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Harvesting, Collecting and Storing Herbs
Some Basic Principles 

Timing

If you’re harvesting leaves, pick them in the spring when leaves are 
young and fresh. If you want the roots, wait until late summer or fall 
when the plant’s energies and resources are returning to the roots. 

If the flower of the plant is the medicine, I suggest collecting them…
wait for it…when the plant is flowering. Flowers are best harvested 
when the flower is fully bloomed, usually in the early afternoon.

Quality

The best medicine comes from the best ingredients. When you’re 
harvesting or collecting plants, choose healthy vibrant specimens. 

Ecology

Don’t over harvest or harvest in a way that is physically traumatic to 
the plants. The same stand of plants will serve you year after year if 
you’re conscientious and careful in your harvesting. Be nice.

Legality

Some plants are endangered or protected. In some areas it is illegal to 
collect plant specimens. Make sure you know the laws in your area. If 
you’re collecting on private land, ask permission.



Safety

Be ever mindful of poisonous “look alikes” when harvesting wild 
plants. If you aren’t sure of identification, consult an experienced 
professional. Be careful. It’s no fun to get dead.

Pollution

Don’t harvest in treated lawns or lawns which have dogs living on 
them. Don’t harvest near parking lots, busy roads or on the edges of 
agricultural fields where fertilizers or pesticides may have run off. 

Garbling

Garbling is another fun herbalist word. It means “picking out all the 
yucky stuff”. You know, the dead leaves, the bits of other plants you 
didn’t mean to pick, the dead spiders…that sort of thing. After you 
harvest your herbs, give them a good garbling before you dry them.

Drying and Storing

Dried herbs have a shelf life of about two years. Never dry plants in 
direct sunlight. Put them in a shady spot or inside.  The best way is to 
spread them on newspapers or wire racks to dry. Old screen doors 
make good drying racks. You can buy plastic screen door fabric at the 
hardware store and make your own racks.

You can also hang them up in bunches tied at the base with a rubber 
band. Don’t make the bunches too big or packed too tightly or the 
herbs in the middle can mildew and mold (I strongly prefer the 
racks). 



It usually isn’t necessary to wash the herbs before drying them but 
you can if they’re really dirty or dusty. I usually wash with the hose 
before I harvest if they’re in my garden.

Food dehydrators with the heat turned all the way down work well 
for flowers and small leaves.

Roots can just be cut into manageable pieces and thrown in a box 
until they’re dried. 

Strips of bark can be threaded on a string to dry. Or, of course, just 
spread out on a wire shelf or newspaper on a counter.

Once dried, most herbs can be ground up in a good-quality blender 
and stored (I use a Vita-Mix). 

Glass jars with good lids are great for storage. Store the bottles in a 
cool, dark place. 

Be sure to label the jar and date it. Also, make sure it’s the jar itself 
you label and not the lid. Lids have a tendency to wander onto other 
jars.

For labeling, I usually just write directly on the jar with a permanent 
marker (it will come off with soap and water later). The blue painters’ 
tape works well too as it comes off the jar easily if you fold one end in 
a bit. 



Herbal Medicine Making

Why are you making medicine?

The most natural and beneficial way to take herbs is often to merely 
take them. I almost always just put powdered herbs in a little water 
and drink it down. For dogs, horses and other animals, I just mix the 
herbs with their food (cats are finicky and can make it tough to pull 
this off). New herbalists are always excited to make medicine but 
unless you need the herb in another form, consider just drying 
enough to get through the winter and save your resources for herbs 
that really do need to be preserved or modified by medicine making.

Hot Infusions and Herbal Teas

An herbal tea is a lovely thing. Herbalists will often refer to such teas 
as infusions...same thing, different word. 

To make a hot infusion, simply bring water to a boil. Once boiling 
hot, remove the pot from the heat and add the herb. Put a lid on it 
and let it sit until it’s cool enough to drink. 

The lid is important. Many herbs rely on volatile oils for their 
medicinal effects. If the infusion isn’t covered while it cools, many of 
these oils will be lost in the steam. 

You can strain the tea through a cloth if you wish. Or, you can use 
those little steel “tea balls” or some other tea-straining gadget. Or, go 
ahead and drink it dregs and all.

Usually a rounded teaspoon of dry herb to a cup of water is about 
right (or an ounce per pint). If you’re using fresh plants, double the 
herb amount. 



A cup of tea 3-4 times a day is a good rule of thumb for dosing. 
Sweeten to taste with Stevia, honey or some such. If a noticeable 
amount of water has been lost to evaporation, simply add more water 
to the cooled infusion to return to the original volume.

If you live in an area with very hard water, you may do better to do 
your infusions in distilled water. You can buy distilled water at the 
grocery store.

