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We begin this guidebook by gratefully acknowledging the Indigenous peoples of the Rocky Mountain region. The Apache, Arapaho, Shoshone, Ute, Cherokee, Crow, Cheyenne, Chippewa, Pueblo, Apache, and countless other tribes call this land their home. You are the original stewards of the Rocky Mountains, cultivating a deep, harmonious relationship with the land, animals, and plants of this region for thousands and thousands of years. This guidebook includes information on the uses of medicinal plants by the many Indigenous peoples of the Rocky Mountains. We would like to thank you for your contribution to, and influence on, modern herbalism and modern medicine. We have all benefited from your alliance and understanding of plants, and the willingness to share your stories, healing methods, and medicine with the rest of the world. These nations and communities are not a relic of the past; they exist today. It is our sincere hope that the legacy of your ancient culture continues to speak louder than the legacy of oppressive colonialism.
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IMPORTANCE OF HERBALISM

Today, we live in a world of miraculous medical and scientific advancement. At the end of 2019, humanity came face-to-face with an unfamiliar and deadly coronavirus, resulting in millions of deaths around the globe. Yet in just one year, the scientific community developed vaccines to slow the spread, severity, and death caused by COVID-19. Decade after decade, the pharmaceutical industry celebrates breakthroughs and advancements as it continues to invent medications capable of alleviating or curing some of humanity’s deadliest and most detrimental diseases. With continued innovation and technology in the medical and health fields, where does herbalism fit in?

The answer to that question is: everywhere. While the world’s health care system and medical technologies have evolved greatly over the past 100 years, we still need herbs close by. The herbs featured in the book, as well as hundreds of others, perform a wide range of duties for the human body and should not be discounted. Some herbs, like clover and nettle, provide ample amounts of vita-mins and minerals to keep our body strong and healthy. Some herbs strengthen our systems, such as burdock which improves digestion and liver function, or elderberry, which builds immunity. Others, like valerian, sedate, while echinacea and rudbeckia can stimulate. Rather than create a dichotomy between “alternative medicine” and “modern medicine” which promotes conflict, we need to start merging the two. Herbal medicine’s holistic approach can be combined with modern-day medicine. Rather than thinking of herbs as a substitution for a prescription drug or therapy, herbs can complement a treatment. One example is hawthorn. The berry or fruit of hawthorn is as safe as eating an apple, and the flavonoids present in the fruit that give it the red pigment are extremely beneficial for the heart. Medical studies have concluded that the antioxidants present in hawthorn can significantly improve heart function in patients with heart disease. While a physician may prescribe medications such as beta-blockers or antiplatelet therapy for specific heart conditions, an herbalist would likely recommend a hawthorn tincture. The conclusive medical studies of hawthorn as a safe herb with no drug interactions support its use as an adjunct therapy when fighting cardiovascular disease.

Imagine a world where our medical fields continue to make these technological advancements to improve health and eradicate disease, yet also embrace plants as equally effective in disease prevention and sustaining health; where doctors recommend gardening and forest bathing to relieve stress; prescribe oatstraw and nettle pre-surgery to build strength and to promote a quicker recovery; offer ragweed tincture to help with allergy season; and recommend motherwort for depression or sadness. Until this becomes commonplace, herbalists around the world will continue to keep this age-old tradition alive.

The medicinal plants featured in this text thrive and grow throughout the beautiful Rocky Mountain region. They dot the forest floors under towering aspens and spruce, grow happily between rock crevices, jagged cliffs, and gentle hillsides, and some prefer to spread their roots near rivers and streams fed by slowly melting snow
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HARVESTING AND STORAGE OF HERBS
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The practice of herbalism can be a simple, joyous activity which creates a meaningful relationship between the practitioner and the environment. Creating herbal remedies from plants that were cultivated and harvested from your garden or wildcrafted during a hike through the woods adds a layer of special importance to the remedies. A tea that was made from garden-grown bee balm is not only delicious but gratifying because the ingredients were cared for and nurtured. Using a liniment made from fresh arnica that was harvested on a hike carries much more significance than a store-bought product. Making remedies with medicinal plants teaches us that plants are much more than a commodity, but sentient, generous life forms that improve our health and enrich our experience here on Earth. With a few common tools and basic knowledge, harvesting plants for medicinal use is a very rewarding process.

