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WHEN I FIRST met Phyllis Light several years ago at an herb conference, I was 
fully captivated by this vibrant, enthusiastic herbalist from the South. She was not 
only brilliant, but also funny, one of the best story tellers ever, and she was com-
pletely impassioned, like me, by the plants. We stayed in touch. When Phyllis 
would phone, I’d make sure there was a enough time for the call. If the weather 
was nice, I’d take my cup of tea and sit on the porch knowing I was in for a 
long, satisfying, and always insightful conversation—mostly about plants and 
healing—but also lavishly sprinkled with details of life, love, and family. In the 
rural south, for some reason, time doesn’t seem as frenzied as elsewhere in the 
country and Phyllis—the mother of five children and the director of a busy herb 
school as well as a thriving community herbal practice—always seemed to have 
enough time for friends, family, and a walk in the woods. I knew I had a lot to 
learn from this wise woman, not only about plants, but also about life in general.

Following in her father’s footsteps and a family lineage that stretched back gen-
erations, Phyllis was a “plant person,” a healer, and had been studying and prac-
ticing herbalism in her hometown in rural Alambama for years before I met her. 
She had been close friends and an early student of Tommie Bass, a legendary and 
beloved folk healer. Phyllis, however, had taken what she learned from her teacher 
one giant step further. As she writes, “Having a culturally diverse clientele helped 
me to realize that the basic practices of folk medicine are similar regardless of the 
country of origin, and that in many countries, cross- pollination with other tradi-
tions started hundreds if not thousands of years ago.” Not only is she carrying on 
the traditions of folk medicine as it was being practiced in the rural south, she’s 
also integrating it with other traditional folk medicine practices and, perhaps even 
more significantly, integrating it with modern medical and herbal practices. 
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When I first invited Phyllis to teach at the prestigious International Herb 
Symposium at Wheaton College several years ago, she promptly asked to 
present on Southern folk traditions. At that time outside of the rural south, 
no one was talking much about Southern Folk Medicine. Instead, most herb-
alists were intent on “legitimizing” herbalism by emphasizing the scientific 
research and modern applications of plant medicine. But Phyllis’s classes filed 
up quickly and got excellent reviews. In her well- informed manner and crys-
tal clear voice, she shed new light on an old subject, stimulating interest and 
bringing credibility to one of our oldest folk traditions, a folk system born and 
bred in the Deep South.

Until recently, folk medicine and traditional practices—especially folk med-
icine from rural Appalachia—were considered antiquated, outdated, and some-
thing only those too poor to obtain modern medicines would ever consider 
using. Even among the herbal community who generally valued traditional 
approaches, little credence or attention was given to our Southern Folk Medi-
cine. While both Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) and Ayurveda herbalism 
(India) were diligently studied, and our western Eclectic medical traditions of 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were integrated readily into our modern 
herbal practices, very little thought was given to folk traditions, and Southern 
Folk Medicine especially was largely ignored by everyone outside of the south. 
Phyllis was one of a small group of people advocating for Southern Folk Med-
icine as a legitimate system of healing worthy of attention. As she states, “You 
don’t have to be Southern to learn and use Southern Folk Medicine, any more 
than you have to be Asian to study and use Traditional Chinese Medicine.”

In a world where disease has become so rampart, even in developed coun-
tries with presumably more advanced medical techniques, integrating folk tra-
ditions that have proven effective over decades of use and are often inexpensive 
and readily available can bring value to healthcare within communities. Phyllis 
became a strong voice for these traditional practices through her classes, pub-
lished articles, and within her clinical practice. Through her persistence, and 
the work of others like her, Southern Folk Medicine “has found a niche within 
mainstream medicine in the protocols, techniques, and philosophies of integra-
tive medicine.” 

Phyllis’s fabulous book, Southern Folk Medicine, takes another huge step in 
ensuring that the our healing folk traditions continue to thrive. In this book, 
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Phyllis does more than just codify and document Southern Folk Medicine. 
While describing the rich complexity that comprise these traditions, she also 
presents practical ways to incorporate the best that folk medicine has to offer 
into our daily health practices. And she presents an integrated approach to 
healthcare throughout the book advising that no one system stands alone, but 
that “knowledge should flow across the two domains of science and tradition 
in a more even, two- way transmission that does not rely on indoctrination in 
training but rather on observable outcomes in those who are sick.”

Southern Folk Medicine, like all traditional healing arts, isn’t a static system 
of heath care, but is an ever- changing and evolving body of knowledge. Influ-
enced by the influx of many nationalities through centuries of migration and 
settlement, it evolved into an integrative and practical system of heathcare, 
richly textured with a variety of cultural and spiritual beliefs. And that cross- 
pollination of cultural healing skills continues on through time. Like busy bees 
flitting from flower to flower, we have the responsibility to integrate the best that 
these systems have to offer into our modern healthcare and to “pay this infor-
mation forward.” Treasures like Southern Folk Medicine will ensure that the rich-
ness of this system, our very own U.S. tradition born and bred on the turf of the 
southern states, will continue to have an important place not only in the rural 
south, but throughout the rich tapestry of modern healthcare systems. On every 
page, there’s a richly told story, a brilliant passage, a bit of wisdom or practical 
advice about health and healing that make the kind of sense that only folk tradi-
tions do. I know I’ll be referring to it time and again, and will be incorporating 
many of her suggestions into my healing practice.

—Rosemary Gladstar

Herbalist and Author

00i-_001-_SouthernFolkMedicine_1-18.indd   15 12/21/17   3:24 PM




