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Author’s Note


  






  This book and its illustrations are not intended to be used as a field guide. Always take a good field guide with you when you are foraging for edibles. I recommend A Field Guide to Edible Wild Plants: Eastern and Central North America by Lee Allen Peterson, published by Houghton Mifflin, or Edible Wild Plants: A North American Field Guide by Thomas S. Elias and Peter A. Dykeman, published by Sterling.




  Never guess at what you are picking. If you aren’t 100 percent sure, don’t pick! For safety’s sake, do not taste or use any plant that you cannot positively identify.




  The author and publisher are not responsible for any mistakes one might make in the field. Please be very, very careful.




  
Introduction


  






  As a youngster, living in the suburbs of a large city, empty lots became my little bit of the natural world. I would spend hours picking wildflowers, pressing and drying them, identifying and faithfully recording them in my field guides. I saved my allowance for a pair of binoculars (which I still use) and was able to identify songbirds, which I spent a good deal of time drawing, determined to start my own field guide (entitled Birds of Suburbia perhaps?). My mother encouraged my love of nature by naming a daddy longlegs that had built its web outside our kitchen window. His name was Oscar, and we used to watch him catch his dinner as Mom cooked our own.




  I distinctly remember running away from home. Like a hobo (which I thought was a moderately glamorous thing to be, at the time), I attached a red bandanna to a stick, filled it with peanut-butter-and-banana sandwiches, tied it up, and took off. I walked down our paved street, turned right, and headed for the local golf course, which was situated right beside the train tracks. The area beside the tracks was heavenly to me. Running for a good mile or so, it was completely wild and untouched—a conglomeration of old trees and stumps, wildflowers, toads and mice, running brooks, and tall grass. I used to get down on my belly in that long grass, completely hidden from the folks driving by for a day of golf. What a great secret I was, hidden in my secret garden.




  That was the first place I discovered wild mint and milkweed with the help of my field guides, carried in my back pocket. Wild raspberries grew there, too, and it was exciting to pick some for dessert (after I finished the sandwiches, of course).




  Eventually, I knew it was time to return. Strangely enough, I was back just in time to set the table for dinner. No one but me ever knew that I had run away from home.




  Now, as an adult, there are days, after sitting at the computer or the drawing table for hours, when I feel like running back to those hidden woods. A more jaded hobo, but a hobo, nonetheless.
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About Wild Edibles


  






  Fiddleheads. Lamb’s quarters. Morels. Dandelions. Many of these wild things are now appearing at your local greengrocer or supermarket. What can be done with them? This book will give you an inkling. It’ll give you a chance to try something new.




  It will also give you an idea of how to recognize these plants in the wild. Many of these weeds and fruits can be found in backyards and hedgerows. A Sunday drive in the country could prove fruitful as well. The illustrations and descriptions in this book will help you to discover when and where these plants are most easily found. If you decide to forage, be positive of what you are picking. There are some very good edible wild plant guides on the market, so be sure to take one along with you. A reliable field guide will help to assure you that what you are picking is really what you think you are picking! Don’t guess! If you are in doubt, don’t take it home.




  As far as wild mushrooms go, proceed with caution. It is best to forage for mushrooms with an expert mycologist. I own many mushroom guide books and each one seems to have a different thing to say about most mushrooms. Fungi are rather elusive, and it is best to have several mushroom field guides to get a good handle on them. When I pick wild mushrooms, I am extremely careful and gather only four or five kinds that I am absolutely positive about. The rest I buy at the store.




  In the back of this book is a list of the Latin names for all the plants mentioned. Wild things tend to go by various local names. Different places have different names for the same thing. Check the plant’s Latin name and be sure of what you are getting.




  There are literally hundreds upon hundreds of wild fruits, weeds, and seeds about which to write. I have chosen some of the easiest to recognize in the wild, also keeping in mind those that are available to city dwellers at the greengrocer. Most of the wild edibles described in this book are found in the northeastern United States and Canada. Many of them can be found nearly all over the continent.




  The recipes in this book will enhance your cooking repertoire, whether you are a novice or an experienced cook. This is not a survival guide by any means. I tried to be inventive and have fun. That is really what this book is all about—having fun. Give it a try. Go wild in the kitchen!




  
About the Ingredients


  






  Some general notes about the ingredients used in recipes for this book:




  Butter: Use regular, salted butter. If you use unsalted butter, adjust the salt accordingly.




