
The Gifts of Plants!
Creating relationship to the world around us by using 

plants in our daily lives !
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Introduction!
As herbalists we often connect with plants by using them for food and for medicine. This 
class will explore other gifts from our green allies. There are many reasons to 
incorporate plants into our lives, from the practical reasons of low costs to the far 
reaching reasons of creating change in our troubled times. !!
I am going to give a short introduction to share my underlying motivations for presenting 
a class on this topic and then the bulk of this class will be about exploring specific plants 
and the ways we can use them in our daily lives. The end goal is that by the end of this 
class you will be inspired to use plants in new ways. !!
I spent many of my formative years as a passionate activist. I led education campaigns, 
organized protests, participated in hunger strikes and was even arrested in the attempt 
to bring voice to the many beings suffering injustices in this world. !!
Some of these actions were really successful in bringing needed change for the 
environment, for political prisoners and for indigenous peoples. !!
However, over time I saw apathy sprouting up all around me. People just didn’t seem to 
care and if they did care oftentimes they felt powerless to do anything about the 
problems facing our world. !!
I began to wonder how I could be more effective in bringing about change. One day I 
was camping outside of Seattle. I had hiked to the top of a mountain and could see the 
signs of civilization in the distance, yet my immediate surroundings was wilderness. It 
was then that I realized that the majority of people only know the city. They live in their 
homes, they go to work, they go to the bars on the weekends, but many never step foot 
out of the city. !!
How can people care about what they don’t know? !!
It’s then that I really began searching for a connection to the world outside of civilization. 
Admittedly, I was completely a city girl. I was not connected to the seasons, to the 
plants or to what I like to refer to as the “real world.” !!
I apprenticed with Frank and Karen Sherwood in primitive living skills and ethnobotany. 
In this hands-on course I immediately gained experience gathering plants for food, 
medicine and to use as tools. !!
A sense of connection started to shape the way I saw the world. Instead of a wall of 
green when I walked through the forest I saw the cedar trees whose bark I had shaped 
into beautiful baskets for foraging adventures, I saw the miner’s lettuce that is so tasty 
as a spring green, I saw the hazelnut whose straight shafts shaped the arrows for my 
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bow, I saw the stinging nettle that provided such nourishing food and whose fibers 
provided such strong rope. !!
I had my favorite places to forage, my favorite places to wander and my favorite places 
to camp for the night. I became a voice for these places. Visiting them often to see if 
they were prospering, bringing friends to share my discoveries, going by myself to 
dream. I readily began to see how my actions directly affected the lands that I occupied. 
I could prune trees to help them flourish, I could thoughtlessly over trample an area and 
watch it suffer. !!
When we directly interact with the world around us we can become acutely aware of the 
way our actions affect our surroundings. !!
This is not the case in civilization. The modern world gives us the illusion that we are 
separate from the earth. We go to the store and buy food that we have no idea how it 
was grown or where it came from. We order gadgets online to make our life easier or to 
entertain us without ever really knowing how it was made. I often look around my house 
and wonder, where does all this stuff come from?!!
It is easy to live our daily life without ever having to face consequences of our actions. 
We can turn on the lights without seeing the dams hindering the salmon runs. We can 
put the garbage can on the curb without seeing the horrors of the landfill. !!
But today is not about belaboring these depressing realities.!!
What I hope to do today is show you how we can incorporate the gifts of the plants into 
our lives for tools, for beauty for connection and for ceremony. In so doing we are 
creating relationships with our surroundings and inspiring others to do the same. !!
The result is a home filled with meaningful items that bring awareness and joy to our 
lives. !!
I’ve brought some of my favorite items from home to bring these concepts to life. Some 
of these are practical, some of these are simply beautiful, some are tools for the past 
and many bridge the past with the present. !!
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Dogbane!
Botanical Name: Apocynum cannabinum!
Family: Apocynaceae family!
Distribution: All over north america!
Habitat: Open areas often forming thickets, often seen along roadsides!!!
Ethnobotanical uses!
This was the most important plant for making cordage. The stalks were harvested in the 
fall, dried, and then processed into rope. When white settlers first came to the valley 
where I live, a large ball of dogbane cordage was worth a good horse. This cordage was 
used in a variety of ways and was an indispensable tool. !!
Other plants that were harvested for cordage: !
!  milkweed, nettle, yucca, fireweed, cattails!!!
Medicinal uses!
Dogbane is a cardiac stimulant that is potentially toxic although it does have historical 
medicine use. Matthew Wood discusses using a similar species in the Book of Herbal 
Wisdom.!!

