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      Introduction

      Direct acquaintance is the way to truly know plants. Shamanic relationship with plants emphasizes this: It is a relationship based on experiential and visionary knowledge. The shamanic way of working with herbs is an expression of cooperative healing; a way of partnership with the rooted beings that so gracefully sustain our earthly life.

      Alliance with plants is an ancient art and survival skill. A great deal can be learned from studying how our ancestors, and the native peoples of North America, related to herbs and trees. Attending to that traditional knowledge is one facet of shamanic practice, but it is only through personal interaction with plants that authentic alliance can be cultivated; within that personal context comes the necessary teachings for efficacious practice. Through inquiring engagement the healer develops an understanding of and respect for individual plants based on truths of experience.

      There are two primary schools of herbal practice: the naturalist school, which includes classical herbalism, ethnobotany, and the “wise woman” tradition; and the naturopathic school, which is the basis for most modern texts on herbology and for licensed herbal despensation in the United States. The naturopathic school also encompasses Christian herbalism, a kind of religious naturopathy, and what may be called “commercial” herbalism.

      The naturalist school orients to health as an intrinsic though ever-varying state supported by integrated wholesome interaction with habitat—herbs being a valued component of habitat. Emphasis is on tonics, nutrient plants, and botanicals that aid and nourish vital function. On the other hand, the naturopathic school, despite efforts at being holistic, views the body as a besieged temple with the colon as its desecrated sanctum. Emphasis is on purging toxins and cleansing the blood, lymph, and bowel—in short, the emphasis is on rectification.

      Shamanic herbalism invites a third perspective, one concerned with healing relationship as a basis for health. This conjoins with the naturalist orientation but goes a step beyond, seeing herbs not only as an aspect of habitat but as a sentient tribe of beings.

      Malidoma Patrice Somé, an African shaman, writes in his book Of Water and the Spirit:

      I remember the blind healer in the village who worked at night and slept during the day. The man was so skilled at conversing with trees that he baffled even his fellow medicine men with his spectacular talent for obtaining medicine from nature. His consultations always ended in the middle of the night. Then the patient was ordered to follow him into the bush. There he would speak to Mother Nature in a strange language, giving her a list of illnesses. She would respond in a buzzing language, telling him which plants he needed to gather.

      Then the vegetal world would awake in the middle of darkness, every tree and every plant—all speaking to the man at once. For the witness it was gibberish, but for the blind healer it made sense. He would translate, telling each patient that such and such a tree said his fruit dried and pounded and then mixed with salted water and drunk would take care of the disease in question. Another plant would say that it couldn’t do anything by itself, but that if the patient could talk to another plant (whose name the healer knew) and mix their substances together, their combined energies could kill such and such an illness.

      Some trees said they were going through Amanda, a metamorphosis process that requires total seclusion. In such a state their vegetal substances could be very harmful. Yet other plants were busy helping their neighbors and could not help because of that. Their medicine, which did much good to the other trees, would be harmful to humans.

      The healer was totally dependent on this dialogue with the vegetal in his work. He often said that the vegetal world was better than the human one because it knew more than we did, and because it is a finer species than we are. The vegetal can get along without us, but we cannot progress without the help of the vegetal.

      The blind healer speaks of disease and cures, but what is foundational in this form of herbalism is knowledge of right relationship between species, within species, within tribe and self, and with Life as expressed through the cosmos.

      Shamanic healing is directed toward the essential core of relationship, a causative level where patterns that define and interpret experience are formed from thought and belief. But the practice of shamanic healing in modern society exposes a dilemma. Modern consciousness habitually engages with a peripheral zone of complexity: symptoms, convoluted psychological constructs, material manifestations, reflexive emotional patterns, and so on. The drama of such complexity has a tremendous hold on modern minds. A person with an illness usually wants an apparent cure for an apparent condition, even though such a “cure” is almost always rather a temporary suppression of illness. Or those who are ill may be interested in discussing psychological implications of illness as ways of analyzing personality, identifying self through their disease or making it an absorbing nucleus around which orbit special diets, treatments, considerations, interactions with practitioners, and so on.

