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Bloodroot (Sanguinaria canadenis).
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MAKING FRIENDS WITH THE PLANTS


As a socially awkward adolescent, I felt more at home in the woods than with people, and thankfully my mom encouraged me to spend time outdoors. I still feel a profound sense of belonging when I spend the day in the wild—I can drop my mental chatter and come back to myself. I feel that I’m a part of something so much bigger and older than my small life, and it realigns my problems into a healthier perspective.


Learning that there were things I could eat out there was a revelation, and I started getting to know the individual plants. And when I learned they could also help me when I’m sick, I was even more fascinated. It drew me into learning specific plants, their names, and their uses.


As a college student I became friends with 7Song, a local herbalist, and started informally apprenticing with him, coming by his cabin to chop roots and walk around the land and talk about the plants there. When he opened a school, I was in his first class. But the funny thing is, I never thought about becoming an herbalist, let alone a clinician or a teacher, until school was almost over—I just studied it because I was following my passion. Looking back, I realize that without even knowing it I was searching for a way to get back to my roots, to remember what my great-grandparents once knew. When I started learning this, I found I wanted to share it with others.


More and more people feel this way, hearing a calling to get away from screens and virtual interactions, and to re-engage with the natural world. This connection is our birthright. It is how humans lived for as long as there have been humans, up until pretty recently. No matter where you come from, you have indigenous ancestors—maybe not indigenous to where you live now, but they were native to somewhere. They knew their land, the plants that grew there and how to use them. It’s safe to say that without some form of plant medicine, your ancestors wouldn’t have survived and you wouldn’t be here today. Maybe we’re trying to find the magic and the wisdom that our ancestors knew.
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Herbal medicine is about so much more than healing diseases with plants. It’s about relating to the world around us in a more connected way, it’s about recognizing how everything is related, seeing ourselves not as separate but as a strand woven into the complex nature from which we came. The deepest healing of herbal medicine is not the specific remedies we take but the connection we experience when we remember that we live among our food and our medicine. Whether you’re in the city, the suburbs, or out in the woods, there are plants growing all around you just waiting for you to learn and remember them.
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The waves of the Blue Ridge mountains are an icon of the Southeast.













IDENTIFYING AND HARVESTING IN THE SOUTHEAST





This book is a travel guide to a land we’re already living in but haven’t fully discovered. By learning how to find medicine and food in the wild, we change our relationship to forests and front yards alike. We reconnect with everything outside of our front door. And then, by understanding how to use these same plants for healing, we learn and grow and deepen our relationship with our own body. More than a guide about how to identify the occasional plant, this is ultimately an introduction to a different way of seeing the world, both internal and external.


Herbalist and friend Frank Cook talked about how we need to get past the “green wall” in order to see the plant world. When most modern humans look at the woods or even a meadow, what we see is an imposing wall of undifferentiated green things. But then as we learn the individual plants, trees, and ferns, we start to get more of a three-dimensional picture of what’s around us. We begin to feel more at home outdoors, more in our element. What was once a flat picture gains depth and nuance. The plants that were once strangers at a party become our friends.


In this book, you’ll meet some of the medicinal plants that live and thrive in the southeastern United States. You’ll find the weeds of Raleigh and Birmingham, the deep-woods plants of the Blue Ridge and Ozark mountains, and the low-country plants of the Mississippi’s floodplain and Georgia’s Golden Isles.


It should be noted that, as many plants as I have covered here, they are still only a small part of the many plants that grow in this vast region. Not every plant has a known medicinal use, and some plants are medicinal but are seldom used or have uses that are easily replicated by more common plants. Instead, I have focused on the ones that I or other herbalists use most.


In doing so, I have excluded some plants that are part of the southern folk tradition that I don’t know from personal experience. Among them are some plants that have a long history of use but little written about them—trees like dogwood, magnolia, and tulip poplar; herbs like bee balm, Indian pink, and senega snakeroot. All these and more deserve attention, research, and integration into modern herbal practice.


I have also excluded some plants that are not abundant enough to harvest—there’s no pink lady’s slipper, Virginia snakeroot, or false unicorn root for instance. But I do cover ginseng and goldenseal, two at-risk herbs that should very rarely if ever be harvested from the wild. But they are good well-known medicines that can be cultivated in the woods. I trust the reader to know when not to harvest these endangered plants.


Overall, I have done my best to include so-called mainstream herbs along with herbs from the many folk traditions of the South. We know about these plants from Native American, Black, Afro-Caribbean, Spanish, Latin, and Scotch-Irish traditions. It is important to recognize the many influences in modern herbalism—it is the product of thousands of years of indigenous peoples’ direct experience with the plants; it has been and continues to be adopted and adapted by colonizers.


Some of the invasive weeds are also great medicine and are used in the Chinese herbal tradition. Some of these plants are routinely found on the shelves of U.S. and European herb stores, and some are lesser known but essential nonetheless. It’s hard to know why some herbs are popular and others are obscure—sometimes there’s a good reason not to use a plant anymore, and sometimes the use has just been forgotten.


This book was inspired by the work of one of my teachers, herbalist Michael Moore, who wrote and taught extensively about the plants of the American West. He was a champion of bioregionalism before that word was even coined. He used local analogues to closely related plants among the classic canon of Western herbalism; and he learned about other native plants from the local people who had been living on the land for centuries. His work helped to bring such plants back into use in mainstream herbalism.


Like Michael, I want to share the indispensable specifics of where and when to find a medicinal plant, what species to use, how to make the best preparation from it, and of course, how to use it to help people heal. My goal is to uncover the genius of each plant, when is the best time to use it, and for whom. Understanding what the plant really does—its “personality”—gives us the flexibility to use it for conditions well beyond what any book tells us. And therein lies the depth of herbal medicine.



