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      I spent my youth in a quiet suburban midwestern neighborhood. Fascinated with nature, I
        spent much of this time in nearby woods, riverbanks, and old farm fields. Like many
        children, I was fascinated with outdoor skills, often building shelters, making bows and
        arrows from sticks and string, rubbing sticks together to make fire, eating wild berries,
        and stalking squirrels, rabbits, and frogs. I dreamt of living in the wilderness by using
        these survival skills.

      By the early 1970s, my interests began to focus more specifically on wild foods. Initially,
        through the study of Bradford Angier’s book How to Stay Alive in
            the Woods (1956), and shortly thereafter by Allan Hall’s The Wild Food Trailguide (1973), and by Euell Gibbons’
          Stalking the Wild Asparagus (1962), I seriously
        began studying and gathering edible wild plants.

      While pursuing a science curriculum at Michigan State University, I organized a six-month
        vagabonding trip for myself through Europe. I planned to supplement my diet with wild foods,
        hoping to save some money during my travels. In preparation, I took college courses in
        wilderness survival, nutrition, and edible wild plants.

      I spent my time in the European countryside, traveling on old back roads and through small
        villages where tourists did not travel. In the mid 1970s, these areas were less affected by
        modern American culture then they are today. People were still practicing traditional
        foodways. In the process of traveling, I met locals who invited me for dinner or to stay
        with them a few days. I routinely asked the food preparers if they knew of and used any wild
        foods. They almost always did and gladly showed me what they knew. After studying in this
        way for months, I was getting all of my vegetables from wild plants. Upon returning to the
        States and with encouragement from administrators and professors, I began teaching
        senior-level classes in edible wild plants at Michigan State University. That continued from
        1978 to 1985.

      While teaching and working on my master’s and doctorate degrees, I studied botany under Dr.
        John Beaman, curator of the MSU herbarium. I also took conventional botany and taxonomy
        courses. Over the years, many wild food research expeditions were conducted, including ones
        to Washington, D.C., North Carolina, West Virginia, Michigan, Indiana, Illinois, Wisconsin,
        North Dakota, Montana, Idaho, Utah, Wyoming, Georgia, Nevada, Ohio, Oregon, Washington,
        California, British Columbia, and Alberta. My PhD in nutrition is helping me achieve my
        long-term goal of advancing the field of wild foods. My formal academic training has helped
        me learn about nutrients, human physiology and biochemistry, cultural foodways,
        anthropology, food preparation, and nutritional toxicology.

      I moved to Oregon in 1989, where I continued my research and teaching. Since moving to
        Portland, I have taught wild food classes at Portland State University, Clackamas Community
        College, Portland Parks and Recreation, and Wild Food Adventures. As of January 1994, I have
        been running Wild Food Adventures as a full-time career. It is a teaching and research
        institution devoted to edible wild plants and other foragables. You can find more
        information about Wild Food Adventures at http://www.wildfoodadventures.com.

      As a result of my experiences, I have a doctorate in nutrition, a master’s in education,
        and degrees in biology and zoology. I’m a trained botanist, nature photographer, writer,
        researcher, and teacher. Over the years, I have taught and trained thousands of people about
        wild foods all over North America, given hundreds of wild food presentations to a wide
        variety of groups, assembled a comprehensive wild food library, and documented hundreds of
        wild foods in photographs and notes. Between newsletters, magazines, academic periodicals,
        and the Internet, I have published over 100 articles on edible wild plants.
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          John Kallas emerging from a Michigan Swamp with a bundle of cattails. (Photo by Raelle
            Corliss, 1973.) 

        

      

    

  Disclaimer? Yeah, Right!



If you venture out of your nuclear-proof, earthquake-proof, asteroid-proof bunker into
            the real world, you might be at risk. Yes, it’s true! You may be hit by a bus
            or get E coli or staphylococcus poisoning from a church potluck. If you kiss someone,
            you may get herpes, mono, or worse—a tragic relationship. On the golf course,
            you may be hit by lightning. If you go ice skating, you may break your neck. If you go
            on a hike, you may trip on loose rocks, fall over a cliff, and die. Or you might be in
            the World Trade Center at the wrong time.
Look, you can either curl up under your bed covers and live a safe, dull, insulated
            life reading about other people doing things you wish you were doing. Or you can join
            the real world. If you venture into the real world, you risk living your life to its
            fullest. You risk the rush of climbing that mountain, of dancing all night, of scuba
            diving in reefs of mind-blowing color, of standing in the rain on an ocean viewpoint,
            watching huge waves crashing against the rocks, of meeting the partner of your dreams.
            You risk getting exercise and breathing fresh air. You risk making life worth living.
So if you decide to venture into the world of wild foods, you’d better
            prepare yourself for some fun, adventure, and risk. Yes, there are risks to eating new
            foods that you’ve never tried before. You might make some mistakes or have
            allergies to foods you haven’t been exposed to yet. Nature has its own agenda
            and is not looking out for the safety of humans—and that fact provides some
            unpredictability in all things wild. But if you are a reasonable student, if you
            don’t just jump haphazardly into eating everything in sight, and if you pay
            attention to what your body is telling you, your chances of any real danger are slim.
            For the vast majority of people, getting into wild foods will be nothing but fun. For
            that rare person who becomes that exception, we may end up talking about your unusual
            case in future books.
And while your experiences may be different from mine. I have never regretted eating
            wild foods, which I have done for over thirty-five years. I hope your experiences will
            be as good as mine. So be a good student, and you will minimize the chance that you will
            regret living your life to its fullest.
[image: Disclaimer? Yeah, Right!]


    
      
        
          
            Preface

          

        

      

      The field of wild foods, first popularized by Euell Gibbons in the 1960s, has been
        languishing from neglect. For a field with so much potential, wild foods remain a mystery
        after almost fifty years of books on the subject. People buy books and try to study the
        subject but come away with little real understanding or useful knowledge. In addition to
        lack of information, there is a disconnect between what is said about these plants and what
        reality seems to serve you, the reader. Pleasant dining experiences are few. Anyone can
        write a book on wild foods, and almost anyone has.

      The effort to aid the reader in plant identification is almost as bad. Cryptic technical
        descriptions have little meaning for the layperson. Line drawings of plants typically are
        not useful unless the reader already knows the plant. Photograph-based identification guides
        are holdovers from wildflower guides. Wildflower guides are concerned with flowers at the
        neglect of other parts of the plant. Plants are complex organisms that change shape as they
        grow, often with variable leaves, stems, and overall form. Many species have more than one
        form, so a single photograph gives you only a fraction, a small clue, to identifying a
        plant.

      Many wild food guides are nothing more than catalogs of plants with no real detail written
        by authors who have never experienced what they are writing about. The more plants covered
        in a book results in less useful information per plant. Most books have one to three
        sentences describing the edibility of a plant. A few rare books take a chapter to describe
        how a plant is edible and how to make the best use of that knowledge. The handful of great
        authors are the ones who write based on experience and provide the detail to guide you
        through all aspects of wild food knowledge—identifying, gathering, transporting, processing,
        preparing, and serving.

      This book was written and designed in every way to serve you, the reader—to overcome
        directly all the limitations listed above. The goal is to take the mystery, not the romance,
        out of wild foods, to give you the tools to move forward with confidence, and to have lots
        of success actually using wild foods. Whole chapters are devoted to single plants. Designed
        as a pictorial manual, photographs are plentiful, showing you different growth stages from
        seedling to fully mature plant. All edible stages are shown as well as processing techniques
        and finished dishes.

      To satisfy the need to supply detail, this book represents only the beginning of the plants
        I will cover over the years. This is the first in an intended series of themed books
        covering different topics in the area of wild edible plants and other foragables. As the
        first, I selected easy-to-identify common plants that everyone in North America will be able
        to find somewhere between their yard and the local neighborhood. Included are important wild
        greens and vegetables eaten by our European ancestors since the beginning of time. Many of
        them grow as weeds in the typical garden. The benefit of local plants is that you can have
        everyday access. If you can grab your salad from the backyard in a matter of minutes, you
        are more likely to eat these plants than if you have to drive two hours to reach more exotic
        habitats. That is how our European ancestors ate, from foraged plants growing around their
        homes.

      Historically, people learned about wild foods from their elders. Kids would tag along as
        parents gathered wild foods. By direct observation and parental guidance, children learned
        the plants from seedling to seed production. They saw first-hand how to judge when the
        collectable parts were perfect for picking; how to handle and transfer the take; how to
        clean it, process it, and prepare it for eating. In lieu of learning from elders today, this
        book attempts to provide the same content in a different format. You are learning from a
        career professional who writes from experience.

      Some Issues about Content

      Botanical names are based on the plants cataloged at the Integrated Taxonomic Information
        System offered through a partnership between the United States, Canadian, and Mexican
        federal agencies. Plant names were verified at http://www.itis.gov/index.html.

      The maps were generated from several sources, including but not limited to the personal
        experience of the author, USDA Plants Database (http://plants.usda.gov/), NatureServe
        Explorer (http://www.natureserve.org/explorer/), Natural Resources Canada
        (http://www.planthardiness.gc.ca/), the Biology of Canadian Weeds book series—Reprints from
        the Canadian Journal of Plant Science, and plant distribution maps offered by Web sites of
        individual states.
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      Whether you are new to wild foods or are well versed in the topic, my intent is that you
        should find this book personal, practical, and fun to use. I write from personal experience
        and present information in a way intended to help you learn what you really need to know to
        be successful. By successful I mean that with time you will be able to identify the plants I
        cover, understand how to get the most out of them, and have satisfying culinary experiences
        as a result of your efforts. And that is the point, isn’t it? To go from the wild to
        something your taste buds recognize as good food.

      I love wild foods, the whole idea of eating from the wild, the joy of being outdoors and
        being closer to the earth, and the adventure of the whole experience. Given all that, I do
        not sugarcoat what you need to know. When something I’ve read about wild foods is
        disingenuous or misleading, or doesn’t seem to work, I’ll let you know. If some taste or
        texture of something people might have eaten in the distant past is beyond what anyone would
        find acceptable today, I’ll let you know. So if you’ve been dissatisfied with books you may
        have read on this topic—those that have too few photographs or not enough information to be
        useful—then read on. My goal is to make wild foods user-friendly, rewarding, and fun.

