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INTRODUCTION


About Foraging

Dozens of edible wild plants grow, unnoticed, in virtually every possible habitat throughout New York State. Many of these are so common, or even invasive, that people destroy them as “weeds,” although they’re more tasty and nutritious than anything you can buy.

Here’s how you can discover and identify them, harvest them ecologically and safely, and use them to make delicious, healthful recipes as well as home remedies, based on my experience as a naturalist and environmental educator who has led thousands of public and private foraging tours since 1982, along with extensive research and collaboration with other foragers.

You’ll learn to enjoy our incredible bounty of wild herbs, shoots, greens, fruits, berries, roots, nuts, seeds, flowers, and seaweeds, both in the field and in the kitchen. These are species that are delicious and practical to collect, not the ones that take forever to collect and process and result in tiny amounts of “food” that tastes so bad, you’d wish there was still less!

I chose species that are common, widespread, and easy to harvest ecologically. They’re also easy to use for making great meals.




Ground Rules

You must identify anything you’re going to eat with 100 percent certainty before eating it. Each plant has key identifying characteristics that differentiate it from all other plants. When you think you’ve found a plant in this book, carefully go over every characteristic the plant must have at the time of year you’re collecting it. If anything’s missing, don’t eat the plant. You can still follow it throughout the seasons as it changes and try it later on, when you’re certain of your identification.




Poisonous Plants

Some poisonous plants resemble edibles. I warn about these and describe how to tell them apart. Look for those features. Start with the most common species that lack toxic look-alikes, follow them through their life cycles, and be patient.

No one was teaching foraging when I began in 1980, so I had to learn everything myself. Using inaccurate and incomplete field guides, I was still able to identify the Kentucky coffee tree and common greenbrier (page 80) right away but had to wait almost two years before I could eat daylily (page 25) shoots safely, even longer before I found out that cornelian cherries, which no foraging book covered, were actually edible.

Be careful not to collect a different plant growing among edibles. It doesn’t help that the characteristics are completely different if you don’t notice that you’ve picked two different species (see the story under lamb’s-quarter, page 130, for example).




Pollution

Plants can pick up pollution from the environment. Quickly growing leaves and stems are good at this, while fruits, nuts, and seeds pick up the least contamination.

Avoid obviously polluted places. Heavy metals tend to settle within 50 feet of heavy traffic, and they persist in the soil for decades. Arsenic was used in orchards before DDT came into use, and it’s still there. Avoid picking near railroad tracks, which are contaminated with herbicides. Likewise for golf courses and disheveled old buildings, where toxins may have been dumped. Avoid nonorganic farms and polluted waterways too.

Rinse off everything you take home before using it. Most of the plants in this book are so common, once you’ve learned them, you should be able to find them in unspoiled natural habitats.




Plant Names

Common names are ambiguous and vary regionally, so two different plants may have the same common name. Scientific names are hard to memorize, but you can look them up in this book and use them as references. Family names are included too, as members of plant families have some common characteristics, especially their reproductive parts (which is how they were classified in the first place), making it easier to understand the botanical diversity you’ll encounter. All members of the legume family, for example, have pods.




Seasonal Changes

When you look at the information about plant seasons, keep in mind that these periods are relative. Spring starts later, and autumn and winter come sooner, in northernmost regions and sectors of higher elevation; and as everyone but certain politicians know, long-range climate change is altering plants’ seasons too. When I began foraging on a colder planet in 1980, spring plants appeared close to a month later than they do now, and fruits ripened earlier or later too: An earlier spring gives the flowers that produce the fruit a head start, so some fruit earlier, while those that need cold to ripen are delayed.




Habitats

While I list all of a plant’s habitat, some places are better than others. A plant that survives in partial shade may thrive in full sunlight, and one shrub may have better-tasting berries than its neighbor. Often, the best-looking fruits are superior, so sample different individuals before collecting.




The Dandelion Police, Foraging, and Conservation

It’s also good to collect where it’s legal to do so, although this can sometimes be difficult. Check out my arrest for eating a dandelion in Central Park (page 45). This time, my civil disobedience paid off, enabling me to teach foraging and appreciation of nature to many thousands of adults and kids over the decades, and no edible “weed” has been damaged as a result. Hopefully you can avoid confrontations with self-serving public officials.

Foraging is good for the environment. Picking small proportions of very common plants where they’re common causes no harm; instead it naturally motivates people to protect the habitats where these species grow and, by extension, other ecosystems and the rest of our planet. Children who first became aware of the natural environment and the science that illuminates it while attending one of my tours with their school class, or with parents, emailed me decades later, writing how this first sparked their interest in nature and conservation. Some of them have become ecotourist guides, science teachers, or dedicated conservationists.




Nutrition

Wild foods are usually tastier and more nutritious than store-bought foods. They rely on nutrients and other helpful substances (phytochemicals) for survival, while store-bought plants—bred for size, weight, durability, and appearance—sacrifice flavor and nutrition. Store-bought plants produce more juice, which is mostly water, so they’re less tasty and less healthful.




Plants for Medicine

Wild plants have been used for medicine for millennia. Plants use such substances to take care of many of their needs, from making food to defense against herbivores, so they’re full of biologically active chemicals, which humans use to advantage.

Some are helpful, some are dangerous. Using some plants to treat mosquito bites and tummy aches is fine. (It also works!) Using them to treat symptoms of serious illnesses, where you don’t even know the cause of the symptoms, can be disastrous. Consult a qualified practitioner for anything that might be a major problem, and then use herbs if they’re going to be helpful.




Recipes and Foraging

Once you’ve safely harvested wild foods, what can you do with them? Some are great to eat in the field (e.g., many berries). I’ve also provided very tasty and healthful recipes, from simple to complex. Here’s how my approach of combining gourmet cooking with nutrition came to be.

