
Arctic willow  
Salix arctica  

 

Description: The arctic willow is a shrub that never exceeds more than 60 centimeters in height and grows in 
clumps that form dense mats on the tundra.  

Habitat and Distribution: The arctic willow is common on tundras in North America. Europe, and Asia. You can 
also find it in some mountainous areas in temperate regions.  

Edible Parts: You can collect the succulent, tender young shoots of the arctic willow in early spring. Strip off the 
outer bark of the new shoots and eat the inner portion raw. You can also peel and eat raw the young underground 
shoots of any of the various kinds of arctic willow. Young willow leaves are one of the richest sources of vitamin C, 
containing 7 to 10 times more than an orange.  

Cattail  
Typha latifolia  

 

Description: Cattails are grasslike plants with strap-shaped leaves 1 to 5 centimeters wide and growing up to 1.8 
meters tall. The male flowers are borne in a dense mass above the female flowers. These last only a short time, 
leaving the female flowers that develop into the brown cattail. Pollen from the male flowers is often abundant and 
bright yellow.  

Habitat and Distribution: Cattails are found throughout most of the world. Look for them in full sun areas at the 
margins of lakes, streams, canals, rivers, and brackish water.  

Edible Parts: The young tender shoots are edible raw or cooked. The rhizome is often very tough but is a rich 
source of starch. Pound the rhizome to remove the starch and use as a flour. The pollen is also an exceptional 
source of starch. When the cattail is immature and still green, you can boil the female portion and eat it like corn 
on the cob.  

Other Uses: The dried leaves are an excellent source of weaving material you can use to make floats and rafts. 
The cottony seeds make good pillow stuffing and insulation. The fluff makes excellent tinder. Dried cattails are 
effective insect repellents when burned.  

Chestnut  
Castanea sativa  

 

Description: The European chestnut is usually a large tree, up to 18 meters in height.  

Habitat and Distribution: In temperate regions, the chestnut is found in both hardwood and coniferous forests. In 
the tropics, it is found in semievergreen seasonal forests. They are found over all of middle and south Europe and 
across middle Asia to China and Japan. They are relatively abundant along the edge of meadows and as a forest 
tree. The European chestnut is one of the most common varieties. Wild chestnuts in Asia belong to the related 
chestnut species.  

Edible Parts: Chestnuts are highly useful as survival food. Ripe nuts are usually picked in autumn, although unripe 
nuts picked while green may also be used for food. Perhaps the easiest way to prepare them is to roast the ripe 
nuts in embers. Cooked this way, they are quite tasty, and you can eat large quantities. Another way is to boil the 
kernels after removing the outer shell. After being boiled until fairly soft, you can mash the nuts like potatoes.  

Dandelion  
Taraxacum officinale  

 



Description: Dandelion leaves have a jagged edge, grow close to the ground, and are seldom more than 20 
centimeters long. Its flowers are bright yellow. There are several dandelion species.  

Habitat and Distribution: Dandelions grow in open, sunny locations throughout the Northern Hemisphere.  

Edible Parts: All parts are edible. Eat the leaves raw or cooked. Boil the roots as a vegetable. Roots roasted and 
ground are a good coffee substitute. Dandelions are high in vitamins A and C and in calcium.  

Other Uses: Use the white juice in the flower stems as glue.  

Fireweed  
Epilobium angustifolium  

 

Description: This plant grows up to 1.8 meters tall. It has large, showy, pink flowers and lance-shaped leaves. Its 
relative, the dwarf fireweed (Epilobium latifolium), grows 30 to 60 centimeters tall.  

Habitat and Distribution: Tall fireweed is found in open woods, on hillsides, on stream banks, and near seashores 
in arctic regions. It is especially abundant in burned-over areas. Dwarf fireweed is found along streams, sandbars, 
and lakeshores and on alpine and arctic slopes.  

Edible Parts: The leaves, stems, and flowers are edible in the spring but become tough in summer. You can split 
open the stems of old plants and eat the pith raw. 

Foxtail grass  
Setaria species  

 

Description: This weedy grass is readily recognized by the narrow, cylindrical head containing long hairs. Its grains 
are small, less than 6 millimeters long. The dense heads of grain often droop when ripe.  