      Healing on the causative or primal level necessitates changing the patterns that govern experience, and while most people in pursuit of healing claim to be seeking a state of complete wellness, this depth of healing is typically shied away from. Readiness to participate in actual change is rarely enough encountered that most practitioners and clients settle for gratifying, though temporary, fixes in peripheral zones, even when practitioners have skills and orientation that enable them to do core work with others.

      Oftentimes treatment, whether with massage, herbs, or other physical modalities, catalyzes the surfacing and release of pent-up energies. These releases often accompanied by emotional catharsis can be useful, but they are mostly indicators of something deeper needing to be addressed, not transformative healings. They are like sand that has been piled on top of the body, bringing a tremendous weight and lack of mobility. When flung aside in the course of unburying, the sand’s sudden removal brings relief, a lifting of pressure. But the sand is not the thing buried, and in a short while will start sliding back into the hole, covering again what lies inside.

      Shamanic practice is hampered by a person’s resistance to disengaging with complexity’s drama, by fear of change, and by the cultural absence of models of right relationship (“right” not in a moralistic sense but in terms of Beauty, or essential harmony). In modern life, relationship is conceived of and internalized in dualistic terms: self or other, good or evil, healthy or sick, and so on. This orientation is the basis of modern religion and psychology, and thus is the paradigm carried over into most philosophies of healing, including alternative spirituality. Within that orientation, relationship is conceived of as a means for contrasting and comparing, or as a way of defining roles. Used this way, relationship distances through division or difference. For example, a person with manifestations of cancer is contrasted with a person not manifesting cancer, and relationship to health is measured on that basis. The contrast may also predicate relationship to self or to society.

      When relationship is used to delineate roles or describe stasis, as in “our marriage relationship,” the relationship becomes a thing possessed instead of an interaction; it becomes inert, an object instead of an activity. Dualism insists on distance, on egoic territorialism and fixed categorizations. It interprets relationship as something you personally have or don’t have, or as a measure of difference, not as a universal dance in which you play a part. Relationship in the shamanic sense is dynamic, coming as it does from a nondual spiritual concept of the cosmos as a unified movement. Thus, healing is not a battle between disease and health (evil versus good), but is a restoration of intrinsically harmonious perspective. Within this orientation, relationship encompasses rather than distances, and right relationship is participation in a cosmic integrity expressive of dynamic well-being. Well-being is not defined through alienating standards but by participation in Beauty. As awareness of wholeness grows, so does the experience of well-being.

      Conventional discussion of herbs is akin to talking politics, a realm in which one can become endlessly involved with what each candidate’s policies are and how government will be influenced by them. There are all kinds of issues and strategies to ponder and engage with, but to focus on the paradigm itself is another matter. Engaging at this core level encourages transformative change, not just surface rearrangements.

      In shamanic herbalism, plants are living allies with which to address primary stratas of awareness and response. Suppose you inquire about a medicinal herb in the same way that you might inquire about a human practitioner. To know the practitioner’s attributes as a healer, you could ascertain that persons’ “properties,” regarding them, for instance, as the facts of her being of Hispanic descent, left-handed, strong, sixty years old, related to a lineage of healers, and possessing keen eyesight. Further, you might discern through experience that the practitioner has a gentle touch and a particular knowledge of the nervous system. These properties suggest possibilities about what the practitioner might be good at as a healer. On one level there is great relevance to these specificities; they are a language easily understood at the surface level. Moving to a deeper knowing of the practitioner through a different kind of discernment may reveal capacities primary and fundamental, capacities such as the practitioner’s ability to listen and intuit, to focus and act in alignment with well-being. The engagement of these capacities with another in a healing relationship is a more subtle language. At the core level of discernment is the knowing that is unified relationship, a language so intimate it is an illumined silence.

      The shamanic knowing of herbs is concentric, an understanding and employment of all three languages. It is tremendously useful and respectful to learn names, individual natures, and appropriate applications of medicinal plants. But that is not where knowledge and practice ends, or is centered, in shamanic herbalism. Form is an octave of consciousness. In actuality, any condition can be addressed with any herb, or no herb, using that most primary of healing languages: resonance based on alignment with well-being.

