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Marjory: Hello, and welcome to the Homegrown Food Summit. This is Marjory Wildcraft, your 

host and your guide. Gosh, we've just got such an amazing lineup of presentations this 
year. As I've mentioned before, I love to think of this summit as if we're high up on a 
mountain getting to look down into a busy and productive valley. There's all these really 
interesting backyard researchers and permaculturalists and medics and herbalists. 
 

 We're going to go spend some time now at the clinic, the herbal clinic, with Sam 
Coffmann. He's going to show us how to increase the potency of the herbs in your 
backyard. He's also got a really great conversation here on potency in general, and then 
some very interesting takes about what makes things more potent and what doesn't, 
and medicine in general. 
 

 Sam is a registered herbalist with the American Herbalist Guild. He's worked as a clinical 
herbalist for over 15 years. He also runs a nonprofit organization called Herbal Medics, 
which provides herbal and integrative healthcare education and treatment in under-
served remote and disaster areas around the world. I'm serious. Sam goes into some 
crazy, dangerous, ridiculous places where people really need help. He also works with 
medical doctors to help create integrative healthcare solutions for clients and patients. 
 

 What he started out as was, he was in the US Special Forces, also known as the Green 
Berets back in 1989. Right when he got into that program, though, he became very 
interested in herbalism, especially because he was off in remote regions. You just can't 
carry a lot of medical supplies. Sam has thousands of hours, clinical hours, as both a 
medic on a team and then also in military emergency medical rooms. Sam's primary goal 
has been to create an integrative medical model that embraces both herbalism and 
allopathic orthodox models of diagnosis and treatment. 
 

 He also, Sam has founded and runs a survival and herbalism school called The Human 
Path. He offers classes around central Texas, as well as in other parts of the USA. The 
curriculum there runs the gamut of an amazing variety of things, mostly focused on 
sustainable living. So off-grid power, water filtration, permaculture, blacksmithing, 
metal working, self-defense, team tactics, primitive skills, and herbal medicine. I took his 
wilderness first aid class, and I also have taken some different primitive hunting traps 
and snares and tracking classes from Sam. This guy really knows his stuff. It's been his 
passion, and as you see in this presentation, he lives this and loves it. 
 

 Let's watch Sam Coffmann, and let him teach us about how to increase the potency of 
our backyard herbs, and I'll catch you on the back end. 
 

Sam: All right, so let's get started. This is Sam Coffmann. 
 

 All right, let's get started. My name is Sam Coffmann, and I wanted to talk to you about 
the way that you can increase the potency of your backyard medicine. This is a topic 
that actually requires a little bit of background behind it, and so I would like to get into 
how we're going to not only increase the potency, but what that actually means. We 
have to define that a little bit. What I'd like to do is get started right off the bat and talk 
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about, first of all, what backyard medicine is. What do we even mean by that term in the 
first place? 
 

 I think 1 of the best ways to think about this is to get the concept of the fact that we are 
interactive with plant life around us constantly. I always like to say we are practicing 
mouth-to-mouth resuscitation with the plant world around us via the carbon cycle with 
every breath we take. This is something that I like to term micro ecosystems in terms of 
our yard, our backyard, wherever we live, our parks maybe across the street if we live in 
an urban area, and there's only a little bit of wildlife or nature in more public areas. But 
wherever that nature is around us, we have a micro ecosystem basically that speaks to 
us, that's part of who we are. 
 

 Native Americans used to say that if you lived in an area for 2 years that you would 
become engaged in the ecosystem there to the point where the plants that were your 
medicine were the strongest. They were stronger for you than any other plants in any 
other part of the country, or even of the world. This is the first thing, I think, to 
understand when we're talking about potency of backyard medicine. As we define 
backyard medicine, really it starts with us, with whoever you are, wherever you find 
yourself, and wherever your backyard is, that is where the potency is probably going to 
be the greatest, and where you're going to find that medicine. You'll find yourself 
actually ... You'll find yourself discovering plants and medicinal plants if you start on this 
journey. You'll find yourself discovering medicinal plants that really actually speak to 
different phases that you're going through in your life, or what it is that you might need 
for some type of healing. 
 

 I'd like to talk more about that, a little bit more about specifics of the medicine itself. 
What is plant medicine, how do we define it, and how potent is it? Can it be potent? The 
answer to that is, it can be very potent, extremely potent. I've been using this for over 
25 years. As you already heard on my introduction, my background is through a very 
traditional, kind of orthodox approach, which is trauma medicine, as a Special Forces, or 
Green Beret medic, and yet I have found that I can replace almost any nonsurgical use of 
medicine in a remote area, in post-disaster areas, and just basic, day-to-day life, I can 
replace almost any nonsurgical pharmaceutical medicine with herbal medicine. I run a 
clinic. I prove this day by day that this is the case. 
 

 Where do we go for this potency? The best place we can go is to our micro ecosystem 
that actually sustains us and that we're part of all the time. Now, I'm speaking to people 
who are gardeners and love to work in the earth, and that's a requirement here, too. If 
you live in an area for 2 years or 3 years, according to the Native American saying that I 
gave you, and the only time you're outside is when you walk to the car to get in the car 
and drive to work, and then you get home, and that's the only time you're actually 
outside, then that probably isn't going to hold true. 
 