Habitat and Distribution: Look for foxtail grasses in open, sunny areas, along roads, and at the margins of fields. 
Some species occur in wet, marshy areas. Species of Setaria are found throughout the United States, Europe, 
western Asia, and tropical Africa. In some parts of the world, foxtail grasses are grown as a food crop.  

Edible Parts: The grains are edible raw but are very hard and sometimes bitter. Boiling removes some of the 
bitterness and makes them easier to eat.  

Marsh marigold  
Caltha palustris  

 

Description: This plant has rounded, dark green leaves arising from a short stem. It has bright yellow flowers.  

Habitat and Distribution: This plant is found in bogs, lakes, and slow-moving streams. It is abundant in arctic and 
subarctic regions and in much of the eastern region of the northern United States.  

Edible Parts: All parts are edible if boiled.  

CAUTION  

As with all water plants, do not eat this plant raw. Raw water plants may carry dangerous organisms that are 
removed only by cooking. 

Mulberry  
Morus species  



 

Description: This tree has alternate, simple, often lobed leaves with rough surfaces. Its fruits are blue or black 
and many seeded.  

Habitat and Distribution: Mulberry trees are found in forests, along roadsides, and in abandoned fields in 
Temperate and Tropical Zones of North America, South America, Europe, Asia, and Africa.  

Edible Parts: The fruit is edible raw or cooked. It can be dried for eating later.  

CAUTION  

When eaten in quantity, mulberry fruit acts as a laxative. Green, unripe fruit can be hallucinogenic and cause 
extreme nausea and cramps. 

Other Uses: You can shred the inner bark of the tree and use it to make twine or cord.  

Nettle  
Urtica and Laportea species  

 

Description: These plants grow several feet high. They have small, inconspicuous flowers. Fine, hairlike bristles 
cover the stems, leafstalks, and undersides of leaves. The bristles cause a stinging sensation when they touch the 
skin.  

Habitat and Distribution: Nettles prefer moist areas along streams or at the margins of forests. They are found 
throughout North America, Central America, the Caribbean, and northern Europe.  

Edible Parts: Young shoots and leaves are edible. Boiling the plant for 10 to 15 minutes destroys the stinging 
element of the bristles. This plant is very nutritious.  

Other Uses: Mature stems have a fibrous layer that you can divide into individual fibers and use to weave string or 
twine.  

Oak  
Quercus species  

 

Description: Oak trees have alternate leaves and acorn fruits. There are two main groups of oaks: red and white. 
The red oak group has leaves with bristles and smooth bark in the upper part of the tree. Red oak acorns take 2 
years to mature. The white oak group has leaves without bristles and a rough bark in the upper portion of the tree. 
White oak acorns mature in 1 year.  

Habitat and Distribution: Oak trees are found in many habitats throughout North America, Central America, and 
parts of Europe and Asia.  

Edible Parts: All parts are edible, but often contain large quantities of bitter substances. White oak acorns usually 
have a better flavor than red oak acorns. Gather and shell the acorns. Soak red oak acorns in water for 1 to 2 days 
to remove the bitter substance. You can speed up this process by putting wood ashes in the water in which you 
soak the acorns. Boil the acorns or grind them into flour and use the flour for baking. You can use acorns that you 
baked until very dark as a coffee substitute.  

CAUTION  



Tannic acid gives the acorns their bitter taste. Eating an excessive amount of acorns high in tannic acid can lead to 
kidney failure. Before eating acorns, leach out this chemical. 

Other Uses: Oak wood is excellent for building or burning. Small oaks can be split and cut into long thin strips (3 
to 6 millimeters thick and 1.2 centimeters wide) used to weave mats, baskets, or frameworks for packs, sleds, 
furniture, etc. Oak bark soaked in water produces a tanning solution used to preserve leather.  

Pine  
Pinus species  

 

Description: Pine trees are easily recognized by their needlelike leaves grouped in bundles. Each bundle may 
contain one to five needles, the number varying among species. The tree's odor and sticky sap provide a simple 
way to distinguish pines from similar looking trees with needlelike leaves.  

Habitat and Distribution: Pines prefer open, sunny areas. They are found throughout North America, Central 
America, much of the Caribbean region, North Africa, the Middle East, Europe, and some places in Asia.  

