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PREFACE What This Book Is About


We are in a new herbal age—a time of renewed collective awareness of the power of the plant kingdom. It is not so much a return to the old; rather, it is a unique time, when the wisdom of the ancients is being combined with the power of the scientific method to birth our modern herbal practice. It is a system of thought and inquiry that grows and changes with new discoveries, with expanded oral lore, and with the folk-skill of sharing information through hands-on experience. It is a continuation of an old art that has grown greater with the people who practice it.

While herbalism has never died out completely, the number of people who have easy access to the knowledge of plants has been decreasing since the industrial revolution. This has been further augmented by the rise of physician and medical schooling, with its many legal requirements. Evidence-based training and ethical medical practices are paramount for practicing any sort of healing art; however, this limited approach has resulted in the systematic destruction of the wisdom of herbalists of the past, especially people of the global majority, or queer and women healers who were often excluded from medical schooling. This is a deep wound in our collective medical history.

Although some places in the world have retained and normalized the use of plants for healing, as well as preserved methods and modes of sharing that knowledge, today that is a rare practice. While Western medicine is essential for overall good health, practicing herbalism allows individuals to care for simple medical issues that most people face, ranging from head colds to cold sores, with safe practices drawn from the knowledge of plants. Additionally, many of us live without access to regular, affordable healthcare in the United States, so finding ways to maintain our health ourselves when possible is empowering and often necessary.

Since I began my herbal learning journey in 2007, I have been delighted to see more and more people express interest in herbalism and foraging. I’ve noticed these were not just my crunchy friends and comrades; they were also people from diverse classes and political backgrounds. What brings us to the plants is deeply personal and it varies from person to person, but overwhelmingly, it’s the call of safe and effective medicines growing in abundance just outside our door that is so compelling for many of us. We reject the idea that foraging is an environmentally harmful thing only poor folks do, and we challenge the classism that has married wealth to use of the land. Collectively, we notice the growing shift toward seeing plant medicines as desirable; people have begun to view plants as a part of healthy living again.

I did not grow up with plant medicine and I did not know how to identify useful plants. Instead, I relied on teachers and books to grow my knowledge and to safely enter the complex and incredible world of plant medicines. I hope, in an age when it can be difficult to figure out what information is good and what is harmful, this book can offer useful knowledge in one place for your reference when you need it. I also suggest you seek out other sources, other opinions; remember, I am just one person, and while I have years of passionate study under my belt, looking to a collective of responsible teachers is the best way to learn and grow in your own practice. My way is not the sole highway, and you certainly have no lack of choice in the herbal world. But allow my voice to be one of many voices in your practice.

This book is for you if you take this journey with me. It is a repository of favorite tidbits and practical know-how that will help you make medicine and use it effectively. I offer my understanding of the simplest ways to help you feel confident and calm when working with herbs. You will feel welcomed and comfortable with these recipes to make medicines with the plants that grow near and around you. Remember, folk medicine is the medicine of the people. It is a way of the word and the hand. Today, when many of us don’t have a granny or an elder to teach us this magic, I hope this book will guide you along your walk ever forward on the Green Path.


SCOPE OF PRACTICE

There is an important notion we must hold in mind as we learn and grow: the scope of practice. This means we do not attempt to treat conditions for which we are not qualified, experienced, or confident in treating. All the information I provide here is not intended to treat ailments, as I am not a doctor. Instead, I am someone passionately interested in the intersection of the history of plant medicine and safe, easy, and effective herbal care for today. Please always use caution when trying new herbs.

In general, acquiring information and being humble in our herbal knowledge is of utmost importance. Many people are on medications that can interact with herbs; they also have underlying health conditions that make safe recommendations of herbal medicine more difficult. Always check for drug-herb interactions and consult qualified medical practitioners before beginning any herbal regimen.

This book is not intended to help you diagnose or treat persons suffering from illness alone. Rather, it is a guide to help you work in conjunction with in-person classes, other books, and hands-on lessons from experienced herbalists, all in the hope you’ll commit to this study of herbs. The book is intended to inspire you to learn more about simple health matters, but it is my hope it will also encourage intermediate and advanced practitioners to go deeper into their understanding of the total contribution of certain herbs.

