WILD FOODPS INTENSIVE
with Tamara Wilder ©2010

California is home to an incredibly abundant natural environment. The many foods which are
found in her numerous and diverse bioregions are plentiful, nourishing and tasty. Availability and time
of harvest run in a seasonal cycle. Many staple foods can be gathered by the bushels when abundant and
then dried for use throughout the year. Other seasonal treats can only be enjoyed fresh during their time.
Many wild foods can be eaten raw, others need to be cooked, and quite a few require some sort of additional
processing to make them either edible or palatable.

This overview is organized by seasons, with small descriptions of each food. Season timing and
length may vary depending on location and elevation and certain foods which span several seasons are

only listed once. Each PLANT NAME is also accompanied by its (Latin name) and <Family Common
Name (Family Latin Name)> . Common names alone cannot be counted on for proper identification and
family groupings often correspond with typical characteristics.

Proper identification of wild food plants is very important as there can be poisonous
lookalikes. The number of really “deadly” plants that can kill you in a few bites are relatively few, but many
other potentially edible wild plants have both edible and poisonous parts, contain harmful constituents that
need to be removed or altered before they are eaten, or contain constituents that can be harmful if eaten in
too much quanitity or with too much regularity. Even if a plant is considered edible, remember that indi-
viduals can have allergies or reactions to certain foods. When eating something that you have never eaten
before, start out by eating just a small amount (a good rule of thumb when eating any new food). Specific
concerns and properties mentioned in the descriptions are futher elaborated on in the General Topics sec-
tion. Some field guides are listed in the Recommended Reading section.

It is essential to practice ethical and sustainable harvesting techniques in order to assure that the
populations of both plants and animals are left in a healthy state. Intelligent management practices can
actually lead to greater abundance. (See Paleotechnics Handbook #1 SUSTAINABLE HARVEST: Approach-
ing Wildcrafting with Knowledge & Intent by Steven Edholm & Tamara Wilder and Tending the Wild by
Kat Anderson for extensive information on these concepts.)
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WINTER (December - Februarg)
LATE WINTER GREENS

These succulent very early spring greens provide refreshing staple salads in late winter months.
MINER’S LETTUCE (Claytonia perfoliata or Montia perfoliata) <Purslane Family (Portulacaceae)>

CHICKWEED (Stellaria media) <Pink Family (Caryophyllaceae)>

WINTER BERRIES § NUTS

TOYON (California Holly) (Heteromeles or Photinia arbutifolia) <Rose Family (Rosaceae)>
The red berries of this common shrub hold on late into winter.
Toyon berries are high in cyanogenic glycosides and thus should be cooked thoroughly and caution
should be taken against eating them in large quantities. (See General Topics section.)

WILD ROSE (Rosa spp.) <Rose Family (Rosaceae)>
Rosehips hang on the bush well into the winter months and the flavor of the flesh gets sweeter after frost;
so are generally better harvested in the winter.

Rosehips contain a hairy seed that is best removed before eating.

They are often made into jelly or dried and used in teas.

PINE NUTS <Pine Family (Pinaceae)>

The nuts from all Pines are edible but some are very small and not worth the effort. These nuts
are ready to harvest in the fall but the Ghost Pine cones in my area hold on the tree well into
the winter storms and thus I think of them more as a winter harvest. The fresh newly grow-
ing cones can also be picked, roasted and the soft center and/or whole seeds eaten in the Spring.

The towering Sugar Pine (Pinus lambertiana), which grows at higher elevations, has huge cones with lots
of large thin shelled nuts and is easily recognized because the cones dangle near the ends of the branches.
Further west and south, the Pifion Pines (Pinus edulis, monophylla and quadrifolia, etc...) are dominant and
their smaller thin shelled nuts are widely sought after.

Thin shelled pine nuts are most efficiently cracked by using a mano/metate. The thin layer of nuts supports

the stone enough to crack the shells without crushing the nutmeats. Then the shells can be separated from

the nuts by winnowing them in a flat tray.

The Ghost Pine (Pinus sabiniana) is a very common tree in the Sierra & Cascade Foothills and many areas
of the Inland Coastal Ranges and can be easily recognized by its greyish needles, large cones, and tenden-
cy to grow in a contorted fashion, hanging off hillsides, etc... Ghost Pine nuts also have a very hard shell
which can be used make very nice beads.

Hard shelled nuts usually need to be cracked individually.

