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We remember the fish, which we did eat in Egypt freely; the cucumbers, and the 

melons, and the leeks, and the onions, and the garlic – Numbers: 11:5 

I mention this Bible passage because, dating back to ancient Egypt, it is the oldest 

reference to leeks that I’m aware of. 

Every year, around this time, I look forward to ambling off into the woods and digging 

up a few wild leeks. They’re onion-like plants that grow in the deep woods; coming up 

in the spring, usually before much of anything else. I’ve learned to collect them only 

where and when I find them growing abundantly. Even then, I collect only a few 

scattered or individual plants at a time, picking sparingly from well-established 

patches. This is because wild leeks have been harvested indiscriminately in many 

places, putting excessive pressure on natural populations; often by foragers looking to 

sell them. 

This is especially true in Quebec, where Allium tricoccum is listed as threatened, and 

where sale has been banned since 1995, as has harvesting for more than personal 

consumption. Ironically, this has created a black market, of sorts, for leeks being sold 

within or smuggled out of the province. 

Wild leeks have become decidedly less-common than they once were in parts of the 

U.S., as well. Concern for the sustainability of these forest ephemerals, due to the 

potential for over-harvesting, is growing. Bans on harvesting have been in effect since 

2004 in the Great Smoky Mountains National Park regions of North Carolina and 

Tennessee. And commercial permits are required for harvesting more than 5-pound 

quantities elsewhere in North Carolina. The New York State Department of 

Environmental Conservation has no regulations on harvesting leeks. 

I first harvested wild leeks many years ago, when I was visiting friends in West 

Virginia. West Virginians have come to honor and celebrate this pungent little 

woodland delicacy as the first of the spring crops and the forerunner to all of the wild 

and garden vegetables, herbs, and fruits, still to come. 

In fact, throughout Appalachia, where wild leeks are known as ramps, mountain folk 

have, for generations, celebrated the passing of winter and the coming of spring with 



ramp festivals where, among other things, participants eagerly head off into the woods 

on foraging expeditions, sometimes called ‘ramp romps.’ The town of Richwood, West 

Virginia, which held its 78th Annual Ramp Festival on April 23, and where Glen and 

Norene Facemire claim to have the only ramp farm in the world, has proclaimed itself 

the “Ramp Capital of the World.” 

The name ‘ramp’ has (pardon the pun) ‘roots’ in England, where a similar plant, known 

as ramson, from the Elizabethan ‘hramsa,’ can be found growing wild, in fens and river 

woods. Ramson is a type of wild garlic, which is native to much of Europe. It is known 

by many names in as many countries; ail des ours in France, wilder knoblauch in 

Germany, daslook in the Netherlands. 

Wild leeks are indigenous to much of eastern North America. They range from southern 

Canada to Georgia and from the Atlantic coast as far west as Iowa and Minnesota. They 

belong to the same genus as onions, chives, and garlic. That genus, Allium, comprises, 

by some estimates, 500 species worldwide. 

Preferring the moist, rich soil and filtered sunlight provided by dense stands of maple, 

beech, elm, and other mixed deciduous trees, wild leeks are often found where white 

trilliums, a related wild flower, also grows. Early in the spring, before bud break, they 

appear amidst the debris on the forest floor. When the conditions are right, wild leeks 

will appear in colonies of hundreds or even thousands, each bulb sending up two or 

three broad, smooth, lily-of-the-valley-like leaves, which will grow to be 2 or so inches 

wide and 6 to 10 inches long. They may appear to be some sort of woodland orchid, but 

are easily identified by a red stem and their distinctive onion/garlic smell. 

As the trees start to leaf out and shade the ground, the leaves of the wild leeks start to 

wither and eventually, they fall away. What remains are single buds on solitary stalks. 

In late spring and early summer, the buds open to become clusters of beautiful white 

blossoms. Each flower, in turn, produces a seed capsule, allowing the wild leeks to 

reproduce by both bulb offsets and seeds. 

I find wild leeks to be remarkably tasty; a distinctive combination of heat and sweet, 

when picked fresh and eaten raw. Wild edible plants expert, the late Euell Gibbons, 

considered them to be “the sweetest and the best of the wild onions.” If they didn’t 

make you smell like … well … leeks (for days!), I could eat them by the handful, right 

out of the ground. 

They can be used in place of onions in almost any recipe, and add a wonderful, 

uniquely pungent flavor to soups, rice, potato dishes, scrambled eggs, and casseroles. 



And the bulbs are so extremely versatile that they can be dried, blanched and frozen, 

pickled, or canned. 

What’s more, wild leeks are high in vitamins A and C, full of beneficial minerals, and 

have a solid reputation as folk medicine. The Chippewa Indians used them in treating 

coughs and colds, and for cleansing the blood. They shared this knowledge with the 

early white settlers. Modern science links Alliums, such as leeks, to increased 

production of high-density lipoproteins, which are believed to reduce blood serum 

levels of cholesterol, thereby reducing the risk of heart disease. 

The Menominee Indians called them skunk plants (pikwute sikakushia) and spoke of an 

area along the south shore of Lake Michigan where wild leeks could be found in 

abundance. They called the area skunk place (shikako). It would eventually come to be 

named Chicago. 

Sustainable production (forest farming and managing populations) of wild leeks may, 

in fact, be the long-term conservation answer to the increasing popularity of this 

woodland crop. Marilyn Wyman, a colleague working in Natural Resources and the 

Environment for the Agroforestry Resource Center of Cornell Cooperative Extension of 

Columbia and Green Counties, in Acra, believes that wild leeks represent a “culturally 

interesting, delicious, and potentially lucrative plant,” which may “provide an 

additional resource for private forest owners who wish to diversify their income 

streams and cultivate a delicious plant … on their properties.” 

For more information on forest farming of wild leeks, contact me at Cornell Cooperative 

Extension of Franklin County. 
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