Decades ago, the scientific consensus that a diet high in processed foods; refined, concentrated, simple carbohydrates (sugar and white flour); and animal fats—which is also necessarily a low-fiber diet—is unhealthful seemed very compelling to me. The early deaths of family members from heart disease and cancer only reinforced this view. In consequence, I’ve been an organic whole-foods vegan since 1990. I also swim laps, bicycle, do rapid walking and calisthenics, practice yoga, use light weights, and mediate regularly. Chances are that this lifestyle has kept me fit and healthy at seventy-five.

The scientific evidence that eating what Big Food is selling us contributes to much chronic disease is stronger than ever. The inhumane treatment of factory-farmed animals and the accompanying harm to the environment caused by inefficiently growing plants to feed those animals are additional factors influencing my lifestyle.

The recipes in this book are all vegan, although they do include lamb’s-quarter, sheep sorrel, and cattails! I use healthful, whole ingredients, readily available, and I’ve melded traditional concepts from various cuisines with modern culinary ideas and wild foods to come up with many delicious, healthful dishes.

I’m not trying to force you to adapt my lifestyle, but the idea that you have to give up eating tasty food to be healthy is wrong. You can make healthful and tasty meals, significantly lowering your risk of contracting the diseases of civilization—and have fun in the process. In other words, you can have your cake and eat it!

According to the people who tried these recipes, the dishes taste really good, no matter what their diets are. Whether my ideas of preventing illness are right or wrong, I hope you enjoy these recipes!

Wild foods make these dishes special, but the recipes also work very well with store-bought ingredients. I offer such substitutions whenever possible in case you haven’t found the wild food that’s called for, or if it’s out of season.




Organization of This Book

The plants are grouped both by food groups and by season, starting with the cold-weather shoots and greens of early spring and late fall and progressing to flowers of early and mid-spring. Then we get warm-weather veggies, some of which may persist though fall. Fruits and berries, from the end of spring through late fall, follow. They’re followed by nuts and seeds of autumn then root vegetables, which peak in both early spring and autumn. I end with seaweeds, mostly in season all year.

Of course, not all plants fit into neat categories. Wintergreen (page 256), for example, provides leaves for making tea year-round, plus berries that are ripe from autumn to early spring.

Sassafras (page 6), in season all year, appears in the beginning of the book since it’s available in winter.




Final Hints

Study the plants in the habitats you’re about to explore. Repeatedly look at the pictures to be able to spot the plant more easily. Teaching myself, I first recognized some plants when they were in flower and easiest to ID. Every year I was able to recognize these plants earlier, until I finally could recognize them when they were sprouting.

Of course study with any foraging teacher in your area. People who attended about ten of my tours in different habitats recognize most of the plants. I hope these suggestions make foraging fun and easy!







Early Spring Shoots and Greens

These are the first plants to appear when winter ends; many are also the last ones in season when they reappear in late autumn and persist through warm winters. Some form basal rosettes—spreading out their leaves close to the ground in a circle, maximizing sunlight and minimizing cold.

Later on, when it’s warmer, some compete for sunlight by developing stems. Others form shoots, stems wrapped in immature leaves, reaching for sunlight right away. These usually don’t reappear in autumn.

We start with a tree that’s always in season.


Sassafras (Sassafras Albidum)

Family: Lauraceae—Laurel family

Other common names: White sassafras, gumbo filé, cinnamon wood, mitten tree, ague tree, saxifras, tea tree
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 Sassafras sapling
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 Thicket with many sassafras saplings





Description: This very common, medium-sized native tree smells lemony, or like root beer, when injured. It usually grows 30'–40' (sometimes 80') tall. Irregularly furrowed, the brown bark forms vertical ridges and distinctive horizontal slits. Scraping the bark reveals a red-orange color underneath. Spreading via the roots, many green, minutely hairy, lemon-scented saplings usually grow near the mature trees. Upward-curved candelabra-like branch tips makes them easy to recognize in winter.

The leaves are quite distinct. One is oval, one has 3 lobes, like a T. rex foot, and one looks like a mitten. Smooth, stalked, alternate, and toothless, they turn brilliant shades of yellow, orange, and red in autumn. Mulberry (page 155) leaves are irregularly lobed, but they’re toothed.

While the leaves are forming in the spring, tiny, inconspicuous five-petaled, long-stalked, radially symmetrical yellow flowers bloom on small racemes. Male and female flowers grow on separate trees. In summer the female flowers develop into small, blue-black ovate fruits about half an inch long, growing in long-stalked red cups.

Habitat: Sassafras grows in sunny and partially sunny habitats; on dry, acidic soil, in old fields, along the borders of woods, in open woodlands, on bottomlands, in thickets, along fencerows and roadsides, on lower slopes, in urban parks, and sometimes as street trees throughout most of the eastern United States and Ontario.

The saplings won’t mature without full sunlight, so uprooting those in the shade does no harm. Pull up the saplings any time the ground isn’t frozen, easiest after it’s rained. This is easier than digging. You can also cut the cambium off a trunk of a recently felled tree using a strong knife.

Young, green sassafras leaves are in season from late spring into midsummer.

Uses: Sassafras has many food uses. Native Americans made a decoction of the scrubbed root of the saplings as a tea. Simmer them, covered, over low heat for 20 minutes. A piece a few inches long makes a gallon of tea, and you can reuse the root many times. Chill the tea, stir in chilled sparkling water plus the sweetener of your choice to taste, and you have root beer!

I’ve found that the cambium of the root, minus any thin layer of the bark, makes a superb culinary seasoning; flavored like a combination of cinnamon, root beer, anise, and ginger, it’s good in any sweet dish. Use it fresh, finely chopped, after separating it from the underlying wood, or use a hand grater to scrape the cambium off the dried root. It’s easy to remove the cambium from the fresh root, dry in a food dehydrator or air-dry it, then grind it into a powder in a spice or coffee grinder. Store this in a jar. It’s very strong. One part dried, powdered sassafras is equivalent to at least four parts cinnamon.

