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This practical and easy-to-understand guide to the plant wisdom of Southern and Appalachian
folk medicine reveals the history and practices of this unique herbal tradition This book is the first
to describe the history, folklore, assessment methods, and remedies of Southern and
Appalachian Folk Medicine—the only system of folk medicine, other than Native American, that
developed in the United States. One of the system's last active practitioners, Phyllis D. Light has
studied and worked with herbs, foods, and other healing techniques for more than thirty years. In
everyday language, she explains how Southern and Appalachian Folk Medicine was passed
down orally through the generations by herbalists and healers who cared for people in their
communities with the natural tools on hand. Drawing from Greek, Native American, African, and
British sources, this uniquely American folk medicine combines what is useful and practical from
many traditions to create an energetic system that is coherent and valuable today.
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the future. A big hug to you all.ForewordWhen 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 completely
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
generations, Phyllis was a “plant person,” a healer, and had been studying and practicing
herbalism in her hometown in rural Alabama 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 traditions 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.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 herbalists 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 crystal 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 medicine from rural
Appalachia—were considered antiquated, outdated, and something 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 Medicine. 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 Medicine 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 countries with presumably more advanced medical
techniques, integrating folk traditions 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, published 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 integrative 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, 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. Influenced by the influx of many nationalities through centuries of migration and
settlement, it evolved into an integrative and practical system of healthcare, 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
information forward.” Treasures like Southern Folk Medicine will ensure that the richness 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 traditions
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 GladstarHerbalist and AuthorPrefaceIt’s not my Granny’s
world anymore, nor any other old-time healer’s. The whole landscape of medicine has changed
in the intervening time since they were young. Herbalists like Tommie Bass didn’t see people on
multiple medications because no one was taking multiple medications in those days. Today,
folks might be on six or more medications at once; back then it was rare for a person to be on
any medication for any length of time other than an antibiotic, and multiple medications were
considered only for the seriously ill who were close to death. It was the pre-pharmaceutical, pre-
medical insurance, pre-vaccination era, at least in this part of the country. Obesity was rare and
considered a glandular problem. Folks didn’t have very much to eat, especially the amount of
food required to become obese, and most everyone had to work at some sort of physical labor
to make a living. A person considered a few pounds overweight in those days wouldn’t even be
noticed in today’s population. Access to food was generally limited to what was raised in the
garden or farm or hunted in the woods, with a few commodities such as coffee, sugar, flour, and
cornmeal bought at the grocery store.The most common disorders were digestive problems,
worms, heart problems, arthritis, women’s reproductive issues, the occasional case of high
blood sugar, and sinus infections and related issues. Cases of cancer in the community were
fairly uncommon and generally diagnosed in the later stages. I remember when a young mother
was diagnosed with breast cancer and the whole community was shocked—it was that rare.
Cancer was considered an old person’s disease, and it was always shocking when a younger
person was diagnosed, especially children with leukemia.But it’s a different world now: 68.8
percent of the population of the United States is considered overweight or obese. According to
the National Institute of Environmental Health Sciences, it’s estimated that about 23.5 million
Americans have been diagnosed with an autoimmune disease, but other organizations believes
it’s closer to fifty million. About 25 percent of the population of the United States is considered
too disabled to work. Heart disease kills around 375,000 Americans each year and is the



number one killer in the world. Alzheimer’s, which was extremely rare in previous times, is now
the sixth-leading cause of death in the United States, and it’s estimated that between five million
and sixteen million Americans have the disease.All diseases and disorders are on the rise and I
don’t believe this has anything to do with better diagnostic techniques. The bottom line is that
folks just aren’t as healthy as they used to be. What’s going on? Why aren’t we as healthy as our
grandparents? The possible influences on the demise of our health as a nation are too many to
list and it isn’t within the scope of this material to discuss this broad topic. But something has to
change, something has to shift; we can’t go on like this.I’ve no doubt that traditional knowledge,
such as herbalism, has a place in this shift. We need every single modality in our knowledge
base to improve the health of our country and the world. Somehow, folk traditions and science
must find a meeting ground.Where is the place that science and traditional knowledge can come
together in the best interests of our health? In broad terms, science refers to the body of
knowledge about the phenomena of the natural world. In modern terms, science also refers to a
system of acquiring knowledge based on the scientific method, to the organized body of
knowledge gained by such research, and to a particular field or domain of systematic inquiry in
which such knowledge is sought. For many people, the belief in science is the basis of all
healthcare, though folks are beginning to understand its limitations.There is also traditional
knowledge that has been used for centuries as part of the healthcare system. I do like
anthropologist Martha Johnson’s definition of Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK), which
includes the category of folk medicine: “a body of knowledge built by a group of people through
generations living in close contact with nature. It includes a system of classification, a set of
empirical observations about the local environment, and a system of self-management that
governs resource use.”Folk traditions have thousands of years of empirical evidence to validate
methods and use. Though traditional knowledge is not formed through the scientific method, it
may contain common elements such as observation. It is based on the collective experience of
generations as well as the immediate experience of the practitioner. There is usually no real
separation between secular and sacred knowledge.Traditional medicines, such as Southern
Folk Medicine, are not static, but are evolving and changing through synthesis and hybridization
to meet the needs of its people, the communities or groups that still practice some aspect of
traditional medicines. For example, Native Americans quickly learned to use the plants brought
from Europe by the settlers once these plants escaped from gardens into the wild. Some Native
American groups believed that European diseases could only be cured by using the plants from
the land in which the disease originated. For this reason, they turned to European plants to treat
diseases of European origin that they contracted from the settlers.It is very difficult to codify a
body of knowledge, such as Southern Folk Medicine, without losing some of its original
characteristics. As an oral tradition, some information is lost with each new generation, but at the
same time, new information becomes available as the needs of the people change, new
populations move into the system, or the system moves into other cultures. 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.With today’s disorders and diseases, I believe an
integrated approach offers the best healthcare for the citizens of this country and of the world.
No one wants to live without modern medicine and what it has to offer. Think of how many lives
are saved each year from the use of antibiotics! But there is also benefit to be found in
herbalism, nutrition, and the use of home remedies that is being ignored. To be the most
effective, 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. Isn’t that what really matters? Shouldn’t people who
are sick feel better, have less pain, and attain a better quality of life? Shouldn’t that be the
bottom line?Let’s not throw out the baby with the bath water. It’s going to take a lot of work to get
this country and the world in a healthy place. We need all the resources and all the help we can
get.Chapter OneWhat Is Folk Medicine?I’m just trying to give some ease.—Tommie Bass,
nationally acclaimed folk herbalist from Sand Rock, AlabamaWe parked the truck on top of Billy
Ridge at the crack of dawn to go ginseng hunting down the mountainside. The early cool of the
September air was crisp and clean as we zigzagged our way down the mountain, cutting a path
through the understory brush and along the ravines. Granddaddy Light carried a walking stick
cut from a young sapling to ease his old bones through the woods and to fend off snakes. His
hands shook with palsy and his steps were slow, so we moved at a leisurely pace to
accommodate his affliction. Daddy carried the ginseng or sang hoe over his right shoulder and a
burlap sack in the other hand. The sang hoe had a pick on one side and a half a hoe blade on
the other and could be used to dig deep into the dirt and lift out a root.As the day wore on, we
had nothing to show for all our morning’s effort. No sang had been found. Sang is short for
American ginseng and is a term which is used throughout Appalachia. Everyone was feeling a
bit glum and a bit tired as we rested on the big rocks around the blue hole outside a Cotaco
Valley cave, grateful for the deep shade of the densely packed trees around the sinkhole.
Tangled fishing line littered the lower branches, signs of failed attempts to cast for the fish that
swam between the blue hole outside the cave and its sister blue hole inside.Caving was one of
my favorite activities, having been introduced at a young age by my father. This particular cave
was alluring—its great room was magnificent, with a cathedral ceiling that seemed to stretch
upward forever. On the far cave wall, intricate rock formations created a water fountain effect with
little pools of water flowing from one smaller pool at the top of the cave wall downward to the
next larger pool, and on until it reached the largest pool at the cave’s floor. In the middle of the
great groom was the blue hole, a sinkhole filled with fresh water. No one knew how deep it was,
only that it connected to a similar one outside the cave.But today, there was no time for caving;
ginseng was an important source of cash income and the day was getting on. Empty-handed,
we headed back toward the truck, a long walk up the north face of the mountain on an
overgrown and long-deserted roadbed. Little shrubby pine trees and greenbrier poked up here
and there on the old roadbed, the forest reclaiming its land. Down one side of the road was a
deep wash, formed by many years of rain rushing down the mountain. This old road had never



