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CAN I EAT MY DANDELIONS?  
Edible weeds in the garden 

 
Amanda Carrigan 

Master Gardener of Ottawa Carleton 
 
One of the tasks gardeners face regularly is weeding the garden.  All sorts of uninvited 
things turn up that have to be removed before they start choking out the plants you do 
want there.  So where do the weeds go?  Into the compost pile or the green bin, probably.  
Have you ever brought them into the kitchen instead?  A surprising number of the weeds 
that grow in gardens or lawns here are edible, and many are both tasty and nutritious as 
well.  It’s certainly worth trying a few this summer, since you need to pull them out anyway!   
Maybe they won’t all be to your taste, but maybe you’ll discover a new favorite.  I can’t say 
I’ve tried all the possibilities listed here (partly because a lot of them are eaten as cooked 
greens, which are not a favorite of mine), but the ones I have sampled have ranged from all 
right to rather good.  And if you want to take it a step farther, I can recommend Euell Gib-
bons’ classic book, Stalking The Wild Asparagus, and Elias and Dykeman’s Field Guide to 
North American Edible Wild Plants, as good resources to start with.  As well, a quick search 
on line will turn up recipes for whatever weed you want to try eating! 
 
LAMB’S QUARTERS, Chenopodium album 

The tender young tips and leaves are good as salad or 
cooked greens.  Most often compared to spinach, without 
a strong flavor.  Cook the greens by boiling in a little wa-
ter until tender, about 5 minutes.  Serve with butter, salt 
and pepper.  Or, if you prefer, many recipes for cooked 
greens seem to use a sauce of ¼ cup vinegar, ditto 
chopped onion, 4 slices crumbled cooked bacon, and salt 
and pepper to taste, all simmered together.  The seeds (if 
you accidentally let them go to seed) can be ground and 
mixed with regular flour to make ‘buckwheat’ muffins or 
pancakes.  Lamb’s quarters is rich in vitamins A and C, and 
calcium. 
 

 
PURSLANE, Portulaca oleracea 
The young leaves have a rather lemony flavor, and 
can be used raw in salads or cooked for 10 minutes.  
The succulent texture is not for everyone (to me 
they’re a bit slimy), but apparently the texture is less 
noticeable if you use the cooked stems in a casserole.  
The thick stems later in the season can be pickled like 
cucumbers and the seeds can be ground for flour like 
lamb’s quarters.  It is worth knowing that the seeds 
can keep ripening on the plant after it’s pulled up – 
so if you want the seeds, pull the plants a little early 
when they are mature, then spread them to dry on a 
sheet or something for a couple weeks, to make sure 
the seeds are there and not back in the garden.  Purslane is a decent source of calcium, 
iron, and vitamins A and C. 
 

GROWING PUMPKINS 
Helen Halpenny  

Master Gardener of Lanark County 
 
What do Halloween, Thanksgiving, Cinder-
ella, jack-o-lanterns and pumpkin pie have 
in common?  Why pumpkins of course.  
Pumpkins originated in Central America 
and have been grown there for thousands 
of years.  In early times, they were baked 
or stuffed.  Medicinally, they were used to 
treat snake bite, freckles and tape worms. 
 
The jack-o-lantern, symbol of Halloween, 
was popularized by Irish immigrants who 
told a tale of a stingy man, Jack, barred 
from heaven and hell, condemned to carry 
a turnip lantern and hot coal and walk the 
earth until Judgement Day.  Since pump-
kins were so readily available to Americans, 
they substituted a hollowed pumpkin for 
the turnip and so the tale became folklore. 
 
Pumpkins need space in the garden and a 
fairly long growing season, from 90 to 130 
days.  Seeds can be directly sown in the 
garden when the soil is warm, or seeded 
indoors two to three weeks earlier and 
carefully transplanted so the roots are not 
disturbed.  As pumpkin plants are very sen-
sitive to cold, wait until the soil tempera-
ture is 20°C. 
 
Pumpkins are heavy feeders.  Garden soil 
should be enriched with compost and a 
slow release fertilizer.  Hill up the soil into a 
mound and plant four or five seeds, and 
thin to two plants after two weeks.  Rows 
should be about eight feet apart.  Minia-
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DANDELION, Taraxacum officinale 
Apparently the dandelion’s scientific name trans-
lates into ‘the official remedy for disorders’.  It may 
not be a cure-all, but this well-known weed is a 
good source of calcium, iron, and vitamins A and C. 
And every part of the plant can be eaten – think of 
that the next time you’re digging them out of the 
lawn!  The young tender leaves (before you see 
flower buds) are good in salad or as cooked greens 
(cooked about 5 minutes).  In fact, specific strains of 
dandelion for greens have been bred for produc-
tion.  If you dig up the whole plant early in the sea-
son, the crowns and immature buds can also be 
cooked as a vegetable, also requiring only about 5 
minutes cooking.  The spring roots may be pared 

and sliced, then boiled about 20 minutes, changing the water once, and with a pinch of bak-
ing soda in the first water.  The roots also may be roasted and ground as a coffee substitute, 
scrubbed and roasted thoroughly in a low oven.  The flowers may be used for fritters, or 
serve to make dandelion wine.  
 
