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Dear Reader,

Foraging is a skill that has become almost forgotten. Fears of the outdoors and being poisoned prevent too many people from experiencing the joy of picking and tasting the flavors given to us by nature. Yet, it is a skill that our ancestors knew and used on a daily basis. When I see people hold any one of our native nuts in their hands and not have a clue what it is, or when I hear how others have never eaten a wild blackberry because they didn’t want to get poisoned, I realize how disconnected our society has become and how important it is to share the knowledge of foraging.

Then I read survival stories in the newspapers. One in particular was about a young girl who had been lost for five days and had survived by eating raspberries. Or I see on the news the long lines of people waiting for handouts after a natural disaster when there is food all around them. And I realize how important it is that we keep this knowledge alive.

Knowledge that isn’t used is lost. It’s one thing to know how to identify a particular plant and know it’s edible, but you also need to know how to process and prepare it. This book on foraging can be your guide, leading you out into the field and from there to the kitchen, and finally to the table. It provides you with everything you need to know to get you started on your journey of becoming a forager.

     Be wild!
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Top 10 Reasons to Forage







1.Foraging increases awareness of the plant world.

2.The food you find is free for the picking, thereby reducing your food costs.

3.Foraging provides outdoor exercise.

4.It is a source of food in survival situations.

5.Foraging can be a means of weed control in yards and gardens.

6.The food you forage is free of pesticides, herbicides, and genetic modification.

7.A foraged diet provides flavors found nowhere else.

8.Foraged food is highly concentrated in vitamins and minerals.

9.The food you forage promotes health and well-being.

10.Foraging lightens the load of hikers, backpackers, and campers.


Introduction

HAVE YOU EVER THOUGHT about what would happen if you went to the store and there was no food on the shelves, or even worse, you were stranded somewhere away from civilization with nothing to eat? Or maybe you’re just curious about those green things that keep popping up in your yard and garden, or growing between the cracks in the sidewalk. If you’re one who likes to spend time outdoors, you might be looking for a way to deepen your connection with nature, lighten your load as a backpacker, or reduce your grocery costs by supplementing your diet with wild foods. Maybe you’re just interested in plants and want to learn more about how our ancestors used them.

There was a time when every country boy or girl knew where the best blackberry patches were in the summer, or where to go in the fall to gather nuts. Mothers would send their children out in the spring to gather wild greens. Many kids today have never even tasted a wild berry or know what a walnut or hickory nut looks like. Greens are plentiful at the grocery store. Fears of being poisoned are heavily imprinted on young minds. Children are cautioned to never eat anything growing wild.

Many of the plants growing around you have the potential of being transformed into tasty salads, soups, entrées, desserts, and beverages. These are plants that our ancestors knew and used on a daily basis. Some of these are native plants that were growing here when the settlers first arrived. Others are descendants of plants brought over by the settlers, planted in their gardens for food and medicine, and that later escaped their boundaries.

As food became increasingly available on grocery shelves, less interest was given to the wild plants, and for the most part, they became forgotten as a food source. Many became known as nothing more than weeds, in some cases invasive aliens, to be eliminated at all costs. Others were recognized as native plants that needed to be protected. The thought of actually eating wild plants doesn’t even occur to most people. Less time is spent outdoors, and as a result, many have become disconnected from the natural world, resulting in what Richard Louv describes as “nature-deficit disorder” in his book, The Last Child in the Woods.

Foraging is a means of reconnecting with nature. It gets people outdoors and gives them a whole new perspective on looking at plants. Tasting the plants is a way of using all your senses to explore the natural world. In the event of natural disasters, gathering and eating wild foods would be an alternative to standing in long lines waiting for relief aid. If you find yourself lost in the woods with no food, knowing what to eat or not to eat could be a matter of survival. There are also nutritional benefits. Wild plants are concentrated with vitamins and minerals and have not been subjected to genetic modification. Best of all, they are free for the picking and just good eating, with their own unique flavors.

