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INTRODUCTION




“Foraging behavior is a trait of the human species.”


—The Origins of Human Diet and Medicine





Have you ever wondered what it would be like to live a lifestyle of gathering wild plants growing around you and using them on a daily basis as your food and medicine? Or to go to the fields or swamps to gather a particular herb to treat a common ailment rather than a drugstore? The Forager’s Handbook serves as a guide for living this lifestyle and provides the link between people and plants. Learn what plants to gather, when to harvest, what plants can be used for, and how to prepare them.


Foraging has been a part of my life for as long as I can remember. As a young child growing up on a farm in rural Kentucky, we gathered wild berries in the summer and harvested nuts in the fall. Winter was spent sitting around the wood stove cracking and shelling nuts. I was initially intrigued by the wild flavors but more importantly that you could go to the woods or fields to find a snack to eat without having to go to the store.


In my college years I took a number of botany classes, including one on poisonous and edible plants. I soon realized that there were far more wild edible plants and flavors than I had previously known, and I began experimenting in the kitchen to develop my own recipes.


For years people asked me if I also made medicine. I always responded that I would rather eat than be sick until I heard Dr. James Duke’s presentation on medicinal herbs at a wildflower symposium in the early 1990s. It was then that I realized food can be medicine and medicine can be food. You don’t have to wait to get sick to use herbs. Using wild herbs as a part of your daily diet can enhance wellness and prevent illness before it happens.


Meeting Dr. James Duke changed my perspective on plants. I became a follower of Duke and attended many of his classes and workshops. Eventually I went back to school at Maryland University of Integrative Health and got my master’s degree in therapeutic herbalism.


This book is a culmination of all that I’ve learned and shows you how to live the way of the forager throughout the year. In the spring are the greens, providing us with essential vitamins and nutrients. At the hottest, driest time of the year, we get sweet, juicy fruits to hydrate and strengthen us. In the fall are starchy roots and nuts that can be dried and stored for the winter to provide fat and protein. We get what we need when we need it and there is always something available. When the earth provides, the benefits are many.
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PART 1


FORAGING AS A LIFESTYLE


Living the life of a forager is to live a life connected to plants and spending a lot of time outdoors. A forager follows the cycles and knows when the first plants emerge in the spring, when they bloom and produce fruit, and when they die back and go to seed.


A forager also spends a lot of time in the kitchen cleaning, processing, and preparing the harvest for food and medicine. This is where the magic happens. It is a form of alchemy, transforming plain and simple ingredients into a wonderful gourmet dish or a magical remedy for some ailment. The kitchen is like a chemistry lab where you mix and blend chemicals (in this case, phytochemicals) to get a final product.


Wild plants are a part of a forager’s daily diet. When an ailment presents itself, a forager goes to the herbal apothecary to get the remedy. Using herbs in your daily diet is a way of preventing illness. Don’t wait until you get sick to use herbs.
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CHAPTER ONE


CONNECTING WITH NATURE
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People-Plant Relationships


Dr. James Duke once told me that our genes evolve with the plants growing around us, and those are the plants we should eat. In other words, plants have developed mechanisms for dealing with environmental stresses over time, such as secondary metabolites, phytochemicals that protect the plant and may be expressed in the color, shape, smell, or taste of the plant. Many of these secondary metabolites are medicine for people, who have to deal with the same environmental stresses as the plants. The plants growing around us, and especially the wild plants, are our medicine and what we should be eating.


HOMEOSTASIS


Homeostasis is a case of mind-body interaction that enables the body to heal itself through the use of needed phytochemicals to bring the body back into healthy balance. Our bodies are able to pick and choose those phytochemicals that are needed and discard the rest through the process of elimination (Duke, 2007).


