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  The identification, selection, and processing of any wild plant for use as food 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 even toxic. Because attempts to use any wild plants for food depend on various factors controllable only by the reader, the author and Globe Pequot assume no liability for personal accident, illness, or death related to these activities.




  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 author and publisher urge you to consult with your health-care provider prior to using any wild plant as food or medicine.




  This book is a work of reference. Readers should always consult an expert before using any foraged item. The author, editors, and publisher of this work have checked with sources believed to be reliable in their efforts to confirm the accuracy and completeness of the information presented herein and that the information is in accordance with the standard practices accepted at the time of publication. However, neither the author, editors, and publisher, nor any other party involved in the creation and publication of this work warrant that the information is in every respect accurate and complete, and they are not responsible for errors or omissions or for any consequences from the application of the information in this book. In light of ongoing research and changes in clinical experience and in governmental regulations, readers are encouraged to confirm the information contained herein with additional sources. This book does not purport to be a complete presentation of all plants, and the genera, species, and cultivars discussed or pictured herein are but a small fraction of the plants found in the wild, in an urban or suburban landscape, or in a home. Given the global movement of plants, we would expect continual introduction of species having toxic properties to the regions discussed in this book. We have made every attempt to be botanically accurate, but regional variations in plant names, growing conditions, and availability may affect the accuracy of the information provided. A positive identification of an individual plant is most likely when a freshly collected part of the plant containing leaves and flowers or fruits is presented to a knowledgeable botanist or horticulturist. Poison Control Centers generally have relationships with the botanical community should the need for plant identification arise. We have attempted to provide accurate descriptions of plants, but there is no substitute for direct interaction with a trained botanist or horticulturist for plant identification. In cases of exposure or ingestion, contact a Poison Control Center (1-800-222-1222), a medical toxicologist, another appropriate heath-care provider, or an appropriate reference resource.


  













   The earth is the Mother of all people, and all people should have equal rights upon it.




  —CHIEF JOSEPH, NEZ PERCE
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  Echinacea pallida, Boot Lake Prairie, Indiana











  
Preface





 

    I salute the light within your eyes where the whole Universe dwells. For when you are at that center within you, and I am [in] that place within me, we shall be one.




  —CRAZY HORSE, OGLALA LAKOTA SIOUX







  Here it is, the third edition of North American Medicinal Plants. I have enriched this herbal bible with more resources to make your life interesting, long, and useful. With these pages you will walk in the footsteps of your ancestors—those first humans who discovered medicine from their personal experiences of sight, touch, and taste.




  The echoes of wisdom from these first plant experts remind me that all medicinal plant compendiums are collaborations with those who went before. So let’s thank them all: American Indians; American pioneers; and the thousands of gardeners, foragers, and herbalists prior and the thousands after. Discovering and sharing their knowledge is what this book is about, so I submit their wisdom with a few fresh ideas of my own.




  The production of this book was made possible with the help of Dave Legere, who kept the train from derailing; Ellen Urban, who nurtured the engine along with patience and sound advice; and Melissa Evarts, who gave it all a place to go.




  



  Take Charge of Your Health




  This book is a field guide, not a prescription for medicinal plants. Medicinal plants should be used only 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 and medicine may be your poison. Take personal responsibility for your health, get advice from experts, feed your intellect, and step lively and wisely through life.
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   Columbine, Wind River range




   



  Safety and Efficacy Documents




  IMPORTANT: Research is ongoing with medicinal plants. Please, if you see something that interests you, initiate a Web search (I prefer Google). Use the plant’s common or scientific name followed by the words clinical trials, NCBI, research, or science. For example, Google: Dandelion NCBI. You may be surprised at what you find.




  Throughout this field guide, I often document proven efficacy and safety with this reference shorthand: (CE), (CM), (GRIN), and/or (WHO). Copy and paste these Web addresses into your browser.




  (CE) refers to Commission E, Germany’s official government agency specifically focused on herbs. Available from www.herbalgram.org.




  (CM) is research gleaned from Canada Natural Health Product Monographs—https://publications.gc.ca/collections/collection_2012/sc-hc/H164-34-2006-eng.pdf.




  (GRIN) refers to the US Agriculture Research Service and Dr. Jim Duke’s database (https://phytochem.nal.usda.gov) where medicinal plants are cataloged for chemical constituents.