I cannot walk beside you on your journey with herbalism. But know that I am with you, and that I thank you for caring about the plants, their histories, and the peoples who collectively have allowed us to learn this incredible information.








THE HISTORY OF WESTERN HERBALISM

Understanding the legacy of a practice is important before taking it up as our own. Know that Western herbalism is built upon the backs of our collective ancestors, and some of those peoples did not willingly bend to carry the heavy load. That history is rife with pain, and unfortunately, this is often overlooked or, worse, rewritten to make things seem easier and more comfortable. Yet understanding the real history of herbal medicine has not taken away from my practice, my feeling of belonging in the plant world, or my dedication to the plants and people who carried this knowledge I have benefited from. Instead, it helps me feel more connected, more understanding, and more grateful to be able to work with plant medicines from all over the world.

While herbal histories are unique to different regions of the globe, I live in North America, where much of our herbal knowledge comes from peoples who have been historically killed or enslaved, and have had their history rewritten to cover the deep and lasting wounds inflicted upon them. It’s not only important to acknowledge this history, but also to question who has written that history and why. For our work, it is necessary to acknowledge the source of this information and folklore so as to ensure we address cultural appropriation that has excluded and erased Black, Brown, and Indigenous contributions.

I say this not to berate or punish white people but to call us to action and to ensure all people have access to the true history of how we have come to know what we know. It’s a reminder that when we use sassafras or tulsi, or any other plant with a sacred spiritual background, we remember to contemplate the ways in which we support and promote those cultures whose knowledge we are benefiting from. Have we bought herbs from them? Bought their books? Donated money to their causes if we are able? Some of my favorite ways to show this support are making donations, teaching free classes for BIPOC folks who want them, and learning about my own ancestors and their medicines. We live in a globalized world, and there is much beauty in consensual cultural sharing. In the history of herbal medicine, that has not been the norm, but we can make it so today with careful consideration, patience, and humility, remembering that we are always learning.

Humans have practiced herbalism since prehistory. Archaeological sites today allow us to learn which plants were important to early humans; these ancient peoples even left written records describing which plants they used. The first recorded mention of an herbal remedy we know of dates to more than 5,000 years ago. Clay tablets found in ancient Mesopotamia describe a dozen herbal recipes by the Sumerians, calling for the use of more than an astonishing 250 plant species.1

While Western herbalism is often considered a European story, it is much more diverse when we look at ancient history. People in Egypt, India, and China all collected, wrote, and disseminated texts on medicine and herbs dating 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 early systems directly influenced and inspired the origins of herbal medicine in ancient Greece and Rome. Hippocrates, often called the father of modern medicine, was one of the first in his writings to separate illness from spiritual causes, around 400 BCE. At the time, it was controversial to dismiss the belief that angry spirits and gods could cause illness, seemingly tempting the Fates themselves into dealing untimely blows.2 The way Hippocrates expressed his ideas of herbal actions upon the human body ultimately made way for writings about herbs for illness that went beyond spells or spiritual cures and laid the foundation for the early medical sciences.

The first medical school in Europe was in Salerno, Italy, established in the tenth century CE. But 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 foundation of this practice. Greek medical texts from Hippocrates and another Greek, Galen of Pergamum, were also translated at this school and integrated into the institution’s operations. This school was unique in many aspects, particularly because it supported practitioners of all genders in a time when women were not encouraged to pursue professions. One of the most famous of these women was Trota of Salerno, who wrote some of the most influential texts on women’s medicine in the Middle Ages.3

Monasteries through the years also contributed to the recording of plant knowledge through their libraries and translations of earlier works. It was not until the fifteenth century that invention of the printing press made the painstaking labor of hand copying those herbals a thing of the past. Though literacy was still a privilege of the clergy and upper classes, an increasing number of books about the uses of plants were circulating and that helped begin the slow process of information crossing the traditional class barriers. Also, translating those works to the languages spoken by common folk instead of Greek and Latin also allowed for the spread of plant medicine, making its way into the hands of diverse classes of people in Europe.

