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F O R A G I N G  D E F I N E D
Foraging is the act of acquiring food by hunting, fishing or gathering edible 
plants. If you’re going to head into field and forest in search of food, it’s good 
to be clear about your motivation and to go with a plan. There are a few, some-
times physically thorny, issues that you might want to think through, like the 
need to become knowledgeable about what’s edible in your locale. Mostly, 
though, foraging provides you with delicious, free food. Time with Mother Nature 
and access to her bounty serve as the proverbial rose to overcome any thorns 
you might encounter. It’s even captured the imaginations of famous chefs.

F A M E  A N D  F O R A G E
Celebrity chef Daniel Boulud hired forager Tama Matsuoka Wong for his epony-
mous New York City Michelin-starred restaurant, Daniel, because, for Boulud, 
“Foraging is about harvesting the wild, ephemeral, and rare flavours found in na-
ture.” When people visit Daniel they expect these flavours, and Boulud, who has 
restaurants all over the world, is able to command prices to support the extra 
work that gathering and dealing with bags full of foraged bounty requires. 

Wong and Boulud’s chef de cuisine in New York, Eddy Leroux, spent a year 
experimenting with the wild things Wong forages on her large property an hour’s 
train ride away in New Jersey. They worked with one goal, to sort the merely ed-
ible from the truly delicious. Fortunately for the rest of us, they’ve shared 71 of 
the most flavourful plants to be found across North America and 88 recipes in a 
field guide meets cookbook called, Foraged Flavor – finding fabulous ingredients 
in your backyard or farmer’s market (Clarkson Potter, 2014). 

T H E  E V O L U T I O N  O F  F O R A G I N G
Though you might disparage foraging as a “primitive” approach to finding food, 
consider this: aboriginal people survived and thrived for centuries using their 
keen senses and knowledge of every local plant and animal species. Today’s 
massive food distribution systems mean that most of us “forage” at a modern 
grocery, armed with cash or credit card. 

Agriculture allowed humans to settle in one place. Cities evolved with the 
industrial age. We’ve gradually lost direct contact with the source of our food 
and instead have come to expect an abundance of cheap and convenient food 
choices regardless of geography or season.

Is foraging a post-modern reaction to this? Is it an anti-establishment statement 
or an extreme form of 100-mile diet? Some say it’s merely an elitist fad reserved 
for the wealthiest of palates in search of novel flavours. It could be a bit of all 
these or something entirely more practical. 

Quebec’s Gourmet Sauvage and B.C.’s Untamed Feast have turned foraging into 
viable commercial enterprises, providing employment in communities where op-
portunities were previously lacking. Our desire for incredible tastes and our lack 
of knowledge of the estimated 4,000 to 7,000 native edibles in North America has 
created employment for those with savoir-faire. Sometimes foraging evolves as a 
great family pastime.

F O R A G I N G  O N  T E R R A  F A M I L I A
Calgary chef Andrew Hewson’s love of foraging began as a boy with days spent 
hunting and fishing with his father and uncle on the latter’s acreage in the foothills 
of the Rocky Mountains. Hewson says, “Though I would see lots of mushrooms 
and other plants that I thought were probably edible, it wasn’t until I met naturalist 
Julie Walker that I realized just how rich the area was in wild edibles.” 

Walker is owner of Full Circle Adventures. Hewson is so inspired by Walker’s con-
nection to the land that he hires her every spring to lead foraging outings for SAIT’s 
School of Hospitality and Tourism culinary instructors. 

Full Circle Adventures offers seasonal foraging expeditions for the public as well, 
spring through fall. Walker advises would-be foragers to come prepared. 

F O R A G I N G  E S S E N T I A L S
A good list for your foraging backpack would include field guides for plant identi-
fication, a garden trowel for digging, a pocket knife, garden scissors, a collapsible 
bag, various sizes of plastic bags with sliding zippers for sorting and storing differ-
ent plants, and heavy gardening or latex gloves – it’s wonderful to find nettles but 
they’re called stinging nettles for a reason. Other essentials are high waterproof 
boots, a wide-brimmed hat and brightly coloured clothing in hunting season, plus a 
camera and a water bottle.

When asked about the sustainability of foraging, Walker suggests the following 
guidelines: take only five percent of a healthy population of more than 50 plants 
that you see in any area and never pick in provincial or national parks – it’s illegal. 
Foraging has become such a fad on the east coast of the U.S. that some places are 
at risk of losing precious indigenous plants for good. 

For knowing which plants are edible, she definitely recommends positive identi-
fication from at least two guide books and uses a rhyme to help her remember 
generalities about berry edibility, as follows: If white, don’t bite; if red, use your 
head (you know, strawberries and raspberries are good; otherwise, leave 
them alone); if it’s blue, good for you. 
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Chef Mathieu Paré cooking duck breast.Wild fritatta.The look on chef Andrew Hewson’s face expresses the 
magic of finding a morel.