This book is for anyone who is interested in wild plants and how they can be used for food. It will guide you from your backyard and gardens to the meadows, forests, wetlands, beaches, mountains, and deserts with information on how to identify the plants that you are likely to encounter, harvesting techniques, and recipes for using them. Identifying poisonous look-alikes will help to remove the fears associated with eating wild plants. Using caution and good conservation ethics, this book can help you learn everything you need to know to become a confident forager so you too can enjoy the bounty of nature.


CHAPTER 1

The Way of the Forager


Foraging is a lifestyle. It’s a way of connecting with plants and developing an intimate relationship with the plant world by spending time in nature. A forager is attuned to the natural world and to the seasons and follows the cycles of the plants. She sees the plants when they first emerge from the ground, smells their flowers when they burst into bloom, and then tastes their fruits when they have ripened. This is how a forager lives.



Sustainable Foraging

There was a time when people relied on wild foods as a crop to supplement their diet and reduce grocery costs. Wild berries were gathered in the summer to make jelly, jams, and pies; roots and nuts were gathered in the fall to use in baked goods, and greens were gathered in the spring. As wild habitats began declining, concerns were raised about depleting the natural populations and how much can be gathered without harming the environment.

If harvested sustainably, an area will continue to produce year after year. Become familiar with the plants in your area and find out which ones are rare or endangered. Avoid picking from these plants or pick sparingly, depending on the part being gathered. However, you too are a part of the natural world, and by approaching the plants with a conscientious attitude, you can forage in the wild without harming the natural population.
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When looking for plants to gather, if you only see a single plant here and there, don’t pick it. If you see a few here, and a few there, pick only what you need. If the plant is abundant, and especially if it is invasive, pick all you want, but use what you pick.



Gathering Greens

Many wild greens come from plants that are annuals, such as chickweeds or cresses. Others, like evening primrose and thistle, are biennials. They bloom, produce seed, and then die, to be replaced by seedlings that sprout from seeds they have produced. They rely on seed production to reproduce. Others are perennials, like dandelions. Even if you remove all the leaves, they will continue to grow.

If the plant has a rosette of leaves near the ground, you can remove the younger leaves without uprooting or harming the plant. Annuals and biennials often come up thick and can benefit from being thinned by being pulled out and the roots trimmed off. Other greens have branches that can be snipped off at the tips and the plant will continue to grow. Young leaves are generally milder tasting and more tender.

Picking Wildflowers

Flowers are the reproductive part of the plant. Many of them are edible. A number of plants produce both edible flowers and edible fruits or seeds. Gathering the flowers will prevent them from producing fruit and going to seed. Sometimes you have to choose whether to eat the flowers now or wait and pick the fruits later. An ideal situation is when there are enough plants to do both.

Flowers also provide nectar for pollinating insects. Plants in turn depend on the insects to pollinate them so they will produce fruit. Even if it is a wildflower or shrub with no edible parts, the pollinators will still visit their flowers for nectar. Leave these for the pollinators.

Harvesting Fruits

Seeds are contained within the fruits of plants. Fruits may be berries, drupes, hips, nuts, legumes, or capsules that provide food for animals that in turn disperse their seeds. Since many of these fruits are edible, care should be taken to leave some for the wildlife. When appropriate, disperse fruits and seeds to extend their range.

Berries are bird food. Fruit-eating birds rely on wild fruits for survival. Some seeds have to pass through the digestive system of birds before they will germinate. A symbiotic relationship has developed in which the plant provides the fruit for the bird and the bird provides the means for planting its seeds. When gathering berries, remember to leave some for the birds, some to reseed, and some for the next group of foragers.

Nuts provide food for squirrels, turkeys, and other wildlife. Squirrels gather nuts and bury them for storage but don’t always remember where they buried them. The forgotten nuts become sprouts the next spring and eventually grow into a tree.

Digging Roots

Digging up roots often means destroying the plants. You don’t want to be the cause of a population becoming rare. In some cases roots can be divided and replanted, especially those with tubers. Some roots can have the top part removed and the bottom part containing the root hairs replanted.

