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David Hamilton is a forager, horticulturist and explorer. He started experimenting with wild food as a teenager, making soup from nettles found in his family garden and has been foraging seriously for more than 25 years. He has hitched, walked, cycled and driven all over the world in search of wild food and has taught Mary Berry, Ben Fogle and thousands of others how to forage. He holds a degree in food science and nutrition and a diploma in horticulture and leads the Guardian Masterclass on foraging.

He is the author of several books, including Wild Ruins and The Self-Sufficientish Bible, and lives in the south west of England with his partner and two young sons. They are keen foragers and refer to wild food as ‘Daddy food’.
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Introduction

WHEREVER YOU ARE reading this, you are almost certainly just a short walk from a source of wild food. Find your nearest patch of greenery, whether it’s a garden, wild woodland or the patch around a car park, and look down. At first it may seem like an indistinguishable mass of weeds, shrubs, flowers or trees. But once you know what to look for, a whole new world of exciting tastes will open up to you. You might find edible weeds like dandelions, shepherd’s purse or nettles. If you look closer, you might see bittercress, a plant with cross-shaped flowers and a mustard-like flavour that goes beautifully with feta and walnuts. Perhaps there’s a blackthorn bush, with sloes that can be used to make gin or cured like olives for a melt-in-the-mouth flavour. Or a patch of wood sorrel, which can give a tzatziki-style dip a sour, lemony bite.

Foraging has become fashionable in recent years – it can sometimes seem as though every hipster from Hoxton to Houston has picked up a foraging basket – but it is not a new trend. For most of human history, we have eaten wild food. The first anatomically modern humans evolved more than 200,000 years ago but agriculture is a much more recent invention, dating back around 12,000 years. Early humans survived by tracking herds of mammoth, buffalo and deer for meat. But a large proportion of their diet would also have been leaves, roots, shoots, flowers, stems, bark, sap, nuts, berries and seeds. They had intimate knowledge of the landscape and their nomadic lifestyles allowed them to move with the seasons and forage when food was abundant.

The variety of plants we consume today has diminished dramatically. While our early ancestors would have made use of thousands of types of plant, as people settled and began to farm this fell to the hundreds. Today humans only consume 3 per cent of the world’s farmable plant varieties, with twelve species providing three-quarters of our food. In fact, at least half of all calories we consume come from just three crops: rice, maize and wheat.

Most of us will walk past wild foods every day without noticing them. I recently tested this on a short walk from my home to the local park. In around one thousand steps, I counted sixty different plants and trees with edible parts. Every few paces a different weed, flower, tree or shrub suggested a new dish. I found dandelions, sow thistles, wild lettuce and countless other green leaves waiting to be thrown together in a salad. Rowans and hawthorn berries were in fruit, ready to be made into vividly coloured jellies and jams or a delicious, thick ketchup. Wild foods can bring us flavours and tastes as exotic as any you could find on an adventurous foreign holiday. In your back garden there might be potato-like tubers beneath day lilies and dahlias that can be roasted until they are soft and creamy and served with melted butter. The bright-green tips of conifer branches in spring have a unique citrus tang, between rosemary and lemon, and make a mouth-watering ice cream. Along a rocky coastline there are seaweeds that taste just like fried bacon, and others with the pungent kick of black pepper.

It feels a lifetime ago that I took my first steps toward foraging. In my early twenties I took a trip to South Wales where my host lent me an antiquated wild food guide and took me for walks along the nearby hedgerows and lanes. We ate gorse flowers from prickly bushes, picked wild garlic from the woods and made pasta with nettle sauce. It was a world away from the oven chips, spaghetti rings and crispy pancakes of my childhood. I was hooked. I ended up walking, hitching and cycling all over the UK, foraging from roadsides, lay-bys, hedgerows and headlands. In the years that followed I travelled further afield, and picked prickly cactus pears in the Yucatán Peninsula, wild herbs in India, chickweed and walnuts in the Pyrenees, carob in Spain and pine needles for tea in Germany. I learnt all I could from books, other foragers and experiments in the poky kitchens of shared houses. I studied nutrition and food science at university, took a diploma in sustainable gardening and eventually began to write and teach others.

Over the years I’ve taught everyone from celebrity chefs and soldiers to hen parties and office workers. My way of teaching has always been to tell stories about the plants – where they are from, how they are used in different cultures, what they taste like and how to prepare them. My hope is always that my students start to see distinct characteristics and exciting opportunities, instead of just ‘plants’.

Regardless of where you live or can travel to, I hope these pages will show you the bounty of wild food that surrounds us. This book is rooted in the habitats of these foods – the where of the wild things. It is a suggestion for how to read a landscape and an exploration of why things grow in the way they do. It comprises four principal sections, each dealing with a different landscape: man-made, rural, woodland and water, with smaller chapters within. In each chapter are the plants most commonly found in that location, organised roughly in order of seasonal relevance. There are instructions for how to identify them, when and how to pick, and what to do with them, including recipes.

