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This book is dedicated to all the people whose herbal knowledge has led to my own. Namely the Indigenous, Black, and working-class peoples of Appalachia today and of yesteryear, whose legacies have enabled me to have the relationship I do with the plants that I love.
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Introduction

My name is Rebecca, and I’m a professional forager-witch. I wish I could say I came up with that moniker on my own, but I was dubbed that during an interview a few years ago, and it delighted me so dearly I adopted it as the most succinct and accurate descriptor of myself.

What makes me a professional? Well, I teach wild plant and mushroom foraging, folk herbalism, and witchcraft and Appalachian folk practice classes for a living. These aren’t the only words that define me, but they are the quickest way to communicate my wacky profession (and obsessions) to new people, and despite the occasional frown, it’s delightful to watch smiles break over people’s faces as they take that descriptor in.

If you had asked me as a child what I wanted to be when I grew up, I would have said a farmer. At four years old, it was the only word I knew that represented a human who spent most of their time outside and could eke a living from the soil with nothing but their bare hands. It wasn’t until I was 12 that I knew what I really wanted to be: a witch.

As a child, I constantly moved from place to place until I was 18. I was born in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, in 1987, but we only stayed there a few months. Afterward, my family moved to California, then all over the misunderstood state of New Jersey. It was here, in this seemingly wild-less land, where I first made the acquaintance of a real-life witch.

I was raised a Unitarian Universalist, like my mother and grandmother, and we attended the Unitarian Church in a wooded area of Princeton, New Jersey. It was here that I first got a taste of paganism and witchcraft. Many UU churches have chapters within them specifically for pagans, and lucky for me, this church did too.

My Sunday-school teacher was a Wiccan. I felt like I was meeting a celebrity that first day she told us she was in fact a living, breathing witch. She conveniently looked the part as far as popular media would have it: waist-length black hair streaked with gray, full-figured, and beautiful with dark eyes. Our seventh-grade year in the Church focused on exploring other faiths, and it was through that medium she shared her own with us.

I once saw her in the parking lot dropping bread dough onto the ground. I had the feeling that she was doing something very important (and also something very strange), so I asked her why she was walking in a circle, dropping dough. She told me it was an offering to the elementals, the spirits of nature that were aligned with each of the four directions. I watched, fascinated. I think it was then that I knew this was what I wanted.

I expressed a great interest in what my teacher was doing, and I told her I wanted to learn more. She scribbled down book titles for me on a little piece of yellow paper, and I took it home, as if I’d won some secret prize. When we are young, we want to feel chosen, to feel special. I’d never felt more special than when I closed my fingers around that little slip of yellow paper.

At 12 I was a big reader, and my mom had one rule: I could read any book so long as she could look at it first. I asked her for the books my teacher had written down on the little yellow piece of paper I kept like some forbidden treasure in my journal, as if the paper itself held some sort of magic. My mother balked at first and asked me to show her in the dictionary what pagan meant. I found two things: a follower of a polytheistic religion (as in ancient Rome) and, unfortunately, one who has little or no religion and who delights in sensual pleasures and material goods; an irreligious or hedonistic person.

I furrowed my brow in disappointment; the dictionary had failed me. Instead, I asked her to look up Wicca on the newly born World Wide Web. There she read about nature worship and deemed my interest innocuous enough to grant me my first three books on Wicca and witchcraft. The age of 12 is when I say my real practice began.

At the time, we lived on a little farm in Hopewell, New Jersey, which is still one of the most precious parts of my childhood. Even though I was bullied relentlessly at school for carrying around books on witchcraft (and let’s be honest, for being very strange), I spent most of my time outside riding horses or talking loudly (or singing poorly) to our three goats and ragtag crew of ducks and chickens. I relished the time in the little patch of woods that surrounded our house. It was there a feeling of longing that was almost existential began to grow in me, a feeling that something or someone was waiting for me, and I for them.

As I delved into the books my Sunday-school teacher recommended, I felt that strange longing crystallize. I furiously took notes on everything witchcraft-related I could get my hands on. Luckily, I was blessed with relatively open-minded parents who relented to my book habits and allowed me to continue to teach myself when we moved to northern New Jersey when I was 14.

This move devastated me. Settling near the outskirts of New York City was a real shock to my system. I tried to find magic wherever I could. I made due. I went for long walks with our Doberman, Rocky, and explored parks and wooded areas around our home, hoping to feel that sparkle I had felt in the woods around our farm. It was different. But at least it was green.

