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INTRODUCTION


WELCOME! If you’ve found yourself here, it’s likely because you want to feel empowered to care for yourself and your family with herbs as an alternative to over-the-counter or prescription pharmaceuticals for common ailments. Or maybe you are seeking knowledge about the traditional ways of healing for an ongoing health issue. Perhaps you’ve already begun exploring herbal medicine and have developed a more serious interest—you are ready to learn and to incorporate herbal remedies into your daily self-care routine. Whatever the reason, I invite you to explore the recipes that follow at your own pace and as you need them.


When I was a budding herbal enthusiast in my twenties, I referred to books very similar to this one but often had to look in multiple volumes to find what I needed. In this book, I’ve done my best to create an inclusive, concise reference that is easy to use. The first chapter provides you with basic recipes for the thirteen most useful delivery methods and applications of herbal remedies—along with background about which is best suited to what type of ailment and why. It also describes sixty herbs that are basics in the medicine cabinet. The following thematic chapters provide treatments for ailments from A to Z. Everything you need in order to incorporate herbs into your daily life with the goal of achieving balanced overall health and improved wellness is here.


More and more, we are returning to the ways of self-reliance and traditional medicine. Herbal medicine is an important tool for helping us live healthier lives and actively participating in improving our overall health, naturally. You might use herbs as part of a daily routine or step it up when something acute shows up at your door. Studying the plants—their ethnobotanical and folk uses and the science of the chemical composition that makes them powerful healing agents—gives herbalists and naturopathic physicians like me a framework for prescribing and creating treatments.
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In writing this book, I reflected on my patients’ and customers’ most common requests and then created 375 recipes to address these concerns. The recipes will teach you how to manage day-to-day physical complaints such as colds, headaches, stomach upset, and stress. One powerful reason for turning to herbal medicine is that it provides access to healing medicine on the spot, hours or days before you could even get a doctor’s appointment. If you sprain your ankle playing basketball, for example, and you know that witch hazel leaf and bark can reduce swelling and pain, you can immediately apply a poultice to get ahead of the inflammation process. Another example is having catnip and fennel seed tea on hand to provide instant relief from overindulging at dinner or for general stomach upset.


You may already take herbs, vitamins, and supplements regularly. That market has exploded during the last quarter of a century, encouraging us to take this or that capsule or tablet to regain health and attain vital longevity. The upside to this is that as a result, much scientific research and education has been dedicated to natural health products. This has provided consumers with real information regarding what they are taking and what is realistic as far as expected results.


We are lucky to live in a time when medical science and advanced treatments are available to us. I am personally thankful for Western medicine and hospitals, as I have benefited greatly from modern medicine and feel truly blessed to live in a place where we have relatively easy access to it. I mention this because even though I am dedicated to natural medical practices as a naturopathic physician, licensed acupuncturist, and herbalist, I believe there is a time and place for all types of medical practice. As with most things, finding balance is necessary. What appeals to me about herbal medicine is its accessibility, and one of the reasons I became a naturopathic physician is my belief in empowering others to care for themselves, naturally, whenever possible. I don’t believe there should be as large a gap between people and their health care as currently exists in most Western countries.


In my view, all doctors should be teachers, helping their patients learn about their bodies and the ways in which they heal. Too often we’re simply shepherded through an impersonal health care system and given a quick fix without an education about how to avoid the same problem in the future or any information on how what we’re taking affects our body’s natural systems. If you arm yourself with the knowledge in this volume, you’ll be able to reclaim sovereignty over your own health and you will feel confident about treating yourself for any of the dozens of common issues listed here. When we do this, we form a relationship with our body. As our awareness grows of how our body feels when it’s in balance, we gain keen insight into its form and function, and we’re better able to identify any imbalances.


How and why herbs work is something of an esoteric conversation. I could provide endless citations of scientific papers on the effects of specific plant constituents, but the total healing effect of an herb on the body is more than the sum of its parts. Let’s take echinacea as an example. Echinacea is one of the most researched herbs, with most researchers isolating individual components of the root to identify the actions it produces in the body. This is the most common way for researchers to study an herb, by taking it apart and looking at each part individually. The most prominent parts (constituents) of Echinacea purpurea are caffeic acid derivatives (phenolic compounds), alkamides, and polysaccharides. Research shows that caffeic acid derivatives are potent antioxidants that have important anti-inflammatory effects. Alkamides have stimulatory effects on phagocytosis (they destroy foreign cell types) and trigger effects on the pro-inflammatory cytokines. Cytokines are cell-signaling molecules that aid cell-to-cell communication in immune responses and stimulate the movement of cells toward sites of inflammation, infection, and trauma.


