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FIRST, DO NO HARM 

Primun non nocere, reflects the philosophy recorded by Hippocrates. Hippocrates was an ancient Greek 
physician who is considered one of the fathers of modern medicine. At the time, most medicines were made 
from plants. Archaeological records show evidence of plant-based medicines with the oldest human remains, 
and up until the 19th century plant-based medicines were among the most common forms of healing. Herbs 
were only a part of a system of health and healing. Sleep, nutrition, hydration, proper exercise, and a sense of 
meaning were some of the things that were believed to bring about good health in ancient societies.  

Sound familiar? One of the primary problems with use of herbs today is that people try to replace drugs 
with herbs, without understanding the subtle aspects of how herbs work and without combining herbs with 
the basic tenets of good health.  Whether you are using herbs for yourself, your family, or as a clinical 
herbalist it is important to have a way of thinking about herbs that helps you decide which herb when as well 
as how much how often and with what.  

Think about your approach to using herbs. When you first get a new herb book, do you first look up all of 
your personal health conditions or perhaps a disease a client has? Many people who use herbs start out this 
way end up using herbs to treat symptoms, conditions, or diseases. This is not a traditional method, and can 
be construed as practicing medicine without a license (if you are getting paid for your services). As you read 
through this short guide, you’ll learn more about how to develop a system for using herbs.  

Where did I get my training?  
I started out by learning to gather a few herbs with a friend. He took great care to learn traditional 
approaches to gathering and using plants. Since then I’ve committed myself to thousands of hours of 
independent study, taking classes, attending conferences, and working in herbal clinics. Many of the herbal 
clinics were set up in environmental and political disaster situations. These situations allowed me to help ease 
the suffering of those with acute (first aid) and chronic (long-term) injuries and illnesses.  

Herbalism is a life-long love of plants as food and medicine, and I’m not sure that it can be mastered. Most of 
the people that I believe might have enough experience to earn the category of master herbalists refuse to 
use such titles. There are many levels on which to practice herbalism from using herbs in the home for 
personal and family health to helping clients with serious illnesses. Some people simply love making herbal 
products and others focus on gathering and growing herbs to sell. I am interested in all of it, but I’m 
especially interested in helping others see that herbs are truly the People’s Medicine, while at the same time 
understanding that there are serious risks when using herbs in today’s world.  

My personal experience working with herbs for more 
than 20 years is vital to my understanding of herbs and 
how to use them. Watching people learn and then apply 
what they learn to heal themselves and their families is 
an amazing process I’ve witnessed many times. For this, I 
thank my students, clients, and family. I also have much 
gratitude to many people who have helped me along 
the way. Learn more about them in the resources 
section at the end of this guide along with some other 
helpful websites and books. 

Leah Wolfe • leah@trilliumcenter.org 
trilliumcenter.org • stickmedicine.org 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RADICAL RESPONSIBLE HERBALISM 

Using herbs can be done safely and responsibly, no matter your level of understanding and experience. It 
helps to have some guidelines and resources. To be responsible, one must know what information to look for 
and where to find it. This guide provides steps for understanding the risks and amazing benefits. 

When learning about herbs, it is important to start developing a framework for how to think about herbs. How 
are herbs categorized and applied? Who are the herbs for? Is that person taking drugs or supplements? Why 
choose one herb over another? Are there contraindications, potential allergies, interactions, and on and on. 

Herbs work best when root causes and patterns are considered. Which means that herbs alone are not the 
primary treatment. The word radical comes to us from the Greek word for root; thus, radical means “getting to 
the root.” Herbal tea is not going to help if the problem is contaminated water. Recommending costly 
supplements is not going to help someone in a food desert. Taking energy herbs is not going to replace lack 
of sleep, regular exercise, adequate water, or healthy food. Sometimes the radical herbalist doesn’t give 
people herbs at all. Sometimes what a person needs is a nourishing broth or a colorful salad.  

Radical herbalism recognizes that everyone deserves access and information about natural healing, herbs, 
supplements, and other healing practices. Everyone deserves access to health, not just health care. Many 
radical herbalists practice community herbalism: they offer education, workshops, and free herbal services or 
products for people in their communities. 

Herbalism can be self-taught. It can be learned through 1 year certificate programs in clinical master 
herbalism. But people who use herbs in effectively generally have a lot of hands on clinical experience. So 
this begs the question: what makes for proficient use of herbs?  

