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Disclaimer


The information provided in The Forager’s Garden is for educational and inspirational purposes and to offer guidance in growing your own. Positive identification and the safety and usage of plants or mushrooms used lie with the reader.
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Introduction







Reasons for Growing a Forager’s Garden


The Forager’s Garden isn’t about eliminating what isn’t wild or not native. It’s about blending the wild plants into the landscape alongside the cultivated herbs and vegetables. It’s imitating the way Nature grows plants—in patches, not rows. Instead of straight rows with a monoculture crop there is a range of different types of plants that mingle together and help each other. A forager’s garden produces more and more each year with less work. It restores a stable ecosystem that can look after itself, with habitat for wildlife, food, and people and medicine for everyone. A place to grow wild.


[image: A vibrant vegetable garden featuring young plants and orange flowers at the front, bordered by lush green grass and trees, with neat rows of various crops extending into the background.]


Foraging is an activity that I have been engaged in for most of my life. Knowing when a plant is in season, where it is growing, and being there at the right time are all essentials when foraging.


When I arrived in the Hampton Roads area in southeast Virginia in the late 1970s, when it was still a young city, there were lots of foraging grounds. I had my favorite spots where I could freely go, forage for whatever was in season, and then look for the next foraging patch. I look back over the years of foraging and I realize the number of hours spent traveling, sometimes for long distances, to harvest a particular berry or nut or to scout out for potential foraging grounds.


And then there were those times of watching and waiting to harvest that field of evening primrose seeds. Finally, it would be time. One year, with clippers and brown paper bag in hand, I traveled to the site only to find out the whole field was mowed the day before. The empty lot where the passion vine grew and where I had been going for years suddenly looked appealing to a developer who built a house there instead. The patch of wild greens that a few days before had looked lush and green now looked brown and droopy from the fresh application of herbicides.


Forests are cleared, habitat is destroyed, and farms disappear. Abandoned lots and overgrown fields are replaced with buildings and development. It’s not plants that are becoming rare, it’s the habitat. It’s xonly a matter of time before that empty lot gets developed. Or the edges of fields or forests get sprayed with herbicides. Public lands have tightened the restrictions for foraging and no longer allow picking even for personal use. Private conservation groups promote, “Never pick anything in the wild,” and the options dwindle. The list goes on. I have finally concluded that if you really want to harvest a particular food or plant, you have to grow it.


I saw what was happening in the mid-90s and bought 16 acres of raw, undeveloped land, all woods. When the real estate agent asked me what I planned to do with the land, I responded that I needed some foraging grounds. He said, “You’ve come to the right place.” If you are in a position to buy a small piece of land or have access to property that you can go back to year after year, that is ideal. Even a backyard or balcony for container gardening is a start.


People frequently ask me, “Where can I forage?” The answer is simple: “Grow your own.” The Forager’s Garden is about a new way of gardening. It is neither a gardening book nor is it a foraging book. It is about creating ecosystems that can provide wild food and medicine needed throughout the year based on individual needs without having to travel great distances to get it.


With food prices escalating, more people are taking an interest in growing their own food and medicine. Maintaining a traditional garden takes a lot of work. There is an ongoing battle with the weeds and the insects. Nature insists on covering the earth with plants wherever there is bare soil. And with the plants come insects. By mid-summer the traditional gardener is overwhelmed. This is when the wild garden is thriving. The wild garden is a forager’s garden and requires little maintenance.


[image: Thick green foliage and lush overgrown plants cover the foreground, bordered by tall trees. In the background, a sunlit grassy field stretches beneath a partly cloudy sky.]


The interest in foraging has increased in recent years as people are becoming more aware of the benefits of the plants growing wild. Growing the plants that you use for food or medicine makes them available for regular use and reduces the amount of travel time involved in seeking out foraging grounds. Observing them through their growing season allows you to become more connected to the plant, its growing xiconditions, knowing when it reaches its peak harvest time, and being able to use it when you need it.


Once established, a wild garden can produce an abundance of food and medicine and requires minimal maintenance. This book is about transforming your landscape from an ordinary lawn or meadow into one that produces food and medicine throughout the year. It will guide you in identifying and growing wild herbs and knowing what and when to harvest. Growing and harvesting the plants you need to treat common ailments that you experience can empower you to take your health into your own hands.







