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INTRODUCTION: 

Each and every year, as the weather turns warm, we begin turning the earth in 

our gardens in preparation for the upcoming season. Hoeing, adding compost, 

and yes, clearing out weeds are all tasks that must be done to make way for our 

spring plantings.  

 

But don’t throw those weeds in the compost just yet! You might be throwing 

away your garden’s first bounty and perhaps its most healthful harvest. Many of 

the wild and feral herbs that seem to find their way into our garden beds, pesky 

and frustrating as they may be, turn out to be some of the most nutrient dense, 

most healthful plants that will be turned out of that soil. If you know how to use 

them, they can be quite delicious and invigorating.  

 

In the following pages, you will see some very familiar plants you may have never 

known were food and medicine. Fruits, vegetables, salad greens, teas, and more 

are already growing in your garden, without you ever having sewn a single seed, 

or turned a single spade full of earth! 

 

The ITEMS System 

ITEMS is a useful acronym for remembering the steps to safely identify wild 

plants.  See below: 

 

Identifying characteristics 

•Identify at least 3 characteristics. For example, what shape are the leaves? Do 

they have teeth, or are the edges smooth? Are the stems hollow or solid all the 

way through? Does the plant have a distinct aroma? 

 



 

 

Time of Year 
•You need to know when the plant is in season. If you think the specimen is a 

particular plant that blooms or produces fruit in the fall but it’s doing so in spring, 

you need to do more research. Some plants may have multiple seasons or second 

fruitings under some conditions, but these are the things you need to know. 

 

Environment 

•Some plants, such as dandelions are adapted to a variety of conditions, but most 

can only be reliably found under specific environmental conditions. If you think 

the specimen is a particular plant that only grows in a swampy area but you have 

found it somewhere very dry, you need to do more research. As the scope of this 

eBook is limited to a single environment type, gardens in Eastern North America, I 

do not list environment in the individual descriptions. 

 

Method of Preparation 

•Some plants may be toxic raw but perfectly edible when cooked or processed. 

Know the method of rendering toxins inert or removing them before eating any 

wild plant. 

 

Safety / Specifics 

•Beyond the plant’s immutable characteristics, there are other safety concerns 

you may need to consider. For example, your own specific physiology. We’d all 

agree that peanuts are perfectly edible, yet there are some people with peanut 

allergies so severe that eating but one would be a death sentence. Never eat 

anything if you don’t know EXACTLY what it is and how you’ll react to it. See the 

next page for further safety tips.  For the purposes of this book, I am listing 

warnings that may need to be called out for some specific species, but please 

consider the entire ITEMS system including Safety/Specifics when making all of 

your identifications. 

 

 



 

 

The Weedeater’s Rules for Safe Foraging: 

 
1. ALWAYS follow the ITEMS system from the previous page. 

2. BE SURE of what you are eating. 

3. NEVER eat a full serving of anything new, especially if you have food 

allergies. Try chewing just a bit at first and wait for 1-24 hours to see if you 

have any reaction. Then move on to swallowing only a single bite and give it 

another day. If still no reaction, go ahead and try a full, yet small, serving. 

And if still there is no reaction, Bon Appetit! 

4. KNOW the environment from which you are harvesting. When collecting 

wild plants from your own garden, yard, etc there is much less risk of 

encountering pollution, but there still may be things like pesticides, 

herbicides, dog pee, and bird poop to be wary of.  

5. ALWAYS get permission before foraging on private land. Again, this is 

probably not a concern as far as the scope of this eBook is concerned, as we 

are talking about foraging out of our own gardens and lawns, but if you do 

intend to gather from someone else’s land, get permission. People have 

been arrested, shot, caught in animal traps, and all kinds of things for 

gathering from someone else’s property. 



