
When I arrive at Sarah Witt’s Pioneertown home, she’s already ground 
wild California buckwheat from her property into a fine flour. The powder 
will be used to coat an egg roll-like mixture of  sweet potato, carrots and 
cannellini beans – which will then be crisped up in a skillet of  hot oil. It’s 
a recipe she first cooked for her monthly dinner potluck, High Desert Test 
Kitchen, in which participants prepare dishes made with ingredients found in 
the desert. 

“It’s really nice to collectively do this research,” says Witt, a garde manger 
at La Copine in Yucca Valley. “We’re all teaching each other and we’re being 
together. … I want it to be a little bit like a book club, where we talk about 
the technicalities of  cooking these weird ingredients.” 

With the help of  nonprofit High Desert Test Sites, Witt launched her 
series at Copper Mountain Mesa Community Center in Joshua Tree this 
fall, on a six-month trial basis. The first three dinners highlighted mesquite, 
California buckwheat and Mormon tea. “We had a mesquite chai, a mesquite 
bourbon whiskey drink, somebody did a lot of  baked goods – like brownies 
– because mesquite is a baking additive,” Witt says of  the inaugural event 
in September. “We had so many different people. I think that’s because the 
ingredient was really accessible; you could buy it.” 

Access is a large consideration for Witt when she chooses which 
ingredients to feature, while taking seasonality and sustainability into 
consideration as well. Mesquite, for example, produces a high-protein pod 
that often falls off  the tree and can be gathered as such. But this concept 
of  access – the way in which the plants are sourced – is a topic of  further 
debate. If  plants can’t be purchased from grocery stores, Witt shares 
information on her website (sarahwitt.net) for where and when to gather 
from local land.

SARAH WITT’S NEW DINNER SERIES, HIGH DESERT 
TEST KITCHEN, CHALLENGES US TO CONSIDER THE 
QUESTION: TO FORAGE OR NOT TO FORAGE? 
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CRISPY CALIFORNIA 
BUCKWHEAT BALLS

FILLING

1 medium sweet potato

1 cup extra-virgin olive oil or vegetable 
oil

Pinch of cumin

Pinch of cinnamon 

Pinch of cayenne pepper

1 can cannellini beans, drained and 
rinsed

7 or 8 cloves of garlic, minced

Juice from ½ lemon

2 medium carrots, peeled and 
shredded

3 parsley sprigs, leaves only, finely 
chopped

Salt and pepper, to taste

Vegetable oil for frying

COATING

1 cup wild buckwheat flour, processed 
(instructions to follow) and finely 
ground in coffee grinder

2 eggs 

Water or milk, to taste

1 cup wild buckwheat meal, processed

Dice sweet potato and toss with  
1 tablespoon olive oil as well as cumin, 
cinnamon, cayenne and generous 
pinches of salt and pepper. Roast in 
oven at 400º F for about 30 minutes, 
checking and tossing after 15-18 
minutes. Allow to cool slightly.

Pulse beans, potatoes, garlic and lemon 
juice in food processor. Scrape contents 
into a bowl, and stir in parsley and 
carrot. Hand-roll into 1- to 2-inch balls.

Prepare three bowls for dredging and 
coating – one each for buckwheat flour, 
egg wash and buckwheat meal. To 
process buckwheat flower heads into 
flour, remove stems and mill the flower 
heads between your hands to produce a 
coarse meal. Place meal in potable water 
and shake to loosen dust and debris. 
Using a slotted spoon or fine mesh 
strainer, carefully lift plant matter out 
of water and place into another bowl of 
clean water. Repeat leeching process four 
times before leaving meal to soak for 2 
hours. Then, remove meal from water and 
wring out with your hands. Spread plant 
matter onto sheet tray and dry in oven 
at 200º F for about 45 minutes, checking 
periodically. When they’re done, the 
flowers should be crunchy and break  
apart in your teeth. Let cool and place in 
an airtight container if made ahead.

For coating, heat oil in pan (it should 
reach about ⅔ up the sides of balls) to 
about 350º F. Dredge each ball in flour, 
dip in egg wash and then lightly roll in 
buckwheat meal. When the oil is hot, 
carefully place the balls into the pan 
using a spider utensil. Allow space in 
between the balls, or the temperature 
will rapidly drop and the balls will lose 
crispiness. After 2 minutes, rotate the 
balls so the other half is submerged in 
the oil and let fry for 1 minute. When 
all sides are a deep brown, remove 
from oil with your utensil and drain on 
paper towels. 

