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CHAPTER 1:

Foraging for Wild Food

Have you ever nibbled a few ripe blackcap raspberries growing around the edge of the lawn when doing yard work? Do your kids know what “sour grass” is, and love to munch on the lemony greens? Did you have a great grandmother who used to pick dandelion leaves for dinner or a favorite uncle who hunted mushrooms in fall that he called stumpies? I am betting that even the most nature–phobic people living in a large city have heard about the latest trend of finding your own food in parks, or have seen evidence of wild foods on menus of upscale and trendy restaurants. If so, you already have a little personal experience with wild food foraging.

In the beginning of human history before agriculture, we were all wild food foragers, searching our environment for sustenance, medicine, and natural materials to survive. Now with so many modern conveniences like grocery stores, electronic gadgets, and sturdy homes, our connection to the natural world is often reduced to recreational amusements, or worse, a need to tame our lawns into submission and control the habitats that surround us. We as a civilization have lost touch with understanding and appreciating the wild spaces and plants that we live with, including the value of the potential food source under our feet. A healthy interest in your local landscape can pay off with a rewarding pastime of wild food foraging with your family.

Who are The 3 Foragers?

We are a family of three, living in southeastern New England with a passion for hiking, travel, photography, cooking, nature, and wild edible foods. We have happily ma naged to combine all of our favorite things to do into a fun and fulfilling hobby of wild food foraging. We photograph and blog about our adventures, sharing them online, including some personal stories, lots of photographs, plenty of tested recipes featuring our favorite wild plants and fungi, and our travel experiences. We are still learning new things every time we head out into the wild, which keep us fascinated, enthusiastic, and engaged with the environments we find ourselves exploring.
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Karen finding wild grapes

I grew up in a mostly rural area in southeastern Connecticut, surrounded by old farm fields and forests, spending time catching frogs in the pond and picking wild blueberries in the summer heat. After a career in foodservice, I became a stay-at-home mom to our daughter for eight years before venturing back into a part time job with the local schools, so I still get my summers off to spend in the woods. I take care of the writing, recipe development, researching the wild plants and fungi we find, plus the trip planning and laundry.
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Robert finds a hen of the woods fungus

Robert is originally from Hungary, and it was his initial curiosity about differences between plants in the United States and Europe that led us to research our local plants, fruits, and herbs. He was looking for a springtime plant that he called medvehagyma (which translates as bear onion), that he encountered often as a child in Hungary. After hearing his description of the plant, I guessed he might be talking about ramps, a wild leek, and we went in search of this oniony-garlicky delicacy. We tried to figure out where to find some ramps, and that led to our first attempts to educate ourselves on our local wild foods through books and by walking with experienced mentors and wild food educators. Along the way, we learned that the plant he knew from Hungary was similar to our native ramps, but a different species, so we wanted to become familiar with the wild foods that grow in our current area. Robert is the photographer in our family, and he loves to be out hiking and gathering the plants we use to come up with tasty recipes.
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Gillian catches a pumpkinseed on her own fishing pole

Gillian is our daughter, the third forager. Exposing her often to the wild foods we seek has made her a wonderfully educated young naturalist. Kids have an innate curiosity about their environment, and you might be amazed how much they can understand, learn, and remember. She loves the sweet berries and the sour sorrels, the cattail-on-the-cob and salads made with edible flowers. Gillian is the chief recipe taster, a budding fisherwoman, and with her sharp eyes and shorter stature, our best mushroom hunter.

I’ll introduce you to some of the easiest to identify wild foods, great for beginners or kids. There are many wild foods I will not cover for several reasons: because they are hard to find, need a lot of preparation, are threatened or endangered, or don’t taste that great; these are not survival foods, but wild foods to seek for enjoyment. I will be avoiding many of the look-alikes to potentially dangerous plants whose identifications should be left to more experienced foragers. I’ll also try to focus on delicious plants that I am fairly certain kids will love to eat, and add a few of my family’s favorite recipes. All of the wild fruits, berries, nuts, seeds, and greens in this book are foods that my family has eaten and experimented with over the years, and I hope I can convince you that they are worth finding, collecting, and tasting with your family.

Our experiences foraging with Gillian are what inspired this book, and I hope our adventures can motivate you to go out with your own kids, grandchildren, little cousins, and nieces and nephews and enjoy some of the wild foods in your area. Being able to connect with nature using all your senses, including your taste buds, is guaranteed to bring happy memories and full tummies to all wild food adventurers.


CHAPTER 2:

Why Wild Food?