 

Common Violet 
Viola sororia 

Identifying 
Characteristics: 
Toothed leaves 
shaped like hearts. 
5-petaled, 
bluish-purple, pea-like 
blossoms. Some 
varieties produce white 
blossom which will 
usually have some 
streaks of purple-blue 
near the center. This is 
very common and 
these specimens can 

be used in all of the same ways as the purple variety. Botanically the purple variety is classified as Viola 
sororia sororia, but known colloquially as Common Blue Violet. Respectively, the white variety is Viola 
sororia albiflora and White Wood Violet. There is also a yellow variety, but it is found in more wooded 
areas and you will not see it pop up in your garden.  

 
Time of Year: 
The majority of 
blossoms appear 
throughout the 
spring, though a 
much smaller 
number will be 
seen blooming in 
the fall. 
 
Method of 
Preparation: 
Flowers and 
young leaves 

excel in salads. Blend them into smoothies for a health boost. Raw blossoms add lovely color to dishes.  
 
The green leaves of Viola sororia are tender and delicate and are, in my opinion, a very viable alternative 
to spinach, both raw and cooked. The raw leaves can be used for salads, put in wraps and sandwiches, 
or blended into smoothies. Cooked they can be scrambled into eggs and quiche, chopped into soups, or 
used as a potherb. 
 
Warnings:  The roots of common blue violets can cause nausea and should be avoided by all but 
advanced herbalists. Use only the above ground parts of this plant. 
 



 

 

Dandelion 
Taraxacum officinale 

 
Identifying Characteristics: 
Sharply toothed leaves growing 
out of a basal rosette. Flower 
stalks are tubular and emit white, 
latex-like substance when broken. 
Ubiquitous, muti-petaled, yellow 
blossoms. 
 
Time of Year: Dandelion is a 
biennial plant, meaning that it 
lives two years, seeding in its 
second year. Though all parts of 
this plant are edible and nutritious 
all throughout its entire lifespan, it 
gets quite bitter and disagreeable 
to most modern palates after the 
spring of its first year. By the time 
you see the blossom, it’s too late. 

Fortunately, the ones that pop up in your garden will usually be first year plants, ideal for eating, as you 
keep the older plants weeded out. 

 
Method of Preparation: 
There are so many uses for 
dandelions, it will be hard to 
fit them on this page. Young 
dandelion greens are an 
exceptional salad green, 
especially when added with 
less bitter greens like 
spinach. Try a salad of 

dandelion and violet greens with violet blossoms! 
Dandelions are related to chicory, so the roots can be roasted and steeped for a very similar 
tea/coffee-like beverage. I like to mix mine with regular coffee to cut back the caffeine and add nutrients. 
Also, unopened buds can be pickled or sautéed like capers and the crown (the base of the rosette, just 
above the root, can be steamed, roasted or sautéed as a fine vegetable. 
 
More about Dandelion: Dandelion was brought to North America quite intentionally due to its medicinal 
qualities as a diuretic, and as a blood “tonic” or purifier. 
 
 



 

 

Black Nightshade 
Solanum nigrum / S. ptychanthum 

 
 
Identifying Characteristics:  
Alternate Leaves that range 
from obovate to lanceolate. 
Leaf margins typically have 
subtle, rounded teeth. 
Blossoms from early summer 
to autumn.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Black Nightshade flowers have 5 petals and very closely resemble 
white tomato flowers. This is no surprise, as tomatoes are in the 
nightshade family as well, along with peppers, eggplant, potatoes, 
and other common edibles. The photo to the left shows black 
nightshade’s white blossoms above the yellow blossoms of cherry 
tomatoes.  
 
Time of Year: Fruit Ripens from late summer through autumn until 
the hard frosts. Peaks during the hot, dry months. 
 
Method of Preparation: Fully ripened fruits can be eaten raw or 
cooked. Try them in southwest inspired cuisine or salads. I like to 
keep it simple and just eat them raw by the handful. Greens can be 

harvested when young, usually mid-summer, and must be boiled prior to being eaten. 
 