FINDING YOURSELF AND YOUR PLANTS IN THE SOUTHEAST



The Southeast is an incredibly diverse area with a wide variety of elevations, rainfall, soil geology, and habitats. It would be almost impossible to cover every medicinal plant in this area, and I have done my best to avoid prioritizing plants of Southern Appalachia (where I live), which already have a lot written about them. And by the way, it is pronounced ap-uh-LAH-chuh (not ap-uh-LAY-chuh) down here. Just so you know.


This book covers the medicinal plants that grow from the Maryland–Pennsylvania border south to Florida and west through West Virginia and Kentucky, down through Arkansas and the Ozark mountains south to the Gulf Coast, including Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, and even eastern Texas.


Within this range, we can define some broad regions, each of which can be further broken down into more subtypes and ecotypes. Starting from the east there is the coastal plain, extending from eastern Maryland south through Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, and southern Georgia, all of Florida, and then across the southern parts of Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana as well as eastern Texas. Then moving west there’s the rolling hills of the Piedmont, then the Southern Appalachians, which include both the Blue Ridge and Smoky mountain ranges, before the land falls back into the Cumberland Plateau of middle Tennessee and Kentucky and then changes to the inner coastal plain of the Mississippi River Basin. Crossing the great Mississippi, we cover the Ozarks of southern Missouri and northern Arkansas, and southern Arkansas, Louisiana, and eastern Texas contain some plants possibly washed down the river over time that are present further north but less common among the other Gulf Coast states.


THE HOW-TO OF HARVESTING


Wildcrafting, a name for harvesting plants that you didn’t grow yourself, has recently become much more popular, as has herbal medicine in general. As exciting as it is to see this once marginalized activity become more mainstream, it’s also led to problems of overharvesting, native ecosystems being damaged, and inexperienced harvesters collecting the wrong plants. It’s also led to illegal and unethical poaching on private and public land.


There is nothing like wildcrafting—going out and harvesting the plants to make your own food, tea, and medicine might be one of the most empowering feelings. Instead of tending a garden all year, planting and weeding and watering, we just go out and pick what nature offers us. No need to visit a pharmacist, doctor, or even health food store. Just a few basic supplies, some money for alcohol, glycerin, and/or vinegar, and you’re good to go! There is no more direct way to connect to nature and plants.


But it’s not always so easy or so fun. There is a cost, not in money but in our time, our attention, and above all, the responsibility it incurs to those plants and places we visit. We didn’t plant these plants, but once we start harvesting them we take some responsibility for the health of that plant and for the health of the area where we harvest. We take on the role of a gardener, not in the sense that the location is “ours,” but that some of the responsibility for tending that area now falls to us. I highly encourage everyone harvesting from the wild to read about the “honorable harvest” in Braiding Sweetgrass (Kimmerer 2015).


There are some things you need to know before harvesting wild plants to protect both yourself and the places you harvest from. The first thing you need to learn is how to harvest ethically and sustainably. I’ve seen too many stands get decimated by well-meaning harvesters who aren’t aware of some of these basics. People generally don’t mean to do harm, they just haven’t learned how to harvest with the forest in mind yet. Here are the basic rules for wildcrafting:




• Harvest like you want your grandkids (or friends’ grandkids) to be able to harvest from the same place.


• Don’t harvest when you’re feeling angry, rushed, greedy, or out of sorts. It will throw off your decision making and affect the medicine.


• Harvest only from abundance and take only what you need.


• Ask permission and leave a little something.


• Know what plants not to harvest and leave those plants be.





Though many plants in this book are common weeds that can be easily picked without much concern for the sustainability of the plant (hello dandelion, ragweed, and honeysuckle!), it takes careful consideration to harvest from the woods in a sustainable way. We need to remember that even when plants are available to us on public land, they are not “ours.” Our attitude has to be less of a colonial mindset of coming in and taking what we think we deserve and more about creating a relationship with the wild plants. Growing into this relationship earns the respect of the plants as well as fellow wildcrafters and herbalists. And every time I harvest plants from this place of respect, I always come away feeling like I know the plant better.


The first thing to do when you find a stand of plants is to do a stand count. After hours spent looking for a plant, it can be tempting to harvest the first one you find, but take the time to walk around first and see how many plants are there and what impacts them. Ask questions. Is there agricultural runoff nearby? Are there wildlife that feed on this plant? Are other people potentially harvesting here? Do pollinators depend on this plant? You might not be able to answer all these questions, but observe as much as you can, counting the number of plants while you assess the area. A good rule of thumb is to never harvest more than one out of four plants—though in practice I usually harvest much less than even that. If you start harvesting before you know there’s enough, you might end up taking the only plants in that area and then not even have enough plants to make a cup of tea.


Once you’ve found a big enough stand in a good location, ask the plant’s permission. Maybe this sounds woo-woo, but trust me when I say it makes a difference. If you, like me, have a more science-y mind, think about it as quieting your mind and tuning in to your intuition, which is really just the sum of all the factors you’ve already unconsciously noticed but can’t put into words. Find the largest, most robust plant, or maybe just the first plant you saw, sit down and quiet your mind, then introduce yourself to the plant and ask permission. Next, and most importantly, stop and listen.


Now I should say that plants don’t exactly talk to me, or at least not like humans do, and I’m a little jealous of those who do have conversations with plants. I get more of a felt sense—if it’s the right place to harvest then I feel a peaceful sense of rightness, and if it’s not then I feel a sense of unease, like it’s not quite the right fit. Here’s a thought: if every time you ask, the answer is yes, then you’re probably not listening enough.