Getting Acquainted with Plants

Getting acquainted with plants is a must for anyone interested in eating them. When trying to identify a plant, remember to use your senses. Rub the leaves or crush them to see if they have a scent. Sniff the flowers for their individual fragrance. Look for unusual features that make it distinct. Learning what types of plants there are, leaf shapes and formations, flower structure, and fruit types are all essential to positive identification of an unknown plant. Once you know what to look for, you can use a botanical key to help you identify a particular plant.

Keys vary with different field guides. The time to gather many of the wild greens is before they bloom. Without flowers or fruits, it is sometimes difficult for even the experts to always know the difference. In this case, you can observe the plant’s life cycle as it goes through the blooming and fruiting phase. Once you have identified it and determined its edibility, you can harvest it the next year.

Get familiar with those plants that may look similar to each other and whether they are poisonous or not. Identifying a plant is not enough. You may have it identified correctly, but that doesn’t mean it’s edible. Be sure to check a field guide for positive identification and an edible plant guide for edibility. A medicinal plant guide is also helpful to see if there are medicinal effects. Find out as much information about the plant as you can before eating it.

Flowers

Plants often get lost in the jungle of green. They all blend together, until they bloom. Suddenly they stand out. Some field guides have keys that are based on flower parts. Become familiar with the parts of a flower and how to distinguish between the various types of flowers. Matching a flower to a picture is not always accurate. Look for field guides that show all the parts of a plant, including leaves, flowers and fruits for positive identification.

Fruits

Seeds of plants are contained within different types of fruits. Learn to distinguish between the categories and find out which ones are edible. Many of the wild fruits have a cultivated counterpart. Usually the cultivated fruit looks larger and juicier, but not necessarily sweeter. Shells of wild nuts are generally thicker and harder to remove than the cultivated variety but the nutmeat has a stronger flavor.

There are numerous inedible berries that are best left for the birds. Often they grow right next to one that is edible. Become familiar with the wild fruits in your area, identify which ones are poisonous, and then find out which ones are safe to eat.

Nuts are probably the easiest to identify of wild foods. With the exception of buckeye and horse chestnut, most nuts are edible. Some are sweeter than others. The nutmeat is contained within the shell that must be removed before eating.

Roots

Roots can be tricky, especially in the winter when the tops of the plants have died back. Gathering roots in the winter often means scouting out an area in the summer when the leaves, flowers, or fruits are present and remembering where you saw it. If appropriate, you can flag it with surveyor’s tape to help you find it when the leaves are dormant.

Foraging Grounds

Finding a place to forage can be a challenge in many areas. If you have a yard or garden, this is a good place to start. Otherwise, explore beyond your home. The best spots tend to be the edges of farm fields, forests, and meadows. Permission should be obtained before foraging on any land that is not your own.

Before picking, look for evidence of spraying. An absence of weed diversity is evidence of herbicide spraying. Pesticide spraying is not so obvious. Always wash your plants well before preparing or eating them to remove any pesticide residues that may be on them, especially if you’re not certain. If there’s a chance the soil might be polluted from dumping or other means, boil the plants for ten minutes before eating.

Old Home Sites

Old home sites or abandoned lots can be found even in urban areas. What was a yard more than likely supports a number of wild greens, especially if no one has been spraying. If there was a garden on the premises, then there’s probably going to be more opportunities, since many wild plants like disturbed soils.

A ride out to the country may turn up some interesting foraging opportunities. Abandoned farm fields with grown-up fencerows or barnyards may be worth locating an owner for permission. Look for edges. Many wild fruits grow in the understory of forests but produce more fruit if they get some direct sunlight. These edges may be in empty lots bordering shopping centers, gas stations, or other commercial enterprises. Find out who owns the property and ask permission to forage.