been paved, having only been used by the folks who had once lived in the settlement at the
mountain’s plateau shelf.As we headed back up, I spotted a solitary chimney in the woods and
went over to investigate. The chimney (or chimley, in local terms) was all that was left standing
from a house in a once prosperous settlement. The houses had been abandoned years ago
when a new road was built a few miles to the east, bypassing the lowest part of the valley which
was prone to flooding. The owner of the general store had abandoned the settlement, resettling
on the new road. The people had followed the store, packing up and moving, abandoning their
wooden shacks and chicken coops to the workings of nature. For you see, the people had never
owned the land their houses were on. The vast acreage was all owned by one family, as was the
general store. They rented to tenant farmers who worked the cotton fields in the valley below.
Soon only stone chimneys and fallen-down buildings stood as reminders that people had once
occupied the land and that cotton was no longer king.Abandoned homesteads were always an
exciting discovery, and exploring them was one of my favorite activities. To explore the sites
where people had once lived, raised their children, and buried their dead was the most intriguing
activity in the world. Sometimes, the houses were abandoned, with all the furniture and house
goods left inside. This happened when elderly parents died and their children, now living in other
states, had no time to rescue possessions left behind in the backwoods of Alabama. These old
houses and their belongings could sit for years and years until the land was finally sold and new
owners took possession.My brother Norman and I loved to do this type of exploring. Once, in
similar circumstances, we had found an old trunk full of women’s clothes from the early 1900s.
What an amazing treasure! You just never knew what you might find in abandoned houses. On
this day, I found an old fruit jar, discovered several small bottles which had once held patent
medicines and hair tonic, and unearthed a handful of marbles. To a child, these were amazing
discoveries which I would later flaunt to younger siblings and cousins.There were usually fruit
and nut trees around the old settlements and homesteads, and this was no exception. The pear
tree was ripe with fruit already falling thick on the ground, and a muscadine (wild grape) vine
clung to the last of its thick-skinned yield not yet eaten by the birds or possums. Both would
make wonderful jellies, preserves, and syrups. Abandoned settlements were also good places to
find herbs, especially in the cleared areas around old chicken coops or pig pens.I was so intent
on my explorations that I jumped when Daddy shouted for me to “Come on!” They had found
some sang.Every plant has an ally, a companion, and a use. As we dug the ginseng,
Granddaddy said that ginseng, deer, and rattlesnakes are often found together. Granddaddy
talked really, really slow, partially because of his palsy and partially just because that was the
way he talked. Any story that Granddaddy started could take awhile. He talked slower than
molasses running uphill on a snowy day, as the old saying goes. Sometimes his pauses would
be so long that you’d think he had finished the story and so you would start talking. Then
Granddaddy would suddenly get his wind back and, with great indignation for being interrupted,
finish his story. It was disconcerting, but taught us patience and gave us all good listening
skills.According to Granddaddy, deer eat the ginseng seeds and the seeds pass on through and



drop as the deer move around the woods. The seeds then roll down the sides of the mountain
until they rest on land that is level enough and moist enough for them to grow. And that’s one
way ginseng travels around the woods to new locations. That’s why following deer trails often
leads to ginseng.Rattlesnakes make winter nests in the sides of mountains near ginseng
patches but above wet ground, and they are looking for their winter’s nests about the same time
ginseng is ready to dig. Most ginseng hunters run up on at least one or two rattlesnakes during a
season. According to legend, because rattlesnakes and ginseng live so close together and
share the same land, they made a pact. If you injure one, the other extracts revenge; what you do
to one, you do to the other. Killing a rattlesnake is always bad luck; the spirits don’t like that. And
even worse, if you harm a snake, the ginseng can stop working for you.We finished gathering the
sang and were almost back at the truck when we heard the rattle. It was a granddaddy
rattlesnake coiled right in the middle of the old roadbed and ready to strike. Daddy moved to one
side of the snake and Granddaddy walked over and stood between it and me.“Shoo, old snake,
we don’t want no trouble,” Granddaddy said. But the snake stayed coiled, rattling its tail.“It’s too
late for talking,” Daddy said, “it’s done hissed at me.” Daddy picked up a big rock, ready to deal
with that rattlesnake.“Get to the truck,” Daddy said, motioning me onward. But I was frozen,
staring at the evil-looking, arrowhead-shaped snake head. “Go on,” I said. And I knew he meant it
this time and so I headed toward the truck, giving the snake a wide berth. With one last look
back, I saw Daddy draw back his throwing arm and I knew we had seen the last of that old
snake. Daddy had a fearless attitude about handling snakes or killing poisonous ones. He had
been known to grab a snake by the tail, swing it around and around and pop off its head with a
whiplike action. He also liked to keep a rat snake or corn snake in his tool shed to keep down the
rats. It also kept Mama out of his shed too. She was extremely afraid of snakes.With
Granddaddy’s story fresh in my mind, I knew that killing the rattlesnake was bad luck, and I was
worried about what might happen to Daddy if he killed the snake. I called out to him, but he just
motioned me toward the truck, his eyes never leaving the snake. They were in a contest and
there would be only one winner. And that was the end of that old snake.Ginseng was the only
medicinal plant my Daddy ever used until late in his life when his brother B.J. moved to northern
Florida and sent him an aloe vera plant and a gallon of aloe vera juice. After that, Daddy said
that aloe vera did what ginseng couldn’t do, and he would sit in his easy chair and rub aloe vera
on all the spots on his skin. Both Daddy and Granddaddy felt that ginseng, in the right amount,
could do most everything. I spent years learning those amounts and those uses.I ate my first
ginseng when I was only a little girl. It was fresh dug from the ground, and the smell of the rich-
woods dirt filled my nostrils as I took a bite. I was taught to chew on a tidbit of the woody root…
slowly…savoring every drop of its sweet bitterness. I could keep a bit of sang in my mouth for
hours, worrying it around and around the way a cow chews a cud.We always kept some dried
ginseng in a kitchen drawer, the one where all the odds and ends of the kitchen end up. There
among the matches, can openers, screws, and receipts were the dried broken bits of the sang
that were too small to sell. The collection grew every year. I still have a few of those broken sang