Cold Infusion

The medicinal properties of some herbs are significantly diminished 
by heat. Cold infusion is a wonderful solution for these plants. For a 
cold infusion, use the same teaspoon/cup or ounce of dry herb (or 2 
oz of fresh plant) per pint of water. Suspend the herb in a linen bag or 
cheesecloth in unheated water and let the herb sit over night. Simple. 
In the morning squeeze out the bag and add enough water to get it 
back to the original volume.

Herbs that contain high levels of mucilage, inulin or volatile oils do 
best with cold infusion. Here are some herbs that prefer cold infusion 
to hot:

Burdock, marshmallow, Malva, hollyhock, comfrey, slippery elm, 
cleavers, chamomile, cramp bark, nettle, peppermint, Uva ursi, 
plantain

Storing Infusions

If you have a hot or cold infusion you’re going to be taking for a 
while you can make larger batches. Once made, infusions will retain 
their medicinal benefits for 2-3 days if refrigerated.



Decoctions

Decoctions are similar to infusions in that water is used as the solvent 
to extract the medicinal principles. The only real difference is the 
amount of time involved. Decoctions typically involve a longish 
simmer on low heat and are used on tougher materials like roots or 
bark while infusions are typically used for more delicate leaves and 
flowers. 

Add 1 ounce of dry herb (or two ounces of fresh) to 1 pint cold water. 
Bring to a boil in a covered pot and turn down to a simmer. Allow to 
simmer for about half an hour. Allow to cool completely. Strain and 
add water to return volume to 1 pint.

Herbs that contain resins such as myrrh or gumweed should not be 
decocted. Herbs that depend on volatile oils for their medicinal 
effects should also be prepared by some other method. 

To be honest, I never use decoction. I simply grind the dried her into 
a fine powder and do a simple infusion. I think if the old Eclectics 
and had a good Vita-Mix blender, decoction would never have been 
invented.

Tinctures 

Tinctures are liquid extracts made using solvents such as alcohol or 
vinegar. The alcohol used must be ethanol (the kind in wines and 
liquors). Rubbing alcohol or isopropyl alcohol are deadly poisons 
and must not be taken internally. 

Tinctures have a very long shelf life compared to dry herbs or 
infusions and, due to the solvent properties of alcohol, are readily 



absorbed by tissues. They are also very potent and can be used in 
smaller doses. 

Their longevity, potency and portability make them an extremely 
useful and popular form of herbal medicine.

Depending on their chemical constituents, different herbs like to be 
tinctured in different strengths of alcohol anywhere from 25-30% all 
the way up to 90%. The higher the oil or resin content of an herb, the 
stronger the alcohol must be to effectively tincture it as these 
elements are less water soluble and more alcohol soluble. In general 
though, 80 or 100 proof vodka works well. 

The Folk Method Tincture

The simplest way to make a tincture is to simply put fresh or dried 
herbs in a jar and cover them with vodka. Check the bottle after the 
first day. If the herb has absorbed some of the hooch, add more until 
about ¼ inch of alcohol covers the herbs. Leave the jar in a dark 
cupboard. Shake it daily and say nice things to it. In a few weeks 
you’ll have a tincture. Strain it, bottle it and keep it in a cool, dark 
place and it will last for many years. 

The Ratio Method of Tincture

For more precise dosing and predictable strengths, the ratio method 
is a more effective method of tincturing.

You are going to make a weight:volume ratio of 1:5 for most dry 
herbs. For fresh herbs I usually use a ratio of 1:1. 

So, take 1 g of herb for every 5 ml of alcohol (remember a cc and a ml 
are the same thing). Mix the herbs and alcohol together. Shake them 
daily and keep them in the dark. In two weeks, strain and bottle.



If your herbs suck up too much of the alcohol, just add a bit more.

Example: If you want to make a 1:5 tincture of comfrey, take 100 g of 
comfrey and add 500 ml of vodka. Shake them daily and keep them 
in the dark. In two weeks, strain and bottle. Some herbs are very 
“thirsty” and will require ratios of 1:6 or more. Make notes and you 
won’t have to figure it out every year. :)

A note on Lobelia

When I make a Lobelia tincture, I do a 1:10 ratio. Over dosage of 
Lobelia induces vigorous vomiting so weaker is better. I also use 
vinegar in the tincture at a rate of 3 parts because Lobelia loves 
vinegar (the acid helps the extraction). So, for a 1:10 Lobelia tincture, I 
use one gram dry Lobelia to 7 ml vodka and 3 ml vinegar. 

Proof vs Percent

Alcohol is labeled according to its proof. The proof is twice the 
percentage of alcohol in the solution. So, “80 proof” vodka is 40% 
alcohol. All of the calculations and examples below are in percent 
not proof.



