SURVIVAL FOODS

This section covers edible wild plants that may provide you with the
nutritional lift to sustain life in a survival scenario. Although not all are
delicious, you should know and taste these plants to gain the
confidence to eat if you ever experience the necessity. These
survival foods are widely dispersed in areas where you might get
lost.

CACTUS

BARREL CACTUS

Cactaceae (Ferocactus spp.)

Identification: Barrel cacti (numerous species) are at first columnar
and mature to round; they may reach 8' tall but are typically smaller.
They are barrel shaped (roughly round) and found in southwestern
desert areas.

Barrel cactus fruit ripening

Habitat: Southwestern deserts, Texas, New Mexico, Arizona,
Sonoran desert and Baja California.



Food uses: Flowers and fruit edible, and inner tissue sucked or
eaten for hydration.

Medicinal uses: A cut piece of the cactus with moist side of the
tissue placed over a wound is a cleansing surfactant, drawing blood,
serum, debris from the wound site and then sealing it.

ELEPHANT CACTUS

Cactaceae (Pachycereus pringlei)

Identification: Elephant cacti, on the other hand, are columnar to
65' tall and similar in appearance to saguaro cactus (Carnegiea
gigantean). All these cacti have ribbed bodies or stems to allow for
expansion when storing water.

Elephant cactus

Habitat: Find cardon or elephant cactus in southern California
deserts, Arizona, Nevada, the Sonoran Desert, and Baja California.

Food uses: Flowers, fruits, and seeds are edible, a few more
desirable than others. Inner tissue is succulent and provides
hydration when you need it. Cardon or elephant cactus is sought as
a fruit or edible flower. In a pinch, go to what is available. Elephant
cactus seeds are ground and added to olive oil, seasoned and used
as a sauce (salsa).

Medicinal uses: Inner flesh of stems is surfactant (absorbing) and
can be laid over open wounds.



Note: Discover more edible desert plants in the “Edible Plants of the
Desert” chapter.

REINDEER LICHEN, REINDEER MOSS

Cladoniaceae (Cladonia rangiferina)

Identification: Lichen fungus is light colored, grayish white or
brownish gray. Arms are called thalli and are branched 1, 2, or 4
times. Main thalli are thickest and still very thin (1.5 mm, plus or
minus). Thalli can form extensive mats up to 6" thick. To me it looks
like an enlarged multi-dendrite nerve cell. Lichen lives in a symbiotic
association with a photobiont (Trebouxia irregularis) that provides the
necessary mechanism to photosynthesize food for the lichen.




Toxic wolf lichen on Douglas fir, Mount Rainier

Habitat: This cold-tolerant lichen found in boreal pine forests of
northern Michigan, Minnesota, and east along the northern half of
Appalachian Trail as well as the Mountain West and north through
the tundra to Alaska. Grows on humus, soil over rock, and on rocks
—rplus the plant detritus that makes up tundra.

Food uses: Edible fungus, poor tasting, chewy, a survival food.
Soak in water to reduce acid content and then chop into bouillon, grit
your teeth, and sip—high in vitamins, minerals, and antioxidants but
often poor tasting. Experiment. If lost on the tundra or in alpine areas
where the lichen is available, chewing on it may give you a lift and
the energy to stay alive. Boiling softens it and reduces acid—drink as
tea. Occasionally used to flavor Scandinavian grain or potato distilled
alcohol liquor called aquawvit; it is used in a similar manner in Russia.

CAUTION: Wolf lichen (Letharia vulpina) is a toxic lichen
containing the poison vulpinic acid. The lichen is found on
trees, typically conifers of the West and Northwest, and is
bright yellow green.

Medicinal uses: Northern native tribes use the lichen in decoctions
and as food to remove kidney stones. Chemistry in the lichen is
under study for its propensity to kill prions indicated in transmittable
spongiform encephalopathies.



Note: The Déné people of the Arctic kill caribou bingeing on reindeer
lichen for their meat and then extract the stomach to access the
reindeer lichen being digested within. The lichen is mashed with the
animal’s blood. The combination is then set aside to ferment for 3-5
days and sometimes longer, depending on temperature, after which
the fermented food is cooked and eaten. The lichen is slow growing

(Y16" or less per year); it takes decades to restore tundra and other
environments destroyed by human recreation and oil exploration.