  (WHO) refers to the World Health Organization’s collection of scientific and documented medicinal herbs (https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/42052/9241545372.pdf). This wealth of information supports the traditional and modern uses of the medicinal plants covered in this field guide.
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  Beargrass, Beartooth Wilderness, Wyoming











  
Introduction





 

    When all the trees have been cut down, when all the animals have been hunted, when all the waters are polluted, when all the air is unsafe to breathe, only then will you discover you cannot eat money.




  —CREE PROPHECY







  What Are Medicinal Plants?




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




  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 you need. The vegetables, seeds, roots, and fruits 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 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 rooted in the earth, unable to escape predators that would destroy or devour it. To survive this handicap, plants produce a pharmacopeia of chemicals, called secondary metabolites, that repel or kill viruses, bacteria, nematodes, and myriad other creatures that will do them harm. When you eat plants these potent plant chemicals are taken into your body and utilized. In effect, many ingested plant chemicals protect you by staving off infectious diseases by charging your immune system so your body can protect itself.




  That’s how medicinal plants work: They induce, expel, stimulate, organize, warm, cool, 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.




  It Is well known that traditional flavor principles, those combinations of indigenous medicinal herbs, provide ethnic food with its characteristic taste and value. Curry, for example, is a traditional example of a cultural flavor principle that both preserves food and provides health benefits. Research suggests plant foods with 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. So to increase life span, learn to prepare foods with cultural flavor principles that contain medicinal plants. Not only will you live longer, but you will reap the benefits of robust health.




  Chemical Families




  There are several important families of plant chemicals: polysaccharides, simple sugars, proteins, oils, bioflavonoids, sterols, acids, antioxidants, and alkaloids. These chemical families and their members are composed of thousands of physiologically active compounds.




  In these pages you will 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 discover how to make food your medicine by eating safe edible plants that have these proven medicinal values. Also, you will learn how to play it safe and avoid medicinal plants that are not considered safe food.




  Here’s how I use medicinal plants as food: To improve digestion and assimilation of meals, I eat safe bitter herbs and mushrooms. I snip dandelion leaves, chop them small, and throw them in a bowl with some mesclun mix (lettuce, arugula, a few chopped chicory leaves, chives, onions) and maybe some fresh basil, oregano, and purslane. Now I have a salad with a slightly bitter taste filled with edible medicinal herbs that streamline digestion and assimilation, providing me with pain-relieving and anti-inflammation chemistry, as well as 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 a few 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 provide another example of herbs as food. Teas are used in traditional medicine to stimulate and cleanse organ systems. Making a tea draws out the water-soluble chemistry from the plant that protects you from infection, opens your sinuses, quells your cough. Antioxidant teas help 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. These odor-masking herbal teas are life-saving. Other teas, in the hand of a capable physician or holistic herb practitioner, can save your life by making you vomit. They can vacate impacted bowels and give you bowel-cleansing diarrhea. Teas can induce hallucinations, and a few have been used to cause death. This book will explain which herbs are beneficial and which ones are dangerous.




  Here are a few ways herbs are used in health-affirming ways:




  • Managing blood pressure and cholesterol absorption: Eat more raw and cooked plant foods and use less salt to help manage blood pressure and kidney health. Green plant foods and herbs are diuretics. Adding live-food diuretics to meals may help lower blood pressure. For example, research showed that capsicum, derived from cayenne and jalapeño peppers, increases blood flow, lowering both blood pressure and cholesterol. Fiber from plants slows and prevents the absorption of cholesterol.




  Numerous studies have shown the benefits of garlic and other allium species covered here: Alliums balance cholesterol levels in the blood by lowering serum cholesterol and raising HDL cholesterol. Garlic and other alliums are also anticlotting by reducing plaque formation in blood vessels.




  The herbs ginseng, aloe vera, dandelion, black cohosh, yellow dock, burdock, Echinacea, and red clover blossom all have blood-pressure-lowering and cholesterol-lowering chemistry.




   •  Cancer prevention: Mayapple (a toxic plant) contains podophyllotoxin, a toxin used to model a synthetic drug that treats small-cell lung cancer and testicular cancer. Ellagic acid from the seeds of blackberries and raspberries has proven useful as adjuvant nutritional therapy for cancer patients. Flaxseed oil is being studied as a cancer therapy and is an essential oil that has antioxidant properties. Traditional treatments that are scientifically unproven, like the Essiac formula, are discussed in the text. Several servings of vegetables, fruits, nuts, and herbs provide substantial amounts of essential nutrition replete with cancer-fighting antioxidants, cholesterol-lowering fiber, and immune-enhancing nutrients.




