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Disclaimer

In any situation that could be deemed a survival scenario, the laws are relaxed on foraging even on protected land. However, the act of foraging aside from that is mildly prohibited in most jurisdictions and more so in others. Doug teaches what we can forage on, if we have to someday, but only encourages experimentation on edibles for the purpose of becoming familiar with them, how to prepare them, and what they taste like. Doug completely discourages using wild edibles for regular use. It should be a knowledge useful to our survival and be experimented with once identification and preparation requirements are 100 percent certain. Minors should never attempt to forage for wild edibles without adult supervision. No one can be held responsible for any mistakes made in any way by anyone using this guide as a reference, as no one will put wild plants in your mouth but you. The reader assumes full and all responsibility for his or her own health. Neither the authors nor the publishers are liable for any illness or discomfort the reader may experience while using this book. Use caution and common sense!

Please understand that there are so many variables and variations when it comes to wild edibles. Some plants may have pesticides on them. Some may have some sort of disease or fungus. Some plants may simply have dirt or animal excrement on them. Any one of those substances alone could cause illness in humans. Some plants may have very close looking kin that are not edible. Some plants may be evolving as new subspecies. It is for these extremely varied and highly possible reasons that foraging for wild edibles must be approached with a great deal of precaution and common sense.

Even with an expert right beside you, to make a 100 percent positive identification of the plant, it would not be humanly possible for the expert to know if some mosquito control insecticide might have been sprayed in that region, as but one example of some of the realistic possible dangers and risks. It is also for this reason that Doug and I encourage you to study, learn, and practice enough to know what you need, but not to make it a regular habit of wild foraging, unless you know the area and can wash your edibles. Otherwise, it’s better to learn what is around your area where you live, work, or travel and then try to grow some of those native plants in your own yard, where you do know the environment under which the plants grow and you can control the history of any herbicides or pesticides, in order to make the enjoyment of wild edibles the safest experience possible.

It’s also important to realize that plants have life cycles, too. That means you should learn the plants in their varied forms from winter, spring, summer, and fall. Some plants are not fully ripe and ready to eat until the second or third year, and some don’t produce edible substances after so many life cycles. You must learn, study, research, and memorize anything you may put in your mouth. No one book or source can teach you everything. Maximize all the resources you have—books, the web, locals, farmers, experts, scientists, the animals— and any other source you can learn from. Hopefully, this is a good resource and a start on a lifelong journey of learning that will never end as long as you live. Thank you and happy foraging!






Foreword

I first became friends with Doug Boudreau through our mutual interest in wild edibles and our mutual respect for Green Deane and his excellent videos, blogs, and website (eattheweeds. com). I was a newcomer to living in Florida, and I was amazed at how much I didn’t know. Decades of study in edible and medicinal plants seemed insufficient for the diversity of flora and fauna in the unique terrain found in the peninsula of Florida.

I found many North American plants and Central American tropical plants that seemed to have come together with other international transplants to make seemingly entirely new sub-species, and it made me unsure about many of the plants that now surrounded me.

This is where Doug came into my life. As a native country boy, he grew up learning, being taught, studying, and seeking knowledge on all these special Florida plants. As such, he had a great many trials and errors, and his efforts included a lot of research and querying of other experts. Doug has put in a great deal of painstaking and sometimes just painful work into learning all he could.

Now, Mr. Boudreau has compiled all his years of work and learning into this great book and combined it with my knowledge from living, traveling, and studying all over the world, learning ancient knowledge from local experts over decades of time. And, much in the ways of the Native American traditions, of learning and handing knowledge down to be built on and passed on to the next generation, the knowledge here is neither perfect nor complete. However, it is vast, well done, and a great place for anyone to begin learning about the amazing, useful plants that surround them.

Consider this book a resource of good country knowledge. Learn, study, build on and pass on this knowledge, as it is sure to be helpful.

—Mykel Hawke
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Special Rules

One of the most important rules of eating plants is proper research. Read all you can in books and online. Learn from experts, others with real, local, learned, tried and tested knowledge. For example, let’s say your grandmother may not know much about farming, but she may have been taught by her grandmother that a certain plant is edible. If she grew up eating it, then she has decades of real experience, and if she demonstrates this to you and then you repeat a few times with no ill effects, then that is real knowledge, regardless of books, science, and experts.

Also, be sure to look at as many photos as possible, especially of the plants in different seasons, soils, and regions. Look at videos if you can and also look at images for all the stages of growth. In short, do your utmost to properly and positively identify any plant before you consume it.

Advice on the Learning Approach

Next, start with plants that are near you and with which you are very familiar—for example, dandelions, wild onions, and clovers. Most folks have seen these all their lives and if they spent any time at all playing outside, have likely nibbled on a few of these. Once you get comfortable with the fact you are now foraging on your own for wild edibles, then slowly expand into other plants.

Always start slow and small. Eat a little nibble and wait a long while. Sometimes, folks have reactions to even normal everyday foods. And there are always unforeseeable factors like soil, animal excrement, pesticides, and allergens that could impact anyone at any time. So, exercise caution and common sense, always.

Thoughts on Medicinal Plants

It is far beyond the scope of this book, or any one book, to even begin on such a weighty topic. Some believe, like I do, that everything on this planet has a purpose and a use, even if we haven’t found it yet. Whether you believe in God, as I do, and that all of these plants are gifts for us to figure out, or whether you’re purely scientific, we find new things every single day in science that we didn’t understand the day before.

As such, with almost 400,000 plants we know of on the planet, we only use about 40,000 of them, or 10 percent. That says a lot, that there’s much we still don’t know and are learning. And when you consider that most of the folks studying plants for medicine are mostly doctors with a decade of school and a decade of practice dedicated just to studying medicinal plants, it’s far too much to mix medicinal with edible plants in any comprehensive way in any one book, especially for laymen.