A quarter of a century of foraging has taught me plenty of tips and tricks, which I’ve included throughout. For example, a traditional foraging guide might suggest you gather beech nuts from a beech forest, but I’ve discovered it’s far easier to sweep them up from a tarmac path or quiet roadside. And some of the best places to look for cherry trees or Rosa rugosa bushes are housing estates, because they are commonly used by landscape architects.

The book is also full of nuggets that fascinate me about these plants – their surprising histories, recent scientific discoveries about them, and snippets of folklore, myth and legend. It reflects on the human cultures that have thrived on the wild plants, trees, mushrooms and seaweeds of the northern hemisphere, alongside recipes from medieval Europe, modern-day Japan, Soviet Russia and precolonial North America.

You can read the book from cover to cover, flick through it at random or look up wild foods in the index. You might like to read through a chapter prior to or during a visit to a particular habitat. The hedgerow or meadow chapters could be read on a train journey out to the countryside; the fresh water chapter would make ideal reading on a narrow boat holiday; and the coast or rocky shore chapters might nourish a weekend by the sea. Do bear in mind that the wild foods are listed where they are most commonly found, but this is by no means the only place to find them. Pignuts, for example, are as likely to pop up in a meadow as they are in open woodland, and nettles are found just about everywhere, not just edgeland.

When harvesting wild food you should always keep the conservation of the crop in mind. In recent years headlines have appeared in the media telling of ‘gangs’ of foragers stripping the forest bare. Foraging bans have been put in place in areas such as the New Forest and Epping Forest, and while the ‘gangs’ are often nothing more than small groups of Eastern European families reported by xenophobic visitors, as the popularity of foraging increases it is very important to be mindful of sustainable foraging practices. And for professional foragers it makes little sense commercially to destroy their future source of income by over-picking.

To be sure of a supply of mushrooms the following year, for example, you should always leave some of the biggest to continue to spore and some of the smallest to grow. Although it’s worth remembering that considering the number of spores mushrooms produce and the amount of life that occurs underground, you are unlikely to harm them by picking alone. Sadly, loss of habitat, climate change and pollution are all much more likely culprits for the fall in numbers of fungi.

With other wild foods, take what you need and leave the rest for the animals, birds and insects that rely on them to survive. Some people follow rules with numbers and ratios, such as only picking one plant in seven, but you can also just use common sense and err on the side of caution. For trees such as elder, for example, pick the berries at ground level but leave the rest for the birds. If you find signs of rare animals, such as otter scat by a riverside or nut shells nibbled by a dormouse, then it is best to gather from elsewhere. In areas where a plant, fungus or seaweed is scarce, move to where it is more abundant.

You should check the local laws in your country or region before you set out foraging. In most of the world, it is illegal to dig up any plant without the landowner’s permission, including common wild foods such as burdock and horseradish. And there are often separate laws for seaweed. In Britain, it is legal to pick (but not dig up) any mushroom, fruit, foliage or flower as long as it is for personal consumption, with the exception of protected land such as that of special scientific interest. I always ask a passing farmer or a warden before digging – and they often respond with a laugh and grant permission. If they refuse I either move on, or pick something I don’t have to dig up, like blackberries or sorrel.

The other golden foraging rule is: be sure that what you are picking is what you think it is. You need to be 100 per cent certain, so if in doubt leave it out! While there are detailed descriptions, tables and illustrations to aid with identification in this book, no single guide can give you all the information you need. You should cross-reference with the internet and guides from your region. Video guides can also be helpful to see plants and especially mushrooms from all angles – check the Further Reading section at the back of the book for suggestions. Foraging apps can be a useful starting point but should never be relied on. I have tested apps on poisonous webcap mushrooms and deadly hemlock, both of which were incorrectly identified as edible. Be sure you’re aware of regional differences too. Although there are no poisonous seaweeds in Britain, for example, there are in France and elsewhere. Common names of plants can also vary, so check them against the Latin or scientific name.

Some people are allergic to certain wild foods, so eat just a ittle of something to begin with and try not to mix too many different foods in one sitting. Always wash what you have picked, especially if is growing at ground level in areas where dogs are exercised. And watch out for warnings in this and other guides you use – certain wild foods are not recommended for pregnant and breastfeeding women, for example.

With all those things in mind, my hope is that foraging will transform your experience of your garden, your journey to work, your favourite woodland or a beloved stretch of coast. Over time you will remember where the sweetest raspberries and blackberries grow, in which part of the woods the mushrooms are most abundant, or where to pick the most aromatic herbs.

Wild food has had me in its thrall for most of my adult life. Every year I discover a new plant or recipe. It can be a lifelong gastronomic journey that will change the way you look at both the world and the way you eat. And like any journey, it begins with a single step.




Equipment

FORAGING NEED NOT be an expensive hobby – in most instances it is totally free. However, there are a few things that make life a little easier. It is not essential to rush out and buy all these things at once; a plastic bag, rather than a basket, will suffice for early foraging trips and a blender and sieve can take the place of a juicer.

