustard or ketchup), or soup of any kind? 

			What are the flavors, textures, and appearance of each edible part? Evaluation of these traits is somewhat subjective, as I am only one person. My hope as an educator is that I can tune in to what most people might experience. 

			Given my initial impressions, I ask myself, is this edible plant part reminiscent of any conventional food? If so, what general ways can I use it like the conventional food? Is it like lettuce, broccoli, okra, carrot, potato, blueberry, raspberry, etc? If it fits one somewhat, then I find simple recipes for that domesticated food, and use the wild food in its place. This is where it helps to have a wild imagination and be willing to attempt really new things. For me now, successful culinary experiences often happen right off the bat, but sometimes it requires tweaking to get an excellent result.

			While doing all these experiments, my experience grows. Insights develop. I begin to understand why most traditional uses were not random, but done to get the most out of the uniqueness of any plant.

			After all this, I pass my experience, understanding, and insights off to you in my books and directly to my students in workshops.

			Photography

			The photographs in this book are not random. Every image is purposeful to clearly demonstrate or reinforce something, or inspire you to act. What you will see here is clarity. The photographs are so detailed that you can see plant hairs, veins, and even my fingerprints in some of them. All of this takes much more time and expertise and has made me a professional photographer over the years.

			I have been taking photographs since 1976. In the beginning that was mostly to document edible plants at various stages of growth for my own interests. Initially, the photographs were mostly used in slide presentations. Once I began publishing, my mission became more purposeful. Each photograph had to show something important.
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				This photograph is the culmination of multiple tries over the years, careful gathering and transporting of perfect specimens at perfect stages of growth, designing a stand with holes to support them at the minimum distance apart, perfect background, lighting, focus, and depth of field. With all the tries over the years, this likely took over 50 hours of work to eventually get one perfect photograph.

			

			The wild food literature has long suffered, and continues to suffer, from the following image-related problems: too few photographs, confusing or complex images, blurry images, lack of defining detail, with attention often limited to the flowering stage. My photograph-filled chapters do not have these problems. I include as many photos as necessary to show the detail throughout the plant’s life, processing techniques, comparisons, and finished dishes. I use extreme depth of field to have as much of the plant in clear focus as possible. I zoom in on detail that is lost in overall complex plants. And while I show close-ups of flowers, I also show close-ups of leaves, stems, seeds, roots, hairs, veins, and other things that help you know a plant.

			Photos are now prettier than they used to be in the overall wild food literature. But don’t confuse pretty with useful. Due to digital photography and photo editing software, images you see in modern books are much prettier than in the past. My goal is to have photographs that are pretty, in addition to being clear and sharp, and they teach you something you should know.

			Here are some of the considerations when shooting a plant. Is the plant perfect? That is, do you have a specimen that is representative of the standard form of the plant? Is it full of damage or free of defects? Is it a wind-free day so the final image is not blurry from movement? How is the lighting? Harsh sunlight or even bright haze can leach out parts of a photograph. Can you isolate the plant from its background? Complex distracting backgrounds can interfere with the clarity of the subject. It can take years carrying around professional photographic equipment to various habitats and regions in the right seasons, wind, and lighting to get optimal images of what is needed. Then hours on the computer enhancing each image. That is what I try to do.

		

	
		
			Part I
 Understanding Wild Foods

			When I was a young lad, I had a fascination with wild foods. My initial focus on the topic gave me the impression that wild foods were rare, strange, difficult to learn, mostly a survival thing, and not great once you tasted them. There were no experts around and few books. My parents could not help. They humored me in my interests, but showed no interest themselves. 

			My grandfather, an immigrant from Greece, ate wild foods as a normal part of his diet in southern Ohio. He learned it all as a child from his parents before he arrived in the United States at the age of sixteen in the early 1900s. Since my parents lived a three-hour drive from him in Michigan and visits only occurred at holidays, I did not learn about his knowledge until later in his life. When I eventually tried to learn from him, he wondered why I was looking back and not into the future. After all, I was getting a doctorate in nutrition, what was with the wild foods?

			The world I knew as a child no longer exists. Currently, there are tons of resources on wild foods, including books, the internet, and government publications. The difficulty is that while there is great stuff out there, the majority of it is popular garbage, misconceptions, made-up stuff, and material from novices claiming to be experts who know so little it is frightening. If you depend on sloppy inexperienced sources, you have to wade through a lot of confusing content and experience a lot of unpleasant dishes to learn what you need to know to safely identify and enjoy the wild foods you find. Many people give up out of frustration.

			This book cuts through all that crap to give you clear, concise, well-illustrated information about the plants covered. No hype, just good practical real-world information to get you doing what you want to do: find, gather, and enjoy eating foods from the wild. Yes, it’s a real thing: having fun and wonderful wild food dining experiences without wasted effort and time.

			The design of this book and others in the series is predicated on the principle of thoroughness, because if you don’t know what you need to know to be successful, you will have disappointing experiences. I cover each plant assuming that you know little to nothing about wild foods. It is a full story, told in a way to build your knowledge gradually over time.

			For example, the unprecedented cattail chapter includes about 50 photos, since that is what it takes to cover the most practical aspects and capabilities of the cattail’s many edible parts. I dare you to find any book showing the detailed and valuable coverage you will find here. And while I could write a whole book just on the cattail—it’s potential is that great—I’ve distilled that down the most important stuff you can really benefit from.

			All of my books are designed to be useful for novices all the way up to modern wild food experts. Wild food instructors, outdoor skill instructors, researchers, nutritionists, dieticians, food suppliers, homesteaders, farmers, and people who want to go beyond their routine lives to experience new things will benefit from what they see here. Want to explore growing these wild foods as a crop? You can start here. Want to understand the nutrient contribution that these plants offer for supplementing the diet? You can start here. Want to write a wild food cookbook? Learn the ingredients and their attributes here.

			How is this volume different from the first? Different plants and concepts are covered. The nutrient tables have been updated and expanded to cover plants from both books. Major categories in Part II: The Plants, have been renamed to more accurately describe their contents. In volume 1, plants were divided into categories I called “greens.” Volume 2 plants are divided into “plants” featuring these flavors: foundation, tart, pungent or peppery, bitter, distinctive and sweet, and poisonous. While the “greens” label seemed appropriate at the time I wrote volume 1, it contradicted the principle I was trying to convey: that all plants have multiple edible parts at different stages of growth. The fact that these plants provide much more than just greens became lost on many people. 