      This book is designed as a user manual. It is written from the perspective of a career
        professional in the area of wild foods. Not merely a field guide or a cookbook, it is
        intended to take you deeper into the secret world of plants. Each plant’s clear photographs
        are used to show you its development at all stages of growth. Captions with each photograph
        explain what you are looking at. Processing techniques are clearly illustrated. Foundational
        ways to prepare each food are given within a context that will allow you to improvise
        recipes. This manual is, in essence, a reverse field guide. It provides the means to learn
        identification directly from reading the chapters. Therefore, you do not struggle to
        identify plants when you are in the field; you recognize them and then verify your find by
        reviewing this book.

      Wild Greens, Vegetables, and Their
        Seeds 

      Wild greens, vegetables, and their seeds describe the foods offered by the plants in this
        book. For purposes of discussion, I am labeling leaves as greens (a particular kind of
        vegetable); three-dimensional parts like shoots, stems, leafy stems, roots, buds, and
        flowers as vegetables; and fruits with their seeds. I divide the selected plants into the
        following categories: foundation, tart, pungent, and bitter. In my view, combining elements
        from these different categories makes the best salads and cooked dishes, and provides a
        wider array of nutrients and potentially beneficial phytochemicals than eating from any
        single category alone.

      Categorizing plants in distinct groups is difficult. Since the greens and vegetables
        provided by these plants can have many food applications (eaten raw, boiled, sautéed,
        creamed, etc.), they may fall under more than one category. So I’ve tried to place them in
        groups that make the most overall sense. For example, the pungent greens listed in this book
        are primarily mustards. So mustards earn their own grouping, even though some of them are
        also bitter, a different flavor category.

      Gourmet quality, of course, depends on gathering the edible parts at their prime stage of
        growth and using those parts to their best advantage. Likeability depends on your unique
        array of taste buds and personal preference. For the most part, however, I believe what I
        call the foundation greens have flavors even the most finicky eaters will enjoy raw or
        cooked. To be fully enjoyed, the tart, pungent, and bitter greens may require you to pay
        more attention to detail regarding gathering, preparation, and use.

      Newly disturbed soils, where most of the plants in this book grow, are found in gardens,
        yards, neighborhood lots, and land overturned by construction sites and tilling
        equipment.

      How This Book Is Organized 

      This book is divided into Parts that have Sections and Chapters: 

      Part I Understanding Wild Foods is filled with
        practical information you need to know to help you understand and use wild foods and to give
        context, understanding, and foster success in ways that apply to all edible plants. If you
        skip this part of the book because you think that going directly to the plant chapters is
        more efficient, you’ll be holding yourself back. Reading Part I will make you a more
        successful forager.

      Part II The Plants covers the plants featured in
        this book. Those plants are separated into the four flavor categories mentioned above. Each
        plant has its own chapter that follows the plant from emerging seedling to end-of-life seed
        production, from foraging to food, from preparation to dining.

      Part III The Potential of Wild Foods takes you
        beyond the basics, addressing topics like the rationale for eating wild foods, nutrition,
        and explanations of some additional concepts.

      The Value of the Information Within 

      There are no official certifications or professional degrees that qualify anyone to be a
        wild foods expert. And there are no expert panels that systematically look at the content of
        this book to verify its accuracy. As far as I know, the lack of oversight has been true for
        every book ever written about edible wild plants.

      I make great attempts to faithfully report what I have found from my own experiences over
        the last thirty-eight years. Those experiences are biased/shaped by personal perceptions,
        previous education and beliefs, food preferences, and my personal complement of taste
        buds.

      Personal experience is further complicated by nature, which is not here for our
        convenience. Unlike domesticated plants, wild plants are free to mate and mutate and change
        locally or regionally without consulting us humans. Every plant within a species can have a
        different genetic makeup. Genetic uniqueness can affect a plant’s taste, texture, and
        chemical composition. Plants are further affected by climatic differences. For example, in
        order to survive colder winters, a species growing in the north may become hardier than that
        same species in the south. Hardiness may affect chewability and, hence, the eating
        experience.

      I am one person who is sharing his experiences with you based on the plants I have found
        and worked with. And while I may be able to provide some guidance, the more you have your
        own experiences, the more a general understanding develops within you. Your own experience
        is priceless. The test of the value of any user manual will be on how much the experience
        the author has facilitates the experiences you have.

      The problem with most wild foods books is that authors merely repeat information they’ve
        read rather than actually trying things themselves. So when misinformation exists, it gets
        repeated over and over again by author after author until everyone believes it. Only testing
        long-held beliefs results in confirming or correcting the record. The more people test and
        report the results of their personal experiences, the better the picture we have of the real
        situation for any plant.

      Researching and teaching about wild foods has been my life’s work. I do it because I’m
        passionate about the topic, it helps me improve the wild food knowledge base and provides
        some clear guidance for those that follow. Again, I am but one link in a chain of people who
        help to keep this knowledge alive.

      Summary 

      This book is designed to help you successfully identify, understand, manage, and enjoy the
        wild foods covered. It is a user manual and a reverse field guide whose development is based
        on experience. It is filled with purposeful photographs and the kind of information designed
        to genuinely serves your learning needs. The plants included are divided into flavor
        categories to help guide your use.

      I take full responsibility for the content of this book. Any mistakes are mine and mine
        alone. Should you discover a mistake, have an experience fundamentally different from mine,
        or notice an important omission, please contact me through my Web site at
        www.wildfoodadventures.com. I will seriously consider any advice and make corrections and/or
        additions in any future editions of this book and on my Web site.
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                        The first part of this book is filled with things you need to know to
                                help you understand the world of wild foods. If you skip these
                                chapters because you think that going directly to the plant chapters
                                is more efficient, you will be depriving yourself. It provides
                                tools, ideas, context, and perspective that will help you be a more
                                successful forager. It also provides some foundational definitions
                                that the field of wild foods has needed for a long time. These
                                definitions are particularly useful to help keep you safe and to
                                provide a means for teachers to base their instruction on a common
                                foundation.

                        Identifying and
                                Enjoying Wild Foods

                        This chapter helps you better understand edible plants and offers some
                                guidance to make the most of the information in Part II of this
                                book.

                        The Life Story of
                                Plants 

                        There are secrets to wild foods—secrets that used to be common knowledge,
                                part of a way of life for people all over the planet. These secrets
                                are revealed when you begin to learn the “life story” of plants,
                                which is composed of two things. First, the phases and forms the
                                plant passes through as it grows from seedling to mature plant is
                                often called a plant’s “natural history,” sometimes a plant’s “life
                                cycle.” Second, plant form (what it looks like) is a result of both
                                nature and nurture; the
                                conditions under which it is growing affects the expression of those
                                forms.

                        Each story is unique and gives clues to why a plant and its parts at
                                various stages of growth turn out a certain way—why leaves on one
                                plant are great-tasting while others may be intolerable. Heed these
                                life stories, and you will reap the great rewards that wild foods
                                have to offer. Ignore them, and both your understanding and your
                                success will be limited.

                        The reason store-bought vegetables are relatively consistent in flavor
                                and texture is because of modern agricultural practices in which
                                farm-raised vegetables grow in similarly prepared land from the same
                                genetically consistent seed, are planted at a similar time in
                                similar climates with similar soil and water conditions, and are
                                harvested at the prime of their lives. In other words, these foods
                                are domesticated. They tend to have relatively consistent flavors
                                and textures, and you typically get what you expect.

                        Wild plants, on the other hand, do not share this regimented fate.
                                Enlightenment has arrived when you can come upon a wild plant
                                wherever it happens to be and know where it is in its own life
                                story. It “speaks to you” by its appearance, its surroundings, and a
                                myriad of other clues that we’ll talk about in this book. It will
                                tell you if and when its plant parts are worth gathering or not.

                        Due to modern-day preoccupation with general busy-ness, indoor
                                technology-based entertainment, and the taming of nature for our
                                convenience, there is less and less common knowledge of the natural
                                world. Nature is paved over and built on, and is finding its way
                                farther and farther from our everyday lives. And where it remains,
                                nature is becoming a distant place of postcards and vacations
                                instead of being a comforting friend with whom to commune and
                                interact. Nature has become a shallow relationship.

                        Because of these trends and the resultant ignorance of nature, there is
                                less and less understanding and appreciation of why anyone needs to
                                know the details of plant life. Even publishers (except mine,
                                obviously) resist including detail from authors who want to give it,
                                because they think readers will just want the summary—just the
                                bottom line. This book takes you where you need to be, because in
                                nature, a summary alone tells you nothing.

                        
                                [image: Part I: Understanding Wild Foods]
                                
                                        Plants change as they mature. Look carefully at these
                                                four pictures of field mustard. Each shows different
                                                leaves, stems, and other structures. They represent
                                                only some of the stages and parts of the life story
                                                of one plant. Additional variations will occur if
                                                the plant is growing under stressful conditions. If
                                                you do not learn the life story of this plant—wild
                                                mustard—you will only learn a fraction of its
                                                usefulness.

                                

                        

                        Getting on the Path 

                        In lieu of your own personal local wild food expert, this book will get
                                you started on your path to wild food fun. We’ll start with plants
                                you can use every day—those that are within walking distance of your
                                kitchen, easy to locate, quick and easy to gather, nutritious, and
                                will provide great-tasting foods with little or no preparation. Yes,
                                you heard me, great-tasting
                                with little or no preparation. Perhaps you’ve heard that before and
                                have been disappointed. This book should change all that—but only if
                                you learn the life stories of the plants we cover.

                        The principles discussed in this book are just as important as the plants
                                we are focusing on. You may be tempted to take shortcuts—but there
                                are no shortcuts to experience-based wisdom. You have to spend time
                                observing and experimenting with these plants to gain that wisdom.
                                So think of this book as a springboard, a resource that will help
                                you connect to that outdoor world.

                        Recognize that I am one person with some personal experience with wild
                                foods. And while I think you will have similar experiences to mine
                                under similar conditions and understanding, you may find yourself
                                having a different experience occasionally. Sometimes differences
                                occur because we may have done something in a different way; perhaps
                                we have different taste sensibilities, or we’ve used plants with
                                different life histories; or perhaps my experiences were too limited
                                and I drew conclusions before the time was right. I make great
                                efforts to speak only from experience and to know the plants well
                                enough to put you on the right track.

