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Guide to the route & wildlife to look out for  

FORAGING THE OLD ROAD  
Route map: https://tinyurl.com/yy8tktbe  
Following part of the St Magnus Way, the walk passes through a variety of habitats including the 
woods at Binscarth, farm tracks, open farmland, and a freshwater loch – the Loch of Wasdale. As 
the track emerges from the woods into open farmland, the view over the West Mainland is 
stunning. With a mixture of habitats comes a variety of wildlife: listen to the birdsong in the woods 
whilst gazing up at the canopy; look out for the colourful wildflowers in the summer, and the 
butterflies and insects feeding on them, all the while watching out for a passing raptor like a Hen 
Harrier or a Sparrowhawk. 
 

Guide to foraging & edible/medicinal plants to look out for  

When foraging for wild medicinal or food plants, safe identification is vital: take a good field guide with 
clear illustrations or photographs - or/and an expert! iSpot is a fantastic online resource for identifying wild 
plants and sharing images: http://www.ispot.org.uk/plants. There are apps too: Pl@ntNet is fairly good for 
wildflowers, covering all western Europe, and the Woodland Trust’s app is great for UK tree ID. Always 
cross-check the botanical name, as common names of plants vary widely. If in doubt, leave well alone! It is 
important always to follow the Scottish Outdoor Access Code (SOAC) (https://www.outdooraccess-
scotland.scot/) This also sets out our foraging rights. Respect plants and their environment: only harvest 
plants that are plentiful, and always leave enough for the plant and wildlife to thrive. As a general rule, on 
public land/rights of way, it is legal to take above-ground parts – leaves, flowers, seeds, fruit, nuts. 
Uprooting plants or harvesting roots requires permission. Seek landowner consent where appropriate, and 
stick to common plants: some plants are protected and must not be collected under any circumstances 
(details here: https://tinyurl.com/y5gy3y8e ).  

 
Common name  Elder, Bourtree 

 
 

Botanical name  Sambucus nigra 
Where to find it Roadsides, hedgerows, woodland edges 
Part used Flowers, fruits  
Harvesting Flowers May-July; ripe black berries Sep-Nov 
Notes 
 

Superstition around risk of sleeping under elder 
tree – not waking up, or being stolen away by 
faeries. Possibly refers to toxic fumes from elder 
wood. Elderflower as tea; or as cordial (now 
widely available in shops) with ice cream or 
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pancakes! High in vitamin C; relieves cold/flu 
symptoms, reduces temperature by dilating blood 
vessels and inducing sweating. Anti-catarrhal and 
reputed immune system tonic. Autumn 
elderberries make a great syrup as a winter tonic 
and cold/flu preventative. Bake through cakes, 
muffins; try the fabulous alternative to balsamic 
vinegar below. Whether using flowers or berries, 
make sure you remove all green parts – these are 
TOXIC! Leaves may be rubbed on skin as effective 
midge or fly repellent.  
Elderberry “balsamic” 
Fresh elderberries deteriorate quickly after picking, so use on 
same day or freeze. Pick over the berries to remove any 
beasties or bits of twig. Use only ripe black berries and 
remove all stalks as these are bitter and toxic. Using a fork, 
strip the berries from the stalks. Rinse very gently. Loosely 
fill a preserving jar with 400g fresh elderberries (or 200g 
dried berries). Using a wooden or plastic spoon, bruise the 
berries against the side of the jar to release their juices. 
(Optional variations at this stage: add a star anise, broken 
into pieces, or some chopped fresh ginger (a 2-cm piece is 
enough). Pour on 500 ml red or white wine vinegar or good 
apple cider vinegar, seal jar and leave to macerate at room 
temperature for at least 7-8 days (10 if using dried berries). 
Strain through a fine mesh sieve or a double layer of muslin. 
Discard berries (or set aside to make elderberry ketchup). 
Measure the juice and place in a pan with 350g raw cane 
sugar for each 250g juice. Heat gently to dissolve the sugar 
and boil carefully for 10 mins, checking to avoid burning. 
Allow to cool then pour into sterilized bottles with a good 
seal or screw top. Keeps for up to a year in a cool, dark 
place. This velvety balsamic is fabulous in dressings for 
strong-flavoured leaf salads, pickled herring, smoked fish, 
goats cheese, halloumi, grilled or barbecued meats, esp 
game. Combine elderberry balsamic with chopped fresh red 
chilli and crushed garlic as a dip for pakora or veg tempura. 
[recipe adapted from www.gallowaywildfoods.com] 

