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Harvest with Care:
You Don’t Have to Sacrifice

Your Scenery



When you grow tomatoes, you don’t necessarily care what the
plants look like as long as the fruit is juicy and sweet. Good
thing, because tomato plants often look pretty beat by the end
of the summer. But when you’re eating your ornamental
garden, appearances do matter. It’s important to know how
and when to harvest your food and still keep things looking
pretty.

Each ornamental edible has an appropriate harvest time,
just like traditional edibles. You wouldn’t pick a peach when
it’s green and hard, and you shouldn’t harvest your
Juneberries while they’re still red. Learning when to pick each
edible will ensure you enjoy your harvest at its peak. The
timing depends on what you’re picking and how you plan to
use it.

Picking Shoots and Young
Foliage

When picking young shoots of plants like hostas, you should
cut from around the outside of the clump, snipping new
growth just above the soil line. As the remaining leaves unfurl,
they’ll cover the cut stems and the plant will look whole. The
same technique can be applied to daylily shoots. Both hostas
and daylilies produce enough shoots from a single crown that

ABOVE: Grate a few magnolia buds for an unusual spice and
leave the rest to flower in your garden.



you can harvest up to 25 percent without weakening the plant
or marring its appearance.

Some edible leaf crops should be picked after they have
unfurled. If each leaf emerges from the ground on its own
stem, cut the stem at soil level. If multiples leaves grow from a
single stem, make your cut just above a leaf node (see image
above). You don’t want to leave leafless stems behind; it just
doesn’t look good. If the crop in question is a weed (garlic
mustard, miner’s lettuce, purslane), pick to your heart’s
content. If the leaves are highly ornamental, limit yourself to a
taste that won’t spoil your garden’s appearance. Just as you
might pinch the top few leaves off a coleus or basil plant to
keep it neat and shapely, you can pick tender new leaves of
nasturtium, Malabar spinach, or bee balm. You’ll be grooming
your plants and harvesting edibles at the same time.

A member of the mint family, bee balm sometimes spreads
overenthusiastically. If this is the case in your garden, you can
harvest by pulling up young shoots.



Foraging Flowers, Fruits, and
Nuts

Flowers are tricky; pick too many and you’ll reduce your fruit
crop later in the growing season. If you’re picking spring
elderflowers for fritters or champagne, leave enough to be
pollinated and provide berries in fall. Other flowers are
produced so abundantly (and don’t ripen into edible fruits)

ABOVE: A leaf node is the place on the stem of a plant from
which a leaf emerges.



that they can be harvested in great number. Daylilies, lilacs,
redbuds, and dandelions are good examples.

Fruit is often highly ornamental in addition to being
delicious. Some plants produce so much fruit (like
silverberries, spicebush, and crab apples) you can harvest as
much as you want and still leave plenty on the shrubs to
brighten up the landscape. Other plants produce a more
limited crop and you’ll want to pick it all; Juneberries,
chokeberries, and Oregon grapes fall into this category. Enjoy
the beauty of the fruit while it ripens and develops color, then
harvest when it’s at its peak. True, you may miss the seductive
clusters of deep purple elderberries hanging heavy on their
branches, but when you’re sipping elderberry wine or
spreading elderberry jelly on toasted scones, the sacrifice will
seem worthwhile.



Nuts are easy to harvest but difficult to process. They
obligingly fall to the ground when ripe, making gathering the
crop a straightforward task. The post-harvest processing is
where the work comes in; many nuts require shelling and

ABOVE: Oregon grapes are extremely sour but make an
excellent jelly.



curing before they can be eaten. But since nuts are especially
tasty and highly nutritious, you may decide they’re worth the
extra work.

Digging Roots and Tubers
Root crops must be harvested with an eye toward preserving
the plant population. You’ll want to leave enough behind to
ensure the plants come back the following year. Since many
roots are harvested at the end of the growing season,
collecting them can be part of your winter garden prep. Dig up
the plant as if you’re going to divide it, then remove a quarter
to half of the tubers, bulbs, or stolons for consumption. How
much you replant will depend on how fast the plant grows and
how much of it you want in your garden next year.

Same as Store-Bought?

What’s the difference between a blueberry from the
grocery store and a blueberry from a bush in your own
backyard? No difference at all — and all the difference in
the world.