WINTER ROOTS

OYSTER ROOT (Salsify) (Tragopogon spp.) <Aster, Sunflower Family (Asteraceae, Compositae)>
Salsify is a biennial so the roots are harvested after mature in the first year of growth but get woody in the
second year as they go into flower. They are very meaty and make a great addition to soups or stews or can
be steamed and eaten like any other root. The very noticable seed head looks like a huge Dandelion.
Bitter young leaves can be steamed and eaten.
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DANDELION (Taraxacum officianale) &

CHICORY (Chicorium intybus) <Aster, Sunflower Family (Asteraceae, Compositae)>

The roots of both Dandelion & Chicory have long been roasted and steeped into a coffee like drink, often
reputedly eaten as a vegetable (although I have never tried it and they are very bitter).

Young spring leaves can be eaten both raw and cooked. Older leaves tend to get very bitter.

Flowers are edible raw and often made into a wine in the case of Dandelion.

SOAPROQOT (Chlorogallum pomeridianum) <Lily Family (Liliaceae)>
Soaproot bulbs are a soap, fish poison and brush material when fresh, a glue when partially cooked and
then finally a food when VERY THOROUGHLY COOKED. This plant contains neurotoxins and so the bulb
must be cooked in excess of 30 or so hours and should be eaten with caution.
Apparently, it was mostly considered an emergency food for when other carbohydrates, such as
acorns, were scarce. Its singular wavy leaf structure and large bulb surrounded by fibers makes it easy to
identify, (although it is still a Lily and could be possibly confused with one of the Zigadenus if someone is
not paying attention).

FAVORITE WINTER MUSHROOMS

These three mushrooms are common in Northern California, easy to identify and have no really deadly
lookalikes. Still, if it’s been a few years since I've harvested them, I will quickly scan one of David Aurora’s
books (see Recommended Reading) just to be sure I haven't forgotten something. The Yellow Chantrelles
seem to hold over for an eternity and in a good year are still abundant in the winter. The Black Chantarelles
(Horn of Plenty) generally just get going in late January to early February and can go all the way through
early April in a good year.

YELLOW CHANTARELLE (Cantharellus cibarius)

BLACK CHANTARELLE (Craterellus cinereus)

HORN OF PLENTY (Craterellus cornucopioides)

WINTER COASTAL GATHERING
MUSSELS, CLAMS & PERIWINKLES

The colder winter months (usually October to April) are the season to gather shellfish as there is no risk of
“red tide”, “the paralytic shellfish poisoning toxin” that can concentrate in the flesh during warmer months.
Occurance of this and other toxins is monitered by the Dept of Public Health and implementation of the
Mussel Quarantine is made public via the Biotoxin Information Hotline 1-800-553-4133 and they recommend
checking in regularly before gathering mussels and clams.

These creatures are only safely accessible at low tides, a fishing license is required and harvest is limited.

(See General Topics section.)

SPRING (March - May)
SPRING GREENS § SHOOTS

Green leafy plants range from the extremely edible Miner’s Lettuce and Chickweed (which are delicious raw
as is) to Dock (which needs to be steamed and sometimes parboiled to remove excess bitterness), to Bracken
Fern (which I prefer to parboil several times.) The qualities of greens are greatly variable and are largely
determined by the season, situation of the plant, age of the leaves, availability of water and nutrients, etc...
Younger greens are generally more succulent and more tasty and get tougher and more bitter as the plants
mature. Plants struggling in marginal conditions tend to be small, bitter and strongly flavored while plants
thriving in ideal conditions tend to make better eating. Wild plants in general possess a stronger flavor than
their domesticated counterparts, but also usually contain more nutrients (especially trace minerals).
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(aLwags edible, can be eaten raw)

THISTLE STALKS (Cirsium sp.) <Aster or Sunflower Family (Asteraceae or Compositae)>

The stalks of the more succulent Thistles are a wonderful celery-like snack when freed of their prickly peel
(which needs to be done carefully). The upper less fibrous portion of the stalk can be eaten as is or cooked.
Artichokes and Cardoon are a domesticated Thistle and have the same unique flavor.

Some Thistle roots are also edible and tasty.

WATERCRESS (Nasturtium officianale) <Mustard Family (Cruciferae)>
Whole plant edible but is a filter, so should only be harvested out of very clean water.

VIOLET (Viola spp.) <Violet Family (Violaceae)>
Flowers and leaves are edible raw or cooked.
Some violets are rare and endangered so great care should be taken in harvesting them.

REDWOOD SORREL (Oxalis spp) <Woodsorrel Family (Oxalidaceae)>
Leaves and flowers contain a LOT of oxalic acid which gives them a lemony flavor.

DOUGLAS FIR (Pseudotsuga menziesii) <Pine Family (Pinaceae)>
Succulent brand new light green growth at the tips of Douglas Fir branches can be snacked on raw for

Vitamin C and a nice tangy flavor or steeped to make a tea.