My point here is that research is a great way to identify the individual components of an herb and their actions. This serves an educational purpose and adds to the body of scientific knowledge about plants looked to by those who prefer to rely on science as they consider how to incorporate herbs into their lives. But, and I’m guessing you were feeling the but coming, the scientific research method misses a key point: herbs and the greater plant kingdom in general don’t work because or when their specific components are isolated. Each plant has an evolved series of complex systems that work symbiotically when all parts function together. And our bodies have evolved right along with them.


It’s possible, for example, for one herb to contain elements that individually have contradictory actions such as moistening and drying or astringing and dilating. It seems odd, perhaps, until you think that herbs must be self-sufficient to survive in the wild. They must have many different mechanisms in order to handle various conditions, and they turn to different parts of their own natures as needed to respond to them. Therein lies the magic and wisdom of nature. Plants have adapted to become resilient, which in turn reduces the organism’s potential for stress. Yes, stress. Like us, a plant that isn’t getting what it needs will produce a stress response—and we all know the impact stress has on our health. Since they can’t take themselves to the doctor, plants evolved defense mechanisms.


One of the most frequent questions I hear from people beginning an herbal medicine regimen is: How does an herb know where it’s needed in the body? Using our echinacea example again, someone might ask: How does it know to go to my nose and head to relieve cold symptoms? Well, an herb responds in much the same way as a pain reliever like Tylenol. Both are responding to messages the brain receives from the body. When you experience pain or symptoms in your body, certain chemicals are released. These chemicals contain messages and these messages are sent to the brain to alert it of what and where the issue is. When you take medicine, its goal is to find where the messages are coming from so it can help. Once it does, it turns off the chemical response, calms the reaction, and returns the physiological function back to normal. It also offers healing constituents to do its best to correct the problem. This is where the multitude of varying actions really shines. Whereas a drug often has one action, an herb can offer many different supporting actions. And if you blend herbs together—for example, echinacea and myrrh, traditionally used to treat pain and inflammation—you begin to create a dynamic medicinal force that can directly soothe your symptoms.


So what balance do you personally want to strike between letting science and experience guide your personal herbal journey? Perhaps you want to get deep into herbs’ biological constituents, learning classifications and their actions, in which case I’d refer you to my previous volume, The Herbal Apothecary. Or maybe you’d rather learn experientially, taking in a recommended plant as a tea or tincture and recording your personal experience with it. The more you use herbs, the more they will become like trusted friends you can call upon whenever you need them. Personally, I have a biochemistry past and have spent many years looking into plants’ scientific natures, so thinking about the positive chemical interactions they can create reinforces my personal experience of what folk and ethnic practitioners have long trusted. As with any passion that lasts a lifetime, the body of knowledge you’ll accumulate through your own practice will become a part of you, part of your daily life.


Herbs take center stage for the majority of the recipes in this book, but I have also added occasional suggestions from naturopathic and traditional Chinese medicine—sometimes an old nature cure recipe just can’t be beat. Each recipe is described by application (tea, tincture, capsule, poultice, oil, and so on) and then use (cough, ache, and so forth). As you get more comfortable with your herbal use and studies, you can begin to interchange application types—meaning you can turn a tea recipe into a tincture recipe, or a tincture recipe into a capsule recipe.


The bulk of the book begins with recipes focused on day-to-day complaints and how to treat them. This includes such things as acne, gas, and insomnia. The next section is dedicated to immune health and ways to support the body through the season of colds and flus. Separate sections for women and men highlight general, common health issues. The next section is for our children, providing safe and simple ways to help them move through troubles such as fever, earaches, and tummy aches. Then there is a section on herbal medicine for emotional balance. Having herbs on hand when you are traveling can be a lifesaver, so I’ve also included a group of recipes to help you prepare an herbal traveling kit. The next section is dedicated to my mom and the elders of our community. These recipes are specific to the complaints that tend to come along as we age even if we are vibrant in spirit and young at heart. Last I’ve included an odds-and-ends section to address animal care, natural dyeing, and homekeeping with unique applications of herbs from years gone by.


The goal of this book is to provide safe and effective herbal recipes that anyone can use. My wish for the book is that it is relevant and helpful. I’ve created a layout that makes it easy to find specific recipes right when you need them. At times different conditions require different preparations—for example, for the body surface, sometimes a salve is indicated, other times a poultice, and yet other times a wash. This is the beauty of having choices. It allows you to treat effectively with the best course of action. While there are hundreds of herbs that could possibly be used, the herbs used in these recipes are considered universally safe for general consumption and are readily available at your local herb shop (shop local!) or, if needed, online (fettlebotanic.com).


