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Burdock root can be used as a metabolic tonic and a nourishing food.
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To the glaciers—
Thank you for creating the Great Lakes,
a special place I call home.
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GROWING AN HERBALIST


If the earth needs an herbalist, it will grow one.


— jim mcdonald, Great Lakes herbalist, 2010


I first turned to the plants for guidance at the age of 30. Although I’d always been a plant person, I’d been working against nature’s cycles and against my own. I was worn out, tired from the cultural stress that I was carrying from running an NGO, being a mom to two small kids, and being a good wife.


A gardener, I was even too tired to plant seeds in the springtime or clear away the winter’s debris. “Maybe you shouldn’t clear away the debris or plant anything this year,” a wise farmer friend told me. “Maybe you should just listen to the plants and see what they have to say.”


This was the beginning of my practice as an herbalist. I sat down and began to listen to the plants. I let my garden go fallow and watched the land take over in the way that it knows how to do.


My interests in gardening slowly transformed into working nearly entirely with wild plants. I noticed the weeds growing between the cultivated plants and between the cracks in the sidewalk. I wondered about their resilience and their potential healing powers. I learned their names and how they tasted, smelled, and felt in my fingers.


Burdock called to me from the ditches of my friend’s farm. Burdock would become the first plant I’d work with as an herbal medicine. And my apothecary grew, as did a need for my teachings in my community.


I was called to be a teacher in 2010 by my own teacher, Jim McDonald. “Lisa Rose, if it looks like a duck and quacks like a duck, it’s a duck,” said Jim. “You work with wild plants. You make plant medicines. You share them with others. You, in fact, are an herbalist.”
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Wildcrafting elderflowers.


From that point forward, I opened my gardens and apothecary to my community. Jim and others sent clients my way for my practice. I was scared that I didn’t know enough. But instead of being stuck in that rut, I stepped forward to teach what I knew. Since that time, I’ve never really looked back. And with an insatiable curiosity, I’ve never stopped being a student of the plants.


You will find that this book is filled with nuggets of learning that I’ve acquired across a delicious and healing journey with the plants. It’s what I know. Ten years from now, I hope to know more, layered upon this foundation.


In your herbal journey, I encourage you to start with what you know. Go outside and listen to the plants. Touch, taste, smell, and repeat. Get to know the plants on an intimate level. And share this love with everyone you know.


You are an herbalist, and the earth needs you.
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Start with what you know. Go outside and listen to the plants. Touch, taste, smell, and repeat. Get to know the plants on an intimate level.





WILDCRAFTING BASICS



Imagine this at the end of your harvest season: your own herbal apothecary, filled with local plants and herbs that you can turn to as you feel a cold coming on or notice a stomach upset after an indulgent meal. There is nothing more gratifying than to know that you can keep yourself and your family healthy throughout the year with the plant-based medicines you’ve created from the wild plants you’ve gathered, or wildcrafted, from the fields, hedgerows, and woodlands around you.


For many, an herbal apothecary evokes images of shelves full of bottles and jars filled with mysterious herbs and herbal formulas from exotic plants. But to create an herbal apothecary that your family can turn to for basic ills and chills, you don’t need to include exotic or mysterious plants. In fact, as you realize that you can incorporate local plants and herbs into your natural wellness routines, you can begin to create a personal apothecary using plants that grow just outside your front stoop.


All you need to do is pay attention to the plants growing around you. This will help you connect to the land and nature itself—even as you’re engulfed by our manic, developed world. Eating wild foods and using plant medicines created from the fruits of the earth will bind you to a place—its rivers, animals, smells, sights, and sounds. Ingesting these fruits makes a place literally a part of you, so that the land and its story become your story—a story of the earth, people, politics, and infrastructure all bound together by an invisible red thread. It is healing, this wild medicine.
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Monarda fistulosa, wild bergamot, is often incorporated into landscape designs and is a useful medicine.


As herbalists, we are land stewards. Working with wild plants requires that we understand not just their botany, but their abundance and impact in our bioregion. We should know whether a plant is endangered (and should not be wildcrafted) or invasive (which can be the best to wildcraft from a sustainability standpoint). We should know how to wildcraft a plant in the most careful way so that it can continue to reproduce for future harvests and enjoyment.


Know and pay attention to the bounty (or lack thereof) that’s around you. This information should guide you first and foremost in your wildcrafting. Get to know the various habitats that surround you. Plant populations vary in each habitat, from hardwood deciduous forests, to wetlands, to urban lots. Over time, you will know intimately the microclimates and plant life in your area, including which plants might be threatened or limited in amount.