roots, given to me by Mama when Daddy died of an unusual blood cancer that reminded me of
the bite of a rattlesnake. They were a last gift and reminder of those precious times in the woods.
The roots are as hard as a rock, and many have been dried thirty years or longer, but I can still
chew on one for quite some time, letting the sweet bitterness fill my mouth, conjuring up
memories of life the way it used to be.Living with a plant, the way I did ginseng, is the perfect
way to get to know it and for it to know you. Ginseng has its own personality, a quality that
permeates its medicine, affecting all levels of the body. It can be wiry and tough, offering armor
against invasion, keeping out that which is not needed. At the same time, ginseng can be gentle,
influencing the body on a deep, cellular level, supporting the immune system and fortifying the
spirit. As with many herbs, the dose makes the difference. As a tonic, a little ginseng each day,
just a little, supports the body and improves health.Producing only two or three seed heads each
year, ginseng uses its energy wisely, storing most of its vitality in the roots. Ginseng likes to grow
on the north side of the mountains in well-drained soil, but will grow in most any hardwood
forests. And unlike other herbs of the woods, ginseng, the King of Herbs, is not merely harvested
or gathered, but rather it is hunted. Hunting implies that the plant has an innate intelligence
which is used to hide or defend itself from attack and capture. Granny Light told me that ginseng,
or Little Man, is smart and can become invisible unless it wants to be gathered. And from my
experience, I believe this to be true.Ginseng is sneaky. You can be standing in the middle of a
patch and not even know it. Or sometimes you can walk around and around a patch before you
realize it’s there. But on rare and glorious occasions, you can just walk into the woods and there
it appears at your feet, in total welcome and acceptance. Sang has a rare mysterious and
magical quality. When I was young, I was sure that ginseng could just pick up and walk through
the rich wood’s dirt to evade capture.Sanging is a magical word itself, being used as both a verb
and a noun. That day, we went sanging together, and later Granddaddy would tell the rest of the
family about the sang. As you might have gathered, ginseng hunting was an annual event in our
family that was anticipated with excitement and enthusiasm.Every sanger has his or her own
way of hunting the plant, a system they felt sure would work. I was taught to look for running
water, deer trails, and rattlesnakes as signs or markers that sang was nearby. I also learned that
little flat ledges on the sides of the mountains often hold the plant. My ginseng education
included instructions to never take all the plants in a patch but to leave some for future growth. I
was also taught to break off and replant the arm of the ginseng plant for immediate growth. This
is something that modern ginseng hunters don’t do—the international market requires the root to
be intact. This has sped the decline of wild ginseng populations because hunters aren’t
replanting. And I understood the necessity of keeping my ginseng patch secret, because others
might steal every single plant if they could find them.No matter their favorite methods of ginseng
hunting, everyone in the family agreed that ginseng is found in the snakiest places. Aunt Jewel
was known to wear heavy Army boots with metal stove pipes tied around her lower legs to
protect against rattlesnake bites. She would often brag about how many strikes she heard
pinging against the metal pipes as she walked through the snaky brush.My uncle Waylon



continued to hunt ginseng after my Daddy had stopped, carrying on until his heart and legs just
couldn’t make their way up and down the mountain slopes anymore. Waylon was little and dark,
with the coloring of a Creek Indian, the face of an Irishman, and the fiery temper of both. He
fought for and protected his ginseng patch with knife and wits, and few old hunters wanted to
cross him in the woods. When Uncle Waylon was in the hospital, nearing the end of his life, I had
the opportunity to hear tales of ginseng hunts from the older men who came to visit him. It was a
rough-and-tumble business, and people protected their patches fiercely. Money was scarce and
herbs like ginseng, pink root, butterfly weed, button snakeroot, and smilax, or greenbrier,
brought in much-needed cash. Men earnestly protected the location of herb patches and
gathered the plants in secret.One of the most important lessons in how to find a patch of
ginseng took place in Moon Hollow, so named because the only light at night which could be
seen shining through the trees was the light of the moon. Moon Hollow, a thousand acres of
uninhabited land, was a favorite of ginseng hunters as well as fox hunters. On this particular day
in late June, Daddy and I set off to Moon Hollow right after breakfast. He said, “Sister, you need
to learn how sang looks at all times of the year if you are going to hunt it.” Mama expected us
back home by dinnertime (lunch) when food would be on the table promptly at 11 a.m.Daddy
and I passed an abandoned grist mill; the wheel was missing but the apparatus was still there.
We continued to hike deeper into the hollow than I had ever been before. We walked and
walked, until Daddy suddenly stopped. He pulled a Zane Grey paperback Western novel out of
his back pocket and settled himself on the ground at the foot of a big tree and leaned back
against the trunk to read.“Between that tree,” he said, pointing, “and that rock and the creek,
there are six or seven ginseng plants. Let me know when you find them, Sister.” And he started
reading.I looked around me and every plant looked the same: green and about a foot tall. I
couldn’t locate the ginseng by looking for their red berries; it was only early summer so I didn’t
have that sign to guide me. I walked around, back and forth between the creek, tree, and rock,
but I couldn’t find any ginseng.“Are you sure there are ginseng plants here?” I asked him. “Yup,”
was the only answer I got.I looked some more, walking back and forth. I stopped to examine the
leaves on a plant. I still couldn’t find any ginseng.“Hurry up, Sister,” he said. “It’s almost
dinnertime.” Time was running out.Frustration is too mild a word to describe how I felt as the
morning wore on. “If you’re going to learn about herbs,” Daddy said, “this is how you learn.”I was
about ready to cry. I just couldn’t find any ginseng. I stood there, in the middle of all these green
plants, closed my eyes, took a breath, and felt the tension leave my body. I just didn’t care
anymore if I found any plants, and in not caring, I became calm and quiet.The woods surrounded
me. I kept my eyes closed and let my other senses sharpen. I heard the sounds of the birds in
the trees and the wind rustling limbs and leaves. I felt the wind as it flowed over my skin. I felt the
sun on my head, hot and constant. I smelled the water from the creek and heard its sound
moving over the rocks in the creek bed. I smelled the musk and decay from the deep leaf litter on
the ground. I heard Daddy breathing and heard the turning of the page in the book he was
reading. I smelled life: the life of the land, rich and thick. And in that moment, I became a part of