  
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: Prepare tea (also known as an infusion or tisane) 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: 1 teaspoon dried herb to 1 cup water; 4 teaspoons fresh herb to 1 cup 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: Simmer 1 teaspoon dried herb to 1 cup water; 4 teaspoons fresh herb to 1 cup water. Simmer for at least 5 minutes, strain and use.




  Percolation: Percolation is a process like making coffee: Water or alcohol is dripped through a damp mass of powdered herbs. Example: Dripping hot water or alcohol through cayenne powder. Put a drop to your lips. . . . Zowee! Amount: Drip 100 milliliters liquid through 10 grams dried herb; and then repeat the process to increase concentration.




  Tincture: Chopped herbs, blended in alcohol. Other chemicals can be used in place of alcohol, such as apple cider vinegar or glycerin. The maceration (blending of alcohol and the chopped herb) can be accomplished in a blender. Example: Dilute a volume of 190-proof alcohol (Everclear 95 percent alcohol) with an equal amount water to get approximately 50 percent alcohol.




  Then chop fresh cut Echinacea flowers into small pieces, place in a blender, cover with 50 percent alcohol, and macerate.




  Let the maceration rest in the refrigerator for 4 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 dried herb is macerated and blended with 5 ounces 50 percent (100-proof) alcohol. With fresh herbs a 1:2 ratio is often used—1 gram to every cubic centimeter of 50 percent (100-proof) alcohol.




  Double Extraction: For a double extraction, first fill a container such as a 1-quart canning jar (or similar container) with a cup of macerated (ground) Echinacea leaves and roots (or other plant material to be extracted). Completely cover the maceration with 8 ounces of 50 percent diluted Everclear (add an equal volume of water to an equal volume of Everclear to get 50 percent alcohol concentration). Cover the container and store for a few days (up to 2 weeks) in a darkened cupboard or refrigerator, shaking twice a day. Strain off the liquid—a pair of pantyhose is an effective strainer—and run it through an unbleached coffee filter. Squeeze out the remains in the filter when it has stopped dripping. You now have a “single extraction.” Now take the Echinacea mash (marc), cover it with water, and simmer for 30 minutes to make a decoction, adding water as necessary. Strain and then blend the decoction with the tincture, making a stronger “double extraction.” To maintain an alcohol concentration of at least 25 percent (50-proof) add no more water to the second extraction than the original amount of the 50 percent alcohol used to make the initial extraction. That is, if you poured 10 ounces of 50 percent alcohol over the herb in the first step, do not add more than 10 ounces of water for the second extraction.




  Fomentation: Prepare a decoction or infusion of herbs (see decoction and infusion above), then dip a cotton cloth into the preparation and wrap the warm, wet cloth around an injury. Example: Dip a cloth in a mild cayenne extraction and apply it to an arthritic joint. (Note: This application will redden the skin and may irritate it.) 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: Put a warm, wet, and pounded mass of plantain over an infected wound. Amount: Large enough amount to cover area to be treated.




  Powder: Powders are prepared by drying and finely grinding the herb, then loading the powder into 00 capsules (1-gram capsule, or 1,000 milligrams). Example: Many over-the-counter dried herbs are powders sold in capsules. Amount: A typical dose may be one 500- to 1,000-milligram capsule.




 Oils and salves: These can be prepared with dried or fresh herbs. First, the herb is simmered 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 covered with oil and simmered for 10 minutes 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) then simmer, strain, and bottle.




   • Pain management for 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 are 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.




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




  How to Use This Book




  This field guide builds from a solid foundation of basic information and takes the forager as far as they want to go. The goal is to help the reader identify plants that have been used as medicine for thousands of years.




  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 habitat, and the part of the country where the plant grows. Bear in mind most of these plants have wide distribution, with their species and subspecies found nationwide. So make certain you read this book from cover to cover; the biomes described are general categories. What one person finds in the East, you may find in the West or on the Pacific Coast.