Next, make an offering as a token of appreciation. I’ve heard a lot of people say that Native American peoples leave tobacco as a thank-you gift. Personally, I don’t think it matters what you leave—it’s the thought that counts (as they say). Tobacco is not a plant I use or interact with, so I don’t have a sacred connection to it. I like to leave a bit of whatever precious snack I have in my backpack, like a small piece of dried mango or a square of chocolate. It’s just about creating some energy exchange, some appreciation.


I like to leave the biggest and healthiest plant in the stand to propagate and spread its good genes, but I do like to harvest larger plants because then I can harvest fewer of them. As you’re harvesting, ask yourself what you can do to make the stand healthier. If you’re digging roots, can you dig a plant that’s growing so close to another that they are competing, like thinning carrots? If harvesting flowers and leaves, can you pinch off upper parts so that the plant will branch out and produce more, like picking basil? If you’re harvesting branches, can you prune the plant like a fruit tree to encourage healthy growth? This is a holistic approach to harvesting.


As for when to harvest, generally it is better to harvest leaves and flowers on sunny days after the dew has dried. Aromatic herbs are best picked when the sun warms up the aromatics and it hasn’t rained in a day or two. Sun and rain matter less with roots and barks, and I’ve dug roots on cool rainy days. Some subscribe to the idea that upper plant parts are better picked closer to the full moon when the energy is more upward, and roots are best dug closer to the new moon when the energy is more down and in.
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The bright yellow of goldenrod creates one of the Southeast’s major colors of fall.





Then there’s time of year. Generally, roots are best harvested in the fall after the flowers have finished and the leaves are starting to look a bit rough. Some plants (blue cohosh, bloodroot, Solomon’s seal) come up early in the spring and die back early, and their roots need to be dug in August. Some plants (pleurisy root, red root) are almost impossible to find if they’re not in flower, and so even though they are best harvested after flowering, I sometimes harvest them early because that’s when I can find them. Most barks are best harvested in spring and early summer as the sap is rising and the new bark is slipping, forming its new ring.


Our medicine can only be as good as the plants we harvest, though the energy we harvest with also affects our final product. Harvest carefully and with intention. Tune in to the woods to be more present, whatever that looks like for you. Choose healthy plants growing in a good location. Though there are better and worse times to harvest a plant, sometimes the best time to harvest is when you are there and the plant is there. Sometimes it’s better to have some tincture from not-the-ideal-time than to have no tincture at all because you were waiting for the moon to rise and the stars to align.


And finally, scouting for plants is a big part of wildcrafting—getting to know where plants grow, where they are abundant and where they are few, and how things change over time. This means getting to know your area and making more than one trip to the same place, and it may mean years of careful observation to get to know your area and what grows where.


WHERE TO GO AND WHERE NOT TO GO


Since most of us do not live in a pristine wilderness with access to every plant we want, where can we go to harvest?


The first thing to know is that many plants are already growing as weeds in your yard or in your neighborhood. If you have friends with gardens or farms, you can ask them about their weeds, and you can check local parks for weeds. Just make sure you choose places that haven’t been sprayed with pesticides or herbicides because you don’t want those chemicals contaminating your medicine. So that is an important question to ask, and always ask permission if you are on private land.


Some commonly sprayed places where you can’t necessarily ask about pesticide use include the sides of railroad tracks and underneath power lines. Furthermore, avoid harvesting from or near non-organic farms, along busy roads, or even within 10 feet or so of side roads; they are not only sprayed but also contaminated with exhaust and other environmental pollutants from traffic. I don’t usually harvest on the sides of trails, not because they are sprayed but because most people won’t go off the trail and I want to give them the chance to see this plant too.


If you live near public land, you can expect some general guidelines but always check with your local office because rules change from area to area. In national parks, you can only pick fruits or harvest mushrooms; other types of harvesting, such as digging roots, are strictly prohibited. State forests, Bureau of Land Management land, and game lands are usually OK, and state parks are generally not. National forests are usually fine to harvest in, but they require you to get a permit for anything beyond limited personal use. Some plants that are highly impacted by harvesting, like ginseng and goldenseal, require a special permit—harvesting ginseng without a permit or in the wrong season can result in a $5,000 fine or up to 6 months in jail, so take this seriously.


And then of course there’s always the option of finding plants on private land. Sometimes this means making friends out in the country and asking around about specific plants. Sometimes it means seeing plants in someone’s field and mustering up the courage to go knock on the front door. I’ve had some very interesting and almost always positive conversations this way. Sometimes I offer to give them a bottle of the finished product if it seems appropriate, but often people are just satisfied asking a few questions.
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Several herbalists picking mimosa flowers from an abundant tree.





PLANT IDENTIFICATION TERMINOLOGY


In this book I have done my best to avoid technical botanical language. This language has its place—knowing the 14 different words for “hairy” can help tell the difference between two very similar plants—but it can be more confusing when we’re just beginning. I recommend you carry at least one other identification guide with you in the field, as cross-referencing is the best way to be sure of proper ID. And please, don’t ever harvest anything unless you are 100% sure that you have the right plant.


Even though this books steers away from technical botany lingo, there are still some basic botany terms we should be aware of. Begin with careful observation, because so much of identification comes down to specific details. But how do we even know what to look for? Here are some steps to get you started for proper botanical ID; they are arranged in a common-sense order to notice things. Some plants may require you to work through the whole list; for others, one particular characteristic might make the correct ID.




• Is the plant an herb, vine, shrub, or tree?


• Are the leaves simple or compound? If compound, are they pinnate or palmate?


• Are the leaves alternate, opposite, whorled, or basal?


• Is the margin of the leaves entire, toothed, or lobed?


• Are the flowers regular (radially symmetrical) or irregular?


• How many petals does the flower have? How may sepals? Are they separate or united?


• Are the flowers individual or in some kind of head or cluster?