the land too. I couldn’t tell where I began and ended or where the land began and ended.I
opened my eyes and the ginseng plants were just glowing, simply glowing. They were vibrantly
green as I pointed to them.“Here they are,” I called to Daddy, pointing them out. He stood up,
looked to where I pointed and put the book back into his pocket.“Let’s go eat,” he said, and that
was all the praise or comment I ever got. But that was his way, the Indian way.And that was how
my path with the plants consciously began.What Is Folk Medicine?Folk medicine is only one
aspect of folkways within a culture. American sociologist William Graham Sumner described
folkways as “usages, manners, customs, mores, and morals” which are practiced unconsciously
in every culture. David Hackett Fischer in Albion’s Seed: Four British Folkways in America,
describes folkways as, “the normative structure of values, customs, and meanings that exist in
any culture.” Folkways are the everyday actions that drive our cultures with society.Folkways can
encompass everything aspect of culture, including patterns of speech; ideas of courtship and
marriage; ideas on child rearing; beliefs about the supernatural and religion; customs of dress;
attitudes toward food and diet; attitudes and beliefs about health, disease, and medicine;
attitudes toward time, money, guns, and most other aspects of life. Southern Folk Medicine is
one of the folkways of the Southeast regional culture in the United States.Does this mean that
only Southerners will benefit from Southern Folk Medicine? Absolutely not! Anyone can learn
and use Southern Folk Medicine. Its practices and principles cut across regional cultures in the
United States, and actually across global cultures. It’s easy to learn, intuitive, and conceived in
the English language, so its idioms are common for English speakers especially.However, just to
make sure we’re on the same page, some definitions are in order to avoid any confusion. This
might seem a little boring, but is necessary to make sure there are no misunderstandings. The
following definitions are ones that I use and are fairly standard.Folk medicine is defined as a
system of medicinal beliefs, knowledge, and practices associated with a particular culture or
ethnic group. Generally, these techniques have not been scientifically tested; there are no animal
or double-blind studies. But they have been used for hundreds or thousands of years,
accumulating massive amounts of empirical evidence and information that supports their
effectiveness and safety. The emphasis of folk medicine is on prevention of disease through
healthy lifestyle behaviors. Remedies that support health are nontoxic and are mind, body, and
spirit oriented. Folk medicine may be used by itself or in conjunction with conventional medical
practices.Southern Folk Medicine and Southern Appalachian Folk Medicine (SAFM) are
umbrella terms for the folk medicine of the Southern United States. Due to migration patterns
immediately after the Civil War and again in the 1960s and 1970s, you can find Southern Folk
Medicine in most major cities in the United States, in the Midwest, and northward to the Great
Lakes areas.Hoodo is the herbal and spiritual African-American folkway which is found
predominantly in the Deep South but which spread northward during the great migration of
blacks out of the South. It is a combination of the spiritual practices of Africa and Europe, mostly
Ireland, and Native American uses of the herbs of the New World.Native American Medicine, in
the context of this book, pertains to the remnants of the folk practices of the Cherokees, Creeks,



Choctaws, Chickasaws, and Seminoles, or the Five Civilized Tribes of the Southern United
States, including their use of herbs which have become a part of the Southern folk healing
tradition.According to the World Health Organization, Traditional Medicine (TM) is “the sum total
of the knowledge, skills, and practices based on the theories, beliefs, and experiences
indigenous to different cultures, whether explicable or not, used in the maintenance of health as
well as in the prevention, assessment, improvement, or treatment of physical and mental
illnesses.” The use of Traditional Medicine may or may not be supported by scientific research.
Its use is focused on the needs of the individual, not the needs of the group. Traditional healers,
herbalists, spiritual healers, and bonesetters are all types of traditional medicine
practitioners.Also per the World Health Organization, herbal medicine is “the use of crude plant
material such as leaves, flowers, fruit, seed, stems, wood, bark, roots, rhizomes, or other plant
parts which may be entire, fragmented, or powdered. It also refers to the long historical use of
these plant remedies to support the healing function of the body. Their use is well established
and widely acknowledged to be safe and effective, and may be accepted by national
authorities.”An herbalist is a person who uses plants, foods, and other natural healing
techniques to support good health and the body’s innate healing processes. Plants used by
herbalists have a broad definition and include not only herbaceous plants but also shrubs, trees,
mushrooms, lichens, and fruits and vegetables. A commonality among herbalists is their love of
the land and plants, and a feeling of a special connection to the Earth. The herbal perspective is
holistic, viewing the body as mind, body, and spirit, all rolled into one.Natural medicines such as
herbs shine in the prevention of illness and the reduction of risk factors for illness. The emphasis
is on prevention of illness, use of plant medicines at the beginning of an illness, and a return to
homeostasis. We can all benefit from the strengths of herbalism when the need
arises.Conventional medicine is the dominant medical system as practiced by Western
physicians. Its use is supported by medical insurance companies, HMOs, physician’s
associations such as the American Medical Association, and clinical trials. Conventional
medicine is based upon the needs of the group, not the individual. The perspective is
reductionist, viewing the body as individual physical components and organ systems. This
philosophy has created a system of medical specialists such as internists, podiatrists,
cardiologists, and urologists.Conventional medicine shines in traumatic situations such as car
accidents, acute infections, medical emergencies, surgical techniques, and in the use of
diagnostic machinery. Its emphasis is on treatment after diagnosis and symptom management.
We can all benefit from the strengths of conventional medicine when the need arises.Alternative
medical systems are built upon complex systems of theory and practice. Often, these systems
have evolved earlier than the conventional medical approach used in the United States,
according to the World Health Association. According to the National Institutes of Health (NIH),
complementary medicine is the adaptation of traditional medicine to the dominant medical
system.Complementary and alternative medicines (CAM) are those healthcare practices not
currently considered an integral part of conventional medicine. They include but are not limited