 But if you're outside working in your garden, digging your hands in the earth, basically 
what we would consider re-earthing, or getting in contact with that earth, the bacteria, 
the fungi, the viruses, all of the life forms that are part of the soil, part of the air, part of 
the water, part of all the aspects of nutrition, both for the planet, as well as nutrition for 
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our bodies, and I mean that on every level, not just nutrition in terms of food, but 
nutrition in terms of actual medicine, the nutrition of the constituents that feed us 
medically, then you are going to find that the stuff that's in your backyard already, just 
by being in your micro ecosystem is going to be the most potent for you, versus a plant 
that's somewhere coming from India, or somewhere on the other side of the globe from 
wherever you may live, wherever you're listening to this from. 
 

 The question is, again, what are medicinal plants, exactly? Well, medicinal plants come 
to us on many different levels. What we have to think about in order to talk about 
medicinal plants, is we actually have to talk about potency. Here are, for instance, a 
couple of plants that grow in my backyard. One of them, on the left here, is antelope 
horns. This is Asclepias asperula. On the right is a Datura. These are a good example to 
talk about potency actually with. If we talk about strength and dosage and toxicity of 
plants, how potent are they, and what does that mean, let's start from that as our first 
criteria before we start talking about how to actually increase, how to get the maximum 
potency out of plants in our backyard. 
 

 What I like to do is I like to actually create this continuum, I would say, from 1 level to 
the other. From 1 level at the bottom, or not the bottom, but at the least toxic, we 
would have what I call power food, which would be herbs that are, they are mildly 
medicinal, of course, but they are also more nutritious, and they have tons of 
micronutrients that help our body, of course, on other levels, that are more of a long-
term nutrition versus something that's more of a short-term medicine for maybe an 
acute infectious disease or something of that sort. The power food at the base, or the 
bottom, or at 1 end of the spectrum. 
 

 On the other end of the spectrum we have herbs that are really poison. If you take them 
in any major dosage at all, they're going to be poison, and those would be things like 
Datura and Oleander, Foxglove. This is where digitalis has been synthesized from 
Foxglove. Oleander also has cardiac glycocides. Datura, a very potent medicinal plant 
externally, and even internally, but very, very poisonous. You have to be very careful 
how it's being used. These are a couple of good examples of plants at both ends of that 
spectrum. 
 

 Within that spectrum, we find all kinds of plants that fall somewhere in there. Down 
towards more the power food end of the spectrum, for instance, we have an herb like 
cleavers. Cleavers is an herb that I use a lot, and it's one that's very nontoxic, and you 
can use it over a long period of time. Bedstraw is another common name for it. It's 
Galium aparine, is the botanical name. It is a very potent decongestant of what, I would 
say the liver and the urinary tract. We use it as a component of different lymph and 
immune stimulating type formulas, as well as clearing and detoxification through our 
kidneys. 
 

 Plantain, everybody's probably heard of plantain. Not the banana plantain, but the 
plantain that is the Plantago species. There are hundreds of species of plantain around 
the world. It's extremely potent medicinal on many levels, for many things, both 
externally and internally, from respiratory, to urinary tract. It has what we call a biofilm 
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buster. It's very good. It's got a constituent in there that's very good. It's called bicolin. 
It's very good at breaking up the biofilms of bacteria that we find with things like 
antibiotic-resistant infections. 
 

 Mullein is another very popular one that people are aware of probably, a lot of people 
have heard of, for respiratory tract, and urinary tract, and many other things, too, 
externally, and skin. Yarrow many people have heard of. A very popular one for things 
like wound healing, and many, legion of uses as well. Agarita is something that may not 
be as popular or known, but a very potent one. This is starting to get more into medium 
toxicity range. Agarita root is what I use a lot, and it's a very good gut herb. It's a very 
potent gut herb for infectious disease of the gut, whether it's protozoan, or bacterial, or 
even viral infections. 
 

 Lobelia gets a little bit more up there towards the toxicity level that's a little higher. A 
very famous herb that's been used for centuries in herbalism, and yet it's also one of 
those that can be, you can overdose on, you can get too much of, and it can cause 
nausea and vomiting and some other different fairly negative reactions if you take too 
much of it. Then poke root is probably up near the top where you're starting to get into 
toxicity, that we would consider poisonous. People say, "Well, don't eat poke plant. It's 
poisonous. It will kill you." Well, it would if you ate a lot of it. But in smaller doses, it's an 
extremely useful medicinal, both externally and internally, all parts of the plant. 
 

 We find as we get higher up into this, on the level that I've got showing, higher up, or 
further towards the poison end of the spectrum, we find the plants that are usually the 
most potent for acute type of either trauma or illness. What I mean by trauma is usually 
not necessarily fixing, you're not going to fix a broken arm per se. You could certainly 
help tissue healing very, very well. But you're not going to be the equivalent of trauma 
care with an herb that you would possibly get, obviously, in an operating room. I'm not 
saying that. But, by trauma I mean post-trauma tissue healing. I mean infection 
management, wound healing, those kinds of things. Then also infectious disease. By that 
I mean anything that you would consider to be infectious disease, through any of the 
vectors into our body, through any of the different types of pathogens, from virus to 
bacteria to protozoal to helminths to parasitic infections, through usually our mucous 
membranes some way or another, through respiratory, or our gut, or our urinary tract. 
 

 These are, the herbs up there around the poke, and agarita, and lobelia, are usually the 
ones that are the most potent for these kinds of acute illness, or acute trauma recovery, 
is what we will find. We have to know how to use them carefully, of course, because we 
don't want to overdose or do something that's going to cause damage. Yet, we find that 
we use them short-term very effectively. They're extremely effective. 
 

