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  To my wife, Dorothy, who puts up 
with all my shenanigans.
 —Dick


  


  




  

     

  
Foreword





  Florida’s varying habitats are blessed with a wide variety of native plant species, with roots, stems, leaves, flowers, fruit, and seeds that provide good and interesting food for people. In addition, from the time when the first Calusa aimed his dugout at the Florida coast, and the first Spanish friar planted his mission garden, other edible plants have appeared, brought in by accident or on purpose. Over the years the ever-increasing influx of visitors and residents has added many more edible plant species.




  All of these plants, if we are to enjoy eating them, need identification and interpretation, which a book such as this provides. From “Dandelion Dip” to “Elderflower Champagne,” Dick Deuerling and Peggy Lantz have found the woods and fields are a table always spread (to paraphrase Thoreau). They take great pleasure in offering accurate descriptions and recipes for Florida’s incredible wild edibles.




  Marie Mellinger




  Author of Roadside Rambles
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  Any requests for special recipes? Or do you have some recipes to share? Or information or questions about other edible plants? Write to Christina Hunt, PO Box 278, Melbourne, FL 32902.


  


  




  

  
How to Enjoy Florida’s Incredible Wild Edibles





  Ever since Euell Gibbons in Pennsylvania and Bradford Angier in Canada started spreading the word about edible wild plants, the fun and challenge of reaping where we have not sown has attracted devotees across the country. While it would take too much time and work to sustain yourself and family with edible wild plants unless you had to, as a hobby it is lots of fun, gets one out-of-doors, adds many new plants to your store of knowledge, and puts new flavors on the dinner table.




  However, when Euell Gibbons says look for such-and-such a plant to be ready to eat in June, in Florida it might be ready to pick in February! So—as Florida’s Chamber of Commerce slogan once said—the rules are different here!




  This book is a compilation of the articles published in The Palmetto, the quarterly magazine of the Florida Native Plant Society, with a few new chapters.




  Before going out foraging for your first wild edibles, you need to be sure you recognize the plants. Some are so easy to identify or so commonly known that you need not worry about picking the wrong plant. Sometimes, though, you need to pick the fresh growth to eat before it reaches the easily recognizable stage. Identifying young sprouts without flowers or seeds to guide you may be a little more difficult. You may have to learn a new plant one year and not sample any of the sprouts until they come up again the following year. If you have a friend who knows the plants and can accompany you a few times, you’ll find it more fun and much easier to learn them. Field trips with Florida Native Plant Society chapters are an excellent way to get help.




  Gather your newly discovered wild foods and add them to the dinner table one at a time, savoring and experimenting with the new flavors.




  It’s important to remember that wild foods need to be gathered when they are ready, just as garden vegetables do. Lettuce that has bolted to seed is too bitter to eat. So are wild greens. You pick asparagus when it’s only a few inches out of the ground. Similarly, you pick wild poke when it’s about eight inches tall. Don’t expect old wild foods to taste any better than old garden foods.




  On the other hand, don’t expect unripe persimmons or nuts to taste any better than unripe oranges or sour apples. Most foods have an optimum time for harvesting.




  Wild foods are remarkably nutritious, too. According to the tables in Stalking the Healthful Herbs by Euell Gibbons, they compare very favorably with the most vitamin-rich of our cultivated vegetables, and many of them are far superior to the garden varieties. Deep-rooted wild plants bring up more trace minerals from deep in the soil than do shallow-rooted garden plants. Poke, for example, has more than two and a half times as much vitamin C as an orange and more vitamin A than an equal amount of spinach. Wild persimmons have 5 times as much iron and 35 percent more potassium than the richest orchard fruit. Most wild greens have incredibly higher amounts of calcium and vitamin A, in particular, when compared to garden greens.




  So when you are gathering your spring tonic of wild greens (remember: in January, February, and March, not in June!), you are giving your family a vitamin and mineral supplement.