The reasons to get outside with your family and actively hunt for wild berries, fruits, greens, nuts, and fungi are varied. Children, and even inquisitive adults will all benefit from time spent closely observing and tasting a new array of yummy, free, and nutritious wild food. Spending time together participating in active learning strengthens our appreciation for the environment around us, often filling us with wonder and amazement. Creating personal experiences with wild food also teaches awareness of a place, and nurtures an attitude of conservation within children and their caregivers alike. Many of us now have hectic working hours, and children have school, scheduled activities, or spend a good amount of their time playing video games or watching TV, and we have lost touch with the natural world around us. Foraging over several seasons, and eventually years in a favorite spot puts us back in touch with the cyclical patterns of life.
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Gillian and Robert dig sassafras roots

Historically, children often accompanied their elders when they went out to gather wild foods, learning and absorbing the knowledge first hand. Wild food foraging together as a family is one small way to get everyone back outside to actively participate in appreciating new flavors and observing the beauty and blessings of our surroundings. Getting outside and foraging is also fun, and you can encourage kids by making it a scavenger or treasure hunt, where the reward is edible!

Delicious and Unique Flavors
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Garlic mustard falafel stuffed in pita, with a side of garlic mustard hummus

One reason we continue to seek out and experiment with many wild foods is that they taste wonderful! Even though we live in a small city with three large grocery stores nearby, we often prefer the wild produce we can find ourselves. Many people try to describe the flavors of common wild foods by saying “It tastes like …”, but we find most wild foods have their own special taste, with fleeting comparison to commercially harvested produce. Wild strawberries may be small in size, but their flavor is so much sweeter, more fragrant, and more intense than their large, watery, cultivated cousins found at the market. Japanese knotweed is often compared to rhubarb or green apples, but all we can say is that it tastes like Japanese knotweed and appreciate it for its own characteristics. Wild foods often offer new tastes and textures, and seeing them offered by chefs on menus at upscale restaurants is becoming more common.
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Wineberry Bavarian, a decadent dessert!

Not every new flavor will satisfy all palates, but I still encourage several tries of any new wild food. Often the key to unlocking the best qualities of foraged wild food is knowing when to gather the correct parts of the plant, and how to properly prepare what you have brought home. Many people have heard that cattails are edible, but if they went out and gathered the seed head in the fall (you know, the part that looks like a hotdog on a stick) and took a big bite of it raw, they might conclude that cattails are awful, and never want to try them again. They might not be willing to try the tender shoots in mid-spring, the immature flower heads in the late spring that can be boiled and eaten like corn-on-the-cob, or attempt to collect some of the brilliant yellow, nutritious pollen from the male flower in early summer to add to pancakes and smoothies. Knowing the correct season for harvest, careful collection of edible plant parts, and using suggested cooking techniques will optimize the flavor of any wild foraged foods.
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Gillian nibbles on some lemony wood sorrel

Children especially love sour flavors, and are surprisingly willing to taste some of the bitter greens. Any recipe they make with greens they picked themselves from the wild become so much more appealing than the spinach you pulled out of the refrigerator. Berries are another favorite with their sweetness, abundance, and ease of collection for little fingers. Garnishing salads, desserts, or any plate with edible flowers seems whimsical and slightly magical to kids. By just adding a little bit of a new, wild food to a familiar favorite recipe, you can incorporate new tastes slowly.
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Chinese pancakes made with wild ramps greens

Harvesting and eating many wild foraged foods is a very immediate, seasonal thing unless you can find ways to preserve your harvests. Before modern conveniences like supermarkets that sell unseasonal produce all year, our ancestors gathered and preserved all their food in warmer months for use in the cold winters. We use several techniques to put up wild foods and enjoy their flavors all year long. Freezing lightly blanched wild greens is often the best way to keep them, and we have kept nettles, dandelion, and garlic mustard successfully. Many berries will also keep in the freezer, if you can stop yourself from eating them fresh! Making jelly or jams from berries and fruits is a wonderful way to preserve the sweet tastes of warmer days. Pickling is another way to save your harvests for later consumption. Many herbs, mushrooms, and roots can be dried for long-term storage, used later in the winter for warming herbal tisanes and hearty soups. Eating food that you have gathered yourself and preserved provides a sense of satisfaction and independence all year long.

If It’s Free, It’s Good for Me

Simply stated, foraging for wild food can save you some money on your food budget. I am not suggesting you and your family to attempt to live only on foraged plants, but by adding them to your diet, you will reduce your grocery bill. Often you will forage for food close to your home, and reduce your carbon footprint in the process. Becoming familiar with your environment insures you won’t need to travel far to find a wide assortment of wild foods to easily add to your meals. Many wild foods are simply overlooked, but are easily harvested as vegetables from your garden, and some are even the “weeds” you are pulling and throwing out from your garden!
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Yogurt, granola, and wild berry breakfast parfait with blackberries, wineberries, and huckleberries

Two of the best cost reducing examples are berries and greens. Gallons of blackberries can be picked from a field edge in a couple of hours for free, versus what you would pay for a pint of blackberries from the supermarket, flown in from some South American country sometime last week. Many wild greens can be used like commercial baby spinach in favorite recipes. Lamb’s quarters and nettles are mild enough to substitute for spinach in equal amounts, and some sour or bitter greens like dandelion or dock can be substituted in smaller amounts, all for free. Learning the common wild edibles in your area also gives you a sense of security and self-reliance in unsure times and unstable economies. Your diet can easily be supplemented with free food, if you have the knowledge.