Therefore we may touch on some of the more common, practical, and safer known herbal remedies, but as a Special Forces medic, paramedic, and medical service officer with a Bachelor of Science degree in pre-med biology, I strongly recommend using modern medicine over herbal medicine, since most modern pharmaceuticals are based on herbal remedies but are more concentrated in labs, making them a better bet for treatment and survival. But do consider learning some basics for emergencies when those run out or if you’re stranded without. The more you know, the more you live!

Thoughts on Poisonous Plants

It is absolutely impossible to learn all the poisonous plants in the world. Even if you dedicated your entire life to this purpose, you would never be able to do it. So, the best thing to focus on learning are general rules that help you determine edible from non-edible plants. When we speak of poison, it’s a generic term to cover anything that isn’t edible for us as humans. Some things may just taste awful, some may cause unpleasant reactions, some may make you sick, and some may actually be so toxic that they kill you.

The main thing to know is this: Either it’s edible or not edible, and if you’re not sure, then it’s not edible, and that makes it poisonous. A good general guideline is to make sure you err on the side of going hungry before getting dead.

There are a few key things I teach as a global survivalist that differ from my Florida specialist brother Boudreau. I teach that there are a few plants which are found all over America and are plentiful, so they make for good eats, and as such, would be a shame to waste. However, they do have poisonous look-alike plants. For those, you absolutely must know your rules to differentiate the edible from the poisonous plants. That is a choice you must make, a study you must commit to, and attributes you must memorize. For most folks, this is fine when doing it for practice. But when you’re sick, tired, hurt, hungry, and surviving, you may not remember correctly. So, back to the basic rule: only eat what you know.

90/10 vs 10/90 Rule

I made this up as a general guide for my survival students, to help put things in perspective and to help them remember when they are tired, sick, hungry, and surviving. Most of the animals on the planet are edible. There are a very few that are poisonous to eat if they’re not prepared properly. Most plants are not edible.

So, use the 90/10 rule. We can eat 90 percent of the animals on the planet and only 10 percent of the plants. The purpose of this book is to help you learn how to identify as many of those edible plants as possible. The good news is that with animals and plants added together you get 100 percent. I find this comforting. Add to that the bit of bug info we provide and that bugs by themselves are a 100 percent nutritious food source, then you’re well on your way to ensuring you have the best chance of surviving. One key thing I have emphasized in all my years of survival teaching is that hope is the most important human factor to espouse. Keep your faith strong and your hope alive; when all else fails, those could make or break you.

General Berry Guides

I’ll cover these in detail later in the book, but since many folks like to think of berries as the most obvious form of edibles next to roots, it’s good to have an easy guide to help you in your learning. This very simple rhyme can help.

Black through blue are good for you.

Yellow and white, it isn’t right.

Rules for Red are 50/50—could be good, could be dead.

I’ll elaborate more in later sections. For now, let that bounce around your brain a spell.


Universal Edibility Guides

There are a handful of these tests out there meant to help you when you have to resort to the guessing game The military has had its own version of the Universal Edibility Test (UET) for decades, but I debunked that myth with my large survival manual a decade ago. In short, it simply took too long and was impractical.

I came up with my own, which I’ll cover later in the book. Doug also addresses the same issue and comes to a similar conclusion. His suggestion is similar to mine and based on tried-and-true trial and tribulation. Simply, if it doesn’t look right or smell right, then it isn’t right. If it does look right and you touch it or taste it and it burns or is bitter, it’s a quitter. Get rid of it.

The only time to even consider using a taste test is when you find yourself staring at a large supply source of something and you know, if you can determine its edibility, that you could survive for a good while off it. For example, you’re lost in a swamp and you find this swamp apple tree. You’ve never seen it or eaten its fruit. But it’s a tree in season, with hundreds of potential meals. Then it might be worth the inherent risk of putting it to the taste test.

There are some trees, like the manchineel, that are deadly poisonous. They do look different to a trained eye, but to a novice they might look similar. So, there is always a potentially fatal risk inherent with eating anything unknown to you.

Make sure the risk is worth it if it pays off. Going through the risk of eating something poisonous when there is only one or a few of them doesn’t pass the common sense test. Make sure there is “P” for plenty to eat before taking any chances.

My guidelines for learning any plants that you intend to eat for survival are:

Available. Make sure they are found all over to increase chances of finding it.

Identifiable. Make sure they have some absolute features to 100 percent identification. Also know that they have no poisonous look-alikes.

Plentiful. Choose plants that, when you find them, provide abundance.

Seasonal Considerations

One thing I found to be disappointing and difficult when I began foraging was finding food in the off seasons. Most of the country goes through four seasons that have a heavy impact on plant life cycles. In my home state of Florida, we almost have two springs, with warm weather and plentiful rain and sunshine. For the rest of the country, we must adapt to nature’s cycles and learn how to forage successfully even in the dead of winter. That is extremely important when you consider that winter is when it’s hardest to get any food, whether it is plant or animal, and survival can be the hardest, too.

For that reason, I encourage folks to start slowly, and focus on ten big plants for the region they live in. Start with three, but make sure you master ten plants. Know those plants inside and out, especially in all four seasons. Some plants have vines that have a unique shape, and while the leaves, flowers, and fruit of them may all be hidden in the dead of winter, knowing the shape of the vine can lead to the tuber or root, that can be dug up and eaten, providing a solid meal of life-sustaining starch. So learn to identify your core plants in all four seasons and your chances of survival are increased greatly.

Mushrooms

Doug and I agree on mushrooms: they can be tasty, and they can be plentiful, but they have so very many variations that even the experts make mistakes and die from eating the wrong mushrooms.


Some of the special problems that mushrooms present is that many of the spores and toxins that are poisonous to humans are not killed by fire, heat, or boiling. These heat-resistant spores can still kill once consumed.

Another problem unique to mushrooms is that once they’re consumed, there is no way to stop the process. You can’t vomit it out or take a neutralizing agent or take any form of antidote. Once they have entered the body, the toxins begin doing the damage and death, usually due to liver damage, is unavoidable. There are only a couple of deaths each year, and not all mushrooms have this absolute finality, but the risk is simply too high for any amateur forager to risk.

