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This book is dedicated to Gaïa, soul of my beloved planet, Earth. I have known you and loved you my entire life. Without you, I would never have written a word, let alone breathed oxygen. Until death do us part, x.
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‘When you follow a wild path, you are called ever deeper.’


Claire Paterson Conrad





BLACK FRIDAY


27 November 2020


Eating only wild food for a year might sound like a completely crazy idea, but we are living in unprecedented times.


Both an inquisitive forager and research herbalist, I’ve been interested in wild food for many years. Always intrigued by the practical, not just the theory, I’ve wanted to trace the history of foraging and our culinary evolution by following a truly seasonal wild diet myself. Nature both fascinates and inspires me. I’d hoped that the coronavirus lockdown would encourage us all to reflect on our destructive behaviour towards the planet but, by the consumer excess of Black Friday – now a week-long binge of discount shopping – I find myself frustrated. It feels as if nothing has changed. It is the final push I need – almost a rebellious hunger strike!


My instincts tell me that the cure for our disconnect with the earth is through complete immersion in nature. But I have no idea if this is possible, let alone if it will change us – or me. If it can, I am determined to be the guinea pig. I’ve spent too long at my desk this last year, wired and tired. So I have vowed to give up buying food and eat only what I can forage here in central Scotland starting today – Black Friday, 27 November


As if the coronavirus hasn’t tested us enough, climate change continues to rapidly alter our ecosystem. Temperature extremes; crops without bees to pollinate them; floods one minute and water shortages the next; soil degradation; chemicals and microplastics… and I’m an optimist! We are also being warned of food shortages as one consequence of Brexit. Most of our food is imported and certainly, during the winter, pretty much all of our fruits and vegetables are from overseas, apart from the ubiquitous seasonal Brussels sprouts whose name seems very ironic right now.


Food, and the sharing of food, is at the heart of what it is to be human. In our old tribal cultures, a traveller was always offered free food and hospitality. In this modern-day free-for-all – as we face climate change, extremes of wealth and scarcity of resources – the current state of free, wild food and our access to it, reflect deeper themes in our survival as a species on this beloved planet. Eating wild food is both culinary and healing, social and political, and will inspire future generations in their quest for a deeper relationship with nature and Earth-centred solutions.


Foraging is not a novelty. It is not a middle-class culinary experience nor the province of billionaires. The foragers that I know from around the world represent the complete diversity of our species. Nature is mother to us all. She doesn’t care if we are poor, rich, a person of colour, white, female, male, binary or any other. After all, she loves diversity. Amongst fungi there are over 36,000 genders – some of us are just coming to terms with the fact that humans may have more than two! In nature, every colour under the clichéd rainbow is represented, and life is expressed through so many ‘other-than-human’ species that we are still finding new species each year – although not as fast as we are waging war on them. Foraging is an epigenetic Post-it note on our genes that we all share. It defines us as simply ‘human’. Whether we just pick a handful of hairy bittercress to add to a city park salad, or a bonanza banquet of autumnal wild mushrooms, it is one of the last wild acts of defiance against the concrete world. Humans versus humanoids. It’s a crack in the dam, a chink of light; wild food nourishes your very soul.


I truly hope that the pandemic lockdowns have awakened a new appreciation for nature, whether we encounter her in the countryside or between the cracks of paving slabs. I’ve noticed, especially amongst young people, there is a hunger to connect with a simpler, more authentic way of life and being. This book is for those who hunger.
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CHAPTER ONE [image: ] THE DAY BEFORE





‘I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not lived.’


Henry David Thoreau, Walden: or Life in the Woods





I’m quietly scrubbing beetroot over the kitchen sink. An observer might say, ‘in a mournful way’, and I guess there is an element of that, but I would say, ‘with reverence’. Beetroot is not usually something that I pay this much attention to. In fact, when I was a child, pickled school beetroot was my nemesis and I got into real trouble when I smuggled it, uneaten, out of the dining hall tucked into my knickers. The bright red juice bled through my lightweight, turquoise, summer uniform dress causing a major panic when I was spotted, and rushed off to the school nurse. I was only seven years old at the time! Half a century later, beetroot and I have made our peace. In fact, I quite like it. Roasted until the edges are sweetly chewy or blitzed with mint and cream into a dip, I would even go so far as to say that I’m going to miss it. Suddenly, I appreciate this very large root. Even two or three small ones will make a meal.


I’ll miss it because from tomorrow, I am going to eat only wild food for one whole year. And so, this beetroot will be my ‘last supper’.


I am acutely aware, on this rainy November morning, of exactly how many wild plants I will need to gather to equal the calorific value of this beetroot. I am also conscious of the irony that, although wild beet was commonly found in abundance by our ancestors, at the time it didn’t have a swollen root. This was a modification brought in by the ancient Romans who highly valued the beetroot as an aphrodisiac. I’m told that the frescos on the walls of the Lupanar (the official Roman brothel in Pompeii) depict abundant beetroots, nestled between copulating couples, attesting to its popularity. So it was the Romans who first hybridised this vegetable to produce the swollen, edible root that we enjoy today.


Like our Stone Age ancestors, I love wild beet leaves. Steamed with a little melted butter… and there’s another problem. How far back am I going to go? Will I include butter? Butter is not wild, but humans have been keeping goats and sheep for at least 12,000 years. I can see that I am going to have to establish some very clear ground rules.


THE CONDITIONS


The Collins dictionary definition of ‘foraging’ is ‘the acquisition of food by hunting, fishing or the gathering of plant matter’, to which I would also add fungi and seaweeds. I’ve been teaching people how to do this for about fifteen years now and the number one question people always ask me is: ‘Could you live entirely off the land for a year?’


I’ve thought about this for a long time and I do think it is possible, as long as four conditions are met:




	This isn’t TV, so unlike wilderness adventurer Bear Grylls, I would not be dropped into a landscape I have no knowledge of. Instead, I must be familiar with the land – in all its seasons. Like us, other species have strong preferences as to where they live, so knowing the habitat is essential to survival.


	I must have access to roam over a variety of terrains: seashore, hedgerow, forest and the right to harvest whatever food I find because, as the seasons change, the locations of wild foods change too. Thankfully, in Scotland we have the Right to Roam.


	Although my main focus is plants, seaweeds and fungi, I may need to eat wild meat and fish, so that I don’t completely starve in the winter. Until now I’ve been 90 per cent vegetarian but I must be prepared to eat anything –few bananas grow in Scotland.


	The experiment should start after the spring equinox, to give me enough time to prepare for the winter. (Well, I’ve already blown this one!)





Unlike my ancestors, though, I do have three particular modern advantages.




	
Electricity: a dehydrator, a fridge and a freezer – these make it possible to store food over the winter.


	
Fuel: an oven and a car – without the latter my ability to travel to areas where I might find food and carry it home would be my toughest challenge.


	
Shelter: a well-insulated home with a roof over my head – without which I would need far more calories just to stay warm and not freeze to death during the winter months.





THE RULES




	I will eat only wild food. This includes native or naturalised species that have gone wild. For example, hairy bittercress is native, but ground elder, feral apples and fuchsias were initially cultivated but escaped from cultivation and now also grow wild.


	The food will be local to the habitats I travel through during the year – no foraged bananas! I won’t be growing vegetables either this year.