As with any self-care practice, it’s important to understand when you need to seek professional help. The recipes in this book are meant to be used for personal health and well-being. They are not meant to cure debilitating illness or serious conditions. While the herbs mentioned in this book are all considered generally safe by the FDA, I believe it is always best to consult your practitioner before taking herbs internally to ensure safety and to support your knowledge of herbal medicine.


My hope is that over the years your copy of this book will become well worn from use, dog-eared and marked up with personal notes throughout. May these recipes bring you relief, vitality, and the comfort of knowing you can care for yourself. May we all benefit from the gift of healing plants.
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Master Recipes


THE FIRST STEP IN LEARNING how to use herbs effectively as medicine is educating yourself about the various ways they can be applied or ingested. This chapter details the most common ways to use herbs. As I mentioned earlier, different preparations are recommended for different conditions. If I need headache relief quickly, I tend to choose a tincture, whereas if my stomach is upset I typically drink a cup of soothing tea. First I’ll discuss various types of herbal products—teas, tinctures, oils, salves, and so forth. This will give you an idea of what each type is and whether it has an internal or external application. Then I’ll go into detail about the process of making each one. I’ll provide basic recipes so you can try your hand at making each product. Don’t worry; it’s much easier than you think! This section is important as it gives you pearls of information to be successful at making the recipes in the remainder of the book. With a little practice, you’ll then be ready to make any recipe listed. After a while you may even decide to adapt the recipes to your preference and need.


The next chapter describes sixty herbs that are an essential part of anyone’s herbal medicine cabinet. While I’ll be referencing many different herbs throughout the book, I passionately believe that if you choose just twenty herbs and get to know them well, you will have all the medicine you need. I’ve provided you with descriptions of sixty here as some will prove to be allies, and some won’t. Once you begin using herbs, you’ll naturally be drawn toward certain ones. This is your body’s way of telling you which herbs it prefers.


We take herbs for two main reasons. One is to help remedy a symptom we are experiencing acutely, and the second is to attempt to create a shift in the body from imbalance to balance. I will refer to these two types throughout the book as acute or chronic conditions. An acute symptom refers to things like a sprained ankle or simple headache. Examples of chronic conditions are inflammation from an old injury, longstanding digestive imbalance, or hormone dysregulation.


One question frequently asked about the recipes is: How much do I take? If you are experiencing an acute situation, dosing frequently is more important than dosing in large quantities. Frequent dosing of small amounts sends a powerful message of consistency to the problem at hand that it needs to change. Dosing 1 or 2 dropperfuls of tincture or 1 cup of tea every 2 to 3 hours is best for acute dosing. Yes, every 2 to 3 hours. This gives the body a consistent bump of support to strengthen the system and help it regain balance.


For a chronic condition, take a small dose for a period of time, 4 to 12 weeks depending on the condition, to work with the body to create a sustained physical change. Typically the dose is 1 dropperful of tincture 2 to 3 times per day, or 2 to 3 cups of tea a day. Common dosing times are morning and night or morning, midday, and night. Think of it this way. If you’ve experienced chronic constipation for years, how long do you think it will take to heal the cause of what started that problem? One day? One week? Most likely not. Give it time. Herbs generally work to restore function and integrity of the body, which is not a quick fix. Give the herbs time to help the body return to a state of balance and the tissues the chance to return to a state of integrity and proper function. We ask a lot of our bodies. By giving your body this consistent attention, you can return it to health.


A note about quantities: All of the tea recipes will result in 4 ounces of loose tea. This is a standard amount and enough to make blending slightly easier. If you want to make a smaller amount, feel free to halve or quarter the recipe to begin. Tincture recipes will be created in quantities of 1 or 2 ounces, with 1 ounce of tincture equaling 30 milliliters of fluid, and 2 ounces, 60 milliliters. Capsule recipes will result in 200 capsules, and again you can reduce or double any recipe to fit your needs. All of the herbs called for in this book are to be used in dried form unless noted otherwise.


The best advice I can give is to dive right in. Read through all of the material and then give it a go. Try mixing a tea or applying a poultice for practice. The quickest way to learn is through experimentation, and the best way to learn about the herbs is to use them and to take note of how the remedies help you achieve acute symptom relief or a better balance of daily health.


I encourage you to try the recipes that seem appealing or relate to a condition or issue you’ve struggled with. You can read about herbs all day long, but until you actually use them you truly haven’t learned anything! Just like learning anything new, using herbs for the first time can feel scary or bring up feelings of uncertainty, both of which are completely normal. The first time I tried to blend a tea, it was so bitter I had to laugh and throw it out. Expect to experience a trial-and-error period until you have a foundation underneath you.