When I left for college deep in the woods of Upstate New York, I really got to sink my teeth into what living as a witch year-round while following the seasonal celebrations could be like. It was here I joined a college club called the Circle. It was a group for alternative religions composed of kind and nerdy upperclassmen who folded us baby witches into their patient and silly embrace, hosting workshops on everything from energy work to the history of witchcraft. I was among peers, finally!

I majored in medieval history and consumed everything I could on witchcraft and herbalism from historical sources. This was where I left the comfort of my first love, Wicca, to lie with the love of my life: Traditional Witchcraft. I found in the pages of witch trials and anthropology books the direct links to historic practices I imagined my own Irish, German, and English ancestors performing. Through reading of the hardships and horrors they faced, I saw an ancestral line, and I grabbed on to it. They were not good, they were not perfect, but they were mine. By the end of my freshman year, I knew I wanted to live as closely to the Earth as possible, in tune with the seasons. I wanted to know how to cure with herbs and grow my own pumpkins. I wanted to know the history of this land I inhabited. It felt impossible, like a fantasy.

Learning about intentional communities through a friend in college was what first set the keys to my current reality in my curious hands. I visited a local cohousing unit on a very small acreage, and I was once again standing in that same feeling I’d felt in the church parking lot. I’m an extrovert, and I love being around other people. I thrive within a community. I wanted to live with a group of others who also wanted to dance the Wheel of the Year and grow food. The second half of my sophomore year of college, I suffered a mysterious illness. I was exhausted all the time; I could barely stay awake while driving. I felt a brain fog that frightened me. Trying to explain it to doctors and nurses left me with incredulous looks and a diagnosis of panic disorder. I felt the most despondent and depressed I’d ever felt in my life. Strangely enough, it was in the 1890s where I would find the beginning of my healing and my life path.

I’ve always been drawn to and had a deep love of old-timey practices and old ways of doing them. I didn’t have the closest ties to my extended family, so I longed for some kind of ancestral connection. I wanted to know what and how the people I’d come from made their way in the world before they lost the Old Ways.

It started with my admiration for the Amish as a child, until my mom told me what being an Amish woman entailed. But the summer after my sophomore year of college, at the ripe old age of 19, I got an internship in sustainable agriculture by working on a living history farm that interpreted the 1890s called Howell Living History Farm in Lambertville, New Jersey. I drove draft horses, wore long cotton dresses, and harvested large golden bundles of wheat with sickles. Everything was right in my world. I was home. I foraged my first wineberries, the red, crystalline cousin of raspberries minus the fuzz. I milked goats and made cheese. I grew my first vegetables. This peaceful, idealized version of the 1890s seemed very rich indeed to me.

Once again, as fate would have it, I found myself surrounded by other pagans. The two women I shared our intern house with happened to also be witches. We spent our evenings without the internet knitting and listening to The Good Life by Helen and Scott Nearing on cassette tapes by candlelight. I killed my first chicken here, and it was here, in that little house in central New Jersey, that I started the paperwork to transfer to an organic agriculture degree at the University of Vermont. I was going to farm, cultivate plants, raise animals, and live this life every day.

Let’s fast-forward to 20. I’m still sick, but I’m used to it now. I live in Burlington, Vermont, and I’m thriving in an eco-anarchist enclave. Despite the wonderful time I’m having, I developed a dry hacking cough that would not leave. I still had the brain fog and constant tiredness, but the human body is incredibly resilient. Somehow, I got used to dealing with it. I wondered if I had chronic fatigue. I went to my college nurse one day when it was especially bad, and she asked me if I had been tested for mono. I looked at her astounded. No one had ever taken my symptoms seriously. She gave me a blood test and, lo and behold, I had a very bad case of mono, and I had had it for a long time. She palpated my liver, looking down at me anxiously as I lay prone on the exam table. It was inflamed, a sign of prolonged mono infection. Normally, mono comes and goes like any other illness, but for some reason my body could not rid itself of the persistent virus. She told me there wasn’t much to do for it but rest.

I was not ready to accept there was nothing to be done for my constant unwellness. I asked around among the barefoot and black-clad comrades I had and wondered, what could I do? A friend of mine suggested I ride my bike down to the local herb shop. I will never forget it. It was called Purple Shutter Herbs and it was run by a woman named Laura Brown. I rolled in, sweaty and out of breath, and she gave me just three herbs after patiently and sternly listening to my symptoms. The best part was that I got to go into the backroom and fill my own order. An herbarium out of a storybook, hundreds of jars of every size labeled with tidy, beautiful script adorned four walls covered in shelves. I was desperately delighted as I weighed out my thyme, boneset, and goldenseal on her scales, poured them into little bags, and labeled them with the pens provided. The very act of fetching my medicine felt healing.