Warnings: Though Black Nightshade is perfectly edible when properly prepared, there are some toxic 
plants in the nightshade family which can seem to bear resemblances to black nightshade to the novice. 
Of these, the slightly toxic Solanum dulcamara or Bittersweet nightshade is the most common in the US. 
Deadly Nightshade, Atropa belladonna, is extremely rare in the North America. 
 
As with all nightshade family plants, Black Nightshade contains varied amounts of the toxin Solanine. 
People who are sensitive to solanine or nightshades in general should consult a doctor before consuming 
Black Nightshade, or avoid it altogether. 



 

 



 

Field Garlic / Onion-grass 
Allium vineale 

 
 
Identifying Characteristics:  
 Distinct onion scent, green, 
tubular leaves. Roots are 
familiar onion-style bulb 
shape. 
 
 
Time of Year: Onion-grass 
enjoys the cold weather. You 
will often encounter newly 
growing specimens in late fall 
and early winter. They will 

survive all winter long, then grow to adulthood in the spring, seeding and dying away by early summer. 
 
Method of Preparation: 
All parts of Allium vineale 
are edible and there are 
no processing methods 
required to render it 
edible. 
 
While this plant is more 
commonly referred to as 
Field Garlic, I prefer the 
name Onion-grass, as its 
flavor is much more akin 

to onion than garlic and its appearance is more resembles onions crossed with grass. 
 
The bulbs can be used anywhere you’d typically use cultivated onions, but due to their strong flavor, I 
recommend cooking them. They are VERY pungent raw and cooking mellows their flavor. 
 
The greens are more conducive to being eaten raw, but are still quite strong in flavor. I love that strong 
flavor and enjoy Onion-grass as a substitute for chives and scallions. My most common use for it though 
is as a powdered spice. I gather as much of the above-ground parts of Onion-grass as I can in the fall and 
dry them in my food dehydrator and grind them into a spice. I use this in place of onion powder and often 
pan-seared meats need nothing else besides Onion-grass powder, salt, and pepper. 
 
Warnings: There are some toxic plants that somewhat resemble Onion-grass, such as Star of 
Bethlehem. All wild onion and garlic species have a distinct onion smell. If it doesn’t smell like onion DO 
NOT EAT IT! 
 



 

Yellow Wood Sorrel 
Oxalis stricta 

 
 
Identifying Characteristics: 
Heart-shaped leaves that are 
sharply creased at the 
midvein, often mistaken for 
clovers. 5-petaled, yellow 
blossoms. 
 
Time of Year: Mid-summer 
through autumn. 
 
Method of Preparation: 
Wood sorrel can be eaten raw 
or cooked. It has a slightly 
sour, citrus-like flavor. Toss 
tender, young specimens in 
salads or finely chop them up 
and spread them on fish 
dishes or add it to your tartar 

sauce. I like to use it where one would use lemongrass. It doesn’t do what lemongrass does, but the 
output is pleasing. Older, tougher specimens can be used in tea blends.  
 
Warnings: Wood Sorrel contains oxalic acid, which is found in many cultivated foods, such as spinach, 
and should be consumed in moderation. It would be difficult to eat enough Wood Sorrel for oxalic acid to 
be a problem, but best practice is to treat Wood Sorrel as a seasoning and not as a main  

 
Personal note: Yellow Wood Sorrel is the first wild food that I can 
remember having eaten. I can remember finding the little yellow 
blossoms in the schoolyard at Mt Healthy elementary school, and no… 
I did not make that name up. I’d nibble those little flowers during 
recess for their pleasantly sour blast of flavor. I had no idea what those 
plants were but I guess even then I knew how to find a treasure where 
no one else was looking. However, these days I might have a mild 
aneurysm if I saw my own kids eating unidentified flowers they hadn’t 
properly identified! 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 



 

Mock Strawberry 
Duchesnea indica 

 
Identifying Characteristics:  
Very closely resembles true 
strawberry but flowers are 
yellow rather than white. 
Seeds appear on the outside 
of the fruit rather than inset into 
the fruit as with true 
strawberry. Leaves typically 
grow in groups of three and 
have toothed margins. 
 