to herbs, homeopathy, chiropractic, hypnosis, and acupuncture. According to the NIH, “These
practices may lack biomedical explanation, but as they become better researched some…may
become widely accepted, whereas others…quietly fade away, yet are important historical
footnotes.”Integrative medicine represents an effort to provide a therapeutic model that insists on
conventional or alternative medical practices that have received thorough and serious
evaluation.The Language of Folk MedicineThis is an important concept to understand in our
discussion on folk medicine. The language, the vocabulary of any folk medicine, such as
Southern Folk Medicine, is old as the hills, common to a large portion of the population, and
familiar to most of the population within the group or culture. There is no special folk medicine
language designed just to be used in special situations. Folk medicines use the everyday
language of the everyday peoples, which insures that everyone understands it. Conventional
medicine, on the other hand, uses a special language just for doctors, which makes
communication difficult between physician and patient and sets physicians apart from their
community.The folk medicine vocabulary and language are intimately woven into the common
vernacular of everyday language. In other words, the language of the healers and herbalists is
so commonly used that it is difficult for the specific concepts to be conceptualized as a concise
folk medicine philosophy by the uninitiated. Sometimes, folk medicine phrases might seem like
clichés to those outside the culture. But these sayings speak volumes to those who understand
the full depth of the analogies or metaphors.According to Ruth Trickey, Australian herbalist and
author, “In many cultures these concepts become so entwined with the language and a common
understanding of health and disease that only a thin line exists between ‘commonsense’ and the
knowledge of the practitioner.”I find this to be very true. For example, if I ask a client, “How are
you feeling?” and they answer, “Pretty good,” I immediately know that they aren’t feeling too well.
That they’ve been having problems of some sort but aren’t going to let those problems get them
down and are trying to keep a good attitude. I also know that it’ll take some pointed questions
and a bit of trust before they will fully divulge their health issues. I understand all this from those
two simple words.Across the world, each regional culture has built into the common vocabulary
those idioms and phrases that give pages and pages of inferred information…if you understand.
In the South, almost everyone knows the meaning of water on the heart, sugar in the blood, high
blood, low blood, high blood sugar, holding water, thick blood, and bad blood. These
descriptions inherently relay a vast amount of information about health based on their common
meanings, but these words and phrases are not acknowledged by the medical community as
anything other than colorful phrases that don’t really have a medical meaning. Pay attention!
What a simple and common communication pathway.The use of common, ordinary language as
a health language is comforting to clients. It helps put them at ease and relaxes any perceived
barriers that might exist between client and practitioner. Using the language folks understand
helps create trust between client and practitioner, opens lines of communication, and empowers
the client with knowledge. The understanding and knowledge then allows the client to fully
participate in any decisions regarding their therapeutic protocols. It enables the client to be able



to ask important questions regarding their treatment or procedures, or side effects of
medications. A common vernacular is a language of support and empowerment.It’s quite easy
for common folk to be intimidated by medical language, especially by physicians who use it as a
barrier. This limits communication and trust in the therapeutic relationship. It also limits
understanding of the health situation by the patient and creates a paternalistic relationship
where the physician makes the decisions.Commonalities of Folk Medicine SystemsRegardless
of cultural, religious, or geographical orientation, folk medicine systems from around the world
share certain basic, common principles. Given this precept, folk systems can be divided into two
broad categories: those whose development, principles, and philosophies were passed in
written form, and those which were passed in oral tradition.Ayurveda, Traditional Chinese
Medicine (TCM), and Greek humoral medicine have existed for quite a few thousand years as
active forms of healthcare with systemized concepts and principles that were passed to the
future in written form. The influence of these three traditions is still widely felt in modern
herbalism and in integrative medicine today, especially in the United States, Europe, and
Asia.Other folk traditions, such as Native American practices, Bush medicine, West African Folk
Medicine, and other Indigenous systems have also been in existence for quite a few thousand
years and developed independently of classical Greek, Ayurvedic, or Traditional Chinese
Medicine influences. These folk practices were handed down through oral tradition and
developed in isolated pockets based upon the needs of people in those specific, local
areas.Southern and Southern Appalachian Folk Medicine, though in existence for only a few
hundred years, evolved to meet the needs of a specific group of people in the American
Southeast. It developed from the influence of several different cultures and was traditionally
handed down orally from generation to generation. In comparison to TCM or Greek medicine,
Southern and Southern Appalachian Folk Medicine are still in their infancy, but, like all folk
medicines, continue to evolve.Luckily, a few others of my generation and I were able to receive
these oral traditions from our elders and thus can help ensure its continuance.Over the years,
I’ve researched and gathered information about folk medicine from a myriad of sources. One of
the conclusions I’ve discerned is that, regardless of location, culture, or orientation, there are
common beliefs shared by folk medicine systems around the world. These commonalities are
worthy of discussion. While there may be other commonalities among the various types of folk
medicine, these are the ones that I have observed.There is an influential force outside of
ourselves that is responsible for creation: the first sound, the first dream, the first plant. This
force is called God in my neck of the woods, but may be called other names in different cultures
and spiritual traditions—Great Spirit or Great Mystery, the Universal Mind, Ancestors, Wheel of
Life, Tree of Life, Goddess, Spirits, Elemental Powers, the Force, or a hundred other names
depending upon the culture and geographic location.A vital force flows through our bodies,
providing energy, motivation, and drive. It also fuels our connection to a higher being and
protection against invasion. A strong, vital force signals good health. A diminished or deficient
vital force signals poor health or disease. This force may be called ch’i, qi, ki, or prana, but all



