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Introduction 

Why make your own medicine? 
Medicine making from plants is your right as much as it is to find 
food from the land. It is only recently (in the western world) that 
we have stopped passing on knowledge of home remedies within 
the family. Of course, in many places across the world this 
tradition is still alive and well.  

The Aborigines are against writing their knowledge down because 
they believe it then becomes his-story (i.e. somebody else’s story 
& in the past). Whereas, passing it down by word of mouth keeps 
it current and alive. Unfortunately, in the West we have thrown the 
baby out with the bath water as modern medicine was discovered. 
We have blindly believed that modern medicine is superior to 
traditional plant medicine despite growing evidence showing the 
potential benefits of using whole plant material rather than just a 
single component.  

Sadly it seems that this modern way of thinking may be lead by 
monetary rewards. It is simply not easy to fund research that does 
not end up being profitable because research itself is so 
expensive. Therefore, it is rare to have research done which does 
not lead to the invention of a pharmaceutical product which will 
make lots of profit. This is because plant medicines, if found to 
be useful, cannot be sold by one company alone but rather is 
available to the people at large for free. This, of course, is not a 
sustainable business model.  

Because it is important to those paying for research that the 
results help them create a profitable product the results are 
sometimes altered to be favourable or they aren’t published at all. 
There is now a growing pressure group called All Trials who are 
campaigning for worldwide legislation making it illegal to not 
publish the results from any medical trial.  A wonderful book by 
Ben Goldacre called Bad Science was the inspiration for this 
pressure group. If this subject interests you I’d highly recommend 
reading it.  
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In some countries, such as America, it is illegal to practice herbal 
medicine because it is thought that only someone trained as a 
doctor or nurse should provide treatments or medical advice. This 
is the most extreme example of a country that I know of, where 
medicine has been taken out of the hands of the general public. It 
is actually quite taboo to speak about treating yourself for 
something without seeing a doctor even within the UK for some 
people.  

This booklet is opening up a door, which has been closed, and 
welcoming you in. I ask that you take the radical step of making 
your own medicine once more. By learning simple skills that can 
help you treat friends and family.  
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Is it Safe? 
It can be dangerous to make your own medicine when you don’t 
know what you’re doing. But so can cooking. In the case of making 
herbal medicines the most likely way in which you may create 
something harmful is by picking something that is not what you 
thought it was. Before making medicine with something you have 
foraged make sure to check with a peer, use a herbal I.D. book, 
send me an image of Facebook, or join a plant I.D. group on 
Facebook. I was always useless with plant I.D. books and always 
found hands-on experience the best. That’s why I offer regular 
herb walks during the warmer seasons. I send out updates on the 
next one coming up to anyone receiving the newsletter from Forage 
Botanicals.  

Foraging 
Once you know you have the herb you thought you did it’s 
important to be sure the plant hasn’t been sprayed with 
pesticides, been peed on by a dog, isn’t growing by a polluted 
road and isn’t growing on waste land which may contain toxic 
waste.  

If the plant you’re picking only grows close to the ground and may 
have been wee’d on then be sure to give it a good wash before 
using it to make medicine. A lot of the preparation techniques will 
go on to sterilise it further. The only down side to having to wash 
it is that there is more moisture present if you want to make a 
fresh tincture, macerated oil or try to dry the herb for storage.  
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Storing Herbs 

Why store herbs when they grow all around me? 
Simply put we store herbs because it’s very rare that something is 
in abundance all year ‘round. With most plants there is a particular 
time of year that it is at it’s best. Preservation techniques are 
then used to ensure the herb doesn’t degrade by the time you 
want to use it.  

Preservation 
Most ways of making medicine is also a way to preserve it. The 
simplest is to dry the herb out. When it has no moisture in it it can 
be stored for long periods of time. The second most common way 
to preserve herbs is to make an extract that contains the 
medicinal properties and stops the herb from degrading. The most 
used way to do this is by extracting it into alcohol.  