Essential equipment

The most important thing to bring with you on a foraging trip is something to carry your wild food home in. Wicker baskets or wooden trugs are both traditional and useful, especially for mushrooms and seaweed. These are suitable for short trips, close to a car park or bus/train station, but on long hikes they can be cumbersome to carry. I tend to fill my pockets with plastic bags and have a backpack with a few Tupperware tubs. I also carry a canvas or burlap bag for mushrooms, as they can sweat in plastic.

A knife is useful for cutting mushrooms and sharp scissors or secateurs are good for seaweed and herbaceous plants. A pair of protective gloves will also help when picking nettles or prizing open chestnuts – I use gardening gloves.

Waterproof wellington boots are great for shallow rivers or rockpools.

Kitchen equipment

The more you forage, the more you might want to invest in certain labour-saving devices. Buy cheap, buy twice as the old saying goes, so look around for good-quality second-hand items rather than buying something new and cheap. New initiatives where you can borrow expensive equipment are popping up all over the place. In my town we have a shop called Share, where you can borrow dehydrators, apple presses, brewing barrels, jam pans and blenders for a small fee, and there are lots of online equivalents which lend or give away unwanted equipment.

DEHYDRATORS

A good dehydrator is perfect for drying mushrooms, seaweeds and herbs for tea, or making fruit leather. Price is not necessarily the best guide, so read reviews and make an informed decision.

GRINDERS

It can be useful to grind or powder wild foods in order to make things like burgers, coffees or condiments.

A pestle and mortar works well to powder most mushrooms, seeds, seaweeds and nuts. You can also use them to make pesto – it takes longer than a food processor but the grinding motion crushes the cells of the leaves, releasing more flavour and creating a superior, creamy consistency.

Another handy tool is a coffee or seed grinder. Either electric or hand cranked, these can be bought separately or as an attachment to a food processor. The more powerful the better, though to protect the motor you will need to chop larger, hard nuts such as acorns first. If buying new, look for grinders with removable blades as these can be sharpened, increasing the lifespan of the motor.

The oils within nuts can damage the insides of a grinder, so make sure it is cleaned and dried between uses or it will rust.

BLENDERS AND FOOD PROCESSORS

For soups, smoothies and nut milks, a blender or food processor can be invaluable. Look for those with a high wattage. A handheld blender is best for soups but make sure it is made from a durable material; those at the lowest end of the market are often made from cheap plastic, which can melt in hot soups. A kitchen-top processor is best for jobs like smoothies or preparing ingredients for ice cream. You can use these in combination with a sieve to remove fruit pulp, skins and seeds. The pulse option is handy for tough stems and plant matter and will help the motor last that little bit longer.

JUICERS AND PRESSES

To juice hard fruits, such as apples or pears, you can use a centrifugal juicer or a good old-fashioned apple press. Look for them in second-hand shops and online, as used juicers go for far less than they would new. Again, go for something powerful: an 800 W juicer will burn out in no time, so I would go for 1000 W and up (preferably over 1200 W).

An apple press is a useful bit of kit that should last for ever. It will press soft fruit as well as apples and can double up as a cheese press. I have a solid metal one which is very easy to clean and after more than thirteen years of use it looks as good as the day I bought it. The wooden ones are considerably cheaper and nicer to look at, but are harder to maintain and can stain. Think about capacity before buying; a five-litre press is great for the odd few glasses of juice but if you are bringing home apples by the sack load it will begin to seem very small, very quickly.

HOME-BREWING EQUIPMENT

Brewing can be a good way to preserve wild ingredients. To do it, you’ll need storage containers to ferment your creations. I would recommend you invest in a brewing bucket (if you don’t have anything else you can improvise with) and a couple of glass brewing vessels, or demijohns, fitted with airlocks. When you’re ready to bottle up, you can buy bottles or reuse those that come with a fitted bung.

Be honest with yourself about how much you’ll drink. If you’re a ‘glass of wine once a year after Christmas dinner’ sort of person then home-brewing might not be for you. Home-brewing can also end up being a passing fad, leaving buckets and demijohns cluttering up spare rooms and garages. Only invest in the equipment if you think you will use it.

MUSLIN CLOTH

A piece of muslin cloth or a woven jelly bag is essential for sieving out fine pieces of plant matter, such as the hairs around the seeds of a rose hip or hard raspberry seeds. You’ll find muslin cloth in haberdashery shops, and jelly bags are sold as filter bags in kitchenware shops and some bigger supermarkets around jam-making season. The cloth can be cut down to make bags for bouquets garnis or used for cheese making.

SIEVES

Your sieve will come in for some punishment. Often you will be pushing down or rubbing on the mesh to force through your pulp. New cheap sieves, especially those made of plastic and nylon, are not worth the money; one season of pushing hawthorn pulp through the mesh and it will break away from the upper ring. Look for a good-quality, heavy-duty sieve. Aim for at least 20 cm (8 inches) diameter – smaller ones mean pushing through in multiple batches.

Sterilising equipment

From jams and jellies to chutneys, pickles and ketchups, all jars and bottles need to be sterilised before use to minimise the risk of spoilage. This also goes for the lids. Sterilising needn’t be an onerous task – here are four easy methods:

·Submerge the jars in water and bring it to the boil.

·Wash the jars in the dishwasher on a hot setting.