When someone says, what herb do I use for (fill in the blank)? My answer is, it depends. It depends on the 
person. It depends on what the person eats. It depends on the person’s environment. It depends on the 
person’s age and sensitivity. It depends on how long the person has had the imbalance…. you get the 
picture. These questions and more are part of how a person determines which herbs are going to help the 
most. I give the example, that I can have three different people in front of me with the same condition and 
they’ll get three different herbal plans. This process demands a consistent system of thinking about herbs to 
match herbs to a person, instead of using herbs to treat symptoms, diseases, conditions. In this guide, you will 
learn a bit about my system, which includes safety checks, vitalism, constitutional indicators, energetics. These 
concepts can help you build a foundation of herbalism to work from whether you are just starting out or have 
been working with herbs in other ways for years. 

So what about those herbal formulations at the health food store? I’ve just told you that personalization is 
important in herbal formulation, but how else does an herbal company sell their products? Sometimes 
commercial formulas just look like they threw in a bunch of herbs for an organ or organ system and call it 
good. It might be good. It might not. A little knowledge will help you choose when you can’t make it yourself. 
For example, a person seeking circulatory formula was given a capsule with hawthorn, gingko, and green tea. 
This person was sensitive to caffeine and taking other medications and was not warned of the caffeine in the 
green tea or that gingko is known to speed up the detoxification of drugs (thus potentially reducing a dose). 

But I have a certificate in herbalism. If herbalism is learned over time, then a certificate program can’t 
impart mastery. There are probably hundreds of short programs (1-2 years) that reward people with a 
certificate in clinical master herbalism. Read Paul Bergner’s, “How to Become a Master Herbalist in 30 Years 
or More" for a perspective on mastering herbalism. 

https://theherbarium.wordpress.com/2009/09/22/how-to-become-a-master-herbalist-in-thirty-years-or-more/
https://theherbarium.wordpress.com/2009/09/22/how-to-become-a-master-herbalist-in-thirty-years-or-more/


RED FLAGS 

Red flags in first aid. If you have been trained in first aid, you may have seen the phrase RED FLAGS. A red 
flag is a symptom or injury that means “this is an emergency.” The most common red flags in first aid 
situations are unconsciousness, choking, inability to breathe, bleeding that won’t stop, serious burns or 
injuries, and persistent pain. Some of the conditions that are of concern are diabetic emergencies, weather-
related illnesses, strokes, heart and asthma attacks. If you don’t know how to identify these and other 
emergencies, consider first aid training. Although online resources are available, hands-on training is vital. 
You can keep your education current going by reviewing information or maintaining basic certification. 

Red flags in herbalism. Fatigue is a very common complaint and can be a sign of less common but serious 
problems. Example 1, let’s say someone complains of fatigue. The herbalist gives adaptogens for six months 
(or they dose themselves with adaptogens because they read about them on the internet). The person feels 
better because the adaptogenic herbs mask the fatigue. They push a little harder since they feel better, but 
really what the person needed was blood work to identify cancer.  

Example 2, a person who came to my classes, noticed that the number of things triggering migraines was 
increasing. The migraines had been occurring for years. Even “good” herbs triggered the migraines. She 
sought medical care and discovered the migraines were being caused by a brain tumor. 

Example 3, I’ve known a number of people who’ve ended up with serious infections because they treated 
abrasions, cuts, and burns with fast healing herbs like comfrey that are better used on bruises, sore muscles 
or sprains. One person ended up with an emergency room visit for what was likely cellulitis, a potentially life 
and limb threatening staph infection. 

Red flags associated with headache: circulatory problems such as arteritis, subdural hematoma, brain 
hemorrhage, stroke, or high blood pressure; recent traumatic brain or neck injury; flus, meningitis, or 
encephalitis; or severe dehydration/heat stroke requiring IV fluid replacement. 

Red flags associated with sore throat: viral infections that can spread to other organs or systems if left 
unchecked; local infection in the throat or mouth, anaphylaxis closing the throat (allergic reaction which can 
happen very fast and will usually have other symptoms such as difficulty breathing, red and swollen face).  