			The optimal label for these new Part II sections would be, for instance, “Plants, some parts of which are foundationally flavored.” But since that was too long, I just went with “foundation plants.” 

			The plants covered in volume 2, as in volume 1, are universal. They are found almost everywhere in abundance in North America, Europe, and in other places where Europeans have traveled. This makes your job easier. You will likely find almost all of these plants over the next couple of years growing within a short distance of your home. You do not have to drive into the wilderness to find them. They surround you.

			Why is this book series important for today—or anytime? 

			Whether you’re rich or poor, wild foods provide variety to the diet that you cannot duplicate in the supermarket. A great variety of nutrient-dense foods, mostly from plants, is what leads to better overall health. And I am sure your gut microflora will love, love, love them.

			In this time where many kids are no longer allowed to roam free in their neighborhoods, collecting wild food is a wonderful outdoor activity for the whole family and a great topic for conversation.

			In this time of great climate chaos and change, the plants that grow in regions may shift. Drought, sporadic flooding, increases and fluctuations in temperature, and rising sea levels will require some shifts in the foods that can be mass-produced. Many cultivated plants are sensitive to change. They require very specific conditions and will not grow as climatic changes occur. Many wild foods, particularly the ones highlighted in this book series, have much more vigor and flexibility in their needs. They will survive under more circumstances, providing food to both individuals and agriculture.

			My hope is that whatever your learning goals, this book will take you there. Good luck and have fun.

			For a more complete description of the uniqueness of this book series, look it up at wildfoodadventures.com.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			
Introduction

			Here is a brief reminder of some important concepts I covered in volume 1 in this Edible Wild Plants book series. That is followed by new concepts of importance.

			Edible wild plants are endowed with one or more parts that can be used for food if gathered at the appropriate stage of growth and properly prepared.

			Concepts from Volume 1
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					Volume 1 of this Wild Food Adventures series, published in 2010.

						-


				

			

			-


			
				Definitions 

				Edible wild plants are endowed with one or more parts that can be used for food if gathered at the appropriate stage of growth and properly prepared. 

				Poisonous plants are plants endowed with one or more parts having chemical or physical attributes that can cause acute or underlying injury or death upon ingestion, touch, or inhalation. Dosage determines the severity of the damage. Poisons can affect some animal species differently than others. 

				Medicinal plants are plants endowed with one or more parts having therapeutic effects when gathered at the appropriate stage of growth, properly prepared, and properly administered. 

				Agriotrophytology is my suggested label for the study of wild food plants. A term for academicians and research scientists.

			

			Not all of an “edible plant” is edible. Edible, poisonous, medicinal, and parts too fibrous to eat can all be found on the same plant, so know the plant’s details before you start indulging.

			Harvest plant parts at their prime for eating. For vegetative parts of edible plants, the areas of rapid growth often define when a part is at its prime—that is, at its most tender for eating. The edible parts of a plant that are no longer growing become tough as development demands they become rigid for structural support or to survive the elements. Reproductive parts like flowers, fruits, seeds, and nuts are typically at their prime when they are fully formed, but many flower buds (like broccoli) and immature seeds (like fresh peas and beans) can be considered at their prime for eating as well.

			Learning strategy. The best strategies for learning on your own about wild foods include the following: study some common wild plants ahead of time through books and electronic resources; be an observer while walking; when you find something promising, study its situation and life stage in place, take it home and check its identification with my books and other resources, determine if any parts of what you’ve gathered are edible and at their prime; if so, then sample it. Evaluate your experience and compare it to what it says in my books. Look for more of the plant to play with.

			Learn the life story of plants. To get the most out of any edible wild plant, you must know its life story, from seedling to maturity. At what stages can you recognize it, and at what stages can you find edible parts?

			Nature is not here for our convenience. Plants can vary in shape, size, stage of growth, biochemistry, and flavor depending on the resources (soil nutrients, sunlight, water) they’ve been exposed to during development. Genetic uniqueness can also play a role. We have no control over that variation. These things can affect our ability to identify a plant and how much we like what we are eating.

			The best reference resources go into great detail. Great edible plant learning resources include multiple photographs of each plant at multiple stages of growth and discuss identification, edible parts at their prime for eating, important processing techniques, and simple basic recipes so you’ll actually enjoy them.

			You, the forager, take on many roles. If you are getting your food directly from nature, you necessarily take on the following jobs: naturalist, identifier of edible plants at any stage of growth and of edible parts at their prime, harvester-forager, edible part transporter, cleaner, processer, recipe designer, cook, and consumer. With store-bought foods, you only take on the last two and sometimes three tasks.

			Tools for foragers. Tools to carry with you depend on what you expect to gather. They can include: scissors, a digging tool, white or otherwise reflective gathering bags, a spray mister, and a dish towel. Occasionally a fixed-blade knife, water trays, and endless other tools can be useful. Every hand tool you carry, if possible, should be in a holster to free up your hands.

			Open-minded sampling attitude. Your first exposure to a taste of a new-to-you wild food requires an open-minded, optimistic, forward-looking attitude. More, “What can I do with this?” rather than “That was not nirvana” and “I will only eat flavors I am used to eating.” Nothing is nirvana. While you will love many wild foods right off the bat, others may either take time for your sensibilities to wake to them or may reveal their virtues when combined with other foods. You’ll love many more wild foods if you experiment with them imaginatively and give them time to grow on you.

			Foods you can eat and foods you cannot. Due to a human genetic variation, some people taste a soapy flavor when eating or smelling cilantro while others do not. New foods need to be adjusted to and figured out for each individual. You’ve already had a lifetime to figure out which domesticated foods suit you and which do not. Since all wild foods are new, you have to discover, by trial and error, if any are a problem for you. You are less likely to have problems with wild foods if you have little or no problems eating domesticated foods.

			On to new stuff . . . 

			Traditional Foods and Plants Native to Humans

			Wild foods have an identity problem with the general public. Somehow, wild foods seem strange, mysterious, rare, and renegade—foods that only rare humans and animals eat. They are something that survivalist and ancient peoples would eat. In fact, contrary to these notions, they are traditional foods that most modernized people have lost touch with.