 

 
 

Common name  Spring beauty, Pink purslane  
Botanical name  Claytonia sibirica 
Where to find it Coniferous/mixed woodland, damp shady places 
Part used Leaves, stems, flowers   
Harvesting Best in spring: March-June 
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Notes  
 
 
 
 
Image: Wikimedia 
Commons 
https://en.wikipedia.org
/wiki/File:Claytonia_sibi
rica_Eglinton.JPG 

Perennial, native to Siberia, N Canada/Alaska, 
now widespread in UK. Close cousin of Miners’ 
Lettuce (Claytonia perfoliata). Leaves add an 
earthy flavour to salads, etc. Particularly rich in 
Vitamin A, magnesium and manganese. Bruised 
leaves used as soothing poultice; infusion of 
stems as rinse for treating dandruff.  

 
 

 
 

Common name  Nettle, stinging nettle 

 
“Tender-handed 
stroke a nettle, 
And it stings you for 
your pains; 
Grasp it like a man of 
mettle, 
And it soft as silk 
remains.” (Aaron Hill 
1685-1750) 

Botanical name  Urtica dioica 
Where to find it Woods, waste ground, near houses 
Part used Leaf, seeds, root 
Harvesting March-June, before flowering; “second flush” in autumn 
Notes Multi-purpose plant – used for twine, fabric, paper, dye, 

plant food, rennet substitute, as well as food and 
medicine. Anti-allergenic: take daily as tea/food to 
combat allergies/hayfever. Seeds are high in protein; trad 
use as winter chicken feed. Ancient Romans (and modern-
day Russians) beat arthritic joints with stinging nettles to 
relieve pain and inflammation (- it works!). Nettle leaf 
lowers blood glucose (attributed to urticol content) and 
are highly nutritious: rich in vitamins A, C; and minerals 
calcium, iron, potassium, and the sting contains serotonin. 
Root used to treat prostate enlargement. Eat young nettle 
tops in soups, stews, omelettes, or wild pesto (see 
Rosebay below). 

Wild nettle aloo zeera  
- 2 large handfuls nettle leaves 
- 1 finely chopped onion  
- 450 g boiled new potatoes, diced 
- 1 tsp whole cumin seeds 
- ½ tsp fenugreek seeds 
- 2 fresh red chillis, finely chopped 
- 2 tbsp oil or ghee 
- 5 bay leaves 
- 1 tsp mustard seeds 
- ½ tsp turmeric powder 
- salt / black pepper to season 
Dry-roast the cumin and fenugreek in frying pan for 1 min, then add 1 
tbsp oil, the chopped onion and chillis and fry together 1 min. Grind 
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the mixture with a little water to make a paste. Heat remaining oil in a 
pan, add the bay leaves and mustard seeds. Fry for ½ minute, then 
add the nettles and allow to wilt for about 1 minute. Finally, add the 
paste and potatoes, stir in the turmeric and season to taste. Serve 
with warm naan bread or similar. 

 
 

Common name  Hawthorn, Mayflower 

 

Botanical name  Crataegus monogyna 
Where to find it   Hedgerows, scrub, woodland fringes 
Part used Leaves/flowers (spring) or berries (autumn) 
Harvesting Leaves & flowers: May-June; Berries Sept-Nov 
Notes H. monogyna (single-seeded fruit) commonest 

in Scotland. “Ne’er cast a cloot till May is oot!” 
means don’t put your winter woollies away until 
the May tree (= hawthorn) is in flower. Tea 
made from the flowers & leaves or fruit is a 
relaxing heart tonic, helps to balance blood 
pressure. Use the fruit in hedgerow jams, jellies 
– it goes well with apple, rosehip or rowan. 
Chinese shops sell delicious hawthorn ‘leathers’ 
and sweets (“haw flakes”) made from a closely 
related species H. pinnatifida. 

