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DISCLAIMER — PLEASE READ CAREFULLY

The identification, selection, and processing of any weed (wild plant) for ingestion or other 
personal use requires reasonable care and attention to details. Certain parts of some plants 
are wholly unsuitable for use and, in some instances, are even toxic. In this book, every 
effort has been made to describe each plant with utmost fidelity; nevertheless, some vari-
ations in their actual appearance may be encountered in the field as a result of seasonal 
and/or geographic factors. Because attempts to use any weed (wild plant) for food or 
other personal use depends upon various factors controllable only by the individual, nei-
ther the author, publisher, printer, nor distributors of this book assume any responsibil-
ity whatsoever for adverse health effects of such failures as might be encountered in the 
individual case and should not be held liable to any person or entity with respect to any 
loss, damage, or injury caused, or alleged to be caused, directly or indirectly, by the infor-
mation contained in this book.

Be fully aware that while this book examines how individual plants have been used by 
Native Americans, herbalists, and other healers as health aids, such information is not 
meant, and should not be construed by the individual, as incentive for substituting such 
for professional medical care. Both the author and the publisher urge readers to consult 
their professional health-care provider with respect to any personal illness or injury.
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Field Guide & Description of Plant Uses
Individual Plant Profiles Alphabetized by Common English Name

22 Arrowhead (Sagittaria)
24 Aster (Symphyotrichum; Eurybia; 

Doellingeria)

27 Bloodroot (Sanguinaria)
31 Bluebead Lily (Clintonia)
33 Blue Cohosh (Caulophyllum)
36 Blue-Eyed Grass (Sisyrinchium)
38 Blue Flag (Iris)
41 Blue Vervain (Verbena)
44 Boneset (Eupatorium)
50 Bouncing Bet (Saponaria)
52 Bugleweed (Lycopus)
55 Bulrush (Scirpus)
57 Bunchberry (Cornus)
60 Burdock (Arctium)
64 Butter-and-Eggs (Linaria)
66 Butterfly-Weed (Asclepias)

69 Catnip (Nepeta)
72 Cattail (Typha)
75 Chickweed (Stellaria)
78 Chicory (Cichorium)
81 Cinquefoil (Potentilla)
84 Clearweed (Pilea)
86 Cleavers (Galium)
89 Columbine (Aquilegia)
91 Cow-Parsnip (Heracleum)
94 Creeping Charlie (Glechoma)
97 Culver’s Root (Veronicastrum)

99 Dandelion (Taraxacum)
104 Dock (Rumex)

108 Evening Primrose (Oenothera)

111 False Solomon’s Seal (Smilacina)
114 Fireweed (Epilobium)
117 Fleabane (Erigeron)
120 Fragrant Giant Hyssop (Agastache)

122 Goldenrod (Solidago)
126 Gumweed (Grindelia)

129 Hawk’s Beard (Crepis)
130 Hawkweed (Hieracium)
132 Horsemint (Monarda)

134 Jerusalem Artichoke (Helianthus)
136 Jewelweed (Impatiens)
138 Joe-Pye Weed (Eutrochium)

140 Knotweed (Polygonum)

143 Lady’s Thumb (Polygonum)
145 Lamb’s Quarters (Chenopodium)

148 Marsh Marigold (Caltha)
151 Milkweed (Asclepias)
154 Monkey-Flower (Mimulus)
156 Motherwort (Leonurus)
159 Mountain Mint (Pycnanthemum)
161 Mullein (Verbascum)

165 Nutgrass (Cyperus)

167 Pearly Everlasting (Anaphalis)
169 Pennycress (Thlaspi)
171 Penstemon (Penstemon)
173 Peppergrass (Lepidium)
176 Pigweed (Amaranthus)
178 Pineapple-Weed (Matricaria)

180 Plantain (Plantago)
186 Prairie Smoke (Geum)
189 Puccoon (Lithospermum)
191 Purple Loosestrife (Lythrum)
193 Purslane (Portulaca)

195 Queen Anne’s Lace (Daucus)

198 Red Clover (Trifolium)

201 Self-Heal (Prunella)
204 Sheep Sorrel (Rumex)
208 Shepherd’s Purse (Capsella)
211 Shooting Star (Dodecatheon)
212 Skullcap (Scutellaria)
215 Smartweed (Polygonum)
218 Solomon’s Seal (Polygonatum)
221 Sow Thistle (Sonchus)
223 Spiderwort (Tradescantia)
225 Starflower (Trientalis)
226 Stinging Nettle (Urtica)
232 Sunflower (Helianthus)
235 Swamp Milkweed (Asclepias)
237 Sweet Cicely (Osmorhiza)
240 Sweet Everlasting (Pseudognaphalium)

