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Black-eyed Susan blooms on a summer’s day.
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To the caretakers of this planet,
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Old growth pine branches touch the sky. Eastern white pine is known as the Tree of Peace by the Haudenosaunee Confederacy, with the five needles of each leaf grouping representing the original five nations (Mohawks, Oneidas, Onondagas, Cayugas, and Senecas).










PREFACE



Nothing is ever really lost, it’s just forgotten.


In high school I heard the wild calling. My school offered an opportunity to backpack in the Adirondack Mountains for a week. I don’t know what compelled me to do it. In all my 15 years I had never been on a camping trip like this before. I distinctly recall packing the borrowed thermals the school provided, weighing out bags of pasta and oatmeal and distributing it among our packs.


In the days leading up to the trip, the five of us students practiced belaying on the school’s ropes course, guided by our two teachers. On our way to the mountains we stopped at the Delaware Water Gap, just about 30 minutes northwest of my hometown, to practice more climbing and rappelling skills. Then we were off, 5 hours or so into the heart of the Adirondack high peaks region.


At the time, I appreciated nature, but did not sense the deep inseparable connection we have to Earth. When did we start thinking we were separate from nature? Like many people in the Western world, the idea that nature was “somewhere out there” was well conditioned in me. Little I knew of the treasures that the wild gifts to the spirit. I did not grasp the immense healing that simply being surrounded by plants could have, let alone know the direct healing properties of these plants.


It was a difficult adventure, not without its rewards—mainly the thrill of reaching those spectacular unparalleled open mountaintop views. We hiked several miles a day with full packs. Up and down elevations that challenged us physically and mentally. On one of the last days of our trip, it felt like a great accomplishment to reach the highest peak at an elevation of 5343 feet, Mount Marcy, known as Tewawe’éstha in Kanien’kehá:ka (Mohawk) or Tahawus meaning “cloud-splitter” in Algonquin.
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A very simple field guide from my youth.





Unfortunately for my feet, I had the wrong kind of boots. The impact of downhill hiking with a pack on my back brought heel blisters and cost me two toenails. Though painful to endure, it was a small price to pay for the lessons I learned and the seeds that were planted on that journey.


We each had a “solo night” away from the camp and without food. We were told we could eat clovers, but what I never wondered was, what are clovers doing on a mountaintop? I nibbled many clovers that evening under my makeshift poncho tent. I can assure you they aren’t filling. And I wrote in the little photocopied survival guide journal our teachers provided. I still have that journal. Inside is the tiniest field guide to medicinal and edible plants I’ve ever seen. Eastern white pine, jewelweed, poison ivy, sassafras, violet.


Fast forward 27 years—after college, an abandoned advertising career, becoming a mother, and about 10 years of herbal and spiritual exploration—and here I am, writing about those very same plants in this book.


Retelling this story now, as a mother, I see it with fresh eyes. I see that sowing the seeds of plant medicine and other forms of earth wisdom in children is critical to ensuring that humans thrive on this planet alongside their green, winged, finned, and furry relations. Even if they don’t pursue a path of plant medicine right away it’ll be a thread in their life’s fabric, and they will come back to it in some way. If we forget, we can remember. We can always return to the wise ways.


It is my hope that in connecting you with wild medicinal plants that we will all come to a greater appreciation of the natural world, understand our place in it, and become impassioned keepers of the land, protectors of wild spaces.


Let’s remember, together.
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Chicory flowers open in the morning, closing with the heat of the summer sun.










HOW TO USE THIS BOOK



The northeastern United States and southeastern Canada contain a rich abundance of medicine plants. I’ve selected 111 of the most versatile and plentiful that are present in a good chunk of the region. Through directly experiencing the plants, you will come to find your particular relationship with them. You may discover new ways of partnering with the plants that I have not included here, or that anyone has written about for that matter. The beauty of learning how to collaborate with medicinal plants is that it is a lifetime journey full of discovery.


PLANT NAMES


There are at least two ways to call a plant by its name. One is to use the common name; let’s take dandelion, for example. Many people around the world know this plant’s name as dandelion. However, if you live in France, you might call the plant dent de lion (for “lion’s tooth,” referring to the shape of the leaves) or pissenlit (for “wet the bed” because it’s a diuretic). In England you might call the gone-to-seed flower of this plant “clocks”—legend has it, the amount of times required to blow the seeds loose from the flowerhead tells the time of day. In Hindi, this plant is called “Kukraundha,” but so is blumea (Blumea lacera). Wait, what’s that name in parentheses? And why are two plants given the same common name? This is where the challenge of common names arises. How do we know which plant we are talking about when more than one plant is named that way or when one plant has multiple common names? Enter, the scientific name!


Scientific names are based on a taxonomic system of grouping plants and other living creatures into categories of other related living things. The taxonomic system that we use today is based on the work of Carolus Linnaeus (aka Carl von Linné). Although our modern way of categorizing living beings is a bit different from Linnaeus’s, the basic concept is intact. Just like life on Earth, scientific systems are ever-evolving. Plants are currently named, like all life forms, by these categories: domain, kingdom, phylum, class, order, family, genus, and species.


It’s these last two, genus and species, that are usually put in parentheses or italicized after a plant’s common name. In our example, we would express this as: dandelion (Taraxacum officinale). Taraxacum is the genus and officinale is the species. There are other Taraxacum species in the world, but there’s no other like officinale. Except maybe a subspecies or varietal. You’d see that expressed as Taraxacum officinale ssp. officinale or Taraxacum officinale var. officinale, respectively.


This genus and species part of the name is also sometimes referred to as the botanical or “latinized” name because, in most cases, the name is derived from a Latin or Ancient Greek root. The names often tell us something about the history of the plant, the way it looks, where it grows, who named it, and if it has been used medicinally in the past.


There are a couple of stories as to how the name Taraxacum originated. One version is that Al-Razi, tenth-century Persian physician and polymath, called the plant “tarashaquq” or “tarkhashqun,” the same word for chicory and endive, two plants related to dandelion. It’s also possibly derived from the Greek words taraxos, meaning “disorder” and akos meaning “order.” We do know that the word officinale tells us that this plant has been classified as an officinal medicinal plant, or an herb that has a history of medicinal use. Using the Greek derivation story, we get a pretty cool mnemonic device: dandelion is a plant that’s long been used to bring order to disorder in the human body. Neat!
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What’s in a name? That which we call a dandelion by any other word would taste as bitter.





The beauty of this system is that there is a universal language for naming plants. No matter what the common name of a plant is in your region, when we use the scientific name, we know exactly which plant we’re talking about.


One more thing about names, at least for the purpose of this book. In some cases, I’ve included a plant’s family name. Still thinking about dandelion here, its family is Asteraceae (formerly Compositae), also known as the aster or sunflower family. In time, as you get to know the plant families, this becomes a really helpful identification tool. Plants in the same family, like siblings or cousins, share many of the same traits. Dandelions, like their Asteraceae relations, have an inflorescence that is a composite of smaller flowers. When you see a flower that becomes a big puff of seed fluff when it goes to seed, it’s likely you have an aster family plant.