To start at the beginning, whether or not a plant is a tree might seem obvious—but you’d be surprised! I had a challenging time identifying red root when I first met it because I didn’t realize it was a small shrub, not an herb! And sometimes a “stumper” that a student brings to me is actually a sapling tree that’s only a few feet high.


The word “herb” can mean different things in different contexts, but in botany it means a plant that’s not woody and whose aerial parts die to the ground each year. What’s confusing is that it is not size-dependent, so a 6-foot-tall spikenard is still an herb because the aboveground plant dies back each fall, whereas a 2-foot-tall red root is actually a shrub because the woody stems stay alive and regrow leaves each spring. The easiest way to tell is to check for a tough and woody stem (without breaking the stem accidentally).


The second question in the list is a little more complicated, as compound leaves aren’t always perfectly straightforward. A compound leaf is when one leaf is made up of several leaflets, which may at first resemble separate leaves. So how do we tell the difference?


The strictly botanical way is to look for buds or new growth: one leaf comes from one bud—so there will never be buds within a compound leaf, only one at the base of the whole leaf. An easier and more intuitive way is to look for numerical consistency; a plant that always has 7–9 leaves per branch is probably compound and not just lucky. Though there can be some variation in the exact number, there’s a general feeling of every leaf being composed of a similar number of leaflets. And finally, new growth at the tip will be of the same age, unlike a simple leaf, where separate leaves will more clearly be of different ages.


Compound leaves can be either palmately compound, meaning the leaflets come from a single point like fingers from a palm, or pinnately compound, meaning the leaflets branch out from a central stalk like a feather. Examples of pinnately compound leaves include agrimony, elder, black walnut, mimosa, and raspberry. Examples of palmately compound leaves include buckeye, blackberry, and cannabis. Examples of trifoliate leaves, those that have only three leaflets, include red clover, kudzu, and poison ivy.


With time and experience, this distinction starts to become second nature and can be made even from a distance; but it does throw people when first identifying plants, which is why it’s a good thing to practice noticing.


Now that you know whether the leaves are simple or compound, check to see how the leaves (not leaflets!) are arranged on the main stem. If there is only one leaf attached at each place along the stem, the leaves are alternate, and if there are two leaves attached at the same place on the stem, they’re opposite. If there are three or more attached at the same place, then you’re looking at whorled leaves. If the leaves all come directly from the ground, they are basal, that is, they come from the base of the plant.


Next check the margin of the leaves. If the edges are smooth like a plantain leaf, then they are entire; if they are cut like a saw edge (like a birch leaf), then that’s toothed. And if the indentations are deeper, maybe a third to halfway toward the midrib (like an oak or maple leaf), then that leaf is lobed.


And finally we get to the flower. There needs to be a flower present for positive botanical identification, except for trees. So, first: is the flower regular or irregular? A regular flower can be cut through the middle in any direction and there will be two equal parts—think of a starfish or a lily. If it is irregular then it may be two-lipped with different top and bottom parts, or one of the petals may be larger and will only make two equal parts if cut through the middle along one line. Mints, orchids, and peas are examples of plants with irregular flowers.


Now count the number of petals, or, if the petals are fused together, count the number of lobes. Beneath the petals are the sepals, the part that encloses the flower in bud—these might be brightly colored and look like petals (as with some plants in the buttercup family), but they are usually plain green. Count the number of sepals.


Do the flowers grow one per stalk or are they growing in heads or some other kind of formation? There are many different names for the structure of a flower head; for example, if all the flower stalks come from one place on the stem like spokes of an umbrella then it is called an umbel (think of Queen Anne’s lace, angelica, or elder). If the flowers are attached to a central stalk then it is called a spike, but if each individual flower has a stalk where it attaches to that central stalk then it is called a raceme. There are more terms, but those are a few to get you started.


Finally, getting geeky: inside the flower are the stamens, which produce pollen, and then inside of that is the pistil or pistils, which produce the seeds. Look for both types, and note whether there are just a few or many.


POISONOUS PLANTS


The first things to learn are the very poisonous plants so you can at least know that you aren’t inadvertently harvesting one of them. The first plant I teach students on plant walks is poison ivy (Toxicodendron radicans) because it is widespread and common, and it can cause severe, long-lasting symptoms for many people. Some call it “sister ivy” as a way of respecting the plant’s important role of keeping people away from disturbed areas that are trying to regrow.


The old summer camp adage “leaves of three, let it be” applies here. But if we did this, we would also miss out on strawberries and red clover. So to be more specific, poison ivy’s middle leaflet has a longer petiole (leaf stalk), and there is a red dot where the three leaflets meet. Every leaf seems to be differently wavy-margined, but usually the bottom leaflets are wavier facing away from the central leaflet.


This vine can run along the ground and even climb up trees with hairy aerial roots, a behavior that is more common in the southern than the northern states. There are times I look up to identify a tree by its leaves and find that the first 15 feet of leaves are actually poison ivy! Please be aware that the vines can cause more irritation than the leaves, and the roots even worse. So be sure there’s no poison ivy within ten feet when you’re digging roots to be on the safe side.


Less common though far more dangerous are the deadly poisonous plants water hemlock and poison hemlock, both in the parsley family (Apiaceae) and not at all related to the hemlock tree, which is a conifer and not poisonous at all. These plants are particularly dangerous because the parsley family has a lot of edibles and medicinals that one might want to harvest. So be extra careful when harvesting parsley family plants with flowers in an umbel like angelica, boarhog, or cow parsnip, to name a few.


Although many people warn about poison sumac, this is actually an uncommon plant. It does cause a much worse rash than poison ivy or poison oak, but most of us are unlikely to encounter it, as it is found only in swampy areas. Most of the common sumacs, on the other hand, grow in meadows and on roadsides and are not poisonous. Poison sumac can be differentiated from other sumacs by its white or yellow berries. All other sumac species have red berries.