No difference at all, because the shrubs that bear the fruit
are the same species of shrub, producing the same
species of fruit. All the difference in the world, because
when you harvest your own fruit, it tastes better. But
beyond the emotional preference of a devoted gardener or



forager, there may be some actual, physical differences
between the two fruits that explain why homegrown often
tastes better.

Commercially raised fruits are regularly irrigated and
fertilized. They are also harvested slightly before peak
ripeness. Ripe fruit is softer and doesn’t ship as well as
slightly underripe fruit. Shipping underripe fruit means
berries arrive in better condition and with a longer shelf
life. But a berry that ripens on the shelf will never taste as
good as a berry that ripens in the sun. Fruit picked from
your backyard will be harvested at its peak: sweet, soft,
and bursting with flavor.

Additionally, berries grown with less than perfect
irrigation and fertilization may be smaller and sweeter. I’m
not suggesting that, if you’re growing fruit, you should
stress your fruit on purpose. Nor am I saying your
irrigation and fertilization routines are imperfect. But if
they are, take heart! Many growers believe that a little
dryness at the right stage of berry development
concentrates the flavor and makes for a tastier, albeit
smaller, berry. But be careful; withholding moisture at the
wrong stage of development may cause fruit to abort.

The truth is that many of the fruits, vegetables, herbs,
nuts, and mushrooms we find on supermarket shelves are
essentially the same as those we find in our backyards
and neighborhood parks. The differences are subtle but
important. Whether you taste the difference or not, I bet
you’ll enjoy eating the oyster mushroom you picked from



the stump in your backyard a lot more than the oyster
mushroom you picked from the produce bin at Whole
Foods.

Roots and tubers are best picked when their leaves and stems
are not in active growth. This may be at the end of the growing
season, when top growth is dormant and belowground tissue is
plump and full after a season’s worth of production and
storage, or in early spring, before the plant has tapped the
reserve nutrition stored in its belowground tissue. If the plant
is in active growth, depleting that stored nutrition, your crop
will be disappointing.



Timing for Taste
Gardeners watch their plants grow from young shoots to
mature plants, through flowering, fruiting, and setting seed.
They learn to recognize and appreciate the different stages of
growth and understand what each plant needs as it moves
through the growing season.

Foraging is the ultimate in seasonal eating, and following a
plant through the seasons makes you a savvier forager. You
can’t wake up one October morning and decide you want to
harvest mayapples . . . they won’t be there! Nor will you be able
to pick Japanese quince fruit in April. But you can appreciate
the quince’s flowers in spring, knowing that, come October, its
fruit will be ready and ripe for the picking.

Stems and leafy greens are generally best eaten young, for
several reasons. New, tender leaves and shoots may be eaten
raw in early spring, but they require cooking later in the
season when they develop stronger fibers in their foliage. The
fibers don’t make these leaves inedible, but they do make
them a little tougher. The mature plant will be more palatable
if it’s chopped and cooked. Other leaf crops develop bitter
compounds in the heat, drought, and full sun of summer. For
example, both dandelions and garlic mustard may be slightly
bitter in spring and fall, offering a nice sharpness when used
with other raw greens in salads. In July or August those same
plants are often too bitter to be eaten raw, unless they’re

ABOVE: These dahlia tubers can be either planted or eaten.
Raw they taste somewhat like radishes.



grown in moist, shady conditions. Steaming or boiling
removes some of the bitter compounds at this stage of growth.
Lemon juice and olive oil improve the taste even further.

ABOVE: Fiddleheads should be harvested when they’re still
tightly furled. These have passed their edible prime.



Fall fruits are often sweeter after a light frost, but they’ll have
more pectin (a natural jelling agent, crucial for jelly making) if
you pick them early, slightly underripe. Of course the longer
you leave fruit on the tree, the greater the chance that the
birds or squirrels will beat you to them.

Ask yourself these questions before harvesting:

How much of the plant can I pick and still have it look nice?

When is the edible part at its most delicious?

How do I want to prepare this food?

When you know the answers, it should be easy to have your
garden and eat it, too.

Weather Report

Most people won’t want to be outside, poking around in the
garden in the middle of a rainstorm, but foraging after the
rain is an excellent idea for several reasons.

If you’re combining chores and want to harvest edible
weeds from your garden, it’s easier to pull them after a
rain, when the soil is moist. In fact, if you haven’t had rain,
it’s a good idea to run a sprinkler the night before you plan
to weed, just to moisten the soil. Moist soil is more elastic
and easier to work with. You’ll also have a better chance of
getting the whole root system out when it’s flexible and full
of moisture. Dry, brittle roots may break apart, leaving
behind a piece that will continue to grow.