share a commonality of function or protection for the body. More commonly, it is called Vitality or
Vital Energy.The observation of nature is intrinsic to the development of folk systems. People
lived very close to the land and depended upon the climate, soil, and the workings of nature in
ways that we’ve forgotten or ignore in our modern, electronic world. The land could be healthy or
sickly, dry or wet, cold or hot, and fertile or barren. The language of the land was also the
language of health and healing.An understanding of natural laws (using reason) forms the
foundation of healing principles. The laws of nature offer general concepts as to why things are
the way they are. The laws of nature apply to the entire universe, and they never change. The
laws of nature happen independently of us humans. As examples of observable laws of nature:
Water flows downhill. Fire spreads across the land. And apples always fall.The state of the world
is reflected in the individual. We are only part of the whole, and for this reason, we are not
separate from the Earth. What happens to the planet and to the environment affects our
health.We are made of the same elements as those of the Earth and are subject to the same
laws. The very minerals that form the structure of the Earth form the structure of our bodies. The
energy that fueled creation is present at our conception. The fluid that flows across the
landscape and gives life to all moves through our bodies, nourishing and cleansing. And the
wind that blows across the Earth fills our lungs with breath and brings the rains. We are the
children of this planet.Simple practices of folk medicine developed to assist in the everyday life,
health, and prosperity of ordinary people. Our ancestors from the Old World brought healing
knowledge, herbs, and health practices from their countries of origin to the New World, using
those practices alongside the ones learned from Native Americans. Not all practices that
developed in the Old World were useful in the New. The practices that proved useful were kept,
and the ones that didn’t work were let go. Survival was more important than modality purity.Even
if you are not aware of it, you’ve probably practiced some type of folk medicine. We have all self-
diagnosed, self-treated, used home remedies, and delayed seeking professional medical help.
Almost everyone consults their mothers, grandmothers, uncles, friends, pastor, and neighbors
about their bothersome aches and pains or other health issues. And what about that internet?
Who hasn’t looked up their symptoms for a quick assessment? Who hasn’t looked up remedies
and treatments on the internet once a diagnosis has been made? Who hasn’t used special
foods or food preparation methods, supplements, prayer, or a lucky object to influence life in
some way, whether to heal our bodies or influence the outcome of a situation? My dad carried a
buckeye in his pocket for good luck and to stave off arthritis. Some people carry a rabbit’s foot or
small stone, or light a candle. It’s just human nature.Like the human body, folk medicine is never
static, but is continually evolving to meet the health and spiritual needs of the people. The result
is a dynamic, whole-body healthcare system able to adapt rapidly to people’s needs, a
characteristic that makes it the people’s medicine. Here in the United States, folk medicine
persists not only as a viable modality itself, but has found a niche within mainstream medicine in
the protocols, techniques, and philosophies of integrative medicine.Parental Systems of
Southern Folk MedicineFolk medicine by its very nature should be defined with the community



where it is used, especially where oral tradition and local or regional vocabulary defines the
concepts and local plant remedies are used. Because the folk medicine of the South is a
melding of several different traditions, it shares many of their basic concepts and principles. The
same can be said for the Southern and Appalachian accents—they are a combination of several
different cultures coming together.In Southern Folk Medicine, I can certainly see the influence of
the humors of Greek medicine, the native plant use of indigenous Southeastern Native
Americans, influences from the folk traditions of Northern Europe, specifically of the Irish and
Spanish, and influences from both northern and western Africa.Settlers took what was useful
and beneficial, that could improve survival in a harsh, new land, and fused them to make a new
system for a new world and a new land.Each of the parental traditions and systems was manifest
with wisdom and knowledge accumulated through centuries of observation, experience, and
practice. As a result, you may find the particulars of our folk medicine very familiar if you have
studied another folk medicine system. Regardless of the culture, the words to depict the Earth,
the elements, and the actions of the climate tend to be described in similar language.The result
of the combination of these systems is a model based on wellness rather than a model based on
disease. This is a very important concept. In a harsh land, in a time without antibiotics and
modern diagnostic techniques, it was vitally important to stay well. The saying “An ounce of
prevention is worth a pound of cure,” attributed to Benjamin Franklin, sums up the approach to
health in settlement days and one that we would do well to emulate today. A strong body
survived; a weak one did not.In folk systems, there are principles and practices that developed
from careful observation of the body—recognizing patterns of dysfunction in disease states.
Many diseases and disorders have been around for thousands of years—arthritis, stomach
ulcers, sinus infections, abscessed teeth, hernia, malaria, digestive difficulties, colitis, or ovarian
cysts to name a few, and over time, tried-and-true methods of treating them have developed
which can still be useful today. In a folk system, remedies that work for a disorder are passed to
the next generation, and those that don’t work are generally ignored, forgotten, or saved for
some time in the future when they might be needed.The Global ViewElectronic communications
have globalized the world, extending the boundaries of folk medicine past regional, national, and
political boundaries. For example, it’s very easy for a person in the United States to now be in
contact with a traditional Ayurvedic healer in India. The electronic floodgates are open and
herbalists and natural health practitioners from around the world are taking advantage of the
opportunities.People no longer stay in one location their whole lives but move from region to
region or country to country, and in the process bring their folk remedies to new areas where
there is an exchange of information. You can find acupuncturists in Mississippi, Southern folk
herbalists in Chicago, Ayurvedic practitioners in Kansas, Russian folk healers in New York, and
Traditional Western herbalists in India. Herbal and other healing techniques are now a cross-
cultural exchange with one idiom: If it works, keep it.One particular example from my practice
illustrates this quite well. On this particular day, my first client was a gentleman originally from
India complaining of abdominal pain and gas. When I asked what he had been doing to help



himself, he replied, “Drinking a cup of hot milk with a spoon of ghee [clarified butter] every night.”
We discussed his situation, I made some suggestions, and the session ended. My next client
was a gentleman originally from England complaining of abdominal pain and gas. I asked what
he had been doing for himself. “Drinking a cup of hot milk with a spoon of butter in it every night,”
he answered. Two different continents, two different men, the same remedy.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
traditions started hundreds if not thousands of years ago. Folk medicine evolved based on the
health needs of people, and in general, people’s health needs are the same, no matter their
culture or geographical location. We all want to be healthy, raise healthy children, do our work
well, interact within our communities, and practice our spiritual beliefs. As we continue to expand
into a global culture, our folk medicines will continue to evolve, assuming bits and pieces from
many different cultures and areas.Folk Medicine Teaching MethodsFolk medicine has been
around as long as humans. The need to take care of ourselves, our families, and the members of
our immediate communities and the use of plants in ritual are two major reasons people have
sought out herbs and special foods for healing. Though the days of the Granny-healers have
largely passed, folk medicine is still alive and well and will continue to evolve, grow, and change
to meet our needs.Traditionally, folk medicine practices were handed down by word of mouth or
oral tradition. A master of trade would teach one, maybe two, apprentices over a period of time,
generally seven years or longer. Once the apprenticeship was complete, journeyman status was
attained and then, with further practice, master of trade or craftsman was achieved. The
apprenticeship system is a tried-and-true form of on-the-job training and instruction which
developed in Europe during the Middle Ages. In my younger days, it was considered appropriate
to call an established herbalist with years of experience, such as Tommie Bass, a Master
Herbalist or Master Herbologist. Today, these herbal titles are considered inappropriate and
politically incorrect, but they stem from an ancient approach to craftsmanship that served well in
its day.Today, an herbal student might call themselves an apprentice when studying with an
established teacher for a few weeks. Or an herbal teacher might offer an apprenticeship of a
week, month, or more. The apprenticeship was the first way I learned herbal remedies from my
grandparents and, later, Tommie Bass. Ginseng was the primary herb I studied for seven years
learning from both my grandmother and father. There are very few herbal students who have the
time, the inclination, or the stamina to apprentice for seven years these days.We have lost a
tremendous amount of herbal information because it was never written down. I wish I knew all
the information about herbs and plants and how to use them that the old herbalists knew. It can
take years of studying with a teacher to fully learn what they have to teach or to understand the
nuances of their plant use. Studying with a teacher for a few weeks or months is only the tip of
the iceberg.It saddens me that Native American uses of plants and healing ways are being lost.
Keeping to a traditional method of teaching, an elder might only teach one or two students their
whole life, and may promise to only teach other Native Americans.While some teachers may still



