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The information in this book is true and complete to the best of  
our knowledge. All recommendations are made without guarantee  
on the part of the author or Timber Press. The author and publisher 
disclaim any liability in connection with the use of this information.  

In particular, ingesting wild plants and fungi is inherently risky.  
Plants can be easily mistaken and individuals vary in their  

physiological reactions to plants that are touched or consumed.  
Please do not attempt self-treatment of a medical problem without 

consulting a qualified health practitioner.
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To the human beings that dwell 
on planet Earth, may you fi nd a 

connection with plants and 
be forever indebted to their wisdom.
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Gathering dandelion heads, high in the mountains with my usual posse: Salix, my son, and Bella, 
our Alaskan malamute.
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Preface

I have been trying to teach my son something (everything!), and it 
is this: each and every time you go out into nature, an exchange 
takes place. You are joining an age-old dance we do together with 

plants to unite the powers we both hold within our cells. Your feet 
are in step with the rhythm of life—with each impression of the 
soil you could be setting a seed to the right depth for germination. 
Every time you touch a plant it has a response, and so do you, if you 
take the time to notice it.

This exchange becomes deeper when  
you begin to harvest on your own, the  
interaction becomes more physical, and  
the connection can last a lifetime. Some of 
your harvests you dry for future use in tea 
blending or oil infusions. Others you quickly 
place in alcohol or vinegar to preserve their 
highest offerings, possibly for decades to 
come. An impression has formed between 
you and this plant. You have learned to 
recognize it, to trust your instincts and 
your knowledge. You trust yourself with the 
primal wisdom that has been passed down 

for as long as we humans have existed—this 
is medicine.

This exchange can be mutual if we take 
the time to honor each plant and its lineage, 
to thank it for allowing us to participate in 
its life cycle. Check in mentally or verbally 
with every plant you are considering gather-
ing. Many will tell you “no,” and you need to 
respect that. The plants that do give you per-
mission to harvest need to be thanked. When 
out wildcrafting, offer the plants a gift—of 
song, water, attention, intention—before or 
after you begin to clip or dig.

G G
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kkkbalder
Alnus species
PARTS USED bark, twigs, leaves, catkins, strobiles

The bitter principles of alder offer valuable medicine that can  
be useful in salves, tinctures, or teas.

How to identify
Alder can be found near flowing water, 
growing as a large shrub or small tree with 
many trunks. Alnus rubra and A. viridis 
subsp. sinuata grow in the north and west of 
our region, but A. incana (mountain alder ) 
is by far our most abundant species. All can 
be distinguished from other trees by their 
male catkins, which are long, slender, and 
pliable, turning into tiny pollen-producing 
flowers come spring. The female catkins 
(technically, strobiles) are green cone-like 
structures that become hard and woody 
after pollination.

Alder looks very similar to birch and can 
be partly distinguished by its less pointed 
leaves and its shorter, thicker lenticels 
in the mature bark. Alder’s woody cones 
persist after pollination, whereas the female 
catkins of birch disintegrate once the seeds 
have released, and are rarely left over after 
a season.

The bark on alder is brown and smooth 
with a little sheen. Leaves are lobed and 
toothed around the margins, growing 
alternately from the branches. As a decid-
uous tree, alder will shed its green leaves 
come autumn, leaving behind the distinct 
ornaments of the catkins and cones that are 
visible to hikers or drivers-by.

Where, when, and how to wildcraft
The alder catkins, bark, and twigs can be 
gathered in winter but seem to be most 
potent in early spring. Gather the catkins 
before they begin to pollinate, and the cones 
while they are still green in fall.

Move throughout stands of trees along 
the water’s edge as you gather, pruning only 
a little from each tree. Clipping branch ends 
can give you useful little twigs that hold 
both catkins and cones. If you clip bigger 
branches, the bark can be peeled with a knife 
or pounded with a rock to loosen it from the 
heartwood. The best time to gather bark is in 
spring and fall, when it’s running rich with 
sap, and the bark separates more easily.

Medicinal uses
Alder twigs, bark, catkins, and cones 
are used for their bitter principles and 
their perceived ability to fight infections. 
Alder catkins, bark, and twigs also have 
a pain-relieving quality to them, which is 
always welcome to a sore throat. The bitter 
components help to astringe the gI tract, 
allowing better absorption of nutrients for 
those that tend to have a leaky gut or slug-
gish digestion. Alder also assists the lym-
phatic system, which is a vital component in 
the functioning of the immune system. 