Red flags associated with neck pain: injury of the head, neck or spine; infection (those included under 
headache and others); inflammation in thyroid or other tissues in the neck; degenerative disease of the 
connective tissues (Lyme, arthritis, autoimmunity, disc disease) 

Red flags associated with back pain: injury; muscle spasms and sciatica; degenerative disease of the 
connective tissues (Lyme, arthritis, autoimmunity, disc disease); osteoporosis; cancer; disease or inflammation 
in kidneys, liver, pancreas, ovaries, or gall bladder; prolapsed organs; heart attack 

Do you get the idea? Here are other signs and symptoms that can be red flags: persistent pain of any kind; 
swelling and redness after injury; fever; nausea, dizziness, vertigo, or vomiting (especially if there is blood); 
bloody coughing; diarrhea; abnormal colors of stool or urine; sweating; swollen lymph nodes or other 
lumps; difficulty breathing; numbness or tingling; changes in memory, cognitive abilities, hearing, vision, hair, 
skin, menses, weight, strength, energy, or appetite; anemia; heart palpitations, chest pain, or unexplained 
changes in heart rate; edema; night sweats, RH- blood and pregnancy. Learn more by checking out the 
resources section. 



INTERACTIONS 

“Not much is known, so be careful.” Paul Bergner has this joke at the beginning of his class. He writes this 
on the board and then pretends to leave the room as if that is all one needs to know when it comes to 
interactions. And it’s true. Not much is known about how herbs, supplements, and even foods interact with 
drugs. Sometimes little is known about how drugs interact with people because FDA approvals get fast 
tracked. Then consider the wide world of nutraceuticals - lab-made products that are not drugs but still have 
the potential to interact with pharmaceutical drugs, herbs, and foods. Although many herbs and foods are 
safe, there are many adverse reactions and even deaths that are caused by drugs. As Bergner says, 
dangerous drug + safe herb = dangerous interaction. 

If you are a person who isn’t taking pharmaceuticals, over-the-counter medications, or supplements, then this 
is a whole lot easier. However, most people need prescription medications, and many take multiple drugs. I 
once visited a client at her home. When I asked about supplements and drugs, she brought out a TV tray of 
bottles. Then, brought out a second tray of bottles. This is not unusual. It becomes very difficult to suss out 
what is going on with the body when this many things are being poured into it.  So what do I do?  

First, make a list of all your drugs, supplements, and herbs. Sit down at your computer and look up every 
drug, supplement, and herb to make a list of all of the side effects, actions, and potential interactions. This list 
then needs to be compared to the herbal actions and contraindications (more on that later). 

Make sure you aren’t treating side effects. I once discovered that a woman who was taking bitters for 
chronic constipation was taking a drug that caused constipation. You don’t want to get into the trap of 
treating drug side-effects. In this case, the woman was able to change her diet and sleep habits so that she no 
longer needed the medication or the bitters. See how this gets to the root of the problem? 

Next, make sure you aren’t doubling up on actions. Try typing “dandelion root interactions” into your 
browser and you will see many sites pop up with potential interaction categories. You want a source that lists 
the drugs and supplements that have potential interactions. One of them is water pills or blood pressure pills 
that act as a diuretic. So if a person is taking a diuretic, then they probably shouldn’t take another diuretic. 
 
Then, make sure you aren’t reducing the efficacy of 
a needed drug. If a person is taking a life-preserving or 
regulating drug, avoid herbs that might stimulate the 
way the body processes the drug. Herbs known to have 
this effect are St. John’s wort, gingko biloba, and high 
doses of rosemary. Note that I said “known” and already 
mentioned that is known about herb, drug, food, 
supplement interactions is limited. 

Then, when new drugs are prescribed, reassess the 
herbs. An herb you were taking might have been fine 
with the old drug, but be wary that the new drug may 
have a different interaction.  

Be willing to accept the idea that there are too many 
drugs to deal with and treat with foods only. This is 
much safer at times, but you’ll still have to make sure 
you aren’t choosing foods that interact with drugs.  



CONTRAINDICATIONS 

Contraindications are signs, symptoms, diseases, or constitutional 
indications that a treatment could potentially harm a person. The 
best way to learn about contraindications is to understand each 
herb and herbal action. There is no short guide to this, it requires a 
love of herbs and a dedication to study.  

Herb contraindications are specific to each herb. For instance, 
large long-term doses of licorice root can elevate blood pressure, 
which can be dangerous. But small, intermittent, or temporary 
doses are fine for many people. I mentioned that St. John’s wort is 
in the category of herbs that are known to reduce the efficacy of 
pharmaceuticals. There are others but they don’t do it for the same 
reason. St. John’s wort relieves liver congestion, allowing faster 
processing of chemicals in the body. Marshmallow root can also 
reduce efficacy, but it does so by thickening the lining of the 
digestive tract. Reduced permeability in the digestive tract lowers the absorption rate of the drug. 
Understanding herbal actions helps prevent interactions. 