 This is what we mean by strength and dosage and toxicity. Dosage we'll talk more about 
in a minute as well. But how do we actually measure the potency then. If we're talking 
about you're trying to find the most potent, how do we grow and how do we harvest? 
How do we do all these things to get the most potent medicine that we can out of our 
backyard? That's one thing. But how do we actually measure it? Well, that is a very 
difficult question to answer right off the bat, because plants from place to place are 
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going to be different amounts of certain types of constituents. 
 

 The first thing we should talk about is the fact that every plant has thousands of 
constituents in it. Not just 1 constituent. It's not a pharmaceutical. If you go and you buy 
an antibiotic at the pharmacy, you get a prescription, and you go to the pharmacy, and 
you get whatever, amoxicillin, that is all that's in that, with the exception of fillers and 
buffers. That's all that's going to be in that. It's 1 constituent, basically, 1 item that your 
body has to deal with, which is really overwhelming to your body. Your body doesn't 
necessarily know how to deal with that. That's only in recent history in our human body 
that our bodies had to try to adjust to that kind of medicine. 
 

 If you take a plant and eat it, or put it on a wound, or inhale the steam from it, or 
whatever it might be, you have thousands of constituents in that plant that your body's 
interacting with. Just like food. If you eat natural, good food, there's thousands of 
constituents. There's micronutrients. There's all kinds of different stuff in that food. 
Same thing with medicine. What happens is, these constituents act in, or are present in 
the plant in varying degrees, to varying degrees, to varying amounts, in comparative 
amounts. What we tend to do in the West is we think, well, the only way to get the 
effective herb is to get a standardized extract of that herb. It's to say, if we're using 
garlic, to say we just want a standardized extract of 1 constituent of garlic, even though 
garlic has thousands of constituents, we just want allicin. Allicin is the name of the 
constituent that is oftentimes used. If you go to a health food store and you buy garlic 
capsules, and you look on the back, it'll say "standardized extract of allicin per capsule 
equals X amount" of whatever that standardized extract will be. 
 

 This is how we can measure potency in a Western orthodox mindset. But that's not a 
way we can measure it in the plant world. It's just a totally different paradigm. You can't 
do that. Instead, you have to take into consideration a lot of different things that we're 
going to talk about in just a minute here, that go into making a plant more potent in our 
own backyard, or in our own medicinal garden. 
 

 One of the ways that we can actually try to figure that out, as we do that, as we grow a 
plant, as we taste the plant, as we fix the plant in some sort of a preparation, and we'll 
talk about some of the different preparations you can make, how we test that is what 
we would call organolepsis. That is the actual relationship between our body and the 
plant as we intake that plant through taste, through smell, through the energetics and 
how the plant actually feels, how it makes us feel, how it makes us feel right off the bat, 
how it makes us feel after 5 minutes, how it makes us feel after 30 minutes, etc. This is 
the actual interaction between our body and a plant. 
 

 This differs for every human being, for every plant. If we take the exact same plant that 
was harvested the exact same way and grown the exact same way, and we take 2 
different people, and we give them the exact same amount of a leaf of that plant, for 
instance, as close to we can get as, say we gave each person 5 grams of leaf material 
from the same plant, they're both going to have different reactions to some degree. 
They're going to have a lot of the same reactions, too. Their bodies are going to respond 
in a lot of the same ways. But depending on who they are, their own personal 
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constitution, how sick they are, how well they are, what their body's doing, what their 
digestive tract's like, how full their digestive tract may be already with food, what 
they've had to eat previously, how their digestive system, what the functionality of it is. 
By that I mean the health of it. All of those things are going to come to bear to have a 
different personal experience with that plant. 
 

 How do you then ... It's very difficult to say, well, this plant is more potent than that 
plant. The only answer that really we can say from a standardized standpoint, is that 
organolepsis is the way that we can do that. In order to get organoleptic understanding 
of a plant and how it feels, we just have to do it. We have to compare. It's all 
comparative. It's all relative. 
 

 If I have a plant that I grew in ideal conditions, in the most amazing forest garden in my 
own backyard, and I harvested it correctly, and I prepared it correctly, and it was really 
potent, can I say that 5 grams of that plant is going to be the same as 5 grams from a 
plant that was harvested in China and sat in a warehouse for 2 months before it made 
its way over to the United States, and it wasn't harvested correctly, and it was 
overheated and set in a hot warehouse at 1 point. So 5 grams of that plant versus 5 
grams of my plant is obviously not going to be the same. 
 

 How do we actually compare that measurement? Well, really the only true way to 
compare that is through personal experience of knowing what that plant's supposed to 
taste like. It's just like ... Organolepsis is actually a term that's borrowed from the 
culinary world. It's a culinary term. There are people who are actually trained in 
organolepsis, and the art of tasting what a certain type of sweet is. There's maybe 5, or 
6, or 10, or 20 different subcategories of the term sweet to somebody with the right 
kind of training in organolepsis, right? 
 

 For us, the same thing is true. There's a certain amount of training that we have to give 
ourselves. We just do that by comparatively, by comparing different types of the same 
plant over different times, and understanding how that works, as well as seeing how it 
works effectively in a clinical setting is what I like to do, because that's where we get our 
real data from. That's beyond the scope of this particular class, but that's an important 
aspect of organolepsis actually, too. 
 