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK ON YOUR JOURNEY


Use this book to hone your skills as both a wildcrafter and medicine-maker. Both new and experienced herbalists will find this guide to be a useful addition to their medicine-making toolkits. Those who are simply interested in greening up their kitchens and medicine kits will also find plenty of information about exploring a hyperlocal source for plant-based remedies for everyday wellness needs.


Within each plant profile in the book, I discuss how to harvest the plants safely to avoid negatively impacting the plant population. Remember to do no harm, and leave the places in which you harvest better than when you found them.





Know Thy Plants: Safe and Respectful Harvesting


It is wise, for a multitude of reasons, to identify the plants correctly before you do any handling, wildcrafting, or tasting. Do not harvest a plant unless you are sure you can identify it correctly. Harvesting a plant without knowing what you have is disrespectful of both the plant and you: you can get seriously ill from wildcrafting and ingesting the wrong plant. Safety first: poisoning is both possible and a serious health risk. Don’t try to cheat your way through plant identification. If you think a plant might be safe, do not harvest or eat it until you know it is safe. It’s easy, and a bad idea, to skip over the details and make a plant fit a description even if some details don’t match perfectly.





Your Herbal Harvest


This book provides descriptions of 109 medicinal plants that grow and can be harvested in the Midwest. It guides you through the seasons to help you identify plants to use for medicine-making, including when and how to wildcraft and prepare them.


In each plant profile, you will learn how to identify the plant; where, when, and how to wildcraft it; how it can be used as medicine; and why its medicinal action is helpful for optimal health. Each profile also includes suggestions regarding how to prepare and use the plant and its part as herbal medicine.


Wild and weedy plants are resilient and tolerate tough growing conditions. Invasive weeds make up most of the herbs in my herbal apothecary, and I include many of my favorites in this book. In addition to the weeds, many medicinal plants, such as echinacea and wild bergamot, can be incorporated beautifully into any landscape design.


I encourage you to give up your lawn and allow that space to “rewild” itself into lush ecosystems filled with wild plants that you can use in your apothecary. Plant profiles make special mention of whether a plant is suited to an edible landscape or permaculture landscape plan. This will help you be mindful of the sustainability of plant populations so the land can continue to nourish us for years to come.


Safety is always at the fore when preparing and consuming wild plants. The plants included in this guide for use as medicinal remedies are the plants I use in my family’s apothecary and with my community in my herbal practice. Any need for caution or other concerns in harvesting or using a plant are mentioned at the end of each profile. And remember that you must always be certain in your identification.


In addition, with introducing any new plant-based food to your body, you should do so with proper care to eliminate the potential for adverse reactions. Not all plants are a match for all people. It is your responsibility to learn more about individual plants and how they work with your needs and your body.


Tasting and smelling your freshly harvested herbs will set you on your way to understanding how plants can be used in times of illness and as part of your regular diet. Notice and compare how dry herbs and fresh plants taste fresh and in tea. You will learn ways to prepare the herbs to suit your tastes and medicinal needs. As you continue along your herbal harvest journey, experiment with single herbs or try blending them.


To hone your herbalism skills, seek out a multitude of resources. Near the end of the book are recommendations on good sources of information, herbal remedies, and plants.


What Regions Are Included


Those living across the Midwestern states, including Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Kansas, Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, Nebraska, North Dakota, Ohio, South Dakota, and Wisconsin, will find this book helpful. Canadians in the immediate region of Ontario will also find relevant information here.


The included plants grow across most of the Midwest’s ecologically diverse bioregions, from the prairies, to the woodlands, to the dunes habitats on the shores of the Great Lakes. With a focus on safety, prudence, and biodiversity, this book will help you identify areas that are safe and suitable for wildcrafting.


INTO THE WILD


As an herbalist, I am frequently asked, “What’s growing outside now that I can wildcraft? How do I know which plants can be used medicinally?”


The best way to determine which plants to wildcraft is to pay attention to the plants that grow around you. You can rely on these wild plants for medicine. Step right outside your door to start learning. With a field guide, sketchbook, and perhaps a camera in hand, you can document the plants that you see.


Create your own map of your area, and check Google Maps, taking note of the significant natural structures in the landscape, such as lakes, streams, and forests, and manmade constructs, such as highways, factories, buildings, and the like. Use this map as a tool, taking it along on regular walks. Bring a friend, your kids, or a neighbor, and talk about what you notice.


As you notice plants, add them to your map. Take photos of the plants to remember their physical characteristics, or use colored pencils and paper to sketch discoveries along your route. Take plant cuttings if you need to. Make note of the weather, time of day, and time of year. You don’t need to get caught up in learning plant names at first. Collect your photos, drawings, and cuttings and start your identification process using them for reference.


Do all of this before you wildcraft any plants.


