
 

 

 
 

 
 

“24 of the Most Useful Wild Plants” 
 

Martin Payne 

 

 
* FULL TRANSCRIPT *  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Hosted by Marjory Wildraft 

www.TheGrowNetwork.com  

http://www.thegrownetwork.com/


 

2 | P a g e  
 

 

 

NOTICE  

You do not have the right to reprint or resell this transcript. 
You may not give away, sell, or share the content herein. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

© 2017 Copyright The Grow Network / Grow Your Own Groceries.  
 
ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.  No part of this report may be reproduced or transmitted in 
any form whatsoever, electronic, or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, 
or by any informational storage or retrieval system without the express written, 
dated, and signed permission from the author.  
 
DISCLAIMER AND/OR LEGAL NOTICES:  The information presented herein represents 
the view of the author as of the date of publication. The author reserves the right to 
alter and update his/her views for any reason and at any time.   This report is for 
study and discussion purposes only. While every attempt has been made to verify the 
information provided in this report, neither the author nor his affiliates/partners 
assume any responsibility for errors, inaccuracies, or omissions.  Any slights of people 
or organizations are unintentional. If advice concerning legal or related matters is 
needed, the services of a fully qualified professional should be sought.  This report is 
not intended for use as a source of legal or accounting advice.  You should be aware 
of any laws that govern business transactions or other business practices in your 
country and state.  
 



 

3 | P a g e  
 

 

“24 of the Most Useful Wild Plants” 
 

Martin Payne 
 

Marjory: Hello and welcome to the Homegrown Food Summit. This is Marjory 
Wildcraft, I am your host and guide. In this upcoming presentation, 
we're going to talk about useful wild plants and there's also this 
amazing project to build and encyclopedia set of this useful wild plants. I 
especially wanted to bring this presentation forward to give you 
awareness of this amazing project that's undergoing.    

 Our presenter is Martin Payne, who has a mechanical engineering 
degree from the University of Texas in Austin. He has a wide variety of 
interest including growing grass-fed beef, metal fabrication, gardening, 
wild plants, primitive skills and running engines on wood and charcoal. 
His charcoal powered motorcycle and utility vehicle has been displayed 
at Mother Earth News Fairs. Martin is also a Scout Master and a Scout 
Leader and he serves on the board of trustees of the organizations 
called Useful Wild Plants.   

 This presentation is going to show you a lot about the useful wild plants 
project and then Martin is going to go over 24 useful plants and what 
you could do with them. This is a little bit centric to the central Texas, 
the southwestern area. But as I flipped through these plants I said, "You 
know, I have seen these plants growing all over the place so they are 
probably applicable to where you live, there will be a good amount of 
overlap here." Here is Martin Payne and useful wild plants.    

Martin: Hello, I'm Martin Payne and it's my pleasure to make this presentation, 
Sustainability in Wild Plants, to the Grow Network. Today we are going 
to talk about wild plants and why they're important for sustainability, 
the sustainability for life, that is. We'll also talk about a project 
concerning wild plants which is near and dear to me heart, The Useful 
Wild Plants Project. Finally, we will look at 24 carefully selected, very 
useful wild plants.   

 I won't dwell too much on why a continued movement towards 
sustainability us essential because I believe our audience today is well-
versed on that. But simply, it's about energy, climate change and limited 
water and food resources on a planet with a growing population.    

 Peak oil. As a 36 year veteran of the upstream oil and gas industry and a 
long time student of the physical reality known as peak oil, I testify to 
you today that peak oil didn't go away when the price dropped from 
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$140  a barrel to as low as about $25 per barrel about a year ago. Rather 
the development of unconventional shale oil and some other new 
projects coming online and further development of oil reserves around 
the world has lead to a short term over supply. That oversupply won't 
be with us for too long in the scheme of things. As you can see here, 
shale oil in the U.S. propelled a domestic crude production increase 
from about 5 million barrels of oil a day to almost 10 millions barrels of 
oil per day from 2009 to 2015. But when drilling slowed the overall 
production rate dropped by 12 1/2% in only one year. Now we are on 
another sawtooth up cycle. DOn't get me wrong. I'm not an anti shale 
oil person, it's just that shale oil won't fix peak oil and we need to realize 
that.   