A final note: this book is focused on recipes for those who want to make their own medicine. If you’d rather not do it yourself but want the end result of one of the recipes listed, you can always call your local herb shop to have them blend the recipe for you.






Types of Preparations, Uses, and Basic Dosages for Adults















	PREPARATION

	TARGETS

	CHRONIC OR TONIC DOSAGE

	ACUTE DOSAGE






	capsule

	various conditions

	2 capsules 1 or 2 times a day

	2 or 3 capsules 3 or 4 times a day






	essential oil blend

	various conditions

	typically used for acute conditions

	1 to 5 drops as needed






	flower essence blend

	emotional and psychological health

	4 drops 4 times a day

	4 drops 4 times a day






	fomentation

	sprains, strains, pain, broken bones

	typically used for acute conditions

	enough to saturate a cloth slightly larger than affected area, applied 1 to 3 times a day for 20 minutes






	herbal oil

	skin conditions, pain, colic, lymph congestion, soreness, overall anxiety

	enough to cover affected area, applied 1 to 3 times a day

	enough to cover affected area, applied 1 to 3 times a day






	medicinal tea

	all physical conditions

	2 to 3 cups a day for 4 to 12 weeks

	1 cup every 2 to 3 hours as needed






	poultice

	stings, wounds, broken bones, sprains, skin conditions

	typically used for acute conditions

	enough to cover affected area, applied 1 or 2 times a day






	salve

	burns, cuts, scrapes, stress, pain

	typcially used for acute conditions

	enough to cover affected area, applied repeatedly until pain ceases






	spray

	blue moods, emotional conditions, inflammation, cuts, sore throat

	typically used for acute conditions

	spritz as needed or 1 to 2 sprays for physical conditions






	suppository

	vaginal dryness or pain, hemorrhoids, lower bowel laxity

	typically used for acute conditions

	1 suppository 1 to 3 times a day






	syrup

	colds and coughs, headaches, upset stomach, hair and scalp conditions

	typically used for acute conditions

	1 to 2 teaspoons 1 to 3 times a day






	tincture

	all physical conditions

	1 dropperful 2 to 3 times a day for 4 to 12 weeks

	1 to 2 dropperfuls every 2 to 3 hours as needed






	wash

	skin conditions, eye infections, wounds, post partum

	typically used for acute conditions

	1 quart used 1 or 2 times a day
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Key kitchen supplies
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Here are some things you’ll want to have on hand for preparing the recipes. Before you begin, sterilize all your cookware and storage containers to reduce the risk of bacterial and fungal contamination. Use the sterile mode in your dishwasher or place the items in boiling water. All your storage containers should be thoroughly dry before use. This little tip will help to ensure that your medicine lasts longer and stays fresher.


[image: Image]  aluminum foil


[image: Image]  baking dish


[image: Image]  calculator


[image: Image]  cheesecloth


[image: Image]  coffee filters


[image: Image]  coffee or nut grinder


[image: Image]  cooking brush or paintbrush


[image: Image]  cooking thermometer


[image: Image]  crockpot


[image: Image]  fine mesh strainers, small, medium, and large


[image: Image]  funnels, small, medium, and large


[image: Image]  glass containers, quart-size with secure lids


[image: Image]  mason jars, pint and quart size


[image: Image]  measuring cups, small, medium, and large


[image: Image]  mixing bowls


[image: Image]  mixing spoons


[image: Image]  muddling bar


[image: Image]  notebook


[image: Image]  packing rod


[image: Image]  pencil


[image: Image]  percolation vessel


[image: Image]  plastic sandwich bags


[image: Image]  rocks or paperweights


[image: Image]  rubber bands


[image: Image]  saucepan, stainless steel or ceramic


[image: Image]  shot glass


[image: Image]  soaking basin


[image: Image]  stockpot, stainless steel or ceramic


[image: Image]  Vitamix blender


[image: Image]  waxed paper






Capsules


I’ve been amazed throughout my years as an herbalist by my customers’ love of taking pills. Capsules are easy, convenient, and travel well. They also have no taste, which seems to be a big plus for many people. I also think because the supplement market is now mainstream that taking capsules and tablets is widely accepted as normal, and they are easier for many people to keep around than herbal tinctures and salves. While capsules and tablets are accessible and easy to transport, they are not always the best option. Anyone who is experiencing digestive imbalance, for example, might not be able to reap capsules’ full benefit if they already have an inability to break food down properly. This can be due to a lack of digestive enzymes, digestive tract inflammation, or perhaps the material used to contain the capsule or bind the tablet. I encourage my patients to consider other modes of medicine transmission when the digestive system is challenged. There is nothing worse then wasting money on something you are hoping will work but that your body isn’t able to utilize.