I made it home and simmered the herbs as she had instructed. I didn’t know what to expect. I wanted to believe that herbs worked, but I needed to see something to believe it. In three days, my cough stopped. Two weeks later, I woke up feeling slightly clearheaded for the first time in about a year. I cried. I had to learn this art. I needed to. If the plants could help me, they could help others.

As I finished my time at UVM, my best friend Saro called me. She told me she was settling into her new home in Asheville, North Carolina. Saro, a Tennessee native, told me, “You’ll love it here.” A quick Google search revealed two things. There was a community of primitive-skills practitioners living in bark huts, wearing buckskins, and foraging off the land near there. It was called Wildroots. The deer hide–clad people I saw on this website holding armfuls of cattails and featuring baskets laden with wild greens beckoned to me. There were also three herbalism schools in the area. I was sold. I packed my truck with nowhere to live and no job and arrived on Saro’s porch 12 hours later.

I became an apprentice. Those sun-worn people I saw smiling on the internet were real; I met them. I felt starstruck when I met Natalie Bogwalker. I apprenticed with her in 2011, and it was here I was first able to confidently name the trees, shrubs, and plants that grew wildly out of every corner of my new Appalachian home. She taught me fire making, basketry, log cabin building, hide tanning, wild food cooking, and plant identification, and how to be a good listener. She is still a dear friend of mine and a lifelong mentor. She gave me a leg up the first rung of the ladder I needed to climb to become a plant person.

From there I was off. I started attending Earth skills gatherings, like large family reunions with wild people where you can attend workshops on every skill you’d ever need (and well, some you never thought you did) to live simply on the Earth. I learned spoon carving, weaving, and basketmaking and took every plant identification class I could. I learned the names, uses, and history of some of the 2,000+ species of plants and trees that grew around me. I collected a large library of books on herbalism and Appalachian folkways. Finally, I attended Appalachian State University and got an MA in Appalachian studies, focusing on Appalachian ethnobotany (or the history of how people have used plants).

So, this is how I got here. These days, I still read constantly and take classes and workshops from other plant people I admire. I’ve come to specialize in the folkloric history of plants, their magical uses, as well as their edible and medicinal uses. The stories of plants are what bring me to life. I’m excited to share them with you.
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1 THE LEGACY A History of Witchcraft
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In an age of epic consumption and ecological destruction, it’s difficult to imagine a lifeway more connected with the land we live on. It’s also sometimes difficult to imagine we have the capacity and the power to heal ourselves and others. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not a purist. I use Western medicine alongside herbalism because I’ve seen they aren’t mutually exclusive. They often complement and aid each other. It’s important to note the history of our medicine in the West led us to both practices.

Ancient Medicine: A Brief History of Western Herbalism

In my opinion, understanding the history of Western herbalism is imperative before you try to practice it. In North America, so much of our body of knowledge comes from peoples who have been historically killed, enslaved, and have had their history rewritten to dampen the deep and lasting wounds inflicted upon them. It’s not only important to understand and acknowledge that history, but as in all things in the history of North America, it’s important to question who has written that history, to what ends, and why. Acknowledging where we get herb uses and folklore from is a vital part of battling cultural appropriation and other harmful beliefs that exclude and erase Black, brown, and Indigenous contributions to a very large body of knowledge.

Herbalism begins in prehistory. Our paleolithic ancestors ingested and interacted with many plant species, including many medicinal ones like yarrow, willow, and more. When humans began to write things down, no longer did we have to wonder how and why they used plants. The first recorded mention of herbal remedies that we know of is from over 5,000 years ago. Clay tablets found in ancient Mesopotamia described a dozen herbal recipes calling for the use of over an astonishing 250 plant species by the Sumerians.1

Egypt, India, and China all collected, wrote, and disseminated texts on medicine and herbs as far back as 400 BCE. They birthed some of the longest and most well-studied plant medicine traditions, namely Ayurveda and traditional Chinese medicine. These systems directly influenced and inspired where this story often begins: ancient Greece and Rome. Hippocrates, often called the father of modern medicine, was one of the first to write about the separation of illness from spiritual causes around 400 BCE. At the time it was a controversial view to dismiss that angry spirits and gods could cause illness as it seemed to tempt the Fates themselves into dealing untimely blows.

The history of Western herbalism is often mistakenly told as a European story, yet nearly every continent’s people have influenced it in different and complex ways, from Asia to North America and from Africa to India.