Get Permission First


If you want to wildcraft any plants in areas beyond your own property, remember that laws protect privately owned property and public areas such as parks from unauthorized wildcrafting and trespassing. Poaching, the illegal taking of wild plants or animals, is a serious problem, so get the appropriate permissions to enter and wildcraft in an area before you go there. On private property, ask the owner to go along with you—you might even make a new friend!


People in many cultures and native traditions who work with wild plants also reverently ask the plant for permission to harvest it. If you do this with a sense of respect and gratitude, there is always an answer from the plant. We can choose to ask and listen.


Gear for the Field


As a wildcrafter, you need the appropriate tools to help you comfortably and successfully gather wild plants and get them back to the kitchen for cleaning and preservation. Your toolkit will vary depending on the plants you want to harvest. Some of the plant profiles in this book note specific tools you may need for the harvest, but in general, any wildcrafting kit should contain several items.


Hand tools Digging forks, small hand trowel, loppers, hori, kitchen shears, pruners, handsaw, and leather gloves


Specialty tools Nut gatherer (a rolling tool used to pick up nuts), nutcracker, and tweezers


Containers Berry baskets, shallow trays, buckets, burlap sacks, cotton market bags of various sizes, and paper lunch sacks for smaller harvests


Botanical identification materials Plant identification books, camera, sketch pad, hand loupe, ruler, scissors, and small plastic or paper bags for gathering samples of plants to identify at your desk


Clothing Techware outdoor wear or other lightweight clothing, shoes, socks, long pants to tuck into socks


Bug spray Herbal bug spray you create yourself







BASIC LEAF ARRANGEMENTS AND SHAPES



Botanical nomenclature can be somewhat intimidating. The language used in this book is intended to be functional and accessible to avoid too much technical botanical terminology.


After you have spent time observing plants, you will be able to identify key botanical features such as leaves, reproductive parts, and flowers more easily. For starters, knowing and using the appropriate botanical language to identify a few leaf arrangements and shapes can help in your identification. Seek out additional botanical resources at the end of the book to expand your knowledge.




ALTERNATE
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The leaves of Solomon’s seal grow in an alternate pattern along the stem.







COMPOUND WITH LEAFLETS


[image: Images]


Angelica has compound leaves, each comprising several leaflets.







BASAL ROSETTE
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The leaves of the mullein form a basal rosette.







TOOTHED, LANCE-SHAPED
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Spearmint leaves are toothed and lance-shaped.







OPPOSITE
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Motherwort leaves are arranged oppositely along the square stem.







WHORLED
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Joe Pye weed leaves grow in a circular whorled pattern up the stem.









CONTAMINATION: NOT ALL SOILS AND PLANTS ARE EQUAL



As a city-dweller, I take soil contamination seriously. The soils in urban areas, particularly, can contain excess lead or other pollutants that can be absorbed by plant roots. Using contaminated water for irrigation can also affect concentrations of contaminants in the plants.


Home gardeners can have their garden soils tested before planting, but most herbalists wildcrafting plants won’t be soil testing in areas where they are collecting and harvesting. To help ensure that you avoid wildcrafting in contaminated areas, know the history of the land where you want to wildcraft and what possible contaminants may be present. Ask the landowner and neighbors, and/or study public records, to determine whether contamination has been identified in the soils or whether potential contaminating factors, such as gas stations or railway yards, have existed there or nearby. If you are uncertain of the area’s use history, consider finding a different wildcrafting location.


Before wildcrafting in an area, carefully consider a variety of factors that could affect the quality and consumability of the plants.


Suburban pollution Excess residual herbicides and pesticides may be present in lawns, golf courses, roadsides, and corporate landscapes. Lead-based paint chips from older home and building exteriors can also accumulate in and contaminate the soil.


Urban pollution Heavy metals such as lead, arsenic, and other industrial pollutants may be present in areas that were once heavily industrialized, such as current brownfields (zones of heavily polluted areas, as designated by the Environmental Protection Agency or Canadian Department of the Environment); old refuse and landfill sites; railroad tracks (arsenic) and roundhouse areas; highways; and old gas station sites.
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Red clover grows in an abandoned industrial lot in Detroit. Because of the likelihood of heavy metal contaminants (potentially lead) in the soil, I would avoid collecting these plants in urban lots, where they can absorb minerals and heavy metals from contaminated soil.
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Avoid harvesting along railroad tracks, because surrounding soils may contain arsenic and creosote, which can be absorbed by plants.


Agricultural pollution Rural soils can contain as many contaminants as urban soils. Farms can be sources of excess nitrates, fertilizers, and manure runoff. The presence of manure adds a possible source of watershed contamination such as E. coli and Salmonella. This is particularly important when you are considering plants that grow in wetlands or in a riverbed that is downstream from a farm or feedlot.