One thing is for sure, though—herbal capsules are extremely easy to make. You really do want to use herbal powder, as this will make the whole process much easier and quicker. You can grind the dried herb, but unless you’ve got an amazing herb grinder that can really get it to a powder level, I suggest purchasing prepared herb powder. Then you need to choose between two capsule materials: gelatin and vegetable glycerin. Gelatin is cheaper, but I prefer the natural substance of vegetable glycerin. The other thing to be aware of is that empty capsules come in varying sizes: 0 (the smallest), 00, and 000 (the largest). To help you visualize, my daughter calls 000 capsules “horse pills.”


If you want to create a blend of different herbs for yourself, write out your blend and determine the proportions of each herb. Weigh them out and mix together before encapsulating.
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Essential Oil Blends


Essential oils, which can be blended together or added to an herbal formula, are another way in which plants can offer healing. Essential oils are derived through extraction by one of the following methods: steam distillation, water distillation, solvent extraction, enfleurage, cold press extraction, or CO2 extraction. These methods basically pull out the oils of the plant, and most yield both water and essential oil. The essential oil sits on top of the water, which after processing is called a hydrosol. The oil contains specific medicinal constituents, and the hydrosol (which smells lovely but has a lighter scent than the oil) has medicinal properties as well, but these are typically limited to the water-soluble aspects of the plant’s constituents.


Some of the recipes in this book direct you to add essential oils to other ingredients for salves or herbal oils, and other recipes tell how to create essential oil blends targeting specific conditions. For blends consisting only of essential oils, essential oil quantities are indicated in milliliters since the typical essential oil bottle is 5 or 10 milliliters. If the essential oil blend involves using a carrier oil, the measurements are in drops of essential oil and ounces of carrier oil. Always use pure therapeutic essential oils in your healing recipes and be sure to keep the caps on the bottles. A pure essential oil will evaporate if the cap is left off. Read the ingredients to make sure your oils are not adulterated with carrier oils, fragrance, or perfume. The few exceptions would be the exotic essential oils such as rose, neroli, and jasmine. These are often purchased in 5- or 10-percent dilutions to make them affordable.


Essential oils can be used in many ways, but I typically don’t recommend applying them directly to the skin, as they can be quite caustic. If you want to use an essential oil topically, first dilute it with olive, apricot, or coconut oil. Some essential oils, such as oregano, should never be used in direct contact with the skin. They are best added to a vaporizer or essential oil diffuser so that you are breathing in very small amounts. Some essential oils are also beneficial in a bath or as one or two drops on your pillow. And please keep in mind that essential oils are very toxic to most animals, especially cats.


Flower Essence Blends


While herbal medicine focuses primarily on the physical health of the human body, flower essences work subtly to balance our emotional layers. Repeatedly experiencing emotions such as fear, anger, or grief can divert us from making healthy choices and can also negatively affect us on a physical level. Working with our emotions with the help of flower essences can lead to overall health on multiple levels. We can put together a custom blend to help us with the emotional and mental challenges we’re facing at any given time.


Flower essences are energetic imprints of the life force of plants that interact with our spiritual essences, helping to evoke specific qualities within us. Specific flower essences have affinities for particular emotions or blockage patterns, discovered through research and study. The Flower Essence Society (flowersociety.org) in California has been conducting research since 1979 and is the leading authority. The organization offers endless resources as well as classes and certifications, should you wish to learn more.



Fomentations


A fomentation is a strong herbal brew, similar to a wash, applied by soaking a cotton cloth in it and then placing the cloth on or wrapping it around the affected area. Heat is often added to help drive the herbs into the skin. Fomentations are perfect for applying to body parts that move or are not conducive to sitz baths or washes.


One of my favorite uses for fomentations is with my patients after any type of body treatment, whether it be acupuncture, massage, or an adjustment. Ending the appointment by placing a warm fomentation on the area worked on really sets the patient up for a good day. In a clinic I used to work at, we had a fomentation warming throughout the day so it was ready to use. The combination of herbs gave the clinic an aroma that evoked healing, and the patients loved the fomentation as it created a sense of calm, relaxation, and closure at the end of the visit.


For strains and sprains, a fomentation is an excellent first-line treatment. Areas like knees and elbows are perfect candidates for fomentations, as they are difficult to soak. Making a lavender and black cohosh fomentation for the nape of the neck can do wonders for headaches and stress. The next time loved ones are showing strain on their face or with their body language, surprise them with a fomentation treat.