One of the most well-known and cited English-speaking herbalists of the Western herbal tradition is the English physician Nicholas Culpeper. He wrote about the seventeenth-century countryside and printed his English-language texts on herbal remedies and astrological medicine. Culpeper treated people for small fees, or even at no cost, and he sold his works for affordable prices, believing this type of healing should not be reserved for the upper class. This goal earned him two accusations of witchcraft, as well as a close call with a prohibition from practicing medicine, owing to the stranglehold the College of Physicians kept on medical knowledge.4

Culpeper is important not only for his anarchic heart but also for the way his work influenced herbalism in the American colonies. His book, The English Physician (now known most often as “Culpeper’s Herbal”), was printed in Boston in 1708, the first medical text available and the first book on herbalism in North America. Ultimately, the ethnobotany of First Nations people in North America was blended with the knowledge systems that European colonists had brought with them to America, and the knowledge of enslaved African peoples to form 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 through the bonds of slavery and colonization. There is so much more to say about this long and complex history, but the point here is that Western herbalism has varied origins, influenced as it has been by so much more than Western European thought and practice.

Indeed, Western herbalism is a true blend of cultures and histories, beliefs, religions, and folkways, beginning in prehistory and continuing to this day. So, as you work with plants, honor where the medicine has come from, acknowledge the culture and its living people. Remember that we all have a legacy of herbalists in our ancestral pasts, though we carry different historic burdens and have received different blessings. It is my hope that our hearts grow more open and understanding, and our empathy becomes stronger and more fully realized. It is my hope we can work together for the collective liberation of all peoples to have access to their traditional medicine.
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ETHICAL WILD HARVESTING

Today in our modern Western world, very few people make foraging a large part of their life. This is interesting to note, as one of the most common questions people ask about foraging is: Why do it if it is unsustainable for everyone to do it? They then ask: Isn’t it hurting nature to forage? Don’t the animals need the plants for food? Why not just go to the grocery store? These questions have an underlying assumption that human interactions with nature are inherently destructive.

Wild food foraging, and the harvest of wild plants for food and medicine, has been under fire since the early 1990s, owing to a variety of factors. Unfortunately, the roots of humankind’s disconnect to nature run so deep that it is particularly difficult for scientists to see the ways in which human activity in nature, when properly managed, is not ipso facto destructive. Just as the U.S. Forest Service manages the access that hikers have to the woods and how the public can enjoy them, wild foraging can be—and in some places already is—heavily regulated. By sharing accessible information about the proper harvesting techniques for each plant, shrub, and tree in question in a locale, we can provide tools to avoid improper harvest or the overharvesting of rare or culturally significant species.

It’s difficult not to see the world in simple binaries. Some of the key things about the sustainability of foraging wild plants is that this foraging is not being promoted as an activity all people would, can, or should want to do. It does not have to sustain the whole populace to be a sustainable activity.

To practice safe, respectful, and meaningful foraging from the wild, you must follow nuanced, place-specific rules and constantly ask questions. You also have to be willing to learn new things constantly and not practice binary thinking in the face of an ever-evolving and deepening practice. These recommendations are all part of the reconnection process, ensuring you are in a good relationship with the wild world.

There’s a lot to consider before picking a plant, but over time you’ll learn how to determine whether a plant can be harvested and how much harvesting is normal. In that same measure, I lament the gatekeeping concerning herbalism and foraging that keeps many people, especially BIPOC individuals, from feeling comfortable and welcome working with plants. We are all needed with our unique gifts in these hard times, and it is important to acknowledge where we are also in need of growth.
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THE FUNDAMENTALS OF WILD HARVESTING

There are some basic things you must acknowledge before you begin foraging for herbs. First, always ensure you have 100 percent identification of any plant or mushroom before ingesting it. No matter how advanced your knowledge, you should ask another person—not Google or a book—to confirm. Or, if you cannot do this in person, send good, detailed pictures with the location and date found to a university or online reputable plant expert. As you learn to ID the plants, you’ll find having multiple points of identification is key to success. Note the season, the stage of growth, physical characteristics, any smell, and relationships to nearby plants. At the end of the day, it’s up to each of us to be responsible for seeking confirmation of any identification.