PARTS USED


Here’s where you will find the parts of the plant that are utilized as medicine, based on traditional uses and personal experience. Some plants have multiple medicinal parts, like dandelion—roots, leaves, and flowers. Echinacea falls into this category, too. One reason it helps to know which parts to use is because sometimes, the leaves and flowers are just as efficacious as the roots, so we don’t have to uproot and take the life of the plant.


Other plants may have parts that are more medicinally active than some of its other parts, like the rhizome of wild sarsaparilla, which is more active than the leaves. Still other plants have medicinal parts and potentially poisonous parts. Poke roots and berries, depending on who you talk to, are the medicinal parts of the plant Phytolacca americana. The mature stems and leaves are not so great to ingest. Best to compost them.


For some plants you’ll use the entire aboveground or aerial portion of the plant, like chickweed, cleavers, or the aerial parts in flower, like self-heal and yarrow. When the parts are listed individually, harvest each part individually before, during, or after flowering, at different times of the year as indicated in the “Where, When, and How to Wildcraft” section. I’ve specified flowering tops as the parts used in cases where using the top portion of the plant in flower is ideal, such as with boneset, goldenrod, and motherwort.


There isn’t always consensus on which plant parts are used and there may be cultural, regional, or personal variations. Perhaps someone does have a use for wild sarsaparilla leaves. I just don’t know it yet.


HOW TO IDENTIFY


This section features some of the key identifying characteristics of the plants. Wherever possible, I use simple language to describe the plants without too much technical terminology.


If you are new to plant identification, looking out at a field of green in a meadow or forest may be a bit daunting. At first, all of the leaves and branches seem to intertwine in a mass of indistinguishable green and brown bits. I promise with time and practice you’ll start recognizing plants from several feet away without a problem. You’ll start to see the plants the way you would spot a friend’s face in a crowd.


A good rule of thumb for plant identification is to know at least three distinguishing features of a given plant. Take mugwort for instance:


The simple leaves are deeply divided with pointed lobes


The leaves have downy white undersides


The plant has a unique fragrance, somewhat spicy and earthy


Some questions to ask when identifying plants:


Is it herbaceous or woody?


Is the branching pattern opposite or alternate?


Are the leaves simple or compound? Toothed or smooth edged?


How many petals does the flower have?


Does the plant have a distinctive scent?


Are there any poisonous lookalikes?


Another important part of identification is knowing the plant throughout the seasons and through its growth cycles. Mugwort, for instance, looks dramatically different in spring than it does in late summer. In the spring, it appears as gray-green leaves emerging from the soil on tender stems; by summer’s end its stem is woody, its leaves are darker on the surface and hardier, it is in flower, and it reaches heights of 6 or 7 feet.
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Mugwort emerges in spring, starting low to the ground. By summer’s end it may be 6 or 7 feet tall.





Some field guides categorize plants by flower color. Well what do you do if the plant you’re looking for is not in flower? This book will give you an idea of basic plant features in different seasons. You’ll learn when the plant flowers, when it fruits, and when it goes to seed. I also recommend acquiring a field guide with a dichotomous key, such as Newcomb’s Wildflower Guide. A dichotomous key provides choices based on observable characteristics. Ideally, following the correct choices will lead you to the identity of the plant. See the resources section for helpful plant identification websites, too.


You might also notice where I’ve distinguished a plant as “introduced” or “native.” What’s that all about? The short story is that, before Europeans arrived on this continent there were certain flora present that we now call native. When Europeans began to colonize the land, they brought with them food and medicine plants they deemed valuable. Over time, plants from around the world were introduced to this land, creating a variety of plant life that did not exist here before colonization.


The interesting thing about this unplanned experiment of wild horticulture is that the plants that were once considered desirable are now vilified with language such as invasive, noxious, and opportunistic. It is true that the landscape has dramatically changed and that some garden escapees seem to be crowding out valued native plants. And it’s true that native plants are becoming endangered. But is that the fault of the plants that were introduced, the ones we call weeds?


To quote Ralph Waldo Emerson, “What is a weed? A plant whose virtues have not yet been discovered.” The very idea of a weed is a human invention, a matter of perception. It is humans who introduced the plants, humans who destroy habitat, humans who decide to poison or not to poison plants. It is a choice for us to understand the plants through a different lens and make peace. It is a choice to put our focus on what matters: caring for the land, healing our wounds, and caring for each other.





A MAD Cap Bucking Horse


There are fewer opposite branching woody plants than there are alternate branching ones. So to assist you in identifying those few opposite branching plants, here is a fun mnemonic device:


• A for Adoxaceae, which includes elder and viburnums


• MAD for Maple, Ash, Dogwood


• Cap for Caprifoliaceae or the honeysuckle family


• Bucking for Buckeye


• Horse for Horsechestnut













PLANT MORPHOLOGY



Here are some important identifying characteristics of the plants in this book.




LEAF SHAPES
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COMPOUND LEAF TYPES
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LEAF MARGINS
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LEAF ARRANGEMENTS
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FLOWER PARTS
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COMPOSITE FLOWER PARTS
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WHERE, WHEN, AND HOW TO WILDCRAFT



What is the Northeast? The predominating geopolitical worldview refers to this part of the world as northeastern North America, an area comprised of eleven U.S. states (Connecticut, Delaware, Maine, Massachusetts, Maryland, New Hampshire, New Jersey, New York, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, and Vermont) and five Canadian provinces (Québec, Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, Prince Edward Island, and Newfoundland and Labrador). I’m adding southern Ontario to this mix as well.


From an indigenous standpoint, we are on Turtle Island.


Through an ecological perspective, we are in the northern temperate forests, comprising a blend of intermingling ecoregions, categorized according to their geological history and ecosystem dynamics.


Knowing the specific habitat of plants from the ecological perspective is a fundamental part of plant identification. It also helps to know where plants tend to grow so that you can find them. In this section you’ll get to know the plants’ preferences for specific niches in the ecosystem. Eastern cottonwood, alder, and willow, for example, live in a wetland habitat. Introduced plants like chicory, dandelion, and plantain tend to grow in areas that are disturbed by human activity. This includes lawns, cracks in the sidewalk, edges of roadways and paths, public parks, and abandoned lots.
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Tidal marsh ecosystem in Cape Cod, Massachusetts.





I used two main resources in acquiring some of the information provided in this section, the USDA PLANTS database and the Native Plant Trust’s Go Botany website. Once you enter the scientific or common name of the plant, the USDA PLANTS database has zoomable distribution maps showing where it grows in most of North America. In addition to a dichotomous key, Go Botany provides maps showing county data from the Biota of North America Program (BONAP) plant atlas, information on plant habitat, as well as excellent color photographs of plants.


In this section you’ll discover the best time to harvest particular plants and their parts. Roots are generally harvested in early spring or fall when the rest of the plant has either yet to send up shoots or has died back for the season and the energy of the plant is stored in the roots. Some leaves are gathered in spring when they are young and tender, while others can be harvested throughout the growing season. Still others, like evergreen leaves and needles, can be collected year-round.