Pregnancy. People who are pregnant will find that many herbs are contraindicated. These herbs are 
identified as emmenagogues, abortifacients, and uterine stimulants. These herbs have a downward toning 
effect on the uterus and they often fall in the category of bitter. Some herbs may be too strong for the tiny 
livers in developing babies. Another factor is whether the pregnant person has RH-negative blood, which can 
make the tiny organs more vulnerable.  

Lactation. Anyone nursing a baby should avoid herbs that are not safe for babies. Some herbs are too strong 
for babies and some herbs should only be used to dry milk up during weaning. 

Age. Some herbs are too strong for children or elders.  

Immune disease or disorder. People with weakened immunity or overactive immunity (autoimmunity) may 
find that certain herbs won’t help. For instance, Echinacea stimulates the immune system; some people with 
immune disease benefit from this while those with autoimmunity may experience worsening of conditions.  

Allergies. Probably the most common allergen in herbalism is the flowers of plants related to ragweed. 
People who are very sensitive might react to teas or tinctures of these flowers, but even the less sensitive folks 
could react to the dry plant. Allergies can arise unexpectedly so it’s important to start with a small dose or two 
and see how you react before increasing the dose.  

Food allergies. If the person is eating the poison, you don’t want to create an antidote, you want to remove 
the poison. Tracking symptoms, foods, and moods will help the person figure this out. I find that tracking is 
time consuming in our fast paced world, so I generally ask “ what foods do you think might be problematic?” 
and also what foods do they find most exciting (this usually indicates the histamine rush they experience 
when eating the food allergen). 

Developing the knowledge. If you want to use a new herb, learn about it from several sources, check for 
contraindications, interactions, and herbal actions, then proceed with small doses until you understand what 
the herb does for you. 



VITALISM 

Consider vital force. Vital force is a mysterious but measurable aspect of being alive. The source of it is 
mysterious, but it is easy to see in a person. People with balanced vital force are bright eyed, energetic but 
calm, and generally feel good. People with deficient vital force are pale, sluggish or depressed. People with 
excess vital force are irritable, nervous, rigid or generally can’t sit still.  

Vital force takes what goes in to the body (food, medicine, air, water, environmental conditions, emotional 
factors, and stress) then directs the body to take action. For instance, I could give yarrow to different people 
and the herb will have different results. One person might feel like their upset stomach settled. Another might 
feel a clearing in congested sinuses. One person might feel grumblings from a stimulated appetite. Another 
might break a sweat. One person might feel the need to pee. I gave each person a bitter, aromatic herb and 
their bodies took that ingredient and applied where needed. This is the intelligence of vital force. 

Using herbs to oppose the vital force is contraindicated in most situations. The expression of vital force is how 
the spirit-mind-body communicates need. Understanding a person’s vital force is critical to understanding 
which herbs will help. Using stimulates or adaptogens to prop up exhausted people will further deplete them 
in the long run. Calming herbs may help someone who is anxious or tense, but it’s important to consider the 
factors leading to that state of spirit-mind-body. Rest, exercise, clean water, and proper nourishment will 
rebuild vitality in both cases. I also have to recognize that sometimes the stimulant or the relaxing herb is all 
people have, so I always remember: “no judgement, just give ease.”  



CONSTITUTION & ENERGETICS 

Constitutional considerations. Constitution is a description of the body and how it works. Everyone is a little 
different and there are different ways of assessing constitution. Some herbalists use a three category system, 
some use a four category system, some go up to 12 categories, and others simply assess by tissue states. It’s 
important to choose a system that helps you remain consistent. Here are some of the systems that I’ve 
learned about, just to give you some ideas. I prefer systems that relate to my ancestry to help me avoid 
cultural appropriation, they are listed first (cultural appropriation is a whole other topic, see the link in the 
resources section for a perspective): Appalachian Folk Personalities, European Four Elements (ex. Brighid’s 
Cross), Ancient Greek Humors, Ayurvedic Doshas, and Traditional Chinese Medicine Five Elements. In the 
Appalachia folk tradition, there four primary constitutions are Earth (Cold), Fire (Hot), Water (Damp), and Air 
(Dry) and with three categories, such as Earth Deficient, Water Balanced or Fire Excess.  Most people will be a 
combination of two, such as a cold dry person or a hot damp person.  Using herbs that don’t support the 
constitution is contraindicated in a vitalist system. This can be combined with the three body types (one of the 
things I refer to in my class, The Troika): thin, middle, and thick. Thin people tend to be more dry and cold 
while thick people tend toward damp heat. 

