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Food fur Free

Preface to the new edition

In zo10, René Redzepi's Copenhogen restaurant Nomu, whose reputation rests
on its innovative use of an exrraordinary range of wild ingredients, was judged
1o be the best eatéry in the world in an annual poll of food professionals. It was
a mmtlestone in the foraging renmissance, but also o sign of the tmes It would be
hard to find o serious restaurante these days thine doeen' feature wild food on it
menu, Marsh samphire, chanterelles, wild garlic, dandelion leaves, elderher-
ries, have all become rounne ingredients. And increasingly wildings dre mar-
shalled intw the exone presentations of the new cuisine. Snails on moss. Haws
conjired into ketchup. Cep cappuccinn. Sea-buckthorn-berry gel. A whale
infrastructure of professional pickers has evolved to service the fashion, and
portfolioy of television series to popularize it Wild food has gone mainstream,

How times have changed. When the first edition of Fead for Free was pub-
lished in 197z, foraging was sill regarded as mildly eccentric. To the extent
that it was o new (or revived) mradition, it seemed pare of the counrer-culture,
not the food business. It was a natural sutgrowth of the idealism of the dog,
and its roots were firmly anchored in the burgeoning intereses in ecology and
fond quality. | have n snapshor of myself taken around the time the book was
published. 'm sitting cross-legred on the lawn in a kaftan, looking rather smug,
and cradling un immense puffball on my lap. What the pictare reminds me
of, forty yvears on, is that foraging for wild food then didn't feel much like an
exploration of some ancient rural heritage (though of conrse it was). It felr
polivieal, cheeky, hedge-wise, a poke m the eve for domesticaity as much as
domesncation, It was only later thar 1 began o appreciate thar it might also be
a way — on all kinds of socral and cultural and psychological levels — af ‘recon-
necting with the wild'.

But if you were o look at ie sceprically, the growing popularicy of wild
food could seem like a shift in the opposite direction, not so much connecting
ourselves with the wild, us domesticaning the ferul. The sericusly inrellecrual
Oxford Food Symposium devored its annual conference to wild food in 2004
There were learned papers on foraging customs in south-west France and on
*Wild food in the Talmud’, and o tasting of “The feral vils of Australia”. Here
in the UK local authorities lay on guided forays in their country parks. New
Forest fungi are on sale in supermarkets. The seeds of wild vegetables such as
alexanders are available commercially, s you can germinate the wilderness
in o window box. The fashionahle rise of wild foods is perfectly expressed
by the changing fortunes of marsh samphire. In the dos it was an arcane sea-
shore delicacy, a "poor man's asparagus’. In 1981 it was served ar Charles and









Mana's wedding breakfast, gathered fresh from the Crown's own marshes w
Sandringham. In the new millennium it's become o garmish for restaurant fish,
and a favourire seaside holiday souvenir, sold by the bag o these whio don't
want to get their own legs mud-plastered, and as a bar-top snack, lightly vine-
gar-ed and set in bowls next to the crisps and peanuts, Our in the markes-place
the spirit of the hunter-gatherer segms w be waning.

But out in the countryside it is alive and well, and this srange dualicy — of
aravistic foragpng coexistng with comfortable cating-our — forces the question
win? Why should 2ist cenrury diners, with most of the aste sensations on the
planet effortlessly available w them on a place, accasionally choose to browse
ahowr like Palagolichics? Whar are we after We're opring for the most part for
imconvenience food, for bramble-scrabbling, mud-lacking, tree-climbing For
the pamful business of peeling borse-radish and de-husking chesmuts, and the
durful mupching — for historic mterest; of course —of the frankly rank ground
elder, just becaise it was bought here 48 0 por-herb two thousand yedrs ago. It
seems @ far cry from the duty once spelt out by thar Edward Hyams, doyen of
plant domesticanion, 'ro leave the fruirs of the earth tiner than he found them'

But the inconveniente, the raw unceénsired tasted, the necessity of getting
physical with the landscape, may be the whole poine The gratfying discom-
forr of hunnng down food the hard way seems genmnely o infuse its savour
—even when someone else has done the gathering. As Henry David Thoreou
wrote in Wild Fradt (iBsy): “The bitver-sweer of a white-oak acorn which you
nibble in o bleak November walk over the tawny carth 15 more o me than &
slice of imported pine-apple’. Another American forager called this elusive
quality ‘gatherednesy’

T judge from the hundreds of lemers 've been sent over the vears, read-
ers understand this. The intimacy with nature thae foraging involves isn't seen
as pretend primiovism or some misty-eyed nostalga for the simple life. Rather,
it has encouraged a growing awareness of how food fits inmo the whole lving
scheme of things, and a curiosity and inventveniss that are every bir as sharp as
those of our ancestors. Readers were writing abour wild raspberry vinegar long
hefore i became o fashionable ingredient of wowwelle enering abour the secrer
sntes and local nomes of the livte wild damsons that erow on the Essex barders;
about childhood feasts of seaweed *hoiled in burn water and lid on dog roses 1o
dry’. Foreign cuisines; in which wild plants have always been important ingre-
diens, have boen brought 't bear on our native wildings, and there have been
experiments with fruit liqueurs thur go way beyond sloe gin: service berries in
malt whiskey, cloudberries in aquavie, gin with exres juniper berries,

Some of this innovativeness is even permeating the commercial food tride
A Glasgow brewery uses Argylishire heather tops w flavour o popular ale sold
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