 
 
 

Common name  (Wild) Raspberry 

 

Botanical name  Rubus idaeus 
Where to find it Woodland edges, waysides 
Part used Fruit, leaf 
Harvesting Fruit: July; leaves: May-early autumn 
Notes 
 
 

Raspberry canes grow wild, often alongside brambles, 
but differ by being more erect, with paler foliage that 
has a silvery underside. The fruits are nutritious, rich 
in vitamin C, A and several B vitamins, minerals iron 
and potassium as well as potentially useful 
antioxidants. The leaves make a palatable tea that can 
help as an anti-inflammatory gargle for tonsillitis and 
inflamed gums or as a compress or wash for minor 
wounds and conjunctivitis. With oxytocic (uterine 
stimulant, relaxant) properties, raspberry leaf tea is 
taken in the last few weeks of pregnancy (NOT 
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before!). Also useful for menstrual problems such as 
period pain. Recent promotion of raspberry seed oil 
as a natural sunscreen should be treated with 
caution!  

 

Common name  Salmonberry 

For more information see: 
http://www.goodfoodworld.co
m/2012/12/salmonberry-food-
medicine-culture-part-2/ 

Botanical name  Rubus spectabilis 
Where to find it   Damp woodland, shrub stands 
Part used Berry, leaf, new shoots 
Harvesting Leaf/shoots: spring. Berry: mid-late summer 
Notes Relative of raspberry and bramble; from north-

west USA, Canada and Alaska. Reviled as an 
invasive by conservationists, and illegal to 
plant/propagate in the wild in the UK, 
Salmonberry has important traditional food and 
medicinal uses. It is an excellent source of vitamin 
A and C, and unusually rich in antioxidants. 
Antioxidant content reduces when the fruit is 
juiced but preserves well when dried, frozen, 
made into “leathers” or even jams. The leaves can 
be made into tea, and the young shoots – which 
have a tart taste like granny smith apples – can be 
peeled and eaten raw or cooked. The tannin-
containing leaves were also used by Native 
Americans to stop bleeding, heal wounds, and 
ease stomach troubles. Traditional use of the 
leaves also includes easing labour pains, which 
perhaps contraindicates their use in pregnancy.   

 

Common name  Wild angelica 

 

Botanical name  Angelica sylvestris 
Where to find it By water: river/canal banks, damp places, damp 

open woods 
Part used Leaf, shoots, stem, root, seeds 
Harvesting Leaves/shoots: June-August; roots, 

seeds: autumn 
ID – stem often purple; serrated-
edged leaflets have purple tips 
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Notes Aromatic, slightly bitter angelica seeds and roots are 
a traditional digestive tonic, and can ease flatulence 
and dyspepsia and restore appetite. Less potent and 
milder in flavour than its larger cousin, garden 
angelica (A. archangelica). Stem and root of both 
species can be candied. Leaves and young shoots 
can be added to salads or used to add aroma and 
sweetness to fruit compotes. Also tasty steamed as a 
side dish. A. sylvestris also yields a yellow dye.  

 

Common name  Common hogweed 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Botanical name  Heracleum sphondylium 
Where to find it Waysides, field margins, open woodland fringes 
Part used Young leaves/shoots (cooked), flowers, seeds 
Harvesting Lvs/fls: spring/summer, seeds from July onwards 
Notes  
 

 
 
 

Not the same as Giant Hogweed (H. 
mantegazzianum), which can cause photosensitive 
skin rash and blistering. Check ID! Also, avoid 
hogweed if allergic to celery. 
In Iran, a related species (H. persicum), known as 
golpar, provides ingredients for many traditional 
recipes, both sweet and savoury. Hogweed seeds 
taste like orange zest – great in gingerbread or spicy 
biscuits:  
150g plain flour 
125g butter 
75g light brown sugar 
1 tbsp treacle 
½ tsp bicarbonate of soda (baking soda) 
1tsp ground or crushed hogweed seed   (fresh green or dried) 
1tsp ground ginger 
1tsp cinnamon 
1 good pinch ground cloves 
1 egg yolk 
Cream the butter and sugar together, then mix in the treacle 
and egg yolk. Add the sifted flour, bicarbonate of soda and 
spices to the creamed mix with a wooden spoon and stir until 
well combined. Tip the mix onto your worktop and shape into a 
“sausage” roughly 15cm long and 4cm in diameter. Wrap in 
clingfilm and roll gently to form a smooth log. Chill for at least 
30 mins (or freeze for later use. If baking from frozen allow 2-3 
minutes longer.) Preheat oven to 180C / Gas mark 4. Cut the log 
into thin (approx 4mm) slices and place on a baking tray lined 