Edible Parts: The seeds of all species are edible. You can collect the young male cones, which grow only in the 
spring, as a survival food. Boil or bake the young cones. The bark of young twigs is edible. Peel off the bark of thin 
twigs. You can chew the juicy inner bark; it is rich in sugar and vitamins. Eat the seeds raw or cooked. Green pine 
needle tea is high in vitamin C.  

Other Uses : Use the resin to waterproof articles. Also use it as glue. Collect the resin from the tree. If there is 
not enough resin on the tree, cut a notch in the bark so more sap will seep out. Put the resin in a container and 
heat it. The hot resin is your glue. Use it as is or add a small amount of ash dust to strengthen it. Use it 
immediately. You can use hardened pine resin as an emergency dental filling.  

Reed  
Phragmites australis  

 

Description: This tall, coarse grass grows to 3.5 meters tall and has gray-green leaves about 4 centimeters wide. It 
has large masses of brown flower branches in early summer. These rarely produce grain and become fluffy, gray 
masses late in the season.  

Habitat and Distribution: Look for reed in any open, wet area, especially one that has been disturbed through 
dredging. Reed is found throughout the temperate regions of both the Northern and Southern Hemispheres.  

Edible Parts: All parts of the plant are edible raw or cooked in any season. Harvest the stems as they emerge from 
the soil and boil them. You can also harvest them just before they produce flowers, then dry and beat them into 
flour. You can also dig up and boil the underground stems, but they are often tough. Seeds are edible raw or 
boiled, but they are rarely found.  

Thistle  
Cirsium species  

 

Description: This plant may grow as high as 1.5 meters. Its leaves are long-pointed, deeply lobed, and prickly.  

Habitat and Distribution: Thistles grow worldwide in dry woods and fields.  

Edible Parts: Peel the stalks, cut them into short sections, and boil them before eating. The roots are edible raw 
or cooked.  



CAUTION 

Some thistle species are poisonous. 

Other Uses: Twist the tough fibers of the stems to make a strong twine.  

Wild onion and garlic  
Allium species  

 

Description: Allium cernuum is an example of the many species of wild onions and garlics, all easily recognized by 
their distinctive odor.  

Habitat and Distribution: Wild onions and garlics are found in open, sunny areas throughout the temperate 
regions. Cultivated varieties are found anywhere in the world.  

Edible Parts: The bulbs and young leaves are edible raw or cooked. Use in soup or to flavor meat.  

CAUTION  

There are several plants with onionlike bulbs that are extremely poisonous. Be certain that the plant you are using 
is a true onion or garlic. Do not eat bulbs with no onion smell. 

Other Uses: Eating large quantities of onions will give your body an odor that will help to repel insects. Garlic 
juice works as an antibiotic on wounds 

Wild rice  
Zizania aquatica  

 

Description: Wild rice is a tall grass that averages 1 to 1.5 meters in height, but may reach 4.5 meters. Its grain 
grows in very loose heads at the top of the plant and is dark brown or blackish when ripe.  

Habitat and Distribution: Wild rice grows only in very wet areas in tropical and temperate regions.  

Edible Parts: During the spring and summer, the central portion of the lower sterns and root shoots are edible. 
Remove the tough covering before eating. During the late summer and fail, collect the straw-covered husks. Dry 
and parch the husks, break them, and remove the rice. Boil or roast the rice and then beat it into flour.  

Wild rose  
Rosa species  

 

Description: This shrub grows 60 centimeters to 2.5 meters high. It has alternate leaves and sharp prickles. Its 
flowers may be red, pink, or yellow. Its fruit, called rose hip, stays on the shrub year-round.  

Habitat and Distribution: Look for wild roses in dry fields and open woods throughout the Northern Hemisphere.  

Edible Parts: The flowers and buds are edible raw or boiled. In an emergency, you can peel and eat the young 
shoots. You can boil fresh, young leaves in water to make a tea. After the flower petals fall, eat the rose hips; the 
pulp is highly nutritious and an excellent source of vitamin C. Crush or grind dried rose hips to make flour.  



CAUTION  

Eat only the outer portion of the fruit as the seeds of some species are quite prickly and can cause internal 
distress. 

 

 