Liniments


Liniments are topical applications that can increase blood circulation and promote healing. Liniments are applied on unbroken skin and often used for sore muscles, aches, and pains. They differ from fomentations in that the solution is made with a solvent like isopropyl alcohol, witch hazel, or vinegar. Liniments penetrate and evaporate quickly on the skin’s surface, but their actions can have lasting effects. A few liniment recipes are given in the book but are varied enough that I won’t give a basic recipe here.


Herbal Oils


Many people I speak with confuse herbal oils with essential oils. To be clear, an herbal oil for our purposes is an herb-infused oil, most often olive oil, that can be used topically in that form or as the base of another herbal product such as a salve, a lotion, or a cream. An essential oil is a distilled product. Both are wonderful, but they are very different from one another. Herbal oils are yet another way to use herbs topically.


You may be asking yourself at this point: When would I use an oil versus a salve or a wash? Knowing what you are treating is the first step and so is understanding the qualities of the different herbal applications. Oils and salves are both wonderful for softening, soothing, and healing skin. They are great at pulling tissues together and treating the superficial layers as well as acting as a medium to carry things slightly deeper into the body. Oil is naturally absorbed through the skin, so if it has been infused with healing herbs, the oil-soluble constituents of the herb are absorbed as well. Oils are more readily absorbed into the body than lotions. Lotions often have additional ingredients that help them sit atop the skin, whereas oils drive into deeper skin levels. But an oil-based application is not always indicated. One example is with poison ivy or oak. With a poison ivy or oak outbreak on the skin, the oil in the plant is what causes the discomfort. Using an oil-based application will only provoke and spread the condition. When you need to cool down, flush, or soak the skin, a wash is indicated. As another example, using healing oils on the perineum may be helpful, but it prefers the cooling action of a water-based application.


Herbal oils are the base of many other herbal products including salves, lotions, creams, and lip balms. Making and having a couple of herbal oils on hand allows you the freedom to whip up something when you need it or when you are looking for a fun activity on a rainy day. I prefer to make oils with fresh plant material, but dried herbs can also be used in most cases. Making oils with fresh plants generates a yearlong ongoing cycle of herbal oil production based on the plants coming up or in bloom. As I’m writing this, the mullein flowers are making their appearance and I’ve just made a fresh batch of mullein flower oil. Seeing the bright yellow flowers submerged in olive oil as sunshine passes through the jar on my windowsill is something that brings me peace and joy each day.


While you can make most herbal oils with fresh or dried material, some can only be processed fresh: arnica flowers, mullein flowers, and St. John’s wort flowers. When using fresh material I favor the folk method, or the herbalist way as I prefer to call it. Get a jar and fill it three quarters of the way full with your plant material. Don’t pack the herb too tightly or the oil can’t get through and around it all. Fill the jar to the top with olive oil, close it, and set it in the sun. A consistent temperature of at least 75 to 80 degrees F is best. Shake it daily and keep an eye out for water precipitate. If it looks murky on the bottom, that usually is water precipitate and you can use a turkey baster to draw it out as needed. You can also dump the entire contents into a saucepan and gently heat it for 5 minutes, and then put it back in the jar and continue sun steeping. Two weeks is the standard amount of time for sun steeping.


If you don’t have consistent sun or are using dried herbs, the oven method will work. Place your herbs in a glass baking pan and add enough oil to cover the herbs 1 or 2 inches deep. Turn your oven on low, 170 to 200 degrees F, and bake the mixture for 4 to 6 hours. Keep an eye on it and ensure your oven isn’t too hot. Stirring it from time to time is good too. Herbal oils made this way often end up with the herbs crispy and burnt looking. This is normal, as long as your oven wasn’t too hot and your oil is not burnt. Strain into a glass jar and store the oil in a dark, cool place.
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Medicinal Teas


Herbal teas, so often associated with specific flavors rather than specific medicinal effects, are unsung herbal heroes able to create significant physiological changes in the body. It’s hard not to say that every herb tea has medicinal value, in fact. Something considered as benign as chamomile tea can have significant effects on the body. I’ve seen women who regularly drink chamomile tea experience decreased menstrual cramping and more regulated cycles. Some people have a ritual of drinking peppermint tea after dinner simply because they like the taste and realize it cleanses the palate; they may not know that it became an after-dinner tradition because of the digestive support it offers.


Medicinal teas made from herbal blends can be brewed by the cup as needed or in batches designed to provide one day’s worth of medicine. I don’t recommend making herbal tea in larger batches, as many of the herbs don’t keep well after a day or two. Even in the refrigerator, some herbs like slippery elm bark or marshmallow root will sour the tea once it is made or impart a bitter flavor. A batch is 1 quart or roughly 3 10-ounce cups of tea. You can make a quart of tea one of two ways. Both are equally fine; it’s just a matter of preference and whether you need something immediately or can prepare ahead of time.


