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HARVESTING WILD DELECTIBLES  

Judy Pelchat  
Of Whitehorse, Yukon 

In Canada’s north, there is a long and important tradition of foraging for food.  In the past, 
knowledge of local edible plants and animal species was critical to survival for both local 
aboriginal people and early settlers.  Today Yukoners, and other northerners, take great 
pride in searching out wild delectables to round out our diet or enhance store-bought 
foods.  In an effort to be as self-sufficient as possible, we have developed and adapted strat-
egies for successfully producing fruits and vegetables in a challenging growing environment, 
inside wood-heated greenhouses or under the shelter of row covers and mulches.  Great 
effort is spent both on strenuous hunts over harsh terrain in pursuit of wild game and the 
slow and steady gathering of berries or other edibles.  Then comes the subsequent smok-
ing, canning, and freezing of our finds, which put each forager’s unique signature on the 
food we serve.  
 
Fall is the time of year when we celebrate what we have “put by” for the upcoming unre-
lenting six-month winter.  Such was the case on September 5 when eighty people, bound by 
community and a love of good food, came together for the first ever Southern Lakes Har-
vest Dinner and Dance.   
 
The dinner was a joint fundraiser for the Tagish Community Association along with its local 
gardeners’ group.  Tagish is a remote lakeside community of about 400 people about 75 km 
south of Whitehorse, Yukon. 
 
The dinner was prepared by volunteers under the masterful eye of Whitehorse chef, Miche 
Genest, who has become well known across Canada and in northern Europe for her two 
books, The Boreal Gourmet and The Boreal Feast.  The two days of food preparation was, 
I’m told, as much fun as the eating; and the eating was fantastic.   
 
In anticipation of the meal, we enjoyed a low bush cranberry (Vaccinium) spritz cocktail, 
with berries picked as recently as the day before.  Dinner started with potted sockeye salm-
on served on various hard breads, accompanied by mushroom pate—portabellos combined 
with six varieties of wild Yukon mushrooms and topped with pickled radish and egg mimo-
sa.  This was followed by a mixed kale salad with cranberry vinaigrette dressing.  The main 
course was elk and bison stew with parsnips and carrots in a tangy cranberry-laced gravy, 
served with roasted beets and creamy double-mashed potatoes.  A vegetarian moussaka 
was also prepared.  Dessert consisted of homemade ice cream flavoured and sweetened 
with local birch syrup and topped with rhubarb compote, homemade meringues and 
whipped cream.  Almost all food was Yukon-grown or gathered, as were the herbs that fla-
voured or adorned them.   
 
This dinner reflected Miche Genest’s talent for crafting cook-friendly recipes using northern 
foods. Most of the recipes served were drawn from her books.  However, sadly missing was 
her spruce tip crème brulee, which is the best expression of northern forest aromas and 
flavours that I know.   
 
NOTE:  I would like to expand on Miche’s books.  They are impressive, as much coffee table 
or bedside reads as they are cookbooks.  They compare northern Canadian and European 
foods and culture, using wild foods where possible.  When Miche took The Boreal Feast on 
tour in 2014, she visited the Swedish Embassy in Ottawa, where the embassy’s chefs pre-
pared a meal using recipes drawn from her books. 

FORAGING FOR FOOD IN 
EASTERN ONTARIO 

Dale Odorizzi 
Master Gardener of Lanark County 

 
Everything old is new again!  As Perth cele-
brates its 200th Anniversary, we are remind-
ed of the harsh conditions the early settlers 
faced.  Foraging to find weeds, herbs, bushes 
and trees helped provide them with food.  
My mother often talks about her early days 
in Northern Ontario 80 years ago and how 
they were sent out by their mother to find 
the first fresh greens of the season.  Over 
time, we grew specific plants in our gardens 
and now have ready access at grocery stores 
for fresh vegetables, year round.  Today, 
many people are once again looking at the 
country side to help make up part of their 
diet.  Our guest author discusses foraging in 
the Yukon.  This article brings foraging closer 
to home. 
 
First of all, there are rules that all foragers 
should follow: 

 Ask permission.  Be sure you are not tres-
passing onto private land as you set out 
to forage. 

 Do not collect from Nature Reserves. 

 Familiarize yourself with plants in your 
area and learn about your local ecosys-
tem. 