Energetics is the temperature, humidity, and directions of the symptoms and the herbs. Matching 
human and herbal energetics is the traditional approach, sometimes this means countering the energetics, 
and sometimes it means supporting it. Here are some examples:  

Temperature. Minor burns (heat injury) are balanced by rinsing with tepid water (not cold water) and by 
applying cool moist herbs, such as aloe vera. (Remember, large or deep burns are red flags.) Conversely, 
cooling a mild fever might be working against the vital force as it tries to burn out an infection. That infection 
may then have the opportunity to work itself a little deeper into the body. The questions I ask myself are 
“what is the temperature of the symptom?” “why is the body generating this temperature?” “how do I best 
support the vital force in this situation?”    

Humidity. Thin people tend to be dry and heavier people tend to be damp. You can’t give these two people 
the same herbs to move toward constitutional balance. The dry person may need moistening herbs and the 
damp person may need herbs to expel fluids. Giving bitter (cooling, drying) herbs to thin people, might make 
them feel worse. Giving moistening herbs to damp people, might worsen their imbalances. It is surprisingly 
common for people to use foods or herbs that worsen their condition.   

Direction. There are seven directions in my understanding of traditional herbalism. They relate to the cardinal 
directions with their cultural associations plus up, down, and in. “Out” is not included because all of the 
directions move out except “in.” But for our purposes, the four directions in symptoms and herbs are up, 
down, in and out.  

Nausea and vomiting are symptoms with an upward direction. When we are in balance, what we put in our 
mouths usually goes down. Herbs that “settle the stomach,” often stimulate the fluids needed to digest. But 
do you want to settle the stomach if the vital force is forcing the stomach contents out? The same goes for 
diarrhea, a common downward loss of fluid. You can use herbs to dry the diarrhea up, you can use herbs to 
thicken the stool, or you can use herbs to rebalance the digestive flora. With both of these situations, it’s 
important to remember that these symptoms can be red flags for deeper problems.  

If you aren’t familiar with constitution and energetics, check the resources for learning opportunities. 



HOW MUCH? HOW OFTEN? 

Materia medica is a Latin phrase used to describe the collection of the materia (herbs and other matter) used 
as medicine. A good materia medica resource includes suggested amounts for each herb. Some authors will 
differentiate between a “standard dose” or “low dose.” Other authors may have a specific amount for each 
herb. Everyone has different ideas of what is best. Everyone does everything differently. What I’m getting at is 
that opinions about how much, how often may seem wishy-washy. This is why it’s important to have a system. 

The amount depends on age, weight, sensitivity, sex, purpose (acute vs chronic situations), form of herb 
(tincture, pills, tea, etc.), strength of the herb, strength of the preparation, and so on. Herbs work in different 
ways in different people. The more I learn about what to expect from herbs based on their qualities (taste, 
aroma, energetics, actions, constituents) the better I understand how to match them with each person’s 
qualities (constitution, personality, energetics). Mastering herbalism requires life-long learning.  

A cautious approach. I start out by tasting the preparation. Isla Burgess uses a spiral to understand the 
intensity of taste. Herbs that double as foods are on the outside of the spiral since they are mild, nutritious, 
and can be safely eaten in food amounts. As the tastes spiral toward center, the herbs get stronger in taste, 
more potent, and require smaller and smaller amounts. The herbs are more bitter, more aromatic, hotter, 
colder, dryer, and so on. Herbs in the center are beneficial in very small amounts but toxic in larger or long-
term amounts. Essential oils are not included because they are not whole herbs and use of them is 
controversial. Some herbalists say they are toxic, and some say they are not. Essential oils have potential for 
toxicity as do certain herbs. I rarely use them for that reason, plus they are less eco-friendly than whole herbs. 

Next, I consider what the typical dose is for an herb. I’ll check at least three sources before I decide what 
my dose might be. I know that I’m fairly sensitive to herbs, but have had clients who are not sensitive and 
sometimes need much larger doses. Children need smaller doses based on age and weight, and they may 
need even smaller doses if they are sensitive. Elders also need smaller doses due to decreases in metabolism 
and absorption. Some sources say that a folk method approach is 1 drop per 2 pounds body weight, but that 
would put me at twice the dose I might normally choose for myself.  