·Soak the jars in a sterilising solution, such as Milton, and rinse.

·Microwave the jars for 30–45 seconds on high power (you will need to boil or sterilise the lids separately, as you cannot put metal into a microwave).

Other equipment you may need

·Jam pan – A large saucepan or a specialist jam pan for processing large amounts of foraged food.

·Cooking thermometer – For making jams and jellies.

·Jars, jars and more jars – Jams, jellies, pickles, dried mushrooms and dried seaweed are all best stored in jars. Save all your old jars and thoroughly wash in the sink or dishwasher. Think also about investing in some Kilner/Mason jars.

·Berry picker – A comb berry picker is useful for small berries such as bilberries and cranberries (see pages 205 and 215).

·Foldable trowel – These come in handy for wild roots such as dandelions, chicory and Jack-by-the-hedge. You’ll find them in most camping shops.




Base Recipes

ALTHOUGH THIS BOOK deals with a wide variety of foods, many are prepared and preserved in the same way. For example, watercress and nettles can both be made into a hearty soup using a thick base of potatoes and onions, and elderberries, raspberries, blackberries and blackcurrants can all be made into a delicious jam in exactly the same way. This chapter is here to give you the tools to prepare or preserve the majority of wild foods you may come across, within the pages of this book and beyond.



Using green leaves

During the spring, several different species of leaves start to rise up from their dormant roots or burst their buds to make the most of the returning sun. During this time of year, it’s useful to have a few catch-all recipes to make good use of the abundance of succulent, young leaves.

SALAD

Foraged salads are a little different from those you might buy ready prepared in packets from the supermarket. Leaves can range from bland to bitter to nose-scrunchingly spicy. The secret is to use milder leaves such as lime (Tilia spp.) or mallow for the main bulk of the salad and then mix in stronger flavours like wild mustards, chicory leaves or rocket to add depth. Edible flowers don’t add much in the way of flavour, but they are wonderful for colour. Dress the whole mixture with olive oil and lemon, or use a flavoured vinegar (such as spruce tip).

PESTO

Pesto can be made with nearly any green leaf, with flavoursome herbaceous leaves among the best. The leaves are macerated, mixed with an oil and toasted seeds or nuts, and then seasoned with salt, pepper and grated parmesan. For picky eaters (i.e. children) you can ‘cheat’ by adding a teaspoon of shop-bought pesto to homemade recipes – trust me, they don’t always notice the difference!

Traditional basil-leaf recipes use uncooked leaves, which works fine for thin, herbaceous leaves such as rocket or wild garlic. However, thicker leaves like mallow, lamb’s quarters/goosefoot (which make a particularly good pesto) or stinging nettles need to be treated a little differently. Any thick stalks should be removed and the leaves steamed or boiled in just enough water to cover them. You can also try mixing different wild leaves, such as wild garlic and nettle or ground elder and chickweed. The recipe below serves 4–5, over pasta.


FOR A BASIC PESTO RECIPE, YOU WILL NEED:

·2 handfuls of wild leaves (gloved hands for nettles!)

·50 g (2 oz) toasted nuts or seeds

·½–1 tsp lemon juice (or generous pinch of sumac powder)

·A good pinch of salt

·1–2 tbsp olive oil

METHOD:

1.Cook the leaves if necessary (see above).

2.Grind the toasted nuts/seeds.

3.Roughly chop the leaves and remove any tough stalks.

4.Place all the ingredients in a high-powered food processor or pestle and mortar and work into a smooth paste. Note: stringy leaves can burn out the motor of a food processor, so use the pulse function and prepare your leaves beforehand.

5.Serve on pasta, with crusty bread, as a pizza topping in place of tomato paste, as a sandwich filling or drizzled over couscous.



COOKED GREEN LEAVES

In medieval England, most households would prepare ‘buttered wortes’, a mixture of wild and domestic seasonal leaves boiled and flavoured with butter. In Greece they cook a near identical dish called ‘horta’, with olive oil and lemon in place of dairy. Greens prepared this way are great as a side, or on toast with a poached egg or fried tempeh. Use just a little water to cook your greens as this preserves the nutritional content.

Any of the following leaves can be mixed together: beet spinach, dandelion, mallow, hollyhock, thistles (spines removed), nettle (blanch in boiling water first to remove the sting), wild garlic (in moderation), wild mustard, Jack-by-the-hedge, docks (leached). Or experiment with what you have to hand.


YOU WILL NEED:

·1–2 handfuls of mixed leaves

·1–2 medium onions (optional)

·Oil or butter for frying

·Optional extras (see below)

METHOD:

1.Brown the onions on a low heat in a little butter or oil, stirring often (you can omit this step if you’d rather not use onions).

2.Remove any tough stems and shred the mixed leaves.

3.Stir the leaves into the pan and let them wilt.

4.Add a couple of tablespoons of water (or a bit more for thicker leaves). Season with salt and pepper. Flavour with optional extras from list 1 (see below).

5.Cover the pan and simmer for a minute or two.

6.Test for flavour and check leaves are sufficiently cooked.

7.Add optional extras from list 2 (see below).

