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  FOREWORD

  Before this book, you needed several different reference sources to put together all of the useful information about how to grow and use medicinal plants. From starting a garden, to planting, to weed and insect control, to harvesting and preserving the plants, to making simple, effective medicines from them, the authors cover everything you need to get started on a lifetime of learning and health. And they make it fun! Their personable approach to the various subjects just makes the reader want to read more.

  Alyssa and Dede have synthesized valuable information about 24 very special medicinal plants and have included instructions for growing or collecting them in a clear, simple, straightforward manner. Focusing on a core group of plants, as the authors have done, helps greatly to clarify the mystifying plethora of plants that can be used as medicine. The concepts of “wonderful weeds” and native plants are important topics that I always stress in my own classes, garden tours and writing. If only everyone would learn to look at our plant heritage with these eyes! Some of my very favorite “weeds” are covered here, so it’s great that more people will learn about them through this book. Think of the “weeds” you have struggled to remove from your lawn—dandelion, plantain, red clover, and others—and you might then rethink your eradication of them.

  Growing organically, without poisons and chemicals, is vital when growing medicinals. If we want to heal ourselves with Mother Nature’s bounty, we must participate in her natural processes rather than fight them, attempting to control the physical world, as we humans so often attempt to do.

  Although the climate and gardening conditions where I live in Hawaii are very different from the US mainland (believe it or not, the mints do not survive long-term here!), I have had much experience growing many of the plants the authors describe when I lived in Northern California from 1971 until 1998. Their gardening advice is sound and is presented in an easy-to-understand way. The important thing I have learned about growing medicinal herbs is that they grow best when they grow where they want to grow. I always tell visitors to my garden, “the plants don’t need us, but we need the plants.” This basic philosophy is echoed in the pages of this book, and the authors have done a good job of communicating the importance of letting the plants do their own thing. Very little fussing, fretting, and fertilizing are needed for this category of plants!

  Appendix 1 includes a succinct list of the properties that medicinal plants can contain. Along with simple definitions and good examples of plants that have each property, this quick reference will help all readers to learn the sometimes confusing terms and will enable them to better design their own unique formulas that will serve their special needs exceptionally well.

  I am confident that readers of this book will become inspired to plant a garden that contains at least a few medicinals. They will change your life for the better, in many wonderful ways.

  By Barbara Fahs of Hi‘iaka’s Healing Herb Garden, Kea‘au, Hawaii

  Author of Super Simple Guide to Creating Hawaiian Gardens and the “Healthful Herbalist” newspaper column; teacher of workshops, including the Home Herbalist Certification Series.

  Kea‘au, Hawaii,

  November 2013
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  INTRODUCTION

  People have used plants as medicine since the beginning of time. Every culture around the world has or has lost a relationship to the plants of the region, whether wild or cultivated. These healing plants have served our species well. There was once a time, in the not too distant past, when most people had some knowledge of plants to heal themselves, and in every village a person of more expertise on treating serious conditions.

  Today we are focused on so many different things in our busy lives, and most of us have come to depend on systems of medicine that are outside of ourselves. We have forgotten how to take care of ourselves, prevent illness, and treat common ailments when they arise. We may be fearful when something is off balance, in turn running to the nearest hospital or pharmacy. We have forgotten how to grow and prepare the simplest of medicines to treat colds, flus, fevers, and headaches, promote sleep, and so on. We can get this knowledge back for vibrant well-being. We can grow a small number of herbs, take a small amount of time in our lives, and have security in knowing that we can heal.

  Let us be empowered to take at least some of our health into our own hands; it is we who know our bodies from the inside out! Growing a small number of medicinal herbs is a wonderful place to start. By doing this, we start to remember our connection with these allies, this support system that lies within the earth, and our own optimal health.

  Growing herbs is easy, and super fun! Herbs are wonderful “weeds” that, when put into the right environment, will grow big and strong and full. They want to spread, take over, and multiply, which is great, when they are planted where we want them! The task becomes pruning, thinning, pulling, and harvesting. Once herbs are established and growing in your yard, there is more abundance each year, rarely a worry of shortage. They are flexible and hardy to many growing conditions, oftentimes even extreme or harsh weather. The key is to choose plants that are generally suited to your area, and the ones we have chosen for this book are very common and easy to grow in most areas. Perennial herbs for the most part are the focus in this book, as they will proliferate for many years, so that establishing your garden is a one-time endeavor.