To learn what’s right for you, titrate. Herbal dose titration is the process of slowing increasing dose until the 
herbal action is felt. Then the dose remains there for a period or perhaps slightly lower if the intensity of the 
action needs is too intense. Then when the person improves, the dose should slowly go back down.      

Some rules for dosing for children. Follow expert advice. Aviva Romm is a physician/herbalist who gives 
ranges for children’s herbal doses in her book, Naturally Healthy Babies and Children. You are left to 
choose whether to go with a lower or higher dose. Meagan Visser posts these specific rules on her website, if 
you are mathematically inclined:  

Fried’s Rule: Take the child’s age in months, divide by 150, then multiply by the adult dose. 
Clark’s Rule: Take the child’s weight in pounds, divide by 150, then multiply by the adult dose. 

Lesson Learned: Clear, Easy to Understand Instructions are Vital  
People have been known to do things like drink an entire 1 oz. bottle of tincture like it’s a shot of alcohol, take 1 
drop 3 times a day instead of one full dropper, cover themselves in salves containing toxic ingredients, or not use 
the herbs at all because they didn’t understand the directions. 



HERBAL ACTIONS 

Herbal actions are defined as the effect an herb has on tissues, organs, or organ systems. Misuse and abuse 
of herbs is common when herbal actions are not well understood.One of the most common misuse of herbs 
is the concept of detoxing. Detoxification is a daily biological process that works just fine in most people. But 
over and over I see thin, dry, pale people (constitutional factors) who are bombarding themselves with bitter 
detox herbs. Why is this a problem? Because the taste of bitter is generally cooling, drying, and draining. The 
exact actions that this person shouldn’t be using. This person should be using nutritive, moistening, and 
building herbs. The bitter herbs are more appropriate for a heavier, damp, red-faced person who perhaps is 
having difficulty digesting. Knowing the herbal actions of a plant is important to understanding uses and 
dose. Some herbal actions are gentle and nutritive. Some are strong with potentially harsh body or mind 
effects. Some have toxins that can build up over time. 

An important thing to know about herbs is that they are whole plants with many constituents that have broad 
actions. So, a primary mistake people make is to assume that what they read about an herb in a book will 
apply to the whole herb, an isolated constituent of an herb, or will have the same effect as a drug. Our friend 
willow is a perfect example of this… traditionally willow is used to treat fevers and pain associated with damp 
heat. It is bitter, therefore cooling. It is also resinous and resins tend to have warming effects that help the 
body deal with infections. Willow is one of the herbs that aspirin can be rendered from, but aspirin doesn’t 
work the same way. As an isolated constituent it has a much harsher bitter effect that tends to thin the blood 
and the digestive lining. The resins are gone, along with the warming effect. You might know that aspirin is 
recommended to people to keep their blood thin to prevent heart disease. Many people have turned to 
willow hoping for a more natural “blood thinner” but willow doesn’t have that effect.  

Some basics from a 4 element system to get you started: 

AROMATIC and STIMULANT herbs tend to be drying, warming, and stimulating. They often have an outward 
effect on the body depending on the organ or organ system being treated. For instance, a hot tea of aromatic 
herbs can be used as a steam to inhale and move stuck fluids out of the lungs. Or, a hot tea of aromatic and/
or spicy herbs can be drunk and therefore stimulate the digestion or the kidneys depending on the herb and, 
of course, depending on what the vital force needs. These are AIR herbs. 

BITTER herbs tend to drying, cooling, and stimulating. Bitter is very good for stimulating digestion because 
the taste has a direct tonic effect on the stomach, gallbladder, liver, and pancreas. Tonic refers to astringent in 
this situation rather than how Chinese tonics are considered nutritive, energy builders. So bitter is drying to 
the body overall, but moistening to the digestive tract, because the tonic effect means that all those organs 
will excrete their fluids (acids, diluted bile, concentrated bile, enzymes, insulin). These are FIRE herbs because 
they fire up the digestion, which in turn feeds vitality. 

SALTY herbs are nutritive, building herbs that are high in minerals. They may not taste salty to the average 
person because the expectation for salty has been altered by the widespread use of salt. Salty herbs help 
build healthy blood and are needed for all the structures in our bodies. These are WATER herbs. 

SWEET herbs, like salty herbs, may not seem sweet if you have a sweet tooth or are accustomed to sugary 
processed foods. In herbs, they are moistening herbs that help build mucous membranes and provide 
energy. They are important for dry people and they often contain fibers and other important prebiotic foods. 
These are EARTH herbs and include bland and proteinaceous foods.  (Note: systems vary, this is my system. It 
is important to pick a system and stick with it, even if you explore multiple systems, it helps to have a 
consistent approach.)  