You’ll also get a general sense of how to wildcraft certain plants. Sometimes all you’ll need is your two hands and something to catch leaves, flowers, or fruit in. Other harvests require special tools and more exertion. Roots call us to dig, sometimes deeply with shovel, trowel, knife, or digging stick. Sometimes we only need to dig a few inches below the soil with our hands. For bark, you’ll prune branches with pruning shears or a pruning saw, or gather freshly fallen limbs or twigs off the ground following a storm.


MEDICINAL USES


Here I highlight some of the key uses of particular plants, based on my own experience, that of friends and teachers, of herbalists whose perspectives I admire, and of the people who’ve tended this land for thousands of years and know the plants in their bones. I would not have been able to write this book without the knowledge passed down by these fellow humans.


Aside from common medicinal uses, I’ve woven in information about the energetics of plants and how these attributes restore balance to health. If there are any signatures that would hint at the plant’s medicinal uses, I’ve included those as well. You can read more about plant energetics in “Working with Plant Medicine.” The vibrational medicine of flowers in the form of flower essences is also included for some plants. Learn more about this form of emotional-spiritual medicine in “Making Your Own Medicine.”
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Mimosa’s soft blossoms comprised of several silky stamens are reflective of the plant’s ability to calm frazzled nerves.








The Doctrine of Signatures


Plants speak to us in ways we can comprehend, ways that tell us of their medicine, if we learn their language. Paracelsus, sixteenth-century physician-alchemist-astrologer, dubbed this language the “doctrine of signatures,” though it is a universal concept that predates him. A major aspect of this system of “reading” the plants is that their color, shape, and growing patterns correspond to energies and systems of the body. By observing these patterns, we can translate them to heal imbalance. Here are just a handful of examples that reflect this idea.


• Red is associated with blood, as are plants that can prick you and make you bleed, such as hawthorn, raspberry, and rose.


• Yellow is linked with bile, the liver, kidneys, urine, and the solar plexus energy center (chakra). Plants that reflect this signature are dandelion, elecampane, goldenrod, and yellow dock.


• Plants with fine hairs or parts that resemble nerves correspond with the nervous system, such as mimosa, mullein, pine, and borage.


Take time to sit with the plants where they grow in the wild and let their signatures reveal themselves to you. In time you’ll develop your own understanding of their unique language.
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Here you’ll find out whether a plant has any safety precautions. Taking herbal medicine following recommended dosages and methods of administration is generally a very safe practice. However, some herbs are not suitable for every body or every context. This section highlights common contraindications, potential toxicity, possible untoward effects, and dosage safety.


FUTURE HARVESTS


Wildcrafting with respect for the land and the plants is vital for their survival, and ours. In this section you’ll find out how to carefully harvest, potentially propagate, and protect plants for the future. For the most part, the plants I included in this book are abundant in the northeastern United States, and in the neighboring Canadian provinces of Ontario and Québec. There are a few exceptions to this rule. If a plant is at risk in a part of the range, you’ll see it noted in this section. I cross-referenced between conservation website NatureServe, the USDA PLANTS database, and Go Botany to determine conservation status of the plants included in this book.


HERBAL PREPARATIONS


The act of making and taking herbal medicine is as individual as we are. As such, the preparation and dosage suggestions provided in this section are not definitive. Check the “Herbal Medicine Dosages” section for dosage adjustments, particularly for children and elders. Try the recommended methods of preparation and then experiment by following your own hunches. The best way to learn is through trying it yourself. So go for it!
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Wormwood shifts perception and aids digestion.










WILDCRAFTING BASICS



Our ancient human ancestors relied entirely on the natural world around them for all of their needs. Sourcing materials for shelter and clothing, foraging food, and wildcrafting medicine from the wild was the only way of life. There were no pharmacies, supermarkets, or even farms (up until the agricultural revolution around 12,000 years ago). Humans provided for their needs this way for thousands and thousands of years.


Despite the departure from these old wild ways, for many modern humans a rekindling is occurring. Those of us who have forgotten are beginning to recognize that the idea that we are separate from the natural world—a world that we are inextricably part of—is destructive and unhealthy. Many, like you dear reader, are remembering our connection to life. We are remembering our relationship to the plants, these overlooked members of our community. We are waking up to the magic of their healing power. Returning to the wild plants, relying on them for food and medicine, can heal our bodies, minds, and souls. We are remembering, too, that in our hearts, we are wild.


We’ve inherited a landscape of fragmented forest, plain, marsh, and coastal ecosystems. Since Europeans reached these shores, rapid and massive deforestation has ensued to the detriment of plant and animal life. Like the fragmented wilderness, our lives have also been broken and thrown off balance. We suffer from a wide array of cultural, environmental, and personal diseases: racial, gender, and class inequality; ecological degradation; loss of biodiversity; increased rates of incarceration, asthma, diabetes, and infant mortality. Restoring ecosystems, daylighting streams, planting trees, encouraging wild growth, and immersing ourselves in this wildness is not only possible, it’s necessary for healing these deep wounds. Tending the wild places on Earth and in our hearts brings us alive again. It restores our sense of belonging to something greater than ourselves.




“Never take the first plant you find, as it might be the last—and you want that first one to speak well of you to the others of her kind.”


—Braiding Sweetgrass, by Robin Wall Kimmerer





Let’s come back to the earth together. We can start by learning the reciprocal relationship of wildcrafting medicinal plants.


SEVEN STEPS TO WILDCRAFTING WITH SEVEN GENERATIONS IN MIND


The following seven steps to wildcrafting are inspired by the “Honorable Harvest” described in Robin Wall Kimmerer’s Braiding Sweetgrass. It is a way of honoring the plants and the land that is aligned with traditional ecological knowledge (TEK), including the sustainable harvesting practices of the First Peoples of these lands. It is centered on the recognition that plants are our kin and that it is their right to give us what we need, rather than us deeming what we feel we need to take.


1. Set an intention


2. Ask permission


3. Know the plant well


4. Make an offering


5. Be fully present


6. Use and share the medicine


7. Become a wild gardener


Set an Intention


Before you even approach the plants, start an inquiry with yourself. Why are you seeking medicine? Do you need the help of the plants? What is your intention for gathering medicine? Slowing down to listen to the answers helps us witness our ingrained conquering and overconsumptive impulse. That feeling that we must have something to fill an empty hole, to feed the hungry ghosts. If our intentions are purely needs-based, if we really need the medicine, nature abides.


As you go to sleep at night, ask for guidance in your dreams. You might be surprised by what you see, hear, and feel. Write down your dreams and sit with their potential meanings. In time, the plants will start speaking with you in both day and night dreams.


Pay attention, also, to synchronicities in your day-to-day life. Notice if someone mentions a plant that you feel connected with, one that you are considering gathering medicine from. Maybe you’ll see a picture of the plant or read the name somewhere. At the root of the word “coincidence” is coincidere, Latin for “to agree.” Think of these coincidences as an agreement that it is okay to proceed to the next step.


