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  Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible.




  We would love to hear from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart, and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:
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    The health information expressed in this book is based solely on the personal experience of the author and is not intended as a medical manual. The information should not be used for diagnosis or treatment, or as a substitute for professional medical care. The identification, selection, and processing of any wild plant for use as food or medicine requires reasonable care and attention to details since, as indicated in the text, certain parts are wholly unsuitable for use and in some instances are toxic. The author and publisher urge you to consult with your health-care provider prior to using any wild plant as food or medicine.


  




  The natural world is not something alien and wild. It is not an enemy or outside force that must be subdued and dominated.




  —JAMAKE HIGHWATER, THE PRIMAL MIND
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  Preface




  First the word, then the plant, lastly the knife.




  —AESCULAPIUS 1200 B.C.




  In 1985, after I had been making educational films for ten years, my government grants evaporated and I found myself in an unemployment line fidgeting with my keys. A $99 check was my reward for surviving another week. I took the money, rented a broadcast video camera, left home for ten weeks, and began an odyssey: filming edible and medicinal wild plants. I plodded through forests, forded streams, climbed mountains, and mucked through swamps, grabbing short clips of useful wildflowers (and they are all useful). When it was over, I had a film, still had my family, and had accrued a great deal of debt. Debt to my wife, Jill, and daughter, Rebecca; debt to Dr. Jim Duke, who coauthored my first video; and debt to Steven Foster, whose kind reviews induced the Boy Scouts of America and Outdoor Life Book Club to distribute the program. With the proceeds from sales, I built a production studio, and now—fourteen videos and three books later—I continue to discover the surprising benefits of our native flora.




  Although the dampness has dried behind my ears, the echoes of experts still reverberate. These echoes remind me that all medicinal plant compendiums are collaborations with those who went before. So I thank them all: Native Americans, American pioneers, and the thousands of herbalists prior and the thousands after. Discovering and sharing their knowledge is what this book is about, so I humbly submit their wisdom with a few fresh ideas of my own.




  The production of this book was made possible with the help of Paula Brisco, who kept the train from derailing; Shelley Wolf, who nurtured the engine along with patience and sound advice; and Mary Ballachino, who gave it all a place to go. Thank you to the American Botanical Council, who provided a push to put me over the hill, and thanks to Candace Corson, MD, whose insight and wisdom made this a more useful and more accurate guide.
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  Horsetail rush in a rocky landscape




  Introduction: What Are Medicinal Plants?




  The onset of agriculture brought with it a surge of infections, a decline in the overall quality of nutrition, and reduction in the average length of life.




  —COHEN ET AL., PALEOPATHOLOGY AT THE ORIGINS OF AGRICULTURE




  Medicinal plants and wild plant foods provide chemicals your body needs to maintain optimum health. Your organ systems want to be whole and healthy, and medicinal plants can induce body functions in the direction they need to go. Wild plants cleanse and strengthen body tissues and organ systems. They energize your brain, improve your diet, nourish and cleanse your organ systems, provide physical energy, strengthen immunity, and provide first-line defense against the degenerative diseases of aging. With the selective use of plants you can lower blood cholesterol levels, lower blood pressure, prevent strokes, and help prevent cancer. Bear in mind that plants are less a cure for disease than a preventive. The body wants to heal, and herbs help.




  

    This book is a field guide, not a prescription for medicinal plants. Medicinal plants should only be used with the guidance and oversight of a professional, holistic health-care practitioner. Pregnant and lactating women should never use wild plants as therapy without professional supervision. Keep in mind that each human being is unique and that each person’s reaction to chemicals from wild plants varies: What is my food may be your poison. Take personal responsibility for your health, get advice from experts, feed your intellect, and step lively and wisely through life.


  




  Before going afield, let’s discover how plants have helped the human species endure and proliferate.




  You Are Plants with Wheels




  You either eat plants or eat animals that eat plants; therefore, your body’s chemistry is made from plant chemistry. In effect, you are a plant with wheels. Plants contain all the essential and nonessential nutrients and chemicals you need. The vegetables, roots, and fruits that you eat and the herbs you sprinkle over food are full of health-protecting chemicals that are antiviral, antibacterial, antiasthmatic, anti-inflammatory, and antifungal.




  Where do plants get this power? Consider this: A typical tomato produces more than 10,000 unique physiologically active compounds. Many of these chemicals are used by the plant to germinate, grow, flower, and propagate. But thousands of others have more mysterious uses. What are they for? Unlike you, a plant doesn’t have legs; it cannot run and hide from its enemies. It is firmly stuck in the earth, unable to escape predators that would destroy or devour it. To survive plants produce thousands of chemicals, called secondary metabolites, that fend off or kill viruses, bacteria, nematodes, and myriad other creatures that would do them harm. When you eat plants these potent chemicals are taken into your body and utilized. In effect many ingested plant chemicals protect you by staving off enemies that might do you harm.