			Further, in the culinary and naturalist worlds, there seems to be a qualitative distinction between native edible plants and edible weeds. The romantic in us likes the idea of native plants. They have a sense of place, they help define a place, they grow here for a reason. They are also perceived as more esteemed, having more value, and deserving more respect. And it is certainly wonderful to walk into an old-growth forest filled with native plants.

			Weeds, on the other hand, are mostly considered a nuisance, out of place; they grow in areas where we would prefer more order and control. We pull them, poison them, fight them constantly. At least that is how we were brought up: hating them. We think of many of them as ugly, an eyesore. Unfortunately, delicious, nutritious edible weeds fall into this hate category for most people.
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					Dandelion (Taraxacum officinale) is native to and a traditional food of Eurasia. It is esteemed as a food all over the world, but hated as a weed in the lawns of grass lovers. 

						-


				

			

			-


			All Wild Foods Are Traditional Foods. 

			All wild foods in their land of origin were eaten as traditional foods. So all wild foods, even what we consider weeds, are traditional foods.

			Weeds Are Plants Native to Humans. 

			All weeds, including the edible ones, follow us around. Weeds love disturbed soil and humans are the champions of disturbing soil. We cultivate land, build, pave, clear forests, bulldoze land, and even bomb countries. All these human activities destroy native habitats and set the stage for weeds to flourish.
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					Wapato (Sagittaria latifolia) is native to and a traditional food of indigenous North Americans.

						-


				

			

			-


			If we put two and two together . . .

			Edible weeds are traditional foods native to humans.

			I may have to title a book Traditional Foods Native to Humans, for this concept to get any traction. I can introduce the idea, but the reality is that virtually everyone already knows what a weed is. Only you and one other person reading my book will know what plants native to humans, refers to. That forces me to still use the term weeds for now.

			The bottom line is that all wild foods, native or invasive, have a long history of use. They are not strange, mysterious, rare, or renegade. They are normal foods that we, now a global community, have lost touch with. Wild foods are traditional foods that were perfectly normal to the peoples who ate them. They can become normal to you, too.

			Wild Fast Food

			When you think of fast food, you probably think mostly of greasy burgers and deep-fried foods you can purchase in a drive-through or cheap sit-down restaurant. That is not what I am referring to here. Great fresh food can be fast as well. A fresh, juicy pear is fast food. It is easy to grab and eat. Other foods take more time and work to prepare, like scoring, roasting, and then peeling chestnuts; getting to the edible part of whole artichokes; or grinding wheat into flour.
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					Miner’s lettuce (Claytonia perfoliata) is a wild fast food. You see it, you grab it, you eat it.

						-


				

			

			-


			For most of the plants I present to you, my focus is on the parts that are wild fast food. Of course, since I am covering each plant in detail, there are parts of each one that may require more work. And there are some that are just fun to make, but take more work, like marshmallows. Making marshmallows from marsh mallow root or its immature seeds is not wild fast food. They are wild amazing fun food, but not wild fast food. However, you can eat the root raw as a wild fast food. See the Marsh Mallow chapter for more information.

			The thinking behind presenting you with these quick and easy foods is that you will be more likely to eat and experiment with them than with those that require more processing. Look, we are all busy. We’ve got lives. We have jobs. We are raising families. Time is precious. As an educator, my goal is to break through all of that to inspire you to start learning about and using wild foods, to design your first tries so that they are simple and rewarding. Small, successful first steps show you that cool, fun stuff is happening and that encourages you to do more.

			Wild Food Authors Are Not Chefs

			Don’t assume that any recipe in a wild food book is a good one. Very few wild food authors know what they are doing in the kitchen. Often a recipe we publish is something we tried and liked, but in the right hands it could have been something great! Don’t get me wrong. I have been getting better at this over the years, but I have a long way to go. When you try a recipe right out of a wild food book, assume you or someone who knows what they are doing can improve on it.

			I remember my first editor for the first volume suggesting that we title this series The Wild Food Gourmet. OMG that would have been false advertising, but would have sold more books to unsuspecting people who actually like food. So view my recipes, and any wild food authors’ recipes, as a starting point.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			
It’s How You Eat It

			To be a successful wild food consumer, meaning you enjoy what you are doing and eating, it’s important how you eat a plant part, not just that it is edible.

			All wild foods are new to you. So they present more of a challenge to your already established sensibilities. Food is a particularly complicated realm, because we’ve grown up with our own eating traditions, habits, and practices. We know what we like. We have our favorite foods. We like to eat them over and over. 

			But it goes further than that. When we say we like pasta (shaped cooked dough), what we really mean is that we like dishes that include pasta as an ingredient. The same could be said for almost any food. When people say they like broccoli, they are rarely referring to raw, unadorned broccoli. And when broccoli is served raw, it is often with some thick, savory dip.

			Almost all vegetables are eaten in combination with other foods and flavorings. It is the combination of foods that we like. We eat raw combinations like salads, sandwiches, and smoothies. We eat cooked combinations like stir-fries; mixed vegetables with oil, vinegar, and salt; soups; stews; savory pies; etc.

			Wild foods are no different than ones you’ve been eating all your life, except you don’t have the combinations of ingredients figured out yet. That is the adventure. Don’t let it be a hindrance.

			So how then do you discover the combinations you like with wild foods? Follow this sequence. The recommendations here assume it is a green. But use the same principles if you are working with a seed, nut, fruit, or solid vegetable:

			1. Be sure you have picked the part at its prime for eating and it is in its edible form. That is, all necessary processing has already been done to make it edible.

			2. Microanalyze its flavor and texture in its simplest edible form. Look for ways its flavor and texture are similar to foods you already eat. If they are very different, use them with wild abandon in the following ways to make great discoveries.

			3. Try simple combinations. Mix it in a typical salad you make. Try using it as one-fourth the mass of the greens, while otherwise making the same salad you always make—same accoutrements, same dressings, etc. If it is a bitter green, use it to replace a bitter green you might have put in. 

			4. Try some of the simple recipes I give at the end of each plant chapter.

			5. If you eat foods like spinach, broccoli, celery, kale, lettuce, cucumber, etc., just substitute the wild food for any of them randomly in whatever recipe you are attempting. Or you could try to be more specific in your substitutions, matching similar flavors.