Image: Frank 
Vincentz (2007) via 
Wikimedia Commons 
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with greaseproof paper, allowing enough room for spreading. 
Bake for 10 minutes (fan ovens may need only 8-9 mins). Keep 
an eye on them to avoid burning. The biscuits should feel dry to 
the touch but still slightly soft. Leave to cool and harden for 5 
minutes, then transfer to a cooling rack. Store in an air-tight 
container once completely cooled. Makes around 25-30 biscuits. 
For more info on hogweed and relatives, and recipe ideas see:  
http://monicawilde.com/eating-cooking-common-hogweed/  & 
http://monicawilde.com/is-common-hogweed-poisonous/ 

 
 

Common name  Sorrel / Sheep’s sorrel (“Soorocks”) 

 

Botanical name  Rumex acetosa / Rumex acetosella 
Where to find it Open meadows, waysides 
Part used Leaf 
Harvesting Early-mid-spring, before flowering; sometimes 

“second flush” in Autumn 
Notes 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sheep’s sorrel 

 

Nutritious, but use in moderation – contains 
oxalic acid (kidney irritant); adds tang to soups, 
sauces, salads. Thirst-quenching wayside nibble! 
Dip for veg sticks, bread sticks, grilled fish, chicken goujons 
or lamb meatballs – just mix together: 
500 ml plain whole milk Greek yoghurt   
1 good handful fresh finely chopped sorrel leaves 
1 clove garlic, crushed (or handful fresh wild garlic) 
1 pinch salt 
1 pinch black pepper 
1 teasp Dijon or Polish mustard 
1 tablesp rapeseed oil 
Finely chop all ingredients and mix thoroughly or whizz with 
hand blender 

 

Common name  Pineappleweed  

 

 

Botanical name  (Matricaria discoidea) 
Where to find it   Waysides, rough ground - common 
Part used Flowers, leaves  
Harvesting Before or during flowering 
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Notes 
 
 
 
Image: 
https://commons.wikime
dia.org/wiki/File:Chamomi
lla_suaveolens_kz.jpg 

Originally from NW America, now widespread on 
paths and waysides in the UK and Europe. Closely 
related to Chamomile (M. chamomilla), and some 
similar properties, esp. anti-inflammatory poultice or 
compress for skin irritations. Traditional syrup or 
infusion for tummy upsets. Pineapple scent (mainly 
from essential oil myrcene) is very delicate, suitable 
for flavoured vinegars or cordials, or pannacotta-type 
desserts. Can be used fresh or dried for later use.  

 

 
 

Common name  Yarrow 

 

Botanical name  Achillea millefolium 
Where to find it Open hillsides, waysides 
Part used Flowers and leaves 
Harvesting Late summer, autumn 
Notes  Reduces fever, calms nerves; used to treat 

(excessive) bleeding (e.g. wounds, 
nosebleeds, or blood in coughing, vomit, 
urine, stool); reputed to tone blood vessels. 
High Vit C content. Strong infusion in bath 
to relieve pain, inflammation. Bitter, 
aromatic digestive tonic. Anti-inflammatory. 
Common across Europe, Eurasia and China. 
Associated with legend of Achilles, who 
learned from his mentor, centaur and healer 
Chiron, to use it to treat his companions’ 
wounds in the Trojan war. Also used in 
divination in Celtic and Chinese tradition. 

 

Common name  Redleg, redshank 

 

Botanical name  Persicaria maculosa 
Where to find it Bare, damp or muddy places 
Part used Leaves, young shoots, seeds 
Harvesting Leaves/shoots: summer; seeds in autumn 
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Notes  
 
 
 
Photo: 
https://commons.wikimed
ia.org/wiki/File:Persicaria_
maculosa_ENBLA05.jpeg 

 

Pretty, straggly pink-flowered plant with 
distinctive darkish blotch on the leaves. 
Found all over Europe. Not highly rated as an 
edible plant, but a member of the buckwheat 
family – seeds nutritious. Redleg leaves have 
a warming quality (rubefacient), used as a 
poultice for muscle aches and pain associated 
with inflammation, e.g. arthritis.  