8.Serve and top with optional extras from list 3 (see below).

OPTIONAL EXTRAS 1:

·Start with 1 tsp per 250 g (9 oz) of leaves and add more to taste.

·Soy sauce

·Pine needle vinegar (see page 275)

·Liquid aminos

·Ume plum vinegar

·Balsamic vinegar

·Tabasco sauce

OPTIONAL EXTRAS 2:

·Butter and lemon juice

·Olive oil and lemon juice

·Olive oil and a light vinegar

·Sesame oil (use with soy sauce)

OPTIONAL EXTRAS 3:

·I recommend any of the following toasted in a dry pan:

·Flaked almonds

·Walnut pieces

·Crushed hazelnuts

·Sesame seeds

·Himalayan balsam seeds

·Hogweed seeds



WILD GREENS SOUP

Soups can be an improvised affair, using what you have to hand. Start with a base of fried onion and potatoes or rice (I bring cooked rice on camping trips for this purpose) in a good stock for a full-flavoured, filling soup. Play around with your ingredients; use a little more of this, or a little less of that the next time if it’s not quite right. If your soup tastes too bitter add something salty, such as stock powder, salt, soy sauce or liquid aminos (a delicious soy sauce alternative). Alternatively, add something sweet such as honey or a good balsamic vinegar. If the soup is too thick add a little more water, and if it’s too stringy return it to the blender.


YOU WILL NEED:

·Butter or frying oil

·100 g (3½ oz) onions

·150 g (5½ oz) potatoes peeled and diced

·150–225 g (5½–8 oz) wild greens (such as wild garlic, nettle, watercress or a mix)

·1 l (4 cups) stock (vegetable, chicken or mushroom) – or alternatively, for a creamier soup, 500 ml (2 cups) stock and 500 ml (2 cups) milk

·Salt and pepper

OPTIONAL EXTRAS:

·Vegetables: courgettes, squash, carrots, wild stems or shoots

·Mixed greens: dandelion, Jack-by-the-hedge, wild lettuce, hairy bittercress, chickweed, three-cornered leek

·In moderation: alexanders (stems or leaves), ground elder

·For flavour: powdered mushrooms and/or seaweed, liquid aminos

·Toppings: dairy or nut cream, or cheese (blue cheese works well with most greens); bacon; toasted and flaked almonds.

METHOD:

1.Prepare the base first by frying the onions in butter or oil until browned.

2.Add the potatoes and stock and simmer.

3.Add any vegetables you wish to use in order of cooking time (usually hardest vegetables first).

4.Once the potatoes are soft, chop your greens and add to the pan.

5.Check for seasoning add salt, pepper or flavourings (see above) if necessary.



MUSHROOM SOUP

To tweak the above recipe and make a mushroom soup, simply omit the potatoes (or equivalent) and wild greens. Make a roux by toasting 40 g (1½ oz) of flour in an equal amount of melted butter or margarine. Add the liquid stock, then simmer 400– 450 g (14 oz–1 lb) of chopped mushrooms.



Preserving

During the late summer and autumn months, there is such an abundance of wild food available it is almost impossible to imagine the scarcity of the winter months ahead. The generations preceding us knew of these lean months all too well – being unprepared for them could be the difference between life and death. To ensure a year-round supply of sustenance, Iron Age people stored their food in chalk pits, the Romans salted fish and meats and the Saxons brewed mead and fruit wines.

Today food scientists have studied the reasons for food spoilage, and we know both how to effectively preserve our food and why it works. The backbone of any food preservation is to prevent the growth of micro-organisms such as moulds, yeasts and bacteria. The more methods we use to prevent this growth the longer the shelf life. Scientists call this hurdle technology. Sometimes one method of preservation or one hurdle is enough – for example, because micro-organisms need water to divide and grow, simply drying fruit or mushrooms will do the trick. At other times more than one hurdle is needed.








	
Hurdle (method of preservation)


	
Example







	
High acid environment


	
Vinegar – pickles and ketchups





	
High sugar content


	
Jams, jellies and cordials





	
Low water content


	
Fruit leathers, dried herbs and dehydrated fruits





	
Low temperature


	
Freezing





	
Bio-preservation


	
Fermentation – kimchi, sauerkraut, beers and wines





	
Oxidation prevention


	
Citric acid or lemon juice for cordials







The method of preservation you choose can be down to personal preference or just storage space. Here are my suggested methods for some of the more common wild foods.








	
Type of wild food


	
Suggested preserving method







	
Wild leaves


	
Lacto-ferment/kimchi, dehydrate (e.g. for wild garlic leaves)





	
Soft fruits


	
Jam, jelly, ketchup, freeze





	
Hard fruits


	
Pre-cook and freeze, ketchup, chutney, jam, jelly





	
Mushrooms


	
Dehydrate, pre-cook and freeze, ketchup, pickle (see below)





	
Wild vegetables (stems, bulbs, roots etc.)