Second, don’t forage in places of contamination. Roadsides and residential areas can be contaminated with lead and industrial waste. Make sure you check the history of an area before harvesting any plants.

Third, don’t forage on people’s private property without their permission. Also, be aware of local regulations concerning foraging on public lands; you could be fined if you are caught in an area where foraging is illegal.

Fourth, focus on harvesting abundant plants. Read about the plant populations in your area. In harvesting invasive plants, you’ll find the native flora will greatly benefit from those efforts.

Finally, educate yourself on culturally significant plants and be sensitive to plants sacred to the First Nations. One example of this is white sage (Salvia apiana), which has been overharvested owing to increased interest from people outside its Indigenous cultural uses in North America.

Ask Yourself the Following Questions


	Are you able to honestly view your potential impact on a stand of plants and/or the ecosystem in which it lives? If you see that there is not enough growth, can you walk away from the plants truly and wisely?

	How much medicine do you realistically need? We often harvest more than we use; avoid killing a plant just to waste it.

	If the plant is rare, can you use a more widely available plant in its place?

	Is this stand of plants healthy? Is there observable damage to the plants?

	How large is the stand? Are there others nearby?

	If your harvest won’t require taking the plant’s life, how long will it take the harvested part(s) to grow back? If your harvest does take the plant’s life (such as in the harvest of roots), how will you support its propagation in the future?

	Will your impact be noticeable? Have the plants been trampled or hurt? How can you maintain this space beautifully?

	Is there evidence of others having harvested here? How intense is that evidence?



These answers require an ever-deepening knowledge of your specific location’s history, current management practices, and much more. This can make harvesting on public lands—which is often illegal or heavily regulated—very hard, but if you have permission to harvest on private lands, you can ask the landowner about the land use history.


YOUR FORAGING RECORDS

A great way to manage and add to this information is by keeping a foraging binder. You could also use Google Drive or a phone app. The point is to have a separate entry for each new plant and tree, thereby expanding and adding to your knowledge over time. This recordkeeping will both act as your personal knowledge repertoire and let you monitor spots you harvest each year.

Here is an example page to give you an idea, though you may want to modify it to suit your situation as you start collecting your own notes. Add any additional categories that will help you track each plant’s population density and health over time.


PLANT COMMON NAME:

SCIENTIFIC NAME:

FAMILY:

LOCATION:

DATE:

OBSERVATIONS OF SURROUNDINGS: (Make note of the overall population, how the plants look. What is it like in the general area? Is there new construction nearby? Does it look like someone else has been foraging here?)

GENERAL POPULATION: (Note whether there have been any changes since you were there last.)

AMOUNT HARVESTED:

PLANT PART HARVESTED: (roots, leaves, flowers, etc.)

OTHER NOTES:







SOME GENERAL GUIDELINES FOR HARVESTING

As you venture out and harvest plants for making medicine, keep in mind these points:


	Know the rare and endangered plants of the area and don’t harvest them.

	Know the poisonous plants that pose dangers (like poison ivy [Toxicodendron spp.]) before harvesting in a new region.

	Pick from different stands or spots in a stand to minimize your impact.

	Care for and develop a relationship with the stand. Educate yourself on that plant’s propagation and help the plants by either replanting root divisions or spreading seeds.

	Don’t harvest the oldest and largest plants in a stand; they are the most successful survivors with the strongest genes.

	Leave any area you harvest from in the same or better condition than you found it. Fill in any holes after harvesting roots. Don’t leave discarded leaves or other plant parts lying around where others can see them. Whenever appropriate, replant root crowns or scatter seeds. Pick up trash and help maintain the area.