The first and arguably most important medical school in Europe was in Salerno, Italy, in the 10th century CE. It was through a rich history of Islamic medical texts and their translations from Arabic to Latin that North African medicine made its way into the very foundations of this practice. Greek medical texts from Hippocrates and Galen were also translated at this school and integrated into this institution. This school was unique in many aspects, particularly because it supported practitioners of all genders in a time where women were not encouraged to pursue professions. One of the most famous women was Trota of Solerno, who wrote some of the most influential texts on women’s medicine in the Middle Ages.2

Monasteries also contributed to the recording and dissemination of plant knowledge through libraries and translations. It was not until the 15th century that printing presses made the painstaking labor of hand copying herbals a thing of the past. Though literacy was still a privilege of the clergy and upper classes, more books recording the uses of plants could now circulate and begin the slow process of crossing class lines. Translating works to common languages instead of Greek and Latin also allowed for plant medicine to make its way into the hands of more diverse classes of people in Europe.

One of the most well-known and cited English-speaking herbalists of the Western herbal tradition is Nicholas Culpeper. He wrote about the 17th-century countryside, recording and printing his own English-language texts on herbal remedies and astrological medicine. He treated people for low or even no cost and sold his works for affordable prices, believing this type of healing should not be relegated to the upper class. This earned him two accusations of witchcraft as well as a close call with a prohibition from practicing medicine due to the stranglehold that the College of Physicians kept over medical knowledge.

Culpeper is important not only for his anarchic heart but also for the way his work influenced herbalism in America. The English Physician (now known most often as Culpeper’s Complete Herbal) was printed in Boston in 1708. It was the first medical text and the first book on herbalism printed in North America. The ethnobotany of First Nations people in North America blended with the knowledge system European colonists brought with them and that of enslaved African peoples into the Western herbal and American folk herbal traditions we know today. Some of this information was mingled by choice, but much of it was brought together by force.

This is a very abbreviated history, but it can be helpful to think of herbalism in America as a stool with three legs: one Indigenous, one African, and one European. As time went on, many more cultures came together in North America. Today we see the fingerprints of Latinx medicinal practices, as well as many more influences from the diverse cultures that now reside here. Honor where medicine comes from, acknowledge the culture, people, and nation, and pronounce it correctly. If you make a mistake, it’s okay, apologize authentically, and try again. It’s always okay to ask and say, “I’m still learning.” I know I am.

The Birth of the “Witch”

As a self-identified forager-witch, I am often asked where forager ends and witch begins. To me, it’s nearly impossible to tease them apart. As I said before, I found my way to Traditional Witchcraft through Wicca. Many people believe they’re one and the same, and while some Wiccans are witches, not all witches are Wiccans. Wicca is a modern religion born in England in the 1950s that is inspired by an eclectic blend of occult practices both Eastern and Western. Wicca shares many things with Traditional Witchcraft, but the two have important distinctions. Just as the history of Western herbalism is necessary to the practice, so too is the history of witchcraft necessary to the witch. It’s good to know who died for our folkways, who suffered for our magic, and conversely, who thrived from its practice. Let’s look at a brief history of witchcraft as it was practiced in history (and is still today) in the Western world.

Traditional Witchcraft is an umbrella term under which many traditions lie. Generally speaking, it means a modern witchcraft tradition based on practices and beliefs of witchcraft from Europe and America from the 1500s to the 1800s. It is unique folk magic traditions and witchcraft beliefs of the land one lives on. These practices and beliefs are generally seen to have survived Christianity in recorded folklore, songs, and superstitions.

Traditional Witchcraft isn’t just what witchcraft may have been like centuries to millennia ago, but what it was like. We know this through surviving documentation, oral lore, and folk practices that exist today in different cultures. What sets Traditional Witchcraft apart is that the practitioners base their practices in the old lores—chants, incantations, ballads, superstitions, oral lore, and documented witchcraft practices and rituals.

Some Traditional Witchcraft traditions are culture-based, such as Cornish or Balkan witchcraft, while other traditions are based on the writings of specific people, such as Robert Cochrane or the Andersons, who founded the Feri tradition. There are many subtle differences between different traditions, mostly revolving around the personalities behind the belief sets.

Modern Traditional Witchcraft largely did not exist as a term before the early 2000s. It was inspired by a group of witches writing in the 1950s–1970s, namely Robert Cochrane, Paul Huson, Joe Wilson, Robert Graves, and Victor Anderson. People like E. J. Jones, Michael Howard, Nigel Jackson, Nigel Pennick, Andrew Chumbley, and Daniel Schulke have, since 1980, gone on to help create what we know today to be Traditional Witchcraft.3 Although many of these traditions are based on ancient practices, we’re still forging what it means to practice Traditional Witchcraft in a modern world.4 When I sunk into studying this lore, the ways in which I melded my foraging and gardening practices into these traditions felt like a perfect fit. Much of Traditional Witchcraft and our sabbaths and holidays revolve around the agricultural year. So, what better way to celebrate the Old Ways than to live them?