	No money! I can’t buy anything. All my food must be picked, hunted, gifted, traded or swapped for my skills. Any gifted food should be made by the person gifting it with wild harvested ingredients and not be bought or commercially produced.


	Although our ancestors would have eaten wild birds’ eggs it is illegal and unsustainable to do so now. So I am going to substitute wild eggs with eggs from my own free-range, organic hens. However, my rule is that I only eat them in the same season that wild birds are laying eggs.


	When the goat kids are born in the spring, I may try to trade for some milk with a crofter or smallholder. This reflects our pastoral nomadic past.


	Ideally, I’ll be eating food that is seasonal. However – especially during winter – I will also eat wild food that I picked earlier in the year and either froze, dried or preserved.





THE EXCEPTIONS


In retrospect, it’s a tough challenge to begin my wild year in the winter when foragable food is scarce, with little planning and proper preparation, but I am impetuous. And, with so many daily reports on the threats to the natural world, I feel an urgency that cannot wait another year.




	
With winter already upon us, I’ve had to buy some hazelnuts from a British orchard to supplement my own, as I didn’t know that I would take this path in September when the nuts were ready to pick. Next summer and autumn, I will collect the same weight myself, to show that this can be done in the wild. I have an allowance of twenty nuts per day until mid-April. I also had to buy 3 kilos of nut flour because I left all mine too long in the back of my van; the nuts sprouted before I could process them into flour. I vow to gather the equivalent in the next season. I’ll keep a list of all the stores and calculate, over the course of the year, anything bought in advance versus everything collected and make an end-of-year tally.


	My one and only non-native exception is olive oil. Much of the food that I preserve each year is pickled and preserved in oil. For instance, common hogweed shoots and various wild mushrooms are lightly boiled in a solution of home-made vinegar and brine, drained and then packed into glass jars and topped up with olive oil. As well as preserving the food, the oil negates the strong taste of vinegar. I will use the olive oil out of the jars to cook with as it would be a waste to throw it away. The Celts have been trading with Europe for at least 2,500 years or more and possibly some of the Etruscan jugs that made their way from Sumerian potters to the ancient Celts had olive oil in them!


	Finally, I don’t want to waste anything that was picked and lovingly preserved in previous years. So a bilberry jam, for example, may have been made with wild bilberries and a little sugar. Whilst I won’t be buying or using sugar, if I have made jam which might not keep, then I won’t let it go to waste. Everything that will keep for a year is now boxed up in the attic.






SOME SCIENCE



Having read a lot about the difference in gut microbiomes of ancestral people like the Hadza1 (a Tanzanian tribe who still follow an exclusively foraged diet) compared to your average Westerner, I thought my wild food diet would also be an interesting scientific experiment. So I’m sending a stool sample to a laboratory to analyse my gut bacteria on ‘day one’. I’ll repeat this at intervals as the seasons change to see if and how my gut microbiome changes.


I’m also monitoring my weight, my fat-to-muscle ratio, and my blood pressure and blood oxygen levels. I could stand to lose a few kilos, and while this journey is not about losing weight – it’s about discovering what life has to teach me – this could be the most drastic diet yet!


MY PRECONCEPTIONS


Food


Never has this simple word generated so much passionate debate as in this century. As essential to our survival as air and water, nowadays food seems such a complicated issue. With low-fat diets, low-carb diets, vegan, pegan and many more, food is always in the news.


On the rare occasion that I visit a modern supermarket, at first glance it seems as if there is infinite choice. There are acres upon acres of food in brightly coloured packaging, and yet really the selection is limited. Over the course of our collective history there is evidence that mankind has eaten over 7,000 plant species. Ethnobotanical research shows that many hunter-gatherer communities tuck into anything from 100 to 350 species over the course of a year. Today however, over 50 per cent of the world’s daily calorie intake comes from just three species – wheat, corn and rice. At 60 per cent add in soy products from the soybean, and I’m sure the potato is not far behind because 80 per cent of calories come from just twelve species. Yet all of these are winter carbohydrates that once we might only have eaten in the winter months.


Obesity is leading to increased rates of heart disease, diabetes, metabolic diseases, cancer and an ecological footprint that dramatically increases our need for resources. On the other hand we also have a newly classified psychological condition – orthorexia.2 A type of starvation caused by a fixation with eating only healthy, or ‘raw’ and ‘pure’ foods. Those affected run the risk of becoming severely undernourished. We live in a world where children and adults still die of starvation and malnutrition while millions of others are obese; tragically this includes children. Obesity and diet fads can also hide malnutrition, leading to ill health of epidemic proportions. It seems that we really have lost our way with the most basic, fundamental and instinctive human need – that of feeding and nourishing our bodies while enjoying food without angst or anxiety.


What happened? To understand how we became so divorced from our annual food cycle, perhaps it helps to trace our evolution and remind ourselves where we came from.


Humans, in our earliest incarnation, before Homo sapiens even evolved as a distinct hominin species, harnessed fire and learnt to cook some 1.5 to 2 million years ago. Whether eating raw meat or cooking it,3 unlike other animal species we weren’t confined to a narrow range of foods and we didn’t need to spend hours a day grazing. Nor, unlike our monkey relatives, did we need such long intestines to digest all that fruit and fibre, sitting around for hours as it worked its way through our stomachs. Thus we had time to play, to invent, to explore… to migrate north – out of Africa. Even Neanderthals gathered around the hearth for a Sunday roast that they’d speared with a home-knapped flint blade. They became extinct 10,000 years after we joined them on the Mediterranean coast, and little is left of them other than a 2 per cent to 3 per cent contribution to European and Asian DNA. We fished, hunted and survived the northern winters when vegetation disappeared under the snow. We learnt to eat almost anything. And our numbers grew.


Judging from fossils, friendly wolves evolved into domesticated dogs between 33,000 years ago (Siberia)4 and 11,000 years ago (Israel). They helped us to round up herds for hunting and by around 10,400 years ago5 we were certainly herding flocks of sheep and goats, to keep our food close at hand. Around 8,000 years ago humans began to cultivate the land, leaving our Palaeolithic past for a new Neolithic era of farming.6 This didn’t happen overnight. Archaeological remains show that both hunter-gatherer and farming groups coexisted for at least 2,000 years.7 Hunter-gatherers held out for a while, as agricultural labour takes up so much more time than foraging, but as the land was claimed and defended by farmers their range decreased. Human bodies adapted a little. For instance, many groups started to develop a tolerance for milk proteins. But overall, we haven’t changed much biologically. For the first few thousand years, farming provided us with winter calories, but we continued to eat a wide range of foraged fruit, vegetables and herbs that provided the flavour and nutritional elements of our diet.


As we became experts at farming we stopped moving around and, growing larger by extending the period that we ate ‘winter calories’, we also increased the size of our families. The population expanded dramatically, land use became fixed to one place and the foragers, nomads and hunters were gradually squeezed out to the margins of society.


Around 5,500 years ago the first cities started to develop.8 Concepts of ownership were now firmly established and we were born, not into a small tribe of relatively equal members, but as kings or slaves depending on the accident of our birth. As land continued to be claimed, the concept of nation states emerged. Medieval man was no longer free to roam nomadically but was tied to the land. Most men were slaves, beneath the lords, and women were down there with the animals. After the Enclosure Acts of the seventeenth century,9 when common land and open field systems were abolished thus ending self-sufficiency, many of the landless poor flocked to live in cities. Yet food storage logistics meant that it was still predominantly seasonal – except for the wealthy. Despite these challenges, the cities still grew.