      This book is a sharing of both traditional knowledge and personal experience. Consensus about how to do things or how to interpret information is not what unifies shamanic practitioners; fierce debate (or good-natured acceptance of differences) characterizes most esoteric discussions, herbal and otherwise. What determines “correctness” in how plants are used is not subscription to a particular viewpoint; correctness is determined by the individual’s depth of relationship with those plants, and the success of the application. The information in this book is derived from a time-honored approach to herbs—that of direct alliance within a continuity of ancestral wisdom. What emerges from that approach is, to a certain extent, idiosyncratic, but that uniqueness speaks to the truth of resonant relationship, and as such can be regarded as an encouragement, not a disclaimer. For however much is already known about herbs, there still awaits the uniqueness of your living truth of relationship. May your journey be one of great discovery and healing.

    

  
    
      
        PART 1

        
          SHAMANIC HERBALISM
        

        
          Wise folk say, every beginning
        

        
          implies an ending.
        

        
          Not quite so, say the trees
        

        
          as leaves drop from visible splendor
        

        
          to the hidden roots they nourish.
        

        
          While snow-quilted branches dream,
        

        
          all is renewed.
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      Chapter 1

      Gathering and Growing Herbs

      [image: image] My canoe rounds a bend in the quick-flowing, slender river, and I see that the facing bank of the next curve is lined with a dense patch of blue vervain. I let the boat drift, the current carrying it to the vervain’s embankment, nestling the boat into the shore’s embrace.

      Morning sun reclines on leaves and water. I bring out my tobacco pouch and make an offering to the river and the vervain, and to the beauty of the day. Then I harvest. The vervain is plentiful, but I don’t need to take much. I lay the cut herbs in the bottom of the canoe and cover them with my jacket. A feeling of blessing flows from the river, the sun, and the fertile earth through the vervain, returned to the cosmos through my grateful awareness of its gifts. From the vervain’s leaves will come teas and extracts that calm anxiety. The medicinals will carry the peaceful vitality of river, sun, earth, and morning breeze, and the joyful gratitude of the harvester—all entwined with the herb’s physical virtues.

      [image: image] Another moment beckons. It is May. My son and I drive across the western states, on our way to Michigan. Each night we set up our tent in a different state park. On a country road in eastern Washington we spy wild roses blooming beside a field, and stop to gather some.

      The air around the roses smells pink. We are entranced by the fragrant profusion of flowers. After making a prayer and offering we pick blossoms—never too many from each bush. They are fairy things. Our hands move tenderly; the petals feel like butterfly wings.

      The next day, in the high plateaus of Wyoming, we stop for prairie sage. The air shimmers with heat, though it is early in the day. Sagelands stretch confidently beneath a cloudless sky. I feel the presence of rabbits, eagles, snakes, coyotes, hawks, and small lizards, their lives woven with the sage’s. We harvest, then retreat to the car. Sage leaves join rose petals in the backseat, spread across paper to dry.

      That night when I unzip the tent to go to bed I see my pillow covered with roses, and my son’s pillow covered with sage. After gently scooping the herbs into bags, we find that the pillows are permeated with the scents of wild roses and prairie sage. We sink through the fragrant mist into beautiful dreams.

      The attention you bring to the gathering of herbs can be a significant aspect of your relationship with plants, creating continuity and integration. Personal awareness of a plant’s origin, the context of its organic life, and the circumstances of its harvest combines knowledge and participation in a way that powerfully informs your work with that plant.

      When I see children (some of them adults now) whose births I attended as a midwife, I feel a unique knowing of them. I will look at Solomon, perhaps, and remember the summer heat of his natal day—the way he opened his eyes and gazed at me with his head in this world and his body in his mother’s. Or I may see Sarah and recall the blizzard that gave way to a moon-washed midnight silence waiting for her emergence, which came with the rosy dawn.

      It is likewise with gathering plants. There is something of the moment’s circumstance that fixes itself within the harvester and harvested, influencing your perception of the plant and manifesting in your work with it. When you keep this in mind, it helps you remember to gather herbs in an attentive and joyful way. When you harvest you want to include, not sever, the larger context of energies that created and sustained the life of the plant. The gathered herbs are more potent when you have not separated them from their natural and spiritual connectedness to life’s web. The more you do your harvesting in this way, the more wonderful you feel about the herbs you gather and the better they feel about your use of them. It is an intangible, though sensible, truth of relationship.