TULE (Scirpus sp.) <Sedge Family (Cyperaceae)>

CATTAIL (Typha sp.) <Cattail Family (Typhaceae)>

These two water plants have edible portions at almost every time of the year. The first is the new growth
of shoots in the Spring, then the pollen, the whole cattail cob, the seeds out of the cattail head, and then the
starch found in the roots of both. As with most water plants, harvest out of clean water.

(always edible (although best when young), should be dried or cooked)
STINGING NETTLE (Urtica dioica) <Nettle Family (Urticaceae)>

Stinging nettles are one of the best native green plants high in B vitamins and even protein. Pick with gloves
and dry or simmer briefly to remove the sting. A very nutritious and important food.

WILD MUSTARDS (Brassica spp) <Mustard Family (Cruciferae)>
Just like their domesticated relatives the young leaves and flowers of Brassicas are edible.
The leaves should generally be cooked unless extremely young, especially if too bitter.

PLANTAIN (Plantago major) <Plantain Family (Plantaginaceae)>
Leaves and seeds edible.

DOCK and SHEEP SORREL (Rumex spp.) <Buckwheat Family (Polygonaceae)>
Leaves are best when young as older leaves get much more bitter and tannic. Often best parboiled, especially
with older leaves. Contain lots of oxalic acid.

SHOOTING STAR (Dodecatheon hendersonii) <Primrose Family (Primulaceae)>
Whole plant is edible, flowers good raw and leaves parboiled, but be careful of overharvesting whole
plant if population is not abundant.
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(only young growth edible § rest of plant POISONOUS)
BRACKEN FERN (Fiddleheads) (Pteridium aquilinum) <Fern Family (Polypodiaceae)>

The new shoots (fronds) of the Bracken Fern are a seasonal specialty that come around in early spring and
are only edible before they begin to uncurl. They can easily can be gathered in good quantity in large patches
and the ferns will send up new growth to compensate. Many people prefer to rub off the reddish fuzz. Some
people eat them raw but I prefer to parboil them in one to three changes of water to remove most of their
cyanogenic glycosides (see General Topics). Some salt in the last water bath adds to flavor. They smell
strongly of almonds when cooking and are very good. Many people compare them to asparagus.
Some accounts say that an edible starch can also be extracted from Bracken Fern roots but I have no expe-
rience with this and have heard hearsay of links with cancer. Do your own research if you are interested
in pursuing this avenue.

Ferns in general often contain carcinogens and some also contain an enzyme that robs the body of B vita-

mins (this enzyme is deactivated by drying or cooking). Recent conversation is putting suspicion on the

possible CARCINOGENIC QUALITIES OF FIDDLEHEADS so they should be approached with caution

and not eaten in too much quantity. Please do your own research and come to your own conclusions.

POKE (Phytolaca spp) <Poke Family (Phytolaccaceae)>
Poke is a striking plant that with large purple berries that draw your attention. I personally
have very little experience with it, but mention it here as a good example of an edible plant with
POISONOUS parts: the young shoots, young leaves and ripe fruit flesh are reputedly edible and very tasty
but the mature leaves are not eaten and the seeds and roots are POISONOUS.

Do your own research about this plant before eating it.

SPRING BERRIES
WILD STRAWBERRY (Fragaria californica) <Rose Family (Rosaceae)>

First small little fruits of the year that are hard to see, but when fully ripe are packed with flavor!

SPRING FLOWERS

CLOVER (Trifolium sp.) <Pea Family (Leguninosae or Fabaceae)>
An important Spring food, the leaves and flowers of many Clovers have long been eaten with relish. The
flowers of one particular native variety are very succulent and a great treat.

When eaten in large quantity, people used to eat roasted Bay Laurel nuts to counter the gas

producing quality of the clover.

SPRING CORMS, BULBS § ROOTS

LILIES <Lily Family (Liliaceae)>

Many of the Lily family plants in California have edible and delicious bulbs or corms, however it is important
that you have them properly identified. Some Lilies are poisonous, one plant in particular is called Death
Camas (Zigadenus) due to its highly POISONOUS nature. Others, such as Soaproot, have some edible parts
but contain toxins which need to be destroyed by thorough cooking (see Soaproot section under Winter
Roots). A good precaution when gathering Lilies is to always gather the bulb with the flower attached so
as to avoid an accident.

Blue Camas (Camassia quamash & leichtlinii) and Brodiaea (Dichelostemma pulchella) are two edible Lilies
commonly found in large patches and referred to as “Indian potatoes” because they were eaten in such
large quanties by California Indians. Brodiaea flowers are also edible and the corms can be eaten raw but
are usually best cooked (often for a long time to develop the sugars). Camas is usually roasted. Also, some
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edible Lilies, such as Mariposa Lily (Calochortus nuttalii), are rare and protected and as such should not
be harvested in general.