  That’s how medicinal plants work: They induce, expel, stimulate, organize, warm, rebuild, and protect. This is not new information. For thousands of years plants have been humankind’s primary medicine. They have also been used to flavor and preserve food. Before refrigeration was invented, our ancestors sprinkled combinations of salt and herbs over foods as preservatives to slow degradation and provide flavors and aromas that masked the foul taste and funky odor of rancid food. At the same time the herbal preservatives packed a bonus dose of health-protecting chemistry.




  These combinations of indigenous medicinal herbs give a particular ethnic food its characteristic flavor and have come to be known as cultural flavor principles. Curry is a traditional example of a cultural flavor principle that preserves food and provides health benefits. Research suggests that cultural flavor principles play a key role in protecting health and increasing longevity. Flavor principles help explain why the Japanese, Greeks, and Italians live longer than Americans. When you learn to prepare foods with cultural flavor principles that contain medicinal plants, you reap better health and a longer life.




  Chemical Families




  There are several important families of plant chemicals: polysaccharides, simple sugars, proteins, oils, bioflavonoids, sterols, acids, and alkaloids. These chemical families and their members are composed of thousands of physiologically active compounds. Dr. Jim Duke, former chief of germplasm at the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), has compiled a huge database of plants and their physiologically active chemicals. Visit his Web site (www.ars-grin.gov/duke) to discover which plants have what chemicals and how those chemicals effect human physiology.




  You will soon learn that many plants are used in similar ways—that literally hundreds of plants treat diarrhea; that all plants contain cancer-fighting antioxidants (some more, some less); that all roots store immune-stimulating polysaccharides; that you have a broad choice of anti-inflammatory plant foods; and that gas-relieving digestives come in many shapes, colors, and flavors. Once aware of this overlap, you should strive to make food your medicine—that is, eat edible plants that have proven medicinal value. And play it safe: Avoid medicinal plants that are not considered safe food.




  

    Herbal Preparations Defined




    Modern technology provides superior ways of distilling, extracting, purifying, and standardizing herbal extracts that are beyond the scope of this book (see appendixes C and D for additional resources). But let us define some terms in this book.




    Tea (also known as infusion or tisane) is prepared by pouring hot water (just off the boil) over fresh or dried herbs. Typically the soft parts (leaves and flowering parts) of the plant are infused. Examples: green teas, black teas, herbal teas. Amount: One teaspoon dried herb to 1 cup of water; 4 teaspoons of fresh herb to 1 cup of water.




    Decoction: A liquid made by simmering or boiling herbs in water. Decoctions pull water-soluble chemistry from the hard parts of the plant: the stems, seeds, bark, and roots. Example: Garlic soup. Amount: One teaspoon dried herb to 1 cup of water; 4 teaspoons fresh herb to 1 cup of water.




    Percolation is like making coffee: Water or alcohol is dripped through a damp mass of powdered herb. Example: Dripping hot water or alcohol through cayenne powder. Put a drop to your lips. . . . Zowee! Amount: One hundred milliliters of liquid through 10 grams dried herb; repeat the process over and over to increase concentration.




    Tinctures: Chopping and blending an herb in alcohol. Other chemicals can be used, such as apple cider vinegar or glycerin. The maceration (blending) can be accomplished in a blender. Example: Blend 100 proof alcohol (Everclear) with fresh echinacea flowers. Cut the whole flowers in small pieces, place in a blender, cover with Everclear and macerate. Let the maceration rest in the refrigerator for four hours, then strain and bottle. Amount: When making a tincture with a dry herb, typically a 1:5 ratio is used—that is, 1 ounce of the dried herb is macerated and blended with 5 ounces of 50% (100 proof) alcohol. With fresh herbs a 1:2 ration is often used—1 gram to every cubic centimeter of 50% (100 proof) alcohol.




    Fomentation: Prepare a decoction or infusion of herbs (see above), then dip a cotton cloth into the preparation and wrap the warm wet cotton cloth around an injury. Example: Dipping a cloth in a mild cayenne extraction and applying it to an arthritic joint. (Note: This application will redden the skin and may irritate.) Amount: Enough to cover area to be treated.




    Poultice: Pound and macerate fresh herbs and apply the moist herb mass directly over a body part. Example: Putting a warm, wet, and pounded mass of plantain over a pus-filled wound. Amount: Large enough amount to cover area to be treated.