                        This book covers plants I know intimately. A couple of them are
                                relatively new to me, but I am including them because they fit the
                                theme—common, classic wild foods eaten by our European and American
                                ancestors. Most people today know them as weeds. The more experience
                                you have with a plant, the more accurate your perceptions and
                                conclusions are about their uses.

                        
                                
                                        Weed 
                                

                                “What is a weed? A plant whose virtues have not yet been
                                        discovered.” 

                                —Ralph Waldo Emerson, in Fortune of
                                                  the Republic, 1878 

                                “A weed is a plant that is not only in the wrong place, but
                                        intends to stay.” 

                                —Sara Bonnett Stein, in My Weeds: A
                                                  Gardener’s Botany, 1988 

                                “Man is by definition the first and primary weed under whose
                                        influence all other weeds have evolved.” 

                                —Jack R. Harlan, in Crops and
                                                Man, 1992

                        

                        How to Learn the Most 

                        One of my goals for this book is to provide you, the wild food
                                adventurer, with the kind of information that will help you be a
                                successful forager and enjoy what you are doing. To get the most out
                                of this book, consider the following recommendations: 

                        A) If you are unfamiliar with the plants in this book, keep the book
                                handy in a relaxing place. Leaf through the pictures at every
                                opportunity. Go for occasional walks around your house and
                                neighborhood, eyeballing all plants growing in disturbed areas.
                                Become an observer all year long. Sit on the ground with the plants
                                on occasion and study everything around you. Look for interesting
                                and unique characteristics and patterns. At some point you will
                                begin to recognize plants you’ve seen in this book. Once you’ve
                                verified your identification, follow the steps in part B.

                        B) If you already know a plant, read the chapter covering it. This will
                                clue you into its life story and its possibilities. Then locate the
                                plant nearby. Once you’ve found it, study the plant. Try to
                                determine the following: 

                        
                                
                                        	
                                                Where is it in its life cycle? Is it a seedling
                                                  in a rapidly growing phase? Is it in a vegetative
                                                  form only, or has it begun its reproductive phase
                                                  by producing buds, flowers, or seeds? 

                                        

                                        	
                                                What life history (growing conditions) has it
                                                  experienced? Is it in its ideal habitat or is it
                                                  under stress? Is it flourishing or is it
                                                  struggling? 

                                        

                                        	
                                                What parts, if any, are edible at this stage of
                                                  growth? What parts are pre-prime, at prime, or
                                                  post-prime? 

                                        

                                        	
                                                If any parts are considered edible at this point,
                                                  predict what the flavors and textures will be like
                                                  considering where the plant is in its development,
                                                  soil conditions, etc.

                                        

                                        	
                                                Try the part(s). If your predictions are true,
                                                  then gather some of the plant. If your predictions
                                                  are wrong, check this book to try to determine why
                                                  the part was different from what you expected. If
                                                  your understanding comes out differently than
                                                  mine, it may be as simple as you and me having
                                                  different taste or texture sensibilities. It may
                                                  be that you need to study the plant a little more.
                                                  Or it may be that my understanding of the plant is
                                                  inadequate. There is so much more to any plant
                                                  than I’ll ever know. You will gain answers with
                                                  experience and time.
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                                        Plant forms can vary within the same species. Both of
                                                these plants are young miner’s lettuce (Claytonia
                                                perfoliata). They are both at the same stage of
                                                growth, just different forms. Their similarities
                                                will increase when they are in flower.

                                

                        

                        To get the most out of this book, don’t just read the first section for
                                each plant; read the entire chapter. If you go right to the
                                explanations of edibility, skipping the developmental history, you
                                are missing some of the most important parts of understanding the
                                plants you will be eating.

                        Observe, experiment, and play with plants you find. What you get from
                                this book is only the beginning. You will learn more by being
                                carefully observant in the field and innovative with what you do in
                                the kitchen. Gather, process, and prepare these foods in any way
                                imaginable. A person with enough experience could go beyond the
                                scheme of this book and write a whole book about each plant. I
                                limited what I included in some chapters to get a good
                                representative coverage of plants. Experiment and play. You’ll find
                                they are the same thing. DO NOT eat or experiment with plants or
                                plant parts you do not “know” to be edible! 

                        Identifying Plants 

                        Identifying plants is always a wonderful challenge and part of the
                                adventure of wild foods. The same plant can look different not only
                                in this book but in other books, depending on the angle of the
                                photograph, the condition of the plant, and the sensibilities of the
                                photographer. The same plant can also take on several different
                                personalities; that is, you can have several of the same species
                                growing side by side but get the impression that they are different
                                species. This is why it is so difficult to match what you see in
                                nature to what you see in a book. The photograph may only show one
                                version of a plant’s personality, while real life may offer another
                                version.

                        Miner’s lettuce, for example, has one form as a sprout, two forms as an
                                adolescent, and two forms as an adult. A novice may only recognize
                                one of these five versions.

                        As a plant grows, it develops different structures. While moving through
                                different stages of growth, a plant can transform so much that young
                                and old versions look like different species. While I make an effort
                                to familiarize you with all the major developmental stages of each
                                plant, most field guides only show you how a plant looks as a
                                flowering adult. Most edible parts of vegetables are at their prime
                                for eating at young stages of growth—before the flowers appear. So
                                it is essential to know what plants look like in all their
                                developmental stages.

                        Inedible or poisonous
                                look-alikes 

                        This is one of the most frustrating areas for beginners. There are
                                thousands of plants out there, so how do you begin separating out
                                the edible ones? Make no mistake, this is an important issue. Inedible plants are ones
                                not suitable, for one reason or another, to be used as food. Some
                                inedible plants are poisonous. While most inedible plants and their
                                parts are relatively harmless in small quantities, there are
                                certainly a few really bad players out there.

                        In lieu of becoming a professional botanist, one must take advantage of
                                multiple resources to positively identify plants. I cannot
                                overemphasize the benefits of knowing the natural history of the
                                plants you are interested in eating. If you study the detailed
                                characteristics I will show you, it will be very unlikely that you
                                will accidentally consume a poisonous look-alike. Even so, I make it
                                a point to include some poisonous look-alikes in this book so you
                                can see which common plants to avoid.

                        Hunting and Gathering
                                Strategy 

                        Plants are found everywhere that has not been paved. It is a great joy to
                                find them clean, in prime condition, in great quantity, and in a
                                form that is easy to gather. Nature and its seasons are relatively
                                predictable, so there are many things we can look forward to.
                                Climatic changes can make things less predictable. One year,
                                chickweed (Stellaria media)
                                may be abundant; the next, it may be scarce or stringy. This becomes
                                a problem when you have expectations about what you want to gather.
                                Nature does not always provide exactly what you want.

                        Once you learn the fundamentals, gathering wild foods will often be quite
                                easy. There are many times now that I can go into my backyard with
                                an empty bowl and come back with a large, delightfully delicious
                                salad in less time than it would take me to make one from grocery
                                foods in the refrigerator. Some yards may be this way naturally, but
                                others need to be enabled. I’ll get into this more later on.

                        Opportunity Harvesting: Since
                                you may not always find the plant parts you want, gather the ones
                                you find. This strategy is very productive. Opportunity harvesting
                                is gathering whatever you find that’s worth harvesting. This year
                                the wild spinach may be abundant and in season when you are
                                foraging, so you collect it. The wild lettuce, on the other hand,
                                may be struggling, so you leave it. The greater your knowledge of
                                the life story of plants, the better you will be able to predict
                                what will be available, at what quality, and in what part of the
                                season. The uncertainty is part of the adventure. It is extremely
                                satisfying, however, when your predictions turn out to be right.

                        Play/Work to Do: A supermarket
                                is convenient and a restaurant even more convenient. As a forager
                                getting your food directly from nature, you happily take on the
                                following jobs: naturalist, harvester, food transporter, food
                                cleaner, food storer, food processer, recipe designer, cook, waiter,
                                and consumer. This requires very little effort if the food is close
                                to the kitchen and easy to prepare, and if you are creating a simple
                                dish. I am trying to create these easy conditions through the content
                                of this book. Proportionately more effort is required if you are
                                working with less-convenient wild foods and/or if you are
                                challenging yourself with an ambitious outcome.

                        For example, want some dandelion root crowns? The cleaning time required
                                to get out all the soil and creatures wedged in the mass of leaf
                                bases can make these more of a pastime project than a quick meal.
                                But if you are like me, the joy is mostly in the journey.

                        Aside from nature not providing you with the conveniences offered by
                                modern food systems, there are other things to consider. It is
                                inconvenient that nature generates different species that look alike
                                and that individual plants within a species may have unique genetics
                                affecting flavors and textures. So even if you have everything
                                figured out, sometimes a plant part you eat may just not come out
                                the way you expect it. That’s okay. Try again. That is part of the
                                adventure.

                        Microanalyze This!
                                How to Taste a Wild Food for the First Time 

                        Over a lifetime, the flavors and textures of food you’ve eaten develop
                                meaning. Food is associated with good times, family, holidays, and
                                other patterns in your life. It is associated with acquired tastes,
                                satisfaction, and comfort, among other things. Because of this, most
                                of us have developed our own comfortable eating patterns. We eat
                                certain foods in certain ways—liking some more than others. We
                                accept their flavors as is and rarely just sit and carefully analyze
                                them. We enjoy our domesticated broccoli. And even if we did do a
                                slow, careful tasting, we can no longer judge it independently from
                                our cumulative experience. Judging broccoli now would result in an
                                expression of how good it is relative to our “idealized”
                                broccoli.

                        Now propel yourself into a totally new culinary sensation. Every new wild
                                food you try is unknown and mysterious—there is no idealized version
                                of it to compare it to. This results in a much more cautious,
                                deliberate, and focused tasting procedure. You examine each item’s
                                flavor and texture more closely than you would any other food in
                                your regular diet. You search for ways to characterize it. You
                                microanalyze it. You can do this from one of three perspectives: 

                        
                                
                                        	
                                                You can timidly examine it, hoping you will not
                                                  come across anything disagreeable like
                                                  off-flavors, bitterness, or rankness. This makes
                                                  you sensitive to and looking for the disagreeable.
                                                  And if there is any there, you are darned and
                                                  determined to find it.