  Herbs are effective medicine, not only for us, but for the garden. They serve as pest control, and they heal the earth where it may have been stripped or polluted. Incorporating them into our lives enriches us by soothing or stimulating the senses and helping us feel better when sick.
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  This book will teach you step by step how to prepare the soil, plant the herbs, and maintain the garden in your backyard. We will also talk about alternative ways to grow herbs if you do not have a yard, as well as the abundant wild medicinal plants in fields, forests, and even urban areas.

  * * *

  We have chosen twenty-four herbs to cover in detail, twelve for growing, and twelve for wild crafting—the properties, benefits, uses, and growing methods of each one, preparing you with information to better know them, and in turn make medicine from them. There are so many more than these twenty-four, but learning about these will give you a solid foundation from which to expand your knowledge if you choose.

  Beyond the growing, there is the harvesting, processing, and making of simple medicines for you and your family. Bringing the herbs inside and filling your home with the herbs’ beauty and aroma is amazing and healing in itself.

  Then we create! Create remedies for common ailments, teas, salves, extracts, pillows, oils, powders, liniments, and baths. Each year you will form more and more of a rhythm with this process—from the backyard into the kitchen and home pharmacy. You will become your own healer for many things you once relied on others for.

  Here are the twelve herbs recommended for the start-up medicinal garden.

  Astragalus

  Calendula

  Chamomile

  Comfrey

  Echinacea

  Elder

  Garlic

  Lemon balm

  Mint

  Motherwort

  Sage

  Valerian

  In the following pages you will find profiles for each of the twelve herbs and basic garden layouts and plans.

  

  [image: image]


  [image: image]

  

  [image: image]


  HISTORY OF HERBAL MEDICINE

  Medicine has been around since prehistoric times, when medicine was practiced using plants (herbalism). The word “drug” literally means “Dried Plant.”

  According to Jared Diamond, author of Guns, Germs, and Steel, “for most of our history we supported ourselves by hunting and gathering: we hunted wild animals and foraged for wild plants.”
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  Early humans combined herbs along with animal parts, and even mineral substances in a ritualistic way. The strong eye of the shamans is well documented throughout history, imbuing herbalism and healing with a spiritual and even supernatural means. The Egyptians named the first physician, Imhotep (2667–2648 BC), and there was even a manual printed on papyrus (a waste plant-based paper) to help in treatments.

  A bit later, in Mesopotamia, there was a diagnostic manual written to help support the practice of diagnosis, and even offer prescriptions.

  In India, the ancient healing system of Ayurveda has been practiced for more than 5,000 years—it is called the Mother of all Medicine by some. The practice of Ayurveda was created around the “complete knowledge for long life,” and uses herbs, food, and yoga, as its primary tools for holistic health for everyone, adapted for each person’s individual constitution—physically, emotionally, and spiritually.
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  Traditional Chinese medicine also dates back around 5,000 years, and is an extremely holistic system of healing, using herbs as a primary tool.

  Later on, the Greeks developed schools of medicine from around 700 BC, and the Hippocratic Corpus was created, including the famous Hippocratic oath, which is still used today in medicine. In the Muslim Arab world, there were also famous medical practitioners, Avicinna being the most noted, having penned the Canon of Medicine.

  Herbs have been used since the earliest time of record, and beyond, as they have always been here with us on the earth, serving as allies for survival. The use of plants for medicine has shaped who we are as humans. Modern allopathic medicine has greatly benefited by plant constituents and alkaloids, found and isolated to create strong, life-saving medicine. The flip side of this system of healing, which is going on today, is that we have lost touch with the rich history and benefits of using the whole plant. “The primary benefit is being able to develop a relationship with that herb,” says Jen Bredesen, herbalist and teacher at the California School of Herbal Studies. 

  Even novice gardeners can concoct simple home remedies like teas and salves, as will be demonstrated in this book.
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  Ancient Egyptian medical instruments depicted in a Ptolemaic period inscription on the temple at Kom Ombo.

  Some basic herbs that are used in cooking and gardening include: calendula, cilantro, lemon balm, peppermint, rosemary, mullein, thyme, lavender, chamomile—along with garden “allies” to help repel insects. Our book will explore these and other domesticated herbs along with wild varieties to use for healing and maintaining health in order to possibly avoid the aid of antibiotics, or modern medicine’s panaceas that sometimes disrupt the equilibrium of the body.
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  MEET THE PLANTS

  Getting to Know Your Herbal Allies

  Long before we had electronic databases or comprehensive scientific tomes filled with information about herbs, humans knew and understood the healing power of plants. I am convinced that this knowing came from an intrinsic sense of relationship with the plants, not simply a trial-and-error process as we often postulate.