Diluting Alcohol

As I said, some herbs like stronger or weaker alcohol based on their 
chemical constituents. 

The formula for making a dilution is:

(% you want) X (Final volume)/(% you have to start with).   

Suppose you want to make a 1:3 tincture of Echinacea and Echinacea 
likes it's alcohol to be 35% (70 proof).   
 
First, weigh out the amount of dry herb you want. Let's say you 
weigh out 100 grams. 
 
Since it's a 1:3 weight/volume ratio you need a final volume of liquid 
of 100 X 3 = 300 ml (or cc...same thing). BTW there are 5ml in a 
teaspoon but that's the slow way. Buy a cheap graduated cylinder on 
eBay or use a metric measuring cup.  
 
So since we're wanting 35% alcohol we'll start with 80 proof vodka 
which is 40% alcohol. We need to dilute the 40% hooch into 35% 
hooch.  
 
Convert the % to a decimal.   35% = .35  
 
Remember, the formula is:
 
(% you want) times (Final volume) divided by (% you have to start 
with).   
 
or  
 
(.35)*(300)/(.40) = 262.5 cc vodka  



 
Since the final volume is the amount of alcohol + the amount of water 
needed to dilute it, you subtract the 262.5 cc from the final volume of 
300 cc and get 37.5 cc 
 
So, to make 300 cc of 35% alcohol starting with 40% alcohol you mix 
262.5 cc vodka and 37.5 cc water and voila! Diluted hooch!  

What if the herb wants more than 40%?
 
For herbs wanting more than 40% alcohol, start with Everclear 
(which is usually 95% alcohol) and do it the same way using the same 
formula. 

Vinegar Infusion

Vinegar can also be used as a solvent for making liquid herbal 
extracts. Use exactly the same methods as above for alcohol 
tincturing…either the folk or the ratio method. I do, however 
recommend that you allow the vinegar to macerate (the funky 
herbalist word for sitting in the cupboard) for four to six weeks 
instead of two.

Always use dried herbs rather than fresh for herbal vinegars because 
the water content of the plants can dilute the acetic acid in the 
vinegar and adversely affect vinegar’s preservative powers. 

For leaves and flowers, just add the herbs to the vinegar like you 
would for an alcohol tincture. 

For roots and bark, add the additional step of bringing the finished 
tincture just to the boiling point (without letting it boil) and filter it. 
This will remove the albumin that can cause spoilage.



Glycerites

Glycerites are, essentially, tinctures made using vegetable glycerin 
instead of alcohol. Vegetable glycerin has a sweet, pleasant taste 
which children and pets find more enjoyable than alcohol or vinegar. 
Glycerites are also great for adults who wish to avoid using alcohol. 
Glycerites should be refrigerated and have a shelf life of about a year 
in most cases. 

Start by mixing the glycerin with water at a rate of 3 parts glycerin to 
2 parts distilled water. Then use that mixture exactly as you would 
use alcohol to make a tincture either in the folk method or ratio 
method above. 

So, to make 800 ml of a 1:4 glycerite, mix 480 ml glycerin with 320 ml 
distilled water. Then add 200 grams of dried herb to the liquid.  Make 
sure the herb isn’t ground too finely. Coarser is better. If it is too fine, 
it will be no fun at all to strain. Put it in a dark cupboard, shake it and 
say nice things to it daily for 4-6 weeks, strain and bottle. Keep 
refrigerated. 

When using the glycerite, be careful not to contaminate the bottle 
with your fingers or lips. Glycerites can grow bacteria (depending on 
the herb) if contaminated. Pour what you need into a cup or spoon to 
take it.

Poultices

A poultice is an external application of an herb or herb formula. They 
can be as simple as chewing a plantain leaf and slapping it on a bee 
sting or making an elaborate formula for dressing a serious wound. 



Poultices often contain herbs that accelerate healing, decrease pain 
and inflammation, kill germs, or draw out toxins, pus or even 
embedded foreign particles.

Fresh herbs can be used if available, but usually poultices are made 
from dried herbs. The herb powder can be mixed with water, 
infusions, tinctures, olive or almond oil, honey or aloe vera gel.  I 
often use poultices in my wound management cases. I generally go 
twelve hours on and twelve hours off. 

Herbal Pills

Yup, pills. I don’t mean capsules here. I mean actual herbal pills made 
from the herbs themselves. They’re fun to make...sort of like little 
herb cookies. 

The trick here is to use an herb high in mucilage as a binder to form 
your pill. Herbs high in mucilage include slippery elm, marshmallow 
(or its cousins mallow or hollyhock) or comfrey. 

So, to make your pills, just combine 9 parts of the herbs you want (or 
any combination of herbs you want) with 1 part of the binder herb 
(slippery elm or marshmallow etc..). Mix whatever powdered herbs 
you want in the pill together. Add 1 part of your binder herb to 9 
parts of the herb blend and add water. Just a little water…we want 
this mixture to be pretty stiff while you’re working it. 