Potency 
I often find that people think alcoholic extracts (tinctures) of 
herbs are stronger than teas (infusions). It is true that you can 
have much smaller quantities of tinctures e.g. 5ml in comparison 
with teas. But, this does not mean that tinctures are more 
effective than teas. It only means you have to have more of the 
tea. I’ve often found people prioritise tinctures thinking they will 
work better but this simply isn’t the case. I love prescribing teas. 
Not only do they work brilliantly they also make you take time for 
yourself by making a cup of tea. The preparation of the medicine 
becomes part of its therapeutic value.  
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Medicine Making 

Fresh vs. Dried 
When I lead herb walks I always demonstrate how to make a 
tincture and tea. Inevitably, one of the first questions I get asked 
is whether you should use fresh or dried plant material. Well, this 
question is quite complex and deserves a decent answer.  

Chemically speaking dried herbs are very similar to fresh material 
but with the water molecules missing. This means that when it 
comes to making an infusion the chemicals that are left more 
easily (sort of) leak into the water of the tea. This means that the 
tea will end up being generally darker in colour and richer in taste, 
whereas, fresh herbal teas are generally lighter in colour and 
lighter in taste.  

Spiritually speaking the fresh herb is much higher in its original life 
force. This is argued by some to be far superior to dried herbs 
when making medicine. So there are arguments for and against 
dried and fresh.  

However, I’ve always found it hard to say that one preparation is 
better than another or stronger than another. After all, plants are 
chemically complex and the preparation you make may be 
particularly good at treating one thing and a little worse at 
treating another. But change the preparation and it becomes great 
at treating that second thing and not so good at the first.  

Remain open-minded and openhearted as a medicine maker. 
Experiment and record your experiments. This way you can evolve 
with your medicine and learn to make magic through carefully 
considering your intention.  
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Infusion 
An infusion is what most people call a tea. But this is referring to 
just one method of making it. The hot method. 

Hot 
Pouring boiling water over dried or fresh herbal material makes a 
hot infusion. This should then be covered for 5-15mins (depending 
on the herb) before consumed. Generally herbal teas are had once 
to three times a day when being used medicinally.  

Cold 
A cold infusion is made by pouring cold water over fresh herb and 
leaving it for as long as you like. You may even wish to keep the 
herb in while you’re drinking it. You will find not much will change to 
water that has dried herbs in. Fresh material is much better when 
making a cold infusion.  

Decoction 
A decoction is like a hot infusion because you cover a herb with 
hot water but in this case you start by covering it with cold water. 
You put this mix into a pan and bring it to simmer. You would 
simmer it for at least 10mins before consuming. This technique is 
usually recommended when hardier plant material like roots or bark 
is being used. I like using it for flowers and leaves when I’m 
looking to make something particularly nourishing though.  

Maceration 
Maceration is simply covering something in another substance. In 
this case we are talking about covering herbs in oil.  

Hot 
A hot maceration is done by taking herbs (dried or fresh), covering 
them in oil and placing them in a glass bowl. This bowl then goes 
over a pan with boiling water in it (just enough to create steam). 
You can also use a bain marie or double boiler for the same 
effect. You leave this over the heat to infuse the oil for at least 
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30mins. I have left mine to infuse for 2hrs in the past, sometimes 
longer. If you want to make the oil especially strong you can strain 
out the spent herb and add the same amount of herb again and 
leave it on the heat for the same amount of time as before. This 
should make it twice as strong and is called a double-infused oil. 
This can be applied straight to the skin or used as a base for 
creams and balms.  
Cold 
This is the simpler technique of the two. You simply cover your 
herb (dried of fresh) with oil and leave it in the sun for a month 
before straining. This oil is called an infused oil. It can be applied 
straight to the skin or as a base for creams and balms.  