			6. At each meal, add a wild food within any dish you are making.

			Taking these steps will get you started into seriously integrating wild foods into your normal diet. Marvel in the ones that seem normal and cherish the ones that spark something new. Having open-minded anticipation of your experiments will result in more pleasure. And if you are like me, all sorts of new culinary options will pop into your mind.

			If you are like me, you will meet with preference resistance, since you are probably quite happy with your current established domesticated food habits and you don’t want to rock the boat. You like your food as it is, and a pox on disturbing something you already like. But if you want to genuinely start incorporating wild foods, all new, into your regular diet, you have to become a culinary adventurer who is not afraid to experiment. You’ll be glad you did.

			With repeated exposure, even the tries you don’t cherish at first might begin to grow on you. My palate has become more sophisticated from incorporating wild foods over the years.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			
Indicators of Edibility

			The real indicator of edibility of any plant is evidence of a long history of sustained traditional use by some culture. When people lived close to the land, they made efficient use of all their natural resources. If a plant had food potential, they explored, tested, and sustainably ate it over centuries verifying its benefits. Strongly poisonous plants were abandoned or used medicinally.

			What you have to be careful about is that there are plants that taste great and seem nutritive that are bad for humans. While showing no overt symptoms, subtle plant toxins over time could damage the kidneys, the liver, the immune system, cause sterility or brain damage without anyone being able to make the connection. It is possible that tribes consuming these damage-causing plants died out over time, while tribes that did not eat those plants survived.

			When I come across a common wild plant that has no cultural history of food use, I see that as a clue that there is some problem with eating it, no matter how good it tastes. 

			For instance, there is a plant in the Pacific Northwest called swordfern. It is the most common fern in our forests. It is evergreen, so you see it all year long—and it’s everywhere. It has fiddleheads and a taproot-like rhizome. Among all the numerous indigenous tribes in the region, there is no recorded cultural history of this plant being used for food. It is ubiquitous, easily found at all times of year, and available to everyone, yet no one was using it for food. That lack of a history of use is a warning. The options are that it is in some way poisonous over time, antinutritive, there is just no practical food to find on it, or any combination of the three.

			
				
					[image: Photo as described in caption below.]
				

			

			
				Swordfern (Polystichum munitum). An evergreen fern with no edible fiddleheads, leaves, or roots. 

			

			But since it is abundant and easy to identify, people today seem to latch onto any hint that they have discovered something new. A respected ethnographer wrote a paper on this plant, claiming the rhizome was edible. About seven other ethnographers repeated this information. Then it was discovered, if I remember correctly, that the author source was confusing swordfern with some other plant. The consequence of the article being wrong is that the information universe is now contaminated with all sorts of people who think there is food there. 

			The bottom line to this is: Don’t experiment with plants of unknown edibility, no matter how good the taste. Don’t trust authors or information sources who assume edibility based on flavor alone.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			
Foraging vs Harvesting

			How you gather wild foods has implications not only for how to prepare for a trip, but also for what you can expect from that trip and what you will be able to do upon your return.

			Foraging is a treasure hunt, the act of gathering foods as you come across them. And while you can guess based on habitat, season, and region, you don’t know exactly what you will find. Mushroom hunting without a specific reliable site is foraging. If you are hiking, stop for lunch, and grab whatever is available around you to add to your meal, that is foraging.

			Harvesting is gathering from known reliable patches of wild food. This can be a seasonal pilgrimage or just to a place where you know a plant is producing right now. If you know of wild cherry trees that are ripe, you travel to them and harvest a sustainable amount of cherries. The vast majority of wild foods gathered by indigenous peoples all over the world were harvested, not foraged. For instance, here in the Pacific Northwest, first peoples knew exactly where the camas and wapato were. They would travel to each plant at the appropriate season and harvest what they needed for the year. 

			
				Camas and Wapato

				Camas can be one of several Camassia spp, Wapato can be one of several Sagittaria spp.

			

			Harvesting is more efficient than foraging. If you are harvesting, you know exactly the tools to take with you. You can plan every aspect of a trip to maximize your time, effort, and quality of your take. You can prep the home front with any processing equipment you would need so the food can be dealt with right away. It is less work for more food. It results in less waste.

			
				Harvest planning

				Processing equipment, containers, and storage that you want to prep ahead of time might include sifting, winnowing, grinding, canning, vacuum sealing, freezing, roasting, etc. If you are going to can, pickle, or vacuum-seal, for instance, do you have all the parts to make things happen? Have you cleaned out freezer space? Did you budget time for cleaning, processing, labeling, and storing?

			

			Foraging is more random. You do not want to lug a shovel or long fruit harvesting pole with you all the time on the chance you will find something they can be used for. And frankly you may not know you will be foraging until you see those wild fruits in front of you. Then you have to improvise collection and transport, and now adjust your schedule to manage the food that you are bringing home.

			It is important to recognize that, while foraging and harvesting are fun, they are only the beginning. When you get home, you have to process and manage all the food or it will go bad, mold, rot, dry up, or get wasted in some way. I cannot count the thousands of times I gathered a bunch of wild food, only to have it rot in the fridge from neglect because I had so many other things going on. Harvesting sets the stage so you can plan for that return. Depending on the food gathered, foraging requires that you take time that you have not planned for, to manage your bounty upon returning to the home front.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			
Weeds, Noxious Weeds, and Food

			Many wild foods, including ones in this book, are considered noxious weeds. But, of course, the beauty, benefit, or horrors of any plant are in the eye of the beholder. So let’s explore what noxious means.

			To say noxious weed seems redundant. Some might ask, “Aren’t all weeds noxious?” Noxious weeds are differentiated in that some regulatory, health, or government agency has labeled them as noxious. They are seen as harmful or injurious to health or well-being, a threat to economic concerns, or a threat to natural habitats or ecosystems. While mostly attributed to nonnative plants, the term noxious can also be applied to native plants if they are becoming a nuisance in some way. 

			The problems with noxious weeds are many, but there are also benefits, including edibility, food for animals and pollinators, habitat for wildlife, enrichment over time of poor soils, as well as food, medicine, and useful resources for humans. For instance, the well-known noxious weeds Japanese knotweed, garlic mustard, Himalayan blackberry, and pokeweed provide wonderful wild foods. When you find them, you can take advantage of whatever bounty presents itself to you. 
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					Japanese knotweed (Fallopia japonica) blanketing a stream by an old quarry. Young plants in the foreground, old stems in the background. Lots of great vegetable matter here.