If you’re a paddler, you may find that there’s more up a creek than just water. Many freshwater creeks and rivers are lined with plants that have edible berries, seeds, and roots. Wild roses bloom in the spring and add a flowery taste to your water bottle. Groundnuts grow along the banks and in the fall the berry bushes have ripe berries. Spicebush and birch often line the banks. In marshes, cattails can usually be found as well as flowering plants, some of which have edible roots. Freshwater marshes have more diversity than saltwater marshes. In some cases, the only way to get to certain plants may be by water. Again, find out in advance who owns the land bordering the waterway where you will be paddling and if it is permissible to forage.

Public Lands

City, county, state, and national parks are all on public lands. Each agency has its own policy for gathering plants in the wild. In some parks, gathering plants for personal use is permitted, depending on how abundant it is. Contact the park manager before picking.

Some state and national forests as well as national recreational areas allow harvesting fruits, nuts, and berries for personal use. In some cases, a permit may be required to harvest plant material. There are also Wildlife Management Areas and Army Corps of Engineers Projects that generally prohibit collecting of plant material. Find out which agency owns the land before collecting.
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Be aware that the National Wild and Scenic Rivers Act prohibits the removal of plant materials from the area bordering some rivers. The Wilderness Act of 1964 protects the harvest of wild plants in designated federal wilderness areas. Find out what other laws protect plants in your area.



Knowing where not to forage is just as important as where to forage. Roadside foraging is not recommended, unless it is a secondary road with little usage and the part being gathered is not growing right next to the road. Exhaust fumes and leaks from passing vehicles seep into the soil, becoming a part of the plants that are growing there. Also avoid the edges of farm fields or waterways that receive pesticide residues.

The best foraging ground is your own. If you have a piece of property that you can dedicate to wild food, then you can have wild food year round, depending on what you plant or allow to grow. If managed in an ethical manner, it can produce for years to come.

Private Property

Just because a plant is wild does not mean it is free for the picking. If it’s on private property, the plant belongs to the landowner, whether it is an individual, a business, or a corporation. Written permission should be obtained from the owner before venturing onto the land.

Homeowners

Many homeowners would welcome the opportunity to have someone pick their dandelions in the spring when they start to bloom or remove the weeds from the garden. Even so, ask permission first and let them know what you’re picking. They may be interested in trying them also.

If you are a homeowner, you may want to consider devoting an area of your yard or garden to the wild plants. You can either establish it as a landscaped area or let it go wild and see what comes up. Reducing the amount of grass you have to cut will give you more time to go out and forage.

Farms

Privately owned organic farms and gardens are ideal foraging grounds. Since the soil is free of herbicides, there is a greater diversity of plants. If you don’t know any organic growers, contact your local agricultural agent or go online and search for an Organic Growers Association for your area. Many growers are also interested in which weeds you can eat and often include them in their salad mixes.

Bordering most farm fields are hedgerows. They also border woodlands and streams. Hedgerows are made up of shrubs and vines that produce an abundance of wild food. The presence of birds indicates where the fruits can be found.


[image: ]

Hunters often use wooded areas and have posted signs along the borders. Find out when the hunting season occurs in your area and avoid going into the woods when hunters might be there. Even if you’re not hunting wildlife, it’s a good idea to wear a blaze orange hat or vest to make yourself visible.



Some landowners have wooded lots that they are growing for timber or to eventually resell. Often, they have received very little management and are an abundant source of wild plant foods. Get to know the owner and offer to take him out and identify the plants growing there. If it has potential as a foraging area, work out an agreement with the owner.

What Do You Take to the Field?

As a forager, the outdoors is an extension of your life. You may go to the field for different reasons. It may be to release stress and just go for a walk. At other times you may feel the need to be in the outdoors to listen to the nature sounds, take pictures, or sketch plants. Before going on a gathering foray, it helps to scout out the area in advance.

There are certain items that should always be with you, regardless of why you are going to the field. One is a pocketknife that fits comfortably in your pocket and is less than four inches in length. In your other pocket you should have some sealable plastic bags. You never know when you might find yourself in a situation where there’s an opportunity to pick something growing wild.