STINGING NETTLE, Urtica dioica 
Another superlatively useful plant, once you get past 
the stinging part. (Once they’re dried, wilted, or 
cooked, the sting is no longer an issue, though).  
Nettle is a classic tea/spring tonic plant, since it is 
high in vitamins A and C, proteins, and minerals.  
Harvest the tender younger leaves and shoots to dry 
for tea or cook as a potherb.  The cooked greens are 
very good in a cream soup, as well.  As a cooked 
green, the hairs on the leaves give a texture that may 
not be liked by all, but pureeing the cooked greens or 
using only the cooking liquid in soup can solve that 
problem.  Besides eating them, nettles will give a 
fibre similar to flax/linen, can be used to dye wool in grey/tan/khaki tones, and are sup-
posed to be useful as a compost accelerant.  Plenty of reasons to keep a patch around.  
Note: Don’t use the older leaves/plants for cooking or tea.  They have what I heard coyly 
called ‘effects on the urinary tract’ which translates to having blood in your urine.  
 
GARLIC MUSTARD, Allaria officinalis 

 I decided this was not something I wanted to eat in large 
quantities, but if you want a few leaves to add flavor in a 
salad or a cooked dish, it would be a nice choice. Garlic 
mustard has exactly the flavor you’d guess from the 
name, although it’s subtle, almost an aftertaste, rather 
than strong. Harvest the young leaves, blossoms, and 
seeds pods in spring or early summer, and add raw to 
salads or steam/boil until tender.  
 
 
 
 

SHEEP SORREL, Rumex acetosella 
If you have this in the garden or lawn, you’ve probably 
cursed it for being hard to remove, as it is one of those 
annoying things that regrow if you leave roots or runners 
in the soil. But the leaves have a lemony-sour taste, and 
can be added to blander greens in a salad, cooked as a 
potherb (change the water twice in the cooking process), 
used to flavor a soup broth, or made into a beverage: boil 
1 cup loosely packed leaves in 1 quart water for 2-3 
minutes, cover and steep 15 minutes, strain, sweeten to 

ture and bush type pumpkins need less 
space.  During the growing and fruiting 
stage, water is very important, at least 2.5 
cm a week.  If you want large pumpkins 
fertilize again at fruiting time. 
 
Bees are necessary for pollination so never 
use insecticides (a good rule to follow in all 
your edible garden).  Cultivate carefully 
around the plants as pumpkin roots are 
near the surface.  Cucumber beetles and 
squash bugs sometimes attack seedlings.  
Hand picking can control the pests.  A 
floating row cover can prevent damage but 
it must be removed for pollination.  Pow-
dery mildew on the upper surface of the 
leaves can be unsightly but rarely kills 
plants. 
 
Pumpkins are ready to harvest when they 
are completely orange and vines turn yel-
low.  Cut the stem cleanly, leaving about 10 
cm attached.  Store in a cool place until 
Halloween or Thanksgiving. 
 
Seed catalogues offer a wide variety of col-
ours, shapes and sizes—everything from 
huge Atlantic Giant to little Baby Boo.  
There are some shaped like Cinderella’s 
coach, white ones (Lumina), sugar pump-
kins for pies and warty ones with bumps all 
over.   
 
The flesh of pumpkins is high in vitamins A 
and C, and potassium.  The seeds are great 
roasted.   
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Salsify 
Ester Bryan 

Master Gardener of Ottawa Carleton 
What tastes like an oyster, bleeds sap like a 
dandelion yet is a vegetable? Salsify! Salsi-
fy, Tragopogon porrifolius, is an old root 
vegetable that was popular before the ad-
vent of refrigeration dampened affection 
for most storage crops.  Despite looking like 
a hairy parsnip, salsify is actually a member 
of the sunflower family and therefore not 
related.  Its closest relatives are actually 
dandelion itself and chicory, both recog-
nizable to the reader. 
  
Like dandelion, salsify is not difficult to 
grow. The one caveat for the northern gar-
dener is that it requires a very long growing 
season, upwards of 120-150 days to 
achieve optimal root size.  Fortunately sal-
sify can be direct-seeded very early in the 
season, as much as two weeks before the 
last anticipated frost date.  Use fresh seed 
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taste, and serve hot or cold.  The small, heart-shaped leaves of oxalis, which tends to be a 
garden weed, are also lemony to nibble on. 
 