						-


				

			

			-


			I’ve had all four of the aforementioned plants growing wild in the yards of places I’ve lived in over the last 30 years. None got out of hand or took over, because I knew how to manage them. The keys are seed and root management. I could have, with diligence, uprooted and disposed of all of them, but did not have to. If you keep them, you cannot let the seed spread or, as in the case of the blackberry, let the seeds or rhizomes spread. This can become complicated and a lot of work if you have lots of land to manage.

			So just because a plant is labeled a noxious weed does not mean you cannot enjoy the benefits it offers. Since people in modern society are such poor caretakers of the land, you will find a lot of noxious weeds. If enough people knew about the edible potential of wild foods, we would be more likely to embrace many of them. Well, not thistles. Don’t embrace thistles or you’ll injure yourself, just eat their edible parts.
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				Himalayan blackberry (Rubus bifrons), in flower, taking over a hillside and most of the treeless area in the distance. Those flowers are great for pollinators and eventually produce amazing-tasting berries. 

			

			One major problem that noxious weeds stimulate is that people are constantly attempting to kill them with herbicides. That contaminates the soil and the plants that grow on them. You shouldn’t eat from plants in sprayed areas. I’ll cover more about this later.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			
Toss That Survival Manual

			If you are learning wild foods from survival manuals, you have my sympathies. Most of what I have seen about wild foods in such manuals is sophomoric, oversimplified, out of context, and, most importantly, would not be useful in a genuine survival situation. The information you really need allows you to efficiently use your time to solve immediate problems when your life depends on it. The poor, mostly incomplete, and out-of-context information in survival manuals would have you spinning your wheels when you don’t have time for that.

			The original military survival manuals were written by people who had no real experience or expertise doing what they recommend. They were information compilers tasked with trying to figure out what lost military personnel should do to provide themselves with water, fire, shelter, rescue signaling, and food in various regions around the world. 

			Needless to say, these information compilers had an impossible task, particularly since they did not, at the time, understand the difference between actual survival, where your life is at stake and you are trying to extricate yourself; and outdoor living skills, which Stone Age peoples practiced to make a living off the land. For instance, while Stone Age peoples would take the time, do the hard work, and have the proper tools to process the toxic acids out of acorns, you would be diverted from what you should really be doing—escaping that survival situation.
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				Some survival manuals highlight higher-calorie foods, like acorns. Unless these are sweet, low-tannin acorns (a rare thing), the processing burden is great. They would take lots of time, energy, water, and a way to leach out the toxic tannic acid to make them wholesome enough to eat. Too complicated for a real survival situation. Interesting, and rewarding if you are doing it for fun and have all the time in the world.

			

			To be ready if you ever find yourself in a real survival situation, read volumes 1 and 2 of this book series. While the number of plants I cover is limited, the concepts explained are essential. The keys to making effective use of plants in any survival situation are:

			1. Studying universal plants that are likely to grow everywhere that humans are (traditional edible plants native to humans).

			2. Being able to positively identify these plants at all the stages that produce edible parts, and at those stages that don’t.

			3. Gaining actual experience using the plants prior to a survival situation.

			4. Understanding many of the concepts I cover in general to get the most out of wild foods.

			5. Knowing and choosing those plant parts that offer you wild fast food without an unreasonable amount of effort.

			Read my books and you will be better prepared foodwise if/when things hit the fan.

			The Edibility Test

			Another horrific legacy of survival manuals is the edibility test. I cannot think of any circumstance when this test would be more helpful than destructive. What follows is a brief description of the test, when they suggest you use it, and why you should not. 

			The manuals suggest: If you are not familiar with any plants in an area you find yourself in during a survival incident, the edibility test is one you use to determine what plants are edible. You try small amounts at first, wait a day or some shorter specified time, try larger amounts, wait a day, and so on. Eventually, if you don’t experience any ill effects, you assume the plant is edible and add that to your food arsenal. Then you turn to the next unknown to repeat the process. After weeks and months, you will have established many things you can “safely” eat.

			Don’t do it. Never do it! I would never do it. There are so many problems with this test. For starters, eating unknowns is unnecessary and counterproductive in almost every survival situation. Since there are cell phones, overpopulation, and roads penetrating most wilderness areas, it takes a unique sort of person to be lost for more than three days anywhere in North America. More important, let’s say this test makes you throw up or gives you diarrhea. Guess what? You’ve just thrown off your electrolyte balance and lost water. You are now sick, useless, dehydrated, and much more likely to die than if you just spent your time trying to get out of there, finding water, or satisfying other immediate needs. With clean water, you can survive for weeks without food. You won’t be happy, but you will be alive. 

			This openness to experimenting with unknowns from survival manuals seems to have given license to testosterone-poisoned wild food enthusiasts who think that all they have to do is taste a plant to determine edibility. If it tastes fine and they have no obvious adverse reaction, they assume the plant is edible. As I’ve said, flavor is not an indicator of edibility. These people are too lazy or impatient to take the time to learn about plants. Or they suffer from Dunning–Kruger syndrome, overestimating their ability to evaluate plants as food. They are looking for shortcuts to learning. There are even some self-styled ignorant wild food instructors who do the edibility test to demonstrate to the world that they are on the leading edge of wild food research. They are not. Either they don’t know how or are not willing to do the actual work required to verify edibility. They declare dubious plants edible on the basis of taste and lack of obvious poisoning. They contaminate the cultural knowledge continuum. That is, they pass on this misinformation via books, articles, videos, or social media and it gets incorporated into the knowledge pool.

			
				
Testosterone Poisoning 


				My tongue-in-cheek way of referring to the fact that testosterone makes males more prone to dumb, dangerous behavior. They are more likely to take unnecessary risks and to take shortcuts due to bravado and impatience.

				Dunning-Kruger Effect

				This basically happens when an incompetent individual greatly overestimates their competence, abilities, and skills. In other words, incompetence with bravado, the cognitive bias of the illusion of superior thinking.

			

			The bottom line is that you should determine edibility through expert sources, not by randomly sampling plants you don’t know or by believing people who do that. 