242 Thistle (Cirsium)
246 Turtlehead (Chelone)

248 Violet (Viola)
252 Virginia Waterleaf (Hydrophyllum)

254 Watercress (Nasturtium)
257 Wild Bergamot (Monarda)
260 Wild Geranium (Geranium)
264 Wild Mint (Mentha)
266 Wild Mustard (Brassica)
269 Wild Onion (Allium)

271 Wild Sarsaparilla (Aralia)
273 Wild Strawberry (Fragaria)
276 Wood Lily (Lilium)
277 Wood Nettle (Laportea)
278 Wormwood (Artemisia)

282 Yarrow (Achillea)
288 Yellow Goatsbeard (Tragopogon)
290 Yellow Loosestrife (Lysimachia)
292 Yellow Pond-Lily (Nuphar)
295 Yellow Wood-Sorrel (Oxalis)
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 Preface
The bioregion encompassing the great states of 
the Upper Midwest (Minnesota, Wisconsin, Iowa, 
Michigan, and the Dakotas) has a varied landscape: 
coniferous forests in the north, prairie to the west 
and south, and deciduous woodlands and fields in 
the central portion. In view of this variety, one can 
surmise that a tremendous assortment of wild plants 
must flourish throughout this area. In fact, that is 
precisely the situation: even looking at simply the 
author’s home state of Minnesota, more than two 
thousand species of vascular plants have been veri-
fied as carpeting its wild lands (Ownbey and Morley 
1991: vii). Astoundingly, that is about one-tenth of 
all the known vascular species existing in North 
America (Moerman 1996). 

A large number of our region’s wild plants have 
been utilized for millennia as food and/or medi-
cine by the local Indigenous peoples (see sidebar 
below). In the present day, in addition to tradition-
alists among these Native tribes, some non-Native 
wild-foods teachers and practitioners of indigenous 
herbalism enthusiastically perpetuate the hallowed 
tradition of a symbiotic interaction with the native 
flora in a culinary and/or healing context.

In view of our area’s rich flora and of the pro-
tracted and colorful history of its utilization by some 
of its inhabitants as outlined above, it seems almost 
reprehensible that no significant study was published 
on the edible and medicinal uses of the wild plants 
growing in the Midwest prior to the twenty-first cen-
tury. The present study is an attempt to remedy this 
deficiency. In doing so, it culls information from a 
variety of sources: phytochemical and therapeutic 

studies from the scholarly literature; historical and 
present-day uses by Native American tribes; the con-
certed uses of the plants undertaken by America’s 
Physiomedicalist and Eclectic physicians of the nine-
teenth and early-twentieth centuries; clinical uses 
by herbalists of times past and present; and finally, 
my own utilization of our area’s plants as both a 
wild-foods forager and a practicing herbalist.

When first published in 2001 as Edible & 
Medicinal Wild Plants of Minnesota & Wisconsin, 
this study charted a course that not only attempted 
to shed new light on the commoner plants but 
also focused on those plants which, while rich in 
medicinal and nutritional content, had been largely 
neglected. Thus, it “opened new doors” for those 
engaged in wild-plant studies by providing fresh and 
invigorating information. Twelve years later, I revised 
the book in a second edition with new and expanded 
information, and I amended the title to Edible & 
Medicinal Wild Plants of the Midwest to reflect the 
fact that the plants discussed flourish in a larger 
range than simply that encompassing Minnesota and 
Wisconsin—occurring also in Iowa, Michigan, the 
Dakotas, and other midwestern states. 

I also added a section in each of the plant pro-
files summarizing my personal and/or clinical expe-
rience with that particular plant, entitling this sec-
tion “Personal and Professional Use.” This consistent, 
personal touch was evident in the first edition only 
in scattered spots in the text.

Several other features were added to this revised 
and expanded edition, including a history of herbal-
ism in the United States and a chart comparing the 
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nutritional content of wild foods to domestic vege-
tables (which evinces the nutritional superiority of 
the former over the latter! See page 13). 

Now, here we are with the third edition of Edible 
& Medicinal Wild Plants of the Midwest. I have again 
updated the text based upon my further experience 
with the plants and upon newly published clinical 
trials and other scientific studies. In fact, this new 
research has been incorporated into more than 
half of the one hundred plant profiles featured in 
the book. The introductory material has also been 
updated and expanded, and new color photographs 

have been incorporated throughout the plant 
descriptions to allow for easy correlation between 
the text and the images.

In conclusion, my hope is that this third, revised 
and updated edition of Edible & Medicinal Wild 
Plants of the Midwest will continue to serve as a 
resource for those folks who hold a sincere appreci-
ation for the remarkable flora of the upper midwest-
ern states.

— Matthew Alfs


