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PART ONE: 
cleansing 
the waters: 
walking the 
herbalist’s 
path by greg 
monzel

Finding one’s way as an herbalist in 
modern-day America is like following a 
meandering stream uphill. There are few 
academic programs of  study for interested 
students, and few roads to apprenticeship 
or job placement. Many enterprising 
herbalists work as unlicensed practitioners 
in clinical settings as health educators, 
walking a tightrope of  language so we 
don’t fall into the murky waters of  
practicing medicine without a license. As 
apothecaries, or makers of  medicinal 
preparations, we wade through the 
quagmire of  regulatory grey areas, or else 
submit to full regulation by FDA as a 
dietary supplement manufacturer. Even 
the decision of  whether to sell at a farmers 
market is questionable under existing 
federal regulations. How does an herbalist 
navigate this swamp to make a living? 
With a little help from plants, it’s all in a 
day’s work for the community herbalist. 
Here are a few stories from my path which 
I hope illuminate the road for those 
wishing to serve people and plants in the 
contemporary practice of  herbalism.

Herbalists are as varied in presentation as 
the plants they utilize. As in many fields of  
study, there is a degree of  specialization in 
herbal practice. At the same time, many 
herbalists (like myself) weave together 
various strands of  herbalism to make a 
living. 
 
Start with Yourself  
Most herbalists I’ve met, and alternative 
practitioners more broadly, have a 
powerful personal story of  how natural 
medicine helped them heal. In my teens, I 
suffered recurrent strep throat infections 
maybe 6 times in a single year. I’d take 

antibiotics, and the infection would clear, 
but then returned almost as soon as I had 
finished the drugs. It seemed clear to me 
that this was not sustainable or healthy for 
me, so I turned to a tome on my grandpa’s 
bookshelf  on natural home remedies for 
an alternative. Therein, I read that 
pineapple enzymes could break down the 
bacteria that causes strep throat by 
digesting the proteins in their cell mem-
branes. The next time I felt the scratchy 
beginning of  the strep infection, I bicycled 
to Marsh and bought a pineapple instead 
of  telling my mom. 
I prepared it with 
the core in as 
recommended in 
the book, ate it 
religiously for a 
couple days, and 
the infection 
completely resolved 
and did not return.
  
This experience 
was a two-fold lesson for me: first, plant 
foods can be powerful agents of  healing, 
and second, we can look first to ourselves 
for care and salvation even in some serious 
health conditions. I began reading more 
about healthy eating, nutrition, and 
functional foods. I adopted a vegetarian 
whole-foods diet and focused on eating 
fresh, vital foods. My body started feeling 
better in other ways, and the benefits 
reinforced my choice to eat a diet rich in 
diverse fresh plant foods to this day.
  
Cold and Alone
Later in my teens, my melancholic 
temperament prevailed, and I decided to 
abandon civilization and retreat alone to 
the wilderness. I picked a place as far and 
remote as I could in the continental 48, 
and booked train fare to Oregon. I bussed 
from Portland (where I picked up Michael 
Moore’s book, Medicinal Plants of  the 
Pacific West) down to Cave Junction in the 
southwest part of  the state, and hitchhiked 
the rest of  the way to the edge of  the 

Kalmiopsis Wilderness. I had grown up 
close to nature, but had never camped 
solo, purified water, or even backpacked 
all that much. I had never been anywhere 
close to where I was, did not recognize a 
single plant, and it was mid-November. I 
had been leafing through my new book on 
medicinal plants, and recognized one of  
those plants growing in a tree ahead: 
beard lichen aka Usnea lichen. Reading 
that it produces a powerful antimicrobial, 
usnic acid, I gathered one in a gallon 
freezer bag and tucked it away for later. 

This was the first 
time I foraged a 
wild plant for 
medicine.
I camped a short 
hike in, struggled 
to find dry fuel for 
a fire, and slept 
hungry under a 
tarp in cold, wet 
clothes. The next 
day I awoke and 

packed up my gear, and hit the trail.  I 
soon came to the river where I planned to 
catch fish for protein, and found it 
running at what seemed like a 30 degree 
slope down the mountain, swifter than 
any rapids I have seen to this day. I 
thought, there can hardly be a fish in 
these waters, and even if  there were, my 
hand tackle was not going to be effective 
to catch them. I sat for a while and 
rubbed my blisters, feeling pretty foolish 
for my naivety. I realized I was running 
from my problems, that being around 
people isn’t all bad, and that I could just 
walk out of  the woods anytime. After that 
day with only a little jerky and almonds 
for food, I set up my tarp for an even 
colder night in even wetter clothes, the 
snow beginning to accumulate on the 
mountainsides. I laid there for a little 
while and cried pitifully, feeling sorry for 
myself. Then I got up, broke camp, and 
hiked out to the road just before dark. A 
few moments later, a tiny woman in her 
80s and her little dog in a sweater, also at 
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least 80 in dog years, pulled over and gave 
me a ride in her station wagon. She was 
picking up kerosene in town for her 
off-grid shack, and started telling me 
stories about being a truck driver back in 
the 1940s. This was the beginning a week 
long adventure home with many nuggets 
of  self-discovery through interactions with 
characters like her.  

When I finally got home after being 
snowed in by a blizzard in the Rockies, my 
dad picked me up at the Greyhound 
station downtown. He was quite ill with a 
bad cough, definitely bronchitis and 
possibly pneumonia, and planned to go to 
the hospital the next day. When I started 
unpacking my backpack, I found the 
Usnea, and offered it my dad, thinking 
maybe it would help with his cough, and 
at least probably wouldn’t hurt. He agreed 
and drank a big cup of  tea that night. I 
found the taste disturbing (I still do), but 
my dad said it wasn’t that bad. This was a 
sign to me his body was appreciating it. 
The next day, he awoke to tell me that he 
felt so much better, he didn’t want to go to 
the hospital, just give him more of  the 
lichen. I felt a sense of  purpose and 
belonging from being there to help my 
dad with this simple plant, and tha’ts 
when I realized that I wanted to work in 
natural medicine.  I promptly set out a 
track to go to school for acupuncture and 
traditional Chinese medicine, and began 
working toward this goal for the next four 
years until a traumatic experience derailed 
my efforts.

Next month’s Talking Drum will include Part 
Two of  Greg’s story. Stay tuned... 

“He is happiest who hath power to gather wisdom from a 
flower." - Mary Howitt
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Greg Monzel is a native 
Hoosier, herbalist and 

forager, and co-founder of 
Wild Persimmon School of 
Wellness, a yoga and herb 

school in Indianapolis. 

 Greg’s personal mission is 
to help people see their role 
in the mutualistic web of life. 

MAY 12: Mother's Day Plant Walk (PWYC)
MAY 19: Introduction to Permaculture
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JUN 22-24: Indiana Bioregional Foraging Excursions: 
Wapihani River/Koteewi in Hamilton County
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