COMMON DAYLILY, Hemerocallis fulva 

Not exactly a weed, but it does spread fast enough to 
need controlling in the garden, and a good edible plant.  
The buds, picked a day or so before they open, can be 
used in stir-fries, or boiled a few minutes and used as a 
vegetable.  The texture is a bit like asparagus.  The buds 
and wilted flowers from the day before can be dried for 
later use, and added to soups and stews.  The firm 
young tubers can be eaten raw (described as sweet and 
nutty) or boiled for about 15 minutes and seasoned. 
 
 
 
 

JERUSALEM ARTICHOKE, Helianthus tuberosus 
Also known as sunchokes, another semi-weedy 
plant that often needs controlling in a garden 
setting.  To get rid of them, you need to dig the 
tubers up.  And happily, the tubers are edible, and 
gaining popularity as a gourmet vegetable.  Dig 
them up in fall after frost, peel or scrub them, and 
then you can essentially treat them as another 
root vegetable – boil and mash, roast, or slice and 
fry them.  The tubers have more iron and calcium 
than potatoes, although less vitamins, and are low 
in starch.   
 
 
 
 
 
MORE WEEDS TO TRY 
That’s about all the weeds I have personally sampled – but there are a lot more that are 
edible.  Try the tender young greens of chickweed, violets, plantain, lady’s thumb, cheeses, 
amaranth, galinsoga, or cleavers.  Young leaves of peppergrass, shepherd’s purse, or mus-
tards have a more peppery flavor, as do their seeds.  Burdock, goat’s beard, and evening 
primrose have edible roots.  Violet flowers, amaranth seeds, and milkweed shoots, pods, 
and flowers (properly prepared) are other possibilities.  You might end up looking at the 
weeds in your garden as a good thing. 

as the seed rapidly loses viability beyond 
one year.  Cultivars are available, 
“Mammoth Sandwich Island” being among 
the best. 
 
It is a slow germinator so don't lose hope if 
the small grassy spears take time to ap-
pear.  A gardener must quell the urge to 
accidentally pull them as they appear weed 
like.  The growing plants have long and 
lovely grassy leaves that make a delightful 
contrast with other vegetables in the gar-
den.  They should be kept weeded, this is 
slow and steady crop that takes times to 
achieve excellence.  Being a cool season 
vegetable by nature, hot and dry weather 
will take its toll on the quality of the root.  
Mulch it thickly to keep out weeds and 
maintain consistent soil moisture.  Salsify 
does not have any significant pests or dis-
eases, a welcome change for the belea-
guered gardener.  
 
When fall frosts approach, do not fear.  
Salsify's root actually improves in flavour 
with some exposure to frost.  When har-
vesting the root in mid-fall, take care to not 
break it as it is rather brittle in comparison 
to carrots.  Use a spade or pitchfork to 
carefully remove it before removing the 
tops to conserve root moisture.  Broken 
side roots will bleed whitish fluid like that 
of a dandelion, it is not harmful to the final 
taste however. 
 
Treat like a root vegetable.  It appreciates 
being kept moist before peeling and chop-
ping for use mashed or in addition to an-
other dish.  I can attest that mashed salsify 
with sour cream has a delightful creamy 
taste, the texture reminiscent of turnips. 
Even children will like this treat! 
 
Salsify has another relative often called 
black salsify or scorzonera.  This is a differ-
ent plant, Scorzonera hispanica.  Rather 
than hairy and beige, the roots of scorzene-
ra are a smooth black.  Some growers feel 
scorzonera is superior to salsify but the 
taste is similar. 
 
Salsify is a unique and different addition to 
the typical garden as well as the dinner 
table.  I hope you will consider trying it! 

Watch for Trowel Talk the Master Gardeners of Ottawa Carleton electronic monthly gardening newsletter available 
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 Gardeners 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). 
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DETERRING PESTS 
One of the best methods of keeping pests away from vegetables are physical barriers, such 
as floating row covers for insects.  For larger animals fences, made of mesh, chicken wire 
and the ultimate—electric fencing are more effective.  These can temporary or permanent.  
These may have to be tailored according to your pest.  A fruit cage with a mesh or wire top 
will keep birds out and climbing creatures.  Floppy fences will also discourage climbers.  To 
discourage those that dig at ground level bend the mesh out at 90° to form an apron for 30 
to 60 cm and bury just under the surface.  An opaque barrier  such as a wooden fence or 
brick wall will hide the vegetable from view plus providing some shelter from winds. 

The average last frost date in the Ottawa 
according to OMAFRA is 11th May and 
first frost  date 1st October—143 days.  
Frost is defined as a temperature of 0°C at 
1.5m.  As this is an average we may still 
get frost after these dates. 