WILD ONION (Allium unifolium) <Lily Family (Liliaceae)>
As harmless and easy as this plant sounds, be sure to identify it properly, that it smells like onion and follow
the Lily rule of harvesting the bulb with the flower attached to avoid deadly lookalikes.

YAMPA (Perideridia gairdneri) <Carrot or Parsley Family (Umbelliferae or Apiaceae)>

This delicious root used to be harvested in great quanitity from dense healthy patches. Nowadays, it is fairly
hard to find. Beneficial limited harvesting methods are being experimented with to see if disturbing the soil
with digging sticks will help encourage the plant to flourish as it once did.

SPRING COASTAL GATHERING

MUSSELS & CLAMS & PERIWINKLES (see info in Winter section)

ABALONE

Abalone season is April to November (except July which is closed to harvesting). A fishing license and
abalone card are required and harvest of this mullosk is heavily regulated by the CA Fish & Game Dept in
order to ensure that its population stays healthy. Low tide harvesting requires little or no diving, wetsuits
are recommended in the cold water and use of scuba gear is prohibited. (See General Topics section.)
SEAWEEDS:

This list is just a sampling of what grows on our coast and not meant as a guide for season or
identification. A seaweed specialist or good book is recommended. (See General Topics section.)

-NORI (Porphyra sp.),

-SEA PALM (Postelsia palmaeformis) (Commercial license required for this protected species),
-SEA LETTUCE (Ulva lactuca linnacus),
-KOMBU (Laminaria farlowii),

-KELP (Macrocystis & Nereocystis)

SUMMER (June - August)
SUMMER GREENS

PURSLANE (Portulaca oleracea) <Purslane Family (Portulacaceae)>
Leaves, flowers raw or cooked and seeds edible.

LAMB’S QUARTER (Chenopodium album) <Lamb’s Quarter Family (Chenopodiaceae)>
Leaves, flowers and seeds edible. Leaves often more palatable when cooked.

FENNEL (Foeniculum vulgare) <Carrot or Parsley Family (Umbelliferae or Apiaceae)>

Much like the domesticated plant, fresh stem, flowers and seeds can be eaten.
Care should be taken when gathering the seeds to make sure that they are NOT the VERY DEADLY
Poison Hemlock (Conium spp), which looks very similar in the dry state and often grows side by side.
Strong anise smell should always be evident.
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SUMMER BERRIES
CALIFORNIA SUMAC (Lemonade Berry) (Rhus trilobata) <Sumac Family (Anacardiaceae)>

Flesh of the fruit eaten raw and woody seed spit out or whole fruit dried and eaten in the same way as fresh
or soaked in water to make a sort of lemonade. Very tart, pleasant and refreshing and high in Vitamin C.
This plant is a relative of Poison Oak (Toxicodendron diversiloba, formerly Rhus diversiloba) but can be

easily distingquished by growth habit and leaf shape.

GOOSEBERRIES & CURRANTS (Ribes spp) <Goosefoot Family (Grossulariaceae)>

Wonderful fresh or dried and a widespread favorite.

MANZANITA (Arctostaphylos glauca and manzanita) <Heath Family (Ericaceae)>
The little red berries of the Manzanita are packed with Vitamin C and make a very nice tasting and refresh-
ing snack. Flowers and berries can be snacked on straight off the trees or berries stored for later use with
minimal drying due to their already dry nature. Spit out the woody seed.
Since they possess such a dry powdery quality, I consider it best to mix them with water if consum-

ing them in large quantity and believe this is why Native Californians regularly made them into cider. A
variety that grows in Mendocino Co. is reported to have caused young children to get stopped up when
eating lots of the berries but I have not seen such an account from the varieties that grow in the Sierra &
Cascade Foothills.

TO MAKE CIDER: Pound whole berries slightly to liberate the internal powdery substance, mix with wa-

ter, sieve out the skin and other sticks and seeds, drink. A mortar/pestle works well to crack these berries.

You do not need to grind them but just break the skins. A good modern method is to use a hand cranked

meat grinder with the large holes. This way, the berries get ground but the hard seeds make it though to be

sieved out later.

RED HUCKLEBERRY (Vaccinium parvifolium) <Heath Family (Ericaceae)>

Ripens earlier than the Blue Huckleberry (see Fall) but I have no personal experience with it.

SALAL BERRY (Gaultheria shallon) <Heath Family (Ericaceae)>
Widespread food but unfortunately I have had little opportunity to gather them.