  —Rosemary Gladstar, The Family Herbal;

  A Guide to living Life with Energy, Health, and Vitality

  Getting to know plants is a rewarding process. It is also never ending. Plants are as complex as humans, adapting to the environment they are put in, struggling, thriving, producing, and giving.

  Plants give us so much in the way of health and beauty. They offer a plethora of gifts from the earth and lessons to learn. They are filled with minerals and vitamins, and each one comes with its own unique profile of properties and actions, which help heal our every ailment, lift us up when we’re down, and soothe our senses.

  Herbs are our allies, and once your eyes are open to their world and you start to use them for your food and medicine, life will become all the better. It feels so good to take your health into your own hands when appropriate (remember that serious health considerations need professional guidance). There is so much we can do with herbs to help prevent serious illness, and so many ways herbs can help us to feel enlivened, healthy, and whole.

  On the pages that follow are profiles of twenty-four plants we have chosen. We have chosen twelve plants that are commonly and easily cultivated in your backyard, windowsill, deck, or rooftop, and twelve that are common medicinal weeds.

  The list of useful medicinal herbs in this world is endless, too many for any book to cover, so we thought we would focus in with a magnifying glass on some that we think are fabulous, and some of our personal favorites!

  The twenty-four plants in this section are incorporated into many of the recipes in the simple home remedies section (see page 95), along with other herbs and ingredients.
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  The 12 Cultivated Herbs

  Note: Every herb is wild somewhere and can seem “wild” if it spreads from garden to field and forest. There is a fine line here.

  •   Astragalus

  •   Calendula

  •   Chamomile

  •   Comfrey

  •   Echinacea

  •   Elder

  •   Garlic

  •   Lemon balm

  •   Motherwort

  •   Peppermint

  •   Sage

  •   Valerian
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  The 12 Wild Herbs

  Note: Of course you can cultivate these in your garden if you want to, if you are not finding them wild.

  •   Burdock

  •   Coltsfoot

  •   Dandelion

  •   Mullein

  •   Nettle

  •   Plantain

  •   Red Clover

  •   Red Raspberry

  •   Self-heal

  •   St. John’s wort

  •   Yarrow

  •   Yellow Dock
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  THE 12 CULTIVATED HERBS

  Astragalus

  Calendula

  Chamomile

  Comfrey

  Echinacea

  Elder

  Garlic

  Lemon balm 25

  Motherwort

  Peppermint 29

  Sage

  Valerian
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  Astragalus

  Astragalus membranaceus

  Parts used: Root

  Properties/Actions: Adaptogenic, immunomodulating, cardiotonic, antitumor, diuretic, hypotensive, anti-inflammatory.

  Benefits: Strengthens the body as a general immune tonic, especially if taken over long periods of time. Balances the energy of all organs, increases energy, supports digestion.

  Astragalus is very beneficial for any individuals suffering from wasting or exhausting diseases.

  Suggested uses: Tincture, decoction, capsules.

  Growing, harvesting, and wild crafting tips and specifics: Perennial. Grows well in full sun or partial shade. Prefers dry, sandy soil. Start from divided root, or seed.

  If starting from seed, freeze the seeds for 21 days, then scarify them with fine sandpaper. Start indoors in late winter, after soaking the seeds for a day or two. Transplant into the garden in spring after danger of frost.

  Protect well with mulch of leaves or straw or hay for the winter.

  Cautions: May be contraindicated with medicines that suppress the immune system.

  In Chinese medical terms, astragalus builds up the protective chi. Imagine that there is a protective shield around your body, just below the surface of the skin, that keeps out cold and other external influences. It vitalizes the non-specific immune defenses and wards off infections. This is the protective chi, and astragalus is the premier herb in Chinese herbalism to strengthen it.

  —Paul Bergner
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  Calendula

  Calendula officinalis

  Parts used: Flowers.

  Properties/Actions: Emollient, antiviral, anti-inflammatory, antiseptic, demulcent.

  Benefits: Helps to heal cuts and scrapes, rashes, eases abdominal cramps and constipation.

  Suggested uses: Tincture, infusion, herbal oil, salve.

  Growing, harvesting, and wild crafting tips and specifics: Annual. Easy to start from seed directly in the garden, and will tend to self seed for following years, acting as a perennial.

  Cautions: May be contraindicated during pregnancy due to abortifacient properties.
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  Chamomile

  Matricaria recutita

  Parts used: Flowers.

  Properties/Actions: Antiseptic, anti-inflammatory.