 

Common name  Meadowsweet  

 

Botanical name  Filipendula ulmaria 
Where to find it Esp. canal or riverbanks & boggy areas  
Part used Leaves, stems and flowers (aerial parts) 
Harvesting Late spring-summer April-August 
Notes 
 
 
Image:  
https://commons.wikim
edia.org/wiki/File:Filipe
ndula_ulmaria,_2006-
07-06.JPG 

Sweet scented. Easier to identify when in flower. Use 
leaves and flowers as tea for acid indigestion, gentle 
pain relief, children’s diarrhoea and fevers. Avoid if 
allergic to aspirin. Meadowsweet flowers were 
sometimes used in brewing (before we had hops), and 
to flavour mead. Can also be made into syrups, desserts 
and ice cream. 

 

Common name  Sneezewort 

 

Botanical name  Achillea ptarmica 
Where to find it Woodland fringes, damp places 
Part used Leaves, flowers 
Harvesting Summer, early autumn 
Notes The long, saw-toothed leaves are edible raw or 

cooked, and both flowers and leaves have insect-
repellent properties. In the past the leaves were 
dried and powder to make “sneezing powder” and 
staunch nosebleeds. Not to be used in pregnancy; 
also toxic to livestock. 

 

Common name  Self-heal, all-heal (Gaelic: slan-lus = herb of health) 
Botanical name  Prunella vulgaris 
Where to find it   Common in open grassland, meadows 
Part used Whole plant 
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Harvesting Summer – can be dried for winter use 

 

Notes 
 
 
 
 
 

Very common traditional folk remedy in Scotland. 
Astringent, used mainly as a mouthwash and 
throat gargle, for bronchial complaints, and as a 
compress for wounds and piles. Poultices of self-
heal were used to ease itchy skin complaints. 
Edible raw or cooked, e.g. as a salad herb or 
addition to soups or vegetable stews. Pleasant and 
mild as a tea.  

 

Common name  Yellow rattle 

 

Botanical name  Rhinanthus major/minor 
Where to find it   Common in open grassland 
Part used Whole plant 
Harvesting Not for food or medicinal use  
Notes 
 
 
Image:  
http://commons.wikimedia.
org/wiki/User:Rasbak  
 

A plant associated with Highland machair habitats. 
Not traditionally used for food or medicine, but a 
very interesting and useful plant – great for bees 
and, as it parasitises the roots of grasses and 
restricts their growth, it can help wildflower 
meadows to thrive.  

 

Common name  Red clover  

 

Botanical name  Trifolium pratense 
Where to find it Open fields, waysides, near arable land 
Part used Leaf and flower 
Harvesting Spring-Summer 
Notes 
 
Image: 
https://commons.wikim
edia.org/wiki/File:Trifoli
um_pratense_0522.jpg 

Traditional use as blood-cleansing tea, helpful for trouble-
some skin conditions (acne, psoriasis, eczema) and 
arthritis; can also ease PMS and menopausal symptoms. 
Add leaves and flowers to salads. Minimise consumption if 
you are pregnant or wanting to conceive.  
White clover or Dutch clover (T. repens): flowers are 
edible – a traditional sweet nibble for children when 
playing outdoors, and sometimes called ‘bee bread’. But 
leaves can be mildly toxic. All clovers are great for bees, 
and clover honey is very distinctive.  
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Common name  Dandelion (“Pee-the-bed”) 

 