	
Blanch and freeze, cold or warm pickle (see below)





	
Flower buds


	
Cold pickle (e.g. capers)





	
Seaweeds


	
Dehydrate, dehydrate and powder, warm pickle (tips or wracks, see page 373)







FREEZING

Soft fruit can be frozen without any prior preparation, but hard fruit, wild vegetables and mushrooms benefit from being steamed, blanched or pre-cooked prior to freezing. How long you blanch them for depends on how thick they are. As a rule of thumb, if you can easily push a fork into the food, it is ready to freeze.

To prevent foods, such as blackberries, from sticking to each other, freeze them on a flat baking tray. Once frozen remove them, store in tubs or bags and return to the freezer. Freezer food doesn’t last for ever, so aim to eat your summer berries by Christmas and frozen dishes within 3 months of freezing.

JAMS AND JELLIES

Jams and jellies are fruit preserved in sugar. They’re not only great as a spread on your morning toast but for all sorts of other things too, from sweetening yoghurt to baking into a pie. Jellies with a sharp flavour, such as cranberry, work well as an accompaniment to cheese or meat.

With jams, the whole fruit is preserved in sugar, including the seeds. Jellies have the same starting step but are strained through a muslin bag before being left to set. Unlike jams, which can contain whole bits of fruit, jellies have a smooth texture and if allowed to strain naturally rather than squeezed through the bag, they will be clear and not cloudy.


TO MAKE A JAM OR JELLY, YOU WILL NEED:

For soft fruit (raspberries, bilberries, etc.):

·Equal weights of cane sugar and fruit (e.g. 500 g (1 lb 2 oz) blackberries, 500 g (1 lb 2 oz) cane sugar)

·Pectin, which should be added according to packet instructions, or add a chopped full-sized apple (these will help the jam or jelly to set)

For hard fruit (pear, quince, apple etc.):

·Water and fruit. The volume of water should be around 1/3 the weight of the fruit (e.g. 166 ml (5½ fl oz) water for 500 g (1 lb 2 oz) fruit)

·Lemon juice or citric acid, if the fruit is prone to oxidising (e.g. apples). Use roughly 1 tbsp for every 500 g (1 lb 2 oz) of jam.

·Sugar (3 parts sugar for every 4 parts fruit pulp)

METHOD:

1.Simmer the fruit until it forms a pulp, adding water for the hard fruit.

2.Strain if you need to remove seeds (omit this step for jams with whole fruit).

3.Add the sugar.

4.Bring to the boil and cook to setting point: 104°C (220°F) (this normally takes around 10 minutes). Use the wrinkle test (below) if you do not have a thermometer.

5.Pour into sterilised jars, cover the top with a disc of waxed paper and screw the lid on tight.

This recipe will make about 4 small jars. In the absence of a thermometer, use the wrinkle test to see if jam is ready. Put a saucer in the fridge before you start cooking your jam (or put it in the freezer if you have just read this). Once it’s cool, put a blob of jam on the saucer and run your finger over it; if it wrinkles, the jam is set.



KETCHUP

Ketchup is essentially preserved fruit in a semi-liquid form, a pourable chutney if you will. Elderberries, Japanese knotweed shoots, hawthorn berries, plums, apples and damsons can all be used – or experiment with mixtures of what you have to hand.


YOU WILL NEED:

·Fruit

·Sugar, around 1/3 of the weight of the fruit (e.g. 600 g (1 lb 5 oz) fruit, 200 g (7 oz) sugar)

·Water

·Vinegar

·An apple, cored and peeled (for low-pectin fruits)

·Spices of your choice, like coriander, chilli or cumin

METHOD:

1.Wash the fruit. Chop any harder fruits or vegetables, such as knotweed shoots or apples.

2.Put the fruit in a large pan on a low heat and cover with a half-half mix of water and vinegar.

3.For low-pectin fruits (e.g. elder or plum), add the cored and peeled apple.

4.Simmer to a pulp, continuously stirring.

5.Allow to cool and push the mixture through a sieve to remove any seeds and stalks.

6.Add sugar, to taste, to the sieved pulp.

7.Add your chosen spices (1–2 tsp per 200 ml (7 fl oz) of ketchup).

8.Simmer again until a thick puree is formed, adding more water if too thick or continuing to simmer if too thin (you can also add more apple to increase pectic content).

9.Pour into sterilised bottles and use within 6 months.



CHUTNEY

Sweet, sour and a little spicy; a good chutney goes well with cheese in a sandwich, meat or a curry, and can add interest to a winter dinner table when foraged goodies are thin on the ground. This is the basic recipe for chutney.


YOU WILL NEED:

·4 parts fruit or vegetable

·2 parts onion

·2 parts vinegar – or a mix of vinegar and lemon juice

·1 part sugar

·½ part sultanas (optional)

·Spices (such as ginger, chilli, coriander, cumin, fennel seeds, hogweed seeds, carrot seeds)

·Salt and pepper, to taste

METHOD:

1.For harder fruit and vegetables, such as roots, boil until tender prior to making the chutney.

2.Simmer all the ingredients together in a pan on a low heat until they have formed a puree. Add a dash of water if too thick, or if too watery continue to simmer until it has thickened.

3.Check the seasoning and store in sterilised jars. Use within 6–12 months and refrigerate once opened.