Restoring Wild Plant Communities




Maintain Wild Areas


Maintaining a green, monoculture lawn of grass by mowing regularly takes lots of gas and time. If you do nothing and just let it grow, you will soon learn it’s not just grass. Wildflowers and seedlings from nearby trees and shrubs emerge from the soil and are mixed in, eventually forming a meadow. Include plantings of native trees, shrubs, and pollinator plants to form a natural community.







The Wild Garden


The wild garden imitates the way Nature grows plants. Instead of straight rows with a monoculture crop there is a range of different types of plants that mingle together and help each other. In a natural community change occurs. Nothing stays the same. Succession is a natural part of the process.







Choose Native Plants


Native plants have adapted to the environment, the soil, and the climate and are much more likely to survive than a non-native species, reducing the cost of replacement. Because they have adapted to the environment, they need less care. Native plants attract native pollinators as well as other wildlife, forming a natural community.


The Forager’s Garden goes beyond foraging. It’s about working with nature to create ecosystems for the community of plants, animals, and people. It’s about restoring wild plant communities, bringing the plants you want to forage into your landscape and giving them a place to grow.


Most important, it’s about connecting with the plants. The Forager’s Garden is a book about identifying the plants growing around you, incorporating wild plants into your landscape, and processing and preparing them for food and medicine. It’s about working with nature to restore wild plant communities and ecosystems for everyone.
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[image: A close-up of a black and yellow bee gathering nectar from tiny white blossoms on a green plant in a sunlit meadow, with softly blurred trees visible in the background.]
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Chapter One Planning: Before the Beginning






You’ve made the decision to grow wild. Where do you begin? What you grow will be determined by a number of factors including the amount of space you have, sunlight, moisture, and type of soil. It helps to know what the previous land use was and if it had been treated with herbicides or pesticides. Herbicide use is easier to detect. Certain indicator plants that should be there and are missing are a sign the area has been treated with herbicides. Before you plant or remove anything from your landscape, develop a relationship with the earth. Get to know what is growing there naturally and what animals visit the area.




Site Assessment—Observation



There may be parts of your yard or landscape that are in full sun part of the day, semi-shade, or shade. Watch to see from which direction the sun comes up and where it sets. This will change with the seasons. Morning and afternoon sunlight can make a difference. Notice if there are any slopes or changes in elevation. After a rainy period, assess which areas have standing water and which drain easily. Matching the plant to the environment is important.







Plant Survey—Identification



Choose the area that you want to grow wild and avoid mowing for a year. Let it go through the seasons and see what comes up naturally. Do a plant survey and make a list of plants that are growing there and what they offer. Determine which ones to keep and which ones to remove. For me, careful observation of which plants grow well in similar sites was important.




Thickets


Thickets develop along the edges of fields, forests, and gardens. They are untended pieces of land that have been reclaimed by nature and are a mix of everything wild: grasses, vines (both native and non-native), shrubs, and young tree seedlings. Thickets will eventually be reclaimed by the forest if allowed to grow wild long enough. Thickets allow tree seedlings to get a start and provide support for the vines that climb and wrap around them.
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[image: A sunlit grassy area bordered by thick green bushes and tall trees in the background, all illuminated under a bright, clear sky.]


I decided to turn a thicket on my new property into a productive food-producing area. I learned that removing unwanted species can be done in several ways. First, do an inventory of the species already growing in the area and decide which ones you want to keep. Thickets are a breeding ground for invasive and aggressive species such as privet, mimosa, Japanese honeysuckle, and greenbriers that quickly move in and form a tangle of growth. A thick layer of mulch from years of fallen leaves, branches, and twigs builds up under the canopy of the trees of the forest. Thick tangles of vines wind their way up and around seedlings and small trees that are coming up in the area, mostly invasive non-native species.







Removal of Unwanted Species


After the first year of not mowing, succession begins and there will be a diversity of plants, some more desirable than others. Vines are one of the pioneer species. They need lots of sunlight and will climb and wrap around nearby trees and saplings that are just coming up. There are lots of vines; some are native, some are invasive aliens, and others are naturalized.