FERNS AND THEIR FIDDLEHEADS

Fiddleheads or croziers are the tightly curled young fronds of ferns
rising from the ground on a stem (the rachis shatft), the new growth
that emerges in the early spring. Various species are found in all
states and are available from March to June, depending on altitude
and latitude. A few species of ferns also produce fiddleheads in the
fall and late winter.

The entire fern is made up of several fronds; the area just above
the ground and up to the base of the fern’s blade is the stalk.



Attached to the stalk and beginning where the blade forms and
continuing to the top of the blade is the axis. It is the stem where
pinna (leaflets) of the fern form, and the pinna is made up of smaller
leaflike structures called pinnules. Spore-containing fruiting bodies of
a fern are called sori.

CAUTION: All the ferns covered here have been eaten by
foragers and indigenous people for long periods of time.
The bracken fern has been eaten for 7,000 years but is also
linked to cancer when eaten multiple days as primary
nutrition in laboratory animals and during field
experiments. Drinking milk from fiddlehead-fed cows has
been linked tangentially to cancer. There is evidence that
bracken fern fiddleheads may cause cancer. The
carcinogenic chemistry is concentrated in the furled head
and not as much in the roots or the rachis (stem) below the
head. You are in charge of your health; you make the
decision. | would not hesitate to eat them in a survival
situation and have done so—raw. Raw fiddleheads,
however, can carry foodborne illness and parasites and



may cause stomach upset if you eat too many of them.
When gathering fiddleheads, never harvest all of them from
a single emerging plant—that would destroy the entire fern.
It is best to take just one or two coils from each plant.

MAIDENHAIR FERN

Polypodiaceae (Adiantum pedatum)

Identification: Shiny black (or dark brown) wiry stems, supporting
delicate leaflets, 15-40 leaflets per leaf, roughly providing the
appearance of a fan.

Maidenhair fern

Habitat: Several species found from coast to coast, in lowlands,
coastal areas, and mountain arenas,; prefers shade and moisture.
Often found clinging to the rock walls of a falls on the shady side.

Food uses: Fiddleheads are edible. Pick when tightly coiled,
because after unfurling the fiddleheads and plant are inedible—a
marginal food, for survival use only. Steam fiddleheads, then sauté in
oil or butter before eating.

Medicinal uses: Leaves of plant are styptic; apply to wound to stop
bleeding. Leaf tea used to rinse hair.

BRACKEN FERN

Dennstaedtiaceae (Pteridium aquilinum)



Identification: Perennial fern with a central and erect petiole 2'-3'
tall, terminating in compound leaf that is triangular when viewed from
above. Breadth of leaf is up to 3'. Leaf is more erect in sun-exposed
areas and more open in shade. There are up to 12 pairs of leaflets
on the horizontal shaft, which is called a rachis. Leaflets get smaller
toward terminus of rachis with 15 pairs of subleaflets on each leaflet.
The rachis terminates with a subleaflet. Both leaflets and subleaflets
are elongated and finger shaped. Leaflets and subleaflets are 2—4
times longer than they are wide. Stalk, petiole, and rachis are light
green toward yellowish, smooth or slightly hairy, short hairs.

Bracken fern

Habitat: In pastures and open forests. It is sun- and shade-tolerant.
Widely available in all states except rare in Nebraska.

Food uses: Collect fiddleheads ASAP; as they emerge (no taller
than 3"), they are edible. However, eat in moderation as there is
evidence of poisoning in grazing animals (reread intro to ferns). The
season is short; try a few and then wait till next spring. This is a ritual
experience: One and done and then look forward to next year.

Note: Clean away the fuzz and rinse (do this for all fiddleheads).
Next, drop into boiling water for 5 minutes. Then remove to a pan
and sauté in olive oil or butter. This processing reduces the
thiaminase in the fiddlehead and makes it more palatable.



Medicinal uses: Permaculture magazine out of the UK says
bracken fern is “used for diarrhea, nausea and vomiting, infections,
weakness, stomach cramps, and headaches.”

Notes: The fern grows 5' tall in the Nordhouse Dunes Wilderness
Area, Michigan. It is an expansive ground cover residing under 120
red pines—reminiscent of Yoda's forest in Star Wars. A bracken-
paved forest is one of my favorite places to recharge in complete
solitude.

