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Wild Edible Foods

Wild foods have become a touchstone against which the nutritional value of cultivated crops can be gauged.

The possibility of cultivating new crops.

Improving our cuisine and appreciation of wildlife cf. samphire, bistort and oyster mushrooms are beginning to appear on the menus after three centuries.

Milden, Suffolk – derives from Melde (Old English) for Fat Hen.

Lady’s bedstraw as a source of vegetarian rennet.

Francis Bacon dismissed the entire family of fungi as ‘venereous meat’.

In the autumn of 1976, after the drought, the rains came and induced incredible growth of fungal roots. Could be smelt in the air after a rainfall. The continental immigrants were first on the scene. The BBC ran information bulletins. The wild mushroom mountain was so huge they had to give them away in pubs.

Wild ancestors still prevail –cabbage on the south coast, celery on the east.

It is a sensual venture, a galaxy of new experiences in contrast to the muted tastes of cultivated varieties.

The attraction is akin to hunting, the search and the gradually acquired wisdom of seasons.

Automatic selection amongst our ancestors – the seed of cultivated varieties would have fallen near the site of habitation.

Many plants passed into use as by-products of medicine e.g. blackcurrants as a throat lotion.

During the Industrial Age wild plants went out of use as people moved to the cities. They survived in disused plots and garden edges. After the war wild foraging came back. Greens were collected from bomb sites. The government encouraged the ‘hedgerow harvest’.

In your own time list the benefits of wild plants and how they could reward contemporary lifestyles.

Roots

Under the Wildlife and Countryside Act it is illegal to dig up roots, unless with permission of the landowner.

They are quite versatile:- broths (herb bennet); vegetable dishes (large evening primrose); salads (ox-eye daisy); drinks (chicory).

Leaves
Optimum time for picking leaves is during middle age, when the flowers give easy recognition, and the leaves have reached maximum size.

Three types:- cooked greens (dandelion); salads (fat hen); stems (alexanders).

Can be made into soups and green sauces.

Herbs
With wild herbs one will require up to double the quantity than cultivated varieties.

The best time to pick, especially for drying, is just as it begins to flower.

Gather in dry weather and before they have been exposed to full sun. Wet herbs produce mildew during drying, full sun evaporates the essential oils.

To use fresh, strip the stems down immediately. For drying keep the stems whole. 

Dry as quickly as possible with good ventilation, not through intense heat. Cover with muslin to protect from flies and to collect falling leaves.

Use to flavour vinegar, oil and drinks.

Spices

The aromatic sees of flowering plants. The roots of horseradish are also regarded as a spice. 

The seeds and leaves of the same aromatic plants may not taste the same.

Harvest see when it has fully ripened, at maximum strength.

Flowers

Pick flowers sparingly or chose species that are proliferate in cases of large amounts required.

Used to make salads (dandelion); flower fritters (elder)

Fruits

Jelly can be made from nearly all fruits. The jam is formed when the pectin reacts with the sugar, the former of which is available when it is under-ripe. Pick when just ripe to maintain flavour.

High pectin (apples, gooseberries and currants); low pectin (blackberries and strawberries).

To add pectin use sour crab apples or lemon juice.

Pulp the fruit. Separate the juice from the pulp. Strain overnight with a muslin. Setting temperature is 105​​o​ C. 

For drying chose slightly unripe fruit. Wash and dry them, and then strew out on a tray in a low oven at 50o C. Usually takes 4-6 hours, when the fruit yields no more juice on squeezing.

Can be used to make wines.

Nuts
Major source of protein, for instance walnuts (3000 calories per lb.).

Damp mould will permeate the shell and rot the kernel.

Can be pickled, pureed, mixed into salads, or cooked.

Picking rules

There are relatively few poisonous plants in Britain.

Excessive use is more likely a problem, as is allergy. Cabbage brings on goitre, and onion, anaemia. A whole nutmeg brings hallucinations, as do some fungi.

Try small portions first.

Never denude the plant entirely.

Avoid the flowers or seeds of annuals, unless in abundance.

Avoid paths and roads, and areas where insecticide or weed killer is used.

Use a flat open basket to avoid squashing.

Only use the best parts.
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