 How do we increase medicinal potency then, of a plant? Well, that's pretty simple, 
really. There's 3 stages that we could say that this is really important that we do in order 
to be able to ... or that we work in, in order to be able to increase the potency of a plant. 
That would be growing and harvesting and storing. This is a good picture I wanted to put 
on this slide, because this is a great example, this particular plant here. If you look at this 
plant, this beautiful flower here. This is a plant called Andrographis paniculata. 
Andrographis, also called green chiretta, is a common name, comes to us mostly from 
India. It's a very potent antibacterial, antifungal. It's an extremely useful bitter for the 
gut in general. Useful even for things like Lyme disease treatments, and a lot of different 
things it could be used for. 
 

 Well the thing with Andrographis is, it's very important when you harvest this plant, the 
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actual, the most potent constituent in this plant that we use, that we normally use for 
medicinally, is an andrographilide that is basically in that plant in varying degrees 
depending on what age the plant is. As you plant this plant, from germination, from the 
time it germinates to the time it goes to flower, there's a sort of a, well, there's a graph 
you could draw, a curve, as to how much andrographilide is in this plant at varying 
degrees of its growth. There's a stage. There's a window of about 15 or 20 days where 
this particular constituent is really high. It's as high as 10%, or even 12% of the plant, 
which is very, very high. Outside of that 15 or 20 day window, it goes up gradually and 
comes back down to somewhere around 2%. This will give you an idea. 
 

 This is 1 plant out of thousands of plants, of medicinal plants, or at least hundreds, that 
you could learn. This one is a little more severe, I would say, in terms of the specifics of 
harvesting it than most plants are. Most plants aren't that ... It's not that way. You don't 
have a 10 or 15 day window or else the plant is just not nearly as potent. But, they all, to 
some degree, there are some general rules of thumb that we can talk about briefly, and 
we will, about how harvesting, and when we would harvest that. Then storing is 
incredibly important as well. How we store this plant and how we preserve this plant is 
incredibly important in terms of its potency. Okay? 
 

 Let's just talk about growing. For growing, the standard thing in this ... I know this is a ... 
I'm recording this for a conference that is full of people who are already very well into 
permaculture and growing. So I'm not going to get down into details that you're 
probably already getting from a number of other speakers in terms of some of the stuff 
we do for growing. But let me just ... Humor me, and let me talk briefly about some of 
the growing conditions that we have to be aware of. Soil, water, sun, of course, and 
then the plant culture itself. 
 

 What I mean by that is, if we have ... The soil health itself, if we're talking about the soil, 
we know that soil has to have organic, living portion to it, and that would be our organic 
matter. That's about 5% of the soil. That 5% is incredibly important. There was this 
period of time that we've gone through in our country where we had this total myth 
about what makes things grow in our soils. There are still people who believe in this 
myth. This happened around World War ... the end of World War I when there were a 
lot of munition companies. They had a lot of chemicals. 
 

 There were some experiments done with the NPK values in soil, or nitrogen and 
phosphorus and potassium, that there were different NPK ratios, and if you could just 
get those ratios right you could grow anything, and you could get all the living stuff. It 
didn't matter. You could take a dead soil virtually, basically, that had no living matter at 
all, put NPK values in there in the right ratios, and you could grow stuff. This gave a 
great boon to these companies that were trying to get rid of munitions, or move from 
munitions into something, or fertilizer, is what happened. 
 

 So we've lived in this lie, this delusion about what soil health is, for the past hundred 
years or so, almost. This hundred years, during this time, we have gradually decreased ... 
gradually but to a very large degree decreases the health of our soil across the earth. 
We've killed our soils. We've killed our soils, and we've taken away, stripped away the 
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organic matter. That organic matter is absolutely crucial. Then, of course, the soil size, 
and the type of soil is very important too, whether it's sand, or whether it's silt or it's 
clay, or whether it falls somewhere in between there, the size can have a lot to do with 
water retention, and mineral retention, and the nutrients, and the growth that happens 
in there, and microrhysome relationships, and all of that happens as well with that. 
 

 Then pH is somewhat important, of course, depending on the plant. It's not, in my 
opinion, as important as we try to make it a lot of times. I think it's over-emphasized. I 
think plants, generally speaking, with the exception of some plants, will find the pH they 
need, if we have good, healthy, organic matter in the soil. If we have a lot of good 
relationships that are happening down underneath the soil, and good soil tilt, then we 
will have, the plant will do okay with pH. It'll make the pH work. 
 

 Moisture retention is a big part of that, and then compression. This myth about tilling up 
everything that we have every year, throwing down more NPK value onto the soil and 
then growing again has to do with also just destroying these relationships that are 
being, these living relationships that are formed underneath, in the soil itself. 
 

 As part of that, of course, composting and vermiculture is an incredibly important 
aspect of this, whether works, or whether black soldier fly larvae. Understanding what 
the ratio is, carbon to nitrogen, is fairly important. But it's not as important. Again, I 
think a lot of people overemphasize details of this that are not necessary. You can get 
good compost just from, again this is sort of an organoleptic thing, just by feeling how 
hot your compost is getting, and the smell itself. You can tell what's going on there, as 
you just start to get to know it. 
 

 You don't have to be ... It goes back to the concept of organolepsis and cooking. I talked 
about herbs and how it's very similar to the culinary world. You don't cook food, 
hopefully if you're any kind of cook, you don't cook food and then just assume it's right 
without tasting it, right? You taste the food and see what it tastes like. After you've 
cooked a certain meal 20 times, or 100 times, or 2,000 times, you know the taste that 
you're looking for, and you know you've tasted that. It's the same thing with herbs. It's 
the same thing with soil health. 
 