 Learn to identify plants correctly and in-
vestigate their usage. 

 Learn the identity of local poisonous 
plants you are likely to encounter. 

 Do not eat anything you cannot identify 
positively as being safe. 

 Do not be greedy.  What plants are en-
dangered?  It is illegal to pick these 
plants. 

 Pick only what you can use.  Never take 
all of any one kind from a given spot. 

 Be very careful if you harvest roots.   

 Never pick in places subject to pollution 
or heavy spraying of pesticides or herbi-
cides. 
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Another wonderful element of this event was the following morning’s brunch discussion 
among ten cooks and diners, where Grandma’s wholesome pancake recipe was dressed up 
with high bush cranberry (Viburnum) and mossberry (Empetrum nigrum) syrups.  Recipes 
were shared or hinted at, sources of high quality produce and approximate locations of ber-
ry patches disclosed.  The previous day’s successes and near failures were retold.   
 
Soon I have a date for a berry-picking expedition and will be ready with a good berry con-
tainer, knee pads and bear spray (ref Yukon, North of Ordinary). Such is the passion that 
Yukoners share for local food that we have grown, harvested and prepared ourselves. 
 

 Never leave litter behind. 
Even non-foragers are familiar with the joys 
of eating freshly picked berries from the 
wild.  Many of the weeds that grow in our 
vegetable gardens and that we work so 
hard to eliminate are in fact excellent edi-
ble plants.  These plants are often extreme-
ly high in vitamins and minerals and we 
might be wise to weed out the radishes and 
let these weeds grow.  Examples are: 
Broadleaf Plantain--Young leaves raw or 
cooked in sauté or salad. Dried leaves in 
herbal tea.  Seeds raw or cooked.   
Bull Thistle--Use the root with other root 
vegetables.  Flower buds are used like 
Globe Artichokes. 
Chickweed--Leaves raw in salads or sand-
wiches. 
Creeping Charlie--Leaves raw or cooked.  
Mild bitter flavour.  Cook like spinach.  Tea 
from fresh or dried leaves.   
Garlic Mustard-Leaves and flowers in salad.  
Roots are somewhat spicy like horseradish.  
Seeds can be collected and eaten. 
Goldenrod--Flowers in salads.  Flowers and 
leaves to make tea.  Leaves cooked like 
spinach. 
Henbit--All parts edible.  Tastes like raw 
kale.  Very nutritious.   
Lambs Quarters--Leaves, shoots and flow-
ers.  It contains oxalic acid and should be 
eaten sparingly raw.  Cooking removes this 
acid.  Steam or add to soups and sautés.   
Milkweed--While flowers are edible, leave 
them for bees and butterflies.  The imma-
ture pods are delicious in stew or as a 
boiled vegetable.   
Pigweed--Young leaves raw or cooked like 
spinach.  Dried leaves for tea.  Seed flavour 
improved by roasting then grinding. 
Purslane--Leaves, stems and flower buds. 
Stinging Nettle--Careful with this one—do 
not let it touch exposed skin.  Young leaves 
are preferable.  Never eat raw.  Makes ex-
cellent spinach substitute.  Nettle tea can 
help with urinary ailments.  Tea rich in iron.  
Nettle soup is also popular. 
Wild Violet--Flowers and leaves have high 
level Vitamin A and C.  Use in salads or as 
cooked greens. 
Wood Sorrel--Incredible thirst quencher 
and refreshing to eat.  Leaves, flowers and 
immature seed pods are edible and have 
mild sour flavour.  Use in salads, soups, 
sauces and as seasoning or as a tea 
 
There are Foraging Clubs across East-
ern .Ontario.  For your first attempt at for-
aging, joining one of these clubs could be 
very helpful. 

ANISE HYSSOP (Agastache foeniculum) 

Rebecca Last 
Master Gardener of Ottawa Carleton 

Several years ago, I acquired seeds for a member of the mint family that I had not grown 
previously.  I sowed them with some trepidation, mint having the aggressive reputation it 
does.  I have never regretted taking that small risk.  In the years since, anise hyssop has be-
come one of my favourite perennial herbs. 