If you’re scouting out the area, a sketchpad or camera is handy. A pair of clippers can also be useful. They can be used to snip stems and branches rather than breaking them off or to clip your way through a dense area. A trowel or small shovel is useful for digging up roots. Always carry water. In addition to keeping you hydrated, it can also help to keep the plant material fresh, depending on what you are gathering.
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If you find yourself up a creek without a trowel or shovel, and the opportunity to gather roots presents itself, look for a digging stick. The wood must be hard enough not to break when probed into the earth and long enough for leverage. The tip should be tapered to a point.



Containers

For a serious foraging expedition, you’re going to need something to put your goods in that you gather. Several sizes of storage plastic bags are recommended. If you’re going to your yard or garden, you can use a large basket to put the individual bags in. However, if you’re going off to the woods or streams, a cloth bag that drapes over your shoulders or a backpack is handy.

Gloves

Gloves are essential. More than one type of glove with different strengths and durability is necessary. Strong, leather gloves can protect your hands from poison ivy or poison oak, while latex or plastic gloves can protect them from mosquito bites. Cotton gloves with the fingertips cut off are handy for picking blackberries or raspberries. In the winter, gloves should be worn to protect the hands from the cold.

Specialized Tools

More specialized tools are sometimes used for berry picking. A flat, shallow container will prevent berries from getting mashed. If the berries are located in a tree with branches too high to reach, hooked poles or snake sticks with a hook on the end can be used to pull the branches down. Care should be taken not to break the branch and to test its flexibility before pulling it too far. There is also a tool known as a berry picker that is used to comb through the branches of berry bushes to remove the berries. Baskets and containers are used by some people to tie around their waists to free their hands for picking.

Foraging Tips

Wild food doesn’t all grow in one spot. You have to have your foraging grounds. It might mean scheduling seasonal foraging expeditions. Being a forager requires being attuned to the plants and their cycles, knowing when the greens emerge, the flowers bloom, the fruits ripen, and the nuts drop from the trees. A forager follows the cycles of plants and knows which plants produce every year, which ones continue to come back, or which ones produce in cycles, with lean years in between prolific years. Very often it’s a matter of being in the right place at the right time for a particular harvest. Always be alert and prepared when the opportunity presents itself.

Leaves

Generally, gather leaves when they are tender and showing new growth, either before flower buds appear, or after reseeding, when new fall growth appears. Mid-morning is a good time to gather leaves, after the dew has lifted but before the sun has gotten too hot and wilted the leaves.

Flowers

The time to pick flowers is right before or when they are reaching their peak, while they are still vibrant. After their peak they start fading in color and taste. Flowers are usually best picked in the mid to late morning, after the dew has lifted. Flowers that have just opened don’t need to be washed. Avoid washing flowers when possible to retain their pollen.

Fruits

Most areas have a fairly long berry season. Watch the birds and look for seeds in animal droppings. This will let you know what’s in season and when it’s time to start picking. It is generally best to gather fruits early in the morning. If you wait too long, the birds will get there first and will often pick it clean or leave partially pecked out fruits on the ground. It’s also cooler for picking the summer berries. You want to only pick those that are ripe unless it’s a fruit that will continue to ripen after it has been picked.
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How can you tell if a fruit is ripe?

Some fruits, when ripe, will drop to the ground. Others cling to the plant. If you tug on the fruit and it releases easily into your hand, it’s ripe. Color will often reveal the degree of ripeness. Sample taste to find one that is just right and then you know.



Many wild fruits have a short shelf life. If they lie on the ground too long, they start to ferment. If it feels bubbly when you pick it up, the fermentation process has begun. Gathering fruits often means visiting the same area regularly while the fruit is in season.

Roots

In the fall, nutrients are stored in the roots as the top parts die back or go dormant. This is the time to gather roots. The roots continue to grow underground throughout the winter months. They can be gathered up until the plant starts developing new growth above ground. Roots often become tough and woody at this stage.

In areas that experience extreme cold during the winter, roots should be dug before the ground has become too frozen. Otherwise you may have to wait until spring. In warmer climates, early morning or late afternoon is a good time to dig roots.