Herbs and wild food are a mix of thousands of phytochemicals that have biological activities that have coevolved with our bodies for thousands of years. Our body has evolved with the wild diet that our ancestors consumed rather than the processed diet and synthetic pharmaceuticals that have been with us for less than two hundred years. Your ancestors’ genes are the ones that your body recognizes, so your diet should include plants from your ancestors’ countries of origin. Many of these phytochemicals are medicinal and essential for life. The herbs have a menu of phytochemicals that your body recognizes and is able to use them when they are needed, eliminating those it does not need (Duke, 2007).


WILD VERSUS TAME


The wild plant is better medicine than the agriculturally tamed plant. Many of our maladies are a result of not getting the phytochemicals that our bodies need to be healthy. Wild, untended ancestors of food plants produce more secondary metabolites, often medicinal, than cultivated plants (Duke, 2007).


Not only are wild plants better medicine but they are also easier to grow. Cultivated members of the mustard family are subject to infestation of the white cabbage butterfly unless some form of pesticide is used. Wild mustards don’t have that problem. The same is true with wild beans. No bean beetles on the wild ones. The plant’s defenses have been bred out of many of the cultivated vegetables.




Metabolites


Substances derived from plants are primary and secondary metabolites and are common to all plants.




	Primary metabolites contribute to the growth and development of the plant and include chlorophyll, amino acids, proteins, simple sugars, carbohydrates, vitamins, minerals, and plant hormones. The amounts vary but most are common to all plants.


	Secondary metabolites play a defensive role against herbivores and pathogens.








Forest Bathing


One way to connect with the natural world is through a form of mindfulness referred to as forest bathing, or immersing yourself in nature. The practice emerged in Japan and is called shinrin-yoku, which translates to forest bathing, where researchers studied the benefits of forest bathing and found what native cultures or those who spend a lot of time outdoors already knew: breathing fresh, clean air is good for us. Essential oils, referred to as phytoncides, are released into the air from trees and other plants and contribute to the positive effect of forest bathing. It can reduce stress, lower blood pressure and heart rate, and promote a feeling of overall comfort and well-being. Picking and tasting wild plants enhance this euphoric feeling.


PRACTICING FOREST BATHING


The practice of forest bathing is very simple. No special gear is needed. All you need is a natural environment where you can immerse yourself totally in nature. It doesn’t even have to be a forest. One does not have to go to the forest to make contact with the natural world. A walk on a beach and inhaling the salt air from the sea, being near a waterfall, or just walking around your yard and garden is also a way to connect with nature. Engaging in any of these activities can give one a sense of well-being.


When you first enter into the forest or other natural environment, take a moment to pause and take a few deep breaths, long and slow. In doing so, clear your mind of idle chatter and focus on what is happening around you. Listen to the sounds, smell the air, and observe. Walk at a leisurely pace and practice awareness, letting your instincts take the lead.


Mindfulness


Mindfulness is a concept that can be applied to all aspects of life. This is especially true while foraging, which can lead us into areas that are truly wild and home to often dangerous creatures. Pay attention to your body sensations while foraging. An itch on your leg or arm may indicate that a tick is looking for a meal. Remove it before it gets a chance to bite in. Learn to recognize poison ivy. Be aware of plants that look like what you’re harvesting but may be something that’s not edible. Know what poisonous look-alikes grow in the same environment and avoid them.


Being aware and fully present while engaged in our daily activities or while foraging is a skill that can be developed. When foraging, stop periodically, look around, and listen. One of the primary means for developing awareness is through mindfulness meditation. In the outdoors, this involves attuning to nature by being aware of the surrounding sights, sounds, and smells.


Use the Senses (Organoleptics)


Organoleptics is a sensory exploration of the plant world. Becoming aware of the different types of plants and how to distinguish between them is the first step. Plants have individual personalities and energy fields. We rely on sight as our primary way of getting to know a plant. But we can also use our senses of smell, touch, and, in some cases, taste to become familiar with a plant.


OBSERVATION


Look for patches of color with varying shades of green. They will reveal the different types of plants.


TOUCH


Use your sense of touch to feel the texture of the leaf (be sure to identify poison ivy before doing this). Rub it to see if it is hairy, rough, or smooth.