Pretty soon a thicket has developed. The area has become a weed patch. Next comes the sorting process of deciding what to keep and what 3to remove. Some people want to start from scratch. Others will go out and buy plants to add to their landscape only to find out it’s already growing there.




Burning


Growing up, I always looked forward to mid-winter when we would have our huge fire in the woods. Dad would build a brush pile with downed branches and brush and then wait for a cold day to burn. We would spend the entire day tending the fire until it had burned down to a nice bed of ashes. This would become the seed bed for tobacco, tomatoes, and other spring vegetables.


Burning was a practice used by the indigenous people in precolonial North America. In the southeast the slash-and-burn technique was used. Fields were cleared of trees by girdling them by cutting rings into the bark. After the trees died, they were burned and the area used for agriculture (Hudson, 1976).










Fire


Using fire in the landscape as a management tool to remove the thicket and unwanted invasive species is one way to clear back overgrowth and kill off unwanted vegetation. Using a torch helps to control the flame. Fire is a part of nature that is necessary for the life cycle of certain plants and animals. Low-impact burning, when used in an appropriate manner, can provide a multitude of benefits. It can stimulate the growth of the herbaceous layer and increase nutrients available to plants. Fire restores fire-dependent species and rejuvenates the habitat. Low intensity fires help to reduce the build-up of downed branches and debris and return nutrients to the soil.







Hand Removal


The next step is the removal of vines and invasive tree seedlings that are left behind by the fire. Using a pair of strong loppers, the charred vines and seedlings should be clipped at the base and then pulled out of the trees, opening up a light gap on the ground level. The clippings can be piled into an area to break down as mulch or put in a burn pile to further break down.







Block the Light


Plants—including weeds—need light to grow. Without light they wilt and die. Blocking the light can be done in various ways. A thick layer of 4mulch works great. If you don’t have access to mulch, you can cover the area with cardboard, landscape fabric, or mats.










Plant Selection


Selecting plants to add or introduce to your site can be done in a couple of ways. First, get to know the area, the growing conditions, and plants that are currently existing there. Visit similar natural areas and observe the plants growing in a similar environment. Be aware of which plants are invasive or aggressive. Decide which plants you need or want to meet your health and dietary needs and where in your landscape to include them.


Plants that grow and reproduce in a particular region over several generations adapt to the conditions of that region resulting in a genetically stronger plant that will maintain its health and produce more heavily under both normal and stressful situations. Such plants usually have a natural resistance to insect invasion and require a minimal amount of water. There are often native plant sales hosted by native plant society groups that offer a good selection of natives for your area.


[image: Neatly arranged rows of potted plants sit on the grass in an outdoor garden, surrounded by lush greenery. A white building is partially visible to the left in the background.]




Plants/Seed Sources


There are going to be times when there are specific plants you want to grow in a particular area. The conditions are right, but the plants aren’t there. Introducing them into your landscape may require seeding them or bringing in live plant material. Careful observation of which plants grow well in similar sites is important.
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Plant Rescues


Be on the lookout for areas that are being sold for development. For several years I participated in plant rescues with the native plant society to wild areas that were scheduled to be cleared and developed. When the conditions were right, I would bring back seeds, cuttings, or seedlings. If you see such an area, contact the owner to get permission to go in and rescue plants.


Seeds from berries that have been eaten by animals and left behind in their droppings germinate and leave a small group of seedlings in their place. These seedlings can be removed, planted in a pot, and nursed along until they are strong enough with a good root system before putting them into the ground. When relocating plants, try to be sure the area where it is being moved to matches the conditions from which it came.







Harvesting Seeds


The best source for wild seeds or plants is in the wild, especially if you want to be sure the plant is a straight native. When gathering seeds in the wild, use the same foraging principles that you use for plants. Take what you need, leave some to reseed, some for the wildlife, and some for the next group of foragers. Never take from the first plant you approach nor the last plant you see.


[image: Close-up of a plant stem featuring clusters of brown, dried seed pods and green leaves concentrated at the base, with a softly blurred blue and green background.]


There is no one season that is best for gathering seeds in the wild. When you’re there and the seeds are ready, it’s time. It’s going to vary from year to year and season to season. The main thing is to get to know the plants and their individual life cycles. Watch for the plants to mature and then collect the seeds and store them until it is time to replant. The times are going to vary depending on the species and can occur year-round.