BLACKCAP RASPBERRY, BLACKBERRY & SALMONBERRY
(Rubus spp) <Rose Family (Rosaceae)>
Eat fresh, freeze to eat throughout year and dry for later. Great eaten or cooked in any way.

THIMBLEBERRY (Rubus parviflorus) <Rose Family (Rosaceae)>

A unique and wonderfully strong flavored fruit. Fresh, dried or frozen.

SUMMER SEEDS (Plnole)
Alarge variety of grasses & plants bear edible seeds that have long been an important staple in Califor-
nia. Those which grow in large patches are best gathered with a seed beater.
Common pinole plants used in the past:
-CHIA (Salvia columbariae) <Mint Family (Laminaceae or Labiatae)> ,
-WILD RYE (Elymus sp) <Grass Family (Gramineae or Poaceae)>,
-LAMB’S QUARTER (Chenopodium sp) <Lamb’s Quarter Family (Chenopodiaceae)>,
-MADIAS (Madia sp) <Aster or Sunflower Family (Asteraceae or Compositae)>
, -WILD OAT (Avena fatua) <Grass Family (Gramineae or Poaceae)>,
-RED MAIDS (Calandrinia sp) <Purslane Family (Portulacaceae)>
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, -SUNFLOWERS (Helianthus) <Aster or Sunflower Family (Asteraceae or Compositae)>
-PLANTAIN (Plantago major) <Plantain Family (Plantaginaceae)>
-MULE’S EARS (Wyethia sp) <Aster or Sunflower Family (Asteraceae or Compositae)>
For extensive list of seed plants, see SURVIVAL SKILLS OF NATIVE CALIFORNIA by Paul Campbell.
When ripe these seeds are gathered or knocked into a large gathering container with a seed beater. Pinole
seeds are generally toasted over a fire or by shaking hot coals and seeds together on a flat tray.

SUMMER COASTAL GATHERING

ABALONE & SEAWEEDS: (see info in Spring section)
SEA SALT

During the warmer months, sea water collects in pools in certain rock outcroppings and dries out to form
concentrations of dried sea salt which can be easily harvested.
Refilling the pools with sea water after harvesting dried salt helps keep the salt available for other gatherers.

FALL (September - November)
FALL BERRIES

(can be eaten raw)
CALIFORNIA HUCKLEBERRY (Vaccinium ovatum or occidentale) <Heath Family (Ericaceae)>

These berries can be harvested in huge quantities in abundant years and eaten fresh, frozen or dried.
They have a more “meaty” quality than most other berries and can also be easily consumed in large
quantities:)

MADRONE (Arbutus menziesii) <Heath Family (Ericaceae)>
A relative of the manzanita, Madrone berries can also be eaten as is off the tree but have a fairly acrid flavor
when fresh. If they are dried the flavor improves greatly. They can also be made into a cider by pounding
them up and steeping or simmering them in hot water for a short time. They are better when totally ripe
and after cold weather.
The berries retain their color and shape when dried and can be strung on a string when fresh to make very
attractive (and edible) red beads.

WILD GRAPE(Vitus californica) <Grape Family (Vitaceae)>
Leaves and fruit are pretty much just like domestic grapes. Leaves can be used to wrap food and fruit can
be eaten raw, dried into raisins, pressed into juice or fermented into wine. One year, we made a great port
out of some that had dried on the vine almost into raisins.
Many wild grapes are sour (even when ripe) and not pleasant to eat. They seem to ripen up better in situa-
tions where they are getting both a lot of water and sunshine. If you find a good vine, remember where it is
as you will want to return there each year!

(showld be cooked or dried iLf eaten in quawcitg)
BLUE ELDERBERRY (Sambucus spp) <Honeysuckle Family (Caprifoliaceae)>
Blue Elderberry fruits & flowers are edible but contain cyanide and many people get nauseated from the
fresh fruit, so they are almost always eaten thoroughly dried, cooked, made into jam, or juiced and made
into wine.
Red Elderberry fruits & flowers are generally considered to be POISONOUS and should not be eaten.
The wood of both Blue & Red Elderberry is POISONOUS when “green” but OK to use for flutes or
containers when seasoned and dry.
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CHOKECHERRY (Prunus virginiana or demissa) <Rose Family (Rosaceae)>
The flesh of the Chokecherry is apparently edible raw but tastes much better when cooked. The seeds also
contain a lot of cyanogenic glycosides (see General Topics) and should be cooked thoroughly, so in general
the whole berries are best cooked or dried before eating. I have not had much experience with this berry
and would eat the seeds with caution, if at all.