By the eighteenth century, overcrowding, lack of good-quality fresh food, poor sanitation and poverty encouraged disease to spread. Only the rural folk or the rich had a wide variety of vegetables and, for the latter, meat was how you proved your worth. Venison, ox, mutton and pork graced the banqueting table. Vegetables were often an afterthought.


The Industrial Revolution speeded up the pace of change again as we moved from a plant-based organic economy to a fossil-fuel economy.10 In the nineteenth century, sanitation saved the day11 and dramatically improved the nation’s exposure and resistance to infectious diseases. New drugs were pioneered at the turn of the century and by the 1940s, the launch of antibiotics was heralded as a new era, when mankind would soon see ‘the end of all disease’. We pretty much eradicated polio, leprosy, smallpox and (for a while) tuberculosis yet now one in two of us born after 1960 will get cancer.12 The post-war industrialisation of food since the 1950s changed the food scene dramatically and for ever.13, 14


Every day, when you open a magazine or flick through TV channels, you will instantly find recipes, features and programmes on what to cook and how to cook it. Chefs are the new superstars and restaurants cater for every taste. Food is flown daily around the globe in our quest for greater choice. Modern life features a proliferation of diet plans. Some are just barmy, but others get results. Although many dieters may thrive on these extreme plans initially, in the long term balanced food cycles are vital. Health gurus abound and we now obsess about eating healthily, and yet most of us end up fat, despite the fact that there’s a diet for everyone: calorie counting, LifePoints, the Atkins diet, the cabbage soup diet, fruitarianism, vegetarianism, the Paleo diet, breathairianism, Weight Watchers, veganism, detoxes galore. However, we still get fatter, sadder and sicker, or destroy the environment in our desire to get what we want to eat regardless of local, seasonal availability.


So what has gone wrong?


We managed to survive for millennia without knowing what a vitamin was – let alone a calorie. Our concerns were previously less about what we ate, but about when and where we could catch a fish, or hunt a deer, pick tender green salads or harvest nuts and berries, storing up enough to see us through a harsh winter. This started to change significantly when we gave up our nomadic life, reducing the number of edible species we would encounter over a year. Those food species that are available now are sold in and out of season, all year round.


Howard Draper, American anthropologist and expert on Inuit nutrition, warned us as far back as 1977:




Industrialised societies have (at least for the time being) removed the danger of starvation which was a constant threat to most primitive societies. Science and technology have greatly enhanced the efficiency of food production and preservation and have increased the number of nutritious foodstuffs available. Concomitantly, however, there has been a marked increase in the production of foods of low nutritional quality. Moreover, these foods have been made attractive and appetising with the result that their consumption has increased at the expense of better quality foods.





Draper remarked that consumers were finding it difficult to make the right food choices when low-quality foods were made to taste good.


Most animals will self-select a range of foodstuffs, instinctively knowing how much or how little of each to eat to remain healthy.15 We are animals but the availability of processed foods confuses our ability to naturally select nutrients. This has led to the advent of dietary rules outlining which food categories we need to choose from to achieve a ‘balanced diet’. It requires thinking with our heads and not following our ‘gut’ instincts. Hence the need for traffic-light systems and nutritional data labels on our foods to educate the bewildered consumer, further complicated by complex foods, such as artificially flavoured instant noodles, reconstituted Turkey Twizzlers and sugar-laden spaghetti hoops, that don’t even look like food any more. It is no wonder that ‘healthy eating’ has become such a minefield!


Food should not have to be complicated. Yet I wonder if even ‘seasonality’ is truly understood. We think we know, but when I ask people what it means to them, they invariably attribute seasonality just to the origin of fruits and vegetables. If asparagus is flown in from Peru and not yet growing in Norfolk – it’s out of season. If the raspberries are trucked over from the hillsides of Spain and not picked in Scotland’s Glen Lyon – they’re out of season. However, this is a simplistic way of looking at seasonality. The truth is that entire food groups go in and out of season.


I imagine that it’s April already and I’m foraging in a hedgerow. There is an abundance of edible new spring vegetation. Spicy cuckooflowers and hairy bittercress leaves; iron-rich, protein-packed nettle tops; bitter dandelion leaves and tender chickweed – the iceberg lettuce of the foraging salad. There is new, vibrant green growth all around me. My question is, ‘If I wanted to eat carbohydrates right now, where would they come from?’


I suspect it would be hard to lay my hands on carbohydrates in April or, to be precise, from January to the end of July. They are mainly found in grains (wheat, barley, oats, corn) that are harvested from the end of July onwards. Nuts and other carb-rich seeds start to ripen at the end of the summer and are picked in the autumn. Roots and tubers count as carbohydrates; they are harvested in their first year of growth. Over a year old and they become woody, fibrous and too tough to eat. In the spring of their first year they are tiny, so they are also harvested in the autumn once they have reached a decent size and still remain tender. The ubiquitous potato didn’t reach our shores until the late sixteenth century.


Therefore, traditionally we would eat a lot of carbs only in the autumn and winter for, in a pre-farming community, we would have run out of them by the spring season. In that context, there are implications for eating carbs out of season. Given that we can eat bread every day, 365 days a year, with cereal for breakfast and pasta for dinner – day in, day out, year after year, is it any wonder that we are getting fat or that gluten sensitivity has become such an issue?


Conversely in winter, fresh vegetables are seldom found. We could only survive the winter by eating meat and energy-giving carbohydrates from roots, tubers and grains eschewed by the Paleo diet. Abandoning all carbs all the time is not the answer. But what is?


We are omnivores. Over millennia, humans have tried all sorts of diets in all corners of the globe and most ancestral diets appear to have suited us well.16 For every diet that’s recommended as the ultimate fix, another one quickly confounds us, with results that are just as exemplary. So what is the answer? What are the common-denominating factors between ancestral diets? In fact, are there any?


We have proven that we can eat almost everything (a few poisonous species apart) and that, when we found it, we ate a lot of it before moving on – which also allowed the habitat time to regenerate. But there is one huge proviso and it is that we had dietary variation caused by seasonal change. Even the Inuit people living mainly on a high-protein fish diet went foraging for berries, and the Maasai living on a high-protein diet of blood and milk also ate a range of vegetables. Here in the northern hemisphere, we ate a huge range of foods and our diet included meat, dairy, grains, fats, carbs and sugar – not just lots of plants – but a pre-Neolithic lifestyle prevented us from getting obese. As fast as we found food to eat, it would change with the turning of the seasons. Variability and variety were built into the natural order and we were rarely able to overeat from a single food group even if we tried. We also burnt a lot of calories tracking it down.


Many people assume that, as a forager, I’m going to be following a Paleo diet, but to me this is just an example of a ‘winter’ or ‘high-altitude summer’ diet. The thinking behind the Paleo diet originated from archaeological finds in South Africa – predominantly animal bones. This is supposed to prove that we all mainly ate meat. There are some problems with this evidence when applying it to all ancestral people: the South African coast is mild, lacking the severe winter with its climatic extremes experienced by Neanderthals and early European Homo sapiens; food eaten on trips that wasn’t brought back to camps; and the fact that only peat bogs and marshes seem to preserve material records of ancient food plant use. So archaeological records have large gaps. Studies of modern indigenous tribal peoples may be flawed. They have often been driven off the most productive lands due to centuries of land ownership, colonisation and exploitation, and forced to adapt their diet to life on the fringe.