Wiles_MtStatesMedicinalPlants_FinalPages.indd   40 10/12/17   3:22 PM



 [ 41 

Alder infused in oils helps with relieving the 
pain or soreness of trauma or overexertion 
related to exercise.

Sitz baths can be useful in calming the 
inflammations of hemorrhoids or genitouri-
nary infections.

Future harvest
The harvest of alder trees needs to be done 
very respectfully, as the trees are great bank 
stabilizers and help critical riparian areas to 
function properly.

The catkins of Alnus incana adorn the tree like  
tiny ornaments.

Green cone-like strobiles of alder.

Herbal Preparations
Tea
Decoction
1 ounce fresh or dried bark, twigs, catkins, 

and cones
1 quart water
Drink 1–3 times a day.

Tincture
1 part fresh catkins, bark, cones, twigs, and 

leaves
2 parts menstruum (75% alcohol, 25% 

distilled water)
or
1 part dried catkins, bark, cones, twigs, and 

leaves
5 parts menstruum (60% alcohol, 40% 

distilled water)
Take 20 drops 3–4 times a day.

Oil
Infuse with fresh or dried catkins, bark, cones, 
and twigs.
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kkkbalfalfa
Medicago sativa
lucerne
PARTS USED leaves, flowers

This fine nutrient-rich herb shouldn’t be limited to grazing cattle. If alfalfa  
helps their milk production, imagine what it can do for nursing mothers.

How to identify
A perennial herb of the pea family, alfalfa has 
the iconic clover pattern of leaves: each leaf is 
trifoliate, with three leaflets. The leaflets are 
oblong with tiny serrations around the apex, 
only slightly hairy on the underside and 
smooth on the top. Leaflets of sweet clover, a 

close lookalike before flowering, are serrated 
around the entire margin. Flowers grow in a 
clustered raceme, with many usually purple 
flowers, but flower color can vary from white 
to light blue to shades of purple. The seed-
pods are a tight coil shape and hold many 
tiny yellow-tan seeds.

Flowers of alfalfa can range from a deep bluish purple to a white-lilac color.
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Where, when, and how to wildcraft
Find alfalfa growing in any kind of disturbed 
soil, whether it is pastureland or construc-
tion sites. Make sure you are gathering in a 
clean spot, free of pollutants or heavy metals, 
as this plant pulls heavily from the soil. It 
prefers nutrient-rich soil. Alfalfa can be 
found in the foothills and mountains, flow-
ering in summer. Gather young leaves and 
flowers in spring through summer.

Harvesting a large quantity of alfalfa can 
be quite easy, and it tastes much more flavor-
ful when gathered in the wild. Gather leaves 
while they are vibrantly green and young. 
Wait until after the passing of several dry, 
sunny days in a row if you intend to dry the 
plant for future use. Cut the lively, flowering 
top half of the plant.

Medicinal uses
I consider alfalfa to be almost more food than 
medicine. It is loaded with vitamins, along 
with amino acids, minerals, and trace ele-
ments. One of my favorite nourishing brews 
to sip is a blend of alfalfa, stinging nettle, 
wild raspberry leaves, rosehips, wild mint, 
cleavers, red clover, and pineapple weed. This 
mineral- and vitamin-rich infusion can be 
consumed daily.

I also utilize this common weed, fresh or 
dried, in things like medicinal broths and 
stocks, combining it with marrow-filled bones 
and vegetables—but the bones can simply be 
left out. Also, a completely herb-based broth 
mixes alfalfa with chickweed, stinging nettle, 
horsetail, red clover, and wild caraway seeds. 
Slip this into soups, sauces, and rice for a 
disguised medicinal boost.

Another medicinal-culinary twist would 
be to mix any of those same herbs into a 
vinegar, as mineral- and vitamin-rich herbs 
extract best in vinegar-based liquids. Honey 
can be added at the beginning or end to make 
an oxymel. Raw honey provides another 
medicinal component that can herbally 
enrich the extraction further, as well as 
sweetening your potion. This oxymel can be 
used as a tonic; sip 1/2–1 ounce per day.

Oil infused with alfalfa can help treat skin 
conditions and dryness.

Future harvest
No worries for the future when harvesting 
alfalfa—it is usually a weed escaped from the 
pasture. Something to consider is that many 
genetically modified species of alfalfa have 
now escaped into the wild and are growing 
among the feral Medicago sativa of the moun-
tain west.

Herbal Preparations
Tea
Hot infusion
1 ounce fresh or dried leaves and flowers
1 quart water
Drink 1–3 times per day.

Vinegar
1 part freshly chopped leaves and flowers
4 parts vinegar
Take 1 tablespoon 1–3 times per day.