                                        

                                        	
                                                You can hope that it will taste like a familiar
                                                  comfort food you already know. How can a new food
                                                  compete with the old favorites? Or 

                                        

                                        	
                                                You can view this new sampling as an
                                                  adventure—looking for the plant’s uniqueness,
                                                  character, and potential. An open-minded
                                                  anticipation of potential will result in a more
                                                  pleasurable and useful wild foods kind of
                                                  experience. And if you are like me, all sorts of
                                                  culinary options will pop into your mind.

                                        

                                

                        

                        During your microanalysis, you should keep in mind that tasting a raw
                                unadorned food is a very different thing than tasting a food
                                prepared for eating. There are many dandelion dishes that are
                                totally delicious; many without a shred of bitterness—even though
                                the raw dandelions used were tongue torturers. So raw wild foods
                                that are bitter, pungent, or tart, if treated properly, can
                                transform into something pleasing to even the wimpiest palate.

                        Not that you have to get rid of those interesting flavors. With time, you
                                may learn to like them or learn to use them sparingly to spice up dishes rather than
                                        be the dish. I am not
                                a fan of bitter and strongly pungent flavors eaten alone, but I find
                                that the more I work with these plants and experiment with them in
                                different recipes, the more I enjoy the accents and variety they add
                                to my diet.

                        What Is Edible?

                        I’ve often heard people say that such and such a plant is “edible.” Well,
                                what exactly does “edible” mean in the context of wild foods? If a
                                plant is edible, it’s edible—right? 

                        People generally consider blue elderberry to be an edible plant. You
                                might assume that you can eat its flowers, berries, leaves, and
                                stems—right? But wait! My poisonous plant book says that blue
                                elderberry is poisonous! Herein lies the problem. You must “know” a
                                so-called edible plant well before you start eating it. Assuming
                                edibility for a plant or its various parts can be dangerous and even
                                deadly.

                        Considering the potential confusion, I have created some formal
                                definitions for edible wild plants (also known as wild food plants),
                                poisonous plants, and medicinal plants. These definitions will help
                                you intelligently navigate your way through the world of wild
                                foods.

                        Edible Wild Plants
                                Defined 

                        
                                
                                        Edible wild plants are endowed with one or more parts
                                                that can be used for food if gathered at the
                                                appropriate stage of growth and properly prepared.
                                        
                                
                        

                        Let’s divide this definition into meaningful pieces and discuss the
                                significance of each.

                        “One or More Parts” 

                        Plants typically have a variety of parts. Stems, leaves, roots, buds,
                                fruits, seeds, and shoots are just a small number of parts that can
                                be found on plants. If a plant is considered edible, that means
                                there is at least one part of
                                the plant that you can eat. But the plant may also have poisonous
                                parts, medicinal parts, woody parts, bitter parts, or parts that are
                                too hairy to use. For instance, all but the cooked underground tuber
                                of the potato plant is poisonous! All but the flowers and the ripe
                                fruit of blue elderberry (Sambucus
                                                canadensis [eastern North America] /
                                        Sambucus cerulea
                                [western North America]) is poisonous. In reality, potato and
                                elderberry are both edible plants and poisonous plants, so one key to
                                the successful and safe use of wild plants for food is to focus on
                                the part or parts known to be
                                edible. Generalizing and improvising by eating unspecified parts of
                                plants can be deadly.

                        
                                
                                        Raw Potatoes 
                                

                                Raw domesticated potatoes have very small, probably harmless
                                        amounts of the toxin that is in the rest of the plant.
                                        Cooking destroys most of the remaining toxin and makes the
                                        potato more palatable. Green potatoes and those producing
                                        buds accumulate harmful concentrations of the toxin that
                                        cannot be cooked out.

                        

                        
                                [image: Raw Potatoes]
                                
                                        Western blue elderberry (Sambucus cerulea). This branchlet
                                                has fully ripe edible berries. The plant contains
                                                cyanide and other toxins in its leaves, stems,
                                                branches, and bark.

                                

                        

                        “Gathered at the
                                Appropriate Stage of Growth” 

                        Each edible part has its own ideal stage for eating. Knowing that stage
                                not only provides the best food, it can also keep you safe.

                        Some plant parts become poisonous with maturity. Common milkweed (Asclepias syriaca) produces
                                a pod containing seeds. When the pods are young and tender, and the
                                immature seeds are still white, the pod is an excellent cooked
                                vegetable. But once the seeds start maturing (turning brown), the
                                pod is poisonous—and that poison cannot be cooked out. So the bottom
                                line is that if you wish to consume a plant part, gather it at its
                                edible stage. Not paying attention to a plant’s various stages of
                                growth can lead to a deadly experience.

                        “Properly Prepared” 

                        Some “edible” plant parts may not become truly edible or palatable unless
                                they are processed in some way. Processing may involve, among other
                                things, physically removing certain parts of a plant (like the seeds
                                from a fruit or the rind of a root), leaching undesirable
                                water-soluble substances out of a plant part (like soaking tannin
                                out of the acorn), or heating to a certain temperature (like
                                wintercress leaves). Even the edible leaves of dandelion in the raw
                                form carry sesquiterpenes and other substances that, in high enough
                                quantity, can cause excessive urination and diarrhea. Using them
                                sparingly when raw or boiling them helps to minimize these
                                effects.

                        The biggest and most dangerous mistake that you can make when using wild
                                foods is to eat parts of plants not known to be edible. In addition to
                                making a proper identification, you must make sure that only the
                                proper parts are collected at the appropriate stages of growth and
                                properly prepared.
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                                        Mature milkweed pods (Asclepias syriaca). Fully mature
                                                poisonous brown seeds are shown here. Milkweed is
                                                considered both an edible and a poisonous plant,
                                                depending on the part and its stage of growth. These
                                                pods are edible at a younger stage of growth.
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                                        Young pokeweed shoots (Phytolacca americana). Most
                                                people harvest them at the growth stage shown here.
                                                Because of the name “poke sallet,” which identifies
                                                a common cooked dish served in the South, many
                                                novices misunderstand salat to mean that the greens can
                                                be eaten raw. Pokeweed is poisonous raw but becomes
                                                edible once cooked properly for that dish.

                                

                        

                        Poisonous Plants
                                Defined 

                        
                                
                                        Poisonous plants are plants endowed with one or more
                                                parts having chemical or physical attributes that
                                                can cause acute or underlying injury or death upon
                                                ingestion, touch, or inhalation. Dosage determines
                                                the severity of the damage. Poisons can affect some
                                                species differently than others.
                                
                        

                        
                                
                                        Poisons & Toxins 
                                

                                While having different technical meanings, the words “poison” and
                                        “toxin” are used interchangeably in the common plant-related
                                        literature. According to my understanding, they can be
                                        defined in the following ways: 

                                Poison: a chemical
                                        from any source that is harmful, even in small quantities,
                                        to living systems. 

                                Toxin: a poison
                                        originating from plant or animal sources; that is, a poison
                                        synthesized by living things. Toxins are a class or subset
                                        of all poisons. 

                                So when talking about poisonous plants, it is not only
                                        permissible but also correct to use the two words
                                        interchangeably. 

                        

                        Okay, that was a mouthful. But if you take this definition piece by
                                piece, it will be easier to grasp.

                        Poisonous plants have at least one poisonous part. As I’ve said, blue
                                elderberry has both edible and poisonous parts. Of course, a whole
                                plant can be poisonous. A plant is considered poisonous even if the
                                poison can be cooked or processed out.

                        Most people are only familiar with the kind of poison you see in the spy
                                movies, where someone keels over and dies within a few seconds of
                                ingesting that poisoned martini. But toxins found in nature are more
                                clever and diverse than that. Something you’ve eaten may be causing
                                damage to your liver, kidneys, heart, nervous system, or
                                reproductive system, even if it tasted good and you are feeling fine
                                after eating it.

                        This hidden toxicity demonstrates the difference between an acute toxin
                                and a more subtle or underlying one. An acute toxin is fast-acting
                                and dramatic. You may not die from it, but you feel symptoms as soon
                                as the toxin starts affecting the body. With an acute toxin, you
                                know that you’ve been poisoned. Symptoms may include confusion,
                                disorientation, nausea, vomiting, diarrhea, chest pains, arrhythmia,
                                cramps, intense sweating, and even death. You may totally recover
                                from an acute toxic incident, you may retain some permanent damage,
                                or you may die from it.

                        An underlying toxin is one that works at a less obvious level. The toxin
                                may build up over time to produce more dramatic symptoms later or
                                may continually damage some organ or physiological process, thereby
                                degrading function. It may also have a temporary effect. That is,
                                your body heals over time if you stop being exposed to it; or the
                                toxin may cause permanent damage even if you stop being exposed to
                                it. An underlying toxin can cause death by damaging vital systems
                                over time. These toxins are the reason you cannot assume that just
                                because a plant part tastes good, it is edible. Many novices and
                                some wild food instructors make this mistake. You must know that a plant is edible
                                from a long tradition of use.

                        
                                [image: Poisons & Toxins]
                                
                                        Jack-in-the-pulpit (Arisaema
                                                  triphyllum). This plant contains
                                                calcium oxalate crystals, a physical and chemical
                                                toxin.
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                                        Poison ivy (Toxicodendron
                                                  radicans). Urushiol, this plant’s
                                                toxin, causes a rash on the skin or in the lungs if
                                                the smoke from a burning plant is inhaled.

                                

                        

                        Basically, a toxin has to get into your body in order to do damage.
                                Ingestion (eating) is the obvious way to bring a toxin into the
                                body. Certain toxins can enter the body by absorption through the
                                skin, by injection by a plant under the skin, or by inhalation.
                                Poison ivy’s toxin urushiol absorbs through the skin. Urushiol can
                                also be inhaled accidentally through smoke when one of these plants
                                is being burned. Inhalation of urushiol can be deadly. If inhaled in
                                quantity, poison hemlock pollen can also produce permanent lung
                                damage. This can happen if you are in a field where the plant is in
                                flower. As you walk through, brushing against plants or trying to
                                hack them down, the air can get thick with the pollen. The more you
                                breathe in, the greater your exposure.