The most important thing to remember about ‘diets’ is that no single modern diet encompasses the variety of foods that we used to eat, nor should they be the same throughout the year. Paleo is a great summer diet, when there is a lot of game and fish. In summer there are few vegetables – the plants are all in flower while nuts, seeds and grains are yet to be harvested. Veganism would have been a very short spring diet full of fresh green vegetables although lacking in fats and calories; so better as an autumn diet of nuts, berries, grains and roots, but impossible in the winter. Veganism in Scotland is only possible by importing food that is in season elsewhere across the globe. The classic official government food pyramid, with its heavy base of bread, pasta and potatoes, belongs only to the winter months in a farming community. Most diets have something to recommend them when followed for limited periods. History shows us that the key to thriving is variety.


I feel that to truly understand ‘how to eat’ I need to rediscover the annual rhythms of food in each of my unique local terrains. The only way I’ll know what an ancestral diet truly is (in Scotland), is to get outside and see what there is to eat, in every season. Even if next year I do end up having to source much of my food from a shop, at least I will know what to emulate.





Whatever my thoughts have been so far though, tomorrow I’m going to start to find out exactly what is available to eat and what I have to do to stay alive.


I am tucking into an evening snack of cheese and biscuits, an all-too-regular habit that has contributed to the extra kilos I am carrying. And, I confess, an all-too-frequent glass of wine (or two) as well. It will be interesting to see what I really miss. What will the world be like without coffee, chocolate and cheese? I have to admit to some trepidation but it’s too late to back out now!


I love this planet. Don’t brush that remark aside. I really do adore this Earth that is our home, as deeply and passionately as any lover, with all her myriad organisms, creatures, fungi and plants – especially the plants. So I grieve to watch how consumerism and capitalism are destroying life. Nothing epitomises consumerism like Black Friday so today’s the day that I leave it all behind.










CHAPTER TWO [image: ] EARLY DAYS





‘A story has no beginning or end: arbitrarily one chooses that moment of experience from which to look back or from which to look ahead.’


Graham Greene, The End of the Affair





BLACK FRIDAY


Daisylea, 27 November


I wake early this morning, snug as usual in a cocoon of warmth. I turn to face the window, my view unencumbered by curtains and framed by the waney-edged oak with which we built this house ten years ago. The wintry half-light is streaked with pastels of orange and red as the sun tries half-heartedly to rise in the east. With winter now a nip in the air, the field below is dotted with the sheep that Rab, my farmer neighbour, turned out to graze after the last cut of hay. Both my window and this rolling expanse of short grass are bordered by two stands of elegant beech trees, now without leaves. The misty vista down the valley, uninterrupted by houses or roads, stretches all the way to Cairnpapple Hill – an ancient Neolithic landmark in this part of central Scotland. A lone wood pigeon softly coos and everything in the world of nature is at peace.


Despite this tranquil scene, I feel tense. I’m aware of a gnawing feeling of trepidation. I’ve woken with mixed emotions: fear, curiosity, foreboding, excitement! I’ve been looking forward to today with a sense of exhilaration but I’m now wondering what on earth I am doing. A quick glance at my phone, flooded with Black Friday offers, quickly convinces me that turning my back on the crazy world of consumerism does feel really good. Perhaps, some day, people may need to resort to the path that I’m following willingly. I’m under no illusion that this is going to be an easy experiment, but I think I have the knowledge to do it. Of course, I should have prepared better. I should have spent the entire year building up stores and making ready for winter, but… sometimes, when you’re me, you just dive in at the deep end!


Today is a weekday and, with four weeks to go until the winter solstice, it is dark in the mornings. So I don’t have time to go for an early walk. I am relying on the plants that I’ve picked this week in the afternoons to feed me.


Breakfast is… ‘interesting’. Usually I have a big stir-fry of organic vegetables – bought weekly in bulk from a local organic wholesaler – with nuts and any mushrooms that have been found in the last day or two. This morning I’m having a chunky salmon fished from the River Tay that I froze in the summer. I’ve also dug up some crispy white marsh woundwort tubers, now well scrubbed to remove the heavy West Lothian clay, and picked a few fresh common hogweed leaves.


The first issue is cooking without butter or liberal amounts of oil. So I decide to bake the salmon on a bed of fresh yarrow leaves to stop it sticking to the pot. With tiny leaves reminiscent of ferns, yarrow tastes like a pungent, slightly bitter wild rosemary. I also cover the fish with a thick blanket of this wild herb, nature’s tinfoil. It cooks perfectly and the boiled marsh woundwort tubers are excellent. A nine-star dish. (Ten stars would require the addition of some butter!)


It’s a workday so I’m busy. I need to write up all the letters and prescriptions for the patients I’ve seen in my herbal clinic this week. ‘Seen’ now sadly meaning Zoom or WhatsApp. I talk to each person for an hour as Lyme disease, my specialism, is so complex.


Lunch is the same as breakfast, served cold. Last weekend I made some excellent mustard by soaking a handful of wild black mustard seeds in a vinegar home-made from fermenting small, sharp, hard feral apples. It is a winning combination and lifts the taste of the fish. After lunch, I nip down to the postbox to send off the stool sample for my gut microbiome test. I am going to repeat it every two to three months as the foods I am eating vary, to see what impact this has on the bacteria.


Throughout the afternoon, I drink plenty of herbal tea made from flowers and aromatic wild herbs which I picked during the summer and dried. My dehydrator is probably the one piece of kitchen equipment that I would really struggle to do without, as Scotland is not known for its dry, sunny days! When each plant is dried I store it in a brown paper bag. Our daily herbal teas live in giant jars on the open shelf in my kitchen. When one runs low, I get down all the small jars and packets and empty handfuls of this and that into a bowl, mix them up thoroughly, and then refill it with handfuls of these fragrant herbs and petals. Every time it tastes a little different. If I’m a bit stressed plenty of roses go in, or if my immune system is low I add violet leaves for their vitamin C.


The sturdy shelves were recycled from old scaffolding boards by Géza, master builder and – as luck would have it – master of home-made ciders, beers and wines. He’s been my best friend since he arrived in Scotland from Hungary twenty-two years ago. He physically built this wooden house that we share on a windy hilltop. Matt is also living here. A gentle, kindred foraging soul who earned his nickname ‘Mushroom Matt’ from twenty-five years of growing fungi. I often think he is part mushroom himself. Our three independent lives are enriched by the benefits of sharing our skills and resources – a micro-community. Matt is an Association of Foragers member too, and is joining in my crazy experiment eating only wild food. He’s wondering if it will help his diabetes. His participation is really helpful as Géza – while he loves foraging for fungi – has decided to stick to his usual diet of soups, stews and stir-fried vegetables. However, he has promised to keep me supplied with wild elderflower wine and honeysuckle mead, for Géza is the ale-meister supreme.