Tincture 
This is surely the most popular preparation for any Herbalist. It is 
easy to use, easy to make and will keep for years. You simply 
cover a herb with alcohol and leave it for (usually) a month before 
straining and using. The normal dose for an adult is 5ml three 
times a day of a blend or perhaps 2-5ml three times a day for a 
single herb.  

Unless you have a license to receive ethanol you’ll be working with 
alcohol bought from the shops. This is usually close to 40% 
volume. Most tinctures are made with this volume alcohol but some 
are made with less (usually 25%) and some are made with more 
(e.g. 90%).  

Maceration 
This is one of the easiest ways to make medicine. When I first 
started making my own remedies it all started here. I would go 
foraging with a Vodka bottle in my hand and stuff it with herbs till 
it could take no more and let the excess vodka pour off. I’d keep 
this in storage for a month before straining it. You can use any 
kind of alcohol in theory but vodka is good, as it adds no distinct 
taste. However, there are tinctures that benefit from the taste of 
the alcohol used. For example, cinnamon made using brandy is 
delicious.  You may find, as you get more adept that you want to 
experiment with the length of time you leave your herbs 
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macerating in the alcohol too. Start simple and keep records of 
your findings for the future.  

Decoction 
This is a little more complex and not really something you can do 
without access to higher volume alcohol than the average spirits 
bought in the supermarket. In this method the water portion of the 
tincture is composed of a decoction of the herb (see above). 
Then alcohol portion is made in the usual maceration technique 
and then the two are combined to make the final product to the 
desired volume alcohol. I’d suggest buying books about medicine 
making such as James Green’s Medicine Makers Manual if you 
want to look into this more.  
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Doses for children 
The medicinal doses mentioned so far have been for adults. There 
are a few methods for reducing the dosage for children but I’ve 
chosen the weight method. In this you divide the child's weight by 
150pounds (baseline adult weight). So let’s say the child weighs 
10 pounds. If you divide 10 by 150 you get a 15. Therefore you 
need to divide the adult dose by 15 for a child weighing 10pounds. 
Here are some general guidelines: 

Generally the adult dose is as follows: 
Tinctures: 30 drops 3-4 times a day of a single herb and 5ml 3-4 
times a day of a blend of herbs. 
Teas: 1 cup (containing 1-2tsp of herb) 3-4 times a day. 
  
Don’t be alarmed if you’ve come across other doses. Each herb 
and person receiving the herb may need different doses but this is 
more for those at an advanced level of study. 
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Child’s Weight Child’s Dose

10 pounds 1/15 of adult dose

20 pounds 1/8 of adult dose

30 pounds 1/5 of adult dose

40 pounds 1/4 of adult dose

50 pounds 1/3 of adult dose

60 pounds 2/5 of adult dose

70 pounds 1/2 of adult dose

80 pounds 1/2 of adult dose

90 pounds 3/5 of adult dose

100 pounds 2/3 of adult dose



How do I choose which method to use?  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Get your hands dirty 

Now that you know the basics you can start your own experiments. The 
key thing to remember with herbal preparations is it’s hard to get it 
totally wrong. There is a lot of variation among the effective ways to 
make herbal medicines. One of the most important skills you can 
acquire is the ability to keep good records of how you made each 
preparation. It’s important to record the weight of the herbs and the 
milliliters of fluid you’ve used. This means that you can calculate the 
strength of the final preparation and repeat the method if you 
particularly like the results. 

This document has all the essentials for making medicines for you’re 
your friends and family. If you want to learn more about herbs and how 
to use them there are plenty books around but I have a course called 
Listen which is used to study one herb in depth each month. The herb is 
a mystery and you are guided in using your senses to explore the plant. 
This is my favourite way to connect with herbs and I won’t use a herb in 
my medicines till I’ve made that connection.  

I’d love to see what medicines you make and your experiments so 
please share it with me on Facebook or Twitter @ForageBotanica. 

Happy #Herbalising 
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