 It's the same thing with compost. I'm not recommending that you necessarily eat or 
taste your compost, but it's the same concept of organolepsis from just your sensory 
awareness of what's going on through your sense of smell, through your sense of touch 
and tactile sense, and your vision too. You can see what's going on in the different 
portions of your compost piles. That you have your thermophilic reactions going on in 
the center of the pile usually, and mesophilic further out. Then you've got worms and 
slugs, and all the different life that's going on, and fungi that are growing, that are 
helping create really good, basically good humus there. It's broken down your soil. The 
compost is broken down as much as it can be broken down, and it's ready to be food for 
the rest of your garden, for the plants that you're growing for medicine or food. 
 

 I think an apiary deserves a little bit of conversation here, too, more from the 
standpoint of this whole interactive understanding of what life is in our soil. Also, what 



  

 

 

 

Home Grown Food Summit 2016 – Sam Coffmann  Page 10 of 17 

 

is life in our ecosystem, in our mini ecosystem in our backyard. You can certainly ... it's 
starting to become much more popular to raise bees in your own backyard. We find that 
this is something that's very useful also as part of understanding where insects, not only 
from works and black soldier fly larvae, and slugs, and things that are going to be part of 
a compost pile anyway, all the way to bees, and all the other living creatures that fill a 
purpose. They have a niche in life, in life in our backyard and the potency of everything 
that we grow, not just medicine, but food. It's all part of that. 
 

 Understanding this, there's only 1 way to understand this, and this is to do it, and to 
experience it. You can read all you want all day long about any of these things that we're 
talking about here, but until you're actually doing it, it's all just words. You have to do 
these things and understand them. Then as you do them and you make mistakes, and 
you learn from other people, and you make mistakes and learn from yourself, then you 
start to understand where this, what the balances are that create more food value, and 
create more medicinal value in the actual gardens you're creating. As you do this, you'll 
start moving towards more of a forced gardening type of approach, too, which we'll talk 
about in a second as well. 
 

 Water, of course, water management is extremely important in any garden. This relates 
to the potency of anything, relates to the health of food, as well as the health of your 
medicinal plants. Swales and berms and using them. What I can call my compost swales, 
where I do kind of a sheet composting with rabbit manure and straw and such, because 
we grow rabbits too. I'll do my water management. All my forest gardens are on a slope. 
So I'll move water from 1 direction to another, from uphill to downhill, usually through 
swales, and so we get this just kind of compost heat. It's constantly filtering its way 
down. I've got it so it's directable. We can kind of direct this water management. 
 

 Also I have runoff from whenever I clean out aquaponics tanks, or whenever there's 
extra stuff that I know that I've got to dump out from filtration, filtrate from our 
aquaponics. Putting this into that kind of composty soil swale berm approach of water 
management, so that we're working with our water and our water flow as part of the 
nutrient feeding to this soil. This works very, very well for me. We've done a lot of really 
... I feel like my forest gardens have, the health of them has increased just tremendously 
because of this kind of thing. 
 

 Then the culture itself. We talked about the soil, basically, and water, and surrounding 
resources and needs for the plants. But then the culture of gardens. Do we want 
conventional monoculture gardens where everything grows flat, 1 type of plant only, or 
simply polyculture gardens, or really what I consider extended polyculture, which are 
forest gardens, where there's a relationship in our forest gardens. This is a very 
important concept. These relationships, it's not just plants. It's the insect life as well. It's 
the animal life. It's the waste products. It's all the things that go into a natural ... Trying 
to basically emulate what nature already does. 
 

 If we were to compare an herb that's growing in a flat monoculture environment, versus 
an herb that's wildcrafted, we would find a tremendous difference in the actual potency 
of those 2 herbs. It's just that's the way it is. Even if you just look at them, they're 
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different. They're not ... For instance, a good example of this is echinacea, echinacea 
and gustafolia. If you grow this in a garden, a monoculture type garden with loose soil 
that's been plowed and everything, and it doesn't actually have a chance to fight for 
something, fight for life in what it normally likes to grow in, which is a much more 
compacted type of soil in its natural environment, it's not even the same color. The 
roots of these gardened or farmed echinacea and gustafolia are almost white. The ones 
you dig out in nature are almost black. 
 

 You take the same amount and put it on your tongue, and you will feel an immediate 
difference in terms of the amount of tingle. It's that echinacea tingle, the alkamide 
tingle that happens when you put that echinacea root on your tongue. Your whole 
mouth starts to tingle. It was always considered for, especially in the 19th century, with 
the eclectic herbalists, always considered the amount of tingle to be really the litmus 
test for how effective and how potent that echinacea was. You'll feel a big difference 
there. It's not that the echinacea that's grown in a farm like that is going to be bad. It's 
certainly still very medicinal. But the amount of medicinal properties, and the amount of 
medicinal strength is hugely different between wildcrafted versus monoculture grown. 
 

 The goal is for medicinal plants to be able to grow them in a forest garden. The thing is 
that it's actually easier to do this in a forest garden than it is to grow food in a forest 
garden, in my opinion. The reason is, because you don't need as much of it. Unless 
you're growing huge amounts, and you normally wouldn't need that. The amount that 
you need for your own family, or even for a small clinic, is microscopic compared to the 
amount of food you have to grow in a forest garden. It's much more realistic to 
approach forest gardening from a standpoint of medicinal plants in my opinion. Because 
you can get a return on your investment very quickly, and you start to see ... As you do 
that it builds confidence. As you build confidence it makes you a better gardener, and 
you start to experiment, and you do things that you wouldn't do if you're just not 
getting any yields at all. 
 