  Citrus: Look for plump, heavy fruit when choosing oranges, lemons, or limes. These will be the juiciest. When using the citrus fruits for zest, be sure to wash the fruit very well, to remove any pesticides that might have been used on them. Buy a lemon zester or use a sharp paring knife, making sure to remove only the zest and none of the bitter, white pith underneath. If you end up with more zest than called for in the recipe, freeze it in plastic wrap for use another time.




  Eggs: The eggs used in the recipes are large.




  Flour: Use unbleached, all-purpose flour, unless otherwise specified.




  Herbs: I prefer to use fresh herbs where possible as they have the best flavor. If these are unavailable, the general rule of thumb is to substitute one teaspoon of dried, crumbled herbs for one tablespoon of fresh, chopped herbs. If the dried herbs are finely ground, only use ¼ teaspoon. But taste your food as you add herbs, and use quantities that taste right to you.




  Milk: It is your choice whether to use whole or low-fat milk. Obviously, a dish will taste richer if you use whole milk. (I prefer it in recipes but will use low fat-milk when I have guests who are watching their waistlines.) Nonfat milk makes the dishes watery, so I avoid using it.




  Nuts: It is best to store nuts in the freezer, as their high fat content can make them go rancid quickly. That way, you can have a good variety at your disposal, and they won’t go bad. Nuts taste better when toasted, and can be toasted directly from the freezer. Just lay them on a cookie sheet or toaster oven tray and bake them at 325°F for about 10 minutes, stirring them often, until they turn light brown and have a lovely aroma. Watch them carefully as they can burn very easily. Set aside to cool and use in any recipe calling for nuts.




  Sugar: The sugar used most often in these recipes is white granulated sugar, unless otherwise specified.




  
Tips on Preserving and Canning


  






  Some of the recipes in this book require a basic knowledge of preserving and canning. Use standard mason or canning jars with screw bands and lids, available at most grocery or hardware stores.




  

    	Make sure that your jars don’t have any cracks or nicks and that your lids are new. Don’t reuse lids, as the rubber won’t seal properly.




    	Wash jars, lids, and screw bands in hot, soapy water, rinsing them well.




    	To sterilize jars, boil them for at least 15 minutes in a large canner, fitted with a rack. (A canner is a large, deep pot that has a tight-fitting lid and a rack at the bottom.) If you don’t have a canner, tie some screw bands together (the circles that hold the lids) and place them in the bottom of the pot to form a rack. Place the jars on top of the rack and fill the pot with enough water to cover the jars completely. Leave jars in the hot water until ready to fill.




    	Before using the lids, boil them in water for 5 minutes, to soften and sterilize the sealing compound.




    	When you are ready, ladle the prepared food into the hot jars, leaving about half an inch between the food and the rim. Adjust headspace as needed. This will enable the jars to seal properly. If necessary, wipe the rims of the jars to remove any stickiness. Place lids on jars and tighten screw bands until they are fingertip tight—not so tight that you can’t reopen with more than just your fingertips (this allows some give between the jar and the lid).




    	From a safety standpoint, it is wise to process anything you preserve in a boiling water canner. Once the fruit or pickles have been ladled into jars, replace the sealed jars into the boiling canner (making sure that the water covers the jars by at least one inch), cover, and boil half-pint or pint jars for 5 minutes. Larger jars require 10 minutes of boiling. (If you are at a higher altitude, you will have to process everything longer. Check a canning guide for the increased time ratio.) Generally, jams, jellies, and pickles high in vinegar, packed hot in half-pint or pint jars, need 5 minutes of boiling. Chutneys packed hot need 10 minutes. Make sure the canner has returned to a boil before starting the timer.




    	Remove the jars and let them cool for 24 hours on a folded towel. As they cool, the lids snap down, creating an airtight seal. Make sure that the sealed lids curve downward. If this doesn’t happen, the jar is not sealed properly and cannot be stored. Refrigerate these jars and eat the contents before those that have sealed properly. Or store canned jam, jellies, or chutneys in the refrigerator for up to 3 months.




    	Do not eat (or even taste) discolored or spoiled-looking or funny-smelling food after it has been stored. Throw it away.




    	Paraffin wax for sealing is no longer recommended, as it may contract and pull away from the sides of the jar.
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