Sap

Sap begins rising from the roots in late winter and early spring. Tapping trees for sap to make syrup is usually best on a warm, sunny day after a cold spell, before the leaves have developed. This is also when bark peels most easily for harvesting the inner bark of some trees.

Seeds

Seeds should be harvested just before they are ready to drop. It should be done on a clear day, preferably following several days with no rain. Use clippers to snip off the seed head and turn upside down in a brown paper bag. As the seed head continues to mature, the seeds of some plants will release and drop to the bottom.
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Wild rice seeds releasing from seed head

Safety Precautions

As with any outdoor activity, there are certain precautions that one should adhere to when venturing out to forage. If you’re going out alone, let someone know where you’re going, what time you’re leaving, and how long you expect to be gone. Make sure you have plenty of water, especially if it’s during the summer. A basic first aid kit is always handy. Snakes, spiders, mosquitoes, biting flies, ticks, chiggers, and stinging insects are all a part of the outdoors. Learn to identify poison ivy, poison oak, and poison sumac and avoid them.

Wildlife

Snakes blend in with their environment and often remain unnoticed. Find out which ones are poisonous in your area and learn how to identify them. Be aware of your surroundings and watch where you walk. Most snakes won’t bite unless you step on them or try to pick them up.

Spiders are often more visible, especially when you walk into their web stretched across the path. Unless you have an allergic reaction, spider bites react in a similar way as mosquito bites with the exception of the brown recluse and black widow. Use a stick to remove webs from your path.
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Most of the poisonous snakes in this country are pit vipers. They have a heat-sensing pit between the eye and the nostril that they use to pick up the heat from a warm-blooded mammal within eight feet. The head is large and triangular while the pupil of the eye is elliptical.



Mosquitoes, biting flies, ticks, and chiggers can be quite annoying. Avoid using scented soaps or shampoos before going out. Wear plastic or latex gloves to protect your hands. A net worn over a hat can keep them off your face and neck. Long pants and long sleeves can protect the arms and legs from being bitten.

Wasps, bees, and hornets are among some of the insects that can inflict a painful sting. Some caterpillars are also armed with stinging spines. Plantain, the common garden weed, helps to relieve the pain of these stings. Since the herb is edible, you can chew the leaf to form a poultice and place on the sting. Learn to identify it and look for it whenever you go out.

Poisonous Plants

Learn to identify poison ivy, poison oak, and poison sumac. Inspect the area where you will be picking first. Look for plants that look similar to what you’re gathering and find out if they are poisonous. If they are poisonous, be careful not to mix them in with what you are picking.


CHAPTER 2

Connecting with Plants


In the process of getting to know plants you will find that you gravitate toward some plants more than to others. You feel a sense of kinship with that plant and want to get to know it better. Make a practice of tasting the individual plants that you know to be edible to see which ones feel good to you. When approaching them, clear your mind of thoughts and focus on the plants. Once you become attuned to them, you will start seeing them everywhere, jumping out at you.



Becoming Aware

Plants are like people. They have individual characteristics that make them different from any other plants. To become aware of plants, all you have to do is step out your back door. Once you’ve eaten a salad that came from your yard you’ll never see it the same way again.

Weeds

What many people think is a weed is actually food. They spend many hours pulling them out of their gardens, weeds that in many cases are more nutritional than the vegetables they are growing. Start noticing which plants are growing around you, even if you can’t identify them. Watch for them to bloom. What was once a weed becomes a wildflower when it blooms, and then an herb when you discover how to use it.

Flowers and Fruits

Flowers and fruits are sometimes hidden under leaves and remain concealed to most people while others are more obvious. If a plant is in bloom, look at the color and count the number of petals. Sniff it to see if it is fragrant. If it is a tree, look into the branches for flowers or fruits that may be hidden behind the leaves. Vines climb to the tops of trees reaching for the light. Some trees also have their flowers near the top. To see their flowers requires looking up into the sky. Often it’s when they drop to the ground that they are noticed. Some fruits have a green covering that makes them appear to be nothing more than leaves.