A few plants in the lily family with long parallel veins are quite dangerous if misidentified; false hellebore (Veratrum viride) and lily of the valley (Convallaria majuscula) are deadly poisonous and can be mistaken for ramps, a commonly foraged and delicious edible.


Jimson weed (Datura stramonium) doesn’t look like any medicinal in this book, but despite its reputation as a potent psychedelic, it too is deadly poisonous. Some of those who have physically survived ingesting the plant did not necessarily survive mentally, never quite coming back from their trip.


Other poisonous plants are out there, but these are the ones most commonly encountered in the Southeast and therefore most likely to be confused with (or grow near) medicinal plants.


TOOLS OF THE TRADE


Let’s get down to brass tacks: what do you need to bring with you when you harvest? The first thing to think about is taking care of yourself. Wear pants that can get dirty, bring a rain jacket even if there’s no rain in the forecast, and bring sun protection, like a hat and a loose long-sleeved shirt. I always wear long pants to harvest because you never know when there’s going to be poison ivy, wild roses, blackberries, or greenbriers around. Boots will help protect your feet from snakes and stinging insects. Always carry a bandana because you just never know—it can be a sweat band on your forehead, sun protection on your neck, an impromptu basket for carrying berries or mushrooms, a small towel, or a host of other uses, including first aid. And, it may seem obvious, but don’t forget to carry water!


Speaking of insects, it can be helpful to bring insect repellant. Rose geranium essential oil is particularly effective for repelling ticks, as is tucking your shirt into your pants and your pants into your socks. Although chiggers (aka red bugs) aren’t common up in the mountains, they are certainly found in the rest of the Southeast. Rubbing some sulphur powder into your socks, around the bottoms of your pants, and in your waistband can help prevent them from digging in and causing an itch that can last 2–3 weeks. If you do get bitten, then putting a drop of propolis tincture on each bite and letting it dry for a minute can help shorten the intensity and duration of the itching.


As far as actual tools go, the hand tools are going to be your most important and most used tools—specifically, pruners and a soil knife, though you should always have a pocketknife on you too, just in case. Larger tools to have on hand include a digging fork, a nursery or trenching spade, loppers, and a folding saw. And of course you’ll need some bags to put your harvest into.


When it comes to the basics, it’s the hand tools you’ll use the most. Spend the money and get a nice pair of bypass pruners—it might seem extravagant for clipping thin stems of mint or skullcap, but you can also use it to harvest small branches of witch hazel or wild cherry, and for processing tough roots that a knife won’t be able to get through. My pruners are always in a holster on my belt.
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Yours truly, using a digging fork to dig up some tough burdock root.





The next most important tool is a soil knife, or a hori hori if it comes from Japan. Unlike trowels that can break where the digging part attaches to the handle, soil knives are more or less one piece, are flatter so they’re easier to direct, and often come with a cool holster so you can also wear this on your belt. A soil knife can be used for digging down to find taproots or for trailing along a root that’s running laterally. It also has a sharp edge on one side, so if you can’t dig any deeper and the root won’t yank out, you can cut it and run.


As for long-handled tools, I rarely use a wide shovel unless I’m trying to dig a hole. Mostly I use a digging fork on each side of a root to loosen the soil so I can get in there with a soil knife. This looks like a pitch fork, but instead of the many thin tines, a digging fork has a few strong tines that don’t bend so easily.


The shovel that I use is a long thin one sometimes called a nursery or trenching spade. I really only use this when digging roots that grow in fields and meadows, where roots have to compete with grass and other surface plants. Think of dandelion, burdock, or yellow dock: all have strong deep taproots that go straight down. You won’t need a shovel in the woods.


Loppers are like pruners but with a long handle. This is the ideal tool for harvesting branches from trees, but I use it just as often to cut tough, stubborn roots like red root, wild hydrangea, or stone root, preferably with a trusting friend holding the root so both my hands are free to use the handles. Please be careful with these as they could do some serious harm.


When you’re finished for the day, make sure to wash all the dirt off your tools, and wash your pruners with soap and water before drying them right away. Any dirt on there will cause rust. You can get a steel-bristle brush to remove crusted-on mud. Some harvesters also carry with them a length of pipe to help bend back digging fork tines that get bent.


Finally, you need a place to put those plants as you’re harvesting them! I usually use cloth shopping bags, which I seem to keep acquiring. Burlap bags also work great, especially for roots; they are tough and durable, don’t fall apart when wet, and won’t let dirt through. Often, you can find these used at coffee roasters or other bulk suppliers. Paper bags can be useful sometimes, as long as things aren’t too wet, and can also be used to dry herbs. Plastic shopping bags are convenient and compact but will cause the herbs to “sweat” because the moist respiration from the plants can’t escape.
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A soil knife and a nice pair of pruners are the harvester’s best friends.





PROCESSING HERBS


Wildcrafting takes time, and processing takes even more time—more time than you would think. Always plan at least twice as much time to process as to harvest, and three times as much time as you think for both! Each plant has its own challenges: black cohosh is easy to harvest, but it takes a long time to clean its convoluted roots; red root and wild hydrangea are notoriously tough to chop up; and stripping the bark off any harvested limbs can take hours. So remember to always give yourself plenty of time so you don’t cramp your time.


The first step in processing aboveground (aerial) plant parts is to garble them. Lay down butcher paper, packing paper, or newspaper on a table and lay out the herbs a little bit at a time. Pick out any other plants that might have snuck in there while you were harvesting, and pick out any leaves that look diseased or badly bug-eaten. Also pick out the bugs at this point—no one wants a ladybug or (heaven forbid) a stink bug in their finished product.