    Powders are prepared by drying and finely grinding the herb, then loading the powder into a 00 capsule. Example: Many over-the-counter dried herbs are sold in capsules. Amount: Typically one 500- to 1,000-milligram capsule.




    Oils and salves are prepared with dried or fresh herbs. First the herb is cooked in oil to extract the active principle, then the oil is thickened or hardened with beeswax. Example: The aerial parts (flowers, leaves, and stems) of yarrow are simmered in oil and then blended with warm beeswax. The blend is cooled, and the resulting salve is applied as a wound treatment. Amount: With yarrow I lightly pack a pan with fresh leaves and flowers and cover with olive oil or lard (studies suggest lard is better absorbed through human skin than plant oils).


  




  Here’s how I use medicinal plants as food: To improve digestion and assimilation of meals, I eat safe bitter herbs in my salads. I snip dandelion leaves, chop them small, and throw them in a bowl with some mesclun mix (lettuce, arugula, a bit of chopped chicory leaves) and maybe some fresh basil, oregano, and purslane. Now I have a salad with slightly bitter, edible medicinal herbs that streamline digestion and assimilation, provide me with pain-relieving anti-inflammation chemistry, and offer cancer-fighting antioxidants.




  Here’s another scenario: Let’s say your child comes home from school with a cold—you don’t want to catch that. So place a thin slice of raw sweet potato on a piece of bread. Pull a burdock root from your yard and shred that over the sweet potato. Maybe grate just a little raw horseradish root on top. Then, if available, plug in a couple of thin slices of raw Jerusalem artichoke root. Slather a second piece of bread with pesto, flip on a few dill pickle slices, cover with lettuce, and slip in some ham, beef, or whatever you like. Voilà—you have an infection-fighting sandwich. Finish the meal with ten drops of echinacea and that should hammer the cold before it takes hold. The raw medicinal plant roots provide immune-stimulating polysaccharides, and the echinacea has a sterling history of fighting acute infections, especially when the infection is caught early.




  Herbal teas are another example of herbs as food. Teas are used in traditional medicine to stimulate and cleanse organ systems. They can protect you from infection, open your sinuses, quell your cough, fight heart disease, prevent cancer, move your bowels, and relax your mind. In rural India and many other places around the world, foul drinking water is boiled and infused with aromatic herbs to mask the taste and disguise the water’s odor. Herbal teas can also make you vomit, give you diarrhea, induce hallucinations, and cause death. This book will explain which herbs are beneficial and which ones are dangerous.




  In fact, herbs are used in many health-affirming ways, including:




  •  Managing blood pressure and cholesterol. Eating more plant foods and using less salt help manage blood pressure. Green plant foods and herbs are diuretics. For example, research showed that capsicum, derived from cayenne and jalapeño peppers, increases blood flow, lowering both blood pressure and cholesterol.




  Numerous studies have shown the benefits of garlic. It balances cholesterol levels in the blood by lowering serum cholesterol and raising HDL cholesterol. Garlic is also anticlotting, reducing plaque formation in blood vessels.




  Other herbs found in America such as ginseng, aloe vera, dandelion, black cohosh, yellow dock, burdock, echinacea, and red clover blossoms all have blood-pressure-lowering and cholesterol-lowering chemistry.




  •  Treating cancer. Mayapple contains podophyllotoxin. A synthetic analog of podophyllotoxin is used to treat small-cell lung cancer and testicular cancer. Ellagic acid from the seeds of berries, specifically raspberries, has proven useful as an adjuvant nutritional therapy for cancer patients. Flaxseed oil is being studied as a cancer therapy. Traditional treatments that are scientifically unproven, like the Essiac formula, are discussed in the text. Vegetables, fruits, nuts, and herbs provide substantial amounts of cancer-fighting antioxidants.




  •  Treating arthritis. Compound P from cayenne is used to quell pain and improve circulation to arthritic joints. Stinging nettle is often used in Mexico to alleviate severe arthritic pain. The nettle is slapped over the joint as a counterirritant, and the resulting sting and inflammation is said to bring relief. Other North American medicinal plants used as adjuvant nutritional therapy for arthritis include lime juice, white willow, wild strawberry, spruce, flaxseed oil, raw green wild plants, almonds, walnuts, and pine nuts.




  •  Influencing sexual drive. Chemicals from certain herbs may affect sexual desire and sexual function in humans. Traditionally American ginseng, saw palmetto, marijuana, passionflower, lady’s slipper, and California poppy have been used to affect libido.