	Keep notes on different wildcrafting populations in your foraging binder or other notebook. Observe the stand over time so that you can continue to refine your personal assessments of where it is safe and ethical to harvest from that spot each year.

	Remember, every flower you pick is a fruit that never shall be. Instead, grab flowers from branches that fall in springtime storms. They can also be preserved in thin layers of salt and added to rice as a beautiful edible, as the Japanese do with their cherry blossoms in spring.






HOW MUCH CAN I TAKE?

If you google “foraging,” you’ll come across many different numbers, proportions, and percentages of what is appropriate to harvest from any given patch of wild plants. These types of judgments are not helpful, for a few reasons. First, the percentages refer to foraging generally and use a one-size-fits-all approach. In certain ecosystems, like desert highlands where water is limited and plants grow more sporadically, taking any amount from a population can be devastating. Yet harvesting plants in temperate areas with high rainfall and more plant diversity, especially non-natives and invasives, can be helpful.

Second, we can help control invasive plants like Japanese knotweed (Reynoutria japonica) in the United States by eating the plants and making medicine with them. There’s no rule about how much to take that does not depend completely on the location, population size, species, and climate. Instead, learn about each new plant in your region and how prevalent it is on a case-by-case basis, always asking questions and watching the populations grow and change over time.




WHAT ABOUT HARVESTING INVASIVE PLANTS?

Invasive plants are defined by the USDA as “a species that is non-native (or alien) to the ecosystem under consideration; and, whose introduction causes or is likely to cause economic or environmental harm or harm to human health.” Invasive plants are taken seriously by many speaking about environmentalism and conservation. Foraging and then eating, or making herbal products with invasive plants as a means of controlling their population has raised much criticism, most likely from a lack of nuanced thinking.

Using a plant as a means to help curb its population growth can be a great part of a multistep approach to controlling the otherwise unchecked spread of these plants, which can affect native plant and animal populations. However, the critics of this view fear that the products made from these invasive plants will become culturally significant, and therefore become a protected resource by the populace—in other words, they are concerned about the creation of a market demand for the invader. But this argument concerns a wider market and harvesting on a grander scale than what we’re dealing with here.




WHERE CAN I HARVEST LEGALLY?

If you’re unclear about where you can legally forage, your favorite hunter-friend, relative, or online community of foragers or other regional groups can be a great resource for learning about public lands open for foraging and hunting. These people may even know private property owners from whom you can seek permission to harvest the plants. On that note: Be aware of the hunting season for the area and take proper caution during that time of the year.

Finally, if you are lucky enough to have land, consider hosting classes or walks with local herbalists, or allowing folks to forage on “unused” areas of your property. That especially includes members of Indigenous and other BIPOC groups in your local area. Not only will you gain a chance to learn more about the magic of your bio region, but you can also share your abundance in an impactful way. Remember, it is often unsafe for BIPOC persons to hike and explore in certain areas, owing to systemic racism, so doing our part to help create and maintain safe wild spaces is paramount for our collective health and liberation.




CAN I HARVEST RARE PLANTS?

There are many herbalists and ecologists who believe that writing about rare and endangered plants like goldenseal and ginseng is unwise. With our current catastrophic climate crisis, including the destruction of habitat, wild lands, and loss of plant diversity, this mindset is not unfounded. There is a collective fear that if more people know about these plants, they will want to harvest them, even if warned about their scarcity. Our capitalist economy is good at creating products out of something living and finite; it’s an appetite that has no end. I do not disagree with this philosophy entirely, but I do believe that people will make good choices when given the right information. Thus, it is important as a conservation technique to educate people on how to identify rare plants, which can inspire their protection and avoid accidental harvest.

In the case of two of the most precious and overharvested rare plants in my home region of Appalachia—ginseng and goldenseal—I have found that by teaching students in my herbal programs about how to identify them and other rare plants, I have seen their collective, accurate knowledge develop over time. My students not only know how to identify these plants and share that information with others, but they also know how to choose other herbs that might be more abundant or more specific for their medicinal needs. I believe, perhaps naively, that my students will act as stewards of these precious beings. By providing up-to-date, specific information, we honor both the goodness in the hearts of those seeking this information and acknowledge that humans are not inherently destructive or ignorant of their impact.

