Foraging at Blair Castle reveals wild remedies and culinary treasures of native plants
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By the time we settled in the serene walled garden of Blair Castle, sipping soothing herb-infused tea and relishing dock-leaf dolmades, the two-and-a-half-hour foraging tour had transformed into a culinary and sensory exploration. Led by the insightful Tamara Colchester of Plant Listening, the experience was not merely a lesson in edible plants but an invitation to reconnect with the often-overlooked ties between humanity and the natural world.
Tamara, an ethno-botanist and founder of the not-for-profit Plant Listening, employs a unique approach to foraging that marries mindfulness with complex ecological knowledge. Her aim is to address the modern disconnection many feel from nature, providing an antidote through immersive experiences in wild spaces.
Curiosity draws people to nature, yet many, like myself, often feel distanced from it despite our yearning to belong. On this foraging adventure with my daughter Lily, we were motivated to cultivate a deeper bond with the environment around us. Tamara initiated our journey by encouraging us to shift our gaze – from the towering tree branches to the vibrant ecosystems nestled in the grass. What at first appeared to be simple turf revealed a rich mosaic of edible life: from humble daisies to lush ferns.
Our culinary exploration kicked off with the delicate taste of a daisy petal, an enjoyable surprise for Lily. We soon ventured into the world of pine trees, where Tamara introduced us to the harvestable pollen, sweet-tasting and noted for its potential health benefits, such as boosting testosterone levels, crucial for those experiencing midlife hormonal shifts. Historically, the inner bark of pine was consumed for its protein content, a testament to the resourcefulness of our ancestors in utilising available plant life for sustenance.
Amongst other hidden delights, we discovered wild garlic carpeting the woodland floor, its potent aroma eliciting mixed responses. Tamara also highlighted Bishop's weed – or goutweed – a green whose flavour mirrors parsley and carries a legacy of medicinal use, primarily in treating gout. While we were cautioned against the toxic dog’s mercury, Tamara urged us to reconsider ‘weeds’ like sticky willy (cleavers), which can serve beneficial roles in herbal medicine.
The notorious nettle, often feared for its sting, emerged as a surprising ally. Packed with essential nutrients, nettles are not only used in soups and teas but can also help reduce inflammation and support hormone balance. Interestingly, foragers employ nettle’s sting intentionally, applying it to sore joints for therapeutic purposes. When Lily experienced a sting of her own, I instinctively reached for a dock leaf, only for Tamara to teach us a more effective remedy: the gelatinous inner sheath of a dock root.
Amid our exploration, we also encountered lesser-known edible greens, or “bitters,” similar to those prized in Italian cuisine. These included sorrel and lesser celandine, which historically served as vital carbohydrate sources long before the introduction of potatoes in Europe.
As we meandered through the tranquil greenery, we unearthed wild strawberries, revered for their ability to whiten teeth and soothe gastrointestinal distress, as well as their lush, inviting flavour. Tamara emphasized the importance of chewing raw plants, which activates their natural healing properties.
Our tour continued with a moment of mindfulness as we listened to the gentle rustling of birch leaves—the “tree language.” Tamara explained that birch trees, which provide important nutrients to other plants, symbolize a nurturing spirit within ecosystems. Similarly, the mystical Rowan tree, often planted for protective purposes, and the generous lime tree, known for its soothing properties, drew our attention.
Yarrow, another significant plant, is known for its antiseptic qualities and capability to staunch bleeding—a valuable nugget of knowledge for any caretaker. As we tasted foraged sorrel, its zingy flavour sparked thoughts of adding it to future pesto ventures.
With the walk culminating in the inviting atmosphere of the walled garden, we explored a sumac tree, whose buds are noteworthy in culinary circles, and savoured the aroma of crushed meadow sweet, a plant revered as a natural remedy akin to aspirin.
The experience concluded with a delightful spread of wild food cakes, herbal teas infused with sweet cicely, and flavourful biscuits, demonstrating the plethora of offerings from our natural surroundings. Amid the soothing notes of the piper from Blair Castle, it became clear that Tamara's guiding wisdom extended beyond mere survival; it was a call to appreciate the resilience of nature and the healing that awaits those willing to listen and taste.
As popularity in foraging surges—echoing trends in urban spaces like London, where chefs are discovering the rich potential of local wild ingredients—the broader implications of this revival span beyond personal well-being. Authorities and advocates highlight not only the nutritional gains associated with foraging but also its promise as a sustainable practice for food security. This burgeoning interest transcends mere culinary pursuits, fostering a cultural renaissance that celebrates the diverse, bountiful landscape of edible plants around us.
Embracing the joys and challenges of foraging can contribute to a greater understanding of our ecological networks, ensuring that we nourish both our bodies and the environments that sustain us. As our experience at Blair Castle illustrated, every step taken into the wild opens a dialogue with nature that can lead to profound personal and collective healing.
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