 Climate change. Climate change has been a reality over geologic time 
and without climate change we wouldn't have much geology. The earth 
has been in a warming phase since the end of the ice age about 15,000 
years ago. Climate change leads to weather changes and that can lead 
to disruptions.    

 Finally we all know about a blooming population and water and food 
limitations. Now all this can sound apocalyptic and it could be or it could 
be a time of great opportunity. Opportunities for new jobs and business 
for both the young and the older. Opportunities for human 
connectedness to both humans and nature. That sounds romantic and 
utopian but it won't be easy and it requires study, action and good old 
fashioned hard work. The bottom line is that we best learn to be more 
sustainable. The good news is that progress is being made. Local food 
production has been popping up everywhere and groups to support and 
invest in local food production are showing up as well.   

 Now urban chickens and turning your yard into a vegetable garden are 
cool. Here's a quick 300,000 foot zoomed our refresher about ultimate 
sustainability of life on earth. Albeit from a picture taken from about 
300 feet. Here it is. Plants are essential to the survival of humans. 
Remember that without plants, we'd have a little more than air and 
water. As a matter of fact, even air and water are arguably the result of 
plant activity. Put another way, without plants there wouldn't be 
animals or humans. I'm just try to contextualize importance of plants.    

 What about wild plants? Why are they important? Well, they are 
survivors, they require little or no input from humans. They're incredible 
solar energy conversion devices. We'll talk more about C4 plants when 
we get to amaranth. They use CO2 as an input and they're basically little 
chemical factories that operate on their own. All those colors and smells 
of the wild flowers, that's chemistry. While conventional crops are 
essential, we need to start learning about the other wild plants 
resources in both using and conserving them.    

 What kind of uses are we talking about? Well, most of us think of food 
and medicine, maybe fiber. But the uses of wild plants are truly myriad. 
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Wild pants can be used for surfactants and waxes, insect repellents, 
perfumes, and adhesives, bioremediation and more. What about that 
chemical plant in your front yard? The little ragweed I call it. Ambrosia 
artemisiifolia . It manufactures the antibiotic, phytotoxic, cytotoxic, 
sesquiterpene lactones, including, well I can't even pronounce these, 
but you get the idea.    

 What about wild plant knowledge? Sure, there are a few guidebooks 
and foraging is even cool now. In the last year, three for four new 
foraging books hit the bookshelves. Truly, there is very little public 
recognition, realization, understanding or appreciation, also know as 
knowledge, of wild plants. And for that matter, there are not even 
academic resources that list and expound on all the uses on all the wild 
plants either in the literaure of online. There's an old marketing adage 
or reality, if the public doesn't know, then the product, or whatever, 
doesn't really exist. Think about it. You could visit most any Texas state 
park or even a boy scout camp. These are places that pride themselves 
on nature. However, you won't find much in terms of plant study or 
resources in either state parks or boy scout camps. Wild plants are just 
an afterthought. Here's a test you can try at home. Go out to your 
nearest non-manicured field or park or the side of the road or whatever, 
look down at a square yard, how many of the plants can you name in 
that square yard?   

 There are lot's of books or online resources but I'll address niches none 
are totally comprehensive. The information is out there but without 
assimilation into a usable, central location, it is mainly just that, largely 
unorganized information not knowledge. It's not totally functional or 
useful. What's the solution to this wild plant information to knowledge 
conversion challenge? Enter Useful Wild Plants, Inc and the Useful Wild 
Plants project. A 46 year old effort to document essentially all the native 
and naturalized species in Texas, the Southeast, the Southwest, the 
Southern plains and Northern Mexico. At Useful Wild Plants we like to 
say, "Save the Rainforest in your backyard."    

 Scooter Cheatham, Lynn Marshall and Marshall Johnston are the 
principles and co-founders of this incredible effort which is based in 
Austin, Texas. Useful Wild Plant, Inc is a 5013c, non-profit corporation. 
The project is world wide in scope though and is intended to serve as a 
model for future additional efforts elsewhere.    

