Plantain: First Aid in Your Backyard

that many people have been taught to disdain and destroy.
If you can open yourself to new possibilities, this humble
weed will help you or someone you love in many ways. The
dandelion helps in the garden with its long taproot pulling
up nutrients from deep within the earth. It converts nitrogen
to nitrates in the soil. Dandelion is also a bitter, but don’t let
that stop you. There are many ways to enjoy its greens and
hide the bitter taste. I actually like the bitter taste, which
stimulates digestive function by initiating the process.

Discover the saving grace of this common weed with herbalist Corinna Wood.
Plantain
(Plantago major)

T

welve years ago, as I was walking barefoot with a friend in the Catskill
Mountains, I stepped on a bee. Suddenly, I remembered my last encounter with
a bee: restless nights and over a week of pain and itching. My friend, who was
studying herbs with me, suggested plantain, which was growing right at our feet. I
said, “Sure, plantain may be good for skin stuff, but this is a bee sting! How much
good could it do?”
Still feeling sorry for myself, I decided to try the plantain poultice. After just a
minute, to my astonishment, the itching and burning had almost completely
disappeared! Ten minutes later, the pain began to come back. I put on a
fresh poultice and again experienced immediate relief. I replaced the poultice again half an hour later, then several hours later, then a few more times
over the next day. That was enough to heal the sting completely. No exasperating itching. No restless nights.

The author and her favorite helper harvest plantain.

I no longer dread bee stings. Over the last twelve years, I
have turned to plantain many times—when my child, my
friends, and myself have been stung. We have all learned that,
especially if we reach for the plantain right away, it offers
immediate relief. And the plantain is always just a few steps away!
Plantain, one of the most widespread “weeds” in the world, is
the first-choice remedy for many skin ailments. It is safe and
effective for not only bee stings, but also for bleeding, cuts,
bruises, bug bites, hemorrhoids, and itchy skin. Its ability to
draw out infection––as well as splinters and even glass
shards––is especially remarkable.
The easiest way to make a plantain poultice is to chew up the
leaf, put it on the wound, and cover it with a band-aid to hold
it in place. Saliva actually contains many antibacterial properties (which may be why animals lick their wounds). If a
“spit poultice” is not for you, you could chop the plantain
with a knife or in the blender with a little water.
So how do you find plantain? Luckily, it is one of the top three
plants in lawns, along with dandelion and grass. There are
actually two species of plantain that grow in our area, which
can be used interchangeably: lance-leaved plantain (Plantago
lanceolata) and round-leaved plantain (Plantago
major)(pictured here).
The easiest way to identify both types of plantain is that the
veins of the leaves are parallel. Most plants have leaves with
veins that fork outward from a central midrib. Plantain, on
the other hand, has side veins and a midrib which all run parallel to one another down to the base of the plant. Plantain
also has a distinctive, compact seed head that turns from