That said, I have done a lot of study and practice with mushrooms and, as such, I teach a handful that are very easy to identify and have no poisonous look-alikes that we know of. Science does have limits and life evolves, adapts, and mutates, so there are no absolutes, which is critical to keep in mind, especially with mushrooms. I only teach these special mushrooms to my advanced students, and not for a book, as it would be a shame to go hungry with such a safe prospect. But again, it is always a real risk of death, and until recently there weren’t a lot of known nutritional value in mushrooms, according to the FDA. However, science has advanced, and there are now sources that state that mushrooms have a lot of nutritional value. So, if you want to make mushrooms a part of your foraging experience, you need to consider that a specialty skill and make it a special study.

A note on science, plants, and change. When I first became a Special Forces medic, I had an unusual experience in Korea with ginseng. I was quite amazed by the effects, as I had absolutely no belief in its claimed beneficial properties. After all, according to western medicine it was primarily placebo and an old wives tales. However, the plant has been revered around the world for millennia, including at home in America by the natives, and it didn’t seem to make sense that is was not legitimately beneficial in some way. Fast forward two decades and with advances in scientific methods to analyze micro-nutrients of ginseng, it now is considered to have well over a dozen potentially beneficial medically useful components.

Warnings

Finally, we have to stress that eating wild edibles can be dangerous, and that death is a very real possibility when eating unknown things. We, as humans, are simultaneously incredibly strong and resilient, but also very fragile and delicate. A small piece of paper can cut us. A small dose of poison can kill us. So be smart, use caution in all you do when it comes to foraging for wild edibles.

I encourage folks to find things around them and then try those things at home where you have access to a phone and can get medical care fast if necessary. Hopefully, applying all the guidance we give, using common and known plants that are easy to identify, and which have no poisonous look-alikes, you’ll have only good, safe experiences and your knowledge and confidence will grow with your experience.

But it’s important to understand that anytime you eat something unknown, you take your life into your own hands. No one but you puts that plant into your mouth, and in that moment you assume all responsibility for your action. Mostly, you should be fine; we don’t want to scare anyone, but the warnings must be said. Now, they have been. So, be safe, be smart, and have fun.


Last Tip from Your Uncle Myke: Bleach

While we left out a lot about poisonous plants as there are just too many to cover, I feel it would be a very useful thing to pass on this old country doctor’s remedy for poison oak, ivy, and sumac.

Before you go foraging, be sure you’re familiar with whichever of these you have in your area. I won’t dwell on what they look like, how they work and how skin reacts to them. That’s a chapter all by itself. What I will share is a small anecdote about how I came to learn this cure.

I was on a Special Forces patrol in California. I was new to the region, and wasn’t familiar with poison sumac. We were on a night patrol breaking through serious brush all night long. By daylight, we saw we had been wading through a sea of poison sumac. And I learned I was highly allergic and my arms swelled up like Popeye. The Military Doctors game me shots, pills, creams, and all to no good effect. I had towels wrapped around my arms to absorb the ooze. I suffered like this for about a week and then ran into a country doctor. He told me to use bleach. I scoffed at him as a Special Forces Medic—if that worked, I would have been taught it! He smiled and said, suit yourself. That night, at 3 a.m. in total misery, I tried it. I’ll be darned—it was cleared up right then and there. I did it once more the next day and I was cured. Ever since then, I have used it dozens of times and taught and treated hundreds of folks, always with 100 percent success and no ill effects.

So, the chances are, you’re going to bump into some in your foraging. When you get home, get naked, in the shower, take a white wash cloth, pour bleach all over and wipe yourself down. Let it set one minute, then rinse and shower like normal. Problem solved. I now do it after each trip and never got it again. It seems to help with ticks and chiggers, too.
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Wild Food History and Weeds

Long before the human inhabitants of North America purchased practically all of their food through the market economy of commerce, they subsisted almost exclusively on what they could grow themselves and forage from their environments. Even today, people look forward to the seasons that produce the favored wild food of their regions. In New England, they look to the spring for the unfurled ferns they call “fiddleheads,” which are edible in most of those northern species after cooking, and then look forward to the autumn for delicious wild blueberries. In West Virginia, it’s a wild member of the Allium genus—the group that includes onions, garlics, and leeks that the locals call “ramps” or “wild leeks.”

Here in Florida there once was a prized wild food that comes from the native Sabal palmetto, or sabal palm, swamp cabbage, and cabbage palm—the heart of the palm—which is now supposedly protected by law, a state statute, and very difficult to harvest anyway without much of a caloric pay-off.

Most modern Americans have been taught that the Native Americans, inappropriately called Indians and appropriately called First Peoples and First Nations, lived strictly off of animal flesh while raising corn, squash, and beans. However, that could not be further from the truth. They were very much dependent upon a plant-based diet of wild food. For example, they anxiously awaited the beginning of the spring in all climates for the spring greens of wild edible plants that pop up after a winter of eating mostly roots, breads, preserved meat, and other food, with the occasional fresh-killed meat. As settlers came here from around the world, they brought with them a wide variety of other wild edibles.

Many of the spring greens are leafy, like a wild lettuce, spinach, and mustards. Other plants can provide edible roots—starchy and loaded with carbohydrates—or combinations of edible greens and roots. Some of the plants are edible from the ground up—all aboveground parts are edible one way or another. Many edible plants, particularly from grassy plants and edible greens, also produce seeds that can be used as a grain for a gruel, meal, or flour. Many wild food recipes consist of specific parts of specific wild plants that can be used together with conventional foodstuffs as well as with parts of other wild plants.

I call a survival stew any soup or stew that can be put together with wild plants (even with edible insects), with or without conventional ingredients added. There are many kinds of edible wild berries—some absolutely delicious—in practically every region of the North American continent and beyond.

