
5 Trees You Can Actually Eat! 

 

First, take a look at this map. 

 

 

Image: bamboogarden.com 

 

Second, take a look at this graphic of tree layers (obviously not to scale): 



 

 

 

Aspen 

Populus tremuloides or “Quaking Aspen” 

 

 

 

The Basics: 

 



Aspen grow in the north especially zones with cool summers and high altitudes.  The 

most common kind of aspen tree is the “quaking aspen”.  When the wind blows, the 

leaves look like they’re shaking.  They are more common in the northern states but are 

reported everywhere in North America and in the northern hemisphere.   

 

Identification:   

 

Quaking Aspen can grow up to 80 feet (24 meters) tall and the trunk can grow from 1 

foot (30 cm) to 3 feet (91 cm) in diameter.    

 

The bark of the quaking aspen is green when it’s young and white to light grey when it’s 

older.  Look for horizontal black lines and black protruding knobs.  The tree bark almost 

looks like loose skin. 

 

The stems of the leaves are flat and easily bent which is what makes the leaves look like 

they’re trembling in the wind.  The leaves are spade shaped that come to a point with 

finely serrated edges.  From a central vein, several smaller veins branch outward toward 

the edges.   

 

Edible Parts:  

 

White powder on the outer bark, Inner bark and cambium.  The white powder is 

actually natural yeast.  Take a butter knife and gently scrape it into a container to 

harvest.  The inner bark lies just beneath the outer bark and the cambium is just 

beneath that.  Total depth: 1-3 cm into the bark of the tree.  If you’re going to harvest 

quaking aspen, do it in the spring when it’s less bitter. 

 

 

https://sites.google.com/site/wildernesssurvivalarts/the-quaking-aspen 

 

Basswood (Linden) 

Tilia Americana L. 

 



 

  

The Basics 

 

Basswood is a fairly common tree seen throughout the north and Midwest.  Basswood’s 

nickname is “the bee tree” because the flowers produce a ton of nectar which is, of 

course, attractive to bees.  It grows mostly in the USDA Zones 3 through 8. 

 

Identification:   

 

The American Basswood grows fast and can reach about 65 feet (19 meters) to 70 feet 

(21 meters) in height.   

 

Bark 

  

 

Basswood bark is dark grey to light green in color.  There are horizontal ridges all over 

the surface of the bark that are slightly lighter in color than the surface. 

 

Leaves 

  

 



The leaves are heart shaped with jagged, toothed edges.  Several veins stem off the 

central vein and branch outward to the edges. 

 

Edible Parts:  Seeds, Inner Bark, Sap, Leaves 

 

You can eat the leaves if you harvest in the early spring to early summer.  You want 

younger, shinier leaves otherwise, they’re too tough and bitter. 

 

The inner bark and cambium is also edible.  To harvest the inner bark and cambium, 

scrape off the exterior gently to remove any exterior debris or protrusions.  You’re 

aiming for a depth of about 3 cm total. 

 

The seeds are also edible.  You can eat them raw right off the tree or you can roast 

them.  

 

Basswood sap makes WONDERFUL tree water which you drink raw or you can boil it all 

the way down to sugar.  It’s nature’s energy drink :) 

 

Birch 

Betula 

 

  

 

The Basics 

 

Birch tree taste like wintergreen.  In terms of survival, the birch trees could rival cattail for 

all its uses.  If you’re allergic to bananas, you’re probably also allergic to birch trees.  It 

grows in USDA Zones 4 through 9 

 



Identification 

 

Birch trees can grow as tall as 50 feet (15 meters) to 75 feet (22 meters) and can reach 

roughly 2 feet (60 cm) in diameter. 

 

Bark 

 

 

Birch bark looks like paper.  This characteristic makes identifying the birch tree fairly 

simple.  Birch bark color is light grey to pure white.  Look for horizontal black to dark grey 

lines that run along the diameter of the tree in segments.  The exterior, paper-like bark 

flakes easily off the tree as newer bark is formed in underlying layers. 