      It is much easier to discern appropriate application for parts of a plant if you have seen the whole plant alive in its natural habitat; the recollection of seeing a delicate orchid or a robust burdock is more evocative than the sight of a jar of herbal capsules. It can be challenging to regard a powdered substance as a sacred being with unique, memorable attributes—imagine the difference in your response between seeing a magnificent redwood tree and seeing a pile of redwood sawdust. If you have never seen a redwood tree, you might have difficulty connecting the sawdust with a specific, embodied spirit. By developing familiarity with living plants and having meaningful occasions when harvesting them, you also develop understanding and appreciation. Abstractions become vital experiences.

      [image: image] It is late spring on the Washington coast. I carry bas kets under my arm, scissors and tobacco pouch in hand. The woods are a tangle of salal and rhododendrons between madrone and fir trees. They open into a clearing—ground disturbed during logging. The nettles here, which I have come to harvest, have astonishing height and are intensely green. Encountering a force field of herbal energy, I abruptly stop and set down the baskets. I gaze at the grove of nettles, awed by their vigor. I sing to them—spontaneous admiration. I gather the leaves from the smaller plants cautiously but intimately, using scissors and bare fingers, occasionally reaping a sting along with a leaf. I don’t mind the sting—during the following days it is a reminder of the nettle’s medicine of guardianship over disturbed land: good medicine. I use the leaves in an iron tonic for pregnant women. As I harvest, I tell the nettles that their virtues will become part of new life in the endless cycle of birth and transformation.

      The principles for gathering wild plants are commonsense tenets of right relationship. Take only what is needed, certainly no more than twenty-five percent of a grouping of plants, and never harvesting endangered species. When collecting bark, be sure not to girdle trees by stripping all the way around any portion of the trunk. Harvest in a way that enhances future plant growth by scattering seeds or spores, cleanly pruning leaves or branches, filling in holes you dig. Have care for the habitat.

      Gather plants in places free of pollution, evolving a reverent manner of interaction in whatever way is natural and sincere for you. Remember that your state of mind influences what your hands touch. Gather in accordance with the season and time of day appropriate for harvesting various plants and plant parts: leaves are picked before or after the plant flowers, in morning or late afternoon; flowers are gathered early in their blooming, in the morning; seeds are harvested when fully ripe; roots and bark are collected in early spring or fall, at midday or evening.

      Plants not used fresh should be spread or hung to dry in warm, airy places, out of direct sunlight. The drying plants should not be exposed to temperatures beyond 95 degrees (115 degrees for roots). Roots must be cleaned and cut for efficient drying. In whole or cut form, leaves retain potency for six months to one year; roots and bark for two to three years. In powdered form the potency of an herb is greatly reduced, giving a shelf life of about two to three months, though herbs like cayenne and goldenseal maintain efficacy longer. Most dried herbs are best stored in glass and kept away from light, moisture, and excessive heat.

      Gathering wild herbs is one way to learn about and interact with plants. Gardening is another. The tradition of gardening in accordance with moon cycles may appeal to you. During the waxing moons, plan and prepare your garden, and plant annuals or crops that bear their usable parts above ground. Prune at this time, if you hope to stimulate growth. Fertilizing, grafting, and making stem cuttings are also appropriate activities during waxing moon cycles. Harvesting, weeding, and pruning to discourage growth are done during waning moons. These are also advantageous times to plant root crops. When the moon is full, gather herbs or mushrooms that are to be used for esoteric or magical purposes.

      Cultivate, weed, and gather plants during periods when the moon is passing through an Air sign. Moon in Aquarius is a good time for irrigation; moon in Libra is good for planting flowers, vines, and root crops. The ideal context for planting and fertilizing is when the moon is in a Water sign, particularly in Cancer or Scorpio. Pisces encourages root growth and propagation of aquatic plants. Plant herbs when the moon is in an Earth sign, especially ones whose medicines are concentrated in the roots. Cultivate or plow in Taurus; plant rhizomes or improve soil in Capricorn. During Virgo moons buy seeds, cultivate, make plans, tidy the garden, and give the plants attention. Fire signs favor clearing the garden sites and gathering; in Aries, harvest herbs and root crops. In Leo, weed and cultivate; and when the moon is in Sagittarius, plant onions, leeks, garlic, and chives.