!!
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Dogbane cordage



Soaproot!
Botanical Name: Chlorogalum pomeridianum 
Family: Liliaceae 
Distribution: Grows abundantly in southern Oregon and California 
Habitat: rock bluffs, grasslands, open woodlands!!!
Ethnobotanical uses!
High in saponins, the bulb was mashed and used as a soap. Cooked for a long time the 
bulb becomes sweet and can be eaten. If roasted properly and mashed the bulb 
becomes a great adhesive glue.  !
Soaproot brush 
This was made by gathering the fibrous hair-like roots on the outside of the bulb and 
then tying those up with a piece of cordage. The bulb was then used as an adhesive 
going around the cordage.  !!
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Snowberry !
!
Botanical Name: Symphoricarpos albus!
Family: Caprifoliaceae !
Distribution: Northern US and Canada (one of the most widespread shrubs in north 
america)!
Habitat: Thickets and woods from sea level to moderate elevations!!
Ethnobotanical Uses!
Twigs were used to make brooms, wreaths and pipe stems!!!
Medicinal Uses!
Berries are white and considered poisonous to humans but are an important food 
source for animals. There is significant historical use of snowberry as a medicine but I 
am not familiar with anyone using it today. !!
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Snowberry broom



Cedar!
!
Botanical Name: Thuja plicata  
Family: Cupressaceae!
Distribution: Western US and Canada!
Habitat: Swampy or marshy soils, shaded forests!!
Ethnobotanical Uses!
Books have been written about the many uses of cedar. Called the “Tree of Life” it 
literally supported people from cradle to grave. Hilary Stewart wrote a book called Cedar 
that is an amazing resource on cedar’s many uses. !!
Bark: Baskets, clothing!
Roots: Used as cordage, basket making!
Wood: Eating utensils, baskets, houses, boats!!!
Medicinal Uses!
Leaves: Medicinally are expectorant, warming, anti-fungal, anti-viral!!
Herbalists today use the leaves for colds and flu type symptoms (stimulating 
expectorant) and it is commonly used for HPV. !!
Also used as a smudge!!
!
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Cattail!
Botanical Name: Typha latifolia  
Family: Typhaceae!
Distribution: All over North America!
Habitat: Marshy grounds, edges of lakes!!
Ethnobotanical Uses!
Cattail leaves were used extensively for making mats which were then used for a variety 
of materials including houses, bedding, drying screens, sitting mats etc. The leaves can 
be woven into baskets, hats and even into shoes. !
The fluff from the seed head can be used to insulate clothing, bedding or for pillows. 
Many insects live in the fluff so precautions need to be taken after harvesting to avoid a 
bed full of bugs. !
Cattails provide an array of foods depending on the season. Shoots can be eaten in the 
spring, the rhizomes can be eaten or made into flour in the fall or the spring. The 
immature green stalks can be eaten like corn on the cob. The pollen can be gathered in 
the summer and used like flour. !!
Medicinal Uses!
 The pollen  of the cattail is styptic and can be used to stop bleeding. !
Cattails live in marshy places and play an important role in the ecosystem. Their thickets 
provide homes for a variety of birds and reptiles. They also filter the waters. !! !!
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Cattail leaves woven around 
glass bottle