When processing roots, less garbling is usually needed if you’ve made sure to harvest the right plants in the field, but keep an eye out as you’re processing to be sure another plant’s roots didn’t cross yours and make its way into your harvest bag. Washing and chopping is what really takes the most time with root harvests.


If it’s warm enough, I like to lay my roots down on a tarp outside and use a garden hose to get off the first thick layer of dirt with a gentle spray (too hard a spray might damage the root). Some folks like to put their roots in a steel utility tub and soak them in cold water for a little while to loosen the dirt up a bit before spraying them down. My favorite way is to knock as much dirt as possible back into the hole I dug from, and then wash that next layer off in a creek near where I’ve harvested, allowing the rest of the dirt to stay in that ecosystem. Make sure the creek is big enough that you’re not disturbing salamanders.


Whatever way you do it, leaving most of the dirt outside makes the next step of scrubbing the roots much easier and will mean fewer clogged sinks. Use a natural-bristle vegetable brush and scrub hard enough to get the majority of the dirt off without scratching the root surface. A few specks of dirt aren’t going to harm the tincture, but you definitely don’t want your tincture tasting like dirt!


Once they’re washed, chop each root into half-inch chunks with a sharp knife, like you’re cutting carrots up for a stir fry. A heavy meat cleaver is useful for getting through thick roots and saving some wear and tear on your arms, but sometimes a solid set of pruners are what’s really needed to get through extra-tough roots. For the hardest roots, loppers might be indicated, and I have even used a hatchet to chunk up red root.


It’s a good idea to wear gloves when harvesting potentially toxic roots so that the chemicals don’t absorb through the skin. As far as herbs covered in this book, I’m referring specifically to poke, because I have heard of people getting nausea, diarrhea, and headaches just from processing a lot of its root.


Barks are easy to harvest in abundance with a healthy set of pruners or even better, loppers. But what takes 10 minutes to harvest in the field might take 3 hours to strip. Never ever harvest bark off a living tree—trim off the limbs and then harvest the bark from them. Or if you’re lucky and observant, harvest bark from recently downed limbs or trees.


Barks are best harvested in the spring and early summer when the new bark is slipping, meaning that the new cambium is forming and is not yet firmly attached to the tree. Though bark can be harvested year-round, this is by far the easiest time to process it. It’s also much easier to process bark on the day you harvest; waiting even a day will make your job much harder.


The easiest way to debark a limb is to score a circle with a sharp knife, score another circle maybe 8–12 inches away, then cut a line between these two circles. This is the place your knife is most likely to slip so don’t prop it up on your leg. Next, slide the tip of your knife under that long line and slide it up from one circle to the next. If the bark pops up nicely, then you can use either fingers or a knife to pry off the rest of it, making a nice cylindrical quill of bark. Score another circle up the limb and repeat. This method would, of course, kill a live limb, which is why it’s better to take it off the tree first.


DRYING PLANTS


Plants that are dried well—both completely and quickly—make better medicine and store for longer. Since the Southeast has a humid climate, it’s even more challenging and more important to get this right. The most important things needed to dry any herb are heat and air circulation, and always make sure to avoid direct sun for both drying and for storage.


Roots need to be washed and chopped first, but leaves, flowers, and seeds can be dried whole. All plants should be garbled when fresh and labeled on the drying rack because all dried plant material looks the same. You’ll know that the plant is dry when it snaps instead of bending.


There are many ways to dry plants: maybe the easiest and fastest is a dehydrator set to between 95°F (for delicate parts like flowers) to 105°F (for tougher parts like roots). But most of us start out by just laying out the plants on newspaper or a clean window screen. I emphasize clean and preferably food grade because screens gather a lot of dust. The screen can be set between two pieces of furniture so that there’s at least a foot of space underneath for air circulation.


Another method requires a hanging mesh drying rack, with screens that can be clipped on or taken off as needed, and this is what I’ve been using around my house recently. Some people just put their plants in paper bags and leave them in a hot car, but I worry that it will get too hot.


And then there’s another method for long-stalked plants like nettle or goldenrod: bundle several stalks together with a rubber band, then unfold a paper clip and put one hook through the rubber band and hang the other on a length of twine. If you have an extra room in your house, you can put a fan and a dehumidifier in there and close the door for a few days to make an impromptu drying room.










FROM PLANT TO MEDICINE



Whole books are dedicated to making herbal medicine preparations, but there are only three main techniques home herbalists use: tea preparations (infusions and decoctions), concentrated liquid extracts using either alcohol or glycerin (maceration tinctures or glycerites), and oil extracts for topical applications (infused oils). There are at least a dozen other methods, but start simple and check out the books in the bibliography for more ideas.


MAKING YOUR OWN MEDICINE


Tea versus tincture is a common debate in the herb world, and each has its advantages. People have been using herbal tea as medicine for tens of thousands of years, and it is the most traditional way of taking herbs besides just eating them. Making tea is in itself a calming, healing ritual, and it also happens to be the best method for getting nutrients and minerals out of a plant: hot water extracts all the water-soluble constituents.


Tinctures, on the other hand, are definitely more convenient—you can fit a week’s dose in your pocket. Alcohol and glycerin both powerfully extract the chemistry of the plant and preserve it for years. They can pull out resins and other constituents that don’t dissolve well in water, but they don’t do a good job of extracting protein or minerals. Furthermore, the taste can be off-putting—either the harshness of alcohol or the cloying sweetness of glycerin. Tinctures are best taken in a few ounces of water to dilute that strong flavor.