      Herbs can be interplanted with vegetables, shrubbery, and flowers, or grown in separate arrangements. You might choose to garden in a medicine-wheel configuration or a star-shaped pattern, a spiral design or a maze. The plants you invite into your garden will suffuse that space with their specific and collective energies in relation to the garden’s design and the gardener’s expressed intentions. The more focused and mindful you are in your gardening efforts, the more response you will notice from the plants. Direct communication and receptivity should not be overlooked.

      [image: image] It is early autumn and I am making tinctures for my son to take to college. I dig elecampane roots from my neighbor’s garden. The plants are enormous. I love the fragrance of their roots. The elecampane will be combined with spring-tinctured mullein, the tops of which now reach the eves of my house, and with osha and licorice roots, for a respiratory tonic.

      My son is a lanky young man, over six feet tall, and the height of the elecampane and mullein plants reminds me of him. The strength of the mountain that these plants grow on will be carried by the tincture, accompanying my son to college and helping him stay connected with the mountain. I harvest with love for the elecampane, for the mountain, for my neighbor, and for my son. My hands touch cool roots in the secret depths of the soil.

      Communication begins with the making of sacred space: in preparation of the soil, in cooperation with the land, in alignment of intention with well-being’s larger design. A garden should emerge from, not be imposed upon, the ground. Listen to the advice of the elder beings—the trees and stones. Spend time with the land; know what abides there. Observe the land through at least one cycle of seasons before you bring forth your garden. Ask the land to describe its dreams in the language of vegetation.

      The herbs you invite into your garden may come from cuttings, transplants, or seeds. The garden’s hospitality should be nurturant and comfortable so that plants feel at home and will prosper there. You may want to put special stones or statues amid your mandala, or make offerings, prayers, and invocations as you form and tend your garden. I sing to seeds and pat the soil over them with the same respectful affirmation I would give children, recognizing their miracle and trying to serve their emergence and fruition.

      One spring I was planting seeds, the soil still cool from winter’s rest. I poked a finger into the sandy loam and a puff of light sprang forth as if it had waited in the dark ground for months, eager to rejoin the rising day.

      That herb garden, in Michigan, was the setting for many nonordinary events. I have never worked with a space quite like it. My only encounter with a completely substantial-looking representative of the Little People occurred there. He was perhaps a foot tall, dressed in brown—including hat—and had a curling beard. Near the garden was a grove of trees I had deemed off-limits to human presence (except during Celtic holy days when I ventured to its center to place offerings). It was set aside for the sacred beings of the land—a way of remembering, and reminding others, that wild places belong to themselves and humans should reconsider their imagined right to tread wherever they please.

      Another memorable experience happened the day after summer solstice one year. I was weeding in the herb beds when a great lassitude came over me. It was so compelling that I lay down in the path between the beds and drifted into a half-sleep. In that state I dreamed that I was in a deep forest, under a tree. I heard strange piping music. As the sound grew louder I saw living forms taking shape, materializing and then changing to other shapes and colors, as if brought into manifestation and transformed by the music. I felt a presence beside me and it seemed that I opened my eyes into wakeful observation, seeing a face with wide-set green eyes bending over me. A wash of vertigo jolted me into actual awakening.

      I sat up feeling very dizzy. The world pulsated. I went into the house, my head throbbing, and staggered to bed. During the night I dreamed a volcano erupted through the middle of the house. Morning brought reorientation, though a strangeness lingered. In later years I dreamed of Pan several times, receiving esoteric teachings from him. That alliance is one I approach with great care.

      The design of an herb garden can influence experiences had within it. Creative patterns are one of the delights of gardening. A planned herb garden can be like a ceremony, formalizing your intentions and actions within a designated structure. My herb beds in Michigan were outlined with field stones in an octagonal design. This pattern was representative of the eight Directions—cardinal points and cross-quarters of the compass—forming a medicine wheel, with angelica in the center for spiritual grounding and guardianship. Working in this garden in awareness of the pattern’s significance and the energies attracted and transmitted by the activated design and the herbs was movement in a sacred space. It was a reminder that simple daily tasks can be sacred and powerful, and can be accomplished in an atmosphere of respect, mindfulness, and joy. The work becomes a participation in healing—a world work—connected to the web of life on many levels, as my experience with Pan suggests.