Tule!
Botanical Name: Scirpus actus 
Family: Cyperaceae!
Distribution: Most of the US and Canada (not in the southeast US or southwest US) 
Habitat: Wet areas, often growing on the outer perimeter or ponds and lakes!!
Ethnobotanical Uses!
Tule leaves were an important material for making mats. In the Yakima area of WA state 
huge impressive summer lodges were made from tule mats. !!
Baskets, bags and hats can also be woven from the leaves. My mentor has a hat made 
from tule. When dry the tule leaves shrink, creating places for air to travel through. 
When wet the leaves soak in the water, making a tight fit to avoid water filtration. 
Amazing hat! !!!
Medicinal Uses!
Not something I have used medicinally but in the book entitled Aboriginal Plant Use in 
Canada’s Northwest Boreal Forest the authors describe the roots being boiled and used 
for coughs and the pithy stems being used to stop bleeding. !!!!
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Hawthorne!
!
Botanical Name: Crataegus douglassi 
Family: Rosaceae!
Distribution: Northern US and most of Canada (the hawthorne genus is found all over 
the US)!
Habitat: Wet areas (stream banks, river edges in well drained soils)!!
Ethnobotanical Uses!
Hawthorne’s hard wood has been used to make a variety of tools including dip net 
handles, axes, adze and digging sticks. !!
Hawthorne spines have been used for fishing hooks, sewing needles and even for 
piercing ears. !!!
Medicinal Uses!
The berries have been traditionally used in western herbalism, but the leaves and 
blossoms have a long history of use as well. The berries ripen in the late summer to fall 
and are anywhere from red to black depending on the species. The leaves and flowers 
are best when harvested in the spring, at the peak of the blossoms. I love using the 
leaves and blossoms as a strong infusion. !!
Hawthorn is a cardiac trophorestorative, meaning it brings balance to the heart. It can 
be used for both high and low blood pressure and to regulate cholesterol levels. It is 
high in antioxidants, which can reduce oxidative damage on capillary walls. Its relaxing 
nervine properties are helpful when a person is stressed out, which puts further 
hardship on the heart.! !
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Trout fish hook made from hawthorne 



Ocean Spray!
!
Botanical Name: Holodiscus discolor 
Family: Rosaceaea!
Distribution: Western North America!
Habitat: Dry rocky mountainsides from sea level to moderate elevations!!
Ethnobotanical Uses!
Also called ironwood, this shrub produces extremely hard wood that was used to make 
a variety of tools. From armor to digging sticks to spear hooks. !!
Medicinal Uses!
Ocean spray is a YARFA, an endearing term by herbalist Michael Moore to describe Yet 
Another Rose Family Astringent. The flowers are typically used. My mentor, Karen 
Sherwood, has used them effectively in severe cases of diarrhea. !!!
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Traditional root digging tool. Made 
from ocean spray wood with a 

douglas fir handle. Secured with pine 
pitch glue and rawhide. 



Pine Tree!
Botanical Name: Pinus ponderosa,  P. spp. 
Family: Pinaceae!
Distribution: Western US and Canada!
Habitat: dry valleys!!
Ethnobotanical Uses!
Coiled baskets can be made from long dried needles that have been re-hydrated. This 
is not a traditional basket in north america. !
Pine pitch glue can be made by mixing pine sap with powdered charcoal and a fibrous 
animal scat like deer or animal feces. Heat clean sap and then add the powdered 
charcoal and scat to the sap. We store ours on sticks as an easy way to store and 
transport the glue. !!
Medicinal Uses!
Sap can be made into a salve for drawing things to the surface, antimicrobial and pain 
relieving. Needles as tea/decoction, stimulating expectorant and stimulating diaphoretic 
and high in vitamin C. !! !

!
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Pine needle basket



Skunk cabbage!
Botanical Name: Lysichiton americanum 
Family: Araceae!
Distribution: Western US and Canada, notably Pacific Northwest!
Habitat: marginal aquatic plant !!
Ethnobotanical Uses!
Skunk cabbage leaves can be huge! They have a waxy feel and are often called Indian 
wax paper. They have been used to line baskets, to dry berries on and for wrapping 
food in. !!
Although not edible themselves, I love to use skunk cabbage leaves for cooking food in. 
The leaves seal the moisture of the food in and have a pleasant flavor. Great for 
cooking meats and inulin rich foods like jerusalem artichokes, camas bulbs and burdock 
root. !!
The leaves are high in calcium oxylate and eating them raw will feel like a thousand 
needles are being injected in your entire digestive tract. They can be prepared for eating 
by cooking extremely well or drying. !!
Medicinal Uses!
The roots are used for the lungs as a stimulating expectorant and anti-spasmodic. 
Herbalist Michael Moore discusses this in his book Medicinal Plants of the Pacific West.!!!!
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Burdock!
Botanical Name: Arctium lappa, A. minus 
Family: Asteraceae!
Distribution: All across north america!
Habitat: Disturbed soils especially around farms!!
Ethnobotanical Uses!
A “weedy” plant from Europe that has naturalized across north america, burdock offers 
us food, medicine and tools. !!
The large leaves can be used to wrap food in both for preservation and for cooking. The 
burrs of burdock are supposedly the inspiration for velcro and can be used as 
emergency buttons. !!
Medicinal Uses!
Both the seeds and the roots are used for medicine. The root is a nutritive liver tonic 
that is cooling in temperature and has a strong affinity to the skin. !
The seeds are more diffusive and diuretic and are used for frequent urinary tract 
infections.  !!
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Mullein!
Botanical Name: Verbascum thapsus 
Family: Scrophulariaceae!
Distribution: All over north america!
Habitat: Disturbed soils, roadsides!!
Ethnobotanical Uses!
Dried stalks can be used to make a hand drill fire or as a torch. The leaves are irritating 
and bring circulation to an area, making them great insoles for cold weather. (Some 
people are more sensitive to the irritation than others.) !!!
Medicinal Uses!
The leaves are a nutritive tonic for the lungs. The flowers are pain relieving and often 
used for ear infections. Mullein roots are being used for back and knee pain. !
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Yucca!
Botanical Name: Yucca spp. 
Family: Agavaceae!
Distribution: Most of north america (not including the pacific northwest and various 
provinces in Canada)!
Habitat: Dry sandy soils!!
Ethnobotanical Uses!
The root can be used as a soap. Fibers from the leaves can be used to make a variety 
of things including cordage, shoes, clothing, mats, bags. Flowers can be eaten. The 
dried stalk is excellent for making fire by friction. !!
Medicinal Uses!
Root is used for arthritic and joint pain.  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Bowl made from a coconut shell