Some seeds mature in the fall. At this stage, the plant looks completely different than it did when it was flowering or in its early, leafy stage in the spring. Following a 6plant through the seasons helps to become familiar with how it looks in all its stages.







Seed Saving


Saving seeds is important and can benefit you in many ways. It is one way of making sure you always have your favorite edible or medicinal plants nearby. But it is also a way of choosing plants that have proven to be hardy in your area.


Paper bags or paper envelopes are handy for collecting. Seeds need to be protected from heat, moisture, and light. Thorough air-drying after the seed is collected is important and can be accomplished by hanging the paper bag in a well-ventilated area. After the seeds are completely dry, they need to be stored in a cool, dry place.


The seeds are the lifeline of the plant. Approach seed harvesting in the same way you approach plants you’re going to harvest. Before harvesting seeds, make sure there’s enough to reseed, plus some for the birds and other seed-eaters to eat.


Plants that grow and reproduce in a particular region over several generations adapt to the conditions of that region resulting in a genetically stronger plant that will maintain its health and produce more heavily under both normal and stressful situations. Such plants usually have a natural resistance to insect invasion and require a minimal amount of water and nutrients. They eventually become naturalized and are often considered wild. In fact, many of our wild edibles are descendants of domesticated plants or are related to them.







Seed Storing


Use paper bags or envelopes to put the seeds in. Leave the bags open so the seeds can air dry. Moisture in the seeds will cause mold. Seeds need to be protected from heat, moisture, and light. Thorough air-drying after the seed is collected can be accomplished by hanging the paper bag in a well-ventilated area. After the seeds are completely dry, they need to be stored in a cool, dry place (Center Staff, 2025).







Seed Starting


Once you have decided where you want your wild garden and have a cleared area, you can start scattering seed. Begin by loosening the soil where you want to scatter your seeds and add a layer of compost. Adding compost inadvertently introduces other plants into the area.


Spring or fall is the best time to plant seeds. For some plants, fall is better because a cold span is sometimes necessary to break the dormancy 7period. Planting seeds in a pot and leaving it outside, exposed to the natural elements, has proven to be successful in germinating some seeds. Be sure to water the potted seeds on a regular basis.







Seed Sources


Native plants and/or seeds are available commercially from catalogues and native nurseries. Many of the catalogues and nurseries that sell natives are actually selling cultivars or nativars. In the spring, look for native plant sales in your area. A number of environmental groups, including native plant societies, promote native plants by hosting native plant sales for the public. They also periodically host seed swap events where you might find that rare seed you’ve been looking for.


[image: Close-up of a split-open milkweed pod exposing clusters of white, silky seeds ready to disperse. The softly blurred green background highlights the detailed pod and seeds as the focal point.]







Seed Dispersal Methods


Fruits are the seed-bearing parts of plants and include berries, legumes, and nuts. If the seeds just fell to the ground, they would all come up under the parent plant and have to compete for sun, water, and nutrients. Plants have developed a variety of adaptations that ensure the seeds will be spread out and produce new plants. The most common methods are wind and animals.
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Wind Dispersal


Dandelions have parachute-like wings that carry the seeds by the wind. Maples, pines, and sweetgums are among those whose seed is also attached to wings and is propelled through the air. Cottonwood trees and willows have seeds inside cotton fluff and blow in the wind. Others attach themselves to fur and clothes and hitchhike to new destinations.







Animal Dispersal


Fleshy fruits lure animals to them to taste their sweetness. The seeds are passed through the digestive system and, depending on where they land, will grow into new plants. Chestnuts and chinkapins have a spiky, spiny burr outer husk that attaches itself to the fur of mammals and is carried to other areas to be dropped. Some fruits just simply drop to the ground. Birds feed on the berries and drop the seeds wherever they go.


Many of these wild fruits are edible and provide health and medicinal benefits. Some can be eaten raw while others can be cooked or preserved for future use. As foragers, it is our responsibility to make sure the seeds from the fruits that we harvest are distributed as well.







Explosion


Jewelweed (Impatiens capensis) has seeds that are spring-loaded. When touched or rubbed between your fingers, they snap open, dispersing the seeds in all directions.