      
[image: image]

      Connection extends through the material planes as well. An organic garden has more than plants in it. It has bugs, worms, mammals, birds, reptiles, amphibians, and other creatures trafficking through, integrating with the larger ecosystem. One of my favorite garden denizens was a gigantic toad. Agarter snake used to curl under a calendula bush to watch me water my garden, until I absentmindedly turned one day and blasted it with my hose. Despite my remorse, the snake did not come back. The life in your garden teaches you about interdependencies and relationships, and this becomes part of your knowledge of herbs and their medicines.

      By kneeling in sunshine, planting, weeding, watering, mulching, harvesting, admiring, you learn the details of green life. Your hands smell of plant magic, your mind’s eye holds images of stem, leaf, flower, and seed, unfolding in the light. The more you know a plant’s textures, fragrance, color, flavors, and patterns of form and growth, the deeper your understanding of its gifts. The more you observe a plant’s role in the health of its habitat, the clearer is your realization of its contribution to well-being. Your understandings and realizations in these realms are your guides in using herbs. The plants speak not only in the language of their individuality but in the vocabulary of larger context. Gathering and gardening are two ways to learn the healing language of plants.
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      Chapter 2

      Preparing Medicinal Remedies

      When applying herbs medicinally you choose from an array of preparational forms, each form having corresponding conditions for use. Your selection may be based on intuition, on conventional herbal protocols, or on what is at hand.

      At the time of harvest you may have known the specific use you planned to make of a plant and, if so, communicated that plan to the herb. Whether or not you did that, the time of preparing a remedy is an opportunity for prayer and communication.

      [image: image] I am at a birth. The scene is peaceful—labor is going well—but I feel nauseous. I ask the laboring woman’s husband if there are tea herbs in the house, and he names what they have. When he mentions comfrey something in me responds affirmatively, though comfrey is not specific for nausea. In the kitchen I pour a handful of the dried leaf into my hand as I wait for the water to boil.

      “Sacred comfrey,” I say to it, “I need your help. I ask you to influence my solar plexus, bringing calmness, clearing away illness, so I can fully attend to this birthing. Thank you.”

      I cover the herb with my other hand and attune my awareness to the comfrey. When I feel a clear sense of its spirit I align with that medicine—an inner prayer on an unspoken, energetic level of communication and partnership.

      When boiling water is poured over the comfrey, its color and fragrance are released. I sit cradling the cup of steeping tea between my hands, closing my eyes and breathing the comfrey’s signature aroma—an enveloping, stalwart presence. After drinking the tea my nausea disappears and does not return.

      Selecting appropriate herbs and forms of application is only one aspect of medicinal preparation. Explicit, expressed intention and alignment with universal harmony are also important. This is part of the difference between the work of shamanic practitioners and other sorts of specialists. A shamanic healer is aware of and engages subtle forces. Prayer, ceremonial actions, and other spiritual procedures are ways the healer accesses the state of mind needed to perceive and interact with those forces.

      Efficacy of approach depends on using procedures that work, not on adopting any particular set of ritual protocols. As I make a tincture, decoction, poultice, or whatever, I find it useful to name and visualize the person I am preparing the remedy for and to talk to the herbs about who the remedy is going to. As in the example about the comfrey tea, I also describe the condition or situation that has instigated the remedy’s preparation. This gives clarity and focus to my actions and infuses the herbs with specific intentions. Further, it engenders an atmosphere of cooperative effort.

      [image: image] A pregnant woman comes to me wanting a home birth, but because she has genital herpes her doctor considers her a candidate for cesarean section. The herpes lesions have been active on and off during the pregnancy.

      It is decided that if there comes a point close to term when the lesions retreat and blood titres are satisfactory, I will attempt to induce labor for a home birth. Such a point does come. We agree that if nonaggressive prompting of labor does not succeed, there will be no pushing into riskier, more invasive techniques.