Ask Permission


Before you put your pruners to the branch, take a step back. Go back to your intention. Tell your intention to the plant you are about to take from and listen.


Now turn your intention into a question. May I?


Listen again.


The “yes” comes in many forms. A gentle breeze may sway the branches, a bird may begin singing, the sun may suddenly burst forth from behind the clouds. Sometimes you’ll hear a voice as if the plant is speaking to you directly. Or you’ll get a tingling sensation at the back of your neck. Often, it’s an inner knowing. This is a practice, and it may take time to discern yes from no.


There have been times I’ve received a definite “no” to later find out that a place had been sprayed with herbicides. One time I was gathering linden blossoms and I heard an inner “no.” It turned out there was a man hiding in the tree leering at me. I thanked the tree for her wisdom and went elsewhere to harvest.


There may be plants you return to year after year. If you can, visit those plants often, even when it isn’t the season to harvest. Tell them your intentions for partnering with them. Get specific. With these intentional, repetitive visits, you will develop a rapport with the plant. It’ll also serve as a meditation to ground you in your reasons for harvesting in the first place.
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If you don’t have permission to harvest from private land, you can still enjoy the beauty of what’s growing there without taking.





The other part of this step is asking the landowner for permission. Say you spy a beautiful mimosa tree, its blossoms waving to you from afar. You feel compelled to go nearer, except, there’s a fence between you and the tree. There is also a house. In our age of texting, we may have forgotten the simple art of knocking on someone’s door. It’s a thing we used to do, once-upon-a-time before we all carried cell phones 24/7. You can knock. If someone answers, tell them your intentions and ask permission. If they don’t answer, leave them a note with your phone number and maybe they’ll call you back. If they don’t, it’s okay. There will be other mimosa trees.


If you are on public lands, know the rules. In New York City parks, it is illegal for anyone except parks employees to carry gardening tools. In some state parks, it’s okay to gather berries for trail snacks, but not to remove other plant materials. These kinds of rules change with changing administrations and vary from one location to another. In 2016, the National Park Service changed the rules to allow indigenous people registered in federally recognized tribes to gather plants for medicine and other traditional crafts.


Respect boundaries, especially where the habitat is easily disturbed by human activities. It just takes one misstep to uproot a plant in sandy soil.
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Respect fragile ecosystems, such as dunes and wetlands.







How the Plants Speak to Us


Lest you think you won’t be able to hear what the plants have to say, I’ll share a story. A friend and fellow plant lover relayed this to me about her experience with yarrow.


“Last night I scraped my hand with a fork in the community garden. After a moment, it started to bleed. Although I had never used yarrow intentionally, I instinctually reached for some nearby yarrow leaves and put it on my cuts. I was astonished by my instinct to do something I had never done, without consciously thinking. It was like the plant spoke to me. I was also astonished by the results—which were amazing. The blood stopped and the cut seemed to close up. The healing after 12 hours was remarkable, like what I would expect after 2–3 days.”
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Yarrow is an excellent herb to carry in a first-aid kit for stanching bleeding and healing wounds.








Know the Plant Well


What does it mean to know a plant? We relate to the world around us with a myriad of senses. To get familiar with something or someone we may use our sight, hearing, taste, smell, touch, intuition, proprioception, and other senses. We may use logic or our rational mind to decipher what something is as well. Using all of our faculties, we can begin to embody the knowledge of plants and their medicine. Like getting to know a person, let’s start with an introduction.


Introduce yourself. When you are first starting out on this journey, I suggest getting to know one plant at a time. Take a meandering walk in a meadow or the woods. In time you may feel called toward a certain plant. Approach and introduce yourself. You can speak your name aloud or say it in your mind. Sit with that plant. As long as you know it isn’t poisonous to touch, reach out and touch it. (It’s not very likely that it would be poisonous to touch; however, check the “Poisonous Plants” section just in case.) Feel the texture of the leaves and the stems. Take in the overall appearance of the plant. Notice its physical features. Then sit down near the plant and let your gaze soften and your heart space open. Allow your visual perception to absorb what is in front of you. Notice if you feel anything or if any impressions arise. Bring a journal with you to write down anything that comes to mind.


Once you’ve sat with the plant for a while, consult a field guide to determine which plant you’ve been called to. Refer to this book or any herbal guide you like to see if any of your impressions sync up with the traditional uses of the plant. It’s likely they will. If they don’t, it doesn’t mean your feelings were wrong. If you feel like you need external confirmation, it may come in time. Be patient and let it unfold.


Now that you have positively identified the plant and confirmed that it isn’t poisonous, go back to it. Say hello and, after a mindful pause, pick a leaf. Smell it. Place it on your tongue. Let it sit there for a while. Feel the energy that it emits. Chew. Notice how the flavors develop in your mouth. What else do you notice? Has your mood or energy level changed? If you are comfortable, close your eyes and just feel. Write down any sensations or insights in your journal.


Once you feel comfortable with this one plant, you can start making new friends. What I like about this method of learning one plant at a time is that, while it may seem slower than reading books or listening to lectures, the knowledge becomes embodied. It’s a deeper way of knowing the plants that is very rewarding.





GOOD TO KNOW: POISONOUS PLANTS



It is said that all plants have medicine, even the toxic ones, and what determines their toxicity is a matter of dose and intent. While this blanket statement may be true for most herbs, there are some plants that you wouldn’t want to even consider touching, let alone ingesting. In the Northeast these poisonous-to-touch plants fall into two families, the carrot (Apiaceae) family and the cashew (Anacardiaceae) family.


In the carrot family, two plants you would not want to mess with are poison hemlock (Conium maculatum) and water hemlock (Cicuta maculata). While the taproot of wild parsnip (Pastinaca sativa) can be cooked and eaten, the juice in its leaves can cause severe skin burns and blisters when activated by sunlight. Cow parsnip (Heracleum maximum) roots and leaves are edible and medicinal, but its leaves and stems also contain phototoxic sap. A poisonous relative that also causes severe skin damage is giant hogweed (H. mantegazzianum).


In the cashew family, it’s a good idea to be able to identify poison ivy (Toxicodendron radicans) and poison sumac (T. vernix), too, as the majority of the population react to the urushiol present on their leaves and stems. These poisonous plants teach us how to pay attention to our surroundings. In lieu of carelessly traipsing through forested areas, becoming tuned into plants like poison ivy becomes an exercise in mindfulness.
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The leaves of poison hemlock are distinctively dark green, triangular, and flat.
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Water hemlock has pinnate compound leaves, sometimes doubly so. The leaflets feature lateral veins that end at the notches, rather than the tips of the teeth.
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The broad-toothed leaves and umbel of white flowers of cow parsnip are large compared with other carrot family plants.
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Just as the name suggests, giant hogweed is a giant. It looks similar to cow parsnip but it’s twice the size and its leaves have deeper lobes.
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Poison ivy has compound leaves with three distinctive leaflets. Look closely, but don’t touch—do you see how the margins of each leaflet are unique? Some are smooth, some are wavy, and some have rounded teeth.
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Poison sumac has smooth stems and its leaflets have smooth margins, distinguishing it from other sumacs (Rhus spp.).
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Wild parsnip dons tiny yellow flowers in flat umbels 3–8 inches across. Wear gloves if harvesting the edible root, as the leaves and stems are phototoxic.