The young, light green leaves are edible right off the tree when they first appear, in late spring, and well into summer. They’re good in salads and sandwiches. Dried and ground into filé powder, they thicken soups, creating gumbos. Stir 2 tablespoons of the powder into a pot of soup to serve six, off the heat, right when it’s finished cooking. The soup will thicken instantly. This worked for me in a pudding too, only it turned green, so I won’t try that again until St. Patrick’s Day!

You don’t need filé powder to make a gumbo. After your soup is done cooking, transfer some of the liquid to a blender, throw in a handful of fresh sassafras leaves, and purée. Stir this mixture back into the soup.

Nutrition: Sassafras’s nutritional content hasn’t been analyzed, but it contains oils, fats, resins, wax, camphor, albumen, starch, gum, lignin, tannin, salts, and safrole.

Medicinal uses: Native Americans used a decoction of the cambium as a blood purifier (detoxifier) and spring tonic. American herbalists used it as a diaphoretic for colds and fever; to treat chronic arthritis, gout, high blood pressure, kidney problems, and stomachaches; and to treat eczema and other skin diseases.

Compresses have been applied to infections, burns, and poison ivy rash. A distilled aromatic oil has been used to relieve the pain of menstrual obstruction and childbirth. None of these uses have been tested scientifically. Sassafras was also used, along with sarsaparilla (Smilax officinalis), to treat syphilis, but it doesn’t kill the infectious agent.

Caution: The FDA has removed sassafras from the market. It can increase your risk of liver cancer—if you take the equivalent of 200 cups of tea made from artificial concentrate every day for only two years, and you happen to be a rat! Rodents metabolize safrole differently than humans. As far as I know, no human has ever gotten sick from drinking sassafras tea.

A later population study in Kentucky, where sassafras is a traditional drink going back to the days of the pioneers, showed that sassafras drinkers had lower rates of liver cancer than non-sassafras drinkers (the two groups were matched by age, income, gender, and race). Draw your own conclusions.


Recipe


Basic Butternut Squash

After years of experiments, I finally came up with a seasoning scheme that works perfectly with this familiar, healthful vegetable, making it taste better than ever. Sassafras, with its exotic cinnamon-like flavor, is the key; it’s helped by slippery elm, which adds maple overtones.




Serves 4

Preparation time: 10 minutes; cooking time: 50 minutes




Ingredients

2 butternut, acorn, or kabocha squash, split lengthwise, seeds and strings removed

1 tablespoon almond oil or other light oil

2 teaspoons white or mellow (light-colored) miso

1 teaspoon dried sassafras cambium or 1 teaspoon cinnamon, ground

1 teaspoon slippery elm powder (available in health food stores) or maple extract

¼ teaspoon orange extract

¼ teaspoon clear liquid stevia


	Mix all ingredients except the squash together in a bowl with a whisk.

	Spread mixture onto the squash.

	Bake face down on two nonstick baking pads on two cookie sheets, or on two oiled cookie sheets, in a preheated 350°F oven for 50 minutes, or until a fork easily penetrates the squash.











Chickweed  (Stellaria spp. and Cerastium spp.)

Family: Caryophyllaceae—Pink or Carnation family

Other common names: Chickenwort, craches, maruns, winterweed (Stellaria spp.), mouse-ear chickweed (Cerastium spp.)
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 Mat of common chickweed
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 Individual star chickweed plant
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 Star chickweed flowers





This tasty herbaceous European plant gets its name because chickens love it (as does my daughter’s parakeet, Wisteria!), so it’s a good one to introduce to people who are afraid of trying wild foods: They’re chicken, so they’ll love it!

Once when exploring the school grounds with grade-school students in Connecticut, we found chickweed. I told the kids that chickens love it. They said they had newly hatched chicks in an incubator. We ran back to the school and threw in some chickweed. There was an amazing struggle among the chicks over which one would get the most chickweed. If those hatchlings had had access to nuclear weapons, all life on Earth would have ended that day! Nevertheless, it shouldn’t have been too surprising that the birds knew about chickweed. I’d been to the school before. They’d bought one of my books, and the chicks were reading it after hours!

Description: Chickweed is a small, sprawling plant that often forms dense mats along the ground. A row of fine hairs, quite distinct if you look closely, grows along the slender stem. The hairs grow at 90-degree angles to those on the far side of the leaf nodes.

The tiny opposite, spade-shaped to oval leaves are smooth edged and hairless. Common chickweed’s (S. media) leaves have leaf stalks; star chickweed’s (S. pubera) don’t.

Tiny white flowers bloom in early spring and late fall. The 5 “V”-shaped petals are split so deeply, they look like 10. Surrounding the petals are 5 tiny green sepals.

The fruit is a tiny ovate, stalked capsule, enclosing even smaller oval, yellow-brown seeds.

Mouse-ear chickweed (Cerastium fontanum) is quite similar to common and star chickweed, except that it’s fuzzy everywhere.

Look-alikes: Several plants look enough like chickweed that you can confuse them with it or accidentally collect them along with your chickweed, but only if you’re careless.

Doorweed (Polygonum aviculare) often grows with chickweed, but in a basal rosette with alternate leaves, jointed stems, and no rows of hair. The flowers are different too. It’s nonpoisonous but tastes like wire!

Spotted spurge (Euphorbia supina) has opposite leaves and trails along the ground like chickweed, but has elliptical leaves and a blackish line running lengthwise along the center of the leaves. The white flowers are nothing like chickweed’s, and a white, poisonous sap pervades the plant.

The scarlet pimpernel (Anagallis arvensis) looks the most like chickweed, creeping along the ground and with opposite or whorled, oval leaves, ¼"–1¼" long. However the leaves are shiny, and it lacks the row of hairs. The flowers are scarlet-orange. This plant is poisonous.

Habitat: Chickweed grows in full sun and partial shade on lawns, in parks, and along trailsides and roadsides. In summer I often find it growing in open woods.

