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AUTUMn wILDnESS

GUERILLA GARDEnInG!
By woLFGAnG RoUGLE

As the weather cools and the rains begin to tease the 
earth this fall, thoughts of gardening should be seizing 

your brain. Even if you live in the city without so much as a 
flowerpot on a windowsill to call your own, you can still be a 
planter as well as a harvester of food. Why leave that vacant 
lot to the squirrels? Why leave that median strip to CalTrans? 
A “guerrilla gardener” is someone who gardens on public 
or unclaimed land, without permission but without doing 
harm. You can be clandestine or brash. Here are some basic 
propagation techniques to get you started.

Fall is the time to plant perennials in Northern California. 
The soaking rains of winter (we pray) will nourish a deep 
root system, which, along with some luck, will sustain plants 

through the following summer. It is always best to irrigate 
plants through their first summer of life, but if you can’t, just 
plant way too many and give them space. Some will make it.

When leaves fall and plants go dormant, it’s a good time to 
make cuttings of plants like figs, wild grapes, and elderberries. 
It is widely believed that cuttings will be most successful if 
cut and rooted while the moon is waxing. (The same goes 
for grafts.) Cut several foot-long pieces of hard wood (two 
or more years old), each piece with several buds. Cut each 
piece below a bud, take the pieces home and place them in a 
well-drained potting medium. (Sand works fine!) To increase 
your odds of success, you can dip each piece in rooting 
hormone from the farm store or a solution of soaked willow 
roots from the riverbank. . . or you can just take your chances. 
Keep them around 60 or 70 degrees, neither dried-out nor 
constantly saturated, and some should push out buds in the 
spring. These can be carefully transplanted the following fall.

Layering and air-layering are other methods of propagating 
figs, grapes, and elderberries. With a sharp knife, make a 
diagonal cut 1/3-way through a branch. (The plant’s natural 
rooting hormones are found in highest concentrations right 
below each bud.) Stuff some dirt or sand into the cut, and 
bend the branch down to bury the cut part in the soft soil of 
the riverbank (layering), or bind the cut with a piece of plastic 
bag, filled with soil (called air-layering because the branch is 
not buried). Come back in the spring and gently brush away 
the soil or sand to see whether your wounded bud responded 
by putting out roots. If so, you can very carefully cut it away 
and transplant it elsewhere.

If that’s too much trouble, just wait for the day in January 
when the figs, elderberries, and grapes leaf out, prowl with a 
shovel, and transplant some from the riverside thicket to your 
new feral garden. The longer the trees have been in leaf, the 
more difficult they will be to transplant. All plants lose some 
roots during transplant, and the temporarily reduced root 
mass can support only a reduced leaf mass. So, pinch off some 
leaves when you transplant to make it fair.

Fall and winter are good times to check the Seed Savers 
Exchange catalog for scionwood of trees you’d like to grow 
in your neighborhood. Maybe you have a crabby old apple 
on the corner, and you’d like it to bear Hudson’s Golden 
Gem. Maybe you have a venerable sterile olive, and you’d 
like Manzanillos. All you need is a grafting knife! Also, see if 
there’s a community seed and scionwood swap at your garden 
center or grange hall. If not, start one!
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Have you been faithfully saving peach, 
plum, apricot, and cherry pits to plant 
in your new garden? Well, they probably 
won’t come true to type—that is, a pit 
from a delicious Redhaven may grow into 
a mediocre mongrel peach tree—but don’t 
let that stop you. If the tree thrives, you 
can always graft onto it later. I hope you have stored your 
pits in the refrigerator since eating the fruit. Periodically 
they will get moldy, so take them out of their loosely covered 
jar and furiously scrub them. This also helps to break down 
germination inhibitors on the seed coat. After the seeds have 
been kept cold for at least 90 days, cover them with water for 
24-48 hours, drain them, and plant them. Many probably 
have broken open and put out roots by now! You can plant 
them outside as long as the ground is good and moist (though 
you will lose many to mice, etc.) or in pots to transplant later 
(though this is more work).

Many of our winter annuals are also excellent food plants. 
Their seed should be saved in summer or fall and broadcasted 
wherever you want them. Prickly lettuce, dandelion, and 
chicory all have tasty, nutritious salad greens as young plants. 
Dock, a perennial with nice lemony leaves for cooking, 
should be scattered in low wet places, in areas already 
thoroughly disturbed by invasive species, for dock is alien. 
If you have learned to identify our native wild onions and 
edible lilies, you can broadcast their seed now. If not, study 
up this winter and save seed next spring. These relatively rare 
native bulbs should not be harvested for food from the wild, 
so bring the seed into your guerrilla garden. You must first 
learn to differentiate them from the death-camas, a poisonous 
species.

If you can identify edible mushrooms, use wintertime to 
collect your favorites and rub their spores into the wounded 
roots of host trees. Some mushrooms (like the honey 
mushroom and oyster mushroom) will eventually kill their 
hosts (but you could inoculate trees who are already dying, 
or even fresh stumps). In particular, the relatively contagious 
honey mushroom, Armillaria mellea, is delicious but 
extremely unwelcome in orchard-growing regions. You have 
been warned: don’t get run out of Gridley as a bioterrorist!1

Wolfgang Rougle farms near Cottonwood and is the author of 
Sacramento Valley Feast, a wild food field guide and cookbook. 
Her wonderful book—with the same lively tone and occasional 

irreverence as in these pieces—is available at 
Lyon’s in Chico, at the Red Bluff Art Gallery, 
from the Twining Tree Farm stand at Redding 
Saturday farmers’ market, or by sending $12 to 
her at 16395 Ridgewood Rd., Cottonwood, CA 
96022.