 We have so many different advantages of a forest garden that you all have probably 
already heard about. I'm not going to dwell on this, because this is something you're 
probably already hearing from other speakers, who have far more experience in forest 
gardening than I do on much larger scales. But basically, your whole idea is to try to get 
... Even though you're not getting the yield per cubic foot, you're getting a cubic foot. It's 
vertical, first of all, so it's a 3-dimensional garden first. 
 

 Second of all, it's much less maintenance sweat that you have to expend in order to be 
able to get what you're trying to get from it. It's a very self-maintaining type of 
environment, and it's just much nicer to be in, and just be around. It just feels good to 
just sit around in a forest garden and see all of the life that's going on around that, and 
know that you're doing things that are helping this cycle of life further itself. Instead of 
being the other way around and worrying about your monoculture garden and GMO 
seeds and nicotinoids in your hardware store bought plants that are killing bees. You've 
got this entire, you've got life there. 
 

 This is where I think it also really ties in to medicinal stuff very well. Forest garden and 
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medicinal plants just go hand in hand because of the whole nature of medicinal plants 
and how intense they are, how much they work, how well they work. But again, if you 
remember that spectrum I showed you, the ones, especially up towards the top end of 
that spectrum, the relationship that those have with our body. It goes beyond just a 
body relationship. It's an energetic relationship, and it's actually a spiritual relationship, 
too. 
 

 Then we move into harvesting. How do we harvest plants? Well, there's some general 
rules of thumb. First of all, there's different parts of the plant that we harvest at 
different times, or at all, depending on what we want to get from the plant. Sometimes 
we need the root of the plant, and we have to kill the plant to get it. Sometimes we 
need only the aerial parts. Sometimes we need the seeds. Sometimes we need the 
whole plant. Many plants are plants where you get a full spectrum of constituents that 
you need from the full plant. A good example of this would be things like goldenseal, 
which you probably all have heard of at least, or agarita, which I showed a picture of 
earlier, or your barberry, or your orden grape, your Berberis family, your Berberidaceae 
family. 
 

 These are plants that if you are using them, for instance, for like a MRSA infection, for 
like a methycillin-resistant Staph infection, you would be well served by these plants if 
you used the root and the leave. Generally, most of these plants contain a substance 
called MHC, which is short for 5-methoxyhydnocarpin, which is a molecule that 
deactivates or inhibits MRSA's ability to defend itself from another constituent that's in 
these plants called Berberine. Berberine, if it enters the cell wall it gets pushed back out 
by these little micro what we call efflux pumps from the bacteria. So if we have a MRSA 
bacteria, if we have a Staph bacteria that gets penetrated, the cell wall gets penetrated 
by a Berberine, an alkaloid makes it through there, it just gets pushed back out within 
micro seconds from an efflux pump. Well MHC, which is found in the leaf mostly, of 
most of these plants, will actually inhibit those cells' ability to get rid of the Berberine. It 
makes the Berberine about 16 times more potent, more effective. 
 

 For that reason, depending on what it is we're trying to work with, and how we're trying 
to help the body heal itself with a plant, we may end up using multiple parts of the 
plant. Different parts of the plant have different effectiveness, not only because of the 
different constituents, but just because they are also more abundant or less abundant in 
terms of the amount of material there. For instance, something that has a few small 
seeds, it doesn't go to seed very much, you're not going to get a lot out of it. It may be 
that there's actually the same constituents in the seed, but there's just not as much of 
them as there might be in the leaf, or maybe in the root, or maybe in the bark of the 
root, or maybe in the bark of a tree, or whatever it might be. 
 

 So these are the things, that we have to understand what the parts of the plant are that 
we need the medicine from. Then we need to know more or less what a good time is to 
be able to harvest that. I gave you that example with Andrographis earlier. Here we 
have a wild garlic in this picture, on this slide. When do we harvest it? A lot of that can 
be determined, again, back to organolepsis. It can be determined by the taste and the 
feel of it. Now, it's difficult to get the taste of a root without digging through the ground 
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and pulling up part of a root. If you do that you might damage the plant. That's not 
necessarily ... These are things that you have to kind of learn from other herbalists or by 
taking courses. 
 

 For instance, we have over 700 course hours, mostly a lot of it online course in my 
school, of herbalism. This is a big subject, you know. When do we do this? I have on-site 
intensives and people come in. We're actually doing this stuff. For 5 days in a row we're 
harvesting. We're testing these things out. People are experiencing that. But these are 
the kinds of things that you can learn from a book, or from a course, in that regard, and 
then you can go out and apply them too. 
 

 The general rule of thumb is that your leaves and your aerial parts oftentimes are 
harvested more in the spring to the early summer, when the flower starts to bloom a lot 
of times. They're in very fully bloom, and there's a lot of the plant materials out there. In 
the early morning when it comes out, when everything comes out to greet the sun, 
that's a good time for the aerial parts. Whereas the roots a lot of times more towards 
the fall as the energy of the plant goes down under the ground. That's kind of a rule of 
thumb, but it's not necessarily true across the board every single time. There are 
definitely general exceptions to that. 
 