When was witchcraft as well known as it is today? What informed the legacy modern-day witches continue? It begins before the written word, when our ancient ancestors worshipped the animistic world that pulsed with life around them through prayer, offering, dance, song, and ritual. In the written word, it begins in 1750 BCE with the Code of Hammurabi. This was one of the first written law codes containing sections dealing with magic and legal charges of sorcery and witchcraft.

Time Line of the History of Witchcraft


(Based on Michael Bailey’s A Dictionary of Witchcraft)5


The word magia first began to appear in Latin in the first century BCE. The first use of the truly general concept of “magic” in Roman usage was found late in the century (23–79 BCE) by the poet Virgil. Below is a brief historical list of what follows.

From here Wicca and other witchcraft traditions jump to America and take off in the 1970s. Many new sects of Wicca were born in the US alongside Traditional Witchcraft traditions. Yet of course, the continuation of the long history of American folk magic practices, like Hexerei in Pennsylvania, Appalachian folk magic, and African influenced traditions like Hoodoo and Voodoo continue and flourish. This time line gets us to the present day, but how did the folklore of the witch arise? What makes a witch?

What Is a Witch?

As we can see, the understanding of witchcraft as a crime or set of heretical beliefs against the Catholic Church began in earnest in the 13th century in Europe. Actions and practices once seen as a part of someone living on the fringes of society soon became a crime punishable by death. More often than not, many were accused of being witches for being single women, mentally ill, disabled, or being different from the norm. Sometimes people were accused of being witches for owning land desired by others or because of petty interpersonal disputes. In the 15th century, when demonologists began to argue that witchcraft was heresy rather than delusion, ideas of the witches’ Sabbath and the Devil took a hold of the minds of Europeans, and witchcraft confessions became the new written record of witch lore.

Much of what witchcraft was assumed to be was simply the opposite of the God-given order of the world. This means that witches brought death and destruction, whereas God brought life and salvation. It was espoused that witches worshipped the Devil in the form of a goat, cat, or toad. They had sexual orgies with demons and one another. They raised storms to destroy crops and injure people. These were the things Church officials warned of and what most of Europe believed.






	400 BCE

	Plato condemns magoi, or magic practicing priestly caste members, and they’re given a negative reputation.




	1022 CE

	First known burning of heretics at Orleans.




	1233

	Pope Gregory XI issues the Vox in Rama, in which he describes heretics gathering to worship a demon in the form of a toad or a pallid man, then engaging in orgies much like the later descriptions of the Witches’ Sabbath.




	1400

	One of the earliest known witch hunts in Western Europe, in the Alps, Simme Valley.




	1427-1436

	Major witch hunts in Europe: Savoy, Dauphine, and Valais.




	1458

	Nicholas Jacquier writes Flagellum haereticorum (Scourge of Heretical Witches), one of the first major treatises on witchcraft and witch hunting.




	1486

	Malleus Maleficarum (Hammer of the Witches) is written, outlining how to identify and hunt witches.




	1575-1675

	Witch hunts reach their peak in Europe.




	1584

	Reginald Scott, the skeptical thinker, publishes The Discoverie of Witchcraft.




	1675-1750

	Most of Europe sees reductions in witch hunts.




	1692-1693

	Salem witch trials in Massachusetts.




	1736

	Witchcraft Act is repealed in London.




	1828

	Karl Ernst-Jarcke argues that historical witchcraft is actually a pre-Christian religion.




	1888

	The Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn, an elite secret society devoted to ritual magic, is founded in England.




	1899

	Amateur folklorist Charles Leland publishes Aradia, or the Gospel of the Witches.




	1921

	Margaret Murray’s The Witch-Cult in Western Europe is published: first of three works arguing that historical witchcraft was actually a form of ancient pagan fertility worship.




	1951

	Witchcraft Act of 1736 is repealed.




	1954

	Gerald Gardner publishes Witchcraft Today, laying the foundations for Wicca.










Some of these ideas were gathered from Jewish stereotypes and other Christian/Catholic heresies. These stories were affirmed by forced confessions. Many of these beliefs may also stem from the belief in the Wild Hunt, or a spectral hunting party, led by different regional Western European pagan gods and goddesses who caused thunder and lightning while gathering the wandering souls of the dead.