Season: Chickweed, an annual, tolerates the cold. Best in late fall and early spring, it also grows in mild winters, and I often find it growing against sunlit southern-facing walls in cold winters.

It sets seed and dies by mid-spring, but seeds can germinate in summer, so it’s the only green you can find at any time of year. However, when it goes to seed, it becomes stringy and tastes grassy.

Harvesting: Before collecting, look for the thickest, greenest mats of pure chickweed, where it’s not mixed with grass. Grab bunches in one hand, and cut at the base with scissors, shears, or a knife; or hold down the bottom of the bunch with one hand, and tear out the rest with the other hand.

Uses: Flavored like corn silk, you can eat the leaves, stems, and flowers raw or cooked. Chop it into bite-sized pieces and add to salads or sandwiches or any recipe that calls for sprouts. Cook it like other greens, for 5 minutes or until wilted; don’t overcook. You can add it 5 minutes before a recipe is finished cooking.

Waterless steaming works quite well too. Place the rinsed, drained, and chopped pieces in a heavy saucepan and cook, covered, over low heat, until just wilted. Season any way you want: Garlic sautéed lightly in olive oil, plus tamari soy sauce, works well. So do Thai seasonings such as lemon grass, basil, a hot pepper, ginger, and salt to taste, sautéed in coconut oil.

Nutrition: Chickweed provides vitamins C, A, D, folic acid, riboflavin, niacin, and thiamin. Minerals include calcium, magnesium, potassium, manganese, zinc, iron, phosphorus, sodium, copper, and silica. Not bad for a garden “weed.”

Medicinal uses: This is a very important plant in traditional herbal medicine, and it’s completely safe, as long as you don’t treat yourself for a serious illness that can kill you if the herb doesn’t work.

In the past, herbalists had people who’d survived serious illnesses drink a chickweed infusion or a soup with chickweed to rebuild their strength. Your body would have been depleted of vitamins and minerals due to the initial illness, so you’d be immunocompromised. Chickweed would replace these essential nutrients so you’d recover more quickly.

An infusion of the whole aboveground plant is a safe, gentle diuretic. You can also chop up the plant and apply it topically for skin sores and irritations.


Recipe


Savory Chickweed Dip

Conceived with my then eleven-year-old daughter, Violet Brill, this somewhat spicy dip features the spectacular flavor of chickweed. Use it with chips, celery, or anything else that’s dippable! We actually made this during January in a mild winter, when this hardy but delicate plant was thriving. The onion is soaked to make it less spicy, important if you’re going to serve the recipe to kids!




Makes 2¼ cups

Preparation time: 10 minutes




Ingredients

4 cloves garlic

2 tablespoons red onion, finely chopped and soaked in water for 30 minutes, then drained and patted dry with paper towels

2 cups chickweed or other greens

2 cups corn chips, ground to a coarse powder in a blender

2 tablespoons white (mellow) miso

1 tablespoon vegan butter substitute or olive oil

1 teaspoon salt, or to taste

½ teaspoon carrot seeds or celery seed, ground

½ teaspoon paprika

¼ teaspoon ground nutmeg


	Chop the garlic in a food processor.

	Add the chickweed and chop.

	Add the remaining ingredients and process until well mixed and finely chopped.











Garlic Mustard  (Alliaria petiolata)

Family: Brassicaceae or Cruciferae—Mustard, Crucifer, or Cabbage family

Other common names: Jack-by-the-hedge, garlic root, hedge garlic, sauce-alone, Jack-in-the-bush, penny hedge, hedge garlic, poor man’s mustard
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 First-year garlic mustard
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 Second-year garlic mustard
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 Garlic mustard’s 4-petaled white flowers





Description: This European biennial is one of the most common and invasive of wild foods, with lots of different forms. It begins in early spring as a nondescript flag-shaped sprout with a single slender, reddish stalk about 2" high and 1 strap-shaped leaf about ½" long. The sprout and subsequent leaves, stem, flower buds, and flowers smell like garlic when crushed, a good defense against insects (unless Italian insects find it; then all bets are off!).

The sprout soon becomes a basal rosette, supported by a fleshy white, horseradish-scented taproot that increases in size in proportion to the basal leaves. Dark green kidney-shaped, scallop-edged, deeply veined, long-stalked basal leaves grow up to 2 ½" across.

The basal rosette persists throughout the first year, surviving through mild winters or returning in early spring of the second year. By mid-spring of year two, a single erect, slightly hairy stem grows 1'–3½' tall. The deeply veined triangular, alternate leaves are more pointed and larger-toothed than the basal leaves.

A small terminal, broccoli-like flower bud develops into clusters of four-petaled white flowers, each ⅓" across. The alternating flowers’ petals form a cross, like all mustards, and these become long, slender, cylindrical, alternating seedpods are called siliques. One to 1½" long, they curve upward from long stalks.

The plant dies in its second summer, leaving behind the short-stalked, needle-shaped siliques, now dry and whitish. The seedpods split lengthwise, disclosing 2 rows of tiny oblong, dark brown, finely lined, spicy flavored seeds, guaranteeing more of this delicious nuisance.

Habitat: Garlic mustard takes over woodlands, disturbed habitats, parks, road- and trailsides, edge habitats, and wetlands, excreting herbicides that interfere with the competition. It grows throughout the Northeast, much of the middle of the country, and in the Pacific Northwest.

Season: The sprouts come up in early spring. The basal leaves can be available all year. The leaves of the leafstalk, top of the leafstalk, flower buds, and flowers are available in mid-spring. Use the roots from fall through early spring. The seeds are most abundant in midsummer, but some remain into autumn.

Harvesting: Pinch off the sprouts and handfuls of basal leaves with your fingers. Strip leaves, tender upper stems, flower buds, and flowers from mature plants. Dig up the taproots. Break off the dead plants with their seedpods and stuff them into a large paper bag. Rub the seeds out over a tray, blow away the chaff, and store the seeds in a jar.