Corporate pollution Pharmaceutical companies, manufacturing complexes, the furniture industry, and paint companies are all potential environmental polluters, especially with regard to heavy metals.


Municipal pollution At water treatment facilities, sewage overflow can contribute to E. coli and Salmonella loads in surrounding soils and waterways. Power facilities may dump residual by-products (including gray water) into nearby waterways.


Public easement pollution Herbicides are often used on easements to kill plants and maintain clear access to power lines and other municipal services. The public is not usually notified when these easements are treated; it may be easy to spot herbicidal treatment areas, however, because they are often brown and appear to have been burned.
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Herbicides are often used on easements to maintain clear access to power lines and other municipal services.


Roadway pollution In winter, icy roads are often treated with a salt or bromide solution, and increasingly popular is the use of fracking wastewater as a deicer. These chemicals may be absorbed by surrounding plant material, which appears burned and dead during the growing season.


Irrigated land pollution Gray water used in irrigation can be contaminated with waterborne bacteria. Washing plants in water cannot eliminate all pathogens, such as E. coli and Salmonella.
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Know which way the water flows. Gray irrigation water from wastewater treatment plants can be contaminated with waterborne pathogens such as E. coli and Salmonella.





Heavy Metal Contamination of Plants


Any plant that we eat for its mineral content (such as dock, lamb’s quarters, and nettle) can take up and synthesize heavy metals, such as lead, from the soil. Because dock roots take up and store iron, for example, the plant may be predisposed to absorb other minerals that may be unhealthy in quantity to the human body, such as lead or arsenic. If curly or yellow dock grows in an area where commercial manufacturing has occurred, it can contain contaminants drawn from the soil and should be avoided.


Not all plants and plant parts absorb contaminants in the same way. Seeds of dock may have a different concentration of lead than roots, for example, because the roots are in direct contact with the soil and any contaminants contained within it. There is no rule of thumb that indicates whether a plant is safe or unsafe, but knowing how a plant can be affected by soil contaminants helps you know what is possible for the plant and what you should be looking for as you wildcraft.


If there is ever any question or doubt as to potential contamination, move along and do not gather the plant.





THE HERBALIST’S APOTHECARY


You may find that you like wildcrafting and working with plants so much that you will want to delve into making herbal teas, salves, infused oils, and tinctures. You will discover that it is truly satisfying to begin to rely on the natural world for wellness and to connect to a tradition of herbal healing and reliance on plants that is as old as human history.


The Well-Stocked Pantry


When you return home with your harvest in hand, you’ll need a well-stocked pantry to process your harvest into plant medicines. Being prepared will ensure that your hard efforts in the field won’t spoil on the counter waiting to be processed and preserved. Have the right pantry staples on hand to help keep your bounty fresh. Raw honey, for example, is a prime staple in my own pantry for helping preserve my wild harvests.


It’s also in every herbalist’s interest to keep costs low in acquiring and replenishing medicine-making tools. You can procure second-hand equipment such as funnels, ladles, measuring cups, and jars (new lids are required with each new batch of preserves). Resale shops, garage and estate sales, and even grandmas’ kitchens are great sources of gadgets to help round out your preservation kit.


A well-stocked preservation pantry should include a number of staples:


• apothecary bottles, various sizes


• canners, pans, teakettle


• canning jars with new sealing lids


• dehydrator


• drying screens


• funnels


• grinder, mortar and pestle


• homebrew supplies such as carboys (large jugs), buckets, siphons, thermometer, yeasts


• liquors such as grape liquors, mead, mescal, tequila, vodka, wine


• olive oil


• paper bags


• raw honey


• salts such as pickling salt, rock salt, sea salt


• sugar


• tongs, ladles, spoons


• twine


• vinegars


Cleaning and Storing Plant Material


Before they are used or dried, all plant parts should be thoroughly and carefully cleaned to remove debris, dust, soil, and insects. To dry plant material after cleaning, place individual flowers, leaves, stems, or root pieces on screens in a dry location, or use a dehydrator. Bundle larger plant stalks and hang them to dry in a well-ventilated, dry location.


Harvest the plants after the morning dew has evaporated to reduce the amount of water on the materials, and make sure that the plant material is fully dry before you store it in clean glass jars. Any moisture in the material will mold in the jar and cannot be used.


In addition, always label and date the jars in which you store your herbal harvests. Dried aromatic plant materials can usually be kept for use for a year or, sometimes, two years. To test the vitality of stored plant materials, crumble them between your fingers. If they are still aromatic, they are still usable and viable.


Plants and herbs can sometimes be stored in the refrigerator or freezer as well. This option, when appropriate for particular plants or plant parts, is indicated in specific plant profiles.
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Delicate violet flowers dry on screens for tea. Drying screens are useful for drying flowers, leaves, and stalks for teas.