                        Obviously, the more of a toxin you ingest, touch, or inhale, the greater
                                the potential damage. Some toxins are cumulative; that is, they
                                build up over time. That buildup is reduced by the body’s ability to
                                remove it. So if you intake the toxin faster than your body can
                                remove it, it builds up. If you are ingesting a toxin at very low
                                levels, your body’s ability to remove it may render it harmless. A
                                good example of this is cyanide. The body gets rid of cyanide by
                                exhaling it from the lungs. Many plants you eat contain some
                                cyanide. Eating small amounts is harmless because your body moves it
                                to the lungs where you breathe it out. Ingest too much cyanide,
                                however, and you overwhelm your lungs’ ability to clear it, so it
                                builds to harmful levels—harmful enough so that it can kill you.

                        Medicinal Plants
                                Defined 

                        
                                
                                        Medicinal plants are plants endowed with one or more
                                                parts having therapeutic effects when gathered at
                                                the appropriate stage of growth, properly prepared,
                                                and properly administered.
                                
                        

                        Note the similarity of this definition to the edible plants definition.
                                This definition is relatively self-explanatory. I would like to
                                point out, however, that most medicines are poisons administered in
                                controlled amounts for specific purposes. Self-medication can be
                                dangerous or even deadly without enough knowledge of preparation and
                                administration. Further confusing things, some edible parts like
                                dandelion leaves are also considered medicinal. We’ll talk about
                                this in the dandelion chapter.

                        There are two important things to take away from this discussion on
                                edible, poisonous, and medicinal plants. First, before you eat
                                anything, learn your plants well enough to know which parts at what
                                stage of growth are edible, poisonous, medicinal, or of unknown
                                status. Knowledge is power and safety. Second, if you are faced with
                                an unknown part, always keep in mind the concept of what I’ve called
                                “underlying” toxin. Hopefully this will deter you from recklessly
                                experimenting with parts of unknown edibility, because even though
                                they may taste fine, they may cause some underlying damage to you or
                                anyone you feed. Only experiment with and eat plant parts that you
                                know to be edible, that are found at the appropriate stage of
                                growth, and that you know how to prepare. If you do not know all three of these things
                                about a plant, you do not know enough to be eating it.

                        Caution—Uncharted
                                Territory 

                        For the most part, if you learn the basic information you need to know to
                                safely eat wild foods, you can expect to experience many happy
                                dining adventures. Your body will treat these new foods just like
                                any other foods in your diet. For a few people with sensitive
                                digestive tracts, eating a new food for the first time may initiate
                                a temporary laxative effect and possibly some minor flatulence. This
                                is not of concern except to friends breathing nearby. As you eat
                                more of the food, particularly in the context of normal meals, your
                                digestive tract will adjust and behave more in public.

                        There are a couple of other issues that, on rare occasion, can complicate
                                matters for some people. Your genetic makeup may be sensitive or
                                allergic to certain substances commonly found in certain plants or
                                plant families. For instance, some people are sensitive to edible
                                fruits of the nightshade family (tomato, green pepper), while the
                                rest of us can eat them with impunity. Others are sensitive to
                                peanuts. Some rare individuals are so sensitive that even mild
                                contact can cause anaphylaxis and death. If you have no food
                                sensitivities to conventional foods, you will probably have no food
                                sensitivities to wild foods. On the other hand, if you have lots of
                                food sensitivities to conventional foods, your chances are higher
                                that this might also be true for wild foods.

                        
                                
                                        Anaphylaxis (also known as anaphylactic shock)
                                

                                A powerful, often life-threatening, allergic reaction caused by a
                                        second or third exposure (touch, ingestion, inhalation) to a
                                        substance (typically a protein or chemical) that is foreign
                                        to the body. This substance is referred to as an antigen.
                                        The antigen stimulates a cascade of reactions in the body’s
                                        defense (immune) systems, causing those systems to go so
                                        extreme as to hurt the body they are trying to defend. Mild
                                        cases cause hay fever, asthma, and hives. Severe cases can
                                        lead to airway constriction and death. The most common
                                        food-related causes of anaphylaxis are peanuts, tree nuts,
                                        and shellfish. Bee stings are a common nonfood cause. 

                        

                        You might also come across a mutant strain of a common wild food that is
                                harmful if eaten. This is rare. One such plant is the tawny daylily.
                                Common to yards and roadside ditches all across North America, it
                                apparently has two forms that differ in their chemistry. The
                                predominant form has buds and flowers that are perfectly edible—a
                                fantastic wild food. A less common, physically identical form has
                                something in it that can cause severe nausea and diarrhea, raw or
                                cooked. Since you cannot tell the difference between these two
                                versions of this species, it is always a bit of a gamble to eat it
                                from an unfamiliar patch.
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                                        Tawny daylily (Hemerocallis
                                                  fulva). A small percentage of this
                                                plant’s population is a mutant strain that causes
                                                nausea and diarrhea. 

                                

                        

                        When Plant Parts
                                Morph into Food

                        There are certain tendencies that plants have as they develop. The more
                                you know about these tendencies, the better you will be able to make
                                judgments about exactly when an edible part will be at its best. You
                                will also have a better idea of what might have gone wrong if
                                something (taste or texture) does not go as expected.

                        
                                
                                        Morph 
                                

                                To change gradually from one form to another, like a bud
                                        growing/transforming into a leaf or a branch.

                        

                        In this chapter, you will NOT learn how to determine if an unfamiliar
                                plant part is edible. There are no good rules for guessing
                                edibility. What you will gain from this chapter are more insights
                                into plants that are already known to have edible parts. The idea is
                                to improve your chances of success by giving you a basic
                                understanding of how plants change as they go through life and how
                                those changes affect edibility.

                        In general, vegetative plant parts evolve from being tender to becoming
                                fibrous as they mature. “Rapid growth” and “end size” are important
                                concepts in this chapter. These concepts will give you the best way
                                to determine when a plant part will be at its highest quality for
                                eating. Each plant part will have its own story of growth and size,
                                so let’s cover them one by one.

                        What Makes Plant
                                Parts Tender? 

                        Any plant part undergoes growth until it reaches its end size. Rapid
                                growth results from optimal growing conditions, resulting in larger
                                stems, roots, leaves, etc.

                        
                                
                                        Plant Parts 
                                

                                Examples of these are root, stem, leaves, flowers, fruits, buds,
                                        and shoots. They can be separated into vegetative and
                                        reproductive parts: vegetative plant parts include leaves,
                                        stems, and shoots; reproductive plant parts include flowers,
                                        fruits, nuts, and seeds.

                        

                        Growth does not happen uniformly across all plant parts. For instance, a
                                lower stem may have solidified into a sturdy nongrowing support
                                structure, but at the same time, it can be transporting nutrients
                                and water to new growth points near the top of a plant. That lower
                                mature stem is fibrous or even woody, while the emerging new growths
                                are tender. The fastest-growing parts are determined by where the
                                emerging new growths are.

                        Gathering an edible part at the right stage of growth is important to
                                maximize flavor and texture. Here we will examine the roles that
                                growth and end size have on various parts of plants 

                        End size 

                        End size can refer to the whole plant once it stops growing. But for the
                                purposes of this book, we are only referring to individual plant
                                parts. Individual plant parts each grow at their own rate and at
                                their own time. The end size of each part is determined by both
                                genetics and how nature has nurtured the plant. The end size of a
                                leaf, for instance, can be large if it has had generous amounts of
                                water, nutrients, and sunlight during its life. The end size is
                                smaller if the plant has been starved of any of these factors.

                        For most plant parts, chemical and structural changes occur once the end
                                size is reached. Those parts transition from growth to support and
                                maintenance structures. What happens in a maintenance metabolism?
                                Fiber builds to strengthen the leaf, and some of the nutrients that
                                were required for growth travel out to still-growing parts of the
                                plant. Off-flavors often develop as the sun continues to bake a
                                static leaf.
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                                        Young bull thistle leaf. There is tenderness underneath
                                                all the hairs and spines of young, rapidly growing
                                                bull thistle leaf (Cirsium vulgare). Most leaves of
                                                plants we generally eat do not typically have these
                                                barriers (hair and spines) to good mouth feel. If
                                                you get a young enough rapidly growing bull thistle
                                                leaf, it is completely tender, spines and all, once
                                                boiled for a few minutes. When older, the spines
                                                remain solid and sharp even after boiling. This is
                                                because the spines have reached their end size and
                                                stiffen, even though the leaf may still be
                                                growing.

                                

                        

                        Leaves 

                        As a general rule, leaves (like other plant parts) start out tender and
                                remain reasonably so until they reach their end size. Don’t be
                                fooled by small leaf size. Just because a leaf is small does not
                                mean it is young, tender, or tasty. As I’ve just said, a small leaf
                                might be small because it has been starved of water and nutrients,
                                reaching its end size very early in life. This is often the case in
                                summer, when the soil has been hard and dry for a while. On the
                                other hand, if you find small leaves on a well-watered plant, it is
                                most likely that those leaves are young and still growing. More
                                mature (not so young) plants can have rapidly growing parts that are
                                great for eating.

                        Some leaves like those found on miner’s lettuce (Claytonia perfoliata) and wild
                                spinach (Chenopodium album)
                                never get “too” fibrous to eat; they just get less choice until they
                                brown, wither, and die. I’ve enjoyed eating properly prepared
                                dandelion (Taraxacum
                                        officinale) leaves that were eighteen inches
                                long. These leaves were growing in such excellent conditions that,
                                even at eighteen inches, they had not yet reached their full size.
                                They looked beautiful, like they were found on display in the
                                farmers’ market. They were still tender, and their bitterness had
                                not yet had a chance to get intolerably harsh.

                        In some naturally bitter leaves, the strength of their bitterness is
                                related to slow growth and end size. Plants like dandelions or wild
                                lettuce (Lactuca serriola)
                                accumulate bitterness over time. The faster a leaf is growing, the
                                more spread out and less intense that bitterness is. The slower the
                                leaf is growing, or if it has reached its end size, the more
                                bitterness that is concentrated from exposure to the sun. Think of
                                it this way: The longer the leaves bake in the sun, the more bitter
                                they become, and the harder it is to manage that bitterness in the
                                kitchen. So, rapidly growing leaves are not only more tender, they
                                tend to be less bitter in those plants that produce bitter
                                flavors.