Poultices


I’ve always considered a poultice one of the most primitive yet effective ways to use herbs for healing. By definition a poultice is a soft, damp mass of material, typically plant material or plant material mixed with flour, applied to the body to relieve soreness and inflammation. It’s applied in a thick layer and kept in place with a cloth. You may have seen recommendations to add heat, but I haven’t found that to be necessary in order for the poltice to be effective. Many times the natural heat of the body is sufficient.


You might have had a grandmother who sautéed onions and ginger whenever you had a cold. Not to eat, mind you, but to then mix with flour and stuff into an old sock to apply to your throat and neck. When I was a kid this was torture, but I really cannot think of a time when it didn’t eventually put me to sleep and greatly reduce whatever cold was ailing me.


In both Western and Chinese herbalism, making an herb cake from fresh or dried herbs and applying it directly to the skin is common. Taking the herb, mixing it with a bit of hot water to open it up, and then placing it on the affected area is the easiest way. If you are out and about and don’t have hot water, simply sticking the fresh herb into your mouth to macerate it works great too. Just ensure it’s an herb that is safe to eat. The saliva actually does a good job of keeping it all together so it can then be spit out and held in place on the skin. I live on a farm, and we are outside a lot and frequently get splinters. Most of the time they are easy enough to pull out, but sometimes a poultice is needed to soften the surrounding skin so I can get ahold of the splinter. Using drawing herbs such as plantain and comfrey leaf can turn tears into smiles with my kids as we pick the leaves and chew to our hearts’ content before spitting on each other. Letting the poultice sit for as little as five minutes usually draws out the tip of the splinter just enough to grasp it.


Practice making poultices in the following way so you are confident in their use when you need them. With dried or fresh herbs, mash just enough in a small bowl with a splash of hot water to cover the affected area. If using fresh, cut or tear into small pieces before mashing. Mash until the mixture has a pastelike consistency. Once it has cooled a bit, apply to the affected area. If you can relax for 15 to 20 minutes, do so and hold still so the poultice stays in place. If you need to be on the go, wrap with sterile gauze or cover with a large Band-Aid. You can leave the poultice on as long as it seems helpful, but keeping it clean and refreshing it regularly is necessary.


Salves


A salve, which is applied topically, can also be referred to as an ointment, a balm, an emollient, or sometimes a cream. Its base is typically beeswax, although many people have begun switching to vegan options such as candelilla wax and shea butter. By infusing herbs into oil and then adding the wax, you get a semisolid substance that can be spread onto the skin when and where it’s needed. Used throughout history on animals and people, salves historically had bases of bear grease, lard, and other animal fats.


A salve is applied to soothe the body. Dabbing a bit of salve onto whatever is ailing you is an easy way to introduce herbs into your life. Most of us cannot get through a week without some small paper cut, hangnail, burn, or bug bite. Yes, all these will heal on their own, but why not offer yourself a touch of relief? Is a heavy workload causing you some muscle tension? Apply a bit of relief salve to relax the tension. Herbal medicine is just as much about learning to take the time to care for yourself as it is about healing specific symptoms.


Once you’ve decided which condition you’re trying to remedy with a salve, you need to decide if you’d like the salve to be scented or not. Adding essential oils to the salve will help it smell good and also provide extra healing potential and a longer shelf life. Doing a bit of research regarding essential oils will really pay off in the end. With each salve recipe later in the book, I indicate specific essential oils that will complement the healing process. That being said, if you plan to use your salve quickly and prefer it to be unscented, that is fine too. Just keep it in a cool place for longevity.


All you need in order to make a salve is a medicinal herbal oil, beeswax, and a container to put it in. It really is that simple. When using a salve, a little goes a long way but you always want to cover the area completely. Having a little bit sit on top of the injured area is just fine—it acts as a natural bandage.
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Sprays


Sprays are easy to create and use. Just a spritz here and a spritz there can quickly shift emotions, calm inflammation, soothe a cut, or transform the smell of a room.



Suppositories


Suppositories are another way to deliver herbal medicine. These small, semisoft cone- or dome-shaped preparations, usually with a cocoa butter base, are great for targeting treatment to the vaginal or lower intestinal/anal regions of the body. I often recommend them for vaginal dryness or pain as well as for hemorrhoids or laxity of the lower bowel. Using suppository molds makes the whole process very simple.