Keying out species. If you are a more logical-minded individual or used to learning from books, you may feel compelled to start here before introducing yourself directly to the plants. That’s okay, though I strongly recommend telling your left brain to take a rest, just for the sake of experimentation—and deeper connection. When we sit in the presence of the plants, we embody their wisdom, developing a true relationship with them. We shake off the reductionist thinking that is conditioned in us. It’s also way more playful, fulfilling, and fun this way.


After you’ve introduced yourself to the plants, you can geek out on their botany. Grab your field guide and dig in! A field guide with a dichotomous key or the Go Botany website are great resources. Take this book along, too. Keying out the unique botanical features of each plant will be a great advantage to your success as a wildcrafter. You’ll gain confidence as you begin to recognize the patterns in nature. Instead of seeing a field of green, a quilt of distinctive plants will begin to emerge. In time, you won’t need the field guides so much.
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Bloodroot is an ephemeral spring beauty that’s at risk in New York and Rhode Island.
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Slow-growing bloodroot depends on ants to disperse its seeds; the elaiosomes (fatty substances) on bloodroot seeds are an important food source for these insects. This relationship is known as myrmecochory.





Learn about conservation status. We are in the midst of the sixth great extinction where irresponsible human activity is contributing to the loss of biodiversity around the planet. Clearcutting, mountaintop removal, filling in wetlands, and other forms of ecological destruction spell habitat loss for animals and plants alike. In our region, several medicinal plants are affected by careless land management and overharvesting. Below are some of the plants that I chose not to profile in this book, because they are at-risk in our region. Use your discretion when harvesting these plants in the wild. Check the conservation status in your region by cross-referencing NatureServe, the USDA PLANTS database, and your state or province’s plant conservation database.


black cohosh (Actaea racemosa)


bloodroot (Sanguinaria canadensis)


blue cohosh (Caulophyllum thalictroides)


butterfly weed (Asclepias tuberosa)


eastern prickly pear (Opuntia humifusa)


gentian (Gentiana spp.)


ghost pipe (Monotropa uniflora)


ironweed (Vernonia spp.)


northern white cedar (Thuja occidentalis)


purplestem angelica (Angelica atropurpurea)


slippery elm (Ulmus rubra)


trillium (Trillium spp.)


uva-ursi (Arctostaphylos uva-ursi)


wild ginger (Asarum canadense)


wild indigo (Baptisia tinctoria)


wild yam (Dioscorea villosa)


Do not harvest the following plants from the wild as they are endangered throughout the region:


American ginseng (Panax quinquefolius)


false unicorn root (Chamaelirium luteum)


goldenseal (Hydrastis canadensis)


lady’s slipper (Cypripedium spp.)


unicorn root (Aletris farinosa)


Despite their scarcity, there are still ways you can work with these endangered plants. If you are lucky enough to find them, make a no-pick flower essence (see this page) or meditate with them, calling on the spirit of the plants. If you have access to a forest garden, obtain seed or rootstock from a native plant nursery to encourage a comeback of at-risk plants.
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Butterfly weed is at-risk throughout the Northeast.





Know the land, too. Many of the plants you’ll encounter are good at taking up heavy metals and other contaminants from the soil. While this can be beneficial to the ecosystem, ingesting these plants is harmful to your body’s ecosystem. It’s important to know the land use history where you plan to wildcraft to find out if the soil or water is contaminated with industrial pollutants.


Avoid collecting plants downhill from or downstream of conventional farming operations, golf courses, cemeteries, or industrial sites that use chemicals. Likewise, avoid harvesting from your neighbor’s lawn, unless you are certain they do not use chemical fertilizers, herbicides, or pesticides.


Avoid collecting plants too close to the roadside. If the land along the road slopes downward, harvest about 100 feet away from the road. If the land is level with the road, you can move a little closer, about 50 feet from the road. If the land adjacent to the road is at an upward incline, your harvesting safety zone can be even closer, about 10–20 feet from the road. There are some exceptions to the rules, mainly in the form of fruit. There’s a mulberry tree on my block in Brooklyn that I regularly gather berries from, and this practice is generally considered safe. However, I would not gather the leaves or any other part of this tree for medicine.


Make an Offering


Good neighbors give back, especially if they are taking something. The gifts you offer the plants can be very personal. I often sing as an offering, give a bit of my hair, or sprinkle dried flowers like lavender and rose. You may want to leave a little honey as is done in Celtic traditions. You may also wish to research the offerings and rituals of your ancestors, or the ancestors of the land that you inhabit. Whatever you decide to give, make sure it’s compostable.


Another way to give back is by thinking of ways to help the plants thrive. Spread their seeds, give them water if it has been dry, and take extra care in how you handle the plant when you harvest.


Be Fully Present


Before you harvest, take a few breaths and center your awareness and attention. You may choose to sit in meditation for a brief moment. Here is a simple meditation for connecting with the energy of the earth and sky in your heart that I use to ground myself in the present moment.


Stand or sit directly on the earth. Your eyes can be open or closed. Center your attention on your body. As you breathe in and out notice any tension and breathe into it. Let the tension melt off you and release into the earth. Now bring your attention to your heart center and breathe into that space. With every in and out breath, send your heart energy downward, through your body and into the earth. Your heart attention goes deeper and deeper into the earth with every breath. It connects with the soil and all of the life in the soil. It touches the roots of the plants around you and all over the world. Your heart energy dives deeper into the rocky layers, then the molten layers of the planet, until it reaches the core. This dynamic center of the earth is said to spin in opposition to the upper layers, creating the electromagnetic field. Tap into that energy and when you are ready, breathe the energy up through all the layers of the earth and into your heart. Rest in the connection between your own heart’s electromagnetic field and that of the earth. When you are ready, begin to bring that energy up from your heart, through the crown of your head and into the space above you. Let your awareness soar above the treetops, flying where the birds catch thermal currents. Your heart energy reaches the upper limits of Earth’s atmosphere and then reaches out and into the solar system, past the moon, the sun, and all of the known planets. Let your awareness go even further, out of the Milky Way into neighboring galaxies and the farthest reaches of known space. Touch on the energy beyond what we know, to the place from which the universe was born. Now breathe the energy from that place back down through all of the layers of space, into Earth’s atmosphere, down through the crown of your head, and into your heart. Let the energy of earth and sky mingle in your heart. Take a few deep breaths here. Bring your awareness back to your intention.



Use and Share the Medicine



For the sake of the plants, and for the health of the creatures who share this planet with us, take only what you truly need, what you have time to process, and what you can process in a timely manner.


Taking what you need. Go back to your intention. Who and what is this medicine for? It may be that you are stocking your apothecary with just-in-case herbs or you may have a specific person or condition in mind. In either case, it may take a few seasons of practice to get the hang of how much to gather. If you end up with an abundance of medicine, share with family and friends.