 It so happens that Texas is an ideal location for this effort to be center 
since Texas contains 11 different biological zones including those of the 
rocky mountains, piney woods, gulf coast, desert and more. The project 
is divided in three phases. Phase I of the project is the gathering, 
assimilation of the information and the transformation of the 
information into knowledge. There will be around 14 printed archives 
quality volumes, ultimately. Four have been completed and published to 
date. Around 70% of the information and most of the photographs for 
the remainder of the volumes are in hand. What remains is the arduous 
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task of assimilating the information and writing the remainder of the 
volumes. What kind of content is included? The provenance of the 
information spans everything from known prehistoric used to modern 
chemical analysis. Sources obviously include other printed literature, 
books and white papers, online data sources and uniquely, transcripts of 
personal interviews conducted by Scooter and Lynn from the early 
1970's. At this time some of their original pioneers of Western North 
American were still living and they were interviewed as to the old ways. 
The ways they and their parents used wild plants during the 1800's.   

 Phase II of the project includes education on all levels, the catalysis of 
product development and job creation. Phase III will establish a bricks 
and mortar facility to further education, research and use and 
conservation. While phase II or III could begin before phase I is 
complete, the emphasis is on expediting and accelerate the completion 
of phase I.    

 Finally, throughout all phases, the goals the project are the same, 
mainly research, education, conservation, diversification, marketing and 
product development. Where the concepts of sustainability and 
perpetuity are pervasive in each of these components.    

 Who's behind this effort already? Well, hundreds of volunteers, species 
and seed sponsor and various non-profit foundations. So what could 
you do? You could create a legacy buy sponsoring a volume, seed or 
species. You could sponsor a task, a capital cost or position or just 
volunteer. A wide array of task are available.   

 Now for the portion of this talk you've probably been waiting for, 24 
important wild plants that are common to our area. But first, a few 
rules.   

 Number 1. First you've got to take the wild plant oath, mainly you 
promise not to put any unknown plant in your mouth until an expert has 
shown it to you in the field because despite the information contained 
here, you really need a face to face experience to be really confident of 
your plants.   

 Number 2. You need to learn the botanical names as well as the 
common names. You see the same name, the same common name, is 
often used more than once. Sometimes for both and inedible plants. 
Use of the botanical name limits mistakes and also shows you're serious 
about this hobby. You also need to realize there are a lot of berries out 
there and many that are poisonous.   

 Finally, don't assume that if you see a deer or a bird eat a plant that you 
could eat it. Both deer and birds can eat plants that are in some cases 
acutely toxic to humans.   
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 Now that we have that settled, why these 24 plants? Well, some or all 
of the following; they are common in our area, they were important to 
early Americans and terms of food or fiber, they're fairly easy to 
identify, they have few poisonous look-a-likes and they are magnum 
plants in terms of ubiquity, ease of gathering and processing or 
nutrition.    

 One key factor for learning and using wild plants is to realize not all of 
them are available all the time. Most tend to prefer a season. First, we 
will look at some early spring plants. Stellaris media, common name 
chickweed, is a low growing plant that shows up only in the very late 
winter or very early spring. It has mouse ear sized leaves and tiny 
flowers. The stems and leaves make a great mild salad base or a cream 
soup. Stellaria media is loaded with vitamins and minerals.   

 Sonchus asper, or sow thistle, is probably a familiar weed to you. If you 
pick it early, in the rosette stage, that is just coming out of the ground, 
that is has fewer spines. The stems could used like celery prior to 
flowering. Young leaves have fewer spines for salads and older leaves 
can be used as a soup base. It's high in Vitamin C.   

 Lactuca serriola or sometimes in our area, florindana, also know as wild 
lettuce should also be familiar. It is the progenitor of common lettuce 
and it has a toothy leaf. Once again rosettes, young leaves, are best. The 
bitter sap won't hurt you though and don't expect to taste just like 
common lettuce. On the other hand, it has more vitamin A and C than 
common lettuce.    

 Commelinantia anomala, or false dayflower, is one of my favorites. It 
has showy blue flowers with a Quick Draw McGraw mustache, if you 
remember that cartoon character. The flowers and leaves are both 
edible and it is important mild salad base in the early spring. There's 
that Quick Draw McGraw mustache.   

