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Eating wild is nutritious and fun

Humans and weeds have warred for years. We have pulled them, burned them, poisoned them, and yet they remain. The struggle is non-ending, as, inevitably, one weed always survives. That one little plant may produce thousands of babies, and disperse them along the wind, the seeds finally landing to grow a new set of warriors over winter, ready to begin battle anew in the spring.

What if we took a different tack and ate them? That’s what our ancestors did. As a matter of fact, many of the wild plants contain more nutrition than a lot of the domestically grown vegetables and fruit. Often the taste is wild, somewhat like the ‘wild’ taste of venison versus the taste of beef. In other words, you may need to acquire a taste for wild plants.
If the idea of eating wild plants intrigues you, then you probably have a whole garden of plants ready for the picking only feet from your front door. Some are natives, while others have been introduced.

Have you ever been walking around in spring and smelled onions? You could have walked into a patch of wild onions. Look for white or pink flowers that bloom March – May. There are actually two types of wild onion, allium Drummondi (prairie onion) and allium Canadensis (wild garlic). There is a true wild species of garlic, allium vineale. The difference between the plants is the leaves. Wild garlic has round, hollow leaves. The onions have flat leaves. Use these plants as you would use store bought onions and garlic.
The dandelion has a storied history. Colonists brought it from Europe, and used the entire plant for cooking and medicine.  They are used to treat liver and kidney problems, and digestive problems. Dandelions are one of the most nutrition-dense greens you can eat. Harvest the young greens in the spring for salads and sandwiches, or cook them like spinach. Grind the roots to add to coffee, similar to chicory, or add them to a sautée or stir-fry.  The yellow flowers can be fried, used in salads, or made into wine.
Wild violets are packed with vitamins C, A, and calcium. Use the flowers and young leaves in salads and herb teas. You can candy them, make jelly, or even syrup for coughs and stomach aches.

The Greenbriar vine blankets almost everything, and is almost entirely edible. Young leaves have a tangy to slightly bitter taste that go great in salads. They can be cooked, too.  Boil the roots to release the starch, and use as a thickening agent. Cooked vines and tendrils taste like asparagus.

The American beautyberry produces small, purple berries in the fall that can be used to make jellies, jams, fruit topping, and even wine.  Native Americans used the roots and leaves in a tea to help with stomach problems. Hunters often rub the leaves on their skin to keep off the biting bugs.

How about Turks Cap? Normally, a landscaping plant that attracts hummingbirds and butterflies, its red flowers make great tea, and the fruit jelly or syrup.

As always, never eat anything wild until you have identified it, and always be sure to collect your plants in areas where chemical spraying has not occurred.

Foraging and using ‘wild’ plants in food has become very popular. If you are curious about a plant, google ‘eating ____’ for information, otherwise you will get more links on how to kill the plant. Some websites I found:  houstonwildedibles.blogspot.com, edibleyards.com, davesgarden.com. A good reference book: Edible and Useful Plants of Texas and the Southwest: A Practical Guide, by Delena Tull. 
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