 Then we get to the concept of storage. How do we actually store the plant to maximize 
potency. Well, we can use a plant when it's fresh. Here we have a couple of plants. We 
have these more broad leaf plants here, our Anemopsis, that's our yerba mansa. Then 
the skinny ones over here on the upper, kind of up in the center upper center part of 
the picture are horsetail. How do we harvest these and when do we harvest them is 1 
part. But how do we actually take care of them and put them into a storage that's going 
to increase their potency, or maximize their potency. 
 

 Well, we have a lot of different ways. We can use it fresh or we can dry it. If we use it 
fresh, that's fine. But if we do that we have to know that it's not going to last as long. 
We just only can harvest it when we need it. I spent time with a shaman, with a 
medicine man in the jungles of Nicaragua, who does everything with fresh herb. He 
doesn't even really know how to dry. When I take down tinctures and salves and things 
like that, he thinks they're amazing, they're cool. But he has no concept of that. 
Everything is fresh. 
 

 So if somebody comes in and needs treatment for something with him, he will have to 
get that herb fresh. Sometimes it's just a short walk in the jungle. Sometimes he has to 
get in his dugout canoe and he has to paddle for a day "up into the mountains," is what 
he calls them, which they're like 400 feet higher than where he's at. But there's herbs 
that grow up there that are only in that eco zone up there. They don't grow 400 feet 
lower. They just don't. That is what he's limited to. 
 

 That works, and sometimes it works great. Sometimes it's not as good. Sometimes herbs 
actually work, there are a few, where you actually want to dry them first. Poke root 
would be an example of that. I don't like to use poke root fresh. We talked about that. If 
you dry it, it tends to take away some of that toxicity. There are herbs like that. That's 1 
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thing, fresh or dried. 
 

 Dried means we can dry it, and we dry it carefully in the shade or indoors, and then we 
can store it in an airtight, maybe in a Mason jar, or some kind of an airtight container. 
Then it'll last for a while. It might last, it depends on the plant. It might only last a few 
months. It might last a few years. 
 

 Then we can actually extract the portion of that plant that we need, and hopefully all of 
it, as much as we can, into something like alcohol, or glycerin, or vinegar, and we can 
store that. Alcohol is probably the best of those 3 in terms of its preservation qualities. If 
you were to take a fresh plant and extract it into that, using what we call a tincture, a 
maceration tincture, or we were to take some dried herb and we were to store it and 
make either a maceration or percolation tincture, and we have this alcohol extract. We 
don't have any solid stuff in there hardly at all. Well, not visible to the eye. But we have 
this alcohol extract of it. That lasts for years and years. Very convenient to carry. Very 
convenient to travel with when we do our herbal clinics through Herbal Medics, my 
nonprofit. We go to remote places, again, in remote places like Nicaragua. We take 
tinctures mostly. It's much easier to travel with, much easier to use and do clinics with. 
 

 We can do the same thing into oils. We can take those oils and we can harden them 
with things like beeswax and turn it into a salve. We can make syrups where we 
sweeten it. We preserve it through either sugar or honey. Honey is much more 
preferable. We can mix them around. We can have syrups that have alcohol in them, 
and so they've got 2 different ways of preserving it. 
 

 The potency of it itself is something that you learn, again, through experience of 
working with some of the best ways to extract the plant material into whatever your 
medium will be. Generally speaking, the best overall bang for the buck that you're going 
to get off of this is with an alcohol tincture. But there are some details that you need to 
learn in order to maximize how much of that herb you can get into the tincture. We 
want to maximize it. We want to get everything out of that. We want that tincture to 
literally be a liquid version of that plant. We're not trying to just take 1 constituent out 
now. We're trying to take everything out. 
 

 Sometimes that means you have to use a little bit of heat. Sometimes it means you need 
a little more acid pH and put in some vinegar. Sometimes it means you do a 2-part thing 
where you do all alcohol, and then you do all water, in a tea or a decoction, sort of a 
simmered tea, and then we mix them back together. These are things that you, the kind 
of tricks that you can learn. But in general, just moving that herb into alcohol tincture is 
a great way to be able to get really good potency, long-term potency out of that. 
 

 These are some of the things, just kind of an overview of what we have, what we need 
to do to be able to maximize potency out of our backyard medicine, herbs that are 
growing in the backyard. In conclusion, just to kind of overview here, we need to engage 
with our environment more. Right? We need to understand our environment more. We 
have to hone our organoleptic skills, and we have to engage with the earth, with the 
plant life, the dirt, the microorganisms that are part of the air we breathe, a part of the 
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water we drink, all of that has to be a part of this in order for us to really be a part of 
that environment, and as we do it to understand what our environment needs for better 
potency. Forest gardening is kind of an outgrowth of that, a natural outgrowth of that. 
 

 We need to understand sustainable medicine. In other words, we need to learn, and this 
isn't something you're going to learn in 1 or 10 or even 100 seminars. This is something 
that takes a lifetime to learn. But the good news is, you can learn very quickly all the 
practical things you need to know in a matter of ... Well, if you take my 12-week course, 
the basic courses, the basic introduction to herbalism, which takes 12 weeks, 2 nights a 
week, so 4 hours a week basically of live, interactive webinar, and you are in 
assignments in a classroom and quizzes and all that kind of thing. By the end of that 12 
weeks, you will feel very comfortable with the practical application of herbalism at 
home, for yourself, for your loved ones, for basics. That's not very much time. 
 