 Late Spring plants.  

 Commelinantia erecta, or dayflower, is a cousin in the same family and 
the false dayflower. It has the same uses as the false dayflower but it 
also contains a closed bract below the flower which contains a widows 
tear.   

 Typha genus, or cattail, is one you probably know. Known as the 
supermarket of wild foods, it is one we have to mention. The roots 
contain starch which can be processed out. The corms and root hairs 
can be eaten and the young stalks have an edible core. Be sure to wash 
it fully though, as it grows in some nasty muck. The pollen, which 
appears above the seed head, can be used as flour and the seeds were 
fire processed by the American Indians to remove the hairs and toast 
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them in one operation. The stalks can also be used for baskets or 
sleeping mats or even sandals.    

 Taraxacum officinale is a fancy botanical name for a plant you likely 
already know, the dandelion. This picture was taken in Maine which 
shows you just how widespread many of these plants are. It's 
impressive to me that it's growing our of asphalt. I've tried to plant it in 
a garden before and less success than with this healthy plant. There's 
edible and posture, the false dandelion. The true dandelion has no 
branches ont he stalk but only one flower and all rosette leaves point 
inwards. Once again, rosette are young leaves less bitter for salads or 
soups. The leaves are very high in vitamins, the roots can be roasted 
into coffee substitute and the flowers made into wine.    

 Rapistrum rugosum or flase mustard, also sometimes known as bastard 
cabbage, is a plant that native plantgurus and wildflower enthusiasts 
alike would appreciate if you would harvest. This plant grows along the 
highway and is taking over from not only other wild mustards but also 
many of our wildflowers. This is a good example of naturalized plant 
getting out of balance. Nevertheless, it is edible and will spice up a 
salad. The psyllium used in many laxatives is purported to have various 
health claims like lowering cholesterol. As an example of a possible farm 
cropped diversification idea, the commercial psyllium calculates to have 
a gross value of $412 per acre at 1988 prices. Maybe our Plantago 
rhodosperma, or plantain, has commercial potential. In the mean time, 
the leaves are good in salads and the seeds can be used as grain or 
made into crackers.   

 Lepidium asplenium or peppergrass, has a round seed head that can 
used as a pepper substitute. In the mustard family, the grains are also 
spicy. Many times the grains are sparse as shown in this picture. It is 
high in Vitamin C.    

 Yucca treculeana or Spanish dagger, is a large yucca that you've 
probably seen. The fruits can be eatenraw, boiled, pickled or fried. 
Scooter says they taste like dates or pineapples but I haven't found one 
with that taste yet. The leaves were an important fiber source for native 
Americans and used for sandals, baskets, mats, thatch and rope. The 
yucca bloom stalk makes the best fire drills should you wish to 
experiment fire by friction. It is important to note that yucca roots are 
inedible and contain soapy saponins. They can be used for shampoo and 
have been commercialized for same.   

 Summer plants.    

 Diospyros texana or Texas persimmon is a common plant around the 
Texas hill country. It is a smooth bark and a fine grain making it useful or 
tool or knife handles or as a digging stick as was the case for native 
Americans. Only the ripe, purplish fruit should be eaten but the unripe 
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fruit is really too bitter to eat anyway. It has three large seeds in every 
fruit. Only the flesh and meat are eaten, not the seeds.    

 Amaranthus retroflexus or amaranth, also known as pigweed or careless 
weed, was a very important prehistoric crop. It produces massive 
quantities of tiny black seeds and you can buy commercial amaranth 
seed, which is larger and not black, at the grocery store. The leaves have 
more vitamins and minerals than spinach. This amazing plant is also 
what is known as a C4, carbon fixation pathway plant, meaning it has 
special abilities compared to most plants. Mainly, it knows how to open 
it's pores to absorb just enough CO2 to process then close them again. 
This gives it an edge over other plants during a drought.   

 It converts twice as much sunlight into growth as C3 plants. Further, 
given these advantages and the huge seed crop, it is engineered or 
actually selected itself to be glyphosate resistant. This has lead to the 
need to re engineer GMO corn and soy beans so they would be tolerant 
of both glyphosate and 24d. You could draw your own conclusions 
about this plant but it is the bane of most commercials farmers. Here is 
the comparison of the nutritional value of spinach and amaranth. This 
analysis is from one of the Useful Wild Plants volumes.   