The shift in belief within the Church became that witchcraft and sorcery went from being delusions to dangerous crimes. Shifts in judicial proceedings in the 12th century, due to an interest in Roman law, took an inquisitorial stance rather than an accusatory one. Additionally, new interests in magical texts from ancient Roman, Arabic, and Hebrew writings gave a framework of a world inhabited by powerful demons who needed to be dealt with swiftly and severely.6

All of these factors (plus many more complex changes in economics), led to the development of the belief in the 15th century that there was a diabolical witch cult set on demonic worship and the destruction of the Christian world. This belief allowed for the birth of the witch hunts that would devastate parts of Europe, the echoes of which are still felt today.

Even as a modern witch, it’s not uncommon for me to get hate mail or concerned messages begging me to stop doing the Devil’s work from wayward Christian people. I’ve been accused of sacrificing animals (I raise my own meat chickens) and other strange and fantastical things due to the deep and presiding fear some people hold for what they imagine witchcraft to be. I won’t say being a witch is easy or always safe—sadly, in our world, few identities and religious beliefs are completely free from danger. That won’t stop me, but it does inform how I act in public places and how I share my practice with the world around me. Even being an herbalist comes with a certain set of prejudices one has to face.


A Short History of Folk Healers in America

The history of folk healers in America begins with us deciding on a definition. Folk medicine can be defined as “represent[ing] a body of belief and practice isolated in various ways from the social and cultural ‘mainstream’ and intriguingly unaffected by ‘modern’ knowledge, with which it is frequently compared on the apparent presumption that ‘folk’ and ‘modern’ are mutually exclusive classifications.”7 American folk medicine begins as a story of Indigenous medicine. It starts in the 1500s with the arrival of the Spanish and the enslaved Africans they brought with them. The Spanish used Roman humoral medicine combined with Christian ideologies and eventually melded them with Indigenous beliefs. This was further influenced by largely West African enslaved people who brought their own healing traditions and worldviews with them. When British colonists arrived in North America, they left a medical system that relied upon class stratification and specialization. Apothecaries and surgeons were seen as lower class in comparison to the illustrious university-educated physician. However, enforcing these class differences in a wildly new country was not possible.

The lines between medical professions blurred as people met their needs however they could medically, for in America, there were no universities to train physicians or guilds for apothecaries and surgeons. It was not until the 19th century that medical schools and licensure were enforced, thus allowing for folk medical and magical practitioners to take up caring for and curing their neighbors.8 British colonists had heard tales of the strong, tall, and healthy indigenous people populating the land they were about to arrive upon as uninvited guests. Indigenous medicine was often believed to be superior to the medicine they knew at home.

This is due to a variety of factors, namely exotification. The idea that the medicine of indigenous people was inherently more powerful than that of whites would vacillate over the next few centuries as the systematic theft of Indigenous land occurred. The fact that they were seen as both the “noble savage” and wild people who stood in the way of landholdings depended on the desires of the colonists. Indigenous peoples did not have immunity to many of the diseases that colonists carried, and in the coming years, smallpox, typhus, and many other diseases would utterly decimate their populations, paving the way for the creation of the America we know today.

Despite the racial tensions, the land was the great equalizer; it did not invite the various colonists and Indigenous inhabitants to meld their cultures. The land almost forced it. Without the knowledge the First Nations people provided to settlers, many if not most would have perished through harsh winters in a new terrain full of strange animals and plants. European beliefs also had an effect on Native Americans. For example, they went from believing that the neglect of ritual during hunting could cause illness to believing that the hunter, by inhaling bad odors, could get sick.9 The miasma theory of disease holds that inhaling bad airs or foul smells was the root of many diseases, kind of like a proto-germ theory, and is the legacy of Hippocrates, a fourth-century Greek physician.10

Migrating to radically new areas requires parts of a culture that don’t transfer well to be let go of, and new, more effective cultural practices—here most likely from the Native people of the area—to be adopted. The First Nations people have lived here for thousands of years and knew how things had to be done to ensure a good life in this specific bioregion. No amount of racial prejudice could totally discount their knowledge and experience. Native Americans also had a unique blend of certain African beliefs in their systems of healing, and by 1620, they’d been mingling as runaway enslaved people fled deep into the mountains away from their oppressors. Enslaved peoples often had unique medical systems distinct from white enslavers’, for some permitted victims of enslavement to heal themselves in the ways they knew how. Yet, this was certainly not always the case for those who saw their practices as witchcraft and would rather they die than allow them to be treated with their native medicine.