Most of the edible wild plants that grow in your area can be raised easily in your garden or scattered around your property. When you turn over and loosen the soil as you would to begin a garden, you can produce wild edible plants by either scattering seeds collected and dried from other locations or simply by not planting anything after tilling the soil and waiting to see what comes up. Seeds from past plants can lay dormant for centuries. There is no need to fertilize—although a little might help—and there is no need to pull any weeds, because most of the plants that are the most common wild edibles actually are those weeds. This wild food garden requires little to no tending and no mowing at all.

Many of these plants followed populations of natives, pioneers, and homesteaders around the country. Even today, when I see a new construction project where there were woods, fields, or crops, I know that the soil will be disturbed, chewed up, loosened, and packed before something new is built there. As soon as the work is nearly done, new plant growth appears in bare spots. Up through the new sod, almost like magic, spring plant types that may or may not have been there before the construction began. Many of those plants are considered invasive weeds, yet most are useful to humans in one way or another.

Natives, early pioneers, and immigrants knew how to use their favorite plants (mostly herbaceous)—many of which were brought here as seeds from around the world—to cultivate and manipulate for optimal growth and to influence the fertility of through hybridization. It created specialized varieties that could spread and grow quickly. And the abundant seeds got attached to birds, animals, horses, buggies, trains, cars, trucks, cycles, ATVs, pedestrians, and hikers and quickly spread to other areas. Over the last few centuries, many of these plants were brought here from around the world. Some were useful for food and medicine, but are now considered noxious and unwanted, and so are being sprayed with poisons that will ultimately harm all living things to some extent.

When I walk into a patch of woods along well-used hiking trails and dirt roads, I see many of those plants at the trailhead and then see fewer of them the deeper into the woods I go. It is evidence that many edible wild plants follow us wherever we go as if they were purposely designed to do so. Most of those plants that we call weeds were once food and medicine that our ancestors designed to grow that way—invasive and widespread.

And that’s not all. All of the plant-based food that you eat every day was once wild before people started cultivating, breeding, and manipulating them for our benefit. In the future, when food shortages, economic collapse, and political upheavals occur, the best emergency food will be those weeds that you allow to grow in clean, wholesome soil—assuming there is wholesome soil left.

Over a century ago when people had to forage and farm exclusively to survive, the kind of food that they lacked and needed the most was the kind that they craved and wanted the most; the fats, sweets, and salts. We now have these in abundance and yet we still crave them the most because of our past. The result of that is the adverse health effects of having too many fats, sweets, and salts in our present diets.

At the onset of a survival situation, your first impulse may be to trap, snare, or hunt an animal for food. Second impulse might be to find grubs and insect larvae. What you may not realize is that many edible plants provide protein, carbohydrates, and fats in small but easily obtainable amounts. And by easy, I mean you don’t have to snare, trap, hunt, or dig for them, they’re right out in the open. They will not put up much of a fight to live or to protect their leaves, seeds, tubers, and flowers. However, making a positive identification is virtually imperative. Never assume something is edible unless you know absolutely positively that it is. Here in central Florida, I have documented edible subtropical and temperate zone plants as comprehensively (but not perfectly) as I could.

Some survival guidebooks attempt to instruct you on wild edibles with generalizations. They might say that most roots, bulbs, and tubers are safe and that blue and black berries are usually safe to eat and then present just a short list of certain plants that are found in specific places around the world. They might even say to watch the animals to see what they eat. All of those generalizations are dangerous. To be prepared for a survival/doomsday/famine situation someday in your region of the world—wherever that may be—just do your homework ahead of time: study, study, study, and study some more.

As I started learning about edible plants long ago, I became much more observant of the plant life around me. As you become more familiar with them, you’ll find yourself looking for them practically everywhere you go. Learning this subject suddenly instills in you a self-sufficiency of which you couldn’t imagine before. We know that survival requires four priorities: shelter, water, fire, and food. Shelter can be provided in a variety of ways. Water can be a challenge, but ultimately, a water source and purification of it is not impossible to find in most temperate regions of the world. Fire can be needed basically for warmth, light, purifying water, and cooking. Trees, coal, some plants, mosses, sunlight (solar-cooking, reflective material), and other sources can be obtained for the benefits that fire provides. Then, what about food? Once you have a wide-ranging knowledge of wild edibles, from plants to animals to insects, then you have all the knowledge necessary to be completely self-sufficient if you have to be. For a life-form as fragile and vulnerable as we are, that is a huge advantage over others and a great confidence builder.

However, most people will refuse to learn about wild edibles. They refuse to consider a plant that is not cultivated in mass quantity for commercial sale in their own country as potential food. Even though insects are food for people all over the world, many Americans refuse to even consider it. They will refuse to eat the weeds no matter how much information you can provide them on their edibility and palatability. It is ridiculous that so many Americans weed their gardens and spray poisons around their dwellings to kill perfectly good food. Most popular landscape plants are poisonous or simply toxic. Commonly used landscape grasses are not edible either. It figures that the hated crabgrass has edible uses. The seeds can be harvested as a grain.

Today’s lawn-care methods include chemicals that can make us sick or at least increase the risk of cancers. So, people kill all potential food-sources around them and spray poisons that contaminate the soil itself, making it unfit to forage from for virtually years.

I began to study all the aspects of survival skills and decided to focus my energy on foraging. If survival essentials are shelter, water, fire, and food, the forager is much more prepared for a survival scenario, however it happens, than most. Even the average well-armed doomsday prepper is not as prepared and self-sufficient as the forager. Especially when you can’t eat bullets and when you consider that many people would refuse to eat a weed unless their lives depended on it. However, if their lives actually did depend on it, and they don’t know what they can safely eat, they’re dead. This subject fascinated me so much that I obsessed over sharing it with people who might be interested. Unfortunately, most people aren’t very interested because they just assume that their food will always be there for them—even in emergencies—picked, preserved, packed, and paid for.