Bittercress (Cardamine spp.) launches its seeds into the air when they are mature. If it is growing in your lawn, you will feel them exploding as you walk across the lawn.







Gravity


Nuts and many fruits and grass seeds simply drop the seeds under the plant. Sometimes the fallen fruit is carried off by other animals or rolls down a slope.










Fruit Types


Achenes are small, dry, one-seeded fruit that develops from a simple ovary.




	
Sunflower (Helianthus spp.) seeds are enclosed in a hard, dry fruit that develops from the flower head at the end of stems and branches.


	
Thistle (Cirsium spp.) seeds are brown and flattened. Each seed is attached to a feathery, white-brown pappus.
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Aggregate fruit form from multiple ovaries in the same flower and fuse together when ripening.




	
Strawberries (Fragaria virginiana) are multiple fruits consisting of many tiny individual fruits enclosed in a fleshy receptacle. The whitish specks are the true fruits and surround a tiny seed. These are called achenes.


	
Blackberries (Rubus spp.) are aggregates of drupelets, composed of small, individual drupes.


	
Mulberries (Morus spp.) are an aggregate of sweet and juicy drupes.





Berries are fleshy fruits with seeds distributed throughout.




	
Persimmons (Diospyros virginiana) are berries with large, multiple seeds inside.


	
Muscadine grapes (Vitis rotundifolia) are dark purple berries with sweet pulp and multiple seeds inside.


	
Passionfruit (Passiflora incarnata) is an egg-shaped fruit with a rind that is green and then becomes yellowish as it matures. Inside the rind is sweet and juicy fruit with numerous small seeds.


	
Pawpaw (Asimina triloba) produces an edible fruit that is three to six inches long toward the end of the summer. The fruit is a berry with large black seeds down the length of the fruit.





Capsules develop from a common pistil and may contain many seeds.




	
Evening Primrose (Oenothera biennis) contains four-seeded capsules that are green and then turn brown when they ripen containing many little black seeds.





Cones technically are not fruits; they are a mass of scales or bracts.




	
Juniper (Juniperus spp.) cones are referred to as berries but they are not technically a berry. They are a cone with unusually fleshy and merged scales called a galbulus.





Drupes are fleshy fruits with a single seed in the center, sometimes two.




	
Sumac (Rhus spp.) forms dense clusters of fruits at branch tips that are covered in red hairs.


	
Wild Black Cherries (Prunus serotina) have purple-black fruits that hang in drooping clusters in mid-summer.


	
Plums (Prunus spp.) have fruits that grow in clusters and turn bright red when ripe in late summer.


	
Black Gum (Nyssa sylvatica) produces a bluish black fruit with a single seed and a flattened pit in the center.
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Follicles are fruits that develop from a single pistil and break along only one suture.




	
Prickly Ash (Zanthoxylum clava-herculis) has small, round fruits that turn brown when mature and split open to reveal a shiny, black seed.





Hips are the fruit of the rose and consist of a fleshy receptacle enclosing numerous achenes.




	
Wild Rose (Rosa spp.) has hips that are round or oval-shaped and are usually bright orange or red. They contain seeds in the center.





Legumes have pods that crack open along two sutures.




	
Wild Beans (Strophostyles spp.) have pods that resemble our cultivated green bean and turn brown as they age and release the seeds when dry.


	
Redbud (Cercis canadensis) has flat, thin pods about three to four inches long that are green in the beginning and then turn reddish-brown as they age. They have several seeds inside.





Nuts are characterized by a single seed that is surrounded by a hard shell. Around the hard shell is a protective outer husk that can assume different shapes. Nuts drop to the ground when mature and rely on mammals to disperse them.


[image: Close-up of a tree branch with clusters of dark purple, round fruits nestled among green leaves. Several leaves show yellow or brown spotting, suggesting different stages of maturity or decay.]




	
11Acorns (Quercus spp.)—The fruit of the oak is an acorn. Acorns have caps, which are the outer hull.


	
Black Walnuts (Juglans nigra) have a green, fleshy outer husk that looks like a smooth, green ball. The inner shell is hard with ridges and turns black when it dries. The nutmeat is oily and sweet.


	
Chestnuts (Castanea dentata, C. pumila) have needle-sharp spines surrounding the shell.