I add lots of hawthorn flowers and leaves to the Géza Chai tea blend; they help to keep blood pressure in balance. If I have problems sleeping, I add bright yellow mullein flowers and pineappleweed – a type of soothing wild chamomile – to the Calm Mix. Today the House Blend is watermint, rose petals, rosebay willowherb, ground ivy, pineappleweed, pot marigold, red clover, mullein leaf and ground elder. I steep a liberal handful of herbs in a large three-cup cafetière. Fragrant and delicious, it infuses me with the warmth of the summer past.


I am happy here on the hill. My three grown-up children no longer live at home, forging lives of their own, so I am free to roam without care. I’m sure they think I’m quite mad!


A SLOW START


Daisylea, 28 November


Saturday has arrived and I am really not in the mood for fish for breakfast again. It’s raining at the moment, a steady drizzle, but the weather forecast is good and it should clear up by mid-morning, so I sneak an extra hour in bed. I really shouldn’t read the news. It’s full of Brexit doom. Topshop and Debenhams are going under and the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Rishi Sunak, gets a smack on the wrist for accidentally forgetting to declare several millions of his family’s financial interests on the ministerial register. Luckily my stomach intervenes and I head for the kitchen.


My attempts at breakfast turn out some reasonable pancakes – considering that I’m using ground chestnut flour, water and a tiny Cuckoo Maran egg – my substitution for a wood pigeon’s. Luckily wood pigeons lay all year round, although far less in December. But when I accidentally scare one off its nest while foraging in the woods, I earn an ‘egg point’ and can use a hen’s egg. Wood pigeons are easy to spot as they fly like cargo planes in the film The Dam Busters – a low and bumpy start until they finally take off, just clearing the tops of the bushes before they crash. They’re so ungainly they make me laugh.


Without my heavy non-stick pan, this unfamiliar batter would have been a culinary disaster, but the pancakes only char a little. Sadly I am forgoing butter and – although they’re a bit stodgy and won’t flip – they taste perfectly acceptable. They are crumbly without the gluten to hold them together but with the addition of some pickled cherries from my summer stores I’m happy to devour them.


Once the rain finally stops, I go out to forage for vegetables. At the base of some clumps of grass near the stream I spy common sorrel with glee and pick two handfuls for a salad. My fingertips quickly go numb from the cold as I try to separate the leaves from the surrounding damp dock stems. I also find a few late shoots of common hogweed growing where I scythed the path two months ago. Unlike their volatile relative the giant hogweed, they rarely cause burns unless attacked first – especially with a strimmer. Their white-bristled stems remind me of my grandfather’s overnight stubble whereas giant hogweed sports vicious crystal spikes. My favourite spring treat is hogweed tempura. I spot a handful of small nettle tops to add to the basket too but there is not much here. A fallen beech tree glistens with white porcelain fungus and the neighbouring elder is flush with bizarre, brown jelly, wood ear mushrooms. The rain starts again though and I’m quickly driven back inside, taking refuge in the warmth of the kitchen with a nutritious, filling stew on my mind.





Slow cookers are perfect for stews and all the old one-pot dishes that were once so common. Apart from those at the top of the old feudal system, right up to Victorian times the majority of people only had a single small stove or open fire.1 Hence, the majority of lunches and dinners were one-pot affairs. The most common dish was pottage, a term that covers a wide variety of dishes but all made in one pot, from a thin ronnyng soup to a porridge or a thicker stondyng stew depending on what went into it. Vegetables, grains or dried peas were the staple ingredients but sometimes meat or fish was added, and occasionally they were thickened with eggs.


We were probably making soupy stews even before humans invented pottery. After a successful hunt, a deer might be roasted over the fire but its stomach would be filled with meat, grain or herbs and water, and hot stones from the fire dropped inside. The heat from the stones was intense enough to bring the mixture to the boil and adding the occasional extra one kept it going until the stew was cooked. It became popular in the Victorian era to think of our ancestors as savages. However, we now know that they were just as intelligent as we are today. I am sure they would have been just as curious, experimental and fond of good food too!


It unites us as humans across the globe, that so many different cultures still have a traditional variation on the hearty one-pot meal. Here in Britain there’s the Lancashire hotpot; in Ireland, the Irish stew. There’s seafood chowder, osso buco, coq au vin, pot-au-feu, potjiekos, Brazilian feijoada, Jewish cholent, Polish bigos, Hungarian goulash… the one-pot dish is truly universal.


I spent some time living in the West Indies, and there you find pepperpot. This is passed on, allegedly in the original pot, from generation to generation. The casserole is boiled up every day to keep bacteria at bay and more ingredients are added, including cassareep, the liquid by-product from grating bitter cassava roots, which is also great as a food preservative. I imagine that the innkeepers of medieval Britain would have had a similar pot on the go all the time, with more ingredients added as needed, in a perpetual, never-ending stew.





For this meal, I am using a shoulder of venison that I found at the back of the freezer. My friend Bob is seventy-two years old but still monitors some of the deer herds for farmers and estates. When he was culling in November he gave me a young doe. In return, I am keeping him supplied with herbal elixirs.


I cube the meat, taking it off the bone, and brown it in a casserole dish with a little deer fat. I add wild mushrooms – translucent porcelain fungus just plucked from the beech and some gelatinous wood ears from the last ancient elder in Rab’s field. The wood ears will suck up all the piquancy of the stock and in return enhance the flavour with their natural glutamates. The dish is seasoned with cow parsley, wild marjoram, the red haws from the hawthorn hedge, toasted hogweed seed for spice and a little home-smoked sea salt. Cooked in the oven at a low temperature for two hours, this is a most tender and fragrant dish. A few late hogweed shoots are stir-fried with a little water to accompany the meal and both heart and belly are happy. I’m relieved that I’ve been finding fungi and plants so late in the year. Perhaps this won’t be quite as difficult as I imagined.


FIRST FROST


Oakbank, 29 November


Sunday now dawns with a stunning red sunrise that on closer inspection reveals a very frosty landscape. My fleeting appreciation of its Narnian beauty is quickly eclipsed by the full realisation of the consequences. I’m kicking myself for being smug and not picking more sorrel yesterday. Frost is a brutal killer. Today it will be limp and slimy and it may not decide to revive itself for weeks.


Breakfast increases my apprehension as the success of yesterday’s pancakes is not to be repeated. I’ve only spotted one wood pigeon on a nest – it is November – so have run out of ‘egg points’. Without an egg my pancake quickly ends up as a very weird, fried nut-flour porridge. Flavoured with some dried bilberries, it nevertheless fills a soggy gap.


On Sundays, away from my desk, I have more time to look for food and this is pressing. A twenty-minute drive away is a stretch of ancient woodland called Oakbank. It is bordered by Linhouse Water on one side and Murieston Water on the other, before they meet and thread their way through the expanding commuter belt to meet the broad River Almond. It’s not a place I often visit but one November, three years ago now, I met up with a friend there for a walk and picked some pink purslane sheltered by beech trees in a warm nook in the curve of the great river. I may sometimes forget where I’ve put my car keys or what I came into the room for but, like every good forager, I never forget where I once found food.