When harvesting, use a pair of sharp, durable garden shears to cut the leaves, flowers, or fruit cleanly from the plant. To reduce the spread of disease, always sanitize equipment with soap and water or alcohol before cutting. Plants should be harvested on a dry and sunny day. Avoid harvesting plants early in the morning if dew or moisture has collected on the leaves and during or immediately after a rainfall. When to harvest is also dependent on what you are harvesting. As a rule of thumb, follow the lifecycle of the plant, harvesting plant parts at their peak. For example, if you are harvesting leaves, harvest in the spring or early summer when they are young and robust. Gather flowers at the height of their bloom before they begin to wither. Inner bark, such as willow bark, should be gathered in early spring as the plant begins to awaken, or in autumn as the plant begins to settle into dormancy. When harvesting roots harvest in the fall immediately after the first frost. Roots of biennial plants should be harvested in the fall of their first year of growth.

Observe the plant of interest before harvesting. Make sure the leaves or flowers are coming from a healthy, vibrant specimen free of discoloration, pests, or contamination. Harvesting the roots of a plant typically requires the plant to be partially dug up or completely removed from the soil. While it is important to harvest from a healthy plant, keep in mind that cutting the plant may compromise its health or even kill it. Thus, only take what is needed to ensure the plant can bounce back and thrive.


Drying Herbs

If your harvest yields an abundance of plant material that is in danger of spoiling, consider drying the plants to preserve their smell, flavor, and medicinal content. Drying herbs can be easy, requiring minimal equipment and involvement. The key to drying herbs is fresh, dry air with ample circulation. Avoid environments with high humidity to prevent mold. Excessive heat or direct sunlight can bleach color from the herbs and compromise the quality of the dried herb. Even after drying, plants should remain colorful, fragrant, and taste similar to how they would if they were fresh.
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The easiest method for drying herbs is hanging them up to dry. This method is best for flowers and leaves. Tie sprigs or branches together into small bunches using twine, then hang upside down in a clean, dry environment with ample circulation, away from direct sunlight. To prevent mold growth, keep the bundles small, no more than 1 to 2 inches thick at the base. The amount of time the plant takes to dry is dependent on the type of herb and the environment in which the plant is drying. Check plants after 5 days, making sure the plant material is brittle and crispy.

Rack drying is an excellent alternative to hang-drying herbs, as fresh herbs can be dried more quickly, but this method requires more space, equipment, and labor. Any surface that allows for air to circulate above and below the plant is ideal, such as a mesh surface, wire racks, or muslin cloth. Space out individual sprigs, flowers, or leaves on the rack and place in an airy environment away from direct sunlight. To ensure even drying, frequently turn and flip plant material until it becomes very dry and crisp to the touch.

The method of oven drying herbs uses heat and air circulation to dry plants quickly. Plants such as thyme, rosemary, and sage, which are durable and low in moisture to begin with, are the best for oven drying. Also use this method when dealing with roots. To begin this drying process, turn the oven on the lowest temperature setting possible. Cover a cookie sheet or tray with muslin cloth or paper towels, and place leaves and flowers that have been stripped from their main stems and stalks on to the tray. When drying roots, cut them into ½-inch size pieces before drying. Place trays with plant material into the oven, keeping the door cracked to let moisture escape. After 30 minutes, remove the tray from the oven and flip all the plant material to ensure even drying. Place the trays back into the oven and dry for an additional 30 minutes, or until the plant material has dried out.




Storage and Preservation

To store dried herbs, keep them in compact airtight containers, preferably in dark or tinted jars with tight-fitting lids. When using clear glass jars, keep away from direct sunlight which can quicken the oxidation process of the plant material, altering the color and flavor of the herb. Dried herbs can last a few years when stored in a cool, dark place. Once herbs have lost their scent, or have turned brown, they should be composted or discarded.