  After identification and habitat, I discuss the plant’s past and present role as food, its traditional medicinal uses, including how it was used by American Indians and pioneers, and its modern medicinal uses. My notes come next as I share experiences, skills, gardening tips, recipes, and bits of insight gleaned from my 40-plus years of using herbs. The veterinarian/wildlife sections follow and present unique observations and useful experiences relevant to animal lovers and naturalists.




  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.




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




  
Five Strategies for Medicinal Plant Identification





  1. Field guides: Have at least four medicinal plant field guides to cross-reference your find. This helps assure you have discovered the beneficial herb and have not made a mistake.




  2. Identification features: Every medicinal plant has a set of key identification features. Be circumspect: Make certain the features of the leaves, stems, flowers, and fruit match what is covered in the guides.




   3. Field experience: There is no substitute for field experience. Get into the bush often and name those plants. Forage with an expert and use online resources and continuing education to fatten your knowledge. Match the habitat with the plant you are looking for. Become familiar with local areas. The plant you seek will be in the same spot year after year.




   4. Relocate: Live-harvest favorite plants to bring to your yard. This can be done from roadsides with permission from your local road-commission worker who cuts the shoulders along country roads. He is a good friend to know; tell them you are removing endangered plants before they mow (and every plant is endangered before they mow). They will give you a green light to harvest. Make the edges of your backyard and your garden a holistic pharmacopeia.




   5. Secret sanctuaries: You will discover sanctuaries that provide rare and useful plants. Keep them secret! Old-growth forests are great. National forests and many state hunting preserves allow foraging for personal use. Commercial use requires a license.




   











   



  CHAPTER 1




  Medicinal Plants of Yards and Meadows




  




  

     When you know who you are; when your mission is clear and you burn with the inner fire of unbreakable will; no cold can touch your heart; no deluge can dampen your purpose. You know that you are alive.




  —CHIEF SEATTLE







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




  




  Alfalfa




  Fabaceae (Medicago sativa L.)




  Identification: Small-flowered perennial, flowers lavender or purple with five petals on a short raceme (having short-stalked flowers along the axis of a shoot). Fruit is a spiral pod with two to three twists. Plant 20″ to 4′ tall. Stems erect, smooth, and angular. Leaves are trifoliate, sharp-tipped, and toothed toward front of the leaflet. Leaves are alternate.




  Habitat: Widespread, escaped from cultivation, and found in pastures, fields, and lower alpine slopes.
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  Alfalfa, Denver, Colorado




  Food: Several health-food preparations contain dried and powdered alfalfa. I like to grow it as sprouts for salads. Sprouts are considered by many the most beneficial part of the plant. Plants can be grown in window boxes (or your garden) also for salads. I snip off leaves as they grow and add them to greens. The flower is edible and can be used in stir-fry and salads. Use the whole plant to make tea.




  Traditional uses: Native to the Mediterranean and used for centuries. Unproven folk use to treat thyroid complications and gout. Alfalfa sprouts are a good source of live plant food containing phytoestrogens, making it a potential lactagogue (promotes milk flow) and an emmenagogue (treats menstrual problems).




  Modern uses: Leaves, dried or fresh, and sprouts may improve digestion. Alkalizes urine, which is said to detoxify the body. According to James Balch, MD, alfalfa consumption lowers cholesterol, fights inflammation, balances hormones, stimulates the pituitary function, is antifungal, and may improve anemic conditions and bleeding disorders. Naturopathically it is used to strengthen joints and bones, treat ulcers, and treat colon disorders and skin conditions. Alfalfa over-the-counter preparations have high mineral content. Phytoestrogens in alfalfa may be indicated for menopause as a natural hormone-replacement therapy (HRT) (see your holistic health-care practitioner). Diuretic. Decent source of iron. Alfalfa sprouts and leaves may promote lactation (unproven) based on estrogen-like compounds in the plant. Because of the phytoestrogen content of alfalfa, it has been considered in the treatment of endometriosis. In vitro, tests show alfalfa to be antifungal and antimicrobial. Alfalfa may have an anticancer effect. Fruit is used in Latin America to treat cough. Saponins in alfalfa are being studied for their potential to grow new skin and promote hair growth. There is a hair regrowth patent for an alfalfa formula.