Uses: Add the young basal leaves and sprouts, which taste like garlic with an overtone of bitterness, to salads and sandwiches. They’re excellent in pesto.

The bitterness concentrates when you cook the leaves and sprouts and they shrink, so use them sparingly in recipes that call for greens, or cook them with lesser celandine, which dissipates the bitterness. They cook in 5 minutes. The mature basal leaves are more bitter than the young ones, but roasting them with oil, salt, and spices, or in a purée of white (mellow) miso, olive oil, and lecithin granules or pine nuts, with sweet or savory spices, makes them delicious.

The immature leaves on the stem are spicy, less bitter than the basal leaves, garlicky, and a little sweet. They’re even better in pesto, salads, sandwiches, and cooked veggie dishes than the basal leaves.

Use the taproots just like horseradish. Both roots contain the same glucosinolates, which turn into highly volatile oils called isothiocyanates when the plant is cut, making it spicy. The grated or chopped root is wonderful in dips, spreads, and dressings, as well as bland dishes like beans, potatoes, or pasta. Heat destroys the flavor, so add them after cooking. Oxygen destroys the flavor too, so store the roots—chopped, grated, or whole—covered in vinegar, refrigerated. The root freezes well, since it does so in winter.

The seeds are quite spicy, like crunchy horseradish with an overtone of sunflower seeds. You don’t have to grind them like store-bought mustard seeds, and they add texture to recipes, raw or cooked. Use them in the same kind of recipes as the roots, sprinkle them on salads, or bake them into breads, like fiery caraway seeds. You can also grind the roots in a blender, covered with vinegar and spices you like, to make prepared horseradish-flavored mustard. The dry seeds last indefinitely in jars at room temperature.

Nutrition: Garlic mustard provides vitamins A, C, and E; omega-3 fatty acids; some B vitamins; plus the minerals potassium, calcium, magnesium, copper, iron, manganese, and selenium. The garlic and bean sprout–flavored sprouts provide four to six times the concentration of nutrients of the mature plant.

The leaves also contain plant estrogens, adapted to interfere with insect reproduction, that also inhibit human and synthetic estrogens from signaling human cells to proliferate, thereby reducing the risk of cancer. The sulfur-containing amino acids that produce the garlic aroma dilate blood vessels, just as garlic does, reducing the risk of cardiovascular disease; however, because of this effect, people with low blood pressure should check their blood pressure after eating the leaves.

Medicinal uses: This plant isn’t used much in traditional herbal medicine, but people have used an infusion of the leaves as a diaphoretic for fevers, to stimulate the immune system, and for bronchitis. They’ve heated the root in oil and applied this ointment to the chest for bronchitis. This hasn’t been tested, although the juice from the leaves inhibits the growth of gram negative bacteria, like those that cause typhoid and gastroenteritis. More study is called for. The crushed leaves have been applied to insect bites and stings.


Recipe


Garlic Lover’s White Bean Dip

Wild seasonings (for which you can substitute store-bought ones) make this dip so tasty, you may not be able to stop to open a bag of chips for scooping before devouring it.




Makes 3 cups

Preparation time: 25 minutes; cooking time: 20 minutes




Ingredients

1¼ cups white beans

4 cups vegetable stock

¼ cup olive oil, divided

1 teaspoon dried epazote or tarragon, ground

4 bayberry leaves or 2 bay leaves, enclosed in a tea bag or tea ball

3 tablespoons field garlic (page 20) bulbs or bulblets, or 8 large cloves of store-bought garlic, chopped

2 tablespoons whole garlic mustard seeds or 1 teaspoon commercial mustard seeds, ground, or to taste

1 teaspoon Vege-Sal


	Rinse the beans, transfer them to a multicooker, pressure cooker, or saucepan; cover them with water, bring the water to a boil, remove from the heat, and steep for 1 hour (or soak the rinsed beans in room temperature water to cover overnight).

	Drain and rinse the beans.

	Return the beans to the multicooker with the stock, 2 tablespoons of the olive oil, the epazote, and the bayberry leaves; cook for 20 minutes (or simmer in a covered saucepan for 3 hours or until the beans are tender, stirring occasionally).

	Meanwhile, lightly sauté the field garlic in the remaining olive oil in a small frying pan for 3 to 5 minutes, or until very lightly browned. Remove the field garlic from the pan immediately to prevent burning. Reserve the olive oil.

	Drain the beans, discard the bayberry leaves, and reserve the stock.

	Purée the beans with the reserved olive oil from the sauté pan plus the Vege-Sal in a food processor.

	Add the garlic and garlic mustard seed; process until just mixed.











Field Garlic  (Allium vineale)

Family: Amaryllidaceae—Amaryllis family

Other common names: Onion grass, meadow garlic, wild onion, Canada garlic, wild garlic, rose leek, meadow leek, tree onion
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 Field garlic basal leaves
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 Field garlic scape, flowers, and bulblets






[image: ]

 Dense groups of field garlic basal leaves





This delicious, widespread Eurasian–North African perennial, which smells like onions and garlic, was incredibly hard to find when I first taught myself foraging. I saw a line drawing of the flowers in the field guide but just couldn’t spot the plant, so I went swimming (I like to stay fit) at the local Y. Afterward, I held on to the edge of the pool and conversed with an acquaintance named Chuck:


	 “Chuck, you know I like to cook. Now I’m trying to learn foraging.”

	 “I know one wild edible plant, Steve. It’s called onion grass.”

	 “Chuck, you have to tell me where it grows! I’ve been looking for it for a year! WHERE IS IT!? YOU HAVE TO TELL ME!!”



Chuck spluttered out its location: near the baseball field in a local park. The next day, my bike riding day, I sped off to the location, and there it was!

After collecting all I could use, I pedaled back home. To my surprise, I started seeing field garlic elsewhere in the park—on my route home and, finally, right in front of my door! I was confusing it with grass, which has flat blades, while field garlic has cylindrical leaves.