There’s a difference between moist soil and wet soil. It’s
not a good idea to work in the garden when the soil is wet.
(If you can pick up a clod of soil and squeeze water out of
it, go back inside and cook something.) You risk
compressing wet soil by walking or kneeling on it, and wet
soil will cling to roots in large clods. If you’ve cultivated
this soil, spending precious hours amending it with
compost and TLC, you won’t want to undo all that. The idea
is to remove weeds, not soil, so wait until the soil has gone
from wet to moist.

Mushrooms require lots of moisture to sprout; you won’t
find many during hot, dry weather, which is why fall is
such a productive time for mushroom hunting. Plentiful
autumn rains give fungi the moisture they need for rapid
growth. A few days after a good soaking rain is the perfect
time to look for fresh mushrooms.

Once again, there’s a fine line between just enough and too
much. Fresh mushrooms are moist and soft; too much rain
can cause them to disintegrate, melting into a mushy mass
of wasted fungal flesh. So time your harvest carefully. A
few days after a rain is a good time to look. If you put off
the hunt and it starts to rain again, you may have missed
your chance.



ABOVE: These hen-of-the-woods mushrooms grow
quickly in moist fall weather.



Tools of the Trade

No matter what you’re doing, it’s important to have the
right tool for the job; the right tool can turn a lengthy task
into a quick project. Here’s a list that will help simplify the
harvest and preparation of your backyard buffet.

Bypass pruners

If you have a garden or do regular yard work, you
probably already have a set of pruners. If you don’t, and
you’re going shopping for a pair, make sure to buy bypass
pruners instead of anvil pruners. Bypass pruners have
one sharp blade that slides by another to make the cut,
whereas anvil pruners have a single sharp blade that
applies pressure against a flat, anvil-shaped surface. Anvil
pruners require less hand strength, but they crush the
stem of the plant being cut, so they aren’t good for pruning
stems or branches that you hope will continue to grow. If
you’re chopping up dead branches for the compost pile,
anvil pruners are fine.



Garden fork

A garden fork is similar to a pitchfork but has more
prongs (four instead of three) and a shorter handle. It’s
also slightly sturdier, intended for turning and sifting soil
rather than lifting and tossing lightweight objects like hay.
Garden forks are perfect for harvesting underground
crops such as tubers. While you could use a spade to dig
up your Jerusalem artichokes, cannas, dahlias, or
hopniss, a garden fork makes the task easier because
you’re not lifting out big shovelfuls of heavy soil. Push the
tines into the soil and turn to break apart the earth, then
reveal your crop. Also, there’s less chance you’ll cut a
tuber in half with a garden fork than with a spade.

ABOVE: Bypass pruners



ABOVE: Garden fork



Transplant spade

A transplant spade is specially shaped for transplanting
perennials, shrubs, and trees. You may still need to use a
little muscle, depending on the job, but the long, narrow
blade of the spade lets you get down deep, underneath the
rootball, with less effort than with a traditional shovel or
spade. A long-handled model will give you more leverage
than a spade with a shorter handle. This may come in
handy digging up giant clumps of hostas or daylilies; those
rootballs can be large and heavy!

Pocket knife

A knife is necessary for cutting mushrooms off trees
cleanly, without tearing the bark. When you’re harvesting
mushrooms from the ground, slicing the stem with a knife
gives you a cleaner harvest. Pulling up the entire
mushroom often delivers dirt and leaves along with your
fungi, which makes cleaning them later a more onerous
task.

ABOVE: Transplant spade



Collecting bags and basket

If you’re out looking for mushrooms, take along several
small paper or wax-paper bags and a basket. Mushrooms
are delicate creatures and shouldn’t be jostled about or
piled too heavily on top of each other. Instead, divide your
harvest among several small paper bags, then carry the
bags in a single layer in the basket. This will keep the
mushrooms from getting smushed. In a mushroom
emergency you can roll up the bottom of your shirt to
make a pouch and carry home your harvest. Necessity
trumps elegance.