  CAUTION: No side effects when sprouts are cooked before eaten as food in moderation. In animal studies, ingesting large amounts of leaves or sprouts may induce systemic lupus erythematosus (SLE), an autoimmune inflammatory disease, perhaps induced by the amino acid canavanine contained in the plant. Some people are allergic to alfalfa. Eating fresh alfalfa sprouts is typically safe if careful and clean growing conditions are provided and monitored. Do not eat the un sprouted seeds because over time this could impair immune function and blood clotting (Castleman, 1991, p. 39). Avoid using alfalfa with children because of its potent compounds and hypothetical potential for triggering lupus.




  Notes: Live alfalfa sprouts are rich in plant enzymes. Add to sandwiches, salads, stir-fry, and egg dishes (see caution). The high calcium content of alfalfa leaves (1,440 milligrams/100 grams of calcium) combined with estrogen-like compounds may make this herb a useful addition to salads for preventing osteoporosis (unproven). Alfalfa seeds contain 4.4 percent minerals. It is available over the counter as a food supplement in tablet form. Alfalfa sprouts and alfalfa leaves may be dried and made into tea. Two teaspoons of the leaves added to a cup of hot water may have a cholesterol-lowering effect. Alfalfa tea is full of electrolytes and may be indicated after physical activity or during fever. Alfalfa tea may be alkalizing to the digestive system. Add dried nettle leaves, dried dandelion leaves, dried clover leaves and florets to alfalfa tea for a rich mineral-laden drink. Traditionally, alfalfa tea is used in recuperation from illness. It is reported to be anti-inflammatory.




  Veterinarian/Wildlife: Alfalfa may have the highest food value of all common hay crops. Its flower’s nectar makes excellent honey. It is a deep-rooted nitrogen-fixing plant that aerates soil and improves nitrogen content and moisture-holding ability. Makes an excellent addition to composting pile. A favorite food of wild ungulates; also used in rabbit and other animal food formulas. A few suggest giving alfalfa tablets to your dog for improved health. Alfalfa is a vital component in Weekly Maintenance tea and Cleansing Nourishing tea for racing pigeons.




 




  Asiatic Dayflower




  Commelinaceae (Commelina communis L.)




  Identification: Common weed in many gardens. Erect stems collapse on themselves as they grow (up to 3′). Deep blue flowers, 0.5″ to 0.75″ wide, two rounded petals (like Mickey Mouse ears) with a small white petal behind the pair. Flower’s ovary sheathed in three green sepals; six yellow-tipped stamens. Fleshy, oblong leaves, 3″ to 5″ long, pointed tips. Leaves form a sheath around the stem.




  Habitat: Found nationwide in gardens, roadsides. Alien weed: originated in China.




  Food: This free food matures in late summer every year. Young leaves and shoots can be added to salads. We get so many of these plants in our garden that I pull whole shoots, wash them, and add them to stir-fries. Entire flower is edible. As fruit matures, the seed capsule (tucked in the sepal sheath) is a crunchy treat and flowers keep coming.




  Traditional uses: Brought by Chinese rail workers and families to America for its medicinal benefits. In China, leaf tea is used as a sore-throat gargle, and for urinary infections, acute intestinal enteritis, and dysentery. Tea is also used to reduce fevers, as a detoxicant, and as a diuretic (to treat edema from joint swelling and pain from arthritis).
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 Asiatic dayflower is edible and medicinal.




  Modern uses: Flowers contain isoflavones and phytosterols. Seeds contain fatty acids and essential and nonessential amino acids. You can eat seedpods for a healthful dose of essential oils and phytosterols.




  Notes: I encourage the growth of this flower around the edges of the yard and garden as a welcome and healthy addition to salads.




  Veterinarian/Wildlife: The plant is avoided by rodents, the result of an unknown chemical.




    




  Asparagus




  Asparagaceae (Asparagus officinalis L.)




  Identification: Asparagus is a perennial plant growing to 30″ to 60″ tall, with stout stems with much-branched feathery foliage when mature. The leaves have needle-like modified stems in the axils of scale leaves. The adventitious root is a tuber. The flowers are bell-shaped, greenish white to yellowish, 0.2″ to 0.25″ long, produced singly or in clusters of two or three in the branchlet junctions. Typically, male and female flowers are on separate plants. The fruit is a small red berry 0.125″ in diameter, which is reported poisonous to humans. Also called wild asparagus.




  Habitat: Does well in saline soil, found nationwide along fencerows and roadsides, adjacent to fields that produce or once produced the cultivated variety.