So, if you take this subject seriously, you can become as self-sufficient as one can be.
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Warning Signs

Here are a few warning signs to know when foraging for edible wild plants. I would state here, right off the bat, that making a mistake on a wild plant can either cause no harm, be mildly unpleasant, make you sick, or can kill you. The photo at right shows a very toxic butterweed (Senecio glabellus) that could be mistaken for a wild mustard or wild lettuce species. Be sure of what you forage!

There are many varieties of Lattuca and Sonchus plants that are similar and edible—especially after cooking. You may be 90 percent sure that you have identified a Sonchus genus and take the chance of boiling the leaves for greens (if you must) and you’ll probably be okay. Or you could mistake a very toxic butter-weed for a Sonchus or Lattuca. The possible symptoms of butterweed poisoning are “abdominal pain, vomiting, diarrhea, enlarged liver, bloody vomiting, ascites, followed by death.” (Julia F. Morton, Plants Poisonous to People in Florida.)

[image: Images]

Highly-toxic butterweed.

In Florida, the poisonous butterweed comes up in January and goes away by May, about the same time of year as our Sonchus. It can also fool people into thinking it is a wild mustard species, many of which grow in the Southeast at the same time and are edible. One of the best indicators of a toxic plant is a burning, hot sensation in the mouth as soon as you bite into it. That’s right, a spicy-hotness sensation in the wild is not a good sign. Another warning sign is extreme bitterness or rank flavor that makes you want to spit it out. My advice, no matter how hungry you are, is that if something is so bitter or rank flavored that you feel the impulse to spit it out immediately, then spit it out immediately. As you can see from the effects of butterweed, it’s better to be safe than sick—or dead. That’s not the only plant in Florida that can kill. There are plenty.

As you learn about edible wild plants, you’ll realize that most of them taste very good or acceptable when all the precautions and prescribed methods of preparation are met.

I read where a survival “expert” says to study the woodland critters’ food sources to tell whether a plant is edible to people. It is a huge mistake to assume that we can eat something that an animal can eat. The fact is that many things are edible to certain animals that are not edible to us and vice-versa.

Know your plants. Learn how to identify them, and know what times of year they grow. Know the environment where you’re likely to find them, and always be sure that you know the proper method of preparation for each plant—whether you can eat it raw, or if it must be boiled. Some plants need to be soaked in water or wood-ash for several hours or days. A plant can have tiny hairs on the leaves and/or stems that might be filled with formic acid, which can sting you like a bee when you touch it, as in stinging nettles and spurge nettles. The effects can be similar to ant bites or bee stings. Wild plants with pole-bean-type seedpods are more often toxic than edible. Don’t assume that something is edible just because it might look like a familiar fruit or vegetable or something you have learned is edible. Be positive that it is edible before consuming!

Another warning sign is a soapy scent or flavor. A toxic substance in some plants, such as in the roots of the Yucca filamentosa and other yucca species, is called saponin. It is not just a soapy taste; it can be used like a soap to produce suds for cleaning. Do not mistake the root vegetable at your store that is called yucca for the ones that actually grow in Florida. They are not the same. When you shave or scrape off tiny pieces of the root of our local yucca species into water and agitate the water, you can produce soapy suds for cleaning anything that might need cleaning. It will not disinfect anything but will break up oil, dirt, and dead-skin particles for extracting in water. This substance is toxic if consumed in large amounts or high concentrations. Sometimes a plant can have a tiny amount in it that is edible but not the roots of our local yucca species.

A milky, white sap or white, liquid substance from plants is sometimes a warning sign to indicate that something is not edible, but not always. Sometimes, for specific plants, they just need to be boiled. It is called a latex, and is either a sign to steer clear—as in any cactus—or a sign that something should be boiled if it is of a green-vegetable type. Dandelions, Sonchus, milkweed, milkweed vine, and groundnut come to mind as being wild edibles with a white sap that is usually too bitter to eat raw (some are toxic raw), but mellows down or eliminates the toxicity and bitterness after boiling. The edible parts of the northern common milkweed, Asclepias syriaca and A. speciosa (not included in this book) must be boiled to be edible (some people can eat the young tops raw without harm). There are no edible species of milkweed (Asclepias species) growing in Florida. Some people might be sensitive to a plant with latex, causing an allergenic reaction, but probably not many. An aroma that is described as bitter almonds on any plant part is also a warning sign and indication of cyanide-causing constituents.

Also, avoid using any seeds that contain a purplish, pink, or black discoloration or spur. This is particularly so if the discoloration appears in the form of a spur on a grass or herb seed when observed closely with a magnifying glass. It may turn out to be a very dangerous fungal infection called Ergot. All seeds of grassy plants are susceptible to fungal growths that must be diligently scoured and purged from the potential grain that most of the grassy plants provide. I don’t include the plants called yellow sweetclover, Melilotus officinalis and white sweetclover, M. alba as edible in any way because it is reportedly very susceptible to ergot.

A few guidebooks on edible plants and survival-guides suggest or encourage using what is called the Edibility Test. It is intended to be an emergency procedure for testing whether an unknown plant’s part is edible or not. I’ve only seen one guidebook on edible plants suggest it as a viable option. Many survival-guides suggest it if one comes across a large enough amount of a particular unknown fruit or plant to feed oneself sufficiently for days if necessary. The concept uses many varying methods, a step-by-step process of elimination—starting with rubbing the leaf or fruit of an unidentified plant to your skin (usually on your arm) and wait to see if any kind of adverse reaction occurs; which includes an itching or rash—but any reaction out of the ordinary. The concept requires waiting a sufficient amount of time for a reaction. If no reaction occurs, you move to the next step. The next step can involve touching the object to your lips, followed immediately by licking your lips. Picture this as one kissing the object and then licking your lips. Again, wait for a sufficient amount of time for a reaction. This reaction could include a burning sensation, even a spicy hot one, or any unusual physical manifestation. In the wild, a burning taste is not a good sign at all. Highly toxic chemicals can consist of acids that can severely burn your insides if you consume it. If no reaction occurs, it’s on to the next step. Put a leaf into your mouth and hold it there for ten to twenty minutes or more before spitting it out. Wait a sufficient amount of time again. The next step after that is usually the last one to determine edibility, eating a small amount of the object and waiting anywhere from six to twenty-four hours to see if anything bad happens. I suggest that this Edibility Test methodology is only good as a last resort for those who do not know what is edible. This is why knowing your environment and what is edible there is so important. Don’t take the chance if you don’t have to!