	
Hazelnuts (Corylus americana) have a leafy outer husk.


	
Hickory nuts (Carya spp.) have an outer husk that is ribbed.


	
Beechnuts (Fagus grandifolia) have a triangular husk with weak spines.





Pomes are fleshy fruits consisting of an outer fleshy layer and a central core.




	
Hawthorn (Crataegus spp.) has fruits that resemble a mini apple with a core and seeds inside.


	
Crabapple (Malus spp.) is similar to hawthorn and also looks like a miniature apple with a core in the center.





Samaras are dry, usually one- or two-seeded dry fruits and the seeds have a wing attached to them.




	
Ash (Fraxinus spp.) has conspicuous seeds attached to wings.


	
Elm (Ulmus spp.) has small, oval, flat fruits with wings.


	
Maples (Acer spp.) have two conjoined wings, each surrounding a seed.
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[image: Young green plant shoots emerge from soil in a close-up, their leaves lit by sunlight. The blurred background emphasizes the fresh growth and evokes a bright, natural springtime feeling.]
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Chapter Two Earth Time






Spending time with the earth is a part of growing wild. Get to know her moods and cycles and the seasonal changes, which plants return every year and which ones disappear.


Get a handful of soil and smell it. Walk across the area with bare feet. The feel of the earth will tell you a lot about the type of soil you have. With a hand trowel, dig several inches into the earth and scoop out a handful of dirt. Look at the color, the texture, and the smell. All these are indicators of the type of soil you have.


[image: A close-up shows a person outside, holding a generous heap of dark, moist soil in their cupped hands. The background reveals more earth and ground, indicating an outdoor environment focused on soil.]


Contact with the soil and a specific soil bacteria trigger the release of serotonin and dopamine, the “be happy” chemicals, in our brains. Robin Wall Kimmerer (2013) explains that “The smell of humus exerts a physiological effect on humans. Breathing in the scent of Mother Earth stimulates the release of the hormone oxytocin, the same chemical that promotes bonding between mother and child.” Oxytocin promotes a feeling of well-being and is sometimes referred to as the hormone of love 14(Santos-Longurst, A., 2013). The earthy smell of soil comes from the chemical compound called geosmin that is secreted by bacteria and some plants. The scent is carried to the brain’s emotion and memory centers (Shutes, J., 2025). According to Shutes, just smelling the soil has been found to lower the heart rate and reduce stress. Getting your hands in the dirt is the best way to absorb this “feel-good” chemical. Kids love playing in the dirt, and it’s good for them!




Weeds


There has been an ongoing battle between landowners and weeds, a battle using all the modern-day weapons, from tilling to mowers to chemical herbicides. Weeds are a part of the natural environment and often have beneficial uses, including food and medicine. But often they get chopped down or sprayed before they’re mature enough to harvest. I decided that the weeds in my area needed a safe place to grow. My yard and garden soon became that place.


If you start with the bare earth, you will find it won’t stay bare for long, especially if it is disturbed soil and has been used for gardening in the past. Start by turning the soil over, break up the clumps, and then observe which plants come up naturally without planting anything. Thousands of tiny seeds are lying dormant in the soil just waiting for the soil to be disturbed and for the right conditions to germinate. It doesn’t take long.




Reading the Soil


To read the soil, read the weeds. If your landscape is free of herbicides, the weeds should be there. The type of weeds growing will tell you a lot about the type of soil you have. They can tell you if the soil is acid or alkaline, healthy, or depleted. Weeds can tell you how well the soil drains or retains moisture.


Healthy soil is the secret to healthy plants and consists of dead, organic matter and minerals. An underground mix of microbes, mycelium, tiny insects, and worms contribute to healthy soil. Feed the soil by adding nutrient-rich organic matter. Soil properties affect infiltration to the soil beneath the surface. Infiltration is the downward entry of water into the soil. Water must enter the soil to be of value (Rosenbaum, 2023).