  How to Use This Book




  This field guide offers a unique identification system: It moves the user from the simple and familiar plants to the rare and complex. It builds from a solid foundation of basic information and takes the forager as far as he or she wants to go. The goal is to help the reader identify plants that have been used as medicine for thousands of years.




  

    Germany’s Commission E




    Throughout this guide you’ll find references to Commission E, Germany’s official government agency specifically focused on herbs. In 1978 the Bundesgesundheitsamt (a federal health agency similar to the U.S. Food and Drug Administration) organized the commission to evaluate the safety and efficacy of medicinal herbs. The commission’s broad range of interdisciplinary experience and expertise is unique in the world: Its twenty-four members include physicians, pharmacists, pharmacologists, toxicologists, representatives of the pharmaceutical industry, and laypeople.




    The Commission E monographs consist of more than 300 articles on herbal preparations that serve as the basis for the use of these plant drugs within the German health-care system. Monographs include the name of the herb, its constituents, indications for use, contraindications, side effects, interactions with other drugs, and dosage. The complete text of the Commission E monographs was translated and published in English in 1998 by the Austin, Texas–based American Botanical Council. For more information visit the council’s Web site at www.herbal-gram.org.


  




  Each entry begins with a description—a summary of the plant’s physical characteristics to aid in plant identification, followed by an explanation of the location, the part of the country where the plant grows.




  We then discuss the plant’s role past and present as food, its traditional medicinal uses (including how it was used by American Indians and by American pioneers), and its modern medicinal uses.




  Throughout this book you will learn which herbs are beneficial and which ones are dangerous. The caution sections give details about plants’ dangerous characteristics or uses.




  In the notes I share experiences, skills, gardening tips, recipes, and bits of humor gleaned from my forty-plus years of using herbs.




  The wildlife/veterinary uses section presents unique observations and useful experiences relevant to animal lovers and naturalists.




  The plant entries provide a wealth of supplemental Web sites, books, and research references. You’ll find other useful information and resources in this guide’s appendixes.




  Now take the first step toward a longer, healthier, more productive life: Sit down and read this book, then hike afield and discover health-improving herbs that grow as near as your own backyard.




  

    
CHAPTER 1 Medicinal Plants of Yards, Prairies, Roadsides, and Meadows



  




  When we destroy a people’s experience, they become destructive.




  —R. D. LAING




  These common plants are often found growing in yards, along roadsides, and in open areas. They are easily transplanted to your garden.




  Dandelion




  Taraxacum officinale G.H. Weber ex Wiggers




  Description: Perennial weed with a basal whorl of toothed leaves. Yellow composite flower with numerous rays born on 6-to 10-inch flower stem. Torn leaf or flower stem exudes white-colored latex.




  Location: Worldwide, temperate regions. Common yard bounty.




  Food: A vitamin- and mineral-rich salad green. Tear it into small pieces (leave out the tough veins) for salad and mix with thyme, fennel, nasturtiums, and salad greens. Thyme and fennel balance the dandelion’s bitterness. Make a mineral-rich tea from dandelion roots and leaves. Gently simmer chopped fresh roots for a stomach bitters; the bitter brew will stimulate the flow of gastric acid and bile, improving digestion and assimilation. Cook fresh leaves gathered early in the season with olive oil, bacon, and lemon juice. As the season progresses, dandelion leaves become more bitter: Pour copious amount of water on the late-summer plants so that the morning harvest will be sweeter. Even when bitter, the leaves are a healthy addition to stir-fries. Try dandelion with tofu. Cook the leaves in oyster oil with cayenne, garlic, and beef strips.
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  Dandelion, Taraxacum officinale




  Traditional uses: The root decoction is a liver-cleansing tonic that aids digestion and helps cleanse the blood. It is also diuretic and is traditionally used to treat premenstrual syndrome (PMS). It has a mild laxative effect and may relieve inflammation and congestion of the gall-bladder and liver. Native Americans applied a poultice of steamed dandelion leaves to treat stomachaches. Greens were considered a tonic blood purifier. The root decoction was imbibed to increase lactation and was used as mild laxative and for dyspepsia.




  Modern uses: Commission E–approved for treating dyspeptic complaints, urinary infections, liver and gallbladder complaints, and appetite loss. Root extract may lower cholesterol and blood pressure (hypotensive). Dandelion is one of the most potent diuretics. Its performance in animal studies is equal to the prescription drug furosemide. Dandelions are a stimulating tonic and mild laxative with blood-glucose-regulating capacity. The bitter taste of dandelion is an appetite stimulant and stimulates the entire digestive system (cholagogue), improving appetite, and may be helpful treating anorexia. It raises hydrochloric acid secretion in the stomach, improving calcium breakdown and absorption, and it also spurs bile production.
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