We can see the West African worldview’s fingerprint on American folk medicine in many places. Looking at specific practices is a great way to begin following the threads of diverse folk cultures back to their countries of origin. One such belief set evident in the American South is the belief that spirits could cause illness as well as their varied and complex folkways surrounding conjuration and magic. In many cultures there is a folk healing concept that living in a “right relationship,” or in a mutually kind, reciprocal, and thoughtful way with other people and one’s environment is not only the right thing to do but also pivotal to maintaining good health. This is a simplified way of looking at one type of shared belief between many West African cultures and Indigenous tribes who thought interpersonal and human-land relationships could affect one’s health. These shared worldviews and beliefs allowed for cultural blending more readily. Conversely, due to differing worldviews, many Africans did not find much of value in the medicine of whites.11

Healing information was eventually shared more often between poor whites and free Black, brown, and Indigenous peoples while the lines between what beliefs came from where became more and more blurred. One could argue the foundational stones of American folk medicine were set in the antebellum South after many white people lost their wealth in the Civil War, and class lines softened to make folk healing methods cross not only race but class lines.12 There were also certain books, like William Buchan’s Every Man His Own Doctor from 1794, Dr. John C. Gunn’s Gunn’s Domestic Medicine or Poor Man’s Friend, and English translations of a German charm book, John George Hohman’s The Long Hidden Friend, which circulated widely throughout the earliest states of America. Their remedies, prayers, and rituals can be seen in many folk healing traditions born on this continent.

American folk healers came, and still come, in all races, ages, and genders. Specialization in one’s healing realm was a common occurrence, whether it be in the form of prayers (as in a minister physician of English colonists) or the herbs used by an Appalachian yarb (herb) doctor of any lineage. Some folk healers shared information freely among themselves, like midwives and herb diggers, while others, like folk magical practitioners, operated in secrecy due to the ways mystery lent itself to their cures.13

Some of the most magical and fascinating parts of the diverse American folk healing traditions are the ways people are believed to become healers. As mentioned previously, many learn from another practitioner. In the cases of granny women or midwives, younger women are taught by elders. However, some are born into healing. Accidents of birth are often believed to impart magical or innate healing abilities, such as having never seen one’s father or being born with a caul, or fetal membrane, still covering one’s face. In Appalachia and the Ozarks, being the seventh son of a seventh son is a sure way to be a born healer. Among Spanish Americans, the fifth or sixth consecutive son or daughter would be born saludadores, a healer or “health giver.”14

Many of us today were not born into unbroken lines of these old ways of herbs and charms, but it’s never too late to heed the call. In all my traveling and teaching, one of the most wonderful things I’ve learned is that old folk healing ways are not dead, just hidden in plain sight. Many people have come to me with a story of a grandpa who could whisper the pain out of a fresh wound, or an aunt who could stop bleeding from miles away with a prayer said to the setting sun. These are classic folk healing stories, yet I’ve met nearly thirty people who know a folk healer personally. It makes me want to cry with relief. Just when I think magic has been cut down and paved over entirely, there—a dandelion has pushed its way out of the cracks of cement.

Herbalism Today: Why Form Relationships with Herbs?

Understanding the context and history of working with plants as medicine on this continent is imperative to finding an ethical practice, but this also leads us to the question why? Why bother with herbs? Why take the time in this modern world to breathe, slow down, and sink into these relationships with plants when we have modern medicine? There’s not just one answer, but I’ll tell you why I think it’s a valuable and worthwhile practice.

The study of plant craft is relevant today, despite its antiquated associations, especially in a plant species–rich area like Appalachia where I live. There are so many opportunities to grow and gather abundant, non-endangered plant medicines and foods due to the amazing amount of species diversity. There are many opportunities to access simple medicine and nourishing foods as well as materials for our craft.

While many ecologically minded folks rally to the cry of saving the Earth for its own sake, I have to be honest and also consider the current mindset and cultural reality that most people face: many people do not ascribe an intrinsic value to nature. Many see themselves as separate, alien from the place where they dwell. This is not anyone’s fault. It’s been a slow and deliberate divorce brought about by centuries of economic, spiritual, and physical oppression wrought by the forces of colonization, industrialism, and capitalism against our universal animistic ancestors of all nations. Seeing a “use” in a plant can be a doorway into recognizing the true, unique life force and real being of that plant after forming a relationship with it. We don’t all arrive at the party at the same time or in the same vehicle.

When a plant is seen as useful to humans, it’s much more difficult to categorize it as an other or to ignore it completely when engaging in any practice. Inspiring people to see value in plants and ecosystems can help to preserve them, for we now live in an anthropocentric world, and our sustainability in the long term depends upon the choices we make now.15 By inspiring or reinspiring perceived value in the ecosystems of our world, we can not only combat species loss and habitat destruction but also combat the loss of traditional practices and regional folkways by making this knowledge accessible. We can combat the total divorce of humans from their fellow animal, vegetable, and mineral kin.