SERVICE BERRY (Amelanchier alnifolia) <Rose Family (Rosaceae)>
Service Berries are very tasty but the seeds also contain a lot of cyanogenic glycosides (see General Topics)
and should be cooked thoroughly if eaten in any quantity, so in general the whole berries are best cooked

or dried before eating.

FALL NUTS § ACORNS

(eaten and dried as is, roasting improves flavor but is not essential)

HAZELNUT (Corylus californica or cornuta) <Birch Family (Betulaceae)>

The California Hazel bears delicious little nuts which can be easily gathered in a good year in a good place.
The cycle seems to be very irregular and most patches do not seem to bear heavily, if at all. In some areas,
Hazelnuts were reputed in times of old to have been gathered in very large quantity.

CHINQUAPIN (Chrysolepis chrysophylla or Castanopsis chrysophylla) <Beech Family (Fagaceae)>
A relative of the Chestnut, Chinquapins are tall large trees which drop little prickly clusters which contain
delicious little nuts (a lot like miniature Chestnuts).

BLACK WALNUT (Juglans californica; J. hindsii) <Walnut Family (Juglandaceae)>
The California Black Walnut nuts have a much stronger flavor than the English Walnut.
The shells are also incredibly thick, so you usually have to work pretty hard to get to the nutmeat.

(contain inedibles that need to be removed by leaching or roasting)
CALIFORNA BAY LAUREL (Umbellularia californica) <Laurel Family (Lauraceae)>

The leaves can be used much like those of the Culinary Bay (Laurus Nobilis), but are much stronger tasting;
so should be used cautiously and in small amounts.

Related to Avocado and Cinnamon, the California Bay fruits look like little avocados who's flesh is
edible when ripe: a very small window in time between being too green and too rotten but if caught at the
right phase makes a nice snack. The upper third of the flesh is the best part. The skin is usually too bitter
to eat.

The nuts are gathered, fleshed and dried. When raw, the volatile oils make them inedible but when
properly roasted they make a very tasty treat which is also a slight stimulant (like coffee). They can either
be eaten whole or ground up into a paste and shaped into little bars or balls. These cakes are a traditional
condiment and energy food of many Northern California Native Tribes and the nuts were at one time gathered
in large quantity. Traditionally some salt was sometimes added to the cakes, but a more modern adaptation
is to add some powdered sugar, making a sort of “chocolate bar”.

The most effective old style method of grinding the nuts is to use a mano/metate which is a large flat stone
(metate) and a smaller hand held stone (mano). The nuts are placed on the metate and ground in a back and
forth movement with the mano. The oil of the bay nut liquefies and the resulting paste can be formed into
shapes which solidify as the oil cools. A good modern method is to use a hand cranked grain grinder. Mix in
salt and or sugar and shape while still warm and soft; then place in a cool place to harden.
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BUCKEYE (Aesculus californica) <Buckeye Family (Aesculaceae)>
The California Buckeye bears large round brown “nuts” which have a high carbohydrate value but also
contain a POISONOUS TOXIN. When processed correctly they are a lot like mashed potatoes, however
much caution should be taken to make sure that the toxin is properly leached out. The nuts are cooked,
mashed or sliced, and leached very thoroughly with water from 10 hours to several days. If you can still
taste an unpleasant flavor in the mash, then they have not been thoroughly leached.

Buckeye nuts do not store well but can be an important carbohydrate food source (especially in years when

the acorn crop fails).

CALIFORNIA NUTMESG (Torreya californicum) <Yew Family (Taxaceae)>

The California Nutmeg bears rather large nuts, with a white part which tastes somewhat like coconut.
Unfortunately the tasty white layer is intermingled with a bitter red layer which is pretty inedible. Accounts
say that the bitterness can be removed by roasting or leaching but I have not had a chance to experiment
with this.

ACORNS <Beech Family (Fagaceae)>

Acorns have been a very important staple food for Native Californians in the past and are still consumed
some people. Many people believe that the acorn’s abundance and excellent storability are the reason that
the indigenous population of California was so high and widely distributed. Today, it can provide a very
nourishing, free, and usually easy to acquire food.

There are many different species of Oaks which yield good acorns.