TRY IT!
Making Plantain Oil
Choose a dry, sunny day and harvest the
plantain in the afternoon, once the dew
has dried. Tightly pack a clean, dry jar full
of plantain leaves. Then pour olive oil
over the leaves, to the top of the jar.
Place the jar out of direct sunlight and let
it sit at room temperature for six weeks.
Every day for the first week, top off the oil
so that it completely covers the plant
material. After six weeks, strain out the
plant material, and now you have your
own green, medicinal plantain oil!
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For us humans, dandelions have been known to prevent and
cure liver diseases, assist in weight reduction, purify blood,
dissolve kidney stones, improve vision, and normalize blood
pressure. Since this plant helps with anemia, cholesterol,
diabetes, and some cancers, we must wonder why so many
people spend so much money trying to rid their yards of
dandelions. They are probably the very people dandelion
has shown up to protect.
Dandelions are nature’s richest source of beta-carotene,
which the body converts to vitamin A. They are rich in
micronutrients such as copper, cobalt, zinc, and vitamin D.
The rich nutritional content alone provides many health benefits to humanity.
Our bodies are designed to receive these nutrients, having
been conditioned to do so for thousands of years.
Pharmaceutical or man-made supplements have only recently appeared on the scene, and there is some question as to
our ability to recognize and receive these substances in an
artificial form.
I have seen that the traps of many septic tanks hold pills and
supplements intact. You may be impressed by the number of
milligrams on the label, but your body only receives what
your ancestral heritage has taught is acceptable. Our ancestors ate foods closer to the earth than is the custom today.
In my opinion, the source of our lack of nutrition is that our
food loses the life force of the earth as it travels, becomes
processed and further broken down through over-cooking.
Eat where you live and eat live food. Gardening helps to
ground the spirit as well as to nourish the body.
Back to our discussion of plants. Chickweed is another highly prolific beneficial weed that is not only edible but medicinal as well. Great raw in salads, it is a storehouse of valuable
nutrients. It is used as an external remedy for cuts, wounds,
itching and irritation. Its high saponin (soap) content facilitates weight loss and the dissolving of fatty tumors and warts.
Internally, it helps to balance thyroid function and lessen the
effects of rheumatism. In addition, it also has mild diuretic
and kidney tonic properties which help with many skin
problems particularly eczema. All those from this humble little garden starflower.
A few harvesting tips. Make sure you pick weed greens from
an unpolluted area–harvesting along the roadside is a bad
idea. Remember to leave enough plants undisturbed so they
may sustain their community. Always give thanks to the
Creator God for the life of the plant, for the ancestors who
have preserved this knowledge, and to future generations of
both the plant species and our own.
JE Bradley is a traditional folk herbalist practicing at
the Adawehi Healing Center in Columbus, NC.
(828) 894-0124 x5.
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BIG HEALING
from HUMBLE PLANTS
Folk herbalist J.E. Bradley explores the
benefits of dandelion and chickweed.

W

ild vigorous health and vitality–do these words
describe your state of well-being? If not, perhaps
you are overlooking some very important sources of
nutrients right in your
own backyard!
Perhaps you were taught
as a child that “weeds”
were bad…that dirt was
–well, dirty and somehow bad too. Is it any
wonder that we have forgotten not only the healing aspects of the earth
but those of the plants as
well? Imagine that some
of those weird plants that
are not grass in your
lawn have showed up to
help you learn something
and to heal you as well.

Learning the many
wonderful uses of
weeds is a good place
to start. If you think
about these persistent, hardy, vital containers of life,
wouldn’t you choose
to emulate a life like
theirs, rather than
the life of the fragile
grass needing manmade chemicals and
constant care?

green to brown as the seeds mature. All parts of the plant,
including the seeds, are edible.
To enjoy plantain’s healing properties year round, you may
want to make your own plantain oil. The oil will last you
through the winter when plantain dies back. This oil also
comes in handy when mosquitoes make a meal of your arms
and legs; dozens of poultices are probably more than anyone
would care to make!
Plantain is what my family uses instead of an over-the-counter
antibiotic cream. When my two-year-old hurts himself, he
knows where to find plantain and a band-aid. A day later, as
he takes off his band-aid, my heart warms as he delights,
“Mommy, it’s healed! The poultice made it better!”
Corinna Wood is director of Red Moon Herbs in Black Mt, NC, where
she has opened the hearts of thousands to the wisdom of the
plants, the earth, and their own bodies. She can be contacted at
(828) 669-1310 or by visiting redmoonherbs.com

I have had many experiences where my friends’
health concerns were
addressed by the weeds
growing in their yards.
Of course, if you are
chemically treating your lawn, you will not want to eat the
weed, and you may even choose to stop poisoning the
ground. It is prudent to think about what kind of inheritance we are leaving to future generations in the land.

Learning the many wonderful uses of weeds is a good place
to start. If you think about these persistent, hardy, vital containers of life, wouldn’t you choose to emulate a life like
theirs, rather than the life of the fragile grass needing manmade chemicals and constant care? …just something to
think about.
Let’s look at some of the weeds in our backyards and see
what they have to offer. Our first specimen is a weed the
Chinese consider to be one of the six most important plants
in the herbal medicine chest. Europeans eat it, drink it, and
make money from it in innumerable ways. It ranks ahead of
both broccoli and spinach in nutritional value. What amazing plant can this be? The DANDELION! Yes, the very plant
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