De-vegetation, disturbance, grading, ditching, and soil compaction can lead to increased flooding and erosion and less infiltration into soils. An agricultural field that has been lying fallow all winter will experience soil loss with the first heavy spring rain, eroding the top soil and carrying fine soil particles to low-lying areas as it washes down the slopes.
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Soil Indicators


Plants that are growing naturally in a particular area will give you clues as to what type of soil you have and how healthy it is. These are called indicators and they can tell the type of soil and water infiltration that they are emerging from. Plants like primrose and dandelion have deep, strong tap roots that break up the soil. They can grow in soil that is compacted and lacking water and nutrients that other plants would need in order to grow. Other indicators of poor soil include sheep sorrel, ragweed, plantain, yarrow, and mullein. On the other hand, purslane and amaranth like rich soil (Sweetser, 2024).


There are plants that are indicators of wetlands, too. While the area may not be under water year-round, it may have standing water for parts of the year or after a heavy rain. Low lying areas where water collects after a rain with damp, mucky soil will have plants that differ from those growing on dry, sandy soil. Dock is a common herb in these wet areas. They are an indicator of heavy, wet soil. Dock will survive during dry periods but will thrive in wet, soggy conditions. Elder also likes wet conditions.


An un-mowed, untreated lawn will have varying shades of green. These shades of green are indicators of the type of soil the emerging plants are growing from. The plants often occur in patches. You will see a small population of a species of plant growing in one area of your yard but you won’t see it growing anywhere else. You may try planting a tree or herb that should make it, meeting all the right conditions, and it still doesn’t survive. The answer is in the soil.


[image: A wide field blanketed in purple wildflowers extends to a distant row of bare trees, all beneath a bright, cloudless blue sky.]

Henbit (Lamium amplexicaule) is an indicator plant for high nitrogen.
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Sweet and Sour Soil


The acidity level determines whether the soil is sweet or sour. The plants that emerge naturally in an area are indicators of the acidity of the soil.


Acidic soil refers to soils that are below 7.0 pH and are called sour. Pines are acidic and as their needles drop to the ground, they contribute to the acidity of the soil, lowering the pH. Using pine straw as a mulch around plants also increases the acidity. Acidic soil is the norm in most natural areas, including woodlands. As organic matter breaks, the soil underneath tends to acidify. Sour soil can be sweetened with ground limestone.


Blueberries grow in the understory in pine forests and thrive on the acid soil. Along the edges of pine forests, mullein sprouts. In yards or gardens with pine trees, sheep sorrel and oxeye daisy emerge.


Alkaline soils contain high amounts of calcium, sodium, and magnesium and are considered sweet. Water that has a high mineral content can contribute to high pH levels. (MasterClass, 2021). Chickweed, peppergrass, and mustards are indicators of alkaline soil. Sulfur can be used to make the soil sour.


In the spring, there are lots of early bloomers. One of the first to bloom is dead nettle followed by henbit, both members of the mint family with very similar appearances. Two very similar but different plants with similar flowers that have different shades of purple. They both grow in open sunny areas. However, you don’t see them growing together. Henbit grows in light, sandy soils, an alkaline environment. Dead nettle prefers an acidic environment with a loamy soil texture.










Herbaceous Plants


Herbaceous plants are non-woody plants and can be classified as an annual, biennial, or perennial. Annuals live through one season, bloom, and go to seed and die. Biennials live through two seasons. They generally germinate in the late summer or early fall, grow through the winter, and the next spring or early summer send up a flower stalk, bloom, and go to seed. Perennials grow year-round. The tops may die back, but underneath the surface of the soil, the roots are alive, just waiting for warm days to send up new growth.




Annuals


The first to appear are the familiar annuals: chickweed, cresses, wild mustard, corn salad, amaranth, lamb’s quarters, and purslane. These plants grow through the first season, bloom, and go to seed. These annuals 17represent the first stage of succession, when one plant community is replaced by another over time.


Most of these annuals are naturalized, non-native species that are edible with medicinal benefits as well. They mostly arrived with the early settlers, planted as their food and medicine, and then re-seeded and spread. Some came unintentionally as birds dropped their seeds. The wind carries seeds of some species while others come in unknowingly with other plants as seeds in the soil. They also come up in the cracks of sidewalks, at the edges of parking lots, and any spot where there is bare soil. Many are referred to as invasive aliens and efforts are made to eradicate them. These same weeds that we fight to get rid of are loaded with vitamins and nutrients and often are more nutritious than the cultivated vegetables they are growing next to in a garden.
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