Oil
Infuse with fresh or dried leaves and flowers.
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kkkkbalumroot
Heuchera species
mountain saxifrage
PARTS USED roots, leaves

The most important astringent in my insect-bite-soothing oil, alumroot  
decreases the redness and itchy inflammation associated with stings and bites. 

How to identify
It isn’t the flowers of alumroot that catch 
your eye, but most likely the scalloped and 
kidney-shaped red leaves changing color in 
the autumn. The tall slender stalks can reach 
2 feet in height and are adorned with tiny, 
delicate, whitish green flowers. Roots are 
scaly with old growth and dark brown with a 
creamy pink interior. They can be large and 
gnarled or stunted from growing in rocky soil.

Where, when, and how to wildcraft
Find alumroot in shady, rich soils of dry, 
craggy alpine outcroppings or growing down 
moist sloping hillsides facing either north or 
south. It grows on mountain peaks over 9000 
feet in Colorado and Nevada and under 5000 
feet in Montana and Wyoming. Find it growing 
near raspberry brambles in the canyons or 
alongside valerian in the rolling mountain 
meadows.

Dig the root in the spring or fall, and cut 
off the leaves and flowerstalk. Before process-
ing the root, scrub off the external dead 
growth. Cut up the root and use it fresh in 
oils and tinctures. To dry the leaves and root, 
chop while fresh, and let dry on a rack.

Medicinal uses
One of the most astringent plants in the 
mountain west, alumroot can be infused into 

Freshly dug roots of Heuchera parvifolia. 

Find alumroot in rocky outcroppings. 
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oils, tinctures, or teas. The root 
holds the most astringency and 
can be used against diarrhea and 
other gastrointestinal upsets.

A tea or decoction of the 
roots creates a gargle for a sore 
throat or a rinse for a mouth 
beset with stubborn canker 
sores. Try adding Oregon grape 
roots and the bark of alder or 
cottonwood, plus a generous 
pinch of plantain after the 
decoction comes off the heat. 
Let this steep for another 10 
minutes, while cooling enough 
to use. A tincture of this herb 
combination would make a 
helpful spray for the mouth 
and throat.

The fresh root may also be chewed or 
sucked on for mouth irritations, or for mak-
ing a spit poultice for small wounds. A decoc-
tion of the fresh root has many uses, as a tea 
sipped to ease internal intestinal discomfort, 
as an enema or sitz bath to relieve hemor-
rhoids, or as a mouth rinse or gargle.

Alumroot can be infused into oil and used 
topically on bug bites, stings, or even the 
most daunting hemorrhoids. For an anti-itch 
oil, combine alumroot with rose petals, 
uva-ursi, and plantain. I find this formula 
works best when fresh plant material is used 
for the oil infusion.

In first aid, the powdered root can be 
beneficial as an astringent wound-healer that 
will stop bleeding in minor wounds, cuts, and 
scrapes. It is not advised for use on large or 
open wounds.

Future harvest
Heuchera rubescens, which has reddish or pink 
flowers, is a protected plant in Colorado.

A hillside covered in alumroot. Always harvest this often  
rare-to-find plant with extra care.  

Herbal Preparations
Tea
Cold infusion
1 tablespoon fresh or dried chopped leaves 

and root
1 cup water
Decoction
2–4 ounces fresh or dried chopped root
1 quart water
Drink hot or cold 3–4 times a day.

Tincture
1 part fresh leaves and root
2 parts menstruum (75% alcohol, 25% 

distilled water)
or
1 part dried leaves and root
5 parts menstruum (60% alcohol, 40% 

distilled water)
Take 5–10 drops 3 times a day.

Oil
Infuse with fresh or dried leaves and root.
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kkkkbamaranth
Amaranthus species
pigweed
PARTS USED leaves, seeds

Harvest this pesky weed with impunity and utilize its leaves and seeds  
for their nutritional and medicinal benefits.

How to identify
Amaranths can reach 6 feet tall or more, 
depending on the quality of soil in which 
they grow; plants of the mountain west tend 

to be shorter when growing in dry, compact, 
or rocky soil. Wide-based lanceolate or ovate 
leaves grow alternately up a green stalk that 
turns red as the plant ages. Green flowers 
are small, lack petals, and grow in a cone-like 
raceme. Seeds are smooth, shiny, and black, 
held in place by bristly brown bracts. The 
most common species in the mountain west 
are Amaranthus retroflexus and A. powellii.

Where, when, and how to wildcraft
Head for a sunny spot. Cut the stalks of ama-
ranth while the leaves are still a lively green 
and the stalk has begun to take on a reddish 
tint. Seeds can be harvested in late summer, 
early fall, or even through the winter.