CINNAMON FERN

Osmundaceae (Osmundastrum cinnamomeum)

Identification: These familiar fiddleheads emerge from the base of
the plant and unfurl into the classic fern shape: large, erect, pinnately
compound, yellow-green, sterile fronds (2'-4' long, taller in very
moist areas). The fronds remain attractive throughout the summer
and turn yellow in autumn. Separate spore-bearing, stiff, fertile
fronds appear in early spring, quickly turning brown. Tip: Get
personal help at your botanical garden when attempting to identify
ferns. Once identified in the summer, make a mental note or take a
photo of the location so you can find the fiddleheads next spring.

Cinnamon fern

Habitat: Found in moist, shallow wetlands, boggy grounds, along
streams, shaded bluffs with seepage or falling water spray. Range is



from Minnesota south, including Texas, east to the coast, including
Florida, and north to Hudson Bay.

Food uses: Cinnamon fiddleheads are edible. Follow cautionary
cooking procedure: boil and sauté.

Medicinal uses: Root decoction rubbed into arthritic joints for relief.
Root is also chewed, and a small amount swallowed, with the
remainder directly applied to snakebites.

Note: This is the first species of fiddlehead | ever ate in 1982,
memorable—and the memory is not good, a rather bitter-tasting fern.
The plant’s name refers to the cinnamon-colored fibers around the
foot or base of the fern. Fiber from the roots of cinnamon fern is used
to pot orchids.

SWORD FERN

Dryopteridaceae (Polystichum unitum)

Identification: Grows to 6' tall from tight, spreading clumps. Pinna
(the small leaflets attached to the frond) alternate on the stalk. There
is a small lobe or hilt at the base of the pinna (fern’s small leaflets
where it attaches); this pinna is similar to Christmas fern pinna of the
eastern United States.

Habitat: Shady low altitude, moist areas of the northwestern states,
including California to Alaska, and east to Idaho. Also, spotty in the
Black Hills of South Dakota and California’s Guadalupe Island.



Food uses: Edible fiddlehead and edible tubers attached to
rhizome. Northwestern First People roasted the rhizomes, peeled
them, and ate the food when salmon were not available and other
food sources were in short supply. Hmmm! Not so good, eh?

Medicinal uses: Poultice; warm, wet applications of chewed leaves
are used by First People on sores, boils, and skin inflictions and
irritations. Roots (rhizomes) in decoction used to control dandruff.

SENSITIVE FERN

Dryopteridaceae (Onoclea sensibilis)

Identification: Fiddleheads emerge in spring as dark red stems with
short white hairs along main rib and veins. Brown scales present on
emerging stems. Leave grow 11"-30" tall with bright green leaves.
Most noticeable feature is the flattened and obvious winged stem
with widely spaced, smooth-edged leaflets. Stem becomes dark
brown to black and is flattened and winged, especially the upper
area of the stem. Straggling leaves expose the creeping rhizomes
that can engender thick mats of roots and large colonies of the fern.



Sensitive fern

Habitat: Tolerates numerous biomes in partial shade, shade, and
even sun. Look in moist woods, thickets, wet meadows, swamps,
pond edges, and wet edges of lakes. Range is all the eastern and
midwestern states, including the prairie states and parts of Wyoming,
Colorado, and Montana. Rare in California and the Northwest. Not
found in Southwest, except for Texas.

Food uses: The unfurled early fiddleheads are parboiled, sautéed,
or fried and then added to prepared foods or soups and salads. As
with all fiddleheads, eat sparingly; one or two side dishes every
spring should be safe enough.

Medicinal uses: Anecdotal reports suggest a decoction of the plant
prevents baldness and may alleviate pain following childbirth.
Decoction of the root is said to improve fertility in women and to
strengthen them after childbirth. Infusion of whole plant or decoction
of the root applied to breast improves lactation. Root poultice applied
over cuts and abrasions.

Note: One of the easiest ferns to identify because of its winged
stem.

THE GRASSES

A few years ago | presented to the Wilderness Medical Society, a
group of medical doctors and advanced degree scientists. The topic



was the overlooked value of grass and grass seeds as a survival
food. | suppose we have all picked a stem of grass, stuck it in our
mouth, and sucked on its vital juices. That practice, under severe
conditions where moisture and sugar are unavailable, may save your
life. Grass fiber is not digestible, so spit out the cud.