Processing time. It can be easy to get overly excited and ambitious when you come across a plentiful amount of plant material, like a smattering of just-fallen pine branches. Before you take those branches home, consider the amount of time it’ll take to strip the outer bark, separate the inner bark, put it up in tincture, and then later decant and bottle it. For other plants, it may simply be a matter of bundling the herbs and hanging them to dry, if you intend to use them later. Know which instance applies and budget the appropriate time and materials in that case for your own sanity and to prevent waste.


Timeliness of processing. Knowing whether the plant materials you’ve gathered need to be processed right away is just as important as knowing how much time it will take to process them. Let’s say you’ve brought home a basket full of dandelion blossoms. If you don’t get to them right away, all of those golden bee-fodder flowers will turn into a big basket of seed fluff. You could refrigerate them for a day or two to preserve them a bit longer, but don’t wait more than that.


Become a Wild Gardener


Plants predate us by millions of years. So, when we step into their realm, we enter as children. And the plants like to play. They pull us closer with their scent and beauty. They sway in swirls of wind, entrancing us with their dance. Lured by their fruit, we gather it up, eating as much as we can pick, at least all that has been left to us by the birds. Along with the birds, chipmunks, and bears, we redistribute the seeds in the soil. We blow dandelion seeds to the wind. The plants beckon us to be wild gardeners.


There is a misconception that, in order to save the natural world, we need to leave it alone. Quite the opposite is true. We need to love it deeply and touch it daily. We are here for each other, like a good community or family. We evolved together and are woven together in the fabric of life. In order to be a good supportive family, we need to help plants proliferate. If we are concerned about invasive introduced plants crowding out endangered native species, we can harvest, and in most cases, utilize the invasive plants as food or medicine. When a native plant goes to seed, we can collect those seeds to plant later or directly sow them in the soil. If we know a plant is endangered, we can cultivate it in a forest garden to encourage its future. Two good resources to consult are Plant Native (for a list of nurseries in your area) and Prairie Nursery, which has a good stock of medicinal native plants. If you don’t have access to land and still feel strongly called to work with the medicine of these endangered plants, find a reputable herbal medicine-maker who uses sustainably farmed plants in their preparations.
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Having fun with a modest harvest of black walnut, spicebush fruit, hawthorn berries, and beech nuts.






HOW TO WILDCRAFT



How to harvest depends on what you aim to collect. For leaves, buds, flowers, fruit, and seeds you’ll need little more than your hands and a receptacle in which to amass your medicinal treasures. Whichever plant part you’re after, here are some basic guidelines for harvesting, along with which tools would be most helpful for the job.
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Sometimes all you need are your hands and something to collect your harvest in. When elderflowers are ready to collect, the umbels easily separate from the branch with a gentle coaxing back and forth at the node where opposite compound leaves meet.





Leaves and Buds


In many cases, deciduous leaves are gathered by hand in spring when they first emerge. Other leaves, like oak, can be gathered from spring through fall. Collecting evergreen leaves year-round is acceptable, though spring is still considered the prime time to gather.


Consider, if you are harvesting leaves and buds from trees or shrubs, how the plant will appear without that foliage. Think about what the plant needs to photosynthesize, selecting from shaded areas a bit closer to the trunk rather than in the sun. Whenever possible, collect leaves and buds from recently fallen branches. A good time to go out looking for tree medicine is right after a storm or windy day. If gathering directly from the tree, graze over it choosing one leaf or bud here and there, not taking too many in any one section. Do not take terminal buds from a tree, in other words the buds at the ends of a branch.


When wildcrafting herbaceous plants, that is, plants that are not woody, sometimes picking a leaf here and there off the stem is suitable. Oftentimes, however, you’ll gather the top portion of the plant. This is usually true of plants in the mint and aster families. For plants like catnip, motherwort, and boneset, I like to gather about the top third of the plant in flower.


Flowers, Fruit, and Seeds


Graze over flowers, fruit, and seeds, leaving plenty for the birds, bees, and other wild creatures who depend on them for food. You’ll want to use two hands for picking, so it’s useful to have a container you can strap to your body for efficient collecting. There are special foraging baskets on the market, or you could use a wicker fishing creel with a hole in the lid, or simply strap a bucket to your waist. I usually have a stash of cloth produce bags in my backpack for impromptu wildcrafting sessions. I either tie them to a belt or secure them with a carbineer to my backpack for stowing my cache. Another option is to place a small bucket in the bottom of a sling bag that you wear across your body or over the back of your neck. It can be a fun creative experiment to find the method that works best for you.


Twigs, Bark, Sap, and Resin


Wind can be a good friend to the wildcrafter. After a storm or gusty day, if I am able, I head out looking for fallen branches. Usually a branch or two offers plenty of material to keep me busy for an afternoon stripping off bark and setting it up to dry or tincturing it.


If you aren’t able to find fallen branches, carefully prune small branches with shears or a pruning saw. Take a step back and examine the overall habit of the tree or shrub. Look first for suckers, watersprouts, intersecting branches, secondary branches, or branches that grow inward toward the trunk of the tree or shrub. If a branch is thin enough, about 1 inch in diameter or less, you can use pruning shears to lop it off. If the branch is thicker than 1 inch, use the three-cut method to avoid damaging the tree.
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The upward-growing branches on this linden are known as watersprouts. They block light and air flow, so pruning them can benefit the tree as well as provide a sustainable harvest.





If you are cutting a twig back to a primary branch, get as close to that primary branch as possible. If you are trimming a shrub mid-branch, cut back to the nearest bud.


Do not gather bark by girdling the trunk, this will starve the roots of nutrients and effectively kill the tree.


Tree sap can be collected by tapping (see instructions). Harvest resin from evergreens like pine and spruce by gently scraping it from the bark where a natural or pruning wound occurs. The resin is there to seal the wound on the tree, so leave enough behind for the tree’s benefit.




The Three-Cut Method


Measure about 3 inches out on the branch from where the base of the branch meets the trunk (branch collar), and make a small notch cut up from the bottom of the branch about halfway into the branch. Make a second cut about 1–2 inches from the first cut, on the side closest to the branch’s end, this time from the top of the branch downward. Continue cutting all the way down and through the branch. Removing the end of the branch this way takes the weight off the branch so that when you make your final cut at the end of the branch collar, you’ll avoid tearing the bark. Cut the stub from the top of the branch downward at an angle to the branch collar.
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Use the three-cut method for pruning to prevent damage to the tree: 1) cut about halfway into the branch from the bottom, 2) make a second cut slightly further out on the branch, 3) remove the stub by cutting just outside of the branch bark collar so that the tree can heal properly.











Equipment for Wildcrafting


When I go out to wildcraft, often I just have a knife and a bag to carry my harvest, though sometimes I need a bit more assistance. Here is a suggested list of gear for those times.