                        Stems 

                        Stems provide structure and support for leaves, flowers, fruits, and
                                seeds. Stems grow to expand the length of a plant, allowing new
                                leaves and other structures to spread out. Depending on the plant,
                                stems can grow upright, along the ground, under the ground, or they
                                can spread outward. Some plants have obvious stems and some do not.
                                All the stems we’ll talk about in this book are on herbaceous
                                (nonwoody) plants. Some plants generally called biennials only grow
                                stems in their second year of growth. Stems can be a great source of
                                food if you know the right time to use them in the plant’s
                                development.

                        Just like leaves, stems that are actively growing have more tender parts.
                                It is almost always the tips of stems that are actively growing.
                                Like leaves, the parts of the stem that are not growing serve a
                                support function. The no-longer-growing areas will become more
                                fibrous. The longer the stem gets, the more fiber is laid down to
                                support the weight. Let’s talk about the potential edibility of
                                different stages of stem development in plants with edible
                                stems.

                        
                                
                                        Root or Stem? 
                                

                                It may be that all plants have some form of stem even though it
                                        is not obvious. For instance, to the casual observer, all
                                        the leaves of dandelion appear to arise from its root.
                                        However, upon close inspection, you see the dandelion has a
                                        short stubby stem from which all leaves originate.

                        

                        Shoots (growing tips
                                of plants) 

                        Let’s start at the soil level when a plant is emerging from the ground.
                                Some herbaceous plants like asparagus grow rapidly in the spring
                                from perennial roots. They send up thick shoots that look like the
                                asparagus we buy from the grocery. If you think about it, asparagus
                                is an immature stem that hasn’t branched out yet. When it still has
                                that asparagus-sprig look, it is rapidly growing and will be tender
                                enough to eat. We also know that there is a point near the base of
                                that stem that is too fibrous to eat. So we peel it, or snap it off
                                to be discarded. That fibrous part is there to stiffen the stem so
                                it can better support a taller plant.

                        
                                
                                        Herbaceous Plants 
                                

                                In the botanical sense, these plants grow without wood or bark.
                                        They may develop fibrous and rigid stems, but they are
                                        basically considered soft-bodied plants that don’t survive
                                        the winter.

                        

                        The asparagus we find in the produce department is typically picked when
                                it is about ten inches long. Rapidly growing asparagus can be eaten
                                as long as the spear can be easily snapped from the elongating stem.
                                I’ve snapped the tender upper spears of stems up to two feet tall.
                                Even after branching, the growing branchlet tips are tender enough
                                to eat when they are still forming. Asparagus becomes too fibrous to
                                eat once the stem is only supportive and all the leaves have fully
                                grown out. I mention asparagus because most people know this
                                plant—or at least what it looks like in the market or on a dinner
                                plate. But this same principle applies to many wild foods.

                        
                                [image: Herbaceous Plants]
                                
                                        Rapidly growing wild asparagus shoots about 15 inches
                                                tall. As long as the upper part of the spears are
                                                tender, they are still harvestable. They are tender
                                                as long as you can easily snap the stem.

                                

                        

                        Leafy stem 

                        When I was getting started with wild foods, I tried exactly what they
                                said in the books. Since the leaves of wild spinach (Chenopodium album) are
                                edible, I would pluck them one by one from the stem. Clearing a stem
                                of leaves can take some time. Once I realized that the whole leafy
                                upper stem was edible, one pluck got me about ten leaves and some
                                tender stem. This makes the job easier and gives you more food. If
                                you just harvest the growing leafy stem tips, your pruning will
                                stimulate growth, providing you with even more food for a later
                                harvest.
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                                        The upper edible leafy stem of young wild spinach. The
                                                top of the plant is tender above where the stem
                                                snaps cleanly.

                                

                        

                        Factors Affecting
                                Rapid Growth 

                        Growing conditions 

                        As I’ve explained, rapid growth is the source of tenderness and
                                choiceness. Many things affect the growth of a plant and its parts.
                                The appropriateness of the soil, the length of daylight, the amount
                                of water available, temperature range, and when the seeds germinate
                                are the main factors. When all of these things are optimal for a
                                particular plant, the plant grows rapidly, becoming larger and more
                                vigorous. Seed production is delayed so the plant can continue to
                                grow, producing more photosynthesizing machinery (leaves and stems).
                                Then, after achieving vigorous growth, tremendous quantities of
                                seeds are produced.
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                                        Green amaranth (Amaranthus
                                                  retroflexus), 5 feet tall, mature, and
                                                going to seed. This plant germinated early in its
                                                season, allowing for a long happy life before that
                                                season ended. It had the further benefit of growing
                                                in the rich well-watered soil of a garden. This long
                                                life in rich conditions allowed lots of tender,
                                                edible, rapidly growing stems and leaves (food for
                                                us) to be produced prior to seed production. In
                                                these conditions, huge amounts of seed (food for us)
                                                are eventually produced because the plant was so
                                                healthy.

                                

                        

                        In contrast, when one or more of these things are restricted, or at least
                                nonoptimal, the plant will change what it does, how big it gets, and
                                how it looks accordingly. This is often called stress. The greater
                                the stress, the more stunted and less productive a plant
                                becomes.

                        Eating plants stressed by poor growing conditions is one reason why many
                                people give up on wild foods. The first plants they find and
                                experiment with may be growing under harsh conditions. Let’s face
                                it, many wild plants survive in severe conditions that would kill
                                other plants. But stressed survival takes its toll. Under stress
                                conditions, instead of putting what little energy, food, and water
                                they have into growth, the plant puts its resources into
                                reproduction. This results in rapid aging rather than rapid growth.
                                Growing slowly but aging quickly results in stunted plants with
                                fewer, smaller, fibrous leaves and shorter stems going to seed.
                                Bitterness and overall rankness also increase in many edible plants
                                with age.

                        So, if you are sampling wild foods for the first time, tasting leaves
                                from a stressed plant will provide a much less satisfying culinary
                                experience. And from a time perspective, it will take you longer to
                                collect a reasonable amount of food from smaller plants that are
                                near their end size. The leafy stems and leaves will be fewer in
                                quantity, smaller, more fibrous, and less choice.
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                                        Green amaranth (Amaranthus
                                                  retroflexus), 10 inches tall, mature,
                                                and going to seed. This plant germinated late in its
                                                season—not allowing much time to grow before that
                                                season ended. The soil was dry and there was a lot
                                                of competition from surrounding plants. These
                                                conditions forced the plant to mature quickly, using
                                                what little energy and water it had to go right to
                                                seed—at the expense of leaf and stem growth. So the
                                                plant is tiny, almost leafless, and produces only a
                                                few seeds. There is not much food to be eaten from
                                                plants growing under this kind of stress.

                                

                        

                        Germination time 

                        Another factor causing plants to age quickly is late germination. If you
                                are near the end of a plant’s growing season but other conditions
                                are right for it to germinate, it will still grow from seed. For
                                some annuals, this can happen if the soil is turned over in late
                                summer and there is just enough moisture to stimulate germination.
                                Since the season is late, the main mission of the plant is to
                                produce seed before it runs out of growing season. Aging
                                accelerates, which results in stunting. The degree of stunting will
                                be greater the closer you are to the end of the season.
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                                        Chickweed (Stellaria
                                                  media) surviving winter under the
                                                snow. Regular bouts with 20 degree temperatures do
                                                not kill chickweed. Colder, harsher conditions and
                                                physical damage will kill chickweed.

                                

                        

                        Overwintering 

                        Many of the plants in this book are winter hardy; that is, in spite of
                                below-freezing temperatures and being covered by snow, they continue
                                to maintain some aboveground greenery. But let’s put this in context
                                relative to usability. Winter conditions are harsh. These conditions
                                include temperatures that will crystallize liquid water; very short
                                days, cloudiness, lack of sunshine, or burial by snow;
                                growth-promoting soil organisms hibernating or being compromised;
                                and hardened, regularly frozen soil limiting root growth and
                                restricting water, among other things.

                        Overwintering plants have to adapt to cold weather in order to survive.
                                In scientific literature, this is called “cold acclimation.” This
                                process involves gene expression, special protein production, fluid
                                management, and other things.

                        How do all these things affect a plant’s edibility? Most plants undergo
                                winter changes that make them less desirable as food. They are still
                                edible, just less desirable. Growth seems to stop—old leaves hang on
                                and age in place. Few new leaves develop, if any. Remember that
                                rapid growth improves tenderness and choiceness. Slow or no growth
                                tends to do the opposite. Overwintering plants tend to be fibrous,
                                chewy, and more paper-like. Structural support in the form of
                                increased fiber becomes a physiological priority to prevent damage
                                to the plant. Already-hairy leaves become thicker with additional
                                hairs to insulate them from harsh conditions. Plant parts become
                                less crisp and more dry because crystallizing water is what can do
                                the greatest damage to plant cells. Sugars and alcohols increase to
                                lower the freezing point, allowing the plant to survive lower
                                temperatures.

                        Four-legged herbivores like deer and rabbits are happy to eat
                                overwintering plants, but they are less picky than humans. Plants
                                that seem to survive with the most vigor include miner’s lettuce
                                        (Claytonia
                                perfoliata), chickweed (Stellaria media), and wintercress
                                        (Barbarea vulgaris).
                                But they still suffer from a quality standpoint. And if you pick
                                what few leaves are there, new ones do not easily grow back.

                        Another overwintering issue is increased contamination by dirt and mud.
                                Overwintering plants tend to grow closer to the ground, almost
                                flattened. And whether they are fully exposed or growing under the
                                snow, they are immersed in moist grit. So winter plants also require
                                much more cleaning for what you get.

                        Since there are many fresh supermarket alternatives to wild greens in the
                                winter, I use those. Other than as a curiosity or for recreational
                                survival training, I personally do not do much with aboveground,
                                cold-hardened, overwintering plants.

                        In summary, being able to evaluate the growth stage and condition of a
                                plant’s parts will tell you whether it is worth gathering and how
                                choice it might be. Understanding how good growing conditions foster
                                rapid growth can lead you to gathering more tender and flavorful
                                parts.