PICKLES

Pickles are foods preserved in vinegar and/or salt solution, sometimes with the addition of honey or sugar to sweeten and spices to flavour. You can ‘hot pickle’ foods, which means to seal in a jar covered with warm vinegar solution (just off the boil). This makes for a tender pickle with a full flavour. Alternatively, you can ‘cold pickle’ foods by sealing them in a cold vinegar solution, which keeps them crisp. Or you can ferment them in brine (see kimchi below). Whichever method you choose, never use an aluminium pan when pickling food, as it can react with and discolour the ingredients.

When it comes to flavouring, spices (both wild and shop bought) can give pickles an added piquancy, while sugar and honey may be necessary to sweeten or balance bitter compounds. Aim to use a total of around 1–2 tsp of spice mix for every 200 ml (7 fl oz) of liquid. For a sweet pickle, add 1 tbsp of sugar or honey for every 200 ml (7 fl oz) of liquid. Making your own spice mix can be useful if preparing a lot of food at once. Use any of the following in your mix:

·Fresh or powdered ginger

·Whole allspice (not powdered)

·Coriander seeds

·Nigella seeds

·Hogweed seeds

·Mustard seeds

In addition, you can add:

·Spruce tips (2 per 100 ml (3½ fl oz))

·Wood avens roots (1 tsp) or 2–3 cloves


To make a basic warm pickling solution, mix equal amounts water with equal amounts brine, then sweeten or flavour.

FOR EXAMPLE:

·100 ml (3½ fl oz) vinegar (i.e. apple cider, white wine)

·100 ml (3½ fl oz) water

·A pinch of salt

·2 tsp spice mix

·1 tbsp sugar

METHOD:

1.First remove any dirt or debris from your wild food.

2.Sterilise your jars (see page 11).

3.Prepare as below. For foods soaked in brine use a 5 per cent solution – 1 teaspoon for every 100 ml (3½ fl oz).

4.If pouring boiling liquid into jars, ensure they are first warmed or they will break.











	
Wild food


	
Preparation


	
Method of pickling







	
Leaves


	
Soak in brine for 2 hours, rinse


	
Fermentation





	
Stems


	
Peel any tough skin (i.e. thistles, burdock). Boil or steam until tender (unless stems are already tender, e.g. wild garlic)


	
Fermentation or warm pickling

For tender stems, cold pickling





	
Mushrooms


	
Boil for approximately 10 minutes then discard the water. Pat dry


	
Warm pickling





	
Seaweed


	
Soak in brine


	
Warm pickling





	
Buds


	
Rinse in fresh water


	
Cold pickling





	
Marsh samphire


	
Rinse in fresh water


	
Cold pickling





	
Roots


	
Boil or steam until tender


	
Warm or cold pickling







KIMCHI

Kimchi is traditionally made with crisp Chinese cabbages, but it can be made with any wild leaf. Wild garlic kimchi is a particular favourite in our household.

Kimchi is a popular dish in Korea, where it is served prior to a meal to help with digestion. Fermentation breaks down the leaves to create a creamy texture with a little sourness, and spices can be added to enhance the flavour.

The sour environment not only flavours the food but also promotes the growth of good bacteria. These in turn prevent the growth of bad bacteria, preserving the leaves for an extended period of time (three to six months in the fridge). This recipe makes one jar.


METHOD:

1.Pick and wash two handfuls of wild edible leaves.

2.Cut into 2-inch pieces and place in a bowl with a handful of salt between each layer. I Include the stalks if you wish, as this will give the kimchi a good crunch.

3.Add water just to cover and place a plate on top, ensuring all the leaves are submerged. Weigh the plate down with a tin or heavy object and leave until the leaves begin to break down and become floppy; this can be anywhere between 2 hours to overnight, depending on the leaf.

4.Drain, setting aside a cup of the liquid.

5.Rinse in a colander, squeezing the leaves.

6.Add red pepper powder and a little sugar (chilli flakes and miso work well too).

7.Cram it all in a jar. The leaves should release liquid as you do – the leaves should be submerged in this liquid, so if they aren’t, add some the solution you set aside earlier.

8.Put the lid on loosely. Leave the jar out for a day to a day and a half.

9.Open the jar and press the leaves down with a clean object. If bubbles are released, the kimchi is ready.

10.Put the jar in the fridge. The kimchi will be ready to eat after a week, but will improve with age.



CORDIAL

Cordials are sweetened, flavoured liquids. My rule of thumb is one part sugar for every two parts liquid. This will make a reasonably thick syrup. Increased sugar will aid preservation but will also rot your teeth! Citric acid and/or lemon juice can be added to both preserve and bring a sour note to subtle flavours such as elderflower.

Store your bottled cordial somewhere cool and out of direct sunlight. Although some cordials keep for months, many begin to ferment after two weeks to a month and become decidedly boozy. Fermented elderberry cordial is delicious but I wouldn’t recommend it for children’s parties! The recipe below makes one bottle.


