
A PASSION FOR FORAGING LED XA MILNE AND FIONA 
HOUSTON TO GO INTO BUSINESS HARVESTING SEAWEED
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“This versatile and highly nutritious 
food was staring us in the face, but 
none of us knew how to use it”

 W
hen Xa Milne met Fiona Houston 
in the playground of an Edinburgh 
primary school, they bonded over 
a shared desire to get their 
children outside, away from 
screens. So began their careers as 

seashore foragers: as the two former journalists led their 
children on wild-food-gathering adventures across the 
beaches of Fife, they wrote a book about their 
experiences and started running foraging courses. 

The food that really grabbed 
their attention – and that of the 
chefs who attended their 
courses – was seaweed. ‘This 
versatile and highly nutritious 
food was staring us in the face, 
but none of us knew how to use 
it in a clump straight off the 
beach,’ Xa explains. Inspired by 
the use of dried seaweed as a 
seasoning in oriental cooking, 
the pair launched Mara 
Seaweed (mara is Gaelic for ‘the 
sea’) in 2012. Their tins and 
pouches of seaweed, hand-
gathered on the Scottish coast 
and dried and ground at their 
Leith factory, are now stocked 
in Harrods, Harvey Nichols, 
Booths and Marks & Spencer.

‘Seaweed is full of natural glutamates – the healthy 
alternative to MSG – which give you a really satisfying 
mouthfeel,’ says Xa, who still rolls up her trousers 
whenever she can. ‘I love working with the earth’s 
rhythms: the tide coming in and the tide going out.  
It’s great fun to convert something that you find on the 
seashore into something you can use in your city kitchen.’

Which seaweeds are edible?
Seaweeds are marine algae that fall into three groups: 
brown, green and red. They are all edible, as in not 
poisonous, although they’re not all nice to eat. Fiona and 
I have tried lots of them and the ones we harvest are the 
ones that taste good: kombu and sea spaghetti, which are 
brown algae; sea lettuce, which is green; and dulse, 
which is red. Another ‘edible’ seaweed is nori, or laver, 
which clings to rocks like a melted plastic bag. In 
Scotland it’s not sustainable to harvest it commercially, 
although it’s nice to cut a handful now and then. 

Why would you want to eat seaweed?
The tradition of eating seaweed in coastal communities 
goes back a long way. Laver, a winter seaweed, was a 
survival food. Irish texts show that, in the seventh 

century, a rock with a rich crop of 
dulse growing on it was as valuable 
to coastal crofters as owning a cow. 
Seaweed is rich in iodine, minerals 
(such as iron, calcium, magnesium 
and potassium), omega-3 fats and 
vitamins A, C, E and B12. It can also 

be used as a low-sodium seasoning. It contains nine to 12 
per cent sodium – gourmet salt contains 98 per cent –  
so you can sprinkle it liberally onto your food. 

Can I gather my own seaweed?
Yes: if you’re foraging for your own consumption you 
don’t need permission from the Crown Estate, which 
owns the UK foreshore. Seaweeds have different 
seasons; the harvesting season for most is early summer 
to autumn. Harvesting is dictated by tides: you can only 
get access to the deeper-sea species when tides are at 
their lowest, which means full moon or new moon. Make 
sure you pick from ‘shellfish-safe’ (unpolluted) waters, 
and observe the tide tables very closely: start picking an 
hour before lowest tide, when the sea still has a bit 
further to go out, and make sure you’re not picking with 
your back to the returning tide. Seaweed grows from 
suckers that attach to the rock or seabed. Cut three-
quarters of the way down the stem, so the seaweed can 
grow back, but never pull away its holdfast. 

Which seaweeds should I look for?
One of the easiest to find is kombu. It is one of around 30 
types of kelp – deep-water brown seaweeds that grow in 

Orange waders are the 
new black skinnies for 
Fiona, left, harvesting 
seaweed on a Fife 
beach. Left, a basket of 
dulse sitting on some 
kombu. Above, 
plentiful supplies of 
kombu at low tide
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“Brown sea spaghetti looks just as it sounds. Fiona 
and I once served it with marinara sauce and our 
friends were convinced we’d given them pasta”

underwater ‘forests’, which also include the wakame 
seaweed used in Japanese cooking – and becomes 
exposed at low tide. Kombu’s thick, rod-like stems and 
broad brown straps are easy to recognise; you’ll have felt 
them against your legs when swimming in the sea. It is 
incredibly rich in nutrients, especially iodine, but is 
rather rubbery and fishy-tasting when raw, so we 
recommend drying it (see below). Once you’ve found 
kombu, you’re more likely to find dulse, which can grow 
off it. This beautiful, dark red seaweed has large, frilly 
leaves that you can snack on at the beach – in Victorian 
times, street vendors used to sell it to schoolchildren. 

Can I use fresh seaweed in the kitchen?
Yes, but be quick because it starts to turn after 24 hours. 
I like to make a relish from sea lettuce – a bright green 
algae with large, translucent leaves – by whizzing it in a 
blender with capers, olives, gherkins and red wine 
vinegar. Brown sea spaghetti looks just as it sounds and 
is good to cook with. It’s mild-tasting and a great carrier 
for other flavours: Fiona and I once served it with a 
tomato-based marinara sauce and our friends were 
convinced we’d given them pasta. 

How do I dry seaweed?
Dried seaweed will last for years if you keep it cool and 
dry. We dry it at below 40C, so it is still classed as a raw 
food and retains its nutrients. At home, the best place is 
an airing cupboard, the bottom of the Aga or in front of a 
fire on a rack. Kombu will dry overnight; the thinner 
leaves of dulse and sea lettuce are much quicker. Once 
dried, you can keep them whole or put them in a spice 
grinder to break them up into granules or flakes.

What do I do with dried seaweed?
Kombu can be boiled to make dashi, the Japanese broth 
used for miso soup, or infused in milk to make a white 
sauce for fish pie. Dulse, with its robust, smoky flavour, 
adds depth to meat and vegetable dishes. I also mix it 
with mashed peas and avocado to make dips, and put a 
handful into bread dough. Dried sea lettuce is easy to 
crumble into salads and risottos. It adds a nice sea-salt 
zestiness to dishes, and is especially good on fish. 

Far left, Shony spinkled 
over eggs; left, some of 
Mara’s dried wares; 
below, Fiona and Xa 
display the raw product

XA MILNE is co-founder and brand director of Mara 
Seaweed and co-author with Fiona Houston of Seaweed 
and Eat It (Virgin Books, £14.99). She loves striding up the 
Munros with her three boys, aged 20, 16 and 14, who have 
grown up eating seaweed – much of it smuggled secretly 
into their food. 

What is Shony?
Named after a Hebridean sea god, Shony is our own 
blend of dried dulse, sea lettuce and a third seaweed – 
which we’re keeping secret. As a seasoning, it tastes 
more rounded and balanced than the single-variety 
dulse and kombu flakes. Paul Hollywood put it in a 
crumble topping with oats, sugar, pumpkin seeds and 
sunflower seeds, and the sweet-salt combination worked 
really well with stewed apple and blackberry filling. 
 
Can you share your favourite seaweed recipes?
A nice way to use dried dulse leaves is to flash-fry them 
in oil – they’re like nature’s bacon crisps. I sometimes 
drizzle them with maple syrup and serve next to a fried 
egg. For a quick lunch, I spread oatcakes with cheese and 
top with Shony flakes. For something really special, I use 
pepper dulse, known as ‘truffle of the sea’ – a miniature 
winter seaweed that we harvest in very small quantities.

35

LIVING | EXPERT