Indeed, it is my hope as you read about ginseng, goldenseal, ghost pipe, and other rare plants in this book, you keep this conversation in mind. You can purchase sustainably grown ginseng and goldenseal from growers and medicine makers with good reputations and solid backgrounds in the field, especially Indigenous practitioners, as these two plants are native to North America. You can also grow some of these rare plants yourself and act as a steward for these important living beings. Discover their nuances with your own practice or decide you do not need those rare plants in your apothecary because there are so many other, more sustainable options.








HOW DO I HARVEST TREE BARK?

Harvesting bark is an important skill when making herbal medicines and requires considerable care. You can easily damage or even kill a tree with improper harvesting. These instructions are based on the wisdom of the talented Vermont herbalist Juliette Abigail Carr.

YOU’LL NEED THE TOOLS OF THE TRADE: a folding handsaw, pruners, a sharp knife that is small and not serrated, a drawknife if you want to harvest from a large tree, and a hatchet to remove twigs or fell a small tree.

[image: An illustration showing the proper method for harvesting tree bark, indicating the tree branch collar and two cutting points.]

The best time to harvest bark is in the fall, but looking for fallen branches is best at any time of the year. As the tree or shrub draws its compounds down into its roots, they will be more readily available in the bark. Harvesting bark can be a lot of work, so make sure you have enough time and energy to see it to completion. Pick a tree or shrub that is small so you can reach it easily and don’t have to cut the whole thing down to get a branch.

Choose a small branch that’s no larger than your arm. Locate the collar, which is the chunkiest part of the branch. It is either against the trunk or where one branch branches off another, as shown here. Use a saw to make a clean cut beyond the collar. (If you saw into the collar, it can damage the tree or cause harmful rot.) You can cut bottom up first (cut 1) if the branch is large, then cut down (cut 2) to ensure water won’t pool in your cut and cause rot.

The processing is best done on a sunny, dry day to ensure the bark doesn’t get wet on a tarp or cloth; also, it is easier to catch and collect all your bark pieces. Start by using your pruners or a knife to remove any small twigs not worth shaving the bark from (you can save those to use whole). Next, saw the branch into manageable pieces—not so small that you can’t hold them easily and not so big they are unwieldy. Using a sharp knife, carefully slice away from you to take strips of bark off ensuring you remove the cambium or often greenish inner bark. This is the only part we will use in medicine making.






BASIC FOLK MEDICINE MAKING

Here are some simple ways to make the basic types of herbal medicines discussed in this book. Note that this is not an exhaustive list of techniques, and I hope you explore more with other herbalists as you hone your craft.


TEAS AND DECOCTIONS

Aside from eating a plant whole, tea was most likely the first way humans used plants for medicine. Teas and decoctions are essentially infusions of plant matter in hot water. You can make tea from both fresh and dried herbs, depending on the season and what is available. What makes a decoction different from a tea? A tea is an infusion of plant matter that been steeped in boiled water, while a decoction is the resulting liquid from gently simmering plant matter in water. Do you need to use dried herbs for tea? Definitely not. In tea making, herbs are dried only to store them. Fresh herbs are wonderful for tea.

Some Items Necessary for Making Teas:


	Tea strainer and cup or mug

	Kettle for boiling water



Some Items Necessary for Making Decoctions


	1-pint, 1-quart, or a half-gallon glass jar with lid

	Medium saucepan

	Medium bowl or large measuring cup with a spout

	Strainers of various sizes



When choosing herbs to use to make an infusion, it’s important to note which part of the plant you are using. Delicate plant parts like leaves and flowers are great for tea because they can simply be placed in a tea strainer and infused briefly in hot water, then enjoyed. Boiling can damage the volatile oils and constituents of fresh herbs that you want to make medicine from. But harder, tougher plant parts, like roots and seeds, are excellent for making decoctions. For these, you simmer the herbs longer to make a stronger extract.