TECHNIQUES OF MEDICINE MAKING
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SUPPLIES AND TOOLS

Turning dried or fresh herb material into herbal medicine and remedies requires a short list of equipment and tools that can be purchased at most grocery stores or online. Herbal medicine making should be simple and approachable, but at times the process needs specific tools to ensure precise measurement and a quality finished product. Much of what is listed below is likely already available in the average home kitchen. However, consider purchasing separate equipment for your medicine making hobby. All equipment should be sanitized prior to use.

Measuring cups

Measuring spoons

Electronic scale

Cheesecloth

Fine mesh strainer

Mortar and pestle

Funnels

Mixing bowls

Saucepans

Double broiler

Mason jars

Amber dropper bottles

Labels




SOLVENTS

Water: Water is an inorganic, tasteless, and colorless substance that makes an excellent vehicle for extracting the beneficial compounds suspended in plant material. From delicate chamomile flowers to seemingly indestructible reishi mushroom, water helps break down the cell walls of plants to release medicinal compounds. Water absorbs well into the skin, hydrates the body, and its cleansing action helps clear both organic and inorganic substances from surfaces of the body. As a menstruum, water is cheap, reliable, and readily available. Through diffusion and osmosis, water extracts minerals, tannins, bitter principles, starches, and carbohydrates from plants. Examples of water extracts include hot and cold herbal infusions, which are commonly referred to as tea, and decoctions. Hot infusions typically extract plant constituents faster, but the elevated temperature may degrade delicate compounds or accentuate bitter and tannic compounds. Cold infusions extract plant constituents using water at room temperature, a practice especially useful for drawing out mucilage and starches from plants. Keep in mind water does not extract essential oils and plant resins very well. Water preparations generally have a short shelf life, requiring refrigeration or a preservative such as alcohol to slow the growth of bacteria. Use high-quality spring water or filtered water free of heavy metals or impurities for the best tasting, healthiest infusions and decoctions.
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Oil: Herb-infused oils are great for infusing plant material for cooking or cosmetic purposes. Because fat attracts fat, and repels aqueous compounds, oil is an ideal solvent for extracting essential oils, resinous material, aromatics, and flavonoids. There are a variety of plant-based oils available for medicine making including olive oil, jojoba oil, and argan oil. Each oil on the market has its own unique composition, taste, smell, and feel on the skin. Infusing plant barks, roots, and leaves in oil usually takes about 3 to 4 weeks at room temperature. The infusion process can be sped up by placing the oil-infused herb in a warm-water bath; however, be careful not to overheat. Use dried herb or wilted fresh herb when infusing in oil to prevent mold growth. Herb-infused oils such as garlic oil, chili oil, or basil oil are excellent in the kitchen for sautéing, salad dressings, and marinades. For cosmetic use, calendula, plantain, and rose are just a few of the many herbs that infuse well in oil. These herb infusions can then be transformed into healing salves, lotions, and creams for the skin. Shelf-life of infused oils can range depending on preparation practices and the type of oil and plants used. To extend the shelf-life of an infused oil, store in a sanitized jar and keep in a cool, dark place.

Alcohol: Soaking seeds, roots, leaves, or other plant material in alcohol creates a highly concentrated extract called a tincture. Tinctures are meant for ingestion, but they can also be diluted for antiseptic purposes, or to fortify other medicinal preparations. Tinctures are safe to consume, easy to prepare, and convenient for consumption. The plant constituents that extract well in alcohol include essential oils, alkaloids, glycosides, and resins. For at-home tincturing of fresh and dried plants, 100 proof vodka is arguably the best menstruum for extraction. Vodka is relatively odorless and colorless, and at 100 proof, vodka contains enough alcohol content to extract alcohol-soluble plant constituents and also enough water to extract water-soluble plant constituents. Other spirits, including rum, whiskey, and gin, or beverages varying in alcoholic content from wine to 195 proof grain alcohol, work well to extract medicinal compounds from plant material. As a rule of thumb, solvents with lower amounts of alcohol like wine or 80 proof spirits work well with dried or fresh herbs with low water content. Extracting using higher-proof spirits works well with herbs containing high amounts of moisture (roots, berries) and draws out volatile aromatics, resins, and oils. When stored properly in a cool and dark place, tinctures can last indefinitely.
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Vinegar: Vinegar contains a high concentration of water and is highly acidic, making it an ideal solvent for extracting plant properties. Varieties of vinegar, including white, balsamic, and apple cider vinegar, break down plant material, extracting minerals, sugars, bitter principles, and other plant constituents, while also preserving them. Vinegars can be infused with culinary herbs, fruits, and vegetables to be used in beverages, dressings, or marinades. Antiseptic herbs, such as lavender and rosemary, can be infused in white vinegar and used as a nontoxic cleaning solution for the kitchen and bathroom. Medicinal plants, such as yarrow, astragalus, or calendula, steeped in vinegar make great herbal remedies for topical application and ingestion. An oxymel, which is a mixture of honey and herb-infused vinegar, is the perfect balance of acid and sweet, ideal for making a tonic or shrub, or masking pungent herbs that can be difficult to ingest on their own. When properly prepared and bottled, infused vinegars typically have a shelf-life of about 3 months, depending on the macerate. To extend the shelf-life up to 6 months, refrigerate herbal vinegars.