 

Leaves 

 

 

If you look closely at the leaf of the birch tree, you’ll notice that there is a central vein 

running from stem to tip.  Smaller veins branch from this central vein outward to the 

edge creating indentations.  This makes the parts of the leaf in between the veins look 

elevated. 

 

Edible Parts: You can eat the inner bark to cambium layers, leaves and the sap or “tree 

water”. 

 

Harvest the tree water (or sap) in early spring when it’s flowing and sweet.  You can 

drink birch water raw.  It doesn’t have to be purified.  Birch water can also make wine, 

beer, syrup and sugar.  So many uses! 



 

As for the inner bark to cambium layers, peel away the outermost layers of the papery 

bark and cut a rectangle into what’s just beneath that outermost layer.  Total depth 2-3 

cm or you might kill the tree. 

 

You can eat the branch tips raw too or brew them into tea.  In a future video, I plan to 

make “Birch Beer” using birch twigs and tips  : ) 

 

 

Maple 

Acer 

 

 

 The Basics:  

 

On average, they can live between 80 and 100 years.  In the right conditions, however, 

maple trees can survive for 300 years or more.  You can find them growing in USDA 

zones 3 through 9. 

 

Identification:   

 

Maple trees can grow as tall as 30 feet (9 meters) to 150 feet (45 meters).  Maple trees 

produce helicopter seeds and maple twigs are almost always shiny and reddish in 

color. 

 

Bark 

 



 

The bark of the maple tree grows in rectangle chunks replacing older bark with newer 

bark creating valleys in between.  As it grows toward the surface, this creates a rough 

texture on its exterior and makes the older bark peel away with ease.  The color is a 

subtle light brown on the surface.  

 

Leaves 

 

The maple leaf has 5 ‘sections’ that individually form oval spades.  From the central 

vein, numerous smaller veins branch toward the edges.  These leaves change color 

over the season from shades of light orange to red to yellow and every shade in 

between. 

 

Edible Parts:  sap, seeds, leaves, inner bark to cambium layers 

 

Maple is another year round food source. 

 

If you want to collect the sap or the leaves, do it in spring when there’s still chilly nights 

and the leaves are still young.  

 

You can eat the leaves raw or chop them up and add them to a salad. 

 

Collect the seeds in later spring to early summer.  You can eat maple seeds raw, 

roasted or boiled. 

 



You can eat the inner bark to cambium layers at pretty much at any time.  The inner 

bark layer makes for an interesting flour substitute.  All you have to do is cut it into small 

chunks, let the sun dry it out for a day or two and grind it into powder.   

 

Maple water or sap does need to be boiled before drinking.  And of course, you can 

make maple syrup out of the maple water.   

 

 

http://www.tapmytrees.com/pages/collect-sap-make-syrup 

 

Pine 

 

 

 

The Basics: 

 

There are over 100 different types of pine trees and as far as I can tell, all of them are 

edible.  Pine trees can live anywhere from 50 to 5000 years.  Historically speaking, there 

are a ton of references that point to using pine as a food source going clear back to 

ancient Egyptian times.  Some sources indicate that pine sap is a main ingredient in 

Greek Fire.  You can find pine in all USDA zones. 

 

Identification:   

 

On average, they grow up to 80 feet (24 meters) tall.  You’ll know it’s a pine tree when 

you see sticky resin dripping from the bark, cones scattered on the ground and green 

needles are attached to the tree in the dead of winter.  These are the common 

denominators of the pine tree. 

 

Edible Parts: needles, inner bark to cambium, pine nuts, pine cone pollen 

http://www.tapmytrees.com/pages/collect-sap-make-syrup


 

Pine Needles make for an excellent tea.  Pine needle tea also helps when you have the 

common cold.  (I’ll explain why in a future video.) 

 

You can eat the inner bark layer down to the cambium.  If you go any further into the 

tree (past the cambium), the layers become too difficult to chew no matter how you 

cook it. 

 

Pine Nuts fall right out of the cone.  You can eat them raw or you can roast them. 

 

Pine Cone Pollen can also be used to thicken soups, as a flour substitute or as a flavor 

enhancer. 

 

  