  Food: Young shoots (spears) are versatile foodstuff, steamed, sautéed, or roasted. Very good on pizza, in casseroles, and complements beef, fish, omelets, and poultry. White asparagus is particularly popular in Western and Eastern Europe for its lack of bitterness and its tenderness—often canned or preserved in vinegar and water. Pick asparagus in spring before the feathery foliage spreads.




  Traditional uses: Western medicine strongly suggests that asparagus may contribute to the symptoms of gout. Hmmm. Ayurvedic and Chinese traditional medicine report that asparagus is a gout treatment. Traditional Spanish medicine uses this food to prevent or bring relief from kidney stones; it is soothing to kidney tubes, urinary tract infections, and bladder stones. However, the saponins in the root may have an irritating effect on those suffering from kidney disease.
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 Roadside asparagus, Indiana




  Modern uses: There is scientific evidence suggesting that asparagine in asparagus may be antileukemic. Medicinally the plant is considered a cleansing food, good for the urinary tract—that is, if the urinary tract is not severely diseased. Asparagus is high in micronutrients, including glutathione. Glutathione may protect the body against certain types of cancer, may boost immunity, and is a potent antioxidant.




  Notes: Look for the old dead-growth heads of the prior year when stalking asparagus. Start in late April and it will pay off, at least in Michigan and the northern tier of states; start earlier farther south. Another strategy is to mark the mature asparagus plants in the fall. I tie cloth and old neckties around the base of these plants and then search for the cloth marker in the spring—there’s the asparagus. Harvest wild asparagus away from roadsides to avoid auto pollutants. Asparagus will tolerate slightly saline soils and does well in marine environments.




  Veterinarian/Wildlife: Asparagus is a companion plant to tomatoes. Asparagus repels root nematodes that prey on tomato plants and tomatoes repel the asparagus beetle.




   


    

  Daylily




  Xanthorrhoeaceae (Hemerocallis fulva L.)




  Identification: Yellow, tuberous roots; long, narrow, lance-like leaves; orange lily flower and hybrids of numerous colors. Growth to 2′ tall; shoots start in early spring and plant begins flowering in June. Found along roadsides; transplant to clean soil away from auto pollution.




  Habitat: Throughout the United States. Moisture, shade, and sun tolerant, excellent garden transplant. Grows in dense colonies.




  Food: Onion-tasting flowers are flavonoid rich. Tease apart daylily petals from the whole flower and toss with salad greens. Eat flowers (without pistils and stamens, which are bitter tasting) and unopened buds in stir-fries, or batter-dipped and cooked tempura style. Try the sautéed buds and flowers wrapped in wontons, steamed, and dipped in soy and mustard—delicious. Buds can also be steamed, boiled, or deep-fried, and then served with butter or cheese sauce. Firm root tubers harvested all year. Add raw to salads or cook like a potato.




  Traditional uses: Extract of the herb used to treat cancer and as an antidote to arsenic poisoning (unproven).




  Modern uses: Daylily buds contain more protein and vitamin C than beans and asparagus. The flowers are antioxidant and are COX inhibitors capable of relieving the symptoms of inflammation and pain.
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 Daylily: medicinal, edible, lovely




  CAUTION: Use plant only when in bloom. Early growth resembles poisonous iris shoots; daylily’s yellowish tubers are distinctive.




  Notes: I have several colonies of the plant on my property, a continuous flower supply for about six weeks. For more, see Basic Illustrated Edible Wild Plants and Useful Herbs (Meuninck 2023).




  Veterinarian/Wildlife: Potent chemistry in the roots of daylilies prevents bacterial, viral, and fungal infestations and prevents rodents from eating the roots.




    


  

  Dandelion




  Asteraceae (Taraxacum officinale G.H. Weber ex Wiggers)




  Identification: Perennial herb with a basal whorl of toothed leaves and yellow composite flower with numerous rays. Taproot is deep and bitter. Torn leaf and/or flower stem will exude white latex.




  Habitat: Common yard bounty also found in meadows, along trails, and waste ground in temperate regions worldwide.




  Food: A vitamin and mineral-rich salad green. Tear it into small pieces (leave out tough veins) for salad and mix with thyme, fennel, and nasturtiums, along with other salad greens. Thyme and fennel balance the bitterness from dandelions. Make a mineral-rich tea from roots and leaves. Gently simmer chopped fresh roots for a stomach bitters. Cook fresh leaves early in season with olive oil, bacon, and lemon juice. As season progresses bitterness of leaves increases. Pour copious amount of water on the late summer plants; the morning harvest will be sweeter. Even when bitter, leaves are a healthy addition to stir-fry. Try with tofu. Cook in oyster oil, with cayenne, garlic, and beef strips.