MAKING TEA


Strictly speaking, “tea” refers to the tea plant (Camellia sinensis), but it also colloquially refers to a technique using water to extract the medicine from plants—yielding either an infusion, which is made by steeping a plant, or a decoction, which is made by simmering.


You don’t need anything fancy to make herbal teas, never mind the overwhelming variety of tea accoutrements on the market—tea connoisseurs would be aghast to see that my canning jar is a stand-in for an actual tea pot! That said, there are two things that have helped my clients ease into making tea for themselves: electric kettles and a French press.


An electric kettle boils water rapidly and shuts off when it reaches the boiling point, so it’s ideal for scattered people who have burned too many pots in the past, get annoyed by a piercing whistle, or are tired of using their saucepan to boil tea water. Be sure to get one that is metal or glass because plastic and hot water don’t mix.


A French press is usually found in the coffee section of most stores, but it’s also a very effective way to brew bulk tea. To use a French press for tea, just toss the herbs in the carafe, pour the hot water over them, and put the lid on, leaving the plunger up. When it is time to pour the tea, just push slowly down on the plunger, which pushes a screen down over the brewing herbs, forcing them to the bottom of the carafe. Now you can pour your tea just like from a tea pot! Personally, I’m low-tech and just pour herbs and boiling water into a canning jar, close the lid loosely, wait and then pour through a strainer into my cup.


A French press is perfect for a hot infusion, a method used to extract leaves, flowers, and aromatic roots. It is similar to how we think of “real” tea being made—dried plant material is put into a cup and boiling water is poured over. But there are three things going on here that make this a more medicinal brew and not your average cup of tea: more plant matter is used, it is steeped for longer, and it is covered while steeping.


To make an infusion, use 1 ounce by weight of herb to 16 ounces by volume of just-boiled water poured over the herb, cover, and let steep for 10–15 minutes. Since not everybody has a scale in their kitchen, that’s around 2 teaspoons to a tablespoon of loose herb to every cup of water, adjusting if the herbs are lighter or denser than average.


Then there are long infusions, following the same basic process but letting the herbs steep for 4–8 hours. This is great for mineral-rich herbs like nettle, but steeping peppermint (Mentha ×piperita, for example) this long will make a bitter and astringent tea, so know which herbs do better with this process. All infusions are good for about 24 hours if refrigerated.


And finally, a simmered tea is called a decoction. This method is best for roots and barks—plant material that is tougher to extract. To make a decoction, place an ounce of dried root into a quart of room-temperature water. Bring the water to a light boil, and then gently simmer for 20 minutes. Take it off the heat and strain. This tea will be good for up to 3 days if refrigerated, and one cup at a time can be reheated before drinking.


MAKING TINCTURES AND GLYCERITES


Tinctures and glycerites are both made using the same method, with the only difference being alcohol vs. glycerin; both may also be referred to as macerations because the herb sits and macerates in the fluid for 2–4 weeks. Though one can dive into details and get complex, the basic process is simple: put plants in a jar and cover them with liquid, let sit for a while, then strain. If you ever get overwhelmed by the following information, just remember that the basics are that easy.


Whenever you make an extract, the liquid you use is called a menstruum, whether that’s alcohol or glycerin in a maceration, water to make a tea, or vinegar to make an acetic extract. We sometimes combine these to make a specific menstruum. For example, when you see a percentage of alcohol or glycerin in a formula, that means the rest is assumed to be water that was mixed in to give the desired ratio. If you read that an herb is best extracted in 75% alcohol that means your menstruum is going to be 75% pure alcohol and 25% water. Keep in mind that most of the alcohol you buy is already part water, so you would need to buy a 150-proof spirit to achieve a 75% alcohol menstruum.


The easiest way to get the percentage correct is to start with the highest-proof alcohol you can get and dilute it down from there. The highest that is shelf-stable is 95% alcohol (190 proof), but the liquor store in your state might not sell anything higher than 150. It is often cheaper and better quality to order from a bulk distiller and have it shipped. If not, don’t get discouraged; 150-proof, or even 100-proof in some cases, will do just fine.


The next thing you’ll see in directions for macerations is a specific weight to volume ratio, meaning weight of the herb to volume of the menstruum. So if you read that you should make black cohosh tincture at 1:2, that means for every 1 ounce by weight of root you should use 2 fluid ounces of menstruum. The same goes for metric, where for every 1 gram by weight you would use 2 milliliters of menstruum. With me so far? Let’s put this into practice looking at fresh and dried herbs.


The typical ratio for fresh herbs is 1:2 and for most dried herbs it’s 1:5. The reason for the difference is that fresh herbs have a lot of water weight in them, so you don’t need to add as much fluid. To get a proper 1:2 ratio you really need to pack the herbs in tightly, even getting something to tamp them down with. The easiest way to get it all to fit is to find the exact right-size jar; for now, a half pint or a pint canning jar will be about the right size. When you are first making tinctures it’s easy to make more than you’ll ever use, so start with these sizes at first.


Sometimes it’s challenging to get all the herb covered by liquid, so make sure to pack the herb tightly and pour the menstruum on slowly to allow time for air bubbles to come up; you may even want to poke it around with a chopstick. And if all else fails and the liquid is still not covering the herb, you can just add a bit more to make sure it’s covered. And even if a bit is sticking up, it will get washed with antiseptic alcohol when you shake it.


OK, now we have our ratio all set. What should our menstruum be? For fresh herbs I typically use straight 95% alcohol, like cane or grain alcohol, or 100% glycerin. This is because there is already water in the plants, so the final product has the plant water in it, which means it will be a lower alcohol concentration than you started off with. (The alcohol is basically dehydrating the plant material through osmosis, and when the water gets sucked out, all those beautiful chemicals do too!)