First, measure out the herbs needed for your recipe. For most herb teas, there’s a recipe with the given amounts. Place your herbs in your jar and pour the freshly boiled water over them. Cover the jar with a lid or tea saucer and allow it to steep. Next, pour the tea through a strainer into another clean jar and either enjoy or cover with a lid and refrigerate for use throughout the day. Compost or discard the strained-out herbs, then enjoy your tea.

There are some variables, of course. For a strong medicinal tea and not just a pleasant beverage, the general ratio is 1 ounce of herb per quart of water and it is steeped for as long as 1 hour. Making larger batches of medicinal tea offers greater convenience, as you can drink the cup doses throughout the day. You can use most medicinal teas cold or lukewarm, but if you like you can gently reheat the tea if you’ve made a large batch.

Decoctions are made by simmering herbs in water rather than just steeping them. This method of medicine making is generally reserved for the tougher plant parts, like roots, stems, and seeds. You gently simmer these parts in a saucepan for 10 to 30 minutes, which helps them to break down and release the constituents inside. Plants like dandelion root, cinnamon bark, and birch twigs are all great candidates for decocting. Generally, you place the plant material in a saucepan and add water, then cover and simmer it for 10 to 30 minutes. After that, you can either allow it to steep further until lukewarm and then pour it through a strainer and enjoy, or strain it while hot and add honey or steep other, more delicate herbs in the hot decoction.




TINCTURES

Tinctures are herbal extracts made using water and alcohol. Some plants are not suitable for making alcohol tinctures, depending on their predominant chemical constituents. Marshmallow root, for example, is best used as a cold-water infusion because its most important plant chemicals are not soluble in alcohol, only in water. There are many solubility charts in books on basic medicine making, as well as online that you can consult.


CAUTION: The dosages given in the recipes are just a suggestion; some people may need only a few drops of a tincture, while others may need a few dropperfuls to feel similar effects. Please always try a new herb in a very small dose of 1 to 3 drops, especially if you are dealing with any serious longstanding health concerns or allergies. This information is for educational and historical purposes only, and is not a replacement for professional medical care.



Alcohol can extract phytochemicals like alkaloids, sugars, enzymes, essential oils, minerals, and vitamins from the plant material. Specific medicine-making information is addressed for each herb listed in this book.

There are two general ways to make tinctures: the folk method and the weight-to-volume ratio method. Each can be used appropriately, depending on your goal. If you are using a nutritive herb like calendula, chickweed, or cleavers that do not have intense action on the body, the folk method is a great choice. If you are making a tincture with an herb that causes intense actions and has toxicity at certain dosages, like poke root (Phytolacca americana), or it’s an expensive or rare herb, the better choice is using a weight-to-volume method. In fact, using the recipes with the weight-to-volume ratio will give you exact dosages and ensure you get the most out of precious medicines.









THE FOLK METHOD


	
1. Wash if needed and chop the fresh herbs or crumble the dried herbs into small pieces. The smaller you make the pieces, the more surface area is exposed to the alcohol, allowing more phytochemicals to be extracted into the tincture. With dried herbs, it’s best to remove the leaves and flowers from the stems and use these for medicine, as the stems of many herbs usually do not contain many volatile oils. There are of course exceptions, like in the case of angelica (Angelica spp.), in which the stem does indeed contain much valuable medicine.

	
2. Place the herbs in a clean, dry glass jar with a wide mouth. (You will see why the wide mouth is key when it comes time to cleaning it later!) Pour the high-proof alcohol over the herbs.

	
3. Seal the jar with its lid and place in a dark, dry place for 4 to 6 weeks to allow the herbs to infuse. Stir the tincture every once and a while to help the herbs fully release their chemicals into the alcohol. Make sure the alcohol level does not go down; if it does, top it off with additional alcohol to prevent spoilage and close again with the lid. Using BPA-free plastic lids or placing some wax paper between a metal lid and the glass jar can help to prevent the alcohol from corroding the lid and contaminating the medicine.