Eating Wild is Eating for Your Health

Adding wild foods to your diet is an easy way to create a more diverse and nutritious way of eating for you and your family. There is a growing body of evidence that wild plants are usually more nutritious than their cultivated counterparts, which have been bred for size, mild flavor, uniformity, long storage, and ease of transport. Disagreeable characteristics like bitterness, sourness, or astringency have been reduced through commercial hybridization, which has also reduced the amount of certain vitamins, minerals, and phytochemicals available in our food.
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Gillian holds the still-sheathed cattail flower stalks

Consider also that wild foods are wild; they are grown without commercial fertilizers, pesticides, herbicides, and fungicides, in their natural environment. Wild plants are not grown in depleted soils or in monocultures that are susceptible to diseases and infestations. The wild food you forage for yourself is likely also fresher than food you can buy in the market. We try to take only what we can comfortably eat as soon as possible, unless we have a plan for preservation for a larger harvest. Chances are that you and your family will be out harvesting near your home, which allows for an immediate and local harvest of produce and fungi that are at their peak growing conditions, reducing the loss of vitamins through deterioration and wilting.

Finally, if you are getting outside and walking through a forest or fields to find something to add to your dinner plate, you are outside breathing fresh air and moving. Being out with our daughter has been a priority for us since she was born and we take every opportunity to do so. We vacation in places where we can hike and experience new environments as well as relax, and we make a point of getting outside in good weather as often as our schedules allow us. I can say with confidence that we eat at least one wild food or wild mushroom every day, because wild food foraging has become second nature for my family. Becoming a wild food forager takes practice, and the more often you can get outside, the easier it will be to recognize favorite edibles and just gather a few berries or greens for a meal without a lot of effort.


CHAPTER 3:

Keeping Wild Food Foraging Fun and Safe
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Gillian nibbles on a wild carrot

We have been out in the woods hunting wild foods since Gillian was a small baby, often strapped to a carrier on our backs while we hiked. As we were participating in guided foraging tours led by teachers, we would hand her samples of the plant being discussed and always encouraged her to taste what we tasted. As she got older, she began recognizing favorite plants and berries, but we still had her ask us if it is OK to eat something before popping it into her mouth. Now at age 10, she is a confident forager, sometimes to her detriment. I have had teachers at her school tell me Gillian is eating plants on the playground, and parents of her friends have become alarmed when she tries to get her buddies to indulge in the landscape with her! As with any hobby we participate in with our kids, from using a helmet while biking to correctly identifying plants while foraging, there are ways to go about it a safe manner. It will be up to the parents, guardians, or responsible adults to determine whether a child has an ability to engage in foraging in a safe manner, or has the competence and drive to learn these skills. As with other pastimes, active participation by both adults and children will bring about the most success, as it has for my family.

Rule #1

When going out to forage wild foods for the first time with kids, make sure they understand they should not eat anything they find without asking a competent and knowledgeable adult first. I know they will be excited to find edible plants, and you may be excited to find some too, but never eat any part of any plant that you have not identified with 100% certainty. Overenthusiasm and hasty identification may lead to wishful thinking, where you really, really want to find a certain edible plant, and have found something that sort-of, kinda looks like that edible plant, but you can be incorrect with unfortunate consequences. When in doubt, throw it out! Make sure you have the correct plant, harvest it at the correct time, and prepare it in the correct manner to keep you and your family safe.

Start with information

Each person will have a different way of learning that is best for them. Kids like our daughter Gillian tend to be kinesthetic learners, preferring a hands-on, physical lesson with a bit of visual and auditory information added. Many adults also learn faster by having an experienced teacher or mentor with them in the field to give lessons and provide immediate feedback to questions. I prefer to read a book, and have managed to put together a personal library of more than fifty books about wild food, mushrooms, and foraging non-fiction and memoirs. Robert is a very visual learner, using his camera to capture images to use as a starting point for further research. For most people, kids included, a very effective way to learn the edible plants are to take foraging walks with an experienced teacher.

We are fortunate to have several excellent wild food teachers in our area, and we make a point of walking with them through all the seasons to learn different edibles. Each teacher will have a different personality and focus in their lessons.