YOU WILL NEED:

·400 ml (13½ fl oz) water infused overnight with the herb/flower of your choice, or alternatively 400 g (14 oz) pulped and strained fruit

·200 g (7 oz) sugar or honey or 240 ml (1 cup) maple syrup (or half of each)

·Juice of one lemon (optional)

·Citric acid (if preserving)

METHOD:

1.Infuse the herb of your choice in the water or simmer your fruit until it forms a pulp.

2.Dissolve the sugar in the liquid.

3.Test for flavour and add the lemon if needed.

4.Strain through a sieve and/or muslin cloth if needed.

5.Pour into sterilised bottles.



FRUIT LEATHER

Fruit leather is a sheet of chewy dried fruit. It is a useful way of preserving fruit, especially berries, long after picking. It makes a good snack when out hiking, a handy addition to a lunchbox or a healthy treat for children. Sometimes it is flavoured, sometimes it is sweetened with sugar or honey. Aside from the water-soluble vitamins diminished through heating, dehydrated fruits contain much the same nutrients as fresh fruits. A food dehydrator makes the process a lot easier but an oven on its lowest setting also works.


METHOD:

1.Either mash in a bowl or simmer the fruit on a low heat, until it breaks down into a pulp.

2.For fruits with low water content, such as hawthorn berries, add a little liquid (no more than 1 part liquid for every 8 parts fruit) to help them break up. You can use apple juice to add sweetness, or just water.

3.Push the resulting puree through a sieve to remove stones/pips and the skin. For fruits with hairy seeds, such as rose hips, squeeze through a muslin cloth.

4.Test for sweetness and add sugar, maple syrup or similar if necessary.

5.Spread the puree in a very thin layer (about 3–6 mm) on a baking tray if using an oven, or on parchment paper/silica trays if using a dehydrator.

6.Dry in an oven on a very low temperature (an Aga is ideal) or in a dehydrator. You can also dehydrate on top of a night storage heater.

7.Once the surface is smooth rather than sticky the leathers are done (this should take around 6–8 hours in a dehydrator) and can be wrapped up and stored.

Fruit leathers keep for up to a year (unless you have children who know where you hide them …).



HOME-BREWING – WINE

Brewing to create wine is one of the most ancient ways to preserve a harvest. The process is straightforward and can produce full-bodied reds and sweet white wines with flavours you won’t find anywhere else.


METHOD:

1.Clean and prepare your wild food to remove dirt and bugs.

2.Create the liquid for brewing. For herbs or delicate flavours like elderflower or rose petals, this means steeping overnight. If using soft fruits such as berries or plums, juice or press them. Harder fruits, such as apples, should be boiled in water. Roots or stems should also be boiled to extract their flavour.

3.Once the flavours are in liquid form, strain the liquid, add sugar (around 1 kg per litre or 2 lbs per 4 cups) and heat until the sugar is dissolved.

4.Fruits such as apples and hawthorn berries, which contain pectin, should be prepared with pectic enzyme. This is best added to the liquid once it has cooled.

5.Also add a Campden tablet at this stage if possible, as this kills off any natural yeasts which can lead to unpredictable flavours.

6.Pour the mix into a fermenting bucket and add yeast. Use 1–2 packets (7–14 g or 1½–3 tsp) per 4–5 litres (gallon). You can also add extra flavours at this stage. For flowers and herbs, you can add a green or black tea bag for tannins; for fruit wines, raisins or grape juice can be added.

7.Cover the bucket and leave to brew somewhere warm for 2–5 days, until the bubbling stops or significantly slows.

8.Strain the liquid into a demijohn fitted with an airlock.

9.Once the bubbles have stopped rising in the demijohn you will need to rack the wine. Let the wine settle on a high table and siphon the liquid with a piece of tube into another sterilised demijohn placed on a lower chair, ensuring you leave any sediment behind in the upper demijohn.

10.Let the wine mature for 6–8 weeks and then repeat step 8, this time siphoning the wine into sterilised wine bottles. Cork the bottles and store for at least 8 months to a year (or more) before drinking.



Dehydrating

Mushrooms, seaweeds and wild leaves (for tea or culinary herbs) can all be dehydrated and stored in sealed jars or Ziploc bags.

Seaweeds are best dried outdoors on a washing line or rack. If you lack outside space you can hang them above a bath, but the humidity should be kept low – so remove the seaweed before having a bath or shower and ensure the steam has dissipated before rehanging.

You can dry herbs and leaves for tea by tying them in bundles and hanging in a ventilated space or spreading them out on newspaper on a windowsill. They will take two to three days or more to dry completely, at which point they will be brittle to the touch.

Mushrooms can be dried on a convection radiator or in a dehydrator. The larger the surface area the longer a foodstuff will take to dehydrate, so cut foods into thin slices.

Alternatively, arrange your wild foods on a baking tray and put them in the oven on the lowest possible setting. Regularly check the tray to prevent burning and keep the oven door ajar.

When the time comes to use your dried foods, soak mushrooms and seaweed in warm water prior to use in soups, stews, pâté and risotto (mushrooms), setting aside the liquid for use as a stock for soups. Alternatively, powder the seaweed and mushrooms and use as a flavour enhancer in soups and stews.
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