Description: Long, slender, unbranched hollow, round, upright leaves begin growing in early autumn, often surviving the winter or resuming growing very early in the spring.

In autumn, winter, and early spring, the leaves grow 6"–2' tall, arising from small clusters of layered underground bulbs resembling tiny onions. These grow to almost 1" across, resembling garlic cloves in mid-spring, when they partially split.

By late spring, a spherical cluster or whitish, green-tinged, or reddish bulblets, ¾"–2" across, grows above a single, smooth, erect, green leafless scape, 1'–3½' tall. The tiny, ovoid bulblets have one flat side and one curved side, sometimes with tiny, slender green shoots. Additional stalks of tiny lilac-colored, 6-petaled, short-stalked flowers, about ¾" long, sometimes also emerge on top.

The membrane surrounding the bulblets eventually bursts. The garlic-scented bulblets fall to the ground, and eventually grow into new plants.

Look-alikes: Nodding onion resembles field garlic. Both are edible, but they have flat, not cylindrical, leaves.

Some poisonous lilies have narrow leaves and bulbs, but they’re odorless; all the other characteristics are different too.

The poisonous star-of-Bethlehem (Ornithogalum umbellatum) greatly resembles field garlic in early spring (it doesn’t reemerge in autumn), and they sometimes grow side by side.

However, star-of-Bethlehem has flat leaves, not cylindrical ones. A white stripe runs down the length of each leaf, and there’s no odor, so you’d have to be careless to confuse the two. The flowers, which bloom in mid-spring, and seeds are completely different too.

Poisoning is so rare, I have only had one fatality in forty-two years: Soon after warning tour participants about to harvest field garlic to beware of star-of-Bethlehem, one woman was putting the toxic species into her bag. I stopped her before she could eat any, but the poor lady still succumbed—to embarrassment!

Habitat: Field garlic grows throughout most of the eastern half of the United States and eastern Canada, plus the Pacific states and western Canada in partially shaded and sunny habitats along edges, in lawns, meadows, pastures, and fields, along roadsides and river- and streamsides, in backyards, on disturbed soil, in parks, and in open woods. It’s a very common plant, and dairy farmers hate it—if cows eat it, their milk tastes like garlic!

Season: The leaves are in season when they’re young, fall through early spring. By mid-spring they become too tough to eat. The aboveground bulblets are available from late spring through midsummer, before they drop to the ground. The underground bulbs are edible all year, although you won’t be able to locate them after midsummer, when the aboveground parts vanish, or during very cold winters.

Harvesting: You can tear or cut off the young basal leaves or dig up the whole plant with a shovel or trowel. I swing the mass of bulbs against a tree and pull apart the bunches of leaves into smaller groups, to get rid of the soil quickly. You can pull off the bulblets with your fingers.

Uses: Cooking “authorities” put down this plant in print because they don’t know what they’re doing; they pick the mature leaves in mid- or late spring, when they’re awful. But the young leaves are great, with a flavor of their own, although similar to onions and garlic. Use them accordingly—in salads, sandwiches, soups, stews, sauces, grains, casseroles, or any savory dish, the way you’d use scallions or chives. They cook in about 15 minutes, and any cooking method works with them.

Nutrition: This plant hasn’t been analyzed nutritionally, but if it’s similar to it’s relative, garlic, it should be a good source of antioxidants, flavonoids, carotenoids, and chlorophyll. Because of the garlic odor, it must contain sulfur compounds that may help reduce LDL (bad) cholesterol levels and aid digestion.

Medicinal uses: Herbalists consider it to be a blood purifier, carminative, diuretic, expectorant, stimulant, and vasodilator. The raw bulbs may lower blood pressure, good to try if your blood pressure is being monitored to see whether it works. However, if you have low blood pressure, be careful with it, starting with very small amounts.

A tincture of the bulbs has been used to prevent colic and croup, and the plant may have anti-asthmatic properties, although this should be tested.

It also reputedly stops kids from getting worms, but this didn’t work with my young daughter, who collected field garlic with one hand while collecting earthworms with the other!


Recipe


Indian Field Garlic Soup

With its spicy flavor, field garlic is ideal in Indian recipes. This recipe combines field garlic with store-bought garlic, and it’s quick and easy to make.




Serves 4

Preparation time: 25 minutes; cooking time: 20 minutes




Ingredients

¼ cup vegan butter substitute or olive oil

2 cups coarsely chopped field garlic leaves or scallions

1 teaspoon coarsely chopped fresh ginger

1 teaspoon ground cumin

½ teaspoon ground coriander seed

½ teaspoon ground thyme

½ teaspoon ground black pepper

2 heads of garlic, peeled but not chopped

2 cups chopped lettuce

4 cups vegetable stock

1 cup coarsely chopped cooked yam or potato

1 medium tomato

1 tablespoon white (mellow) miso


	Sauté the field garlic in the vegan butter substitute along with the ginger, cumin, coriander, thyme, black pepper, and garlic for 5–10 minutes, or until the garlic is lightly browned.

	Meanwhile, simmer the chopped lettuce in water to cover for 2 minutes.

	Combine the field garlic mixture, lettuce, and all remaining ingredients in a saucepan. Bring to a boil over high heat, stirring often; reduce the heat to low, cover, and simmer for 10 minutes.

	Purée in batches in a blender, holding down the cover with a towel and beginning on low speed to prevent eruptions.











Daylily  (Hemerocallis fulva)

Family: Xanthorrhoeaceae—Aloe family

Other common names: Orange daylily, tawny daylily, tiger daylily, ditch daylily


[image: ]

 Stand of daylily shoots
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 Daylily shoot with tubers
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 Daylily flower with flower buds





This extremely common, delicious invasive Asian perennial produces four crops: shoots, flower buds, flowers, and tubers.