pass on their learning orally, the process is just as likely to take place in a classroom or other
formalized group setting instead of a one-on-one situation. Few teachers follow the more
traditional approach of apprenticeship or working with only one student at a time for an extended
period. While apprenticeships are still available, teachers more often work with several students
concurrently or keep year-round apprenticeship programs open to a variety of students. Internet
or distance-learning classes are also available from a wide choice of nontraditional educational
institutions such as small herb schools or individual teachers.In the recent past, folk medicine
practices were seen as being confined to the uneducated or those unable to afford conventional
medical care. This is certainly not true today. Herbal healing and other forms of folk medicine
now appeal to people regardless of socioeconomic level. In my practice, I have consulted with
rocket scientists, engineers, university professors, nurses, physicians, ministers, housewives,
farmers, teachers, lawyers, physical therapists, psychologists, truck drivers, chicken farmers,
and business professionals, all looking for natural ways to approach their health issues or who
were looking to build and maintain good health. Folk medicine practices permeate all levels of
our society today.Chapter TwoCommon Tenets of Folk MedicinePart of my ancestry is Cherokee.
And in that tradition, you become an adult when you're fifty-two.—Alice WalkerArthur Lee
“Tommie” Bass (1908–1996) was a blunt, plain-spoken, funny, kind, generous, sentimental,
religious, and, truly, all-around good person. The only time I ever heard him speak badly of
anyone was to exclaim that, “All politicians are crooks!” No one who ever met Tommie could find
fault with his character in any way.He was and still is, one of the most famous folk herbalists this
country ever produced. And luckily, Tommie just lived a short drive away, which made it real easy
to visit, study, and learn from this man.Tommie never married and never learned to drive a car.
He often remarked that these two situations relieved him of a lot of stress and contributed to his
long life. Tommie had once loved Frankie, the daughter of the landowner whose fields Tommie
labored in for much of his adult life. But Frankie had a crippled shoulder and withered arm, which
she viewed as an unsightly handicap and an embarrassment. She also had other health issues
which led her to forsake any type of romantic relationship. But she and Tommie were close
friends until she died, and Tommie never loved anyone else.Tommie came to the Big Farm in
1937 and lived on the property and worked the owner’s fields for payment of rent. Upon the
owner’s death, Tommie was willed the big house and an acre of land. He never lived in the big
house—too many memories and ghosts of his lost love. He did use the kitchen for cooking and
bathroom for hygiene, but preferred his shack for sleeping and herbal work.Tommie began his
woods training at the tender age of four by helping his father gather ginseng and other wild
herbs for market. By the age of six, he was working in the cotton fields helping to pick cotton.
Tommie often remarked that it didn’t matter the skin color, “we all had to sharecrop.” By the age
of eight, Tommie was at the logging mill peeling bark for crossties. He soon graduated to helping
his father fur trap and gather herbs on a full-time basis. He made enough money from trapping
muskrat, skunk, mink, beaver, fox, and raccoon to buy his winter clothes, hunting and trapping
supplies, and a few groceries.He never went to proper school but was taught to read by his



mother from the Bible and the Blue-Back Speller. Both his mother and father were herbalists, a
tradition that ran in the Bass family from England, and Tommie often remarked that his parents,
“knew so much about how the body worked that they could have been doctors.”In addition to
gathering herbs and working with his father, Tommie began working with Aunt Molly Kirby, a
black herbist and midwife down the mountain from where his family lived. Aunt Molly became
too old and slow to traipse along the mountain ridges, and so she employed Tommie to help
gather the herbs she needed in her practice. Over the next few years, Tommie learned much
about gathering and using native herbs from her.All told, Tommie began hunting herbs in earnest
about the age of nine and didn’t stop until well into his eighties.As one of my influential teachers,
Tommie lived eighty-eight years and most of those years were spent learning about herbs and
helping people. Tommie didn’t believe in cures, but rather sought to help support the natural
processes of the body. The exception to this philosophy was his skin cancer salve, which
Tommie truly believed was an effective topical remedy.Tommie never charged for an herbal
consultation but did sell herbs to his clients. No one was ever turned away due to lack of money,
and he gave away as many herbs as he sold. A consult with Tommie was an adventure. He was
likely to entertain you by quoting poetry, singing a song, or playing the harmonica. For Tommie,
people coming for herbal aid was a social event as well as a healing one.He considered himself
an herbist whose main job in life was bringing ease to those in need. Tommie usually saw around
five or six people on average a day, but as his practice grew there might be ten or more to arrive
for his help at any time. He didn’t take appointments; people just arrived and waited their turn. In
the 1970s, the local paper, The Gadsden Times, ran several articles about his life and work
which increased his business tremendously. By 1980, Tommie was seeing about 2,000 people a
year, mostly poor African-Americans and poor whites who had no health insurance or money to
pay a doctor.In 1985, the Wall Street Journal ran a front-page essay about him. This was
followed by a double-volume scholarly look at his life and herb use by John Crellin and Jane
Philpott, A Reference Guide to Medicinal Plants and Trying to Give Ease published by Duke
University. There were also several popular books, one by Darryl Patton, Mountain Medicine:
The Herbal Remedies of Tommie Bass, a couple of documentaries, and even more newspaper
articles. Tommie Bass, who never learned to drive, became the most well-known folk herbalist in
the country.In addition to the people who made the trip to Shinbone Ridge to see Tommie, many
others would simply mail him a letter stating their symptoms and asking for herbs. He answered
every single letter, mailed folks the herbs, and hoped for some sort of payment in return. As
Tommie’s reputation spread, new clientele arrived who were able to pay in cash money. These
folks were well-educated and would visit their physician and then visit the herbist. Tommie felt
that doctors do a “good job with what they’ve got to work with,” and that someday, “they will find
out about herbs and do their job a bit better.” But fame didn’t change Tommie at all, and he never
took advantage of those who could pay the big money.He had strong opinions on health and
never hesitated to relay those opinions. Tommie would show a client where to find the needed
herb in the woods, how to harvest it, and how to cook it up. It was quite an adventure to be