Special Gifts

Plants have special gifts for those who are aware enough to receive them. When approaching plants, take a few moments to clear your mind of thoughts and look at them carefully to see how they differ in appearance. Feel the leaves for texture and crush them to see if they have a scent. Look for anything special that makes that particular plant different.


[image: ]

Some plants have sharp thorns and can puncture you while others have the ability to sting. Some may cause contact dermatitis and should be avoided. Learn to identify these plants and be aware of them any time you are in the outdoors and avoid them.



Plant Communities

Plants live in communities, sometimes in close association with others. Some like it hot and dry, while others prefer the coolness of shade and water. Explore different types of habitats and start noticing the types of plants found in each one. See if there is a pattern, whether certain plants always grow together or are alone. Some plants form colonies or grow in clusters.

All flowering plants, when in their ideal environment, will bloom. This is when they stand out from other plants and is a good time to get to know them. Browse through field guides with color pictures to get familiar with the different types of flowers. Find out which plants grow in your area by visiting regional nature centers or contacting the Natural Heritage program for your state. Participate in field trips or workshops that focus on the plants in your area. Becoming aware involves spending time in nature.

Plants and People Relationships

The relationship between plants and people dates back to our earliest ancestors. Before there was fire or weapons, there were plants. People and plants have evolved together. Ancient cultures knew and used the plants that grew around them for their sustenance. It was a matter of survival.

Those same plants are available today. All cultivated plants were once wild. As certain plants became more desirable, early people began growing them near their homes. If they saw a particular plant that produced larger or sweeter berries than others, they would select that one and use the seed to propagate more, eventually leading to the development of agriculture.

Plants provide food in exchange for a place to grow. Find out which plants that are growing in your area were used for food by earlier cultures and taste them. If you find some you like, you too can cultivate them and grow them in your garden.

Foraging with Children

Giving children a memorable experience helps them connect with plants. As the leader, you set the example by your attitude toward plants and especially by eating them. Children need to know that some things are poisonous, but certainly not everything. Before allowing them to eat something, help them get to know it and to look around to see what other plants might look like it. Working with children is often not very different from working with adults.

Attuning to Plants

Attuning to plants involves using the senses, beginning with observation and looking for any distinctive features. Start by helping children realize they are not just green things. Each one has a feature that makes them unique, just like each one of them is unique. Scavenger hunts that include finding plants with specific features, such as flower colors, leaf shapes, or types of fruits can help children become familiar with plant characteristics.

Other activities that can help children attune to plants include:


	Seed dispersal—to become familiar with different types of fruits

	Leaf rubbings—to distinguish between leaf shapes and leaf veins

	Sensory activities—using the senses of smell, touch, and taste when appropriate



Cautions

Inform the children that there are a lot of plants that might look like the ones they know, but they may not be edible. Let them know that unless they are with an adult who can positively identify the plant, it’s best not to eat anything growing wild. Also, caution them about where to pick and not to pick. They may be able to identify the plant but not realize they can’t just pick anywhere.

In the Field

Point out any poisonous look-alikes that grow in the area, if there are any, and show the children how they differ. If it’s an area that’s okay to pick, have them pick one sample and bring it back to you. After checking what everyone has brought back, take a sample and eat it and have them do the same. Then give the children a collection bag and have them pick enough to make a prepared dish. It’s good to already have picked in advance what you need and then supplement with what they pick, making sure it’s inspected first.

Food Preparations

Children love to crack nuts. Have several different sizes of rocks and let them practice cracking them. You can also involve them in some of the other preparations such as measuring ingredients, stirring, and mixing that are involved in cooking with wild plants. Taking the plants that have been picked and having the children help prepare a dish that they can then taste provides them with a memorable experience that will carry them into adulthood.

Follow the Cycles

The cycles of plants follow the seasons. They can provide you with what you need when you need it. The gathering period for each plant varies. Being attuned to the plants and knowing when they are in season is important for a forager.