Description: One of the first plants to appear at the end of winter or very early in the spring. The first thing you see are shoots. They’re composed of light green, sword-shaped basal leaves, with the parallel veins typical of the lilies. The leaves eventually reach 1'–3' in length and flop over, but when they first appear, they’re still upright and tightly wrapped together. Their united ellipsoid or cylindrical base is whitish. This base grows 1"–2" tall before the young leaves begin to curve away from both sides, in the same plane.

Fleshy, light brown rhizomes, the thickness of shoelaces, about ¼" in diameter, spread into the ground from the base. Each rhizome ends in a small, light brown ellipsoid tuber, about ¾" long. People call any underground parts of a plant roots, but the true roots emanate from the ends of the tubers.

In late spring, a smooth, leafless flower stalk grows ¼"–½" in diameter, and 3'–4' tall. It’s unbranched for most of its length, then produces short branches near the top, ending in 6–15 cylindrical, lined, orange-yellow flower buds, 1½"–3" long.

The flower buds open to produce large, showy, short-stemmed, upward-facing, funnel-shaped orange flowers. Nearly identical, the 3 reflexed tepals and sepals, about 4" long, curve backward at their tips. With ruffled edges, a pale yellow line runs along each tepal’s length. Six short stamens surround a single long pistil in the flower’s center.

Each flower in the cluster lives for only one day, alongside unopened flower buds of different lengths and levels of maturity and wilted flowers from previous days. Wild daylilies produce no seeds. Squirrels dig up and eat some of the tubers, bury what they don’t eat, and forget some of their stashes, thereby spreading clones of this plant.

Bred as show flowers, cultivated daylilies come in a variety of colors, sometimes with extra tepals. They’re edible, but inferior to the wild ones.

Look-alikes: Tiger lilies (Lilium tigrinum), also with edible flowers, resemble daylilies but have leaves growing from the stem. I’ve seen them only in gardens, but they’re supposedly capable of escaping into the wild.

Caution: The poisonous daffodil (Narcissus pseudonarcissus) is a garden plant that escapes into the wild. Its long swordlike leaves resemble the daylily’s at first, but there’s no cylindrical base, the white flowers are completely different, and it lacks tubers.

The poisonous iris (Iris spp.) also has swordlike leaves, but it has completely different flowers, no cylindrical base, and a single, thick rhizome rather than tubers.

Habitat: Daylilies grow in cultivated areas, parks, disturbed habitats, edges, lawns, parks, thickets, along trailsides and roadsides, and in open woodlands.

Season: The shoots are in season in early spring; the flower buds, flowers, and wilted flowers, from late spring to mid-summer. The tubers are available all year, although they’re at their best from fall through early spring.

The first time I found what I thought might be daylilies was right after they’d finished flowering, in midsummer. When I returned early the following spring and saw the shoots, I still wasn’t confident of my identification, so didn’t eat them. I waited another three months, until they flowered, when it was easiest to identify them. I enjoyed using the flowers but had to wait still longer, until the following spring, twenty long months in total, to enjoy the shoots, but it was worth it. Not only were the shoots delicious, but I was still alive!

Harvesting: Growing in dense stands, daylily shoots are easy to harvest in quantity. Simply break off the shoots with your fingers or cut them off (the shoots, not your fingers!) with a sharp knife.

Break off the flowers, flower buds, or wilted flower, and dig up the tubers. They’re not deep, so unless the soil’s rocky, this should be easy, especially after rainy weather.

Uses: Lilies and onions are sister groups, so the shoots have a sharp, spicy flavor with an overtone of string beans. Outstanding chopped into salads and sandwiches, virtually any cooking method works with them. Cooking in about 10 minutes, they taste great in savory dishes such as grains, casseroles, soups, curries, and stir-fries.

The flowers are both sweet and spicy. However, the greenish bottom tenth of the flower is acrid and should be discarded. The stamens and pistils, however, are edible.

The flowers are great in salads, as long as you eat the salad the same day, before the flowers self-destruct. Italian and Chinese people dip them in batter and deep-fry them. Add to pancake batter and cook them into savory fritters. I’ve stuffed them with my vegan cottage cheese, nuts, and dried apricots, sealed the flowers with toothpicks, and served them at parties.

Called golden needles, the flowers, essential in Chinese hot and sour soup, cook in about 5 minutes. They’re sold in Chinese grocery stores and online, although they’re so common, you needn’t waste your money buying them.

The larger flower buds just about to open taste like string beans. They’re excellent sautéed, stir-fried, or cooked in soups or casseroles. The newly wilted flowers are great in soups too.

The tubers, which taste like turnips, take a long time to dig up and clean, but you can scrub them, slice them thinly, and sauté them or add them to soups. You can also mix them with oil and herbs and bake them. Use firm tubers only. The soft ones are awful.

Caution: Daylilies make about one out of fifty people sick. They can cause diarrhea or vomiting. Eat a couple of bites the first time, then a little more each day to make sure they agree with you.

On very rare occasions, a particular strain of daylilies can cause digestive distress in everyone. I’ve never encountered such a stand myself in more than forty-two years of foraging, and I know of only one foraging teacher who has. Again, start slowly if you find daylilies in a new location.

Nutrition: The shoots haven’t been analyzed nutritionally, but the flowers and flower buds are good sources of beta-carotene, vitamin C, and iron; the tubers are high in protein and essential fatty acids.

Medicinal uses: The rhizomes and tubers show antimicrobial and antiparasitic effects and could even inhibit the growth of cancer cells, but more research is needed before we know how to use them safely or effectively.

Chinese herbalists call the daylily the “flower of forgetfulness” and use it for post-traumatic stress disorder. I know one Chinese woman for whom this worked. She grew up under the rule of Chairman Mao, constantly in fear of the secret police, who could arrest innocent people and lock them up indefinitely, with no recourse. She became a medical doctor, learned traditional Chinese herbal medicine, made friends with Westerners when relations between China and the West improved in the 1970s, and immigrated to Boston. There she used a daylily flower infusion to rid herself of the constant fear and anxiety that becomes second nature when living under a totalitarian regime.