• offerings for the plants


• bag, pouch, basket, or bucket for gathering


• pruning shears


• pruning saw


• hand trowel


• hori-hori knife


• pocketknife


• scissors


• digging fork


• digging stick


• brush for cleaning off roots


• hand lens or loupe


• field guides


• appropriate clothing (sunhat, layers, gloves)


• sunscreen


• bug spray
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Some of the gear that can come in handy on a wildcrafting outing. From left to right: gardening gloves, pruning shears, pruning saw, hori-hori knife, hand trowel, baby nail scissors, field guide, pocketknife, and some maple flowers to nibble.








Roots


Consider that, in the case of herbaceous plants, when you remove the root you are taking the life of the plant. If you know the aerial parts are just as efficacious, leave the roots be.


Roots often require more effort to harvest than their aerial counterparts. Shallow roots, like those of wild sarsaparilla, may only involve hands to unearth and a knife or pruning shears to cut them from the rest of the root system. Deep taproots, like burdock, ask for a little more sweat and muscle. For taproots, dig a circumference a few inches from the crown of the plant, where the aboveground parts meet the soil. Loosen the soil with a garden fork or digging stick. Continue circumnavigating the crown and root until the soil is really loose. Wedge the shovel or digging stick into the earth adjoining the root and lift up a few times to help release the grip of the root from the soil. Gently tap off the excess soil and cover the hole you made with the surrounding earth. Use a brush to remove any remaining dirt from the root, keeping as much in situ as possible.
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A bouquet of mugwort and wild carrot gathered by the seaside.










MAKING YOUR OWN MEDICINE



So you’ve gone out and wildcrafted some beautiful medicinal leaves, flowers, roots, fruit, or seeds. Now what? Well, naturally you’ve got to do something with your harvest. At the very least you can dry the plant materials if you gathered them for infusions or decoctions. However, some plant parts are best set up fresh, and you’ll want to know some basic methods for preserving and administering the herbs.


MEDICINE MAKING SUPPLIES


It’s a good idea to have a kitchen apothecary stocked with basic processing and storage equipment. The good news is that you likely already have some of these supplies on hand, or if not, you can easily improvise some of them.


• glass jars with tight-fitting lids


• amber glass bottles and jars for storage


• small funnel


• mesh strainer


• stainless steel pot


• bucket


• glass measuring cups


• mixing tools (spoons, knives, chopsticks, etc.)


• tongs


• sharp knives


• scissors


• kitchen scale


• mortar and pestle, suribachi, or electric seed grinder


• tincture press


• paper bags (for drying)


• screen (for drying)


• string or twine (for bundling herbs)


• dehydrator or oven with dehydrate setting


• muslin or cheesecloth


• labels
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Some of the equipment you might want to have on hand for processing herbs into medicine.





Besides plant materials, the other main component you’ll need to make medicine is menstruum—the solvent used to extract medicinal compounds from plants. Here are some common choices for menstruum:


• vinegar


• spirits (vodka, rum, brandy, etc.)


• honey


• vegetable glycerin


• oils


• butters (cocoa, shea, mango, etc.)


• wax (beeswax, candelilla wax, carnauba wax)




Solubility of Constituents


Before you set off to make your tincture or oil, it’s helpful to know whether that plant actually lends itself well to a particular menstruum. With a little research—and sometimes taste testing—you can determine whether the plant you are working with contains alkaloids, resins, or other plant constituents to extract. Here’s a basic gist of which plant chemicals extract into which media and some examples of herbs that contain those constituents.






	CONSTITUENT TYPE

	EXAMPLES

	MEDIA






	alkaloids

	barberry, lobelia, red root

	alcohol, water, vinegar






	essential oils

	chamomile, lemon balm, mint

	alcohol, oil, water (slightly), vegetable glycerin (slightly)






	flavonoids

	ginkgo, hawthorn, Japanese knotweed

	water, alcohol, glycerin






	glycosides

	elderflower, rose family plants

	water, alcohol






	minerals, trace elements

	burdock root, horsetail, stinging nettle leaf

	water, vinegar






	mucilage

	mallow root, mullein, plantain

	water (cool), alcohol (somewhat)






	polysaccharides

	burdock root, larch, wild sarsaparilla

	water, alcohol






	resins

	eastern cottonwood buds, pine, sweetgum

	alcohol, oil (heated)






	saponins

	American spikenard, chickweed, wild sarsaparilla

	water, alcohol






	tannins

	oak, wild geranium, witch hazel

	water, vegetable glycerin






	vitamins

	dandelion, rosehips, spruce

	water, except for A, D, E, K, which are fat soluble














MEDICINE MAKING METHODS


Few things in life are more satisfying than transforming raw plant material into efficacious, and often really enjoyable, medicine. Here are some of the fundamental methods for preparing plant medicines. These are by no means definitive or exhaustive instructions. You may find other herbalists who describe different ways of making medicine, or you may discover your own way of processing the plants that works for you. That’s the cool thing about herbalism. It is very customizable and individualized. Don’t be afraid to experiment and sometimes fail. Even the most-seasoned herbalist has a good story about herbal experiments gone awry. Start by making small batches of herbal preparations and as you find the methods that work best for you, scale up.


Herbal Water Extracts


It’s probably safe to say you’ve had a cup of tea before. But what exactly is tea? To be quite literal about it, the word “tea” refers specifically to the plant Camellia sinensis, the leaves of which we use to make black, green, and white tea. Despite that, most folks, including herbalists who are particular about precise terminology, use the word “tea” pretty loosely to describe any beverage made by infusing or decocting plant parts. Tisane is another word you might see describing these herbal beverages.


Whatever you call it, there are two main ways of preparing herbs in water: infusion and decoction. Basically, infusions are just what they sound like: plant parts infused in water, either hot or cold. Leaves, flowers, and fruit are typically prepared as hot infusions. If you are looking to extract mucilage, say, from mallow roots, cold infusions are the best bet. In general, roots, bark, and seeds are prepared as decoctions, which is a fancy way to say gently simmer the herbs in water.
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Making effective herbal medicine can be as simple as brewing a single plant infusion, like this mullein leaf.





Hot infusions. Add a handful of dried herbs to a heatproof container, such as a mason jar. Pour 1 quart (32 ounces) of boiling water over the leaves. If you’re into more precise measurements, weigh out 1 ounce of herb to 32 ounces of water (by volume). Dried herbs provide a more concentrated infusion, with less water content and lots of broken-down cellular structure, as well as surface area. If you’re using fresh herbs, fill the jar. Cover and steep for 20 minutes to several hours. Some plants and their parts are better steeped in smaller quantities and for less time. Experiment with quantities and steep times and eventually you’ll know what tastes right to you. Usually I like to steep herbs overnight in a long infusion. It’s a simple, effective way to get a strong tea that you can then strain off in the morning and sip all day long. If you have any left, you can refrigerate it for the next day and then if you still have some left the following day, use it as a bath tea or hair rinse.