Foraging triumphs imprint on a different, ancient, primeval part of your brain. I once found some fabulous porcini mushrooms while lost in a giant plantation wood of hectare upon hectare of battery-farmed conifers. They were overcrowded and skinny, with dead lower limbs and the only green growth concentrated at the top, reaching desperately for the sun, rooted in acid, lifeless soil. But eight years later, without paths, signs or a compass I could immediately find my way back to that exact spot and the awaiting porcini. My feet remembered the path for me. In the depths of a forest I enter liminal space, where all my instincts come alive again. Something animal inside me knows the way as surely as birds fly from the southern to the northern hemisphere or a wolf returns to its lair after a summer on the tundra.


I park in the last remaining space off Pumpherston Road and grab two calico bags for my anticipated haul. Once over the river bridge, passing all the dog-walkers, I turn off the main path by an abandoned barn – now graffitied with ‘Suck Ma Baws’ in two-foot-high letters which does little for my mood. I’m down in the valley and the cold air along the riverbank is damp and bone-chilling. Frost still lingers as the winter sun is too low to peer above the embankment but I find three wood blewit mushrooms encased in a block of ice. Luckily the frost hasn’t done too much damage and they’ll be fine if cooked soon. I’m feeling a bit gloomy at this stark reminder that winter is before me not behind but, as always, getting outside lifts my spirits.


As predicted, pink purslane leaves are nestling in the crook of the rushing Almond, protected from the frost by an insulating duvet of rust-tinted field maple and crispy brown beech leaves. The dark green leaves are still small but plentiful enough to fill a large salad bag and I’m dead chuffed that I remembered this spot. I am going to cook them with some seaweed that I picked and dried earlier in the year. A delicious plate of greens. On the circular route back to my van I pass a feral apple tree. Bounty! Small, sour, hard, scabby, spotty little apples that would never make it to a supermarket, but I know they will be amazing baked or pressed to release a sharp, tangy verjus that substitutes for lemon juice.










CHAPTER THREE [image: ] FORAGING HABITAT





‘It has always been my understanding that truth and freedom can only exist in wild places.’


Daniel J. Rice, This Side of a Wilderness





HOME TURF


Rab’s Wood, 5 December


Stewed feral apples for breakfast with some chopped hazelnuts. All that is missing is the crumble!


Plans for both lunch and dinner are left to fate in the slow cooker. Two roe deer shanks, a handful of hawthorn berries for flavour, some jelly ear mushrooms, a bundle of common sorrel and the hogweed stalks separated from some leaves I ate yesterday. I also add some sheathed woodtuft mushrooms. I am 100 per cent confident they are woodtufts, but due to their similarity to the ‘funeral bell’ mushroom I always double-check. After all, the clue is in the name! Grabbing my basket, I head up to Rab’s Wood to see what else I can find. I am hoping for more mushrooms and anything green.


Rab’s Wood is just a thirty-minute walk from home. I live right in the middle of Scotland’s ‘Central Belt’. If you trace the three big motorways that link Edinburgh, Glasgow and Stirling and then find the exact centre, that’s where you’ll find me. It’s like living in the Bermuda Triangle. The fields and woods around me are vanishing fast, as the commuter towns encroach. The windswept hills are now dotted with towering turbines; a new fishery attracts cars and their trail of discarded cans and burger boxes; and land profiteers have carved up the last, quiet forest into woodland ‘allotments’ for city folk who’ll pay their inflated prices – despite my failed attempt to buy it for the local community and keep it intact.


This stretch of land on the Heights is like an old lady now. You can see in her cheekbones how beautiful she once was. There are still traces. Overgrown hedges, missing bushes like gapped teeth, that you can find on the 1818 Ordnance Survey map. Hints of the old monks’ road that crossed from Ogilface Castle over the windswept moors, so the clergy of 1253 could safely avoid the raised blanket bogs of Blawhorn Moss. This area comes alive in the summer with fluffy white bobbing heads of cotton grass and heath spotted orchids. At least the moss bog – unchanged in 8,000 years – is now a national nature reserve and protected from the invasion. There are wild cranberries there too.


I know this place like the back of my hand. Any forager would. Before you even start to think about which plants or mushrooms you might find to eat you have to think about where you’ll find them.


LOCATION, LOCATION, LOCATION


It’s all about knowing your local terrain; deeply knowing it. Like us, plants can be very particular about where they like to grow – or not, some just don’t care. It’s the same with mushrooms. An orange birch bolete will be found under a birch tree. So, if you’re after birch boletes it pays to look in a birch wood. The longer you forage the more you get to know their personal preferences. Down at the coast, for example, the best pepper dulse is always found nestling behind rocks on the moist, cooler, east-facing or north side. It doesn’t like to be hot or out of the water for too long. Although it is often found in other places – out of sheer exuberance – it never tastes quite as good as on the ocean’s edge. The importance of location goes beyond the taste of the food. When I decided where to build my house, I specifically chose a spot from where it would be easy to forage the foods that I prefer to gather. Now it is a matter of survival.


Where humans originally chose to live and roam was critically influenced by our food choices. Understanding how location is connected to our ideal food terrain makes it easier to understand not only the evolution of modern food but also how to rewild our diet. It can be hard to trace the most popular early sites as the best were transformed from camps into villages, towns into cities. Niche groups have, over time, learnt to live at the extremes of the world on very specialised diets. However, most humans require a balanced diet and there is a core group of nutrients that we need in order to remain healthy. Homo sapiens evolved in Africa over 315,000 years ago and migrated to Europe some 134,000 years ago. I’m interested in trying to figure out where they chose to hunt, forage and camp as it helps me to understand where to look for food myself in pursuit of my ‘off-the-grid’ diet. Although our ancestors lived around the Mediterranean for a long time – climate-wise an Eden compared to Scotland – they did eventually make it to Britain.


As ancient nomads we didn’t wander about aimlessly in a random fashion any more than we do today. Like them, my every trip is now filled with intent. Our path through the year would have been a series of circles away from our campsites.1 Like the petals on a daisy, taking us back time and again to well-known terrain – where we knew we’d find food – according to the season. Each hunter-gatherer community would have based their seasonal camps in areas of naturally abundant nutrients, from which to base their nomadic activities.


In Britain, it’s possible to work out where these camps were located from the archaeological finds of stone tools and other lithics (non-degradable artefacts). I’ve spent a lot of time pondering the question of where we chose to settle by using the Megalithic Portal app from megalith.co.uk and Andy Burnham’s lovely book The Old Stones.2 It is no surprise to me that the top ancient sites closely relate to my own experience of where to find the widest variety of foraged foods.


Most of the major sites found in Britain, and on the west coast of France, that were habitations rather than ceremonial sites, are on a floodplain, near a river and within 2 to 23 kilometres of the intertidal limit. In other words, our ancestors chose places where they could easily reach the most diverse variety of foods within a day’s march. In Scotland, Clava Cairns, an important Bronze Age site, is situated on a small river just two and a half hours’ walk from the Ness estuary, a four-hour walk from the Nairn estuary and eight hours from the Findhorn estuary. Nearby is Daviot, one of the oldest stone circle sites, also a two-and-a-half-hour walk from the Ness estuary, a four-hour walk from Loch Ness and surrounded by a large ancient forest for hunting.