CAUTION: Excessive and prolonged use of certain grasses
may have a toxic effect: Arrow grass (Triglochin palustris)
contains cyanide compound, prussic acid; rye grass
(Paspalum dilatatum) may harbor ergot; fescue from the
Poaceae family may harbor toxic fungus galls; Johnson
grass (Sorghum halepense) contains prussic acid; and
foxtail (Alopecurus pratensis) and other species have hard
and sharp chaff covering the seeds. If not carefully
winnowed they can pierce the soft tissue of any animal
including humans and pets. Be careful and judicious when
foraging. A good resource for learning more about grasses:
Grasses: An Identification Guide by Lauren Brown.

Medicinal uses: Grasses (green grasses) may be used for binding
gauze and poultices over wounds.

Note: For more edible grasses in this book see cattails, wild rice,
reed, plantains, and other grasses and grasslike plants that are
found in their environmental niche. Consider the grasses described
next as survival foods.

BEACH GRASS

Gramineae (Ammophila breviligulata)

Identification: Grows to 3%2". Produces a single long flower on a tall
stem. Leaves are narrow, basal. Plant is stiff. Tall stiff flower is pale
yellow and slightly purplish.



Beach grass, Oregon, Pacific coast

Habitat: Found on sand dunes bordering bodies of water worldwide.
Flowers in July; seedless flower persists through the winter.

Food uses: The roots (rhizomes and stolons) of this plant are softer
and often moist, but you will have to dig for them. Harvest seeds
when available. Seeds of this grass and others may be ground into
flour; a bit tedious but give it a try. Beach grass seeds are edible and
best harvested early.

Medicinal uses: Wound binding.

Note: This common grass knits together sand dunes along the Great
Lakes and dunes near larger bodies of water, both large and small,
in numerous places around the earth. If you're ever shipwrecked,
look for sand dunes, and the grass is there.

FOXTAIL

Gramineae (Alopecurus spp.)

Identification: Grows in low-lying 3'. (Looks like Timothy described
on next page.) The flower is shiny and soft to the touch, 1"-2" long,
narrow cylinder.



Foxtail: never shy and never too far away

Habitat: Fields, waste ground, damp ground, prairie edges, railroad
rights-of-way, roadsides, vacant lots. Found April-October.

Food uses: Chew on the stem, the soft and juiciest part near the
base of the stem. Seeds edible and can be shaken into a
handkerchief or plastic bag; add water and simmer until soft. The
stems are fibrous, and once you have masticated all the juices spit it
out; it is not digestible.

Note: Wet grasses, including Foxtail, can be put on meat that is
cooking over hot stones to hold in the moisture and heat.

Medicinal uses: Binding wounds.

SWEETGRASS

Poaceae (Hierochloe odorata)
Identification: A sweetly odorous perennial grass, grows in dense
clusters. Flat leaves are smooth and undersides shiny, 5"-15" long.
Leaves droop, as the stem is not rigid. Flower spikelets produce 3
flowers; lower florets with stamens are male, and the upper floret is
dioecious, producing both sexes.



Sweetgrass, Michigan

Habitat: Widely distributed in North America north of a line drawn
from Virginia to northern California. Cultivated on Native American
reservations. Establishes in the garden and is found along the edges
of wetlands and streams, but will tolerate dryness. Hardy.

Food uses: Plant is used as a flavoring agent in various beverages,
soft drinks, tobacco, and candy. The leaves of this plant are infused
and imbibed—a tea. It is also used in flavoring vodka and gin.

Medicinal uses: Considered a mosquito repellent. This is a sacred
herb for Native Americans and used in sweeping and smudging
ceremonies, a cleansing plant to brush away evil spirits and open
your heart so the good spirits can enter. A relaxing chew; spit out the

pulp.

TIMOTHY

Gramineae (Phleum pratense)

Identification: Perennial; 1'-3' tall. Narrow cylindrical flower is rough
textured. Stem and flower are stiffer and not as shiny as foxtail.
Flower at first is pale green and then tan.



Timothy, Montana

Habitat: Common along roadsides and fields, sharing the same
environments with foxtail except for wet areas.

Food uses: Like foxtail, chew on the base of stem: extract moisture
and spit out indigestible cellulose.

Medicinal uses: Wound binding. In test tube and petri dish studies,
sterile extracts of Timothy arrested Sarcoma 45 and a few other
tumors.

Note: Valued grass for grazing animals.