Preserving Food Safely


Before any food preservation begins, you’ll need a basic working knowledge of food safety, handling, and processing. The US Department of Agriculture offers a free online resource with a complete index on canning and processing at the National Center for Home Food Preservation (nchfp.uga.edu). You will find lots of good information about setting up your kitchen for proper food handling and safely processing food and herbs.






MAKING PLANT MEDICINES



You can use fresh or dry plant material to create infusions, decoctions, teas, tinctures, oils, salves, and other medicines. But medicinal plants can be used many other ways. Two of the easiest herbal preparations to create are infusions and decoctions. Both can be used in teas or for external washes, or they can be poured into the bath. Boil them on the stove for a steam inhalation, or crush them and use them topically on the skin. There are so many ways to use plants! Consider the plants as your paints and the kitchen as your studio.


Infusions and Decoctions


For each herbal tea preparation in the book, I include whether an infusion or a decoction is best. The plant parts listed at the beginning of each plant profile should be used in the preparations unless others are specified.


An infusion involves steeping, or infusing, herbs in hot (hot infusion) or cold (cold infusion) water for a period of time. The preference for hot or cold water is herb-dependent and also dependent on what medicinal action is preferred. Infusions and decoctions can be consumed as tea, used topically as a wash, or used in a compress by soaking fabric or cotton balls in the infusion, squeezing out the excess moisture, and applying the material directly to the affected area.
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Plant petals, leaves, and other parts can be extracted in vinegars to make mineral-dense plant extracts. Here, rose petals are extracted in vinegar for a soothing skin spray.


COLD INFUSION


To make a cold infusion, use about 1 ounce of herbs and 32 ounces of water. Place the herbs in a tea ball or muslin bag in a glass or ceramic container. After one or two days, squeeze the bag of herbs into the water and add more water if necessary, depending on your taste preference.


You can also make a cold infusion similar to how to you would make sun tea. Place the water and herbs outside in the sun and allow them to infuse for a day or two, until the tea reaches the strength you prefer.


HOT INFUSION


Many herbs are easily infused in hot water for a few minutes in a tea ball in a cup or in a teapot or French press, and then poured into a cup to be enjoyed as a tea or wash. Hot water temperatures can extract more nutrients and other properties from the plant tissues. The amount of herbs and water depends on your preference with regard to the strength of the infusion.


DECOCTIONS


A decoction is a longer steep of the herbs in water, usually while over heat, and generally for 20 minutes or more. A decoction is best used to extract minerals from plant material. A decoction is simple to prepare: add the water and plant materials and simmer for 20–30 minutes.





Alcohol in the Herbal Apothecary


Alcohol in varying strengths is a convenient and effective menstruum for making plant-based medicine.


When working with people in my herbalism practice (even friends and family), I am cautious in asking if they are comfortable with using herbal preparations that contain alcohol. Some folks do not want to use alcohol in their home apothecary for a variety of reasons—such as religious beliefs or recovery issues.


For each plant in the book, I mention the preferred way to prepare it as a tincture. I also indicate whether it is possible to prepare an alcohol-free plant medicine, such as a tea, poultice, oil infusion, or other type of formulation.





Tinctures


Tinctures are liquid plant essences usually extracted in a base of alcohol. Start with either fresh or dry plant material along with a liquid solvent (called menstruum in herbal medicine)—often vodka or brandy. A high-proof grain alcohol, mead, wine, or vinegar can also be used, depending on the desired final product.
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Tinctures are a staple of an herbalist’s apothecary and a portable way to preserve plants as medicines.


In selecting your menstruum, remember that high-proof alcohol will best extract plant resins, and vinegars will best extract plant minerals. In most cases for the home herbalist, using an affordable 50-percent alcohol (100-proof) vodka is perfectly acceptable to make common herbal tinctures.


To make a tincture, start by breaking down the plant material you want to tincture—for example, chop roots, cut up leafy plants, grind aromatic seeds, or crush berries. Then pack the plant material into a canning jar to 50 percent of its volume if the material is fresh or 25 percent if the material is dry.


Completely submerge the material and top off the jar with your chosen menstruum. To prevent unwanted spoilage, stir the plant material and menstruum to ensure that all the air bubbles escape. Cover, shake, and store the container in a dark place for a few weeks to allow full extraction of the plant’s constituents.


Strain the finished extract into bottles. Alcohol-based plant extracts have a shelf life of three or more years if they are stored in a cool, dark place.


Infused Honey


Honey is a culinary staple that should be used frequently in place of refined, processed sugars (its glycemic index is about half that of white sugar). Local, raw honey is a truly pure medicine made by honey bees from plants and flowers that grow around us.