SMELL


The nose knows. Roses have an ethereal smell, some wildflowers have a floral scent, and others smell sweet. Not all smells are pleasant. Some have a camphor smell, others are pungent, and some are musky.


TASTE


If you feel comfortable with the identity of the plant, use your sense of taste to see how it tastes and feels. The taste often confirms the identity or the species of a plant.


Journaling


Journaling is a great way to deepen your connection with nature and document your experiences in the plant world by focusing your attention and enhancing your powers of observation and awareness. Recording the plants in a particular area lets you know where you can go to harvest them when they are in season. If the timing is right and the plant is ready for harvesting, you will know to come back in future years.


There are several styles that can be used for journaling. The simplest one is the log journal where you record the date, time, location, weather, and list of species identified. Include a description of the habitat, whether it is in the sun or shade, type of soil, moisture, and other plants growing around it.


Look for signs of insects or other wildlife that may be feeding on the leaves or stems. Plants act as host plants for insects. A curled-up leaf is a clue that there may be a caterpillar or other insect or spider inside. Birds seek out the berries, often leaving the stems hanging empty. Deer graze on foliage.


VOUCHER SPECIMENS


Taking plant specimens and labeling and mounting them can be a good way to remember them. Plant material used to make medicine or natural products is often obtained from plants harvested in the wild. A voucher specimen is essential and usually includes a pressed, dried herbarium specimen with detailed collection data on how it was harvested along with processing and preparation techniques. This data serves as a record of the plant’s true identity.


PLANT SKETCHING


Plant sketching is an excellent way to connect with a plant, especially if you’re in an area where picking is not allowed. When sketching a plant, look for plant details that include type of leaf, their arrangement on the stem, flowers, fruits, whether it is growing alone or in a colony, and how abundant it is. Sniff the flowers to see if there is a scent or crush the leaf and smell it. If there are edible fruits, taste one. Taste varies among different plants.
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SUSTAINABLE FORAGING
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Foraging Ethics


If you take from the earth, you must give back to the earth. This attitude is important. You don’t want to be the cause of a plant becoming rare or extinct because of overharvesting. Make an offering with whatever feels comfortable for you.


Begin by showing appreciation and respect. When approaching a plant, observe not only the plant but also its surroundings. Pick up any litter lying around the area. If unwanted weeds or vines are crowding out a particular plant, remove them and leave the area looking better than when you approached it. Look for signs of spraying from herbicides or pesticides or other possible pollutants in the area before harvesting.


Sustainable harvesting can benefit the plant if done conscientiously. Thinning out a patch of greens will enable more to grow. Picking edible berries allows the plant more energy to produce more berries. A good rule of thumb, if there is an abundance of a particular plant, is to pick what you need and leave some to reseed, some for wildlife, and the rest for the next group of foragers if it’s not your land. If you only see small patches here and there, it’s best to leave it to continue to grow.


Foraging Habitats


Choosing good foraging grounds is important. Places where plants are allowed to grow naturally without sprays or mowing soon become habitats for wild foods. If you don’t have space around you, look for an abandoned lot, a hedgerow that has grown up at the edge of a field or forest, a meadow, or a swamp that hasn’t been sprayed with pesticides. If it’s private land, be sure to ask permission of the landowner.


Lightly traveled roads in the country present foraging opportunities. Make sure you are at least fifty feet from the road, depending on how well traveled it is. If possible, get permission from the landowner.


As with all things in nature, wild foods are seasonal. Each habitat contains characteristic plants that mature and ripen at different times of the year. And it’s not the same every year. You may get a bountiful harvest one year and get nothing the next year. And then there are the unexpected surprises that you don’t expect to find. Always have a collecting bag with you for those rare moments.


The Forager’s Garden




“The earth does not belong to man; man belongs to the earth.”