Botanical name  Taraxacum officinale (Agg.) 
Where to find it  Ubiquitous, waste ground, grassy spaces 
Part used Leaf and root 
Harvesting Leaf: April-May; Root: autumn 
Notes There are many species – useful ones have 

characteristic leaf shape. Leaf is high in vitamin C and 
minerals (notably potassium); diuretic action useful in 
mild high blood pressure. Root is useful digestive 
tonic – bitter compounds aid fat metabolism. Use 
young leaves in salads. Cleaned chopped root can be 
braised with a little oil and soy sauce. White latex 
from stem was traditional remedy for warts. Flower 
heads (yellow parts only) can be sprinkled on salads 
or stirred through rice dishes. There are traditional 
recipes for dandelion flower cordial too, and 
dandelion flower ‘honey’ or jam is a rural favourite in 
France and Poland.   
Dandelion kimchi 
For a flavourful autumn side-dish or snack, here is a fresh, 
crunchy variant of the Korean lacto-fermented staple, kimchi, 
made with whole dandelion plants. (NB ask permission to dig up 
the roots if the plants are not on your land!) Recipe from Szymon 
Szyszczakiewicz of Foragerium:  
In advance, prepare dandelion root by scrubbing and the leaves 
and cabbage by washing. Chop both roughly into 3-4cm chunks 
and soak in brine at room temperature for at least 2 hours, or 
overnight. Prepare brine using 2 litres cooled boiled water and 
150g fine sea salt for 250-300g fresh dandelion/cabbage mixed 
in whatever ratio you prefer (I suggest 50:50). Ensure veg is fully 
submerged. When the time is up, strain through a colander, 
squeeze out excess liquid, and place chopped brined veg in a 
large bowl. Reserve the liquid.  
Next, prepare your kimchi paste (quantities are given for 250-
300g brined veg; scale up or down as needed): 
3-4 spring onions, chopped into ½-inch pieces, or 1-2 small 
shallots 
2-3 cm piece fresh ginger, grated  
4 cloves garlic, crushed or finely chopped 
1-2 tablespoons Korean gochugaru powder or other mild-
medium chilli flakes, according to your own preference 
½ a small apple or pear (crab apple is good too)  
100g white radish (daikon), or swede, turnip or any brassica root  
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- fish sauce (choose a good quality one, made with fish and 
salt only); for a vegetarian/vegan version use a light soy 
sauce, or mushroom stock with salt 

In a large bowl combine the kimchi ingredients and mix with the 
brined cabbage & dandelion, massaging the ingredients together 
with your hands to mix thoroughly.  
Transfer the mixture to a large preserving jar, pressing down on 
the veg to bruise it and release the juices, and remove any air 
pockets. Leave about 2cm airspace at the top. Little by little, add 
some of the reserved brine to ensure that the veg is completely 
submerged and yield a nice juicy ferment. Seal the jar and set 
aside in a warm place for 24-48 hours, then transfer to your 
fridge. Check daily for bubbles and remove them by simply 
pressing down on the veg. Your kimchi is ready when you think it 
is! Some people like it fresh, mild and still crunchy, in which case 
eat it within 7 -10 days. Test for a fusion of gentle acidity and 
pungency, and leave submerged in the brine for a few days 
longer if desired. Your kimchi will develop richer flavours - and 
more beneficial organisms - the longer you leave it to ferment. 
Keeps for 8-10 months at least. 

 

Common name  Water mint 
 

Botanical name  Mentha aquatica 
Where to find it  Damp places, by freshwater ponds, rivers, canals 
Part used Leaf & flowers 
Harvesting July to October 
Notes Flowers and leaves edible: pleasantly earthy 

peppermint aroma. Good in salads, dips, sweets. 
Useful for digestive problems, nausea, diarrhoea, 
IBS; chew leaves for bad breath. Antiseptic for 
skin infections. Add to yoghurt or bean dips, 
cucumber salad or boiled, buttered new 
potatoes. Our other native wild mints are Mentha 
spicata (spearmint) and Mentha arvensis – all 
hybridise freely, and all are edible and medicinal. 
Mint should be use in moderation in pregnancy! 

Further reading: 
Blamey, M., R. Fitter & A Fitter, Wild Flowers of Britain & Ireland (2013) London: Bloomsbury 

(Domino Books).  
Darwin, T. (1996) The Scots Herbal – The Plant Lore of Scotland, Edinburgh: Mercat Press. 
Nozedar, A. (2012) The Hedgerow Handbook, London: Random House (Square Peg). 
Plants for A Future database: http://www.pfaf.org/  
Weise, V. (2004) Cooking weeds, Totnes: Prospect Books 