Chef Kat Mori makes foraged bounty tempura.Julie Walker surrounded by very edible Cow Parsnip.

But foraging isn’t always about limits. If you get to know plants that are consid-
ered invasive you can pick all you like because they’re generally species that were 
accidentally introduced to North America. They have no natural predators here 
and replicate in a “noxious” way. Dandelions, garlic mustard, chicory, plantain and 
chickweed are great examples of these edible weeds.

Walker urges caution when picking in areas where plants may have been sprayed 
with pesticides or herbicides, such as roadsides. You also need permission before 
picking on private property. One way she’s expanded the availability of the plants she 
loves is to cultivate a “wild garden” in her backyard. Transplanting species like horse-
radish, lambs quarters and Saskatoon bushes has given her a supply close at hand. 

F A D  O R  F O R  R E A L ?
Globally, Hewson says chefs like René 
Redzepi, at his restaurant, Noma, in  
Copenhagen, have made foraging a bit  
of a fad. Even so, he says, for some chefs, 
“it strengthens the philosophy about know-
ing your ingredients, where they come 
from and the traditions behind them.” 

It’s a message Hewson successfully 
passes on to his students. One of them, 
Mathieu Paré, is now the chef de cuisine at 
Calgary’s Boxwood Café. Paré spends his 
time away from work hunting and fishing 
and thinks nothing of dressing a whole 
deer on his apartment’s kitchen floor. He 
grew up in a foraging family. His uncle 
started Gourmet Sauvage in Quebec, and 
Paré agrees with Hewson that there’s a 
more authentic taste to food when you  
experience the process of growing, forag-
ing or immersing yourself in its culture. 

The chefs are not the only ones to gain 
from spending time with Julie Walker. She also learns from them and is always 
inspired by what her chef friends do with the group’s foraged finds. 

T H E  F O O D  O F  F O R A G E R S
SAIT chef Simon Dunn likes to make a wild frittata of butter- sautéed shallots and 
garlic with morels, tender fireweed shoots and mixed meadow greens. SAIT chef 

Kat Mori surprised his colleagues on one expedition 
by hauling along an electric fryer, oil and a tem-

pura batter to delicately cocoon the flavours 
of spring’s fresh shoots. The chefs always 
transport a stock base with potatoes, 
onions, butter and cream and search for 
greens like sorrel, plantain, and dande-
lions to purée into a silky Wsoup that 
can be garnished with minced morels 
and/or a pretty spring chive flower. 
Walker loves to make smoothies with 
the tightly closed protein-filled heads 
of new dandelions and she stuffs the 
hollow tube-like stems of cow parsnip 
with feta and herbs before baking them 
like cannelloni. 

F O R A G I N G  F U N G I
Mushrooms are perhaps the piece de resistance of foraging, but only four percent 
of mushroom varieties is actually edible; the rest can kill you. After a few forays 
with Walker, I feel competent to identify puffballs and morels but am not ready to 
commit to chanterelles or anything else that looks tempting. 

O F  M O R E L S  A N D  M O R A L S
I was fortunate to grow up fishing and picking wild strawberries, blueberries, rasp-
berries and fiddleheads with my family in New Brunswick. My brain has always 
liked to know the names of things in nature and as I’ve matured I’ve made it a 
point to learn about Alberta’s particular habitat. I’ve lived here for 30 years now. 
Slowly I’ve grown as a home cook, gardener and outdoors person. 

I’ve learned that while you can’t always find magical morels, for those who forage 
with integrity, time spent in our meadows, forests and mountains will yield more 
than delicious, nutritious food that’s close at hand and fun to find. It also yields a 
deeper appreciation of nature itself. Elusive morels seem a fair trade for this kind of 
moral to my foraging story.
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Morel mushrooms. '

Plantain or Whiteman’s Footprint.

Spruce tip tea.

Horseradish.

Unopened dandelion heads are packed with protein.

Tender, early spring fireweed shoots.

Meadowrue. Juniper Berries.

Spent Puffballs.

Wild Strawberry Blossoms.

Stinging Nettle.

Common Blue Violets.

Karen Anderson is the owner of Calgary Food Tours. She’d like to thank writer Holly Quan for providing 
the inspiration for this article and for her helpful suggestions.

S E E I N G  I S  B E L I E V I N G !
Here are a few of my favourite foraged finds from last year’s foraging expe-
dition with Full Circle Adventures and friends from SAIT’s Culinary School. 
Google Full Circle Adventures for info.

Foraging 101 continued from page 