A Matter of Spirits


Before getting into the process of tincturing, let’s first consider the spirits. Not in a metaphysical sense, per se. I mean the kind of spirits you might drink as a social lubricant. First, there’s the consideration of alcohol by volume (ABV) content. Throughout the herbal preparation boxes in this book, you’ll note that the alcohol to water ratio for each of the herbs varies. This is dependent on which chemical constituents you aim to extract (alkaloids, glycosides, etc.). Refer back to “Solubility of Constituents” to get a general sense of which herbs contain which constituents and which of those are alcohol soluble.


Plants containing resins, for example, require 95–100% alcohol to extract them. Other herbal preparations call for a little more water to extract additional constituents, like the tannins in witch hazel, for instance. Most spirits are available in the 40–75% range or in the higher range like 95%. So, what if you want something between that range, say at 80%? Simply get some of the higher-proof stuff and add the amount of distilled or filtered water needed to reduce the alcohol percentage. Yes, you might have to break out the calculator and do some squinting and brain squeezing like I do, but it’s worth the effort in order to make the most out of the precious plant material you have.


Here’s how you do it. You have a bottle of 95% alcohol and want to reduce it to 80% alcohol and your total liquid measurement for tincturing is 1000 milliliters. First divide 80% by 95% and then multiply by 100 to determine the amount of 95% alcohol you’ll be using. In other words: 80/95 × 100 = 84%. And 84% of 1000 milliliters is 840 milliliters. Now add the amount of water needed to come up to 1000 milliliters, that’s 160 milliliters. Phew! Time for a drink.


The other thing you’ll want to consider is the taste and energetics imbued by the tincturing alcohol. All alcohol is both heating and cooling, depending on how you look at it. The initial energy is warming and dispersing to the periphery. However, after the effect wears off, the dispersal of energy cools the body. There’s also the issue of taste, and this can be as simple as choosing a spirit you find pleasurable to imbibe. Personally, I enjoy mezcal, so I use it a lot for tincturing, especially for herbs that stimulate dreaming since it is also a “dreaming spirit.” Most herbalists use either straight-up vodka or ethanol watered down to the desired amount, since these are both neutral, clear spirits with no additives.


Here is a look at the alcohol by volume (ABV) content, base ingredients, and taste and energetics of some of the most common spirits.






	SPIRIT

	ABV

	BASE INGREDIENTS

	TASTE AND ENERGETICS






	ethanol

	95%

	grains, sugar

	neutral






	vodka

	40% or higher

	grains, starches

	neutral






	rum

	40–70%

	sugar

	warm, sweet






	bourbon, rye

	40%

	grains

	warm, sweet






	whiskey

	40%

	grains

	warm, dry






	gin

	37.5–50%

	juniper and other herbs

	herbaceous






	brandy

	35–60%

	grapes, apples

	warm, sweet






	tequila

	32–60%

	agave

	sweet






	mezcal

	32–60%

	agave

	warm, sweet, smoky






	wine

	9–16%

	usually grapes

	warm, sweet, sour










Cold infusions. Why make a cold infusion? Some plant chemicals extract more readily into cold water, particularly aromatic essential oils and mucilage. There’s nothing as refreshing and uplifting as a fresh cold lemon balm infusion (aromatic essential oils) or as coating and soothing as the slimy goodness of a mallow root infusion (mucilage). As with hot infusions, if you use fresh herbs, pack the jar and if you have dried plant material, use the 1:32 rule.


Decoctions. You can use the 1:32 rule or the folk method of a handful. Add the roots, bark, or seeds to a quart of cold water and simmer gently for 20 minutes or more. The longer you simmer, the stronger the decoction, in general. Turn off the heat and let the decoction continue to steep for another 10 minutes or more. Roots and bark are generous and sometimes you can strain off the decoction and then add more water for a second, albeit weaker, batch.



Tincturing



Tincturing is a way of making medicine that extracts plant compounds into a concentrated form. The menstruum, or solvent, most often used for this process is alcohol. After the initial maceration phase, tinctures are a very convenient way to take plant medicine. You can easily stow tincture bottles in a bag or backpack and use tinctures on the go without having to brew an infusion or decoction.


There are two basic methods to making tinctures. If you aren’t big on following recipes to a T, or you just want to keep it simple, this folk or simpler’s method is for you:


1. If using fresh plant material, chop or tear up the herb and place it in a clean jar that has a tight-fitting lid. You may wish to sing, hum, or pray as you process the medicine. If you are using dried herbs, use about one-quarter the amount you would use of fresh herb. You can crush seeds and fruit in a mortar and pestle or with the whack of a mallet or knife.


2. Pour in your spirit of choice, ideally one that is at least 40% alcohol by volume so that the tincture preserves well. Fill the jar to the top, making sure the herbs are covered completely.


3. Cover the jar with the lid and label the jar with the contents and date. If you feel called, hold the jar to your heart and whisper an intention to the medicine. Ask the plant for guidance and healing.


4. Put the jar in a place where you will see it daily. Shake the jar whenever you can to mix up the medicine and help the maceration process.


5. After 4–6 weeks, decant your medicine through a fine-mesh strainer or cheesecloth into a glass container, such as a measuring cup. Squeeze all the goodness out of the herbs. A tincture press makes it easier to get more medicine out of the herbs, yielding at least a few ounces more than squeezing with bare hands could do. Once you’ve extracted all the liquid from the herbs, compost the marc (the solid part that’s left over). Pour the tincture into dark glass dropper bottles and label them. I like to add the plant’s common name, scientific name, alcohol percentage, date infused, and date decocted, as well as any planetary aspects that coincide with those dates (e.g., full moon in Aries). The shelf life of tinctures is at least several years when stored in a cool, dry, dark place.


If precision is more your thing, then you’ll generally want to follow this herb to alcohol ratio for tinctures—1:2 for fresh herbs and 1:5 for dried herbs. (You might see some exceptions to this rule in this book, such as with peach pits and wild lettuce latex, which are both 1:4 fresh.) In this ratio, the “1” represents the amount of herb measured in weight while the “2” or “5” represents the amount of menstruum in volume.


1. Grab a scale and start weighing your herbs. An easy place to start is 100 grams.


2. Based on the weight of your herbs, figure out the corresponding volume of alcohol. In this case, if you’re using fresh herbs it would be 200 milliliters of alcohol. If dried, then 500 milliliters of alcohol.


3. Add the herbs to an appropriately sized jar based on the volume of alcohol.


4. Pour the measured-out alcohol over the herbs, stirring if needed to ensure none of the herbs are floating on top. Cap and label with the date and ingredients.


5. Let the mixture macerate for 6 weeks. Strain through a fine-mesh sieve or cheesecloth into a measuring cup. Squeeze the heck out of the herbs (yes, that’s very scientific) or use a tincture press. Using a funnel, pour the tincture into dark glass dropper bottles. Label with the common and scientific names of the herb, percent alcohol, and dates the tincture was infused and decanted.





Ways to Use Tinctures


You can take tinctures directly in the mouth by the drop, though I usually recommend taking the tincture in a little bit of water to improve absorbability and reduce the burning sensation of the alcohol. Another way to use tinctures is to apply them topically as a liniment, usually for muscle aches and joint pain, or add them to salves and lotions for wound-healing or skin-toning benefit.
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