Cramond, the village where the River Almond empties into the Forth estuary, dates back to 8,500 BCE as evidenced by mounds of hazelnut shells. It was superseded by a Roman fort, transitioned to a medieval village, and was finally engulfed as a suburb of the City of Edinburgh. I imagine that most of the evidence of our Neolithic past is now buried under tons of concrete and asphalt as humans have gravitated to the same perfect locations since time immemorial. Today, nearly 6 per cent of the British Isles is covered by man-made surfaces, up from just over 4 per cent only thirty years ago.3


Sites that are not on rivers within reach of estuaries appear to have been colonised much later. Some were located away from camps and villages for specific reasons. The latter seem to be mainly ceremonial sites such as caves with paintings – for example, the Lascaux cave in France – religious or burial grounds such as stone cairns, circles and standing stones, or hunting sites. The oldest known site in Scotland, dating from 12,000 BCE, is Elsrickle where stone tools from an ancient hunting campsite have been found.4 Interestingly, the current name comes from elsrick – in Gaelic eileirig – which means a place where deer were taken to be slaughtered. The topography of Elsrickle supports the theory that animals were driven from high ground down the steep bank, where the panicked animals were likely to fall, only to be killed by hunters waiting at the foot of the slope.


I am convinced that our nomadic hominid forebears came along the coast, before starting to colonise the inland countryside, and that our first bases were on these sites near the coasts, around which we made hunting and gathering forays following ‘daisy-shape’ trails. In winter we would relocate to a camp further inland, closer to the forests, from which we also made smaller looped hunting and foraging excursions.


This all makes total sense when you think about the seasonality of food too. In the winter, ancient peoples found shelter and prey in the forests. As the snow cleared and the ruminants moved out seeking grass, they – like me – experienced the hunger gap, before the land plants realised it was spring. So there was no choice by the end of the winter than to return to the seashore, feasting on oysters, other shellfish and seaweeds. As the land plants appeared, and birds nested, we could move away from the coast again but by midsummer all the plants were in flower. The need to follow a Paleo diet during the summer, hunting the deer in their alpine pastures, was critical. Later on, in summertime we also used the milk from the earliest domesticated sheep and goats. In the autumn, we foraged for a huge abundance of berries, and collected grains, nuts and seeds for the winter. Like squirrels I am sure we made secret caches of them, perhaps in the forests to which we returned in the winter. So location was inextricably linked with the seasonal availability of our food until farming ended our nomadic existence.


In one of my favourite places on the east coast of Scotland, I can harvest 100 plant species in a day within 4 square kilometres. Extend that to 25 square kilometres and I could live there all year round – assuming I could remove all human habitation boundaries and forage freely. Victims of their own popularity, many of our ancient sites are now buried deep under the streets of modern towns and cities. The land that once gave food freely to our ancestors and many non-human species is now privately owned.


I try to think like the plant or the fungus I want to find. Nettles and thistles love rich soil that has been disturbed, so I look for them where ditches have been dredged, leaving banks of soil along the edges; or on dung heaps; or fields once ploughed that this year lay fallow. Wild garlic likes humus-rich, damp, semi-shaded woodland banks while crow garlic likes sandy soils in open sunlight, with coastal grasses for its neighbours. Chanterelle is particularly fond of birch trees surrounded by lush, deep mosses that hold humidity. Hen-of-the-woods prefers oak by far, when given a choice, while chicken-of-the-woods likes to rotate trees. The first ones of the year come out on old willow, cherry comes next, and lastly the oak. Pignuts like the sunny side of well-drained banks with some light-dappled shade. I find that they are easiest to dig up from the soft banks of fine tilth that centuries of ploughing have pushed up against fences and hedges. I always find pineappleweed by the farm gate. It loves dry soil compacted by tractors and cattle stomping in and out.


Sometimes the clue is in the name. The larch bolete is faithful to the larch tree, and sea wormwood, sea kale and sea radish never venture far from the coast. Another clue is the nature of the habitat itself. On a round-Britain trip it surprised me to see that, for hundreds of miles, the central reservations of the motorways bloomed snowy white in the summer. This is Danish scurvy grass which left the poor, salty soils of the coast to travel inland – loving the salt and grit put down each winter that accumulates by the side of the road.


It’s a privilege to get to know each species; observing them closely, recording their idiosyncrasies and preferred habitats.





Over the fence and into Rab’s Wood I find what I am looking for. I’d noticed the fallen beech tree in the summer – it must have come down in the spring storm last year – and luckily no one has chopped it up. Lying like a dark, shiny whale across the diagonal riggs that span the woodland, it has produced exactly what I had hoped and expected it would. Along the split edge, layer after layer of oyster mushrooms are fanned out in contrasting cream just waiting for me. I return home as both my energy and the winter sun fade, with a full basket, to be greeted by the aroma of an excellent pheasant stew cooked by Matt.


FREEZER AMNESTY


Daisylea, 6 December


It’s raining again this morning and it’s coming down too hard to get outside without a soaking. After yet another breakfast of stewed feral apples with hazelnuts, I’ve decided to hold a freezer amnesty. This delights Géza who doesn’t share my hoarding traits.


Oh, joy! Forgotten, at the back of the freezer, I find a tub marked ‘Wild Gremolata 2019’. I am over the moon. I’ve been eating meat every day which has been a challenge for me as, up until Black Friday, I was mainly a vegetarian. I’m beginning to find that just the smell of it puts me off – especially pheasant. Without a wide variety of spices it isn’t always easy to disguise gamey flavours or bitterness. I think I’ve been avoiding eating a lot of the meat because of this. I feel suddenly dizzy – my blood sugar must be low. My calorie intake is much lower than it should be and all I have had to eat – again – is four small nut-flour pancakes with a little grated feral apple for brunch and a few cups of herb tea.


Finding the gremolata has instantly given me a lift. Traditionally, it is the most delightful mixture of fresh green herbs and wild garlic, very finely chopped and traditionally immersed in olive oil with lemon zest or orange juice. But, for this forager, the juice of sea buckthorn berries makes the perfect citrussy alternative. The juice, on its own, is like fluorescent orange battery acid; it always needs to be mixed with a sauce or a syrup. Incredibly healthy, it has an antioxidant profile to rival açaí berry – without having to be flown in from the Amazon. Zingy and zesty are two words that sum it up perfectly. Now, not only is there something green on my plate but it instantly adds familiar flavour to the pheasant stew that I am struggling to get down.


This afternoon, Bob drops off two hares from a farm he’s been culling on. In return I give him some more of my wild elderberry elixir. I am grateful for the hares as there are so few wild vegetables at this time of year but I have very, very mixed feelings. They are so beautiful and I love watching them racing across the fields up on the hills near the Heights farm. No one, that I have seen, troubles them up there where it is mainly cattle, but they are often shot when they encroach onto arable farms. Hare coursing, a brutal way of hunting hares with dogs, is illegal in Scotland but there are still three or four arrests every year. It’s much more of a problem in southern England, especially on the flat lands of Lincolnshire and East Anglia, where large groups of men with huge spotlights, mounted onto four-wheel-drive vehicles, set greyhounds on hares, livestream the chase and takes bets on the fastest dogs.


Shooting for sport is a very different matter to managed culling for habitat conservation. In a perfect world, we would have lynx again as the keystone predator to keep deer, hare and rabbit numbers under control, making culling unnecessary. However, I have quickly realised that, like it or not, eating meat during the winter is my only reliable source of protein as there are no wild peas, beans or grains right now. So I thank the hares and promise to return their kindness by planting hawthorn into the gaps in the hedges up on the Heights. This will give their kin more protection and provide some winter food. Then, with Matt’s help, we carefully skin them, so that nothing is wasted.