 
Throughout Europe, members of the mint 
family have traditionally been known as Hys-
sopus officinalis.  Despite its common 
name, anise hyssop is not a hyssop and it is 
native to north central North America and 
New England.  Historically, First Peoples 
used this plant as a breath-freshener, a tea 
and a sweetener.  Infusions were used to 
treat chest pains, and the roots were consid-
ered a remedy for coughs. 
 
Anise hyssop looks like a mint; it has the 
characteristic square stems and opposite 
toothed leaves.  Its erect posture, which can 
reach up to 120 cm tall but is more usually 
60-90 cm, and pretty lavender-coloured 
flowers make it a good candidate for sunny 

borders, as well as the herb garden.  For me the easiest way to identify this plant is to 
“scratch and sniff”. The leaves have a strong smell – and taste! – of black licorice. 
 
Beginning in late June, it produces lovely purple flower spikes that make an attractive cut 
flower and are irresistible to bees, butterflies and hummingbirds.  After the first flush of 
flowers, cut the plant back by one third and it will form a nice bushy clump that will contin-
ue to bloom until late August.  
 
While anise hyssop can spread through its roots as does mint, its preferred method of prop-
agation is via prolific self-seeding.  This makes it considerably easier to control than mint’s 
rampant root growth.  Simply pick the flowers before they go to seed.  If you want to save 
seeds, store the flower heads in a paper bag until they mature and the tiny black seeds will 
fall out like dust.  Perhaps because it is already such a wonderful plant, there are few culti-
var choices.  One variant is the award-winning ‘Golden Jubilee', which has bright chartreuse 
(greeny-yellow) leaves that emerge yellow in early spring. 
 
Starting from seed is relatively easy as long as you remember they require light to germi-
nate, so don’t cover them.  Some sources claim that a period of 6-8 weeks’ cold striation is 
needed to promote germination, but I have not found this to be essential.  Seeds can be 
sown during the late winter (March) and transplanted out when danger of frost has passed.  
Of course, once you have one plant established, it becomes all too easy to propagate more 
– just let the flowers got to seed and you will have enough new plants to fill your garden 
and give to friends! 
 
While it prefers full sun, anise hyssop is not picky.  In my garden, I find seedlings popping up 
everywhere and, if left to themselves, they will mature just as happily in part-sun, or even 
in deep shade.  Of course, plants grown in shadier spots will flower less and eventually dis-
appear as this is a relatively short-lived perennial.  Like many herbs, anise hyssop thrives in 

 

Edible ornamental herbs anise hyssop and 
bloody sorrel grow beside parsley, marigolds 

and cucumbers.  
R. Last  
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poor quality soil, which makes it perfect for my garden built on beach sand.  I have even 
seen plants not only sprout between paving stones, but mature in that location! 
 
According to the literature, anise hyssop will occasionally suffer from downy mildew.  How-
ever, I have never witnessed this in my garden.  In fact, my anise hyssops are ridiculously 
healthy plants that seem to shrug off all pests and diseases.  It is even reputedly a plant that 
deer tend to avoid, although bunnies apparently find it delicious. 
 
Like the First Peoples, I value this plant for herbal teas.  Iced licorice-flavoured tea seems 
like an exotic treat on a hot day, while hot licorice tea is warming on cold days.  I also use 
the leaves to bridge seasons as a substitute for basil.  In the early spring when my basil 
plants are just germinating, I can add baby leaves of anise hyssop to salads, soups and 
scrambled eggs.  In late fall, when my basil has succumbed to late blight or the first frost, 
anise hyssop is again pressed into service for its culinary uses.  I also pick bunches of leaves 
and dry them for use during the winter, and frequently add those lovely purple flower 
spikes to cut flower bouquets.  The flowers also dry well, with the lavender colour turning to 
a deeper blue, which can be added to potpourri. 
 
Anise hyssop is such a beautiful, versatile and easy plant.  I would recommend for any gar-
den  

Finally, the female mason bee plugs the 
entrance to the tube and may seek out 
another nest location.  
 
By summer, the larva begins to spin a co-
coon around itself and enters the pupal 
stage.  The adult matures in either fall or 
winter, hibernating inside its cocoon. They 
are well adapted to cold winters.  
 
To encourage mason bees, some gardeners 
opt to construct or purchase mason bee 
houses.  With an interest in bees, commer-
cial mason bee houses have become popu-
lar.  This may be a case of buyer beware, as 
some are inadequate or unsafe for them.  
 