Elderberry branch made into a 
container. 

Doll made from cattail leaves



!!!
About Xavier!

Xavier de la Foret was born near Paris, France and 
raised in the French Alps. At the age of 20 he 
immigrated to the USA to pursue a degree in 
Psychology. In college he was introduced to ideas 
on sustainable living and started to read profusely in 
order to understand the ways of Western Civilization 
and what alternatives were available. He kept on 
reading about these issues at night throughout 
graduate school while earning his Ph.D. in cognitive 
psychology during the day. !!
After teaching psychology for a year at a small 
liberal arts college in Mississippi, he decided to 
switch gears completely and commit himself to 
learning the skills necessary to live sustainably. He 
then attended Wilderness Awareness School's 9-
month residential program (now Anake Outdoor 
School) in 2004, then stayed another year to attend 
their 9-month Tracking Apprenticeship while being 
an apprentice both at Youth School and at the 
Residential Program. That same year, Xavier 

attended another 9-month primitive living skills program at Earthwalk Northwest.!!
After marrying Rosalee they moved to Twisp, WA where Xavier started studying with 
Lynx at Four Seasons Prehistoric Projects. In 2009, Xavier participated in the Stone Age 
Project, a month-long primitive living experience in which only wild foods were 
consumed and only stone age tools and gear were used.!!!
Thus, drawing from his years of experience at different schools, observing different 
teaching methods and thinking about the best way to both live sustainably and teach 
sustainable living skills, Xavier and Rosalee are now leading the Sustainability Living 
Project, in which people can learn practical skills in a real-life context.!
!
!

Visit Xavier’s blog at !!
SustainableLivingProject.blogspot.com 

� !19
© de la Forȇt



About Rosalee!
Rosalee is passionate about helping 
people discover the world of herbalism 
and natural health. !!
As Education Director of 
LearningHerbs, Rosalee creates 
multimedia presentations for 
HerbMentor, including videos, herbal 
photography, recipes, articles and 
ebooks. She also manages the 
educational content and moderates the 
community forums. She is proud to 
have been a part of HerbMentor since 
the day it opened! !!

In addition to her work at LearningHerbs, Rosalee teaches internationally at herbal 
conferences. She also guides enthusiastic herbal students in her popular mentorship 
program designed to deepen their herbal knowledge and grow their herbal business. !!
Rosalee loves helping people find natural solutions to their chronic health problems. Her 
health programs offer a personalized and unique blend of herbs, nutrition and innovative 
lifestyle changes that have helped many people transform their lives.!!
Rosalee lives off the grid in the Methow Valley with her husband, Xavier.  She is often 
found with a camera in hand, hiking, swimming, playing badminton, doting over her 
medicinal herb garden or curled up with a good book. !
!
!
Resources!!
Plant Technology by Nancy Turner!!
Cedar by Hillary Stewart!!
Discovering Wild Plants by Janice Schofield!!
Aboriginal Plant Use in Canada’s Northwest Boreal Forest by Robin J. Marles, Christina 
Clavelle, Leslie Monteleone, Natalie Tays, Donna Burns!!
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