The flowers are also used for pain, fever, childbirth, and as a sedative in China.


Recipe


Sautéed Daylilies

Just a few seasonings turn daylilies into a perfect early-spring cooked green. Serve over toast or with whole grains.




Serves 6

Preparation/cooking time: 15 minutes




Ingredients

6 cups chopped daylily shoots

6 tablespoons olive oil

6 cloves garlic, chopped

1 teaspoon Vege-Sal or seasoned salt, ½ teaspoon salt, or to taste

1 teaspoon fennel seeds, ground

1 teaspoon paprika

1 teaspoon ground marjoram

1 tablespoon garlic mustard (page 15) seeds or 1 teaspoon hot sauce, or to taste


	Sauté all ingredients except the garlic mustard seeds together for 10–15 minutes, or until the daylilies are tender.

	Serve sprinkled with the garlic mustard seeds.











Sheep Sorrel  (Rumex acetosella)

Family: Polygonaceae—Smartweed or Buckwheat family

Other common names: Red sorrel, sour weed, field sorrel
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 Sheep sorrel basal leaves
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 Sheep sorrel flowers





One of the best-tasting and most common wild foods, you don’t want to be sheepish about trying it!

Description: A European perennial, it spreads via rhizomes but also has taproots. This cold-hardy plant produces a basal rosette very early in the spring, with long-stalked leaves reaching 1½"–3" in length. The youngest leaves are briefly oval but soon become arrow-shaped, like a sheep’s face: The pointed tip is the nose, and the two spreading lobes at the leaf base are the ears.

In mid-spring, a slender, branched, deeply ridged, jointed stem 1½"–9" (sometimes up to 18") long arises. Papery sheaths wrap around the stem adjacent to the leaf axils, just like its much larger relative, Japanese knotweed (page 53). The alternate leaves on sheep sorrel’s stem look like the basal leaves, only smaller.

Tiny, yellow-green male flowers and diminutive reddish female flowers bloom on long, lacy, loosely branched racemes on the upper stalks in late spring and early summer. Tiny, inconspicuous reddish to yellow-brown fruits ripen in yellow-brown, papery wrappers in the summer as well.

Look-alikes: Bindweed (Convolvulus spp.) is an inedible plant with arrow-shaped leaves, but it’s a vine, not an upright plant, and has funnel-shaped flowers. It never forms a basal rosette.

Wood sorrel (page 99) sounds and tastes like sheep sorrel but looks completely different in all its forms. The word sorrel means “sour” in Old French.

Habitat: Sheep sorrel grows on sunny lawns, in fields and openings in the woods, along trail sides and roadsides, in disturbed habitats, and on acidic soil throughout most of the United States and Canada.

Season: The basal leaves grow in early spring and throughout the fall; the aerial leaves are available in summer.

Harvesting: The basal leaves are the largest and best ones to eat, although the stem leaves certainly aren’t b-a-a-a-d either! Grasp a bunch of basal leaves with one hand, hold down the leafstalks with the other hand, and pull off the leaves, which are more tender than the leafstalks. You can also cut the entire rosette from the roots with a knife and then trim off the leafstalks and roots. You can strip the aerial leaves off the stems with your fingers.
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Young sheep sorrel leaves







Uses: Sheep sorrel is strongly lemony and very delicious. Add the leaves, raw, to salads and sandwiches, or cook for around 10 minutes in soups, stews, grain and bean dishes, or any recipe that calls for greens. Nothing will drown out its strong flavor, and it adds zing to mild ingredients, such as potatoes and squash.

Nutrition: This plant is replete with vitamins A, B-complex, C, D, E, K, P, and U, plus the minerals calcium, phosphorus, magnesium, potassium, silicon, iron, sulfur, copper, iodine, manganese, and zinc. It also contains tartaric acid; the anthraquinones chrysophanol, emodin, and rhein; glycosides such as hyperoside; and the quercetin β-galactoside.

Medicinal uses: Because of its vitamin C content, herbalists used sheep sorrel to cure scurvy before vitamins were discovered. It’s also been used as a diuretic and for inflammation, cancer, diarrhea, worms, intestinal parasites, and fever. With all its biologically active compounds, it should be tested scientifically to see if it works.


Recipe


Steve’s Schav

Sheep sorrel gets its English name from the arrow-shaped leaf resembling a sheep’s face, but it also looks like a calf’s face, and schav means “calf” in Yiddish. If you like tart flavors, you’ll especially love sheep sorrel and this traditional Jewish cold sour soup. It’s particularly cooling on a hot day, but you can serve it hot as well.




Serves 6

Preparation/cooking time: 30 minutes




Ingredients

8 cups vegetable stock, divided

4 cups sheep sorrel, curly dock (page 92), wood sorrel (page 99), or garden sorrel

2 medium red onions, finely chopped

1 tablespoon ground flaxseeds

½ tablespoon Vege-Sal or ¾ teaspoon salt, or to taste

¼ teaspoon ground black pepper, or to taste

1 tablespoon lemon juice

1 tablespoon vegan butter substitute, corn oil, or olive oil

½ tablespoon lecithin granules or pine nuts

1 cup diced silken tofu

Lemon juice to taste (optional)


	Bring 6 cups of the stock, the sheep sorrel, onion, flaxseeds, Vege-Sal, and black pepper to a boil in a saucepan over medium heat; reduce the heat to low, and simmer, covered, for 5 minutes.

	Meanwhile, purée the lemon juice, vegan butter substitute, and lecithin granules in a blender with the remaining 2 cups stock.

	Stir this mixture into the soup with the tofu; adjust the seasonings to taste, and add additional lemon juice if desired.

	Serve hot or chilled.











Common Mallow  (Malva neglecta)

Family: Malvaceae—Mallow family

Other common names: Buttonweed, cheeseplant, cheeseweed, dwarf mallow, roundleaf mallow
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 Common mallow basal leaves, flower stalk, and flower
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 Common mallow with flowers and fruits
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