—Chief Seattle, Suquamish and Duwamish chief





If we choose to use wild plants for food and medicine, we need to make sure they have a place to grow. We must become caretakers of our wild gardens. Just like a gardener tends to his garden, so must a forager tend to the wild garden.


A forager’s garden has a different feel and appearance than most gardens. A forager’s garden has no boundaries. It’s where the wild things grow. Generally, there are no designated rows of the same plant, or if there is a row, it is filled with weeds.


Having wild plants growing in your immediate surroundings is more convenient and more likely to be harvested than if you have to travel to other areas to find them.


Creating your own wild food habitat in your backyard or garden is one way of making sure you have foraging grounds. Having wild edibles nearby allows you to watch and know when to harvest. If planned carefully, wild plants can provide food throughout the year. Space and an opportunity to grow are all they need, while conscientious harvesting techniques can ensure their return year after year.


CULTIVATING WEEDS




“A weed is a plant you don’t want. Once you find a use for it, it’s no longer a weed. It’s one way of getting rid of your weeds.”


—Jim Duke
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Sometimes tending to the wild garden means weeding the weed patch and removing those plants that aren’t used or needed. If uncertain as to a plant’s identity, leave it until it blooms. Once it has flowered, it is much easier to identify. Use a wildflower guide to identify it, then look up its uses, both edible and medicinal. Establishing an area to grow wild edibles is the first step. You can begin by turning the soil over and leaving it fallow, observing which plants come up naturally without actually planting anything. Thousands of tiny seeds lie dormant in the soil, waiting for the right conditions to germinate.


ANNUAL FLOWERS


Annuals are herbaceous plants that germinate as the soil begins to warm up. Soon after, they bloom and go to seed. These annuals represent the first stage of succession in the plant community and will eventually be replaced by another community over time.


BIENNIAL FLOWERS AND PERENNIAL FLOWERS


Biennials and perennials also emerge at this time. Ragweed, crabgrass, and foxtail grass are in the first stage of succession and will eventually crowd out and replace the annuals unless they are removed. Biennials germinate in the fall, grow through the winter, and in the spring send up a flower stalk, bloom, and go to seed. Perennials send up new growth in the spring from roots that have remained alive through the winter and come back year after year. Some perennials completely die back while others simply lose their leaves but retain the main stem. Some plants are short-lived perennials and will come back for several years and then die off.


EXPANDING THE WILD GARDEN


Take inventory of what is in your garden and what you want to grow. Observe what plants grow well in similar environments and collect seeds from those areas. In some cases, you may want to transplant from nearby areas, especially if the plants are in danger of being removed by development, logging, or some other reason.


SOWING SEEDS (Giving and Receiving)
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Spring is when you want to sow any wild seeds that were harvested in the previous year. Think about what you want to harvest in the summer and fall. Look for areas where you would naturally find those plants and clear out spaces around them to scatter your seeds. You can also select small areas in your yard or garden and selectively plant your seeds. This is your opportunity to give back to the earth so that she can keep on giving.


MAINTENANCE


Even a wild garden requires a certain amount of maintenance. If unattended, by the second or third year, grasses and seedlings of woody plants move in and succession begins. Tree seedlings can be transplanted to other areas in the yard if space allows, or they can be dug up for special occasions and given away as free trees. If it is a meadow, mowing in the spring and fall will prevent succession and still provide an abundance of wild edibles.
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CHAPTER THREE


BENEFITS OF FORAGING
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Economic Benefits


Weed Control


Nutritional Fitness





Why am I out here picking these berries when I can go to the store and buy them? This is a question that many have thought or asked themselves while foraging. There is no single answer. The benefits are many and the reasons vary from one individual to the next.


Economic Benefits


Wild plants are free. For those who are on a limited budget, including wild plants in the diet reduces food costs.


Weed Control


If you are an organic gardener, you probably spend a lot of time pulling weeds. Many of the weeds being pulled have more nutritional value than the plants you are growing for food and can be added to your salad bowl or other dish. Control your weeds by eating them.