Honey: Honey is a versatile menstruum that can be used to sweeten infusions, used as a base to create syrups, or added to herbal vinegar to make an oxymel. As a menstruum, honey can extract minerals, tannins, bitter compounds, and aromatic compounds from plant material. Examples include honey infused with sage leaves which helps relieve sore throat, or chamomile honey added to an evening tea to promote relaxation and a good night’s rest. As a natural preserver, honey can capture the aromatics from leaves and flowers, securing their potency while protecting the scents from oxidation. When preserving plants with honey, use dried herbs or plants with low moisture to prevent fermentation or mold from forming. Herb-infused honey can last many years when stored in a tightly sealed jar and in a cool, dark place. It is common for honey to crystalize or change consistency when plant material is added, but this change will not usually spoil the honey or impact its use.




MEDICINE MAKING TERMS TO KNOW

decoction: a tea made from boiling plant material, usually the root, bark, leaves, or flowers

electuary: finely powdered herb mixed with honey and molded for oral administration

essential oil: aromatic, volatile oils extracted from leaves, stems, flowers, or other parts of the plant

flower essences: made by infusing flowers or other plant parts in spring water and then adding alcohol as a preservative. The essences are used internally or topically to balance emotional states.

fomentation: a form of poultice absorbed in a cloth and applied to the skin

glycerite: a fluid extract of an herb or other medicinal substance made using glycerin as the majority of the fluid extraction medium

infusion: a drink, remedy, or extract prepared by soaking the leaves of a plant or herb in liquid

liniment: extract of the plant added to either alcohol or vinegar and then applied topically to skin
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lotion: a semi-liquid preparation containing herbs and applied topically to the skin

oxymel: a sweet and sour herbal preparation made by infusing herbs into honey and vinegar

percolation: a process of extracting the soluble components of a plant with the help of gravity

poultice: a soft, moist mass of plant material, usually wrapped in fine linen, applied topically to the skin

salve: a semisolid preparation containing herbs and applied topically to the skin. Usually a combination of herb-infused oil and beeswax.

suppository: an oil-based herbal infusion molded into a small mass, usually inserted in the rectum

syrup: an herbal infusion or decoction with added sugar

tincture: an extract of the plant made from soaking the herbs within a darkened environment with alcohol for 2 to 6 weeks






DEFINITION OF MEDICINAL ACTIONS

adaptogen: works through the endocrine system to modulate the physical, mental, and emotional effects of stress and increase resistance to physiological imbalances and disease by strengthening the immune system

alterative: strengthens and nourishes the body, often through the removal of metabolic wastes

analgesic: relieves pain

anesthetic: induces loss of sensation or consciousness due to the depression of nerve function

antibacterial: destroys or stops the growth of bacteria

antiemetic: stops vomiting

antifungal: destroys or inhibits the growth of fungus

anti-inflammatory: controls inflammation, a reaction to injury or infection

antimicrobial: destroys microbes

antioxidant: prevents or inhibits oxidation

antipruritic: prevents or relieves itching

antipyretic: reduces fever

antirheumatic: eases pain of rheumatism, inflammation of joints and muscles

antiseptic: produces asepsis, removes pus, blood, etc.