MISINFORMATION 

Don’t believe everything you read. This is very important to consider in the digital age. We have so much 
information at our fingertips that it is difficult to know which information is right and which is wrong. Here are 
some of the problems: 

• Plagiarism - some of the sources are flat out plagiarism, meaning that the person providing the information 
took it from someone else. This is considered intellectual theft. And if the validity of the information isn’t 
checked, then misinformation is spread. 

• Cut-and-paste herbalism is a way to describe how a lot of people might just copy and paste information 
without actually checking with their own bodies. It overlaps with plagiarism, but I include it separately 
because of the emphasis on the lack of direct experience. 

• The emphasis in on “exotic” herbs and proprietary products in the marketplace focuses providing 
information designed to sell a product. Much of this information is either vague or misleading. Often the 
company is selling based on diagnoses or conditions (an inappropriate use of herbs). Sometimes the 
information is vague simply because it is illegal to make claims.  

• Research can be problematic in many ways: 
• The research plan is biased, meaning that it is designed to get the desired results. This can happen 

intentionally or unconsciously or the plan might be poorly designed. 
• Information that supports the marketing plan is included while information that doesn’t support the 

marketing plan is excluded.  
• Correlation of an effect doesn’t necessarily mean that the herb or the herbal constituent caused the effect. 
• The company funding the research is expecting certain results so that’s what they look for. Company 

funded research may seem like a conflict of interest, but current laws require companies to test products. 
• Animal studies have been long shown to not be particularly helpful in determining the safety of drugs or 

other substances. 

Often capable herbalists turn to traditional usage as the guiding principle. For example, turmeric has been 
very popular and people have been putting it in all kinds of stuff. They may not realize how drying it is, or they 
might not stick with the herbal or supplemental regimen because it just doesn’t feel right. Traditionally it is 
prepared with black pepper and a fat (often ghee, aka clarified butter or milk) to maximize absorption and 
minimize the drying effect.  

Another example is kava kava. Traditionally, the root was prepared as a tea. The nutraceutical industry found 
that the leaves had more of the chemical that they thought of as the “active ingredient” which led to cases of 
mild to serious liver damage.  

This is not to dismiss scientific knowledge. We have learned a lot of things about herbs through science. For 
instance, we have learned that St. John’s wort has a direct interaction with mental health medications and can 
speed the metabolism of other drugs, which can reduce the dose. 

I suggest learning herbs one by one in great depth. The more you learn the easier it will get. The factors to 
consider are the traditional methods, what science tells us, what is happening with other people who use 
herbs (there are many online groups to tap into), and of course, your direct experience with herbs.  

Which leads to another rule: don’t ever give someone an herb you have tried in your own body. If you don’t 
know how it works, you shouldn’t be giving it to someone else.  



AT-RISK HERBS 

An important thing to consider when exploring herbs is knowing which herbs are at-risk of becoming extinct. 
Whether wild crafting or purchasing, knowing which herbs are at-risk will help you use herbs responsibly. 
Many of these herbs can be purchased from growers rather than wild crafted, or perhaps an herb with similar 
actions will serve just as well. You’ll expand your knowledge base if you learn the status of an herb as well as 
which herbs can be substituted. My favorite organization for knowing this information is United Plant Savers. 
They have lists of herbs that can be helpful, including information on how to grow them. https://
unitedplantsavers.org 

ADVERSE REACTIONS 

The Food and Drug Administration (FDA) does not have authority to regulate dietary supplements. They 
provide guidelines for how supplements and herbal preparations should be prepared, but they don’t follow 
up on this aspect of manufacturing. The FDA requires that the company takes responsibility for both the 
safety and the research (both a conflict of interest and source of bias!). Companies cannot make medical 
claims without documented research. Most supplements are required to include this on labeling: “this 
product is not intended to diagnose, treat, or cure any disease or medical condition, ” which leads to broad 
or vague descriptions of when, how, and why to use the product. 

There are ingredients that can’t be used in US based products, such as Ephedra, but this and other 
ingredients will sometimes be included in products but omitted from the label. So, until someone has an 
adverse reaction to Ephedra or any other ingredient, the FDA can’t take action. When action is taken, it is 
usually due to reports of misbranding, adulteration, or the inclusion of banned substances.  