 I'm not telling you you're going to be a genius. I don't even like, the term master 
herbalist is a complete misnomer. There's no such thing. First of all you should 
understand. Any program that says they're going to make you a master herbalist, you 
should run away screaming from that. But that's beside the point. You're not going to 
become an expert herbalist in 12 weeks, or even 12 years. But, you can get practical, 
basic information, and start using herbs in a matter of days, really, literally, a matter of 
days, and start working with these plants. Before you know it, you turn around and a 
year has gone by, and you know a lot more than, you know a lot of stuff. You've used a 
lot of plants. You've got some favorite plants already that you've used. Every time your 
family starts to get sick, you start using some immune boosters, and the next thing you 
know you're never sick. It's a complete game changer for your home healthcare. Right? 
 

 That is what I mean by understanding sustainable medicine. It's a step-by-step process 
that you do. The good news is, you can start right now. You already have started. You're 
listening to this podcast, or this video. That means you've already started. So 
congratulations on that. Then you need to create health. You need to create health for 
yourself. That is something that goes beyond just herbal medicine. This is lifestyle. This 
is nutrition. This is how you actually view the world, where you stand in the world. What 
are you here for? What are you doing? Where's your place in life? You have to feel 
comfortable with that. You have to have a feeling of this, you're drawn towards your 
calling, whatever that might be. Maybe all that is is that you love to garden, and that's 
fine, and you're fine with that. No matter what your job is or whatever you're doing, if 
you've got that you're good, and that's fine. 
 

 Or maybe it's that you're calling is that you need to completely change your life. But 
whatever it is in there, that's creating health. Medicinal plants are a big part of that. It's 
difficult to explain, and it might seem like that's a jump, but it's not. As you start to work 
more with herbs, you'll find yourself being pulled into whatever your calling is. Plants 
just do that. You work with these plants, and they are these ... They are not just a sum of 
a bunch of constituents. The constituents themselves, these molecules themselves, are 
nothing more than fingerprints or footprints of actual bio life. There's life there. Plants 
are living, breathing creatures that are sentient, and that are very well aware of us, and 
that have adapted with us, and cohabitated this planet with us for probably hundreds of 
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thousands of years, and have a lifespan over that, and a memory, a genetic memory of 
that that's far great than ours, at least what we appreciate. 
 

 This is part of creating health, is actually getting in tune with what's going on in the plant 
world in your own backyard. This is actually creating ... That is what I consider to be part 
of that whole re-earthing process, where you're actually getting in better health. It 
doesn't necessarily mean that your cardio is going to be better from going out and 
digging in the garden. It means that you're going to be much more grounded. You're 
going to be more spiritually grounded. By that I don't necessarily mean anything to do 
with religion or a belief system. But it's just, you're just going to feel more present, and 
you're going to feel better about yourself, and you're going to feel more healthy. The 
reason is, you're part of the environment now. 
 

 As you do that, you're going to get drawn to certain medicinal plants. You're going to 
find that certain medicinal plants work very well for you. You like them a lot. They'll lead 
you to another plant, and they'll lead you to another plant. You'll find yourself being led 
down this road of medicinal plants for your health. Before you know it, you've got 20 or 
30 plants that are kind of your personal materia medica, that you're working with all the 
time. It just happens. This is what I mean by creating health. 
 

 I hope you enjoyed this, this short video on some of the things we do at the Human 
Path. We teach ... it's a survival school. It's a lot more than that. It's a survival school 
with about a 700-hour at this point and growing, 700-hour curriculum in herbalism, 
wilderness first aid, and emergency response type training, community emergency 
response training, everything that you can think of in regards to becoming self-
sustainable in medicine and food, eco building, primitive engineering, off-grid 
engineering, and even security stuff. We go way into that too. Everything fits together in 
the concept of community and teamwork and it all comes together for things like our 
nonprofit excursions that we do, where we put up herbal clinics, and we create silt sand 
water filtration, and we teach blacksmithing to indigenous people for their spears and 
arrowheads, again, in South America. We do these, we do everything from the 
standpoint of working as a team and having specific aspects of that team that are good 
in any environment, whether it's at home in your own neighborhood, or whether it's a 
Hurricane Katrina environment, or whether it's in a whole different country and a 
different culture. 
 

 Herbalism is 1 part of that, but it's a very big part of that. Basically that is my arena, is 
the herbalism program at the school. I love teaching it. I'm happy to answer any 
questions. You can email me at sam@thehumanpath.com, or just 
info@thehumanpath.com will get to me as well. Check us out online at 
thehumanpath.com, or thehumanpath.org. Check out our nonprofit at 
herbalmedics.org. I hope you enjoyed this, and have a great rest of the conference and 
the videos you're watching. So long. 
 

Marjory: As Sam mentioned in his presentation there, he definitely has a school. If you're in the 
Central Texas or San Antonio, what do they call that, South Texas area, definitely look 
him up. But of course, as he mentioned, he's got these online courses, and they're really 
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good. Click on the button there to the right, and that will get you connected right up 
with Sam Coffmann and The Human Path. I love that name. 
 

 If you're interested in herbalism we also have Susan Wing presenting on herbal infusions 
as a very simple daily regimen that you can do to just build your overall health. We also 
have Trad Kotter. Last year we got so many requests for mushrooms, and Trad Kotter is 
going to be talking about the organic cultivation of edible and medicinal mushrooms. 
We're also going to be having Joe Erbach talking about growing phyonutrients in raised 
beds. And Captain Dave. I can't forget Captain Dave talking about forecasting the 
weather for homesteaders, hikers, and hunters. Just tons of really great information 
here at the Homegrown Food Summit. This is Marjory Wildcraft, and I'm going to catch 
you on the next one. 
 

 

 