Syrups


The base of any syrup is a strong herbal tea that has been simmered and reduced to create a concentrated brew. This is then combined with honey or sugar and voilà, you have herbal syrup. It’s another example of the ease of making herbal medicines. If the medicine from an herb is water soluble, you can make an herbal syrup.


You may be familiar with elderberry syrup, as it hit the mainstream several years ago. High in antioxidants and with antiviral properties, it’s a great addition to any household’s medicine cabinet. And of course most of us have experienced cough syrup at some point in our lives. But syrups aren’t just for colds and flus. You can also make headache syrup, mineral syrup, hair tonic syrup, and kids’ tummy tamer syrup. The extra bonus is that herbal syrups typically taste delicious and are an easy way to get even the pickiest of palettes to try herbal medicine.


The question that typically arises here is: If I’m using leaves and flowers, won’t the simmering hurt the final product? Honestly, I don’t have an answer here. I often think of Susun Weed when I’m asked this question. In one conversation we had, we were discussing eating our greens verses taking vitamins and herbs to get our calcium. We agreed that eating greens is by far superior to getting the nutrient in other ways. I like to cook greens lightly, but Susun, like my mother, is big on cooking greens way down, reasoning that this allows for complete breakdown of the plant material so it can be readily assimilated in the body. I grew up with mushy vegetables, and once I began studying nutrition I was thrilled to learn that light cooking kept many nutrients intact. So you can see my dilemma. To cook or not to cook down? There are good reasons either way; it just depends on what you’re hoping to get. So for syrups, when you’re trying to create a thick, concentrated base, cooking the herbs down on low heat makes sense to me.



Tinctures


A tincture is a solution created by soaking an herb in alcohol to extract its healing properties, resulting in a medicine that can be taken by mouth. While tinctures can be made in mediums other than alcohol, such as vinegar or vegetable glycerin, alcohol is the most commonly used. The advantages of using alcohol are that it works with almost any plant (unlike vinegar or glycerin), you can formulate the optimal alcohol percentage in which a plant’s constituents will extract (the plant’s solubility range), and the alcohol base allows for sublingual transmission, meaning the medicine will bypass the digestive system and go more directly into the bloodstream—particularly helpful when medicine is needed to treat an acute situation. When I’m having menstrual cramps, for example, I take a tincture so it begins to work right away instead of taking a capsule and having to wait 40 minutes. A tincture definitely has an alcohol flavor, so if you cannot tolerate that, refer to the sidebar to see whether the herbs you’d like to use can be extracted with apple cider vinegar or vegetable glycerin.


To make a tincture, I recommend starting small. There is no need to create a quart of burdock tincture for yourself unless you want a lifetime supply or are planning to share it with your friends. Use 1- to 4-ounce jars to begin with. Start with making a simple—a one-herb tincture. You can use either fresh or dried herbs when making a tincture, and for practicality’s sake I’ll only describe the folk tincture-making method in this book. If you are looking for other tincture-making options, please refer to my previous book, The Herbal Apothecary.


If using fresh leaves, flowers, roots, or bark, cut up the fresh material into small pieces before putting it into your extracting jar. Fill the jar halfway with your herb of choice (although I often put in more than that for good measure). When using dried herbs, fill the jar a fifth to a third full. Then add vodka, filling the jar to the top, and close with a tight-fitting lid. Vodka works well because it consists of 40 to 50 percent alcohol, which makes it a good fit for most herbs. The higher up the vodka is on the shelf at the liquor store, the better the quality, which equates with better taste. (Taste is hugely important to me as the better it tastes, the more likely I am to take it. When a tincture tastes like burning fuel, I tend to struggle with the desire to take it.) Next, add a label to the jar. Put the name of the herb, today’s date, and the date 4 weeks from now. Give it a good shake and set it somewhere where you will remember to shake it daily. The shaking is important, as it agitates the plant material to break down and release the plant’s constituents. Watch over the next 4 weeks as the color shifts and changes. This a favorite phase for me. I often feel very connected to the plant during this phase, as my intention is with it almost daily.


After the 4 weeks, strain the tincture twice through a fine-mesh sieve or a cheesecloth-lined colander to ensure all particulate matter is out. Store the tincture in a dark amber or blue dropper bottle with a proper name label and date. To maintain potency, tinctures are best kept out of direct sunlight, in a cool pantry or cupboard. While I don’t believe in a shelf life for tinctures that have been stored properly, you can safely consider them viable for 3 to 5 years.


Sometimes I recommend using already prepared and purchased tinctures to make tincture blends. In these cases, the measurements are in milliliters to correspond to how purchased tinctures are packaged.
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Herbs that can be extracted with vinegar or glycerin
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[image: Image]  goldenseal root
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