                        Foraging Tools

                        Let’s face it. More people will do more things with wild foods if they
                                are having more fun and experiencing less drudgery. If you have to
                                spend half an hour cleaning some part of a plant, only rewarded with
                                tiny pieces of food the size of a thimble, your enthusiasm will go
                                the way of the dinosaur. Any harvest will be easier, less dirt
                                prone, and more productive if accompanied by the right tools. In
                                this chapter, I discuss the tools I use and how I carry them. In
                                addition, this chapter offers concepts involved in food gathering
                                that will help you be more successful.

                        Different sets of tools and tactics are required for different
                                situations, such as harvesting from trees, shrubs, or vines, and
                                collecting in complicated environments like marshes or the seashore.
                                The tools I’m referring to here are perfect for gathering the wild
                                foods discussed in this book.

                        Tools are most efficiently and effectively used when they are easily
                                accessible. How do you carry all this stuff around with you? We can
                                all take a lesson from Batman, the comic book hero who is much more
                                effective because of his utility belt. That belt is packed with
                                tools/devices that give him diverse capabilities and advantages over
                                other crime fighters. Modern-day workers have utility belts—police
                                and carpenters, for instance. The handier their tools, the more
                                productive they are. Each of the tools discussed in this chapter
                                have a place on the forager’s utility belt.
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                                        My fully loaded, wild food utility belt. Left to right:
                                                knife, scissors, bag holder, rag, spray mister, and
                                                spade-pick. It is not necessary to carry all these
                                                tools all the time—just carry what you need to suit
                                                the plants you plan to gather. 

                                

                        

                        The simplest tools you can use are your hands, of course. You can always
                                grab a bunch of plant matter and pull it free from the plant. You
                                can dig with your hands, pinch leaves free with your fingers, and
                                wrap your harvest in that extra shirt or jacket you have with you
                                for transport. Gathering without tools involves pinching,
                                snap-breaking, and jerking parts from the growing plants.

                        The benefit of this strategy is that you do not have to carry around any
                                tools. The problems, however, can be many—depending on the plants
                                you are gathering and how far you are traveling prior to food
                                preparation. Problems encountered are mostly food-quality issues. If
                                you eat the plants as you pick them rather than transporting them,
                                you have less to worry about. The more you pinch, jerk, and pull
                                plant parts during a harvest, the more you bruise and damage them.
                                Damaged food is harder to clean, has a much shorter shelf life, and
                                does not present as well as it could. And if your hands are dirty
                                (not uncommon while foraging), you grind that dirt right into the
                                plant, making it harder to clean.

                        What follows are suggested tools to try and the sheaths that hold them.
                                Sheaths are specially designed pockets, often attached to a belt,
                                for holding a tool that hangs off the body; knives are held in
                                sheaths.

                        Belt 

                        I use three systems, depending on how flexible I need things to be and
                                how many tools I want to take with me—no tool belt, my pants belt,
                                or my utility belt.

                        In those circumstances where I am on a simple gather in my backyard, I’ll
                                just carry the scissors and bags in my hand. A belt is not
                                involved.

                        On other occasions, I might take scissors, a digging tool, and bags, and
                                loop their sheaths directly to my pants belt. While this may seem
                                like the most efficient way to mount your sheaths, they are stiff
                                solid objects that can restrict movement around your waist. You
                                might have to remove them when getting into cars or sitting on a
                                chair. Threading sheaths on and off your pants belt while
                                simultaneously threading that belt through your pants loops gets a
                                little tedious after a while. Due to this inconvenience, I mostly
                                use a dedicated utility belt.

                        A dedicated utility belt is strictly for holding the sheathed tools, not
                                for holding up my pants. I can remove it easily and quickly since it
                                rests on top of everything. If I am wearing a coat, a utility belt
                                can easily wrap around the outside of it. That coat would
                                bury/cover/restrict access to tools threaded on a regular belt.

                        To avoid clutter around your waist, take only the tools you think you
                                will need for the foods you intend to gather.

                        Scissors 

                        A sharp pair of scissors is probably your most valuable tool. I carry
                                scissors with me whenever I go foraging. If I could only have one
                                tool for the kinds of plants in this book, a pair of scissors would
                                be my choice.

                        The usefulness of scissors will become apparent once you start using them
                                in the field. Two blades singlehandedly trap what you are cutting,
                                providing their own counterforce and shearing action. Cutting plant
                                parts is simple and precise. Even dull scissors will cut much better
                                than a dull knife. And when the scissors are sharp, they cut through
                                plant matter like butter. A clean cut provides less damage than a
                                jagged edge caused by just pulling with your hands alone, helping to
                                give the plant a longer shelf life.
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                                        Measuring scissor size. The most useful kind of scissors
                                                has a cutting blade that is 4 to 5 inches long from
                                                the pivot screw to the tip of the blade. It is
                                                helpful to have red or orange markings somewhere on
                                                the handle, making it less likely to forget them on
                                                the ground as you walk away. Also shown is a
                                                carabiner, which is one of many possible ways of
                                                attaching a rag to a utility belt.

                                

                        

                        Scissors are especially useful because they enable mass harvesting of
                                low-to-the-ground, densely growing plants like chickweed. When
                                chickweed is growing in dense mats, you simply grab a handful of the
                                tips, slide your scissors blades below your hand, and snip. You now
                                have a salad in hand that is ready to eat. Try that with a knife, or
                                by pulling or plucking, and you will know immediately the value of
                                the scissors.

                        In addition to this salad-harvesting technique, cutting stems is a
                                breeze. It’s easy, whether you are cutting a tender leafy stem near
                                the top of a plant or cutting whole stems for later leaf
                                extraction.

                        My favorite pair of scissors has a blade that is almost five inches long,
                                as measured from the hinge screw to the tip of the blade. Ignore the
                                advertised length and measure the blade yourself. A blade of that
                                size is about as big as you can get without special ordering or
                                finding a great hardware or fabric store. And while small scissors
                                are better than none, you will be more productive with a blade that
                                is long. The best selection is found in large craft, specialty
                                hardware, or fabric stores. Some stores are now selling
                                titanium-bladed scissors for extra durability.

                        Look for heavy-duty scissors with thick, sturdy, stainless steel blades.
                                The cheaper ones have thin bendable blades and brittle plastic
                                handles that will break with outdoor use. If you think that you are
                                paying too much for good scissors, compare the price to what you
                                would pay for a good knife. Good scissors are inexpensive for what
                                you get.

                        It is also helpful for the handles to have some bright orange or red
                                coloration. You are less likely to accidentally leave them somewhere
                                if you can clearly see that they do not blend in with the mostly
                                green and brown habitat you are harvesting from. It is also not a
                                bad idea to get a scissors sharpener to maintain your blades.

                        Sheathe your scissors! Carrying scissors in your fanny pack or backpack
                                can work, but the more you have to dig for your tools, the less
                                enjoyable the experience.

                        I use a knife sheath to hold my scissors. It sits on my belt right next
                                to my knife in its own sheath. That way it is immediately
                                accessible. I call this a scissors sheath. I have yet to find a good
                                scissors sheath on the market, so using a knife sheath is the best
                                alternative. Make sure the sheath is deep enough so that the
                                scissors fits in snugly—you don’t want it to pop out
                                accidentally.

                        Hand Rag 

                        Invariably, your hands will get grimy with soil while harvesting. I do
                                not want that grime on my harvest. This is true whether I am
                                snacking on the spot or if I am gathering for later use. To solve
                                this problem, I like to have a dry absorbent rag handy. Once your
                                hands get dirty, just grab the rag and wipe off the excess. This is
                                not to thoroughly clean your hands; it is intended to get annoying,
                                food-contaminating dirt off them. The rag will get dirty as you use
                                it. Under many circumstances, it will continue to work even when
                                dirty. It is wise to have extra clean rags handy to replace ones
                                getting too dirty.

                        You have the choice of putting this rag in your pocket and pulling it out
                                as needed, or making it a member of your utility belt. I prefer it
                                being on the belt because of its instant access. This can be hanging
                                from your belt in any number of ways. The simplest way is to just
                                loop it around your belt where it will fit snugly. I personally use
                                an inexpensive carabiner, which used to be the exclusive domain of
                                mountain climbers. These quick, practical, and useful latching
                                devices are now universally available in many sizes in most hardware
                                stores. I see them most often as parts of key chains.

                        Fasten the carabiner (or other loop of your choosing) on a belt loop and
                                pull the rag through. The size should be such that the rag fits
                                snugly. You want it snug enough so that it does not slide out while
                                you are working. You want it loose enough so that you can pull it
                                out when you are done or need to replace it.

                        The only problem with hand rags, particularly if they have a thick weave,
                                is that they can collect bur seeds from tall grass and other plants.
                                To reduce this problem, tuck them into the belt when problem plants
                                surround you or if you are kneeling down toward the dirt.

                        Portable Digging Tool 

                        For many of us outdoorsy types, it is quite pleasurable to dig with our
                                hands. Most of the time, however, the soil is too hard for this to
                                be practical. Pleasure aside, unless all you are going for is roots,
                                digging with your hands not only makes your hands dirty, it
                                infuriates your manicurist. Dirt easily transfers to the greens you
                                are gathering. Dirty greens then take a lot more work to clean. And
                                while this may seem obvious, harvesting enthusiasm can overpower the
                                patience needed to engage in more practical behavior.

                        It is good practice when harvesting plants to separate the harvesting of
                                greens and roots. I suggest gathering your greens first, placing
                                them in clean bags, then going back to dig the roots last or on a
                                different trip. They should never be put in the same container
                                unless there is no other option. If you are forced to place them in
                                the same container, try to wrap the greens in something, like some
                                large nearby leaves, to protect them from the dirt. No matter the
                                gathering sequence, most people will still want to wash their
                                greens, even if they appear clean. The process, however, will be
                                easier and faster, and you will use less water if you harvest greens
                                first and bag them separately from soil-attached parts.

                        If your goal is to harvest wild roots in your backyard, it is easy to
                                just grab a shovel, assuming you own one. But what if you live in an
                                apartment, do not own a shovel, or are foraging away from home? You
                                cannot always carry a garden shovel around with you. You need a
                                portable digging tool. Here are some options: 

                        Shovel: If you know you are
                                going to do some serious shoveling, like digging large burdock roots
                                        (Arctium lappa, not
                                covered in this book), just use a regular, heavy-duty, long-handled
                                garden shovel. Any portable digging tool is less practical for roots
                                deeper than a foot. A regular shovel makes sense when you already
                                know where some large-rooted plants are, and you have a harvesting
                                plan. Then make it a special trip focused on gathering that
                                root.