      Earlier in the pregnancy I made a tincture from blue and black cohosh roots and small amounts of spikenard, ginger, and licorice roots. When it comes time to try inducing labor, I hold the tincture bottle and make a prayer that the herbs bring on labor if it is a right and healthy thing to do. Several hours after the tincture is given the labor begins, and proceeds quickly and smoothly into birth. There is a feeling of harmonious consensus among all participants: herbs, mother, midwife, baby, and—from a distance—doctor.

      I always carried herbs in my birth kit, mainly in extract or tincture form. Nestled against my fetoscope, cord clamps, bulb syringes, gauze pads, and other midwifery paraphernalia, they took on the aura of that world of sleepless nights, measured breathing, patient courage, womanly and womb-ly fluids, and transformative emergence. Where you keep your herbs influences their energies and is a facet of your relationship with plants. Respectful handling of ceremonial or healing herbs does not begin during ceremony. What happens in the daily affairs of your household, in the way you store and prepare herbs, and in the company they keep all affect the herbs’ total beingness. The herbs in my midwifery kit or the sacred plants in my medicine bag partake of whatever energies share those containments, and in turn affect the bags and their contents.

      Tools and vessels used to harvest, store, and prepare herbs should be mindfully chosen. In strengthening your connection to plants you may find it beneficial to use as much direct contact as possible, rather than employing intermediary implements. Handwork is often slower, more interactive, and more painstaking than machine or tool use, and for those reasons is more conducive to the cultivation of awareness, alliance, and power. If you use tools such as knives, scissors, shears, mortars and pestles, and so on, you may want to set aside consecrated or smudged (cleared) implements that are reserved for healing or ceremonial work with herbs. Those don’t have to be fancy tools—their specialness comes in how you regard, maintain, and use them.

      The process for making herbal remedies involves heating; cooling; adding or evaporating water; combining herbs with alcohol or oil; maceration; extraction; and other alterations, transformations, and blendings. All of these are elemental processes. In carrying them out you are inviting the herb on a journey that takes it far from its original life and form. You invoke the irrevocable forces of fire, water, earth, and air, to shape an opportunity for healing.

      As you make your herbal remedies, think of your kitchen as a temple or medicine lodge. Attune to an herb’s spirit, perhaps hovering beside you, as you take the herb’s fresh vibrant leaves and pour fired water over them, releasing vapors that rise through your subconscious, whispering of light, mist, spring breeze, steady Earth, and the beauty of living beings. Heed that spirit at your side. Perhaps it will say, “You need more beeswax for that salve” or “Simmer that decoction a tad longer” or “Pay attention—that’s my soul you are grinding so inattentively.”

      Your thoughts, intentions, emotions, degree of awareness, pace, and level of cleanliness all affect the remedy being prepared. Attuning to the herbs; expressing aloud your plans, desires, and gratitude; visualizing the well-being of the person the remedy is for; and moving with unhurried calm and present-mindedness are ways to keep yourself harmonious with the work of healing.

      The use of fresh herbs is generally preferred, with some exceptions (goldenseal and yellow dock come to mind). If you are using dried herbs, store them in as whole a form as possible, waiting until you are preparing a remedy before crushing, grinding, or cutting the plant material. Potency is better retained in whole form.

      If you obtain store-bought remedies or preparations made by other people, or buy the herbs you use for remedies, give these extra attention. The plants may have been harvested mechanically or unwisely, irradiated, sprayed, contaminated, mass-produced as a remedy, improperly stored, or otherwise maltreated. Wildcrafted and organically grown herbs are not immune to such misadventures. The following suggestions pertain to purchased herbs and packaged herbal remedies:

      
        	Use reliable, reputable sources. Know the origins of what you procure and the people involved. Know how to ascertain quality.

        	Check that what you receive is what you want. Plant identifications are not always accurately presented. For example, much of what commercially passes for skullcap is actually germander. Learn Latin names in order to avoid confusion.

        	Dowse or hand-scan for vital energy. Attune to spiritual presence. Get an internal sense of yes or no about using a remedy.

        	Welcome the herbs that come into your home. Introduce yourself. Express gratitude for healing allies.

        	Smudge or otherwise clear purchased herbs or remedies. Repackage them if necessary, storing them in suitable containers and environments.
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