Nutritional Fitness


In the process of trying to become healthier individuals, we are discovering that the foods we eat and their nutritional value play an important role in how we feel and how susceptible we are to certain ailments. Herbal dietary supplements line the shelves of health food stores along with vitamins and minerals to help us achieve good health. A number of these herbs can be found in the wild and were used by our ancestors as food and medicine to prevent and cure disease.


Generally, wild plants have a higher concentration of vitamins and minerals as well as other compounds that contribute to our good health. They contain less water than their cultivated relatives. Including wild edible plants into your diet can provide much needed nutrients to maintain good health and prevent illness before it occurs. Each herb has chemical properties that protect the body in different ways.









CHAPTER FOUR


BOTANY BASICS
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Knowing how to identify plants is a prerequisite for harvesting them for food and medicine. One must be able to recognize them in their natural environment, know what their look-alikes are, and what makes each plant unique and different from those growing around them.


Vascular plants can be divided into groups: Monocots start with one seed leaf and have parallel veins in the leaves. The flower parts are in multiples of three. Dicots have two seed leaves and netted veins. The flower parts are in multiples of four or five or more.


Plants to Avoid


Not all plants are edible. However, the risk of being seriously poisoned from eating wild plants is quite small. Most poisonous plants just don’t taste good. They are either very bitter, pungent, or even putrid. Become familiar with the poisonous plants that grow in your area as well as the poisonous look-alikes.


Poisonous also doesn’t necessarily mean it will kill you. You may get nauseous, feel gastrointestinal discomfort, break out in a sweat, or have an allergic reaction if you’ve never eaten the plant before. There are a few exceptions. Poison and water hemlock are among the most serious. Both hemlocks are in the carrot family, which can look very similar to poison hemlock. Other poisonous plants to familiarize yourself with include the following:


BUTTERCUPS (Ranunculus spp.)


Waxy yellow flowers with five petals that bloom at the same time as wood sorrel, which is smaller, not waxy, but also has five yellow petals.


YELLOW JESSAMINE (Gelsemium sermpervirens)


Has a fragrant, yellow, tubular flower in the spring and is often mistaken for honeysuckle. Its flower nectar has been known to poison honeybees.


POISON IVY (Toxicodendron radicans)


Leaves of three, let it be. However, there are a number of wild plants that have three leaflets and are harmless. Look for the hairy vine.


VIRGINIA CREEPER (Parthenocissus quinquefolia)


Often confused with poison ivy. In fact, it does often grow mixed in with it, but Virginia creeper does not cause the contact dermatitis rash. However, the small, purplish berries are toxic and should be avoided.


POKEBERRIES (Phytolacca americana)


Purplish berries contain toxic seeds. While the berries can be eaten, poisoning can result if the seeds are ingested.


POISON HEMLOCK (Conium maculatum)


Member of the carrot family and can easily be confused with wild carrot. Both have fernlike, finely divided leaves and white, flat-topped clusters of flowers. Wild carrot, often referred to as Queen Anne’s lace in the second year when it blooms, has a red dot in the center. Poison hemlock has reddish or purple blotches on the stems.


WATER HEMLOCK (Cicuta maculata)


Grows in a similar environment as elderberry. Both have compound leaves and white flat-topped clusters of flowers. Water hemlock’s leaves are tri-pinnately compound whereas elderberry leaves have five to seven leaflets.




How to Avoid Plant Poisoning




	Begin by learning to identify the plants around you that are poisonous. Look for those that may be a poisonous look-alike or are growing mixed in with edibles, disguised as an edible.


	Positive identification is a must. Sometimes just having green leaves isn’t enough. Watch and wait for it to bloom. Wild plants are much easier to identify if they have flowers or fruits.


	Don’t assume that because one part is edible the whole thing is edible. One plant can have poisonous, edible, and medicinal parts all on one tree.