Herbs are included in the FDA category of supplements. Most adverse reactions to supplements are caused 
by these products: 

• Performance products (energy and body building products) 
• Standardized concentrated extracts,  
• Essential oils made with solvents or used inappropriately 
• Long-term use of something that is best used short-term 
• Misbranded, adulterated, or banned substances 
• Herbs in capsules (capsules bypass the taste mechanism that prepares the liver for digestion and 

assimilation, which may cause the liver to over react when the capsule isn’t “tasted” until it opens in the 
stomach. It is also possible that some people may not have enough stomach acid to dissolve the capsule.) 

Be safe. 

I had an adverse reaction, now what?  
The Food and Drug Administration webpage on dietary supplements has information on what and how to report 
safety concerns and reactions to dietary supplements. The FDA responds by recalling suspect products from the 
market and does not evaluate products. Reporting adverse events may help others avoid adverse reactions.  
Read more here: www.fda.gov/Food/DietarySupplements/default.htm 

https://unitedplantsavers.org
https://unitedplantsavers.org
http://www.fda.gov/Food/DietarySupplements/default.htm
http://www.fda.gov/Food/DietarySupplements/default.htm


RESOURCES 

I’ll be offering more online resources, online classes and certifications, hands-on classes, private classes, and 
personal consultations. You can stay in touch by getting my newsletter… 

Click here to sign up for updates on future online classes from me! 

American Herbalists Guild, https://www.americanherbalistsguild.com  
An Acupuncturist’s Guide to Medical Red Flags and Referrals, David Anzaldua, MD 
Appalachian Folk Medicine, Phyllis Light  
Botanical Medicine for Women’s Health, Aviva Romm, MD 
Botanical Safety Handbook, American Herbal Products Association 
Brighid’s Healing, Gina McGarry 
“Clinical Skills Seminar,” Paul Bergner 
Herbal Foundations, Mary Blue 
“Herbalism,” https://trilliumcenter.org/about/trillium-center/herbalism/  
Herbalists Without Borders, https://www.hwbglobal.org  
“Herbal Dosages,” Meaghan Visser, https://www.growingupherbal.com/herbal-dosages/ 
“Herbal Safety Seminar,” North American Institute of Medical Herbalism, Paul Bergner 
Naturally Healthy Babies and Children, Aviva Romm 
“Online Clinical Rounds,” Leslie Alexander and Leslie Williams 
Planetary Herbology, Michael Tierra 
The Energetics of Western Herbs, Peter Holmes 
The Practice of Traditional Western Herbalism, Matthew Wood 
The Way of Herbs, Michael Tierra 
“Towards an Understanding of Cultural Appropriation in Rewilding,” https://www.petermichaelbauer.com/
towards-an-understanding-of-cultural-appropriation-in-rewilding/  
United Plant Savers, https://unitedplantsavers.org  
Vitalism, Matthew Wood 
Weeds Heal, Isla Burgess 

I also recommend a current herb-drug-supplement interaction guide. Or try these websites, they are in the 
order of my preference. I also recommend checking three sources before making a decision: 

https://www.mskcc.org/cancer-care/diagnosis-treatment/symptom-management/integrative-medicine/
herbs/search  
https://medlineplus.gov/druginformation.html  
NIH’s guide to common herbs: https://nccih.nih.gov/health/providers/digest/herb-drug-science   
https://reference.medscape.com/drug-interactionchecker 
https://www.drugs.com/drug_interactions.html 
https://www.webmd.com/interaction-checker/default.htm 

https://trilliumcenter.us10.list-manage.com/subscribe?u=ed1d61b28464b767de8859f05&id=f598a8733a
https://www.americanherbalistsguild.com
https://trilliumcenter.org/about/trillium-center/herbalism/
https://www.hwbglobal.org
https://www.growingupherbal.com/herbal-dosages/
https://www.petermichaelbauer.com/towards-an-understanding-of-cultural-appropriation-in-rewilding/
https://www.petermichaelbauer.com/towards-an-understanding-of-cultural-appropriation-in-rewilding/
https://unitedplantsavers.org
https://www.mskcc.org/cancer-care/diagnosis-treatment/symptom-management/integrative-medicine/herbs/search
https://www.mskcc.org/cancer-care/diagnosis-treatment/symptom-management/integrative-medicine/herbs/search
https://medlineplus.gov/druginformation.html
https://nccih.nih.gov/health/providers/digest/herb-drug-science
https://reference.medscape.com/drug-interactionchecker
https://www.drugs.com/drug_interactions.html
https://www.webmd.com/interaction-checker/default.htm
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