Our bodies are very good at going for a few days without any nourishment and not cause severe limitations to your strength and energy. Water is different. Your bodies require water every day—I would estimate a half-gallon per day as the average goal for water in a survival situation when not experiencing extreme conditions or activities. And while there is plenty of very edible wild green food that you could harvest and forage on, the need for protein, carbs, and fat is paramount in a survival situation. There are also the cultivated garden-variety fruits and vegetables that sometimes can be found in the oddest of places. There are insects that are perfectly edible after cooking (to kill parasites) with legs, wings, shells, and head/guts removed and many forms of lichen moss that are edible after properly preparing (soaking in changes of water with wood-ash or baking soda for days). Taking a chance on just the nutrition one can get from some unknown plant in the Edibility Test is hardly worth the risk of putting something toxic into the stomach of someone in a desperate situation. What you’ll need the most if undernourished is cooked edible animal flesh or nuts, roots, and seeds—then green plants and fruits to round out the needs of the body. Pine tree cambium tastes bland but has carbohydrates. Pine tree needles can be used to make a tea—using warm water not hot—for the vitamin C content. Hot water destroys vitamin C. However, one leaf of water hemlock can make one very, very sick. If someone is already malnourished when eating a toxic or poisonous plant part, it could kill even if medical attention becomes available soon after symptoms appear.

I once conducted an experiment on a plant with questionable edibility. The black night-shade aka common nightshade, Solanum americanum and belladonna contains a tropane alkaloid, solanum, a toxic chemical. The ripe, shiny, totally black berries are barely edible (for a particular species) but okay in moderate amounts and the leaves are said by some to be edible after two or three boils, but some say that the entire plant is not edible no matter what. I ate one leaf raw and experienced a mild nausea after about twenty minutes that lasted about twenty minutes. That one leaf only gave me a very mild case of nausea but could be devastating to someone that is in a stage of starvation.

Another important warning is foraging from contaminated soil. While many wild edible plants grow close to roads, busy roads provide extremely bad places to forage. Along a busy highway and/or downhill from one is the worst place to forage, even if there may be lots of good edible plants, berries, nuts, or especially roots. Roots will be the more contaminated of any other part of a plant when it sits in toxic soil. The plants closest to busy roads have been sitting in exhaust their whole lives. Choose places uphill or several dozen feet (but not downhill) from busy roads, factories, mines, animal farms, and railroad tracks. Sometimes apartment complexes and business centers use reclaimed water for watering their landscape plants and grass. Many edible plants grow right up through sodded grass or along the perimeter. Be wary of herbicides and pesticides (like the weed killer, Roundup).

Although you can eat edible plants that are watered with reclaimed water it is important to sufficiently boil such plants regardless of whether boiling is necessary or not. You should also be aware of edges of fences that might have also been sprayed with herbicides. Many landscapers and lawn-maintenance workers and homeowners use them to cut down on, or eliminate, the need for weed-whacking. The weed killer sprays wear off after a few months or so but the plants that come up where previously sprayed with chemicals will contain at least trace amounts of those chemicals for quite some time. Driveways accumulate amounts of gas, grease, rubber, and oils—which contaminate the soil along its perimeter when the rain washes it from the concrete or asphalt. Where you decide to forage depends mainly on how hungry you might be at that time and dependent upon the circumstances of the situation. The chemicals and heavy-metal contamination mentioned above can make one nauseous and sick to some extent, especially if already weakened by fatigue and malnutrition.

[image: Images]

This is a grasshopper species that I would not eat even if an expert said that it is edible because of the general rule of no bright colors. Even though that yellow color is a dull yellow I would still hesitate to eat this kind. Mykel would eat it, but all grasshoppers and crickets need to be cooked as they can carry parasites. Once cooked, most toxins are neutralized as well.
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Doug’s Thoughts

Our consumerism is wasting and polluting the earth’s resources. It’s just a matter of time, and sooner than you probably think, until the sheer number of humans on Earth will pollute/ deplete all available resources and over-stretch Earth’s ability to support us all. The effects of this are growing in intensity exponentially. You are looking at the adverse effects of this becoming painfully clear to everyone in a matter of decades, not centuries. What will the starving masses eat when civilization collapses under the weight of increasing heat waves, massive drought, and the increasing floods of climate change; the burgeoning populations, continuous war, depletion of wild fish and animals, economic collapse, and chemical contamination of all resources by reckless, profit-driven industries?

My guess is that it will be the wild foods that past generations depended on almost exclusively in tough times. Today’s generations are clueless and indifferent about it. From upper-class to lower, and from filthy-rich to filth-poor, most of humanity (particularly Americans) couldn’t care less about the wild food found in those “weeds” that invade the landscapes of virtually every region of the world.

For obvious reasons, I must warn you not to eat any wild plant unless you are as sure as you can be of what it is, that it is edible, what parts of it are edible, that it comes from mostly clean, wholesome soil, and how to prepare it if required. However, this book has been written for the purpose of telling you and your descendants what you can eat if you have to. The soil might be questionable and you might not be absolutely sure of identification of plants in a survival situation. These things are left to each individual to risk if he/she has to and be as prepared mentally for the challenges ahead as one can reasonably be.