Wooden mason bee houses meant to repli-
cate their homes in nature can attract para-
sites, pests and diseases and need to be 
cleaned or replaced every couple of years.  
Nesting tubes made of paper or cardboard 
are a great project for kids but don’t do 
well in damp weather.  
 
The easiest solution is likely to encourage 
organic practices, avoid using chemicals 
and pesticides, and provide some open 
ground without grass or covering letting 
mason bees have access to mud to build 
their homes.  Pollen-producing plants will 
be appreciated too by these little bees.  
Leaving perennials with hollow tube stems 
and dead tree boughs to overwinter will 
also be helpful.  

Watch for Trowel Talk the Master Gardeners of Ottawa 
Carleton electronic monthly gardening newsletter availa-
ble on the 15th at http://mgottawa.ca/ 
 
Visit the Almonte online community newspaper ‘The 
Millstone’ - http://millstonenews.com/ -for a column by 
David Hinks of the Ottawa Carleton Master Gardeners; 
under the Gardening tab 
 
Master Gardeners of Ottawa-Carleton and Master Gar-
deners of Lanark County are member groups of Master 
Gardeners of Ontario Inc., a registered charity with the 
mission of providing gardening advice to homeowners 
The Edible Garden logo was created by Jon Last 
(jonlast13@rogers.com) 

Need help? Contact us at: 
Telephone Help Line, Wednesday and Thurs-
day 1–3 pm (all year)  : 613-236-0034 -  
Ottawa E-mail Help Line, monitored daily : 
mgoc_helpline@yahoo.ca   
Lanark E-mail help Line:  
lanarkmg@gmail.com 

THE SECRET LIFE OF MASON BEES  
Julianne Labreche  

Master Gardener of Ottawa Carleton 

For many gardeners, honeybees and bumblebees get the glory.  Not only do they produce 
delicious honey, they also pollinate many of the fruits and vegetables we enjoy at our dinner 
tables.  Nowadays unfortunately, for reasons unclear, their colonies are collapsing in parts 
of Canada.   
 
Make room for the humble mason bee, formally known as the genus Osmia.  Lesser known, 
these bees also work hard to pollinate the foods we eat.  These little insects lead less public, 
more secret lives that are worthwhile for any curious gardener to discover. 
 
Consider their diversity. There are about 140 different mason bee species in North America. 
Next, consider their wide range.  In Canada, they range from British Columbia to Quebec.  
Lastly, be aware of their uniqueness. In many ways, they’re not at all like the honeybees and 
bumblebees that we know so well.  
 
They don’t live in colonies.  There is no hive.  Mason bees are solitary creatures that build 
their nests in long, narrow spaces.  Their homes can be found in nature in spaces between 
rocks, or in hollowed out plant stems or in tunnels in logs.  They build their nests with mud 
or chewed plant tissue.  
 
In the world of mason bees, every female is fertile.  There is no queen bee.  Nor are there 
any worker bees.  They produce no honey or beeswax.  They don’t build honeycombs and 
don’t swarm. Hard to believe they’re bees, really. 
 
Unlike the honeybees and bumblebees, they rarely sting.  They’re harmless, non-aggressive 
insects. Their stings, when they do occur, are in self-defence, including when they’re 
stepped on or squished. The sting isn’t painful; you might not even feel it.  
 
Mason bees don’t look like honeybees or bumblebees.  They look more like a fly.  They’re 
about 9-11 mm long, stocky, with a round, broad head and wide abdomens. They have me-
tallic dark blue bodies with black eyes, legs and antennae.  
 
The hungry male mason bee emerges first from the cocoon in early spring, waiting near the 
nest for the females.  When females emerge, they mate.  Then the males die.  The females 
are left to ready the nests for the young. 
 
Mason bees are busy bees.  Females travel in search of pollen and nectar, visiting flowers 
near their nests.  The females carry pollen on specialized hairs called ‘scopae’ beneath the 
abdomen.  
 
Many trips are needed to prepare the nests.  Finally, she lays an egg and creates a partition 
of mud that doubles as the back of the next cell.  This process continues until the cell is full.  
Female eggs are laid at the back of the nest; male eggs towards the front.  

THE SECRET LIFE OF MASON 
BEES  continued 