                        Spade-Pick: It is impractical,
                                however, to carry a full-sized shovel with you whenever you might be
                                in a foraging situation. In lieu of carrying a large shovel, the
                                best portable digging tool I’ve found so far is a small spade-pick.
                                This is a hand trowel with a spade (small shovel) on one side and a
                                pick on the other. Here are the two best options I am familiar with: 

                        My preferred option is a gardener’s spade-pick, which is typically about
                                fourteen inches long. I find this the best combination of size,
                                utility, and portability. These are lightweight but made of very
                                strong welded steel. They are available in many garden sections of
                                big department stores and nurseries. Skip the ones with blades
                                riveted to the handles—they are less durable than the welded ones.
                                The one I use is made by Lewis Tools under the names of TerraTuff,
                                Terra Planter, or Yard Butler. It is strong enough for most
                                applications and yet light enough to carry with you into the field.
                                Use the pick side for hard and/or rocky soil and the spade side for
                                softer soil.
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                                        Spade-picks compared. The one on the left was trimmed
                                                with a hacksaw to curve around the body when being
                                                worn in its sheath. Unshaped, as seen on the right,
                                                these tools have a tendency to stab into the side of
                                                the body.

                                

                        

                        A second option is a camper’s mini shovel-pick. This is a folding
                                adjustable multi-position, take-apart gizmo that is similar to the
                                gardener’s spade-pick but gives you folding options that the other
                                one does not. This is not your World War II–style folding shovel.
                                Several manufacturers make almost identical versions of this,
                                including Coghlans, Coleman, and Texsport. These are often available
                                in camping stores. The advantages to this kind of shovel-pick are
                                that it can be folded, placed, and carried inside its carrying pouch
                                so that it is less likely to jab you if you fall; the shovel
                                component can be fixed to a straight position, just like a regular
                                shovel, or at a right angle, just like the gardener’s spade-pick;
                                and it has a certain prestige factor with guys who love gizmos. The
                                disadvantages are that it is shorter and heavier than the gardening
                                tool (giving less leverage in the digging action), and the folding
                                joints get clogged with dirt. Beware of cheap models whose blade
                                attachments are so weak that they bend at the slightest force.
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                                        Folding shovel-picks: (left) folded shovel-pick and
                                                sheath; (center) assembled shovel-pick positioned
                                                for shoveling or picking; (right) assembled
                                                shovel-pick positioned for shoveling.

                                

                        

                        I prefer and use the non-folding gardener’s spade-pick because it is
                                simple and ready to use, is sturdy, and has a reasonable length to
                                feel comfortable while digging. So how does the spade-pick work? It
                                becomes an extension of your arm. Use it like you would a hatchet or
                                a hand ax, only instead of chopping wood, you are chopping into the
                                soil. Unfortunately, due to the shape of this tool, a normal chop
                                splashes dirt toward you. To divert the dirt away from you, learn to
                                chop with your arm slightly angled to the side.

                        How you carry the spade-pick around with you is a matter of preference.
                                While hiking, you could carry it in a loop on the back of a
                                backpack, much like climbers carry ice picks. But that requires you
                                to remove your pack to retrieve it every time you want to dig. This
                                brings us back to the utility belt idea. The goal is to hang this
                                fourteen-inch-long tool on your belt for convenient access without
                                it getting in the way, hurting, or injuring you. To meet my needs,
                                I’ve modified the spade’s shape so that it does not jab me while
                                attached to the belt. Using a hacksaw, I curved one side to fit the
                                side of my waist. I then sanded the cut edge smooth. (See the
                                spade-pick comparison photo above.) Then I needed a sheath to attach
                                it to my waist and protect my side in case I fell on it. One option
                                that works well is to buy a hammer holder from a hardware store. If
                                you go this route, buy one with a leather loop, not a metal one.
                                Metal clanks against metal, which is annoying, and it does not hold
                                the tool as securely as leather. The hammer holder is made of
                                leather thick enough to prevent the spade-pick head from touching
                                you.
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                                        Spade-picks in sheaths. The one on the left is a standard
                                                sheath that is designed to hold a hammer (Custom
                                                LeatherCraft, Model #426). The spade-pick sheath on
                                                the right is one I built myself.

                                

                        

                        Knife 

                        For the last twenty years, I’ve been using a fixed-blade hunting knife.
                                Fixed-blade knives are solid and do not fold. For my purposes, the
                                benefits of the size, solidity, and harder edge on the better knives
                                greatly outweigh knives that fold.

                        For the kinds of plants in this book, a knife has few uses aside from
                                hacking stems and woody material that are too large and solid for
                                scissors. Of course, once you’re back in the kitchen, knives play a
                                wonderful food-preparation role. But you have kitchen knives for
                                that. Do I carry my knife when harvesting the plants in this book?
                                Yes, but only because I might find a need for it occasionally. A
                                knife is much more useful for trips into the woods.

                        Spray Mister 

                        In the produce department of supermarkets, you might hear the muffled
                                sound of thunder. Then, out of nowhere, sprayers kick on in unison,
                                misting the greens until they are drenched. For years I did not like
                                having to deal with all that wetness in my shopping experience. I
                                thought, isn’t there a better way? Do the plants really need to be
                                swimming in all this water? 

                        The answer is YES! Swimming in all that moisture keeps cut greens fresh
                                and alive. Harvested plants wilt because their source of fluid is
                                cut off and because they lose water through their pores
                                (transpiration). Transpiration seems to increase once the stem is
                                cut or when the plant is exposed to sunlight. It’s as if the plant
                                knows it’s doomed and just gives up. Heat above 40 degrees and
                                direct sunlight will speed up the wilting process. Your goal is not
                                only to prevent harvested greens from drying out but also to give
                                them what they need to stay vital.

                        A spray mister is one part of the solution. Misting keeps plants hydrated
                                directly. Spray misters are found in supermarkets and department
                                stores offering gardening supplies and cosmetics.

                        As soon as you harvest leaves and stems of a plant, give them a thorough
                                misting right in your collection bag. This not only prevents
                                transpiration, it also hydrates the plant even further—often making
                                your keep crispier and fresher than when it was still attached to
                                the stem. I’ll talk more about maintaining hydration and
                                transporting the greens in the following discussions on bags and
                                water trays.

                        Spray misters do not come with sheaths. The best sheathe option I’ve
                                found is something called a “Catch-All” made by Case Logic. It’s
                                located in the automotive section of department stores and is
                                intended as a universal holder in your car for cell phones and other
                                odds and ends. It’s too small to hold a cup or glass but is good for
                                that small spray mister. It’s made of neoprene, which stretches to
                                firmly hold that spray mister. Since a Catch-All is not designed for
                                the rigors of fieldwork, the upper rim can unravel somewhat. This is
                                easily fixed with a needle and thread.
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                                        Spray misters in belted Catch-Alls. The Catch-All on the
                                                left comes with a hook-over-the-belt arrangement. I
                                                bent the hook on the Catch-All on the right to
                                                circle and fit more snugly on the belt. The shaped
                                                hook does not fall off the belt as you move
                                                around.

                                

                        

                        Collecting Bags 

                        Unless you are eating all your wild foods as you pick them, you will need
                                a harvesting strategy, your goal being to keep the pickin’s fresh
                                and vital until you get them into more controlled conditions. This
                                is true, even when gathering right out your backdoor, since the sun
                                can bake and wilt your greens in minutes. Heat, sunlight, and
                                dryness are the enemies of fresh produce.

                        For transporting greens, I recommend reusing those ubiquitous white
                                plastic grocery bags. Plastic maintains moisture, white reflects the
                                heat of the sun, and these bags have built-in handles. Do not use
                                clear or darkly colored plastic bags, particularly on
                                bright-to-sunny days. The sun’s rays will go through and get trapped
                                within clear plastic, wilting/cooking the greens. The darker the
                                color of a bag, the more that color will absorb the heat of the sun.
                                If you have a choice, a white bag is your best bet. White double
                                bagging is even better.

                        I carry my empty bags tightly packed in a pouch on my utility belt for
                                easy access. A small pouch can carry around twelve bags—plenty for
                                most circumstances. Spray-mist the contents of the bag on regular
                                intervals as it is being filled. Once you have loosely filled the
                                bags with plant material, keep the contents cool and moist. Keep
                                your collecting bag in the shade whenever possible, even in your own
                                body’s shade, in the partial shade of a nearby plant, or in your
                                backpack.

                        If you prefer to use woven bags or baskets made of natural materials,
                                keep them covered with a wet white towel. Spraying a porous
                                container itself will result in some evaporative cooling. If you
                                have a distance to travel, make sure the contents stay cool, moist,
                                and shaded.

                        Water Trays 

                        Another collecting option is to use water trays. I use the plastic
                                storage containers you find in housewares departments. What I’m
                                calling trays are often called tubs, bins, or storage containers. If
                                you can find white ones to reflect sunlight, that is great, but I
                                can only find semitransparent ones with white tops. Unlike bags and
                                baskets, these trays can hold standing water. That water keeps your
                                harvest hydrated through the stem as well as from your spray mister.
                                The solid structure helps to prevent plants from getting crushed and
                                damaged.

                        For this to work, the tray’s bottom should be filled with cold water. As
                                you collect your leaves, stems, or shoots, stand them in the water,
                                loosely packed against each other. Their cut end is in the water and
                                their tips are up. Spray-mist these to keep the tops moist. When you
                                are done harvesting or if the tray is full, cover it to keep in the
                                moisture and to shield it from the sun. As always, keep it in the
                                shade if you can. If your take is too tall to use its lid, cover it
                                with a white plastic bag and keep it out of the sun.
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                                        Plant-collecting containers. Water trays and recycled
                                                white plastic bags are convenient and keep your
                                                greens fresh. Natural material containers (baskets,
                                                cloth bags) work great as long as you use techniques
                                                to keep your take moist, cool, uncrushed, and out of
                                                the sun.

                                

                        

                

        


End of sample
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