Check as many sources of information as possible online and in bookstores and ask locals among your populations who might know something about the wild plants around you before you make the decision to actually eat any of it. However, I’m focusing this book on plentiful and nutritious wild plant food in my neck of the woods to aid in one’s survival, should it come to that, not for the purpose of supplementing wild food into your present diet. I advise experimentation to some extent with wild food now as you prepare yourself with a critical subject involving the knowledge of absolute self-sufficiency.

I’ve noticed some very different species of foraging plants here on the eastern half of the US from those on the western side. Because of this, I’ve had to focus on plants available through parts, or most of, the Eastern United States. In particular, my home state of Florida is where my focus has been the most. I’ve done my best to provide accurate and helpful information here. All guidebooks disagree somewhat on some things and no guidebook is perfect, including mine. Some edible plants here have close relatives elsewhere that are not edible and which may be dependent upon a particular region. Our Spiderwort here is very edible, but other species exist elsewhere that are not edible.

Beware of common names. Many different plants can have the same common names. To be sure, always check the scientific name. Even then, scientific names can change over time.

Be sure of the method of preparation if it requires it. Some plants, for example, must be boiled, and some must be boiled multiple times while changing the water each time. All but two of the more than twenty thousand kinds of lichen are edible after soaking out the acid content. Some guide books might dismiss lichen as a viable resource because of the extensive leeching process necessary to remove the acid and make it edible. Adding wood ash or baking soda to the water will speed up the process that can take up three or four days. Soak it for days at a time in clean water mixed with clean wood ashes and/or baking soda. After every half-day, dump the water and add more with more ash and/or soda. This must be repeated for a few days to leech out the acidic contents of the lichen, if it can be leeched out. The results are very, very high in carbohydrates. Only two kinds are toxic—the sulfur colored one and a yellowish-green one. Some lichens, like reindeer moss (Claydonia spp.) and bearded lichen (Usnea spp.) can be found in Florida and the Southeastern US but others are strictly northern species. I didn’t address lichen in this book because of my lack of actual experience with it and because of negative information some sources report on concerning it. Do some homework on lichens for a potentially plentiful and nutritious food source. Early explorers depended heavily on it for emergencies.

Focus on the edible plants that are the most common and plentiful in your area. Some plant parts will just require soaking in water to make edible for anywhere from an hour, a few hours, a few days, and even a few weeks (shelled acorns, if boiling is not an option). I decided not to address acorns for three reasons. One, I don’t have any real experience with them. Two, there’s plenty of info already out there on that subject. And three, I’ve been questioning some of the info I’ve accumulated on it, like the best/easiest method for shelling them and the extent of how much our local live oak, of the white oaks, needs to be leeched of tannin. However, Mykel addresses this subject later in the book.

Some plants that require extensive boiling procedures might lack in nutrition once properly prepared for human consumption. I’ve excluded some of the green plants that require multiple boils. I’ve excluded plants like taro which require too much preparation and is reportedly too toxic to make edible in the Florida wild. Our wild taro is quite different from most cultivated and escaped species. I advise staying away from it in Florida. Maybe not in other parts of the world, but definitely here in Florida.

There are many edible plants that I did not mention for various reasons. For example, they just don’t grow wild in Florida at all, like Jerusalem artichoke (Helianthus tuberosus), or they are difficult to make edible, or I just haven’t had the opportunity to study them, like some of the edible plants that only grow in the Everglades and the southernmost portion of Florida.

Seaweeds and coastal plants have many edible and nutritious species but I don’t live close enough to any and so many have salt that might mess with my blood pressure. Besides, in a future doomsday/famine/survival scenario, the shorelines of any country will be where most people will go for fishing, cooling from the summer heat, and for turning saltwater into potable freshwater with distillation or desalination devices. It will be crowded there. Mykel covers seaweeds and seashore plants later in the book.

Sometimes edible wild plants turn bitter and rank with age, which is alleviated to some extent with boiling. But if you don’t mind a little bitterness, in those cases, only boil as much as you need to in order to get as much nutrition as you can from it. Too much bitterness in a plant is a sign that it might cause nausea and/or vomiting. It may also be a sign that you have the wrong plant. If it tastes so bitter that you feel compelled to spit it out, just spit it out.

I learned long, long ago that I needed to know about this subject. I’ve been unskilled, homeless, hungry, unemployed, underpaid, or under-employed, and lacking in resources for the vast majority of my adult life. Hungry, homeless individuals struggle to be fed even in a country of such plenty. I know that from my own experiences. I never weighed more than 135 pounds (six-feet tall) until I began to receive government food assistance a few years ago at the age of fifty-seven. Before you judge me falsely, I’ve never been a drinker of alcoholic beverages or drug abuser. Being unskilled, physically weak, generally not cheerful, and relatively unhealthy and homely, I was forced into the outcasts of our society and never found a viable career at anything that paid even close to a living wage.

I once vomited while living in New Hampshire woods, surviving extreme poverty, after eating what I thought was just boiled dandelions and plantain (a plant, not the fruit). The nausea came on fast after about fifteen minutes or one-half hour of eating and the moment I vomited it up I felt better. I was very young and still quite new to foraging. I knew I had been overconfident and a little careless while gathering the plants. While a possible reason for my reaction to what I ate could have been plants that were too old and bitter to be consumed on an empty stomach even though I boiled it, I believed at the time that the cause was some leaf or leaves from a toxic plant had mixed in with the ones I collected that day. This is why harvesting, gathering, foraging, whatever one wishes to call it, must be done carefully. I was lucky it wasn’t the leaf of a plant with the name hemlock in it. That could have been the end of me right then and there.

This is a vital survival point here: Even if a plant is universally edible and 100 percent positively identified, a person never knows if they might just have an allergic reaction to that plant. And allergic reactions can develop for any one at any time, even after years of eating a plant without issue. Hence, we both reiterate repeatedly: be cautious, prudent, judicious, and wise in your foraging.