One of my favorite preparations of honey in both my kitchen and apothecary is to infuse it with local herbs. Using straight honey to soothe a cough or cold is easy and beneficial, but there is nothing more divine that spooning out raw honey that has been infused with beautiful herbs and flowers for several weeks. The flowers and plants impart not only their heavenly aromas, but their medicinal properties as well.
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Every kitchen and home apothecary should never be without a jar of locally sourced, raw honey.


Infusing honey is a simple process. Gather leaves and flowers and add them to a jar. Then cover the herbs with honey and let the mixture infuse for several weeks in a cool, dark place, occasionally turning the jar upside down to blend the mixture. When you are ready to use the infused honey, strain out the herbs or let them remain—it’s up to you.


Herbs that work well in infused honey include spotted bee balm, blue vervain, chamomile, elderflower, the invasive (and loved by me) honeysuckle, jasmine, lavender, lovage, mint, rose, and wild bergamot—but these are just a few of the possibilities. Onion and garlic are also great choices that make an excellent base for cough and cold syrups. I prefer to use fresh plant materials in season, but packaged organic herbs from the market or dried plant material can also be used.





The Local Honey Pot


Sourcing local honey, like sourcing local food, is a good way to connect producers to consumers in your area and helps support beekeepers (and honey bees) in your community. It is easier than ever to find raw honey from a local beekeeper: visit a farmers’ market or go online to LocalHarvest.org to find a supplier nearby. Honey that comes from local bees is created with the help of plants immediate to your growing area, which can help support your immune system, especially with regard to plant allergies.


Raw honey that hasn’t been heat pasteurized (most commercially sold honey is pasteurized) also contains beneficial enzymes and is usually unfiltered. This means it can have a bigger (and better, in my opinion) aroma and flavor profile representative of the local flora. Local raw honey reflects the natural terroir (the particular qualities of the growing area) and has higher medicinal impact.


Because of the global food trade and economy, much of the commercial honey available at the supermarket comes from Brazil, China, and other faraway places. Large honey producers often blend batches from various regions. And, worse yet, some commercial honey is actually mixed with high fructose corn syrup, so it’s not even real honey!





Because honey has antimicrobial and preservative qualities, the plant material in the infusion will not rot during the infusing process. There is a chance, however, that the herbs and honey will begin to ferment—which will be apparent if the mixture produces carbon dioxide and causes the lid to bulge—or worse, explode off the jar. In this case, you are well on your way to making mead. Contact a local brew shop for support on how to create this fine fermented concoction.


Add infused honey to herbal teas or eat it regularly to help support the body’s immune responses to illness. Note, however, that eating honey is not a replacement for foundational immune strengthening: remember that diet, exercise, stress reduction, and sleep are core elements to staying healthy.


Other uses for infused honey include herbal truffles and slippery elm pastilles (lozenges). Create these wonderful honey-based preparations in large batches and then refrigerate them to have on hand to soothe a sore throat or stomachache. Using infused honey can make these creations especially delicious.


Infused honey can also serve as a base for herbal elixirs. I use it to make a delicious elderberry elixir. It offers not only the medicinal power of the plants and honey, but a nice flavor profile to this important apothecary staple.


Additionally, both plain and herb-infused raw honey can be used topically in wound and burn healing. Its antimicrobial and antibacterial properties can support skin- and membrane-healing processes. It can also help fight stubborn antibiotic-resistant infections caused by staph bacteria.


Infused Oils


Infused oils are made of herbs whose essences are infused into an oil base. They can be used topically or mixed with beeswax to create salves. (Note that oil-based preparations should not be applied to open wounds.) Infused oils can be made from fresh or dry plant material by heating or by letting the infusion sit in a sunny spot so that the plant’s essences can transfer into the oil.
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Jars filled with infused oil.


If you are working with fresh plants, it is important that you infuse the oils long enough with a consistent heat source to ensure that any potential moisture in the fresh plant material is evaporated to avoid the oil becoming rancid or spoiled.


The solar infusion technique uses the sun to prepare herbs. Place the herbs and oil in a sunny spot for several weeks until the infusion is complete. This is a good method if you live in an area with regular, consistent sun availability. Because I live in an area with inconsistent sunlight, I set up my slow-cooker to use as a bain-marie (or water bath). The warm water helps extract the herbal essences into the oil, evaporate moisture from fresh plant materials, and mitigate the heat from the coil in the unit.


To make an herbal oil infusion in a slow-cooker, you’ll need jars, herbs, and oil. Fill the jars with plant material and cover with oil. Then place the jars in the water-filled cooker, covered with cheesecloth. Set the cooker on warm. The oil in the jars should reach about 120°F.


Allow the jars to remain in the water bath for a few days or until the oil achieves the color, odor, and strength that you want. To test the oil’s moisture level, place a glass lid over the jar. If water condenses under the lid, keep the jars in the warm bath to evaporate existing moisture in the oil.