  Traditional uses: The root decoction is a liver-cleansing tonic (purifies the blood) that aids digestion. It is also diuretic and traditionally used to treat premenstrual syndrome (PMS). It has a mild laxative effect and may relieve inflammation and congestion of the gallbladder and liver. American Indians applied steamed leaves (poultice) to stomachaches. Greens considered a tonic blood purifier. Root decoction imbibed to increase lactation. Also root decoction used as mild laxative and for dyspepsia.
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  Modern uses: Dandelion root extract (DRE) has been shown to induce cell death in aggressive colorectal cancer in mice (see: www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5341965). Dandelion is Commission E–approved for treating dyspeptic complaints, urinary tract 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, performance equal to prescription pharmaceutical Furosemide in animal studies. Dandelions are a stimulating tonic and mild laxative with blood-glucose-regulating capacity (according to WHO). The bitter taste of dandelion is an appetite stimulant and cholagogue (stimulates the entire digestive system, improving appetite), and it may be helpful in treating anorexia (according to the National Institutes of Health, NIH). It raises hydrochloric acid, a digestive acid in the stomach, improving calcium breakdown and absorption, and it also spurs bile production (CM).




  Cholesterol lowering ability: Dandelion and other bitter high-fiber greens can theoretically lower cholesterol in three ways: 1. Stimulate the secretion of bile into the stomach, requiring more production of bile from cholesterol. 2. Fiber in the plants locks up bile in the digestive tract, preventing cholesterol emulsification, thus less cholesterol is absorbed. 3. Fiber removes bile from the body, requiring the liver to break down more cholesterol to make more bile. These factors may help prevent atherosclerosis, reduce stroke, and lower blood pressure.




  Possible cancer fighter: Siyaram Pandey, a biochemist, and his associates at the University of Windsor in Canada are studying the anticancer potential of dandelion root extract. His team finished the first phase of research, showing that dandelion root extract forced a very aggressive and drug-resistant type of blood-cancer cell (chronic monocytic myeloid leukemia) to die. The team discovered that repeated low doses of dandelion root extract were effective in killing most of the cancerous cells (CBC News).




  Notes: Eight plants under lights or in a window provide ample edible leaves for two people. We eat dandelion greens and make root tea year-round. Bring plants indoors for the winter. In southern latitudes the plant is available in the yard year-round. Late-season bitter leaves can be chopped and added to salads. Flower petals may be sprinkled over salads as well as over rice and vegetable dishes.




  Veterinarian/Wildlife: Goldfinch eat the seeds. Dried dandelion root and dandelion tea are integral constituents of a pigeon racing formula.




   




  Horse Nettle




  Solanaceae (Solanum carolinense L.)




  Identification: Plant to 24″ tall that produces a small yellow fruit. The leaves are rough, cleft, and spined. Typically, as per the Doctrine of Signatures (like treats like) spined leaves mean don’t touch, don’t eat—probably toxic, and in this case it is.




  Habitat: Horse nettle is found in open fields, disturbed ground, and cultivated fields, typically open and dry, well-drained areas.
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 Horse nettle: a thorny, inedible member of the tomato family




  Traditional uses: Cherokee used wilted plant externally on poison ivy. Infusion of leaves was anthelmintic (treatment for worms). The leaves were said to be crushed and infused in milk (mixed with honey or sugar) and used to attract and kill flies.




  Modern uses: Unproven medicinal and traditional uses, but veterinarian uses still employed.




  Notes: Christmas decoration: dried berries incorporated in wreaths, as garlands, or in flower arranging.




  Veterinarian/Wildlife: Berries were said to be fried in oil and fed to dogs and cats to treat mange.




    


    

  Plantain




  Plantaginaceae (Plantago lanceolata L.; P. major L.; P. maritima L.)




  Identification: Several varieties are found across the United States. The difference is in the leaves: P. major’s leaves are broad and ovate, and P. lanceolata’s leaves are narrow and lance-shaped. Plantago maritima leaves are narrow, almost linear, and they are found along the West Coast, often submerged during high tide. The green flowers of all three species are borne on terminal spikes.
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