			The connection between wild foods and survival is strong, since many see wild foods as a hedge on surviving disaster. With all of the disasters that can happen, wild foods are a sustenance source that people could depend on. But like any survival hedge, you cannot expect to thrive unless you do your homework before you are in trouble. If you are opening your survival or wild food book for the first time during a survival event, then you will not last long. If you learn plants ahead of time and, more importantly, gain experience using them, then you will be much better off when the unmentionables hit the fan. The added advantage of learning now is that you can enjoy these foods as part of your regular diet even if disaster never strikes. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			
Who Gets Poisoned by Plants?

			There have been no cases of deadly human poisonings that I am aware of where the person made a reasonable attempt at identifying and understanding the plant prior to eating it.

			The vast majority, if not all, of plant poisonings occur because of ignorance, cockiness, laziness, impetuousness, poor source information, and/or unfamiliar terminology. People who put some effort into what they are doing have almost no chance of poisoning themselves. Let’s go through these factors, one by one.

			Ignorance

			Most people who get poisoned by plants have only a vague idea of wild foods and poisonous plants. They have only impressions to guide them and can convince themselves, with just a few clues and their own assumptions, that they have found something edible. Sometimes people are lucky; sometimes they are not. Anyone today thinking that they’ve found wild carrot or any other plant they suspect is edible should look the plant up in a book, on the web, or should ask an expert. The FIRST thing they will see from any responsible source is a warning about poison hemlock. People should not eat anything until they know exactly what they are doing. If they don’t want to put the work in, then they should abandon the idea of eating any wild plant. 

			The typical scenario with hemlock poisoning is: A person sees carrot-like leaves and imagines they have found a wild carrot. They pull up the root, see it is a taproot like a carrot, notice that it is off-white, not orange, and convince themselves its color is due to its wildness. They smell it, getting a carrot-family odor. This intrigues them more. They taste the root, and it tastes good. Sort of carrot-like. Now convinced that they, the genius, have found some new treasure, add the sliced root to their meal and do not live to tell about it. To make these mistakes requires a lack of knowledge, many assumptions about identification and edibility, and a lack of appreciation of the risk. 

			The remaining reasons listed here all have to do with ignorance of some sort.

			Cockiness/impetuousness/laziness

			Modern people go to markets where food is set out for you. Everything is pretty much edible and ready to eat. It’s easy; you just go in and grab what you want. Novices may believe that wild foods are the same. They believe it should be easy, and they have the brilliance/intuition to identify wild foods without knowing anything or having to do any work. Just find something that “looks” edible, and, if you like the taste, eat it. This seems to happen most often if you are a young, invincible-feeling, testosterone-poisoned male. But this can also happen to back-to-the-earth people, who feel that Mother Nature takes such good care of us, and is so nurturing, that our intuition should tell us what is safe. Again, this is nature’s way of promoting natural selection. Most responsible people actually do their homework and build wisdom through experience. Great intuition is the result of attaining great knowledge and wisdom.

			Poor source information

			Nonexpert sources add to general ignorance. Getting your edible wild plant information from survival manuals, ignorant wild food authors (anyone can write a book), or human-interest reporters is dangerous. Seek out real experts and their educational materials. Don’t believe something just because someone says it in a book or on the internet. Do homework on your sources.

			One of the worst generalizations perpetuated by the survival literature, is that poisonous plants taste terrible. In fact, the taste of poisonous plants and their parts ranges from great to mouth burning. The obvious mistake that results from this commonly believed generalization is that if a plant one finds tastes good, it is probably edible. I repeat: Many poisonous plants taste just fine and you should never assume edibility from flavor. 

			Misunderstood terminology

			Not everyone is familiar with how other cultures refer to food. If a wild food novice hears about poke salat, for instance, and finds a plant, they may make a fresh raw salad with young pokeweed shoots and leaves. After eating it, they may have some terrible bowel movements, likely uncontrollably soil their pants, and possibly go to the hospital. A little investigation would have revealed that pokeweed (covered later in this book) is poisonous raw, and that salat is an old German/English reference to a cooked dish, not a raw one. 

			The bottom line for all of this harkens back to the reason for the definition of edible wild plants promoted in this series. Once you have properly identified a plant, in order to eat it you must thoroughly research the following: what part or parts are edible, at what stages of growth, and what minimal preparation is required to make the raw material edible. Doing your homework prevents poisonings.

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			
Avoiding the Chemical Soup

			Poisonous chemicals are intentionally sprayed just about everywhere to control weeds and animal pests. In addition, asphalt, railroad tracks, chemical processing plants, heavy metal contamination, like lead, factory effluents, and runoff from farmland pollute much of the land and water we have access to. It is not a pretty picture.

			As humans overwhelm the planet, they find more ways to suppress weeds, and especially what they consider noxious weeds. While good land management and mechanical methods of weed removal would be better for the planet, chemicals are easier and temporarily more efficient.

			The scientific literature is all over the map about herbicide and toxin uptake by plants. So I will not go into that confusing mess. What I will do is give you some obvious advice about avoiding areas that have been sprayed.

			First, let me be clear that almost nowhere on the planet is totally free from pollution in the soil. Organic farms offer much-reduced toxic contamination, but animals and plants grown organically will not be totally free from contamination. All you can do is reduce your intake of undesirable chemicals by making smart choices about where you pick. 

			The human body is marvelous about detoxifying small amounts of ingested poisonous chemicals. It does not do well when you load up on any one of them. You can reduce your intake of any particular toxin by eating a diversity of plants and from a diversity of locations. Washing helps.

			Railroad Tracks

			The worst place to gather wild foods is by railroad tracks. The older the tracks, the worse the contamination from decades of the following being deposited: herbicides and pesticides, sprayed regularly, to keep the area clear of life that might block the tracks; as well as grease and other petroleum products that drip from engines and all lubricated parts. Toxic creosote, mostly made from coal tar, exudes from the treated railroad ties. Creosote is used to prevent the wooden ties from breaking down. As soon as you see tracks, look for alternative sites to gather. 
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				The gradient of toxicity in this example runs from highest at the tracks and gravel to less in the ditch, decreasing the farther you get from the tracks. Live plants in the ditch indicate that relatively less toxin has accumulated there than nearer to the tracks. In all cases, whether plants are growing there or not, railroad side ditches are very toxic. 