Strain the finished oil and store it in jars for topical use, or use it to prepare an herbal salve.



Salves



As we read more and more information regarding the toxicity of commercially available topical creams, cosmetics, and cleansers, making healthful skin preparations is an easy solution that avoids the chemicals—and it can save us a bit of money on beauty care. Blending infused oils with beeswax can also result in useful salves for the medicine kit.
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Tins of salve cool on the counter.


Every home herbalist should have beeswax on hand—particularly the local kind, which smells divine. Beeswax is a key ingredient in making salves, balms, and creams.


Several medicinal plants are great for use in topical salves, including arnica, comfrey, dandelion flower, goldenrod, motherwort leaf, Solomon’s seal, St. John’s wort, violet leaf, and yarrow.


To create salve, you will need 8 ounces of herb-infused oil and 1 ounce of beeswax. Place the oil and beeswax in the top of a double-boiler and heat until the beeswax melts. Adjust the consistency by adding more wax or oil, depending on your preference. Remove the pan from heat, and pour the mixture into prepared tins or jars. A drop or two of vitamin E oil can help preserve the salve and extend its shelf life. Store the salve in a cool location; it should last a year or more. If the salve smells rancid, discontinue using it and discard it.
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Every home herbalist should have beeswax on hand—particularly the local kind, which smells divine. Beeswax is a key ingredient in making salves, balms, and creams.





WILDCRAFTING FOR WELLNESS



A SEASON-BY-SEASON HARVEST GUIDE


The four seasons of the Midwest create a dynamic wildcrafting calendar for the herbalist. Tree barks are most easily gathered in the spring or fall, or in the summer after a wild storm, when the fallen branches rest on the forest floor. Fruiting shrubs and trees set flower in spring and then yield succulent berries, mostly sweet under the hot summer sun. Even beneath a quiet blanket of winter snow, the plants can yield an adventure in wildcrafting and offer medicine.


What follows is a simple outline that will help you learn the seasonal patterns of wild plants. The Midwest covers a great deal of territory and several climates—for example, the growing season in South Dakota is significantly shorter than the season in southern Ohio. A plant’s bloom time in one part of the Midwest can be very different from its bloom time elsewhere. Other factors that can affect harvesting times include microclimates with varying elevation, soils, and weather (especially around the Great Lakes). Take these factors into consideration when creating your own wildcrafting calendar.
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White pine is a perfect early spring plant to wildcraft and use to ward off colds that come with the season’s change.





EARLY SPRING


As the snow melts from the fields and woodlands, the early greens of spring begin to emerge. Early spring is an excellent time to gather tree barks, twig tips, and small branches for making tea and other herbal remedies. The sap is still running through the trees, which makes the bark easier to process. Tubers, roots, and rhizomes may be gathered at this time, before the plants begin to move significant energy upward to grow stems, leaves, and flowers.


Where to Wildcraft Early Spring Plants


Full Sun: Open Fields, Disturbed Open Spaces, and Edges of the Woods


agrimony flowers, leaves


burdock roots


butterfly weed roots


catnip leaves


ceanothus inner bark, roots


chickweed flowers, leaves, stems


comfrey leaves


dandelion leaves, roots


evening primrose leaves


field garlic bulbs, leaves


juniper leaves


lemon balm leaves


motherwort leaves


mullein leaves, roots


Oregon grape leaves, rhizomes


ox-eye daisy leaves


plantain leaves


poke roots


prickly ash bark


prickly pear pads


raspberry leaves, roots


red clover leaves


uva-ursi leaves


Wetlands, Riverbeds, and Lakesides


alder inner and outer bark, leaves


calamus leaves, rhizomes


cottonwood buds, twigs


crampbark bark, twigs


nettle leaves


peppermint flowers, leaves, stems


yellow birch bark, leaf buds, leaves, sap, twigs


Woodlands and Partial Shade


aspen inner and outer bark, twigs


barberry bark, root bark


black cherry inner bark


blackberry leaves


chaga fruiting body


cleavers flowers, leaves, stems


coltsfoot flowers, leaves, stalks


dock leaves, roots


eastern white cedar leaves


lovage roots


lungwort flowers, leaves


oak bark, leaves


partridge berry leaves, stems


pine bark, needles, resin


pedicularis flowers, leaves


pipsissewa leaves


reishi fruiting body


sassafras leaves, roots


slippery elm inner bark


Solomon’s seal rhizomes


spicebush leaves, twigs


spruce branch tips, shoots


tulip poplar branch tips


wild geranium roots


wild ginger rhizomes


wild yam rhizomes


wintergreen leaves





MID- TO LATE SPRING


In midspring, the temperature and soil begin to warm. Early spring plants send up flower stalks, and the summer perennials unfurl their first leaves. This is a perfect time to begin gathering tender leaves and flowers for teas, herbal remedies, and simple syrups.