	Practicing mindfulness is an important habit to develop. Be aware of what you are gathering, where it is growing, and what’s growing around it. Poison ivy is common in most environments.





Keep in mind that the chances of becoming seriously poisoned from eating wild plants are quite small. Most plants that are poisonous taste poisonous. They are either very bitter, astringent, or even irritating sometimes. Your taste buds are a good guide.


Be aware of allergies. If you’ve never eaten a plant food before, whether it is wild or cultivated, you don’t know that you’re not allergic to it or that it’s not going to affect you in an unpleasant way. An allergic reaction is not the same as being poisoned. Allergies are specific to individuals.


If you think a plant is edible but you’re not absolutely certain, you can do a taste test. Start by placing a small morsel on your tongue and taste it. If it tastes bad, spit it out and wash your mouth out. If it tastes okay, put another small piece in your mouth, chew it up, roll it around on your tongue to get the full flavor, then swallow it. Wait ten to twenty minutes to see if there is any discomfort and if not, eat a small amount. Again, wait to see if it agrees with you.


Caution: This does not apply to mushrooms. Mushrooms can taste good going down but on day three you could start experiencing symptoms of being poisoned.





Plant Features


All plants have roots, stems, leaves, and will bloom and produce seeds when given the right conditions. Seeds are usually contained within a fruit and are dispersed in unique ways to grow new plants. Each plant part does something different.


ROOTS


Roots anchor the plant into the ground and absorb water and minerals from the soil that are transported to the stems and leaves. Extra food is stored in the roots.




	Adventitious roots extend out from the primary root and include rhizomes, stolons, tubers, and bulbs.


	Bulbs are underground stems with thickened, fleshy scales and include onions and garlic.


	Corms are vertical underground stems that are thickened but lack prominently thickened leaves. These include arrowhead and arrow arum in the wild. Jack-in-the-pulpit has corms.


	Rhizomes are underground stems that grow horizontally and are usually fleshy and send out young shoots upward at the nodes, forming a colony. Cattails, sassafras, and pawpaw are examples.


	Stolons run horizontally over the ground and root at the tip, forming a new plant. Strawberries have stolons.


	Taproots are primary roots that originate from the seed. Examples of taproots include evening primrose, yellow dock, dandelion, and burdock.


	Tubers are thickened portions of rhizomes or roots that store food and nutrients and have nodes and buds. Groundnuts grow on a string and have enlarged portions along the string.





STEMS


Stems support the plant and provide conduits for transporting water and nutrients from the roots and leaves. Herbaceous stems are soft and flexible and bend easily whereas the stems of trees, shrubs, and some vines are woody and hard.


Stems have different textures. Herbaceous stems may be round, square, or triangular. Trees have a single stem and can be identified by their bark, even in the winter. The bark may be smooth, have ridges, shaggy, or have thorns. Shrubs have multiple stems. The stem color varies and may be light or dark. Some stems have a scent. Do the scratch and sniff test on a branch or twig to detect the scent.




	Bark, twigs, and buds also have individual characteristics that make them unique. Leaf buds are actually miniature leaves while the larger flower buds are miniature flowers. Usually, the flower buds are larger than the leaf buds.


	Leaves are where the plant’s food is made. They capture the sunlight and through the process of photosynthesis make food that is transported to the rest of the plant. Leaves may be simple with a single leaf attached to the stem or compound with multiple leaflets.


	Type of leaf: simple/compound


	
Leaf shape: oval, lanceolate, triangular, circular



	Texture: rough, hairy, smooth, prickly


	Leaf features: entire, toothed, lobed


	Leaf arrangement: alternate, opposite, whorled





FLOWERS


The easiest time to identify plants is when they are in bloom. If the plant is in bloom, see what kind of flower it produces, its color, and the number of petals. Flowers often have a scent or are showy to attract pollinators.