Cut the upper foot of a flowering ama-
ranth stalk, loaded with leaves, or pick 
individual leaves from many plants. Bundle 
a few stalks together and hang them upside 
down to dry. Strip off the dried leaves and 
store in a sealed container. Cut or break off 
the loaded seedheads of amaranth and beat 
the seeds off into a bucket, using your fingers 
to work them out. The seeds will then need to 
be winnowed, which releases the chaff from 
around the small seeds.

Medicinal uses
Amaranth pops up all over the mountain 
west. Instead of just pulling it out of the 

Find amaranth growing among many other  
weeds in abandoned lots or sunny fields.
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ground, add it to vinegars and teas for its 
nutritive assets. It has a mild astringent 
property that can soothe inflamed mucous 
membranes, especially in cases of a raw stom-
ach, swollen gums, or a sore throat. In an oil 
infusion, this astringency can be beneficial 
for cuts and scrapes.

The small black seeds will become some-
what demulcent when soaked in water for a 
few hours or overnight, like those of plantain 
or flax. This can be a soothing drink for a 
digestive tract healing from ulcers, colitis, or 
leaky gut.

Future harvest
Have at it. Amaranth is known to pop up just 
about anywhere the sun is shining, especially 
in disturbed areas, and can be counted on to 
reseed itself year after year.

Herbal Preparations
Tea
Hot infusion
1 tablespoon fresh or dried leaves
1 cup water
Cold infusion
1 tablespoon seeds
1 cup water
Drink as needed.

Vinegar
1 part fresh leaves
3 parts vinegar
Take 1 tablespoon 1–3 times a day.

Oil
Infuse with fresh or dried leaves.

Gather the leaves of amaranth while vibrantly green, and the flowerheads once they start to brown.
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kkkkbangelica
Angelica species
archangel, wild celery
PARTS USED roots, leaves, stems, flowers, seeds

Aromatic and spicy, angelica is useful for a host of complaints. Take it internally  
for an upset tummy or rub it on as an infused oil to soothe a chest cold.

How to identify
First of all, be 100% certain 
with your identification of any 
and all plants in the carrot 
or parsley family (Apiaceae). 
This family contains some 
of the most toxic plants in 
North America: water hemlock 
(Cicuta species) and poison 
hemlock (Conium maculatum) 
can be fatal if ingested in even 
minuscule quantities (see 
caution).

Angelica has a showy umbel 
that resembles a firework, 
with many rounded clusters 
of white, light pink, or yellow 
flowers radiating from one 
point at the top of the stalk. Leaves are 
usually bipinnately divided into leaflets. The 
margins of the ovate leaflets are serrated. 
Leaf stems (petioles) have sheaths that hug 
the main stalk. Stalks of angelica are a shade 
of purple or red and are always hollow. 
The roots are white or creamy and heavily 
scented with a spicy celery aroma. Most 
angelica roots are solid throughout, whereas 
water hemlock and poison hemlock tend to 
have hollow areas within their roots. Angel-
ica seeds are aromatic, dorsally flattened, 
and ribbed.

Where, when, and how to wildcraft
Angelica prefers cool, moist mountain soil 
and can be found lining irrigation ditches or 
near riverbanks. Gather the more fragrant 
leaves and stalks in summer of the plants’ 
second year. Seeds can be collected in late 
summer or fall. Harvest roots in spring or fall.

To dry, hang the stalks bundled together 
with the leaves on them. Gather the seeds 
once they are fully ripened, and make sure to 
dry them thoroughly before storage. Rub the 
seeds off the umbel before storing. Roots can 
be dug, given a good washing, chopped, and 

Angelica leaves are ovate and much wider than the thin lanceolate 
leaves of its poisonous cousin water hemlock. Notice too that the 
primary veins of angelica end at the tips of the serrations  
of the leaves.
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From Syrup to Candies

Syrup is a sugary sweet creation you can make with just about any herb. Used alone or 
blended in combination with tinctures, syrups can be used to create cough syrups and are 
an easy way to administer herbs to youngsters.

Begin by washing your freshly gathered herb, chop, and fill a pot about a third full. Cover 
the herbs in water so they are submerged by a few inches. Bring the water to a simmer 
while mashing or stirring, and continue simmering for 5 minutes. Turn off the heat and let 
the pot sit for another 5–10 minutes. Strain out the cooked plant matter, pouring the liquid 
into a clean pot. Then add 1/2–1 cup of sugar per cup of infused herbal water. The more 
bitter the herb, the more sugar you will want to use. Heat over medium-high heat, stirring 
continuously until the sugar is melted. Bring it almost to a boil, and turn down to simmer for 
a few minutes longer while still stirring. Pour into a clean glass jar. Let cool. Store the syrup 
in the refrigerator for up to 2 months maximum. Add 25% of an alcohol extraction to make 
the syrup more shelf stable.