Listed her are the main ones:
-WHITE OAK is a description which actually covers several different species. The most immediately
recognized is the large Valley Oak (Quercus lobata) which usually grows at lower elevations (valleys)
and is the typical huge spreading oak tree. They have medium sized lobed leaves but the lobes are rounded
at the tip. The acorns are large and pointed and some varieties, especially in Southern California, are reput-
ed to be very low in tannic acid. Another very common white oak in Northern California is the Oregon
White Oak (Quercus garryana) which is a smaller tree with round lobed leaves. The acorns are smaller
and not as pointy. It grows on hillsides often with Black Oaks.
-BLACK OAK (Quercus californica) have very large lobed leaves with points at the end of each lobe.
The acorns are especially preferred and have a wonderful flavor.
-BLUE OAKS look a lot like small white oaks except that they have a sort of whitish hue to their bark.
The small round lobed leaf is a smokey bluish green color.
-LIVE OAKS and SCRUB OAKS cover a variety of different species which are distinguished from the
other oaks because they do not lose their leaves in the winter. Their leaves are usually not lobed and often
have sharp points. The acorns are usually somewhat small.
-TAN OAKS (Lithocarpus densiflora) are actually not true oaks, being more closely related to Chesnuts.
They are evergreen and have large thick ribbed but not lobed leaves with toothed edges- somewhat like a
Chestnut leaf. The acorns are not pointy and tend to be somewhat more bitter than other acorns, but are
preferred by some native groups.

Many people think that acorns are poisonous, which is not true. They do, however, contain a lot of tannic
acid which often makes them very bitter and astringent and which can be hard for your body to handle.
Tannic acid is easily leached out because it is water soluble.

The acorns are gathered in the fall when they are dropping in abundance. The first drop is often
wormy but later drops tend to be good. When gathering acorns, look at the color of the part that was at-
tached to the branch. If it is still white, it means that the acorn is freshly fallen and good to pick up. If it is
dark and discolored the acorn is probably bad. Dry the acorns in the shell in the sun or above the woodstove
until the flesh inside gets pretty hard; then store them in a dry place. They store better in the shell than out.
They will dry faster if you shell them but you must then store them in a plastic bag or glass jar.
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The acorn process consists of drying & shelling the acorns, removing the inner skin if there is one, pounding
or grinding the acorns into a flour, leaching that flour with water to remove the tannic acid, and cooking the
resulting meal into mush, bread, or whatever else you want to add it to. A mortar/pestle work very well for
pounding acorns & the flour is then sifted with a sifting basket which works by “grabbing” the fine flour but
allowing the larger particles to be bounced of with a sort of circular movement. An acceptable modern method
is a hand cranked grain grinder.

The best book about processing acorns is IT WILL LIVE FOREVER by Beverly R. Ortiz with Julia Parker.

FAVORITE FALL MUSHROOMS

These three mushrooms are common in Northern California, easy to identify and have no really deadly
lookalikes. Still, if it’s been a few years since I've harvested them, I will quickly scan one of David Aurora’s
books (see Recommended Reading) just to be sure I haven’t forgotten something.

YELLOW CHANTARELLE (Cantharellus cibarius)

OYSTER MUSHROOM (Pleurotus ostreatus)

Look for oyster mushrooms 1-2 weeks after the first fall rain.

QUEEN & KING BOLETE (Porcini) (Boletus aereus & edulis)

COCCORA (Coccoli) (Amanita calyptrata)
Coccora mushrooms are Amanitas, a family which also contains the deadliest of mushrooms
appropriately named Death Cap (Amanita phalloides) and Destroying Angel (Amanita ocreata). For this
reason, proper identification is vital as even a small amount of the wrong Amanita can and does kill the
unwary.
The list of identifying characteristics for the Coccora must all be met at the same time and the whole speci-
men must be present. The deadly ones grow in and among the edibles so if all the markers are not
present, DON'T EAT IT!! Each year when we find the first ones of the season, we go back and read over
the points again just to make sure we havn't forgotten something. 1'm not going to list them here because,
if you are going to gather this mushroom (or any other one for that matter), you should have good mush-
room books on hand and try to get some guidance from an experienced individual (see Recommended

Reading).

PUFFBALLS (Calvatia and Lycoperdon sp)

As with all mushrooms, proper identification is key. Some Puffballs are not edible.
The most important identification step to remember regarding Puffballs, however, is to always slice every
one in half and inspect it closely. If it is clear and white, that is good, but if it has a mushroom
shape then it is NOT a puffball, but instead a potentially lethal Amanita mushroom in the em-
bryo or “egg” stage.

FALL COASTAL GATHERING
MUSSELS, CLAMS & PERIWINKLES (see info in Winter section)
ABALONE & SEAWEED (see info in Spring section)
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General Toples

OCEAN HARVEST REGULATIONS & SEASONS

Non-commercial harvest of sea creatures and plants is regulated by the CA Dept of Fish & Game.
An annual fishing license is required and each animal is subject to different seasons, regulations and limits.
A book of regulations can be found at most drug stores or sporting goods stores where licenses and cards
are sold. Info can also be found at the Fish & Game website www.dfg.ca.gov.