			

			The distances I am giving you here are my estimates from all the reading I’ve done on this. But each situation is different, so use your best judgment. The closest I would gather to still active tracks is about 20 feet from the bottom of the ditch that runs alongside the tracks. I have less concern about this distance if the tracks are in a low area with hills rising on either side, and more concern if I am downhill from the tracks.

			If the tracks cross a small pond, don’t gather anything from the pond. If the tracks run alongside a large lake or wetland area, then gather as far from the tracks as possible. If you only eat a rare snack in a thriving green area near railroad tracks, it will likely do you no real harm, but avoid them anyway and don’t make a habit of it.
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					Here you can see that a regularly used multitrack area has a dead zone extending beyond the ditch and up the hillside.

						-


				

			

			-


			Roadsides

			Soft shoulder roadsides are regularly sprayed. A soft shoulder is the hard-packed dirt or gravel along the side of many roads. I used to think that plants did not grow there due to tires regularly compacting the ground. I was wrong. You can often see evidence of this spraying. Sprayed plants alongside the pavement will be yellow or brown while plants just a little farther from the road will still be green. Recently sprayed plants will be green but wilted, with upper tender stems curved downward. Paved shoulders will also have been sprayed along their edges.
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					Tanker trucks spray herbicides along soft shoulders to keep plant life away from the road. The white tanker truck here is followed by a van warning you the fresh spray is being applied.

						-


				

			

			-
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					About two weeks after spraying, the dead plants turn brown while ones just a little farther away remain green.

						-


				

			

			-


			To make matters worse, cars deposit their own toxins along the roadside. Petroleum-based tire wear, leaking batteries, coolant, oil, and other things are constantly being deposited on the roads and washed into the ditches. Then of course there is the exhaust carbon and other matter being pumped into the air. Exhaust gets spread widely, while most other toxins remain near the pavement.

			Asphalt itself is petroleum-based and filled with toxins. Cement roads do not contribute toxins like asphalt. So don’t collect plants near the edges of parking lots made of asphalt. I would not gather closer than 3 feet from them.

			I typically don’t gather plants any closer than about 8 feet from the far side of the ditch of a moderately traveled road, and about double that for a more highly traveled road. Small country roads with lots of weeds in their ditches indicate only a small amount if spraying. I am happy to gather just 3 feet on the far side of the ditch on those.

			Curbed shoulders in suburban neighborhoods will not typically be sprayed. Under this circumstance, you need to evaluate if it is a highly trafficked area. My neighborhood with curbs has such light traffic that I do not mind occasionally picking from the verge. The verge is that area in between the sidewalk and the road. However, I still evaluate each unique situation.

			Never gather plants from roadside ditches. If you don’t have a good, clean swamp in your area, the only other place you might see cattails is in roadside ditches. Anywhere you see cattails, there is a great temptation to gather the spikes or pollen. But, before you do so, take into account everything I’ve said so far. There will be very few if any ditches that are clean enough to gather from.

			Bases of Utility Poles

			Telephone poles and other wooden utility poles are treated with creosote and other chemicals like arsenic. Those toxins seep into the adjacent soil, so don’t gather anything near their base. Used railroad ties that people sometimes use for landscaping or to frame raised garden beds are filled with creosote and other antibiologic chemicals to preserve the wood. You should not eat plants growing within about 8 inches of treated landscaping wood. Wooden decks with treated lumber leach their chemicals into the surrounding soil. Since they are raised, material wear-off can spread more. So don’t gather closer than about a yard from the base of a deck.
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				Right-of-ways along power lines may see a combination of mowing and herbicides to keep the plant life down. These open areas can also promote a greater diversity of species than found under the surrounding trees.

			

			Power grid right-of-ways running across cities, rural areas, and through forests may be sprayed. The power companies have to keep the vegetation down to service the power lines. While there is a lot of mechanical mowing of these areas, herbicides are used when necessary or convenient.

			That Damn Grass

			If a lawn has no diversity of plants in it, assume that it and the surrounds are regularly sprayed to kill broad-leaf and other weeds. Don’t get me started on grass. It is the bane of native plants, taking over many areas, choking out its competition. It takes huge chunks of time, energy, money, and water to maintain. Whoever started this lawn thing was probably the same guy who invented golf courses.

			If a lawn has been left for several years and is filled with a diversity of plants, then it is relatively safe to gather from. Years of biological activity will have broken down and washed away most of the toxic contaminants. In fact, one of the standards for classifying land as organic for farmers is three years free of any spray and no indication of unsafe levels of heavy metals. Soil organisms, weather, and time can do wonders for land left abandoned. 

			Note that not many wild plants will thrive in old grass environments with hard, dry compacted soil. Lots of moisture from rain can improve the wild plant situation greatly. Some plants, like English daisy, can produce great edible flowers in an old lawn, but their leaves are often small and tough.

			Spot Spraying

			You regularly see homeowners and professional lawn managers holding a tank while spraying plants with herbicides. It is very disturbing to me to see people who could have just as easily plucked a weed—spraying it to death. It is like they are allergic to bending over or interacting at all with the earth. They are toxifying their own lawn and endangering children and pets who play in that lawn.
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					A fellow spraying toxins on a verge next to a parking lot. These weeds would have been sooooo easy to pull. This is a 1978 photo, but it is still a common practice today.

						-


				

			

			-


			Beyond that, there are also city, state, and county herbicide spraying crews who target specific plants on public lands. If they see Himalayan blackberry, Japanese knotweed, or just any plant that annoys them, they will spot spray, targeting foliage and roots of undesirables. The surrounding plants and soil remain untouched. This makes it harder for foragers, in that this spraying could be anywhere, on any land, away from other obvious sources of contamination.

			So how do you recognize spot spraying? Fresh spray will sometimes be colored with blue, so you can see remnants of the blue on leaves and stems, even if dried, and sometimes the ground. But you cannot depend on that since some sprays are clear. If plants are wilting at their tops near to others that are not, that area has just been spot sprayed. 