Where to Wildcraft Mid- to Late Spring Plants


Full Sun: Open Fields, Disturbed Open Spaces, and Edges of the Woods


apple bark, flowers, leaves, twigs


artemisia leaves


borage flowers, leaves


burdock roots


catnip leaves


chickweed flowers, leaves, stems


comfrey flowers, leaves, stalks


dandelion flowers, leaves, roots


dock roots


echinacea aerial parts, roots


evening primrose flowers, leaves


ground ivy flowers, leaves, stems


hawthorn flowers, leaves, thorns


juniper leaves


lemon balm leaves, stems


motherwort leaves


mullein leaves


Oregon grape leaves


ox-eye daisy flowers, leaves


plantain leaves


poke roots


prickly ash bark


prickly pear pads


raspberry leaves, roots


red clover flowers, leaves


rose leaves, petals


shepherd’s purse leaves, seedpods, stems


spotted bee balm leaves


uva-ursi leaves


violet flowers, leaves


wild bergamot leaves


wild peach flowers, leaves, young twigs
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My daughter gathering dandelion blossoms for salve and salads in a field among wildflowers.


Wetlands, Riverbeds, and Lakesides


alder strobiles, twigs


angelica leaves


calamus rhizomes


horsetail aerial parts


peppermint flowers, leaves, stems


spearmint leaves


Woodlands and Partial Shade


blackberry leaves


black cherry flowers, inner bark, twigs


chaga fruiting body


cleavers flowers, leaves, stems


coltsfoot flowers, leaves


eastern white cedar leaves


jewelweed leaves, stems


oak bark, leaves


partridge berry leaves, stems


pine needles


pipsissewa leaves


reishi fruiting body


sassafras leaves, roots


skullcap flowers, leaves, stems


Solomon’s seal rhizomes


spicebush leaves, twigs


spruce needles


tulip poplar branch tips


turkey tail fruiting body


wild geranium leaves, roots


wild ginger rhizomes


wild yam rhizomes


wintergreen berries, leaves





SUMMER


Summer is a magical time in the woods and fields in the Midwest. The smell of sweet clover fills the air, crickets chirp, and in the evening lightning bugs fill the sky. Plant harvests are bountiful, especially with all of the aromatic flowers and medicinal berries to gather for teas and tinctures. This is the season for goldenrod, which can be used to create wonderful musculoskeletal plant medicines.


Where to Wildcraft Summer Plants


Full Sun: Open Fields, Disturbed Open Spaces, and Edges of the Woods


catnip flowers


blue vervain flowers, leaves


boneset flowers


borage flowers, leaves


burdock roots


evening primrose flowers, leaves


feverfew flowers, leaves


goldenrod flowers, leaves


grindelia flowers, leaves


hawkweed aerial parts


honeysuckle flowers


horehound flowers, leaves, stems


hyssop flowers, leaves


Joe Pye weed aerial parts


Lemon balm flowers, leaves, stems


motherwort flowers


mullein flowers, leaves


Oregon grape leaves


pennycress seeds


plantain seeds


poke roots


prickly pear pads


raspberry fruit, leaves, roots


red clover flowers, leaves


rose leaves, petals


Russian sage flowers, leaves


shepherd’s purse seedpods


spotted bee balm flowers, leaves


St. John’s wort flowers, leaves


sweet clover flowers, leaves


uva-ursi leaves


valerian flowers, leaves


wild bergamot flowers, leaves


wild peach leaves


yarrow flowers, leaves
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Summer is the season for goldenrod, which can be used to create wonderful musculoskeletal plant medicines.


Wetlands, Riverbeds, and Lakesides


angelica leaves, roots, seeds


elder berries, flowers


horsetail aerial parts


meadowsweet flowers


peppermint flowers, leaves, stems


spearmint flowers, leaves


Woodlands and Partial Shade


arnica whole plant


black cherry fruit


black walnut hulls


chaga fruiting body


eastern white cedar leaves


ghost pipe aerial parts


jewelweed flowers, leaves, stems


lady’s mantle flowers, leaves, roots


linden bracts, flowers


lobelia flowers, leaves, seedpods


lovage flowers, leaves, seeds


oak bark, leaves


partridge berry leaves, stems


pine needles


pipsissewa leaves


reishi fruiting body


sassafras leaves


self-heal flowers, leaves


skullcap flowers, leaves, stems


Solomon’s seal rhizomes


spicebush berries, leaves, twigs


tulip poplar branch tips, flowers


wintergreen leaves


wood betony flowers, leaves
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