Most seaweeds are legal to harvest with a license but are limited to 10 pounds wet weight.
EEL GRASS (Zostera), SURF GRASS (Phyllospadix), and SEA PALM (Postelsia) are protected.

New regulations for MPA Zones (Marine Protected Areas) are closing areas of the coast to harvesting
of any plant or animal. See Fish & Game regulations or website www.dfg.ca.gov/mlpa for updated maps
and area descriptions.

CYANOGENIC GLYCOSIDES

Cyanogenic glycosides are naturally occurring plant compounds found in many plant species used for
food, especially members of the Rose Family. They possess the familiar almondy amaretto smell which is
quite pleasant but is also very noticable. Domesticated plants containing them include Flax seeds, kernels
of Apricots, Peaches, Plums, Cherries, Nectarines & Apples, Almonds, Cassava, Millet, Alfalfa leaves,
Bamboo shoots and some types of Beans. These compounds break down into cyanide in the digestive tract,
so eating too much of such a food without properly removing the glycosides can be dangerous, however,
many people contend that a small amount in our diet is essential to preventing cancer and that the practice
of systematically removing it completely from our foods is unhealthy. Cooking and/or drying thoroughly
(especially in the sun) largely deactivates the cyanogenic glycosides; therefore, such practices are a critical
part of traditional preparations when consuming wild plants that contain medium (but not extreme) levels
of these compounds.

“These compounds are highly controversial. Sometimes referred to as Vitamin B17 and found in bitter foods
that aren’t commonly eaten, we no longer consume this nutrient regularly in our diet. It used to be found
in grasses that were fed to livestock, but that practice has been discontinued. It can still be found in the
kernels of apricot, peach, and plum pits, and also in cassava, .

Discovered by Dr. Ernst T. Krebs, Jr., Vitamin B17, also known as laetrile, nitriloside or amygdalin, owes
the source of its controversy is due to its cyanide content. This vitamin has been shown clearly to cause the
death of cancer cells without damaging healthy cells. But because of fear around its potential side-effects
(which may include death) it is illegal as a cancer treatment in the United States. Though research shows
that in limited amounts this vitamin is safe while still effectively reversing cancer, toxicity is yet to be
determined. 18,19”

-(Jeannette M. Schreiber, L.Ac, Cancer Prevention Through Diet Article ©2007-2009).
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BLbliography § Recommended Reading

-ALL THAT THE RAIN PROMISES & MORE by David Aurora

Pocket handbook for mushroom harvesting with great simplified clear info and pictures.

-BOTANY IN A DAY: The Patterns Method of Plant Identification by Tom Elpel

Not just edibles but good general reference for understanding plant families.

-CORNUCOPIA: A Source Book of Edible Plants by Stephen Facciola
Amazing collection of short accounts on edible plants from around the world, complete with domes-
ticated cultivars and organized by families. If it has edible parts, it pretty much seems to be in there
(complete with where he found the info and nurseries that carry the plants).

-EDIBLE & USEFUL PLANTS OF CALIFORNIA by Charlotte Bringle Clarke

Good reference for basic identification, recipes and uses of edible California plants.

-INDIAN USES OF NATIVE PLANTS by Edith Van A llen Murphey
A great book packed with lots of good information. The latin names are outdated and it is badly orga-
nized, but worth the time it takes to sift through.

-IT WILL LIVE FOREVER... Traditional Yosemite Indian Acorn Preparation
by Beverly R Ortiz, with Julia Parker
Good how to mixed with entertaining local and personal history.
A must if you are interested in processing acorns.

-MUSHROOMS DEMYSTIFIED by David Aurora

The bible of mushroom harvesting & identification.

-PLANTS USED BY THE INDIANS OF MENDOCINO COUNTY, CA by VK Chestnut
An excellent and essential text for anyone interested in uses of native plants in Northern California.
Has been referenced by other authors for almost 100 years.

-SURVIVAL SKILLS OF NATIVE CALIFORNIA by Paul Campbell

Large list of edible plants & seeds, digging stick article, mortar & pestle info, acorn processing and
LOTS more. Ireally can’t believe that this book doesn’t have an index!

-SUSTAINABLE HARVEST: Approaching Wildcrafting with Knowledge & Intent
by Steven Edholm & Tamara Wilder

Paleotechnics Handbook #1 Our treatise on harvesting wild plants.

-TENDING THE WILD by Kat Anderson
Extensive result of a decade+ of research on how Native Californians sustainably managed their local
environs for centuries if not millenia. Packed with great info.

-WILD EDIBLE PLANTS OF THE WESTERN STATES by Donald R. Kirk

Another good reference for basic identification and uses of plants.