 Chenopodium album or lamb's quarters is also nicknamed pigweed. 
These nutritious weeds were a staple during the depression and what's 
unique about this plant also is that the greens are edible almost all year 
round from the time they sprout until the first freeze. In other words, 
they don't get bitter or inedible and the tolerant the summer heat. Like 
amaranth, it grows in disturbed soil. It also yields massive quantities of 
seeds. Depending on the species, the seeds can contain saponins or be 
soapy tasting.    

 Capsicum annuum or the chili potine, also known as the chili piquin or 
bird pepper, yields a tiny pepper that is 10 times hotter than a jalapeno 
or at least the preTAMU ones. It grows along fence lines thanks to birds. 
It makes a great pepper sauce and was combined with beef to make 
what the cowboys came to know as chili.   

 Prosopis glandulosa or mesquite is customer by most ranchers. 
However, in 2011, I witnessed as it dropped beans in mass providing 
some native feed to cattle and game when there is very little grass due 
to the drought. The bean pods and beans inside make and excellent 
flour with a molasses-like smell. The beans usually ripen in July and they 
need to be rattling inside the pods. Then they must be dried in an oven 
at about 170 degree F for about an hour and a half and ground hot in a 
steel burr mill like a corona. Beware the beans are very difficult to grind 
but eventually submit. Several siftings are required. The pods supply 
sugar and carbs whereas the beans contain protein. One paper grocery 
sack of pods yields about 3 pounds or 10 cups of excellent flour. Mix it 
50/50 with wheat flour for pancakes that taste like buckwheat or use it 
for other baked goods.    
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 Condalia hookeri or brasil is a thorny plant common in South Texas, less 
common in West central Texas. It yields edible blackberries in July. The 
fruit has 8% protein, 7% calcium and about .15% potassium.   

 Agave americana or the century plant was another important plant for 
native Americans. The fiber is made into rope, bags, cloth, nets, paper, 
sandals and belts and it know as maguey in Mexico. It's a host plant in 
the desert providing saponins via it's roots helping wet the soil and 
make moisture more available to other plants. It flowers once in it's life 
but lives only eight to fifteen years, not a century. The caudex, or bulge 
of the initial bloom, was cut and cooked in the ground for four days by 
native Americans. They cooking process converted an inedible plant 
carbohydrate into sugars. The juice collected in a hollow after the 
caudex was cut was and is still made into a drink called pulque. It's the 
agave tequilana that is used in Mexico to make tequila.   

 Early fall plants.   

 Opuntia engelmannii or prickly pear cactus, is yet another very 
important plant that is maligned by ranchers, myself included at times. 
It was also very important to native Americans. The seeds have been 
found in their coprolite, which is fossilized human manure. It's also said 
that Toltecs picked the seeds out of the human dung to eat. The young 
pads are called "Nopalitos" and are dethorned, chopped and mixed with 
eggs or used in strips as an okra substitute in stew or gumbo. The pads 
have some oxalic acid and calcium oxalate so they should be eaten 
sparingly. Old pads were used for cooking vessels, canteens and fish 
baking. The fruit, known as a "Tuna" is tasty raw or made into fruit 
leather.    

 The tuna meat or juice has 70% sugar. Sugar being one of those difficult 
in abundance in the wild. The seeds are very tough but they make tasty 
crackers if you can grind them. I found a plastic grocery bag full of tunas 
yielded about 1 5/8 cups of seeds. It's easy to collect a lot of tunas 
quickly using BBQ tongs rather than your hands or gloves. I found if you 
store them in a paper sack for a few days, the glochid, or tiny spines, will 
easily rub off. After removing the glochid and seeds, the tuna meat and 
juice can be used to make a simple syrup frozen in ice cube trays and 
later used to purple up a margarita.    