antispasmodic: calms nervous and muscular spasms or convulsions

antitussive: controls or prevents cough

antiviral: opposes the action of a virus

anxiolytic: reduces anxiety

astringent: constricts and binds by coagulation of proteins

bitter: stimulates appetite or digestive function

cardiotonic: increases strength and tone (normal tension or response to stimuli) of the heart

carminative: causes the release of stomach or intestinal gas

catarrhal: pertains to the inflammation of mucous membranes of the head and throat

cathartic: produces bowel movements

cholagogue: increases flow of bile from gallbladder

demulcent: soothes and protects inflamed and irritated mucous membranes both topically and internally

diaphoretic: increases perspiration

digestive: promotes or aids the digestion process

disinfectant: destroys pathogenic microbes, germs, and noxious properties of fermentation

diuretic: increases urine flow

emetic: produces vomiting and evacuation of stomach contents

emmenagogue: regulates and induces normal menstruation

emollient: softens and soothes the skin

expectorant: facilitates removal of mucus and other materials

febrifuge: reduces or relieves fever

galactagogue: promotes the flow of milk

hemostatic: controls or stops the flow of blood

hepatic: having to do with the liver

hypertensive: raises blood pressure

hypnotic: strong-acting nervous system relaxant (nervines) that supports healthy sleep

hypotensive: lowers blood pressure

laxative: loosens bowel contents

mucilaginous: polysaccharide-rich compounds that coat and soothe inflamed mucous membranes

narcotic: induces drowsiness, sleep, or stupor, and lessens pain

nervine: a nerve tonic

nutritive: an herb containing nutrients required to nourish and build the body

purgative: causes the evacuation of intestinal contents; laxative

refrigerant: relieves thirst with its cooling properties

relaxant: relaxes and relieves tension, especially muscular tension

rubefacient: reddens skin, dilates the blood vessels, and increases blood supply locally

sedative: exerts a soothing, tranquilizing effect on the body

sialagogue: increases the production and flow of saliva

stimulant: increases body or organ function temporarily

stomachic: aids the stomach and digestive action

sudorific: increases perspiration

tonic: stimulates energy and increases strength and tone

vermifuge: expels worms from the intestines

vulnerary: aids in healing wounds

Source: American Botanical Council




HERBS CATEGORIZED BY MEDICINAL ACTIONS

Alterative

Burdock

Common Dandelion

Lamb’s Quarters

Nettle

Oregon Grape

Plains Prickly-Pear Cactus

Red Clover

Viola

Western Dock

Wild Mint

Analgesic

Arnica

Balsam Poplar

Black Snakeroot

Goldenrod

Greenthread

Pasqueflower

Pearly Everlasting

Prickly Lettuce

Viola

Wild Mint

Willow

Antiarthritic

Big Sagebrush

Yucca

Antibacterial

Arnica

Big Sagebrush

Black Snakeroot

Common Hop

Common Mullein

Dwarf Bilberry
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Engelmann Spruce