Books and identifications guides on wild plants and fungi are becoming more plentiful, and finding the correct resource is important. Try to pick up a book that is specific to your region, as the plants of the Southwest are very different from those growing in New England. Also try to find a guide that is suited to your interests, such as medical uses of plants, a cook book using wild food, a book aimed at families, or a book that shares lore and history of the traditions of foraging. Some identification guides are very specific and extensively focus on only berries or greens, others are very broad, offering less information about more plants. As a book-worm, I like to collect all kinds of books and help support fellow foragers and wild food educators. Owning a book that you can reference often is a way to keep information at your fingertips, and refer to any time you need to look something up. I often add notes to my many books regarding personal observations I have made in the field, and use them as a checklist for the plants and fungi we have observed and eaten.

The internet is becoming an important source of information. There are numerous foraging and fungi identification groups on Facebook offering advice, feedback, and pictures. Blogs can be great sources of information as well. As more people become interested in the many delights and benefits of wild food foraging, the availability of information has grown and offered numerous opportunities for teachers and learners alike.

Move Along at Your Own Pace

When we first became aware of the possibilities of eating wild plants in our area, we were very excited and maybe a little too ambitious. We attempted to learn it all at once and were overwhelmed by the varieties of edibles. Now one of the first pieces of advice I give is to move along at your own pace, and really take your time to build personal relationships with each edible plant or mushroom. Many of our favorite plants have multiple edible parts available in different seasons, so you can’t really learn all you want to know about wild food in a day, you need to spend an entire year becoming familiar with the seasonal aspects of an individual plant. Focus on a few wild foods you are really interested in and watch them flower in spring, grow in summer, and produce fruit, seeds, or nuts later in the season. This way you can recognize plants when they are not producing an edible part, and keep in mind of the time of year you should return to harvest. Keeping your learning progress modest also allows you to avoid confusing edible plants with other, potentially non-edible plants because you are trying to do too much at once.

Another reason to start slow is to consider food sensitivities, allergies, and dietary interactions. Try just a little bit of any new food at a time to test your body’s reaction. We have a friend who can’t tolerate any milkweed, one of our favorites. I personally have found out the hard way that I can’t eat daylily flower buds without spending an evening in the bathroom. Kids especially, with their smaller body mass, should restrict their sampling to one new thing at a time. In case there is an adverse reaction ranging from minor flatulence to vomiting or an allergic reaction, you will know which plant or mushroom to avoid in the future. Consider any medications you are taking may interact with a new food as well.

Know Where to Forage, and Where Not to Forage

We get asked a lot where we go hunting for wild foods and mushrooms. While a seasoned forager would never give up their “spots”, I can give you a few ideas and suggestions on where you should be hunting, and areas you should avoid.

If you have a back yard or garden at your home, you have a fantastic starting point for your foraging adventures. Many of the “weeds” you may be pulling from your flower beds or mowing in the front lawn are actually edible foods. Several wild edible plants love to grow in disturbed soils, like the garden you just tilled up for spring planting. Even in the small tomato patch we grow at our apartment in a raised bed we can harvest purslane, violets, chickweed, wild garlic, lamb’s quarters, wood sorrel, red clovers, and common mallow long before the tomatoes ripen. The area of your yard that butts up against a fence or the woods is also a great place to find edibles that like partial shade but will be missed by the lawnmower, and usually lots of berries will grow in this spot. Stepping outside your front door to pick a few wild greens for dinner or berries for dessert is incredibly satisfying and environmentally friendly since you didn’t have to drive anywhere to make a meal. The only reasons to not be foraging in your own yard are that you have pets that use the yard as their toilet, or you actively spray chemicals like pesticides, herbicides, fertilizers, or fungicides. If your lawn is too small or you use chemicals, consider visiting neighbors, relatives, or friends, checking out their property, and asking permission to gather some wild plants. Likely they will be curious about what you are eating and you might spark some foraging interests within them as well! If you are a member of a community garden or a CSA (Community Supported Agriculture) farm that is organic, consider asking permission to help “weed”. Often there are fallow fields or a compost pile that support great populations of edible plants that most farmers won’t bother with.

Even in a fairly dense city, you can find untended lots where opportunistic edible plants have managed to grow wild. The field margins of the local baseball or soccer field are often teeming with brushy growth from wild vines and berry bushes. Open spaces like greens in urban and suburban parks often are surrounded by overgrown edges that support both sun-loving and shade-loving plants. Parking lots of small shopping centers may be landscaped with ornamental trees, originally planted for their pretty spring flowers and compact growth. In the late summer or autumn many of those flowering trees will produce fruit like cherries, plums, or crab apples. It is good foraging etiquette to ask permission from the property owners before gathering fruits from their lots. You can explain that you are just harvesting the fruit or berries and it will not damage their landscaping. Some small cities will even plant these fruit-bearing trees along the sidewalks, and then you will be participating in urban gleaning when you gather a small basket of free fruit that would have otherwise ended up on the ground. Use common sense and avoid heavily trafficked spots and areas where dogs are likely to do their business.
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