 
 

 
Time of Year: Fruits appear mid-late summer. Greens can be viable from spring through mid-late 
autumn. 
 
 
Method of Preparation: Mock Strawberry fruits are unlike true 
strawberries in that their fruit is often very bland. Even the largest, 
most ripe specimens will have only the slightest hint of sweetness. 
Because of this they are often ignored or even disdained by 
foragers. This is a tragedy, as Mock Strawberry still provides 
many excellent benefits to the savvy forager. The fruits can be 
used as a lovely splash of color in summer salads. My family likes 
freezing them and munching on them as a refreshing snack on 
the hottest days. Also, the seeds, which easily separate from the 
fruit can be used as decorative sprinkles on just about anything 
you could imagine. The neutral flavor keeps the fruit and seeds 
from seeming out of place in both sweet and savory dishes. 
 

 
 
However, Mock Strawberry’s true virtue lies in its leaves, which can 
be used fresh or dried for a fine green tea. This tea makes an 
excellent base with a fine texture and neutral flavor that is great in 
blends with several other flavoring agents such as mint or red 
sumac. 
 
 
Packed with antioxidants and other nutritive qualities, it would be a 
shame to dismiss this bland little blessing! 



 

 

Creeping Charlie / Ground Ivy / Gill Over the 

Ground 
Glechoma hederacea 

 
Identifying Characteristics: 
Kidney-shaped leaves 
between 1/2 - 2 1/2 inches 
across. Outer leaf edge 
(margin) has a scalloped 
appearance. Stems are 
square and leaves are 
opposite, indicative of its 
being in the mint family. 
Creeping Charlie’s 
bluish-purple blossoms are 
characteristically mint-like and 
appear in clusters. 

Time of Year: Creeping Charlie appears in the spring and, as it is rather cold tolerant, persists through 
late fall and winter. 
 
Method of Preparation: Its flavor is very strong 
and earthy, so most people do not prefer it as a 
tea all on its own, but it makes a very nice 
additive and flavoring agent when mixed with 
other tea plants. Any green or black tea will do, 
but I prefer keeping it wild by using Mock 
Strawberry leaf (see previous page) as the base 
and using wild mint or spearmint and Creeping 
Charlie to boost the flavor and nutritional content. 
Creeping Charlie has also been used historically 
as a clarifying agent in beer brewing, and has 
been used in folk medicine as a cough remedy 
and to treat a myriad of ailments from jaundice 
and gout to the plague. I can find no evidence of 
it having been scientifically evaluated for 
effectiveness in those treatments. 
 
Warnings: There have been reports of livestock having been poisoned after consuming large quantities 
of Creeping Charlie. Much of the literature recommends foragers do not eat it, but rather only use it for 
tea. I recommend using the highest caution with all plants, but I can find no clear evidence to support 
these claims. 
 
 



 

 

Wild Carrot / Queen Anne’s Lace 
Daucus carota 

 
Identifying Characteristics: 
Hairy stems and leaves. White 
Taproot with woody core. 
Grows from a basal rosette 
with leaves approximately 5-10 
inches long when at the prime 
stage for harvesting. Umbel 
shaped blossom with distinct 
bracts. Most adult specimens 
will have a few deep red to 
black petals in the center that 
appear as a dot or drop of 
blood. 
 
 
Time of Year: Taproot is 
viable all year long but best in 
late spring. Stalks are best 

harvested in late spring to early summer. Blossoms are at peak in mid-late summer. 
 
Method of Preparation: Wild carrots are the same species as 
cultivated carrots and can be used in the same ways, though 
the wild variety tends to run much smaller. They can be eaten 
raw or cooked, but the taproots have a tough core in the center 
that should be removed before eating. These roots excel in 
soups and stews and are excellent simply roasted with butter. 
In summer, as the plant bolts, the immature shoots can be 
peeled and eaten raw or cooked. This is my favorite way to eat 
wild carrots. All the carrot flavor you’d ever want is there but 
there’s no dirt to clean off and the green vegetable is tender 
and more delicate than the roots. When the plant gets too old, 
the stems will get too tough to eat in this way but still make an 
excellent addition to soup stocks. Blossoms can be chopped 
and added to salads or battered and fried as fritters. 