Goldenrod

Nettleleaf Hyssop

Oregon Grape

Osha

Pasqueflower

Pearly Everlasting

Rocky Mountain Juniper

Selfheal

Uva-Ursi

Wild Onion

Antifungal

American Licorice

Arnica

Arrowleaf Balsamroot

Common Hop

Goldenrod

Nettleleaf Hyssop

Oregon Grape

Anti-Inflammatory

American Licorice

Arnica

Bee Balm

Currant

Common Dandelion

Common Plantain

Dotted Blazingstar

Gambel Oak

Goldenrod

Greenthread

Marsh Skullcap

Motherwort

Mullein

Nettle

Nettleleaf Hyssop

Osha

Pineapple Weed

Plains Prickly-Pear Cactus

Skunkbush Sumac

Uva-Ursi

Valerian

Wild Onion

Willow

Yarrow

Yucca

Antimicrobial

Alderleaf Mountain Mahogany

Arrowleaf Balsamroot

Bee Balm

Gambel Oak

Wild Onion

Yarrow

Antiseptic

Balsam Poplar

Bee Balm

Common Plantain

Engelmann Spruce

Sweet Cicely

Antispasmodic

American Licorice Catnip

Cleavers

Common Hop

Common Mullein

Curlycup Gumweed

Motherwort

Nettleleaf Hyssop

Osha

Pasqueflower

Pineapple Weed

Prickly Lettuce

Red Clover

Rocky Mountain Juniper

Valerian

Wild Mint

Yarrow

Antiviral

American Licorice

Nettleleaf Hyssop

Osha

Astringent

Alderleaf Mountain Mahogany

Black Chokecherry

Black Snakeroot

Dwarf Bilberry

Gambel Oak

Grayleaf Red Raspberry

Pearly Everlasting

River Hawthorn

Selfheal

Skunkbush Sumac

Uva-Ursi

Viola

Wild Strawberry

Willow

Yarrow

Cardiotonic

Motherwort

River Hawthorn

Carminative

Bee Balm

Catnip

Gray’s Angelica

Sweet Cicely

Demulcent

American Licorice

Burdock

Common Mullein

Common Plantain

Elder

Rose

Viola

Diaphoretic

Arrowleaf Balsamroot

Bee Balm

Burdock

Butterfly Weed

Catnip

Elder

Gray’s Angelica

Motherwort

Wild Mint

Yarrow

Digestive

Big Sagebrush

Chicory

Common Dandelion

Dotted Blazingstar

Gray’s Angelica

Monument Plant

Nettleleaf Hyssop

Oregon Grape

Pleated Gentian

River Hawthorn

Sweet Cicely

Wild Mint

Yarrow

Diuretic

Balsam Poplar

Burdock

Butterfly Weed

Chicory

Common Dandelion

Common Plantain

Currant

Cutleaf Coneflower

Dotted Blazingstar

Elder

Gray’s Angelica

Greenthread

Lamb’s Quarters

Nettle

Oregon Grape

Plains Prickly-Pear Cactus

River Hawthorn

Rocky Mountain Juniper

Rose

Selfheal

Skunkbush Sumac

Uva-Ursi

Wild Onion

Emmenagogue

Marsh Skullcap

Valerian

Yarrow

Emollient

American Licorice

Burdock

Common Mullein

Elder

Expectorant

American Licorice

Arrowleaf Balsamroot

Balsam Poplar

Bee Balm

Black Snakeroot
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Butterfly Weed

Common Mullein

Curlycup Gumweed

Elder

Engelmann Spruce

Gray’s Angelica

Nettleleaf Hyssop

Osha

Pearly Everlasting

Red Clover

Rocky Mountain Juniper

Sweet Cicely

Valerian

Febrifuge

Big Sagebrush

Black Snakeroot

Monument Plant

Pineapple Weed

Hemostatic

Gambel Oak

Yarrow

Hepatic

American Licorice

Common Dandelion

Common Plantain

Lamb’s Quarters

Motherwort

Oregon Grape

Selfheal

Western Dock

Immunomodulating

Goldenrod

Pleated Gentian

Immunostimulant

Cutleaf Coneflower

Elder

Laxative

Alderleaf Mountain Mahogany

Elder

Grayleaf Red Raspberry

Monument Plant

Rose

Western Dock

Nervine

Black Snakeroot

Catnip

Marsh Skullcap

Nutritive

Burdock

Chicory

Currant

Dwarf Bilberry

Grayleaf Red Raspberry

Lamb’s Quarters

Nettle

Plains Prickly-Pear Cactus

Red Clover

River Hawthorn

Rose

Viola

Wild Onion

Yucca

Refrigerant

Catnip

Elder

Grayleaf Red Raspberry

Wild Mint

Rubefacient

Arrowleaf Balsamroot

Curlycup Gumweed

Nettle

Sedative

Black Chokecherry

Black Snakeroot

Catnip

Common Hop

Curlycup Gumweed

Gray’s Angelica

Motherwort

Pasqueflower

Pearly Everlasting

Pineapple Weed

Prickly Lettuce

Valerian

Uterotonic

Butterfly Weed

Vulnerary

Common Plantain

Nettle

Selfheal

Wild Onion

Yarrow
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