Male versus Female Flowers


Distinguishing between male and female flowers is quite simple. Males have stamens and females have pistils. The stamen is the part that produces the pollen that is transported to the pistil by a pollinating insect or the wind. Sometimes the male and female flower parts are on the same flower, allowing for self-pollination. Other species have to be cross-pollinated even though they may have both sexes on one plant.


Once pollinated, the pollen travels down the tube of the pistil to the ovary where it fertilizes the egg. The fertilized egg begins to swell and develops into a fruit that will contain the seeds for the next generation.


Flower Types
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	Regular flowers: All the flower parts are alike in size and shape.


	Irregular flowers have different shapes or sizes on the same flower.


	Indistinguishable flowers: Flowers that have no obvious petals or flower parts or are so small they can’t be distinguishable.





Flowers grow in different arrangements and may take the form of a head, spike, raceme, umbel, or spadix:




	Head: A group of flowers joined together in a short, dense, terminal cluster.


	Spike: An elongated cluster of flowers without stalks along a central stem.


	Raceme: An elongated flower cluster with stalked flowers along a central stem.


	Umbel: A flower cluster with all flower stalks radiating from the same point.


	Spadix: A spike with small flowers on a fleshy stem.





FRUITS


Fruits contain the seeds, the lifeline of the plants. It is from the seeds that new life will emerge. Plants have developed unique features that provide the means for plants to disperse their seeds. These adaptations allow the plant to have a wider range of distribution.


Seed Dispersal


Many fruits contain seeds that simply drop to the ground under the parent plant and emerge as an abundance of tiny plants under the tree. Others have wings or parachutes that propel them through the air where they can ride the winds for a distance. Then there are the hitchhikers that attach themselves to animals and are dropped or rubbed off along the trail. Tasty fruits attract animals that eat the fruits and pass the seed through their digestive system where new plants will grow. Fruits may be fleshy or dry. If it is fleshy, it may be a berry, drupe, or pome.


Fleshy Fruits


Berries: Fleshy fruits with seeds distributed throughout. Blueberries, huckleberries, persimmons, grapes, passionfruits, and pawpaws are berries.


Drupes: Fleshy fruits with a single seed in the center, sometimes two. Wild cherries (Prunus spp.), plums (Prunus spp.), and black gum berries (Nyssa sylvatica) are examples of drupes.


Pomes: Fleshy fruits that have an outer wall and an inner paper, cartilage-like wall surrounding the seeds. Apples, crabapples, and hawthorns (all members of the Rose family) have pomes.


Dry Fruits


Dehiscent: Dry fruits that split along definite seams called sutures and include legumes, follicles, and capsules.


Legumes: Pods that crack open along two sutures and include members of the pea family.


Follicles: Fruits that develop from a single pistil and break along only one suture. Prickly ash (Zanthoxylum spp.) has follicles. The fruits are small and round and split open when mature to reveal a shiny, black seed.


Capsules: Fruits that develop from a compound pistil and may contain many seeds. An example is evening primrose (Oenothera biennis) with capsules that are green, then turn brown when they ripen, containing many little black seeds.


Indehiscent: Dry fruits do not split open and include achene, samara, and nuts.


Achenes: Small, one-seeded fruits that are hard and need to be split to release the seed. Sunflower seeds and strawberry fruits are achenes.


Nuts: Characterized by a single seed that is surrounded by a hard shell. Around the hard shell is a protective husk that can assume different shapes. The outer husk may be leafy, woody, or spiny. True nuts include acorns, black walnuts, chestnuts, hazelnuts, hickory nuts, and beechnuts.


Samaras: Fruits that have a thin, membrane-like wing with a seed attached on the end. Maples (Acer spp.), ash (Fraxinus spp.), and elm (Ulmus spp.) have samaras.


Plant Families


Plants have families and share common characteristics, including the flower type, number of petals, and leaf arrangement. Just because plants share similar properties and are in the same family doesn’t always mean that they can all be used the same way. There may be edible, medicinal, and poisonous plants in the same family. This is why it’s important to get to know an individual species before using it.
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