ABOVE: Pocket knife



Jelly bag and stand

It’s possible to use a strainer lined with cheesecloth to
process fruit juice, but I like a dedicated jelly bag for
several reasons. First, jelly bags tend to be long and
narrow, and the extra weight of the vertically packed fruit
makes extracting the juice faster. Second, the defined
shape of a jelly bag and its tight fit over a jelly-bag stand
makes for fewer accidents. A piece of cheesecloth can
slide around on a strainer, letting fruit pulp and seeds
pass through into the juice. Third, jelly bags are almost
infinitely reusable, while the loose weave of cheesecloth
makes it difficult to clean and more likely to tear. I’ve been
using the same jelly bag for 10 years and it shows no signs
of age.

ABOVE: Collecting bag



Food mill

Some fruits (Juneberries and mulberries) have small
seeds you won’t mind eating. Others (cornelian cherries
and Oregon grape) have large seeds that would seriously
impair your eating enjoyment. A brief simmer softens the
fruit, which you can then pass through a food mill,
separating the seeds from the juice and pulp. Look for a
food mill with interchangeable plates of different-size
holes. You’ll want to use the plate with the largest possible
hole that will still catch the seeds while letting the pulp and
juice pass through. The smaller the hole, the harder you’ll
have to turn the mill.

ABOVE: Jelly bag and stand

ABOVE: Food mill



Canning jars

Whether you’re pressure-canning or canning in a boiling
water bath, you’ll need special jars with two-part lids that
create a vacuum seal to keep your food safe. Ball jars, a
common brand, are ubiquitous and generally the least
expensive. They come in narrow- and wide-mouth styles
and a variety of sizes and shapes from half gallons to
quarter pints. Ball also makes several interesting shapes
and sizes that are especially nice for gifts. Weck, a German
company, makes canning jars that are so beautiful it hurts
me to look at them. They are also so expensive I’ve never
bought them. Weck jars use a system of glass lids with
rubber gaskets and metal clamps. Someday I’ll treat
myself to a few Weck jars, although I’m not sure I’ll be able
to use them for gifts because I won’t want to give them
away, except to those family members who loyally return
their gift jars to me every year. I like to think they do it
because they want refills.



Spice grinder

Yes, you could chop your spices with a knife or grind them
with a mortar and pestle. I use a coffee bean grinder to
grind fresh, dried, or frozen spices (like wild ginger,
juniper berries, and spicebush berries) in a flash. So!
Much! Easier! Of course I don’t grind coffee beans in this
grinder; their strong taste would carry over to the spices.
The spices have their own dedicated grinder.

ABOVE: Canning jars



Food dehydrator

If you have an oven that can be set very low (125°F), you
may not need a dehydrator. But most ovens don’t go below
150°F, so you end up propping the door open to get
temperatures appropriate for dehydrating. I’m not
comfortable with this kind of inefficiency. Depending on the
model, dehydrators can be set for anywhere from 90 to
150°F. You’ll use the lower temperatures for drying leaves
and flower petals and the higher temperatures for fruits,
fruit leathers, and mushrooms. Dehydrators use much
less energy than stoves. Also many have timers, making
them very convenient. Special nonstick sheets (for making
fruit leather) can be ordered to fit the dehydrating trays.

ABOVE: Spice grinder



Boiling water bath canner

If you’re only going to make a few jars of jam or jelly every
year, you probably don’t need a dedicated canner. You can
process pint or half-pint jars in a large pasta pot, as long
as you can cover the tops of the jars with 2 inches of
water. It’s also a good idea to put a folded-up dishtowel on
the bottom of the pot so the jars don’t crack while jostling
around in the boiling water. If you fall in love with canning
(it’s an addictive hobby), you’ll want to buy a larger
canning rig that accommodates quart jars and has a rack
that makes for easy lifting in and out of the boiling water.

ABOVE: Food dehydrator



Pressure canner

While jams, jellies, and pickles can be canned in a boiling
water bath, low-acid foods need to be canned under
pressure for safe preservation. If you want to can a
bumper crop of milkweed pods or several extra quarts of
mushroom soup, you’ll need a pressure canner. This is
different from a pressure cooker, which is a vessel
intended to cook foods under pressure (i.e., faster than
you’d be able to cook them normally). People use pressure
cookers to speed the preparation of beans, lentils, and
meats that generally require long cooking times. You can
use a pressure canner for pressure cooking, but not
always vice versa. Most pressure cookers are too small to
accommodate the height of quart jars.

ABOVE: Boiling water bath canner



ABOVE: Pressure canner


