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THE NEW ‘F’ WORD IS … FORAGING 

First published in Earth Garden No 167 March – May 2014 

 

The day I chose to visit Adam Grubb and Annie Raser-Rowland in their inner-city home in 

Melbourne’ East Brunswick, was icy cold. It was also spasmodically pouring with rain, hardly 

ideal conditions to go foraging as we had planned. But Adam was off overseas the next day and I 

wanted to catch the famous forager before he left town.  

Everywhere I look these days – in Gourmet Traveller and Vogue (which of course I only 

read at the hairdressers’) and in in-flight magazines, newspapers, on-line publications, even in 

restaurant menus – foraging is the buzz-word. If this keeps up, it could be in danger of becoming 

mainstream.  

Although I had picked the occasional fig or lemon hanging over a neighbour’s fence and 

helped myself to wild parsley when my home supplies were running low, I had never ‘officially’ 

foraged. So I jumped at the chance to talk to Adam and Annie, who are both veterans. They run 

weed identification courses, have appeared on TV and have even produced a delightful and droll 

book on the topic (The Weed Forager’s Handbook, Hyland House Publishing Melbourne). 

 On the day of my visit, in true permaculture fashion, we managed to turn a major 

disadvantage – the poor weather conditions - into an asset. Unable to wander far afield to forage, 

we settled instead at their kitchen table, sipping herbal tea sweetened with honey from their own 

bees and nibbling home-grown bananas. The far-ranging conversation that ensued about the 

origins, charms, contra-indications and even philosophy of foraging might have been impossible 

had we been outside braving the elements. I also learned that being restricted to foraging in the 

couples’ own back yard was no problem. Lots of foraging can be done right there. 

 And it’s certainly where Adam started. One day, about ten years ago, soon after 

completing a permaculture course, he was weeding his veggie patch. Pulling up a great hunk of 

chickweed, the incongruity of his behaviour struck him. He realised that chickweed is not only 

high in protein, vitamins A and C and anti-ageing antioxidants, but has more than twice the iron 

level of the spinach he was trying to protect by removing the ‘weed’. On the spot, he decided to 

leave the chickweed in the veggie patch where it belonged. And this ‘super-food’ now has pride 

of place amongst the top twenty edible and medicinal weeds identified in the handbook. Talking 

to Annie and Adam, I realised that what we call ‘food’ and what we curse as ‘weeds’ is entirely 

arbitrary. It is also frequently culturally-defined. 
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 Costa Georgiadis, the effervescent host of the ABC’s Gardening Australia, in his 

foreword to their book, includes some delightful childhood memories of family outings and 

picnics. He describes how his Greek relatives would de-cant from a bus beside the highway and 

then set forth, walking ‘emu-bob’ style, in search of weeds. These ‘horta’, as the Greeks call them, 

would end up transformed into the most delicious ‘hortapita’ (weed pies). But people of different 

ethnic backgrounds tend to favour different weeds. Dandelions regularly grace Italian and Greek 

cuisine, while Middle Eastern meals often features mallow. 

 One of the things that surprised and delighted me during my visit was that so many of the 

weeds the couple pointed out in their backyard were familiar to me. I didn’t know their formal 

names, but their common names were part of my childhood. I recognised onionweed (angled 

onion), pigweed (purslane) and sourgrass (oxalis), whose piquant stems I remembered sucking as 

I wandered home from school. It was unfortunate that as an adult I had misplaced that childhood 

lore, and with a couple of exceptions, like nasturtiums and amaranth, had overlooked the delights 

of weeds.  

Scanning the weedy cornucopia that is the foragers’ backyard, I was thrilled to realise 

that many of their plants have been regular, unwelcome, but thankfully persistent, visitors to my 

own backyard. I could hardly wait to get started transforming our home diet. Fortunately Adam 

and Annie took me firmly in hand, pointing out that not all weeds are meant for the pot or salad 

bowl. They emphasized that careful and correct identification is essential. Here are some of their 

other foraging safety tips:  

Don’t forage for mushrooms unless you really know what you are doing. Apparently in 

parts of Europe, where mushrooming is popular, there are fungi inspectors who check your 

pickings as you exit the forest to ensure your fungi are safe for consumption. Until such services 

exist in Australia, it is probably wiser to give mushrooms a miss. 

 When foraging away from home, note areas in which the local council has been spraying 

and avoid them. And realise that sometimes rain can wash away warning dyes.  

Don’t forage near busy roads, in areas regularly used by dogs or close to waterways. Get 

to know your neighbourhood so that you can avoid potential pollutants and contaminated soils.  

 Ideally, take a course or in other ways develop your skills at weed recognition. There are 

some weeds that are toxic, despite their innocent appearance. Hemlock, for example, which looks 

a bit like parsley, fennel or wild celery, is just as potent now as it was in ancient Rome. So if you 

don’t want to end up like Socrates, make sure you can distinguish it.  

 Having dealt with the safety issues, Annie and Adam were enthusiastic about the many 

advantages of weeds:  
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Annie, accompanied by her terrier Little, picks edible greens daily and insists that they 

taste far better and are better for you than their domesticated siblings.  

When salad and other greens no longer need to be cultivated in the veggie patch, more 

space is freed up to grow other food. 

With 95% of the couples’ fruit either foraged or from their own garden, food costs are 

greatly reduced. 

 Foraging can help you meet the neighbours. Who knows, they might be out and about 

themselves, picking blackberries or horta. If they have edible trees, try knocking on their front 

door to request permission to pick their fruit. Adam and Annie are keen advocates of the etiquette 

of foraging and suggest that although it is legal to pick fruit from trees that overhang the footpath, 

it makes for a friendlier neighbourhood if you ask first. 

 As I mentioned earlier, Adam and Annie are very interested in the philosophy behind 

foraging. As Annie put it: ‘When food is something you can take from your environment, and not 

part of the economy, things become very exciting. It can change your whole concept of what it 

means to be human.’ She suggests that the very activity of foraging, as well as having a strong 

spiritual dimension, can link us with our forebears: ‘When you are foraging, you get into a 

scanning state. The action feels so ‘right’: walking, sweeping for little signals of colour, texture, 

shape, disturbed ground. It’s ingrained knowledge, something most humans have been doing with 

their eyes for all of history.’  

 When I got home, I could hardly wait to get out into the garden with the handbook to do a 

menu make-over.  

 Since my visit to Annie and Adam, the “welcome” mat is always out at our home for 

visiting weeds. And ‘F-oraging’ for me will never be a dirty word.  
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