Having a relationship with plants through gardening and foraging supports and can even help increase biological and cultural diversity. First Nations people in North America have gathered and used almost 1,800 different plants, algae, lichens, and fungi throughout their cultural life ties.16 In contrast, only twelve plant species make up over 75 percent of America’s entire food supply today, and only fifteen mammal and bird species make up more than 90 percent of global domestic livestock production. This reliance upon just a few species for global food security and medicinal compounds is dangerous due to the threats of disease and epidemics within closely related plant and animal communities.17 Not only is biodiversity threatened but our cultural diversity is too. Seeking direct relationships with the greenwood around us is one of many diverse tactics used to address these challenges by finding meaning and value in plants and preserving their habitats and their traditional uses in different cultural contexts.

Another reason to pursue herbal studies is rooted in history. Modern medicine as we know it today is just that: modern. What it lacks in age it makes up for in innovation, but there’s a very long time line in which plants, minerals, and animals provided the bulk of our healing. That time line is one of the powers of herbalism. Centuries of trying different doses, preparations, and recording outcomes in both the folk and more professional medical practioners’ workings yields us a long and detailed register of which remedies are safest and most reliable. This combined with modern herbal research (which still occurs despite lack of funds) has shown us the places where herbalism dwells most readily.

Today, there are few of us who aren’t affected by minor injuries and illnesses that do not necessitate a visit to the doctor but render us in need of a remedy. Herbalism provides safe and affordable—or even free—answers to these small but annoying questions. The practice can add to our overall comfort and ease in a country that’s left many with little to no affordable health care. That being said, herbs aren’t just for the small things. They also offer safe alternatives and supportive allies in dealing with autoimmune diseases and chronic illnesses. Where conventional Western medicine shines in acute care, herbs often steal the spotlight for long-term management of conditions. Herbalism can help fill the gaps in conventional Western medicine and can also work alongside it as we strive for a more holistic and ethical medical system.

Why Grow and Harvest Your Own Herbs? Why Work with the Plants Around You?

Why grow and harvest your own herbs when a short online search will bring you whatever you desire for the right price? I feel there are a few reasons: intimacy, deep knowledge, and sustainability. I want to answer this from the lens I view plants through: bioregionally. Noted bioregionalist scholar Kirkpatrick Sale defines a bioregion as a “life-territory, a place defined by its life-forms, its topography, and its biota rather than by human dictates.”18 I focus my use and learning on the plants I can directly work with around where I live. This helps me address some of the biggest concerns in herbal medicine today.

There are many questions about the sustainability of wildcrafting or harvesting plants from the wild for medicine making. Some people respond to this question by suggesting that they never wildcraft, while others operate in a devil-may-care attitude of overconsumption. I believe the answer lies in nuance. In some bioregions, like in Colorado where rainfall is limited and fragile desert ecosystems don’t respond well to stress, asking whether the land can handle wildcrafting is extremely important. In Appalachia where I live, the abundant rainfall and species richness renders the questions differently. We forget, since we can talk to people all over the world with the click of a button, that we’re bioregionally grounded beings, just as our ancestors were.

Considering the unique location and environmental, biological, and cultural geography of the region is a great step towards moving in the direction of location-based land management ethics. This means that what works in Colorado will definitely not work here. Any one-size-fits-all rules about foraging—or really anything to do with the land—must be tailored to the unique place you’re addressing. This fact is very hard for folks who’ve never lived a place-based lifestyle to grasp, and it can bring a lot of pushback, and that’s okay. It’s hard to begin rewilding our minds and consciously make our world a little smaller by focusing on our dwelling place. ReWild University, an educational center focused on ancestral skills like foraging and shelter building, defines rewilding: “Rewilding isn’t about trying to go back to living as hunter-gatherers. Rather, it is about examining our cultural paradigms, seeing how they affect our physical, mental, and emotional health, and reclaiming our birthright as human beings.”19 The Eat Local movement is a great example of a bioregionally grounded tactic that also keeps rewilding in mind. Eating whole foods that are fresh and from where we live helps to provide us with vital nutrients while also giving us an invitation to learn more about what grows well in our climate and what is sustainable in different seasons, and allows us to walk more cyclically from what some would say is the center of our being: our gut.

Ancestral foodways have become very important for both cultural and health-based movements in Indigenous communities countrywide. Eating wild and locally grown foods can have spiritual significance, which helps foster value, pride, and sacredness in the ways food is made, eaten, and shared. Finding our own ways to connect to ancestral diets is a beautiful way to not only connect with our ancestors spiritually but also physically, even if we’ll never eat with them at our tables. If we don’t know who our ancestors are (as in the case of adoption), sinking into the food traditions of the place that one calls home can be a beautiful way to share in this practice.
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