For dry plants, the alcohol percentage can be anywhere from 25% to 95% depending upon whether you are trying to extract more alcohol-soluble or more water-soluble constituents. This book will let you know what percentage to use for each plant, but an easy default is to do 50% alcohol or 50% glycerin, because then you can extract both the alcohol- or glycerin-soluble constituents and the water-soluble ones.
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Herbalist Anna Claire Lotti is working hard and using a sauerkraut pounder to pack all that St. John’s wort herb into the tincture.





After all this, the actual process of making the tincture is remarkably easy. Just weigh out the herb, stuff it into a canning jar—I’m a big fan of canning jars cause the lids are super tight—and then cover it with the correct amount of menstruum. Always blend the different parts of a menstruum (water and alcohol, for example) first before pouring it over the herb.


Let this sit for at least 2 weeks (though there is a tradition of letting it sit for a month to get a whole lunar cycle) and strain it out. Cheesecloth is the easiest way to strain tinctures and can easily be wrung out to get the most out of your plant material. You can also use a heavy-duty potato ricer, which looks like a giant garlic press, to press out any remaining liquid from the marc (leftover spent herb). Or if you want to get really fancy, there are tincture presses available online that use hydraulic jacks or the equivalent to physically press the herb and get every last drop out of the plants you’ve harvested. If you start making a lot of tinctures, the cost is definitely worth it in the end.


Most importantly, label your tincture. It might seem obvious what is in the jar at the time, but please do yourself a favor and label every bottle every single time. You won’t regret it. On the label, put the common name and scientific name of the plant, the part(s) used, whether it was fresh or dried, where you got it from, when you made the medicine, and any other details you want to add. It can be fun and rewarding to notice when different locations or times of year make a difference in the strength of your final product.


And there’s your tincture! Store it in a cool, dark place where it won’t get exposed to sunlight, and it should last 5–10 years, or maybe even longer.


INFUSING OILS


Infused oils are made much the same way a tincture is made: by soaking the herb in a fixed oil for a certain period of time. These are very different from essential oils, where a more complex distillation process extracts just the volatile oils from the plants. Infused oils are easier to make at home and are only used topically, not internally. You can use many types of fixed oils, but the most commonly used these days is extra-virgin olive oil. You can also use raw sesame oil for a penetrating and warming muscle rub, almond oil for a massage oil, etc. Back in the old days, most infused oils were made with lard, probably because that’s what was available on a homestead.


I don’t typically use a certain ratio with oils, and I never add water. In fact, it’s best to harvest plants for oil when it hasn’t rained in a day or two and the dew has dried off the plant. Water and oil don’t mix and can lead to stinky fermentation, so some folks will make oils only with dried plants; but I like the feeling of fresh plant oils, so I just let my plants wilt for 12–24 hours to lose some water weight before infusing.


There are two basic ways to make an infused oil: the time method and the heat method. The time method is just like making a tincture, in that the herbs are stuffed into a jar and the menstruum is poured over; and in this case, the oil is poured on until it is covering the herb. You might need to poke around with a chopstick or a butter knife to get the oil in there and the air out, as it is so much thicker than water or alcohol. Cover the jar tightly and let it sit for 2–4 weeks before straining. Don’t use a press with an oil because it can also press out the water that was in the fresh herb.


In the heat method, the process is hurried along by warming the oil. This has the advantage of making an infused oil more quickly with much less chance of fermentation. The downside is that if the oil gets too hot, then it changes consistency and you’ll have deep-fried plantain chips instead of infused medicinal oil. In general, you don’t want to heat oil over 120°F when making this medicine, though some books say you can go as high as 140°F.


One way to do this is to set an oven on the lowest temperature possible and keep it around 120°F by turning it on and off, and opening and closing the oven door for a period of about 12 hours. Other methods include a double boiler, hot water bath, bain-marie, crock pot on its lowest setting, yogurt maker, sous vide cooker, or even an electric turkey roaster. Any of these methods will allow you to monitor and maintain a more consistent temperature than the low-tech oven technique. These can also be done for 12 hours or at a lower temperature for a longer time, up to a few days.


When you’re finished and the herb is fairly dead-looking, strain out the marc and keep the oil. Let it sit for a few days, and when there’s a layer of water and debris at the bottom of the jar, decant it off and either dispose of that layer or use it within a week. Keep the rest of the oil in a closed container in a cool, dark place. Refrigeration is not necessary.



EXTRACTING MUSHROOMS



There’s a trick to extracting mushrooms because many mushrooms have both water- and alcohol-soluble components. This two-step extraction process gets out both by making a strong decoction, then that decoction is used as the water portion of the menstruum to make a 1:5 tincture (weight to volume) at 25% alcohol.


If the mushrooms are tough (like reishi), it’s best to chop them up into chunks when fresh, then dry. Weigh the dried mushrooms, then put them in a good amount of water and decoct for 2–4 hours. Strain—but retain the mushroom—then check the volume of tea.


The volume you want is 75% of the volume of your finished tincture. So multiply the weight of the dried mushroom you started out with × 5 to get the total tincture volume. Divide this by ¾, and that’s the final volume of your decoction.


If the volume is still too high after boiling, you can then put the tea back on low heat with the lid off to evaporate some water and to concentrate the water extract. This might take a few hours, so leave your windows open as the scent can be strong. When you reach the right amount of fluid, turn off heat and let cool. Be careful not to scorch the concentrated decoction.


Once close to room temperature, add 1 part pure alcohol (95%) to every 3 parts decoction so that final alcohol content is just about 24%, and you now have a preserved decoction. Since most medicinal mushrooms were traditionally used as decoctions, you can call it good here, or instead of adding alcohol you could just freeze the concentrated tea in ice cube trays and then pop those containers when frozen. Then just drop an ice cube in hot water to make instant mushroom tea.
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