	
4. After 4 to 6 weeks, use a strainer or cheesecloth to strain out the herbs. Press down on the herbs or squeeze the cheesecloth to get all the tincture—you don’t want to waste this valuable medicine. Some people use a tincture press to squeeze all the alcohol out of the herbs; however, a much more affordable option is to place the herbs from the tincture in a cheesecloth and then press that with a potato ricer. This can help to get every last drop out.

	
5. Place the strained tincture in a tincture bottle or use a clean small jar and label it with the date, name of the herb, and type of alcohol, including the percentage. Store the bottle or jar out of direct sunlight in a cool, dark place. Tinctures can last for up to 10 years when correctly prepared and stored. They lose some potency over time owing to some degradation of plant chemicals. With folk tinctures, adult dosages are typically 30 to 60 drops in a glass of water, taken three times a day. Certain herbs, known as “low dose botanicals,” like poke root (Phytolacca americana), have unique and specific doses to avoid taking toxic or even lethal doses, much like some over-the-counter pharmaceuticals. Always remember that while there are some generalities in herbalism, knowing the specific plants and their doses is imperative.





The Weight-to-Volume Ratio Method

This method is excellent for many reasons, but the most important is that you can be sure what the dosage is—which is vital when using strong medicinal plants. You can also reproduce a particular recipe more easily. Just remember that plants are not machines—they are highly variable in their medicinal compound content—so some variation will occur naturally. This technique uses the proportion of herb weight to liquid volume.

Some Necessary Items for Making Tinctures


	Measuring spoons and cups

	Fluid ounce (liquid) measuring cups

	Small scale for herbs

	Glass jars of various sizes

	Sharp knife or blender









THE MEASUREMENT SYSTEM FOR TINCTURES

When making a tincture, there are a few terms that are helpful to know:


	
Marc: the solid matter in a tincture: plant roots, leaves, and/or flowers

	
Menstruum: the liquid in a tincture: alcohol, water, vinegar, honey, or glycerin



Weight-to-volume tinctures take two things into account: (1) the ratio of the weight of the marc to the volume of the menstruum, and (2) the amounts of alcohol and water in the menstruum. When written, this looks like a ratio and a percent. For example, when there is one part marc to two parts menstruum in 75% alcohol and 25% water, that is expressed as 1:2 75%. This signals the content easily and quickly. You will see these ratios given for tinctures in this book for many of the herbs included.

In this ratio, the “parts” are often measured in ounces. Unfortunately, liquid and solid measurements using “ounces” are actually different and that must be taken into account. Solid ounces are weight measures; liquid (fluid) ounces are volume measures. Just be careful if you are making measurement changes from metric to U.S. customary or imperial, as in going from grams to milliliters.

Alcohol is a useful menstruum for many reasons. It both preserves the plant chemicals and partially breaks down the plant cell walls to release their contents. More important, there are many herbal constituents—for example, volatile and fixed oils, resins, and alkaloids—that are not very soluble in water but will dissolve in alcohol.

To make a 1:2 tincture, you use 1 ounce of marc for every 2 fluid ounces of menstruum, measured in a marked measuring cup (those two types of ounce measurements). If you have more than 1 ounce of marc, you multiply the weight of the marc by the second number in the ratio.

For example:


	With 5 ounces of an herb in a 1:2 tincture, use 10 fluid ounces of menstruum or, 2 x 5 =10.

	With 5 ounces of an herb at a 1:3 tincture, use 15 fluid ounces of menstruum or, 3 x 5 =15.



Deciding what ratio and alcohol percentage to use can be confusing at first. Follow the specific recipe for the plant you use rather than a catchall recipe for all herbs. In this book, a ratio is provided for each tincture recipe in each herb’s entry.

Another general note is that most fresh plant tinctures are made at a ratio of 1:2, while most dried plant tinctures are made at a ratio of 1:5. This is because the water content in fresh herbs tends to dilute the alcohol percentage, so a higher percent is needed to create a potent medicine.
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