MESQUITE DIPPING SAUCE

¼ cup tahini

Juice from 1 lemon

1-2 teaspoons mesquite powder

Pinches of salt and pepper, to taste

Water, as needed

Whisk together tahini with lemon 
juice. Once it reaches a paste-like 
consistency, add a touch of water and 
whisk again. Continue to add small 
amounts of water until it reaches a 
smooth consistency with uniform 
sheen. Whisk in salt, pepper and 
mesquite powder.

Foraging – the collection of  plant 
material from the “wild” for food – has 
become increasingly trendy in recent years. 
The hashtag #foraging had more than 
200,000 posts on Instagram when I last 
checked, and included images featuring 
plaid picnic blankets and perfectly styled 
field guides. But the craft is not just 
some day trip to put through a sepia 
filter. It requires what Witt describes as 
a well-researched and informed “healthy 
relationship with the land.”

“The first thing is to become familiar 
with the plant and the health of the 
population,” she explains. “Is this a species 
that’s [endangered]? Protected?” Before she 
heads out, Witt also familiarizes herself  with 
a plant’s current growth and legal statuses.

Next, she consults field guides to ensure 
proper identification, and notes optimal 
harvest times and proper harvesting 
techniques. “I don’t go out and pick 20 
things I see,” Witt says. “I go out looking 
for one particular plant and since I’ve done 
my research, I know how to take the pieces 
off that particular plant. … You never want 
to take more than 20 percent of  a plant or 
20 percent of  what you see, and I say that 
being really generous. I make myself  take 
no more than 10 percent and really think 
about what [I’m] going to use it for.”

Additionally, the legality of  collecting 
on different locales is confirmed. On 
private land, permission from the owner 
must be obtained, while foraging is often 
prohibited on public land (in the case of  
national parks or wilderness areas, for 
example) or a permit is required.  

“Here we are in the 21st century on social 
media wanting to look like we’re doing 
something edgy, trendy or exciting,” Witt 
says. “It’s important that you’re not doing 
it for that reason. It’s inappropriate. It’s 
dangerous to your health, essentially, and it 
could be destructive to the environment.”

Some local conservationists take issue 
with foraging in its entirety.

“The desert ecosystem itself  is very 
fragile because there’s not a lot of  water,” 
says Madena Asbell, who serves as Mojave 
Desert Land Trust’s native plant nursery 
manager. “The vegetative material that 
plants are producing is not consistent 
from year to year, and it’s very dependent 

on precipitation. Being that we’re in a 
drought, I think that we need to think very 
hard and be very sensitive to the fact that 
this is a very vulnerable ecosystem.” 

Asbell notes that wildlife depends on 
native plants for food, and that foraging 
can also pose a danger to the desert’s 
cryptobiotic crust, which contains fungi 
and algae that help retain moisture. 
“When there’s a lot of  traffic on that soil, it 
breaks up the soil crust and it then creates 
problems with erosion and water run-off,” 

she says. “It’s very easy to create new trails 
in the desert, and those trails don’t go away 
easily. The desert is very slow to heal.

“The temptation is to say, ‘Well, my 
intentions are good. I’m only one person. 
I’m only taking a little bit,’ ” she continues. 
“This is a growing trend. I don’t think it’s 
correct to assume that you’re the only one 
out there doing this or that your single act 
won’t have an impact.”

Two alternatives Asbell suggests are 
purchasing plants at nonprofit native plant 

nurseries or buying seeds to plant your 
own foraging garden. Since March, she 
has been growing 30 different species – 
including buckwheat, honey mesquite and 
sage – in MDLT’s own native plant nursery. 
Twice a year, the nonprofit hosts an open 
house in which plants can be purchased; 
the next date is scheduled tentatively 
for spring. 

“I understand that folks don’t mean any 
harm by what they’re doing, but I think 
the desert is an incredibly nuanced place 
that even boggles some biologists,” Asbell 
concludes. “We just need to be mindful 
of  that and be very sensitive to the impact 
that we have when we’re out on the land.”

Even when I ask Witt on which side 
of  the fence she falls – if  there is such a 
term as “responsible foraging” – she says 
she “sides more” with conservationists 
but feels internal conflict over becoming 
familiar with the land.

“I think that’s OK because it means 
you’re thinking,” she says of  her 
indecision. “… It makes me think about 
what I’m doing and why I’m doing it. I 
think it’s important personal work, too.”  

HIGH DESERT 
TEST KITCHEN
Test your culinary prowess 

with this month’s ingredient – 

juniper – and bring your creation 

to Copper Mountain Mesa 

Community Center to share.

DEC. 19 | 7 P.M. | FREE

For more information, visit 

sarahwitt.net/hdtk.

Continued in next column
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