  Benefits: Can be used to aid in reducing inflammation, stress, and insomnia; helps with digestive problems by gently stimulating bile production. Soothing and cleansing as a compress/wash for wounds and rashes, and eye problems.

  Suggested uses: Infusion, tincture, glycerite.

  Growing, harvesting, and wild crafting tips and specifics: Annual. Start from seed indoors or in a greenhouse in early spring, transplant outside after danger of frost. Can be susceptible to fungi and insects in the garden, more than other herbs, so interplanting is best. There is a specific tool for efficiently harvesting the flowers of chamomile, called a chamomile rake (see sources).

  Cautions: People who have ragweed allergies may have the same reaction to chamomile.
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  Comfrey

  Symphytum officinale

  Parts used: Leaves, roots.

  Properties/Actions: Tonic, demulcent, expectorant, vulnerary, astringent.

  Benefits: Rapidly promotes healing of wounds, sprains, bruises, burns, broken bones, sores, and ulcers. Has incredible results because it increases cell proliferation, both internally and externally.

  Suggested uses: Infusion (leaf), decoction (root), herbal oil, salve, poultice, powder.

  Growing, harvesting, and wild crafting tips and specifics: Perennial. Start from cuttings, or divided roots. Will take easily, and spread throughout the garden a lot, if not kept contained. If needed, keep contained by planting in a container, or weeding it out from unwanted locations.

  Cautions: Comfrey has been used internally for thousands of years but just recently has become controversial due to a study concerning certain pyrrolizidine alkaloids that it contains that can cause liver dysfunction. This study was done by feeding the roots to rats, who then developed tumors. This has never translated directly to humans, and, above ground, this plant does not contain high levels of this alkaloid.

  The healing of wounds can be so rapid with the use of comfrey topically, that it is important to make sure the wound is very clean before applying comfrey, so that it does not lock in any kind of unfriendly bacteria, causing a trapped infection.
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  Echinacea

  Echinacea purpurea and angustifolia

  Parts used: Roots, flowers, and leaves.

  Properties/Actions: Antimicrobial, anti-inflammatory, antiviral, antibacterial, antifungal.

  Benefits: Eases colds and flus, fevers, lymphatic congestion, excessive coldnesss, dizziness, mental confusion, boils, skin eruptions, sores, infections, viruses.

  All inflammatory conditions can be treated with echinacea.

  Important to take in frequent small doses for ideal effectiveness.

  Suggested uses: Infusion, decoction, tincture.

  Growing, harvesting, and wild crafting tips and specifics: Perennial. Start from seed, or root division. Echinacea will grow well in most conditions, with the exceptions of very dry or very soggy soil.

  Cautions: Many herbalists believe that echinacea loses its effects if taken long term—more than 3–4 weeks at a time. May be wise to take a break after that time period, for about 2 weeks, and then start back up if need be.
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  Elder

  Sambucus nigra

  Parts used: Flowers and berries.

  Properties/Actions: Diaphoretic, alterative, stimulant, antirheumatic, antiviral.

  Benefits: Eases colds, flus, fevers, acne, burns, rashes, wrinkles.

  Suggested uses: Syrup (berries), infusion (flowers), herbal oil (flowers), salve (flowers).

  Growing, harvesting, and wild crafting tips and specifics: Perennial. Divided roots. Prefers moist, well-drained, fertile soil.

  Cautions: Only the black elderberry (nigra) is safe to use. The red variety is toxic.
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  Garlic

  Allium sativum

  Parts used: Cloves.

  Properties/Actions: Antibacterial, antifungal, antiparasitic, carminative, anticoagulant, antispasmodic, diaphoretic, hypotensive, cholagogue.

  Benefits: Stimulates digestion and cardiovascular circulation. Eases colds and flus, hypertension, arthritic pain, candida.

  Suggested uses: Tincture, powder (capsules), and most commonly, as food! Cooked or raw. See the recipe for Spicy Immunity Vinegar Tincture in the Simple Home Remedies section!

  Growing, harvesting, and wild crafting tips and specifics: Annual. Plant in fall, late October or early November. Likes rich, well-drained soil, neutral pH.

  To plant: Separate the cloves from a bulb of garlic from the last year. Each clove will grow its own bulb for next year! Make sure the cloves you are planting are nicely formed and in good condition, and are covered completely with at least a layer of skin. Plant about 4 inches down in the soil, 6 inches apart. Mulch well for the winter. In the spring after the danger of frost has passed, clear away the mulch, and the young garlic shoots will begin to poke through. The garlic will be ready to harvest around late July, once the aboveground parts have turned at least 3/4 yellow/brown.
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