 
Warnings: Poison Hemlock (Conium maculatum) bears some 
similarities to wild carrots, but their stems are always smooth, never 
hairy as are those of carrot, as shown left. They are also hollow and 
not solid like carrot. Hemlock flowers are not as densely petaled as 
wild carrot blossoms and lack the red dot at the center. They also 



 

have no bracts. Poison Hemlock is DEADLY. Use the utmost caution when consuming anything in the 
carrot-parsley family! 

Common Chickweed 
Stellaria media 

 
Identifying Characteristics:  
Mouse-ear shaped leaves. 
Chickweed has tiny white 
flowers with 5 petals that are so 
deeply divided that they appear 
as 10 petals. 
The most unique identifying 
feature of Chickweed is a single 
line of fine hairs running up one 
side of the stalk. Many plants 
have hair and others are 
smooth, but this single line of 
hair is characteristic only of 
Chickweed. 
 
Time of Year: Chickweed 
grows throughout the year but 
is at its peak in late fall and 
early spring. You can often find 

it just as you are putting away your garden in the fall and when you are opening it back up in spring. It is a 
very welcome sight at times when plants that can be farmed or foraged are both scarce. 
 
 
Method of Preparation: Chickweed can 
be eaten raw or cooked. Raw it has a 
crisp texture and a delicate flavor akin to 
corn silk. It is excellent in salads, but not 
as the base green. I prefer it more as an 
accent flavor. 
It can also be cooked into soups or 
anywhere you might use cooked 
spinach, but be careful as it is easier to 
overcook. 
 
 
 

 
 
 



 

Chickweed tea is used in folk medicine as a diuretic and to treat liver and kidney problems, and it is often 
used topically to treat skin irritations.  
 

Purslane 
Portulaca oleracea 

Identifying Characteristics:  
Purslane is a succulent, with 
smooth, paddle-shaped leaves. 
The plant radiates from a single 
point and grows outward 
against the ground, forking 
often. The leaves are green, 
while stems are a 
reddish-copper color. Blossoms 
are yellow.  
 
Purslane is a feisty grower, 
once established and can 
tolerate a wide range of 
conditions. I quite commonly 
find it in very urban areas, often 
growing quite heartily from 
cracks in the sidewalk, as 
shown in the image to the left.  
 

 
Time of Year: Early summer through early fall. 
 
 
Method of Preparation: Leaves and stems can be eaten raw or can be cooked. Purslane is rich in 
vitamins E and C as well as Omega 3 fatty acids and other nutrients. They have a bright flavor with hints 
of citrus and a crisp, agreeable texture. 
 
Purslane is hearty enough to make a fine addition to soups and stews and mucilaginous enough to 
substitute for okra in gumbo. It absolutely excels in Indian cuisine. Sauté it in butter and garlic and 
sprinkle with salt and garam masala to taste. 
 
Purslane is also reported to make excellent pickles, though I do not have not personal experience with 
picked purslane… a fact that will surely change in the near future!  
 
Warnings: A toxic plant called Spurge is sometimes mistaken to be Purslane, as it bears a vague 
resemblance to the very untrained eye. Spurge is flatter and thinner than Purslane and easily 
distinguished. The easiest way to tell is to break open a stem and squeeze out some of the sap. 
Purslane’s will be clear and not sticky. The sap of Spurge will be a milky white latex, much like what you 
might find in dandelion or milkweed stems.  



 

 
More about Purslane: Henry David Thoreau and Mahatma Gandhi both reported eating wild purslane on 
a regular basis and finding it as agreeable as cultivated vegetables. 

Follow the WeedEater online! 
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