Spring

With spring comes new growth, new beginnings. Buds of woody plants begin swelling as the sap starts rising and patches of green start growing. Young greens emerge to provide vitamins that can boost your immune system and flush out toxins. Flowers burst open, attracting pollinators who will pollinate the flowers so fruits can develop. Some of these flowers can also provide you with food and nutrition.

Summer

The flowers that were blooming in the spring are replaced with fruits that contain the seeds. Among these are the sweet, juicy berries that are available all summer, at a time when you need extra energy and hydration. The early greens of spring are replaced with summer greens that can tolerate the heat. They usually have larger leaves or succulent stems and contain more water than the spring greens.

Fall

Seeds mature in the fall and are dispersed in different ways. The time to gather them is just before they are ready to be dispersed. As fall advances, plants send their starches and nutrients to their roots for storage. This is the best time to start gathering roots. Nuts begin falling in late autumn and provide calories, fats, and oils that can sustain you through the winter.

Winter

Winter is a dormancy period for a lot of plants, at least on the surface. Annuals have died back and the tops of perennials look dead. The growth is happening underground. Roots can be dug throughout the winter, as long as the ground isn’t frozen. Cold-weather greens are generally available all winter, unless snow or ice is a factor. The picking season extends into the winter for some berries.

The harvest season may extend over a two- to three-week period that may mean you will have to make repeated trips to the same area. Early morning is a good time to forage. If you wait until later, the birds and mammals will already have been there. Become familiar with the life cycles of the plants and know when they bloom, produce fruit, and go to seed. Following the cycles of plants puts you in touch with the cycles of life.

Plant Features

There are certain features that are shared by all plants. All plants have roots and shoots. Those with similar characteristics are arranged into groups and then into hierarchies, with a Kingdom, Division, Subdivision, Order, and Class. Among the flowering plants there are two classes: monocots and dicots. Monocots have one seed leaf, veins are parallel in the leaves, and flowers are in threes or multiples of three. Dicots have two seed leaves, netted veins, and four, five, or irregular number of petals.

Knowing what types of plants there are, and having a familiarity with various leaf types, formations, arrangements on the stem, flower structures, and fruit types, is essential to positive identification of an unknown plant. Once you know what to look for, you can use a botanical key to help you identify a particular plant.
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Keys vary with different field guides, depending on the type of classification used. Some are based on a few characteristics such as flower color. Others are more evolved and are based on as many anatomical characteristics as possible. Finally there is the phylogenetic classification that is built on evolutionary relationships.



Roots

Roots are the underground part of the plant, whose function is to absorb and conduct food, water, and minerals. They also anchor the plant into the soil. Root division is what some plants rely on for reproduction.

There are different types of roots. Primary roots are those that have developed from the seed root and remain throughout the life of the plant. Tap roots are primary roots and include many of the biennials as well as some trees. Biennials include evening primrose, burdock, and thistle. Dandelions have tap roots even though they are perennials. Adventitious roots are outgrowths from structures other than the primary root such as prop roots or underground stems.

Underground stems are specialized. Rhizomes are underground stems that grow horizontally and are usually fleshy. Tubers are enlarged tips of rhizomes and include groundnuts and arrowheads. Corms are upright, fleshy, and shortened with papery leaf bases. Onions are bulbs and are very short, upright, underground stem tips completely surrounded by fleshy leaf tissue. Stolons run horizontally over the ground and root at the tip, like strawberries.

Shoots

Shoots include the stem with leaves and branches. The stem supports the plant and is where the buds, leaves, and flowers are attached to places called nodes. It also conducts water, minerals, and food from the roots. Stems store and manufacture food by photosynthesis and also sometimes serve as the means for reproduction. They may be either above or below the ground.
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Stems can be either woody or non-woody. Woody stems include trees, which have a single stem and are large. Shrubs are also woody stems but there are two or more stems and they are smaller than trees. Woody vines have weak or trailing stems and usually climb. Non-woody stems include herbaceous dicots and monocots.
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