I remember how much it scared me. As soon as the nausea came on fast and hard I started hiking (late in the evening) toward a payphone at a closed convenience store on the nearest road a mile away. I didn’t get a hundred feet away from camp when I threw it up. I remember how relieved I was when I realized that getting it out stopped the nausea immediately. I knew how lucky I was that night.

I hope to impress upon the reader just exactly how important a subject this is going to be in the not-too-distant future. The world is finally becoming aware of the need to teach this knowledge to the millions of less fortunate and starving around the world. Why hasn’t it been a priority? Because wild food is free food. The world is consumed by the consumer-market economy. Food charities are big business. Our culture does not teach people anything that is not somehow profitable in the form of monetary currency. It is a pathological culture driven by apathy, distractions, delusions, competition, self-absorption, and greed. It is not sustainable in the long run, and is clearly unhealthy in the short-term at every level for the individual, the community, and the Earth.
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Doug’s Bugs, Slugs, and Grubs

Don’t eat ticks, flies, fleas, or mosquitoes; they are disease carriers.

In modern America and Western Civilization in general the main source of protein comes from animals, yet, in developing countries it is not unusual for human inhabitants to trap and harvest bugs, slugs, grubs, and snails for their regular fat and protein consumption. The term for the consumption of insects is entomophagy.

The Bible regards grasshopper species like locusts as clean for human consumption. However, not all of them are edible. The main reason that modern humans associate bugs as unclean is because we associate them with the deadly microbes, pathogens, parasites, and diseases that many of them carry. Aside from those disease carriers listed above, many insects can be cleansed or purged of toxic substances and/or simply cooked to rid them of parasites and pathogens. Even our foul-looking palmetto bugs (large roaches) can be purged clean by putting them into containers that they can’t escape from (with pin-holes for air) with fruits and vegetables (or edible wild plants). The process for roaches takes forty-eight hours. After that, removing the legs and the hard shell before thorough cooking is still required to insure edibility. I would not try this with roaches or palmetto bugs except if being faced with critical stages of starvation and absolutely nothing else to eat. That’s not likely to happen to me. There are better creepy crawlers to choose from. Snails, slugs, grubs, crickets, and edible hopper species would be my preferred choice of creepy-crawler cuisine—even dragonflies.

Slugs and snails are best handled with gloves until thoroughly cooked. Boiling snails in their shells makes it easier to remove them from the shell. Always purge them (put into a container with edibles for a period of time first) in a cool, dark place for the purging process. Same goes for slugs. For slugs and snails, a twenty-four-hour period of purging is acceptable. Mykel just boils or cooks them and kills most everything that can be harmful. But it is vital to cook snails and slugs as they can carry parasites that can kill.

There are at least two general rules to entomophagy. Rule number one is that plant-eating insects are able to eat plants which are toxic to us and therefore should be purged to be safe for us to eat. There is even the possibility that some insects consume edible plants but build up a substance from it that becomes toxic to us in concentrated amounts. This is a good general rule to be safe, but most of the time, boiling or cooking neutralizes most of any potentially negative side effects.

In Florida, the most abundant of edible plants to use for purging consists of green vegetation. I would use any one of our delicious year-round or seasonal wild, green, edible plants to put into the container with the edible critters. The exception for purging could be when finding snails, slugs, grubs, etc. that you find are eating plants that you already know are safe. There will be a 99 percent chance that it is safe to eat. Grubs that are not hairy or with tiny legs all along their bodies are probably safe to purge, cook, and eat. Some grubs will have a few legs in the front of their bodies. If they have substantial legs throughout their bodies and/or they are hairy, they are caterpillars and are better left alone in Florida. I know that there is at least one kind of hairy caterpillar in Florida that is very toxic. When they fall out of a tree and land on my bare shoulder they sting me with the toxins in their hairs. Although many of these insects have their sting neutralized when boiled, but it’s easier to just leave them be and find others.

Edible insects contain a storehouse of nutrients that the survivor will need—including fat and protein. Earthworms are edible as well. However, it is their skin that we need most, not their guts. Purging them is not necessary, just squeeze out their guts and dry the skins in the sun until they have the texture of a crusty powder. Add this powder to your survival-stew and it should be safe and valuable for consumption.

A Survivor Stew, as I call it, is your best method of obtaining nutrition in the wild or in any doomsday/famine/survival situation. Roasting over the fire burns the outer portion of whatever you are roasting in order to cook it through thoroughly. Boiling something thoroughly kills all pathogens and parasites (as it does in making water potable) while retaining all of the potential nutrition in the portion being cooked and in the broth. Having a fairly large canteen cup or small stainless-steel pot (not aluminum) packed away in your survival gear is a survival essential for making potable water from groundwater/surface-water sources. It will double its value as a method for cooking survival stew.

If no edible plants are available to purge edible critters with, you can still purge them of toxic contents by simply stashing them away in a container for at least a twenty-four-hour period without anything for them to eat. A few drops of potable water placed in with them should help the process.

The second rule of entomophagy is that brightly colored, multi-colored, or slow-moving insects can be very toxic and even deadly poisonous no matter what you do. In nature, a sign of a poisonous species is usually (always for insects) bright colors like reds, yellows, and orange. Very many plants used in landscaping are completely toxic to humans, often being brightly colored. Practically all lilies and definitely all iris species are toxic/poisonous even though the colorful roses and hibiscus plants have very edible parts, as well as other colorful flowers. So, for plants it is a generalization but not a rule. For insects, however, it is very much a rule.



OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
Foraging
for
Survival

Edible Wild Plants of North America

MYKEL HAWKE
AND

DOUGLAS BOUDREAU

)

Skyhorse Publishing





OEBPS/Images/half.jpg
Foraging
for
Survival





OEBPS/Images/f0012-01.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
Forégmg

{

i
Su rvival

ﬁ; " Edible Wild Plants of North America «

i MYKEL HAWKE

AND

:
’@ DOUGLAS BOUDREAU o
ﬁ"\— s Vil S ‘






OEBPS/Images/f0009-01.jpg