Tommie’s client. At the very least, you left with a bag of dried herbs and directions on how to
cook them. As the years passed, fewer and fewer people were willing to cook up the herbs
themselves, too busy or “too lazy” as Tommie said, and either relied upon him to make the brews
or bought encapsulated products. This became so common that in his mid-seventies, Tommie
switched to using over-the-counter products, believing that “at least they were getting down
some help.”Tommie sold his popular cancer salve to individual clients, at trade day flea markets,
and in shops around the local area. The basic salve recipe came from his English grandparents
who had made Bass’s Salve in England and modified it for the available herbs found in the
Southeast. The primary ingredients were pine tar, wild tobacco, summer cedar, and black walnut
or slippery elm bark. Sometimes yellow sulfur was added to boost efficiency. The oil base was
either hog lard or beef tallow. The salve was used on any type of skin spot, skin cancer, or bed
sores, and for hemorrhoids, as well as cracked skin.In addition to Bass’s Salve, Tommie’s other
popular herbal product was his cough syrup. This compound formula contained a number of
local plants, and the recipe often changed with availability of herbs. One of his favorite recipes
for coughs and colds was wild cherry bark, sweetgum bark or leaves, boneset, red root, mullein,
yellowroot, rabbit tobacco, and sumac. Sometimes he also added calamus, bugleweed, or
skullcap. The herbs were decocted for about twenty minutes, strained, and then sugar was
added to make a syrup. Another favorite cough remedy was wild cherry bark, sweetgum bark,
slippery elm bark, and mullein leaves.For rheumatism, Tommie used cucumber magnolia,
dogwood bark, prickly ash, skullcap, and bay. He viewed formulas as herbs “working like a team
to get the job done.” But as a true Southern herbalist, Tommie also used whatever substances
were available that would work whether it was an herb or not. His liniment rub was composed of
green rubbing alcohol, vinegar, ammonia, camphor gum, and turpentine. This was all mixed in a
jar to sit overnight. He sold it for years to use on bee stings, poison ivy, and rheumatism, and it
worked amazingly well.Before the popularity of milk thistle, Tommie recommended either wild
cherry bark or red oak bark for nonspecific problems with the liver or those symptoms brought
on by a “chill on the liver.” This would include pain on the right side and a certain feeling of
hardness on palpitation. Later, he did use milk thistle and felt it was effective. He also
recommended topical herbal poultices and a heating pad on the liver to help break the chill.For
diabetes and other endocrine problems, Tommie used Queen Anne’s lace, Queen of the
Meadow (also known as Joe Pye or gravel root), red root, or huckleberry. In combination with
skullcap, passionflower or blue vervain, the herbs for high sugar could also help with high blood
pressure because the two disorders were so often found together.Over his lifespan, Tommie saw
herbal medicine change from an almost forgotten vocation to an active profession. Although his
practice changed with the times, the reality of who Tommie Bass was never did. Fame didn’t
diminish him. He stayed devoted to his community, accessible and open to his clients, and
nonjudgmental and personable in session. When he passed, a huge depository of traditional
herbal knowledge passed with him. I miss Tommie, but I’m also proud of the influence his
teachings have had on my life and profession.Similarities of Folk Medicine SystemsIn folk



medicine, there are no magic bullets, no quick fixes, and no instant cures. Coaxing the body into
lifestyle habits takes time, energy, and a willingness to make those lifestyle changes.
Understanding the directing principles of folk medicine can provide guidelines for making those
changes. Tommie Bass used to say, “A person will change when they don’t have a choice. And
that’s when they get desperate and think they’re gonna die.” Doesn’t it make more sense to
change unhealthy behaviors before desperation sets in?Generally, the tenets of folk medicine
were passed orally within teachings or were so common that they were inferred and understood
by all. The tenets provide a framework for good health practices that are common to many folk
systems.The following tenets were developed from various sources, including: oral teachings I
learned; my own personal experience in clinical practice; observations of indigenous practices;
and principles of folk medicine published by McGill Molson Medical Informatics in 2000; and
from Research Council on Complementary Medicine in Great Britain.The tenets of folk medicine
are so important that each one deserves its own book. I sincerely encourage you to further
investigate any that speak to you or pique your interest. Books, articles, and research methods
can be found regarding each one.
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tina sams, “You need this book.. This book is unlike any other you might have on your shelves
and you're going to need it. This changes the way we will be looking at things from here on
out.To begin with, there's a foreword by Rosemary Gladstar.There's an afterword by Matthew
Wood.And in between, Phyllis D. Light will open your eyes and mind to a whole different way of
perceiving body constitution and how herbal energetics (which has always been too open to
interpretation for me) correlate with southern blood "types." The quotes are there because the
types are not A, B, O. They align with the 4 elements. This system makes sense.She starts with
the history of how the tradition came into being. You'll notice a connection with Ayurvedic and
Chinese systems, but Southern Folk Medicine is its own healing method. The writing style is
comfortable and easy to absorb.This is a game changer.”

Crystal Beckner, “Ease into the history of Southern Folk Medicine. I am currently reading the
book. I love the easy style of reading that Phyllis presents. It is an in-depth look at the origins of
Southern Folk Medicine.  If you are looking for remedies to use though, this is not your book.”

richard quesinberry, “A Reclaiming of Heritage. Along my journey of searching to find the hidden
gems of plant wisdom that’s long been lost since families stopped living as clans, Southern Folk
Medicine, brings the medicine of granny’s cabin to life in a way that none other can.Both
practical and enlightening, Phyllis Light takes you on a journey with the plants, opens up the
hidden treasure of Appalachian Folk Medicine and teaches you much more than you could
imagine.A reclaiming of heritage, this book is a journey into the history, culture, theory and
practical application of folk medicine. Packed full of wisdom that few possess today, Phillis Light,
has a unique way of teaching that is easy to follow, understand and keeps you wanting to read
more.Whether you’re new to herbal medicine or looking to broaden your studies, this is a must
have book for your collection.”

M. L. Williams, “I like this book because it is authentic - it is .... I grew up among people in the
rural Southern USA who practiced folk medicine and I also make my living as an herbalist. I like
this book because it is authentic - it is not someone who is writing ABOUT southern folk
medicine, rather it is written by someone who lives it, and has lived it throughout her life. This is
an important part of the worth of this book. It is a solid foundation and I look forward to more
books from Phyllis Light on this topic. I enjoyed just skipping around through the book, but then
my herbal book club began reading it so I read it straight through.  \”

Sharon, “Eye-opening!. Superb book. Very informative, especially if you're looking to improve or
maintain good health without resorting to pharmaceuticals alone (or at all). The author also had
me hooked from the start, with heartfelt and honest stories of her upbringing in the Deep South. I
highly recommend this book!”



Rosarie K., “Five Stars. Excellent book. Well crafted and is imbued from first page to last with the
author's experience”

The book by Phyllis D. Light has a rating of  5 out of 4.7. 215 people have provided feedback.
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