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The Holler Handbook,
Volume 3

Medical Herbalism of the Appalachian Mountains

BY STEPHANIE WOODIE

The Forest Pharmacy, the old way of sayin' medicine, and five
plants from the Herbal Dictionary.
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Introduction: The Forest Pharmacy
The area surrounding Ashe County, North Carolina, is a unique

ecological "high-spot." Sitting at elevations between 2,500 and 4,000+
feet, our mountains produce some of the most potent medicinal flora in
North America. The rich, acidic soil of our north-facing coves provides
the perfect "cradle" for plants like Ginseng and Goldenseal.

The Blue Ridge ecosystem is ancient. These mountains are among
the oldest on Earth, and their forests have been a pharmacy for
thousands of years, first for the Cherokee, then for the European
settlers who learned from them, and now for those of us who carry the
tradition forward.

In this handbook, we look at the plants specifically growing here in
Ashe County. We explore the "Doctrine of Signatures" , the old belief
that a plant's shape tells you its purpose and the recipes that kept our
ancestors healthy through long, isolated winters.

The Cherokee Doctrine of Signatures

Long before European settlers arrived in these mountains, the
Cherokee understood that nature speaks in symbols. They believed that
the Creator left "signatures" on plants to show their healing purpose:

Heart-shaped leaves (like Wild Ginger) were used for matters of the
heart and circulation

Yellow roots (like Yellowroot and Goldenseal) were used for
jaundice and liver complaints

Lung-shaped lichens were used for respiratory ailments

Plants that "bled" red sap were used for blood disorders

Was this symbolic thinking, or did generations of careful
observation reveal real patterns? Modern science has confirmed that
many of these traditional uses align with the plants' actual chemical
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properties. The old ones were watching, listening, and learning in ways
we're only beginning to understand.

Mountain Traditions Still Alive Today

In Ashe County, the old ways haven't disappeared, they've adapted.
Families still:

Harvest by the signs of the moon. Dig roots in the proper season.
Leave the "grandmother plants" untouched to reseed. Hang herbs from
porch rafters to dry. Keep homemade salves in dark cabinets. Pass
recipes down through whispered instructions and watchful hands. This
handbook is part of that living tradition. It's not a museum piece, it's a
working guide for those who want to reconnect with the land, honor
their heritage, and learn the medicine that grows right outside their
door.

Mountain Terminology: The Way of Sayin'
Medicine
The Fretfuls: Anxiety, nervousness, restlessness

Summer Complaint: Diarrhea, especially in children during hot months

The Rheumatics: Arthritis, joint pain, stiffness

Your Inners: The digestive system, stomach, intestines

A Rising: A boil, abscess, or infected swelling

Hacking Cough: A persistent, dry cough

Puny: Feeling weak, sickly, run-down

Gas Colic: Bloating, cramping, intestinal gas

Sour Stomach: Acid reflux, heartburn, indigestion

Thrash" or "Thrush: Oral yeast infection, especially in babies

The Miseries: General aches, pains, and discomfort

Bile: Nausea, vomiting, digestive upset
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These aren't quaint expressions, they're a practical healing
vocabulary that allowed mountain families to communicate symptoms
and treatments across generations.

From the Herbal Dictionary

Blackberry Root (Rubus allegheniensis)
Mountain Names: Blackberry, Dewberry

Description & Habitat: Common along fence rows and forest edges. The
roots are harvested in the fall.

Traditional Uses: A staple for "summer complaint" (diarrhea), dysentery,
and intestinal inflammation.

Harvesting Notes: Roots are abundant and regenerate quickly.

Blackberry Root Decoction: Simmer 2 tablespoons dried root in 2 cups
water for 20-30 minutes. Strain and cool. Use: Drink 1/4 cup every 2-3
hours for diarrhea until symptoms improve.

Catnip (Nepeta cataria)
Mountain Names: Catmint, Field Balm

Traditional Uses: "The fretfuls" (anxiety), insomnia, and fever reduction.

Catnip Tea for Nerves: Steep 1-2 tablespoons fresh (or 1 tbsp dried) per
cup of hot water for 10-15 minutes.

Children’s Colic Tea: Use a weaker infusion (1 teaspoon dried per cup)
and give 1-2 tablespoons at a time to restless babies.

Elderberry (Sambucus canadensis)
Traditional Uses: A primary remedy for the prevention and recovery
from colds and flu.

Preparation: Berries are cooked into syrups or dried for tea. Raw berries
should be avoided as they can cause digestive upset.
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Ginseng (Panax quinquefolius)
Mountain Names: Sang, Man Root, Five-Finger

Traditional Uses: Used for mental exhaustion, "brain fog," and recovery
from physical labor.

Harvesting Notes: Critically Endangered. Only harvest plants with 3+
prongs in the fall and always replant the berries in the same spot.

Ginseng Root Tea: Simmer 1-2 slices of dried root in 1 cup water for 20-30
minutes. Strain and sip for vitality.

Yellowroot (Xanthorhiza simplicissima)
Mountain Names: The Mountain Antibiotic

Traditional Uses: Mouth sores, thrush, stomach ulcers, and "sour
stomach" (acid reflux).

Yellowroot Tea (Decoction): Simmer 1 tablespoon chopped root in 2
cups water for 20 minutes. Use as a mouthwash for canker sores or drink
in small doses for digestive health.

Canker Sore Mouth Wash:

Use the same decoction as a swish-and-spit rinse for mouth sores.
The extreme bitterness is a sign of potency, don't dilute it.

This sample is shared for its history and folklore. Always check with a field
guide and your doctor before using any wild plant.
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Want to keep reading?

This was just a taste. The full ebook is waiting
for you at From the Hollers.

GET THE FULL BOOK

fromthehollers.com
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