			Poisoned plants typically wilt or bend at the tender upper parts of the stem where fiber has not yet been deposited and growth is still occurring. If poisoning is complete, the plant dies. It turns black or light brown and bends completely over where the stem is still tender. Many poisoned plants recover. Recovered plants show irregular bends in the stem that are not explained by interfering vegetation. Bends can occur naturally as a plant grows around obstacles. But if you see bends and there are no obstacles forcing those bends, it is likely that herbicides were sprayed in that spot.
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				These plants have recovered from being sprayed by herbicide. They show irregular bends in the stem that are not explained by growing around obstacles or interfering vegetation. On the left is winter cress, on the right is blackberry. These two images are not at the same size scale relative to each other.

			

			If you see a bare spot surrounded by regular growth with no good reason for the bareness, assume that spot has been sprayed. Bare areas will not be totally bare—you’ll see brown remnants of dead herbaceous plants and stems matted down at ground level. If the spot had Himalayan blackberry or Japanese knotweed, new sprouts may be poking up, since their roots are hard to kill.

			
				
					[image: Photo as described in caption below.]
				

			

			
				A relatively bare spot surrounded by some of the Japanese knotweed that spot sprayers were trying to kill. 

			

			There is no way to cover all the potential contamination that you will encounter, so just pay attention. Don’t just look for plants, evaluate where they are growing.

			Now that you know how to more safely gather, let’s move on to Part II, the edible wild plants covered in this book.

		

	
		
			Part II
 The Plants

			This part of the book covers just a few of the hundreds of wild plants you could be eating from your yard, garden, neighborhood, woodlot, fallow field, wetland, meadow, and organic farm. The plants covered are important and common wild foods, presented here with the purpose of giving you the detail and photographs necessary to know them well. More plants will be covered in future planned volumes of this series.

			These delectable wild foods are widespread in North America, Europe, and most places Europeans have migrated to over the last three centuries. The better the soil conditions and moisture and the more these plants are growing in their own seasons, the lusher their growth.

			There are big differences in flavor and texture between parts gathered in their prime and ones that are too old. Some can go from delicious and tender to rank and chewy, so pay attention in the following chapters for how to determine when these plant parts are at their optimal for picking.

			Plants are grouped into six sections: foundation, tart, pungent, bitter, sensory-sweet, and poisonous. Each plant within these sections has its own chapter, following the plant from emerging seedling to end-of-life seed production, from foraging to food, from preparation to eating. The content runs from basic to advanced, always with an eye on what you really need to know to make good use of these plants. Each chapter starts out with a brief summary of some facts found within. But, as you will come to learn, the devil and the angels are in the details.

			One note on poison hemlock. Young hemlock is compared side-by-side to wild carrot in the carrot chapter since that is when the two plants are confused. What isn’t covered in those comparisons is covered in hemlock’s own chapter. I try to clearly label it as poisonous whenever it appears. If you want to fully know poison hemlock, you will need to read both chapters.

		

	
		
			
Foundation Plants

			Foundation plants is the category I use to describe those plants that offer mostly mild green flavors when they are at their prime stages of development. These greens, vegetables, roots, flowers, and fruits are suitable for almost every occasion and will be accepted by almost anyone who doesn’t hate the sight of vegetable matter. Their mild flavors can serve as the neutral base for dishes containing stronger-tasting vegetables. 

			Don’t let my use of the term mild fool you. These vegetables have their own characteristic flavors and textures. They are delicious by almost any standards. Served fresh (all here but pokeweed), they are excellent in salads, eaten as snacks, added to sandwiches, used as garnishes, and made into pestos as well as other greens-based sauces. Cooked, they can take the place of almost any vegetable in any recipe book you have. 

			Foundation plants can be nutritional powerhouses, packed with nutrients and phytochemicals. 

			The plants covered in this section of volume 2 include cattail, nettles, marsh mallow, pokeweed, bull thistle, and purple sweet nettle. 

			For reference, foundation plants covered in volume 1 of this book series are:

			•	Wild spinach (Chenopodium album)

			•	Chickweed (Stellaria media)

			•	Mouse-ear chickweed (Cerastium vulgatum)

			•	Mallow (Malva neglecta)

			•	Purslane (Portulaca oleracea)

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			Family: Typhaceae

			Species: Typha latifolia

			
Cattail

			A cornucopia of amazing food all year long.

			
				
					[image: Photo as described in caption below.]
				

			

			The male cattail spike at the stage where it is beginning to release its pollen, right around the summer solstice.

			
				
					[image: Diagram of the range of cattail, covering nearly all areas of the United States and most of Canada.]
					Estimated Range

				

				
					Official Species Name:

					
							
Typha latifolia L.

					

					Synonyms:

					
							None

					

					Common Names:

					
							Cattail

							Common cattail

							Broadleaf cattail

							Cat-o’-nine tails

							Reed mace

							Bullrush

					

					Herbaceous perennial wetland species that spreads easily by thick underground rhizomes. It’s common all over the world, more common north of the equator. Widespread and abundant in North America and Europe.

					Edible Parts:

					Belowground:

					
							Rhizome shoot

							Rhizome core

							Corm

					

					Aboveground: 

					
							Basal overlapping leaf bases

							Central flower stem 

							Gestational flower spikes

							Immature male flower spike

							Immature female flower spike

							Pollen

							Seeds

					

				

			

			-


		

		
			The cattail is one amazing plant. It was a staple food for first peoples all over the planet, and it produces more foods over more seasons than any other wild food I know. It is the first plant anyone serious about self-reliance should learn. It grows fast, spreads easily in shallow wetlands and moist soils, and is just plain fun to harvest and use. Of the ten edible parts I’ve listed, flavors are mild and range from average to delicious. Some parts you can eat as is; some need processing.

			Exact foodways surrounding cattail are historically scarce, but its general edibility is widely known and documented. Our focus is food, but cattails were used for many other purposes too. The seed head fluff serves as insulation for clothing, bedding, and shelters, and are used to stuff diapers as an absorbent. The fluff also makes an excellent flammable tinder for starting campfires. A torch can be made from the brown seed head if dipped in a flammable material. The large strap-like leaves were woven into mats, chairs, shoes, and temporary shelters. Long fibers extracted from the leaves can be used to make natural clothing. The massive biomass of the roots could be used to produce ethanol. And the potential of the mucilage in the roots and the thick liquid between the tightly wrapped lower leaves has yet to be explored. This plant offers great potential.
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