 Chasmanthium latifolium or inland sea oats, is a perennial grass that 
grows in Central Texas along creek bottoms. It's attractive and it has 
become a landscaping plant as a result. The flax seeds are quick to 
collect in quantity. They can be threshed using an old style blender with 
the metal blades covered in surgical tape. We call this the Hank Ellison 
method. Then the seeds are winnowed using a small fan and ground on 
a steel burr mill. They make excellent crackers or breads and taste like 
oats. During the year of the big drought, 2011, we collected seed pods 
from a friends landscaped area and found that even in a drought 150 
square feet of area yielded about a cup of seeds.    
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 Setaria italica or foxtail grass has a seed end that resembles, well, a 
foxes tail. It's a relative of millet and it is prolific and is often shown in 
pest plant books used by farmers and ranchers. The seeds have no 
husks and can be gather quickly, stripping off the seed heads through 
you hands as you walk. Foxtail grass grows in bottoms but also in 
uplands. I once found this grass in front of two different rock shelters in 
Sutton and Jeff Davis counties. Could it have been there year to year all 
this time? Maybe.    

 Late fall plants.   

 Iva annua or marshelder, also known as sumpweed, is also unwanted 
plant list. It's found in areas with damp soil conditions. These seeds 
heads yield impressive quantities of seeds making them easy to collect 
in quantity. There's evidence in selection by Indians in terms of finding 
larger seeds than normal in archeological digs in coprolite. Iva might 
have potential as a modern crop along with amaranth and 
chenopodium. You know, if you can't beat them, why not join them? 
100 grams has 500 calories and calories are hard to find in nature. It's 
also high in calcium and iron.  

 Quercus genus, the oak tree. You may be surprised to learn that acrons 
may have been the most important prehistoric food. A plant you already 
know, however, the tannic acid in the acorns, must be leached out 
before the flour is used. White oaks, with the rounded leaves, have 
lower tannic acid. Live oaks like the one shown here are also white oaks.  

 To process acorns, first try to pick up the acorns as soon as they drop or 
worms will eat all the meat. Shell them by splitting the shell and 
removing the meat. Chop the meat fine then leach them by putting 
them in multiple changes of cool, clean, fresh water. You'll know you're 
done when the water is about clear. The books all say leach them in a 
stream but who has a nice flowing stream nearby? You can also leach 
them by boiling but if you do, a key factor not always mentioned in 
books, is to transfer them only from one boiling pot to another. If you 
take hot acorn meal out and put it into cold water, then tannin will be 
fixed and you won't get much more out. It takes two pots if you want to 
leach them hot. The flour is then dried and can be used in bread or 
soups. Acorn meal has 25% fat, 5% protein and 60% carbs.  

 Rumex crispus or curly dock, is a perennial and is actually available all 
year not jus tin the fall. It's a French sorrel relative and it has tangy 
leaves making it good for a pit or a bowl or in moderation in a salad. It's 
been shown to have iron and be an antimicrobial. It makes large 
quantities of winged seeds good for crackers, bread or grain. The seeds 
to have tannin and oxalic acid and it can be leached if necessary. 

 Credits and thanks to Scooter Cheatham, Lynn Marshall and Useful Wild 
Plants, Inc. You can find out more, volunteer, sponsor or order volumes 
at WWW.usefulwildplants.org. Also, here are some other references, 
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Edible and Useful Wild Plants of Texas in the Southwest by Delina Tull, 
Wild Seasons by Kay Young, Identifying and Harvesting Edible and 
Medicinal Plants in Wild Places by Steve Brill and Weeds of the West by 
various authors.  

 Remember, don't put any wild plant in your mouth until you have been 
taught that plant in person by an expert.  

 Thanks. That's about all I can gather up for you today. 

Marjory: Well there you go. That was a wonderful presentation with a lot of 
useful plants. If you want to get in touch with Martin Payne and the 
Useful Wild Plants organization they could definitely use your help and 
support and continuing to create, they want to create a 14 volume set, 
they have got four of them done. If you would like to purchase the four 
volumes that are done that would be awesome and very supportive, 
click on that button to the right and that will get you in touch with 
Martin Payne and the Useful Wild Plants. 

 This is Marjory Wildcraft, we have a lot more wonderful presentations 
for you on other wild things that are available to eat and Ill catch you on 
another presentation.  
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