When Bob brought me the deer in November, we skinned it without knives. Both of us have, coincidentally, collected old stone tools in the past. It’s not uncommon when fields are ploughed to find flint tools that have worked their way to the surface. Matt has a 5,000-year-old flint hand axe and some razor-sharp flint blades. I have a stone knife of about 3,000 years old. Using these ancient tools turns the act of butchery into an act of reverence. There is no slashing or carving. Instead, there is a slow, rhythmic, gentle quality as the sharp side of my stone flake eases the skin away. This is how ancient humans did it and, suspended in liminal time while working away, I have plenty of space to think. My thoughts descend like floating prayers over us. Spending this slow time with her brings home that she isn’t just a slab of meat but a once-living creature that deserves our gratitude and respect.


It’s hard to explain but this creates a different, poignant relationship; a marvelling at how skin and sinew, tendon and muscle combine. A wondering about where spirit lives on. A link back to our mutual human–animal past when our relationship was more conscious. I become aware of my own death in the natural cycle of life.


TINNITUS


Daisylea, 8 December


I woke just after 4.00 this morning. I try to get back to sleep as I am still tired, breathing deeply to trigger an autogenic state of relaxation. However, my attempts at stilling myself are thwarted by my nemesis – tinnitus. Three years ago I had to have a tooth pulled and within a week, I became aware that the faint background whistling noise – which I’d attributed to noisy light bulbs – was getting louder. My biggest sorrow is that this internal and infernal noise accompanies me into the forest. Two years ago, climbing up an arroyo in the Gila Wilderness with another herbalist, my friend Julie McIntyre, we stopped by a pinyon pine. It had oozed thick resin into great globules on the surface of the trunk that had set into hard, glittering crystals. Once I’d finished prising off a few lumps to take home to make ointments, I sat down beside Julie on the hillside in the wintry February New Mexico sunshine.


Suddenly, for one single magical minute, the tinnitus was miraculously gone. The joy of hearing uninterrupted silence again was indescribable.


Of course, I use the word silence loosely, as nature is never completely without sound. But when humans are quiet you can hear the air breathing, the plants growing and moving, the insects going about their chores. You feel immersed and connected as one with nature. Tinnitus is like a customs checkpoint on the border, always reminding you that you are actually not one vast landscape but separate countries. Coming home I decided to get rid of it. I mixed up some herbs but, as I remind myself this morning, it would help if I then actually took them! Recently I have been trying acupuncture to treat it, so wolf down some wild apples stewed with dried bilberries before rushing out to my appointment.


Acupuncture is an interesting form of medicine that humans have been practising for thousands of years. Archaeological research suggests bone or stone needles were used in China as long as 8,000 years ago but, astonishingly, primitive acupuncture was also practised in Europe.5 I have always been fascinated by Ötzi the Iceman. He was found, extremely well preserved by the ice, in 1991 when a glacier started melting in the Tisenjoch Pass of the Ötztal Alps bordering Austria and Italy. Around his neck he had, strung on a worn leather thong, pieces of two bracket fungi that I still harvest today – tinder hoof and birch polypore.


It also emerged that he had DNA traces of Lyme disease, the stealthy bacteria Borrelia burgdorferi, nibbling away at the collagen and cartilage in his hip joint, no doubt aggravating the osteoarthritis found in his right hip. I feel for him.


Ötzi also had a number of curious tattoos – little blue crosses and sets of stacked trigram lines – ascending his legs and back. Unlike facial tattoos, or those on more visible parts of the body designed to catch attention and convey a message, these were more like the tattoos that result from stabbing yourself with an ink pen on the back of your hand, in the fifth form at school circa 1975!


Researchers suspect that these were ‘medical tattoos’.6 They measured all Ötzi’s tattoo stripes and crosses and overlaid them on the meridian charts used today by Chinese acupuncturists. Amazingly, they match the acupuncture points used to treat pain in the low back and hip, with one set also for stomach pain. Someone, somewhere, had given Ötzi acupuncture, probably with a flake of flint or a sharpened bone, and then carefully tattooed the points in permanent ink so that Ötzi could self-administer pain relief to his body in the future. And all this a little over 5,300 years ago!


For myself, acupuncture lessens the noise in my ears but when I am quiet, it is still annoyingly there.


Today the wind is from the south. In the woods, at the edge of my hearing, I can detect the distant hum of traffic from the motorway; a constant drone of cars and rumbling lorries. This background of traffic noise is ubiquitous now in almost every part of Britain. It penetrates the depths of the countryside, echoing up hills, pulsing across plains, omnipresent. And in the wildest of places – where traffic noise has not yet penetrated – the whine of wind turbines often vibrates through the air and the soil itself. It occurs to me that humans are nature’s tinnitus.


One remarkable thing that happened during the first coronavirus lockdown was that – like my single glorious minute on the New Mexico hillside – for a brief period of time Gaïa’s tinnitus was silenced. In scenes reminiscent of post-nuclear Chernobyl’s 30-year recovery,7 deer took to sunbathing on the hot asphalt of the nearby A802 dual carriageway while – without the over-zealous council clearing the ‘weeds’ – pigeons got fat on dandelion seed from the central reservation, produced after the stunning yellow blooms had faded. Everywhere was uncannily, eerily but wondrously quiet. I miss the silence so much.


CRYSTAL WORLD


Fallen Tree Wood, 13 December


The air is crisp and fresh and every lungful seems alive. As the sun never really left its bed at all today the frost is still hard on the ground and the leaves crackle underfoot. I mentally note some dandelion leaves, earmarking them for a salad, but the ground is solid and digging for calorie-dense roots is out of the question until it thaws a little. I slip into Fallen Tree Wood, where it’s warmer. As I jump the stream, the water is still flowing despite the ice curling at the edges. In a bed of slowly decaying needles between the threadbare conifers there are still a few winter chanterelles, elegantly dressed in grey above their spindly yellow legs. A grey squirrel suddenly darts out, takes one look at me, and races up the nearest Sitka spruce. He knows this is hungry weather! I pick the winter chanterelles now. They store well in the fridge but left out they are liable to be hit by a harder frost that will render them soggy and sad.


Winter has its challenges and finding food is getting tougher. If it wasn’t for Bob giving me that roe deer I would certainly be starving. The transition from vegetarianism is strange but continues to deepen my appreciation for animals. I wonder if the bacteria, fungi and moulds which will one day eat me will feel so grateful.


This morning my belly is full of fruit flan. I used ground-up dock seed and crushed walnut kernels mixed with pasteurised bramble juice to make a biscuit base. I then rehydrated and stewed chokeberries, bilberries and bird cherries with a little carragheen seaweed to make it set. It took time to make but it was wonderful to revive the flavours of summer again.


Along the quarried cutting through the rock that towers on each side of me, some low-lying angelica are still proudly flaunting seed heads. The frost has added hundreds of tiny glittering crystals to each seed and pedicle. You could not buy a Christmas ornament as beautiful as this with its biodegradable ‘sequins’. I stand entranced until the cold bids me ‘move along’. Enchanted by its magic, I feel like a child again.
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