  Can you get your children to eat this stuff? Yes! When the Lantz kids were growing up, they had to put up with all the “weeds” their mother put on the table. They made lots of jokes about it, but they ate it all. Their favorite was cattail blossoms. They would initiate the watch at the pond for the first blossom spikes and drag out the canoe to gather them.




  Most important of all, in all of your foraging, gather your wild foods away from any place where insecticides or herbicides are used, and away from roadways where heavy metals and other pollutants from automobile exhaust settles on plants.




  And have a wild time!


  




  

     

  
SPRING EDIBLES
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  Spanish Needles





  




  



  
Salads





  Webster’s dictionary says a salad is a dish usually made of green vegetables, meats, or fruits, tossed with a dressing. In this discussion of salads, we’ll be leaving out the fruits and meats.




  The list of salad plants is almost endless.




  However, we’ll have to do some research on them, because most of the descriptions in field guides and identification manuals deal with mature plants. In most cases, this is not what we want for eating. Whether we’re foraging for roots such as Florida betony or shoots such as one of the seven or eight species of Smilax, or the leaves of grape vines, we want the very young tender parts for our salads, which often do not look like the mature plant at all.




  Peppergrass, for instance, has a rosette of leaves that lies flat on the ground. This is the part we are interested in because it tastes somewhat like water cress. The rosette leaves are smooth and rounded near the center of the rosette and toothed and indented toward the tip of the leaf. After the flower stalk shoots up from the rosette and blooms, its leaves have saw-like edges and are tough and bitter. Then if you wait a little longer until the bloom comes up and seed pods form, these seeds can be stripped off the stem and sprinkled on top of the salad. Peppergrass also has a beautiful white root that can be ground up and vinegar added to use as a substitute for horseradish.




  Some salad greens are mild and bland such as chickweed, dayflower, or purslane. Others, such as peppergrass and water cress, are peppery. Oxalis and sheep sorrel are slightly sour. Some are bitter, such as Youngia japonica and dandelion.




  To make the salad, gather only what you need just before you want to use it. Otherwise you lose flavor and vitamins and minerals and end up with
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  Amaranth
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  Bayonet
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  Chickweed
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  Cleavers
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  Daylily
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  Grape
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  Meadow Beauty
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  Oxeye Daisy
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  Partridge Berry




  [image: Peppergrass]




  Peppergrass
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  Red Bud
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  Saw Palmetto
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  Sea Rocket
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  Sow Thistle
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  Spiderwort
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  Thistle
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  Wood Sorrel




  something you could get from the supermarket. Mix flavors until you find a combination of strong, mild, sour, and/or bitter that pleases your palate.




  With a little experimenting, you can make a really good-tasting salad!




  Remember, as always: Don’t forage along well-traveled roads where plants may have absorbed pollutants from automobile exhaust. If you’re gathering plants from natural water bodies and have any doubts about the potability of the water, it might be a good idea to rinse your greens in a pan of water that has about ten drops of an ordinary laundry bleach in each quart of water. Then rinse the greens in clear water, and pat them dry.




  Immediately after rinsing, toss them in a bowl with a small amount of your favorite salad oil (I prefer olive oil). Use just enough to coat them lightly. The oil seals out the oxygen and moisture that depletes the vitamins and minerals. Add vinegar, salt and pepper, more oil if you wish, and any other seasonings you like. Finely chop Clinopodium browni—no common name; I call it creeping mint—and add it last of all.




  One last caution: Be absolutely sure that the plant you’re eating is the one listed here. If you’re not sure, don’t eat it.




  Florida Plants for Salads









	
This list identifies common name, scientific name, edible parts, and, in parentheses,a description of the taste. If the edible part is the leaves, “young tender leaves” is always implied.









	Common Name

	Scientific Name

	Edible Parts and Taste






	
All mints




	
Mentha spp.




	
leaves (mint)









	
Amaranth




	
Amaranthus spp.




	
leaves









	
Bear grass




	
Yucca filamentosa




	
flower petals only









	
Bitter cress




	
Cardamine pennsylvanica




	leaves, young seed pods
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