Roll the dough into little pill-sized balls. These are then dried on a 
cookie sheet at room temperature. Or, pre-heat your oven to 250 
degrees and then turn it off and poke the cookie sheet in. That will 
dry them in 15 minutes or so. Bottle them and keep them in a cool, 
dry place (or in the fridge). They have the same shelf life of dry herbs, 
a year or two.



If they don’t taste good (some herbs don’t) dip them in honey or 
peanut butter before poking them into your mouth. 

Electuaries

Electuary, now that’s a fun herbalist word! These are herbal Bon Bons 
made with honey, maple syrup, peanut butter or other yummies. 
Great for tricking the kids into taking their medicine! 

Just mix the powdered herb with the good-tasting stuff and make 
little balls. Turns out Mary Poppins was right all along about that 
“spoonful of sugar” making the medicine go down. Some folks will 
also add powdered herbs to honey to make a thick paste which can 
then be taken with a spoon.

Oil Infusions

An oil infusion can be very healing and soothing for a variety of 
external applications. To make an oil infusion the simple way, just put 
herbs in a jar and cover them with olive or almond oil. They may 
absorb some of the oil so add a bit more the next day if necessary. You 
want to have about ¼ inch of oil over the top of the herbs. If the herbs 
are of the floating variety, add enough oil to have ¼ inch under the 
herbs. Shake the infusion daily and keep it in the dark. 

You can also put the sealed jar in a brown paper bag and put it in the 
sun for a week or so. 

The Blender Method of  Oil Infusion

If you’re in a hurry here’s the quick and lazy method. I picked this 
one up from the late, great Michael Moore’s wonderful book 
Medicinal Plants of the Mountain West. This is a truly great book. Go 
buy it.



Take 1 part herb and mix with ½ part vodka and soak for a few hours. 
Next, put the herbs and booze and 7 parts oil in a blender and turn it 
on. Let it run until the sides of the blender feel warm (usually 3-5 
minutes). 
Put a piece of cheese cloth in a colander and let it drip. When you’re 
tired of watching it drip, squeeze it and get on with your life. Voila! 
Instant herbal oil! 

About 3 oz of dry herb, 1 ½ oz of booze and 21 oz of almond or olive 
oil works well and prevents green ceilings using the typical blender. 

After they’re made, keep oils in the fridge. They’ll last for months. 

The Double Boiler method

You can also make infused oils using a double boiler. Just warm the 
oil in a double boiler and add the herbs. Keep the heat so the water in 
the bottom of the double boiler is barely simmering. In an hour or so, 
the oil will take on the color of the herb. Strain and bottle and your 
done. 

By the way, herbs don’t have to be medicinal to make wonderful oil 
infusions. Culinary herbs can be oil infused as well and are 
wonderful to cook with. Do some experimenting and have some fun. 
Garlic, onion, turmeric, basil, parsley, rosemary and other spices 
make wonderful oils. Oh wait, those are all medicinal too. Never 
mind.



Herbal Salves

A salve is just a thickened oil. So, how do we thicken it?

Put the infused oil in a double boiler and warm it up. Add beeswax 
to the oil at a rate of 1 ounce of wax (weight) to 1 cup oil (volume). 
Pour it into little jars and let it firm up. 

Herbal Salves from Coconut Oil or Vegetable Shortening

Take 7 parts coconut oil or vegetable shortening (ie…Crisco) and 1 
part dried herb. Plunk the whole mess into a double boiler and let it 
steep until the oil is green (or whatever color the herb is…). This 
usually takes about an hour. Once the oil is green (orange, yellow, 
red...) let it cool. Bingo! Herb salve for dummies! You can strain it 
while it’s hot if you want. I never bother because…well…I’m a man 
and I’m lazy. If you want a consistency a bit thicker than coconut oil 
or shortening, add a little beeswax. 

Herbal Creams/Lotions

To make lotions and creams, put your infused oil on a double boiler 
and thicken with beeswax exactly as though you were making a 
salve. Then, add 1/2 cup water for each cup of oil and mix with an 
automatic mixer or blender. I much prefer an immersion blender/ 
hand mixer. Cleaning lotion out of a regular blender is no fun!

Now here’s the wonderful part. Instead of water, you could use an 
herbal infusion or even a tincture for the liquid fraction. You could 
also add essential oils if you like. Mix and match and make a lotion/
cream out of any topical herbs/oils/tinctures you wish. 



Ready to Learn More?

For more information or to take your herbal education to a whole 
new level by enrolling in the 

HomeGrown Herbalist School of Botanical medicine 

Visit:

HomeGrownHerbalist.net