Medicines can also be used in candied herb form. For example, if you had intentions to 
candy roots (osha), stems (angelica), or conifer tips (Douglas fir), you can easily do so while 
making herbal syrup. Right after your sugar has melted, add more freshly cut herbs to the 
syrup on the stove. Heat for 3 minutes on a low simmer, then using a slotted spoon strain out 
the pieces from the syrup. Place the pieces onto parchment paper laid out on a cooking tray. 
Place the tray into the oven preheated to its lowest temperature. Let the pieces of candied 
herb dry for an hour to several hours until they firm up.

Leaves (mint) and flowers (violets) can also be candied, though traditionally these are 
made by painting a coating of egg white onto the fresh herbs and then dipping them in super-
fine sugar. The leaves or flowers are then placed on parchment paper for a day to dry out.

Once dried, store the candies in a bag or jar. Store in the freezer for the longest shelf life.

r

Don’t eat me! For comparison’s 
sake, here are the lanceolate  
and serrated leaves of angelica’s  
poisonous lookalike, water  
hemlock (Cicuta species).
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dried on a rack or using the lowest tempera-
ture in the oven or dehydrator.

Medicinal uses
Angelica is warming and stimulating, while 
having an aromatic, bitter flavor. It does well 
in formulas for digestion, menstrual cramps, 
and illness.

Make a tincture of fresh roots and seeds 
to ease stomach cramping, nausea, and 
gastrointestinal irritability. The roots and 
seeds can be antispasmodic for menstrual 
cramps, encouraging the flow and regulating 
menstruation.

Roots in a tea or tincture help stoke a 
fever to the point of perspiration, while calm-
ing the nervous system, uplifting spirits, and 
helping to fight viruses. Angelica is similar to 
osha in this way. It helps soothe respiratory 
congestion in the lungs, too.

Sore, achy body parts would appreciate  
a rubbing oil made from fresh or dried angel-
ica plant parts. This makes a good chest rub, 
as well.

You can chop the leaf stems and main 
stalks of angelica and candy them for a stored 
medicinal treat.

P! Caution
Angelica is not for use in pregnancy.

It is critical to differentiate angelica 
from water hemlock and poison hemlock. 
Angelica species tend to have fatter, more 
ovate leaflets. Water hemlock has thinner, 
more lanceolate leaves. Poison hemlock has 
more dissected, fern-shaped leaves, with a 
purple-spotted stem. Many botanists advise 
looking at the primary lateral leaf veins. If the 
veins end in between serrations, it could be 
one of the poisonous hemlocks; if the primary 

Aromatic seeds of angelica can be gathered for medicine-making. The seeds of both angelica and water 
hemlock are ovate, but angelica’s seeds are ribbed and winged—water hemlock seeds are only ribbed.
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lateral veins end at the tips of the serrations, 
“all is hip,” as the saying goes, and the plant is 
considered safe. I have seen variations to this 
with Cicuta species, however, so use this only 
as one of several identification tools.

The seeds of both angelica and water 
hemlock are ovate, but angelica’s seeds are 
ribbed and winged—water hemlock seeds 
are only ribbed. The roots of water hemlock 
and poison hemlock, if cut longitudinally, 
will usually show air pockets, but certain 
Angelica species sometimes show them as 
well. Finally, angelica roots are aromatic; 
however, if you have just been digging 
angelica roots, any root will smell of it, and 
poison hemlock too has been noted to have a 
celery-like scent.

Future harvest
Angelica grows abundantly throughout our 
region. If collecting seeds, leave at least one 
umbel in the stand full of seeds.

Herbal Preparations
Tea
Hot infusion
1 tablespoon fresh or dried seeds, leaves, 

flowers, or stems
1 cup water
Decoction
4 tablespoons fresh or dried seeds or root
1 quart water
Drink 1 cup 3 times a day.

Tincture
1 part fresh seeds, stems, flowers, or root
2 parts menstruum (80% alcohol, 20% 

distilled water)
or
1 part dried seeds or root
5 parts menstruum (60% alcohol, 40% 

distilled water)
Mix 20–40 drops in half a glass of water and 
sip slowly over an hour 3 times a day.

Oil
Infuse with fresh or dried leaves, seeds, stems, 
or root.
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