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For many herbalists (like myself) who have a deep and intimate relationship with the 
plants of our native fields and forests, but who are also trained in Traditional Chinese 
Medicine (TCM) approaches to herbs, there is often an artificial distinction we make 
between  the use of native and naturalized plants on the one hand, and “TCM” on the 
other.  This is a distinction we typically don’t make, for instance, when we discuss or 
think about the European plants that have naturalized here and that we use regularly. 
For those plants we tend to mentally place them into that category of “native and 
naturalized” and discuss European herbal tradition often without even recognizing it 
as such, simply weaving it into our views of the plants around us, in a way that many 
of us don’t tend to do for Asian herbal traditions.  Much of this has obvious historical 
roots – this land was colonized by Europeans, who brought their traditions with them.  
Much of the knowledge and tradition we have on the use of native plants, particularly 
those plants here in the Eastern U.S., have been handed down to us not directly from 
Native American wisdom but (as a sad reflection of the genocide not only of a people 
but also of their knowledge) through a filter of an European-American lens, such as the 
Eclectic uses for so many of our native plants.   
 
For many herbalists of European descent there are also ethnic and cultural reasons for 
this.  We should stop ourselves and ask, despite some of this having some legitimate 
reasons, to what degree does it make sense?  One irony in this contrast is that the native 
flora of Eastern Asia is much more closely related to our native flora here in North 
America than the European plants generally are.  To what degree have we perhaps 

unwittingly adopted some of the 
ethnic chauvinism that can be so much 
a part of our mainstream culture?  Our 
culture is certainly much more 
European-derived than Asian, but this 
is rapidly changing both 
demographically and culturally.  It 
seems to me that the U.S. herbal 
community has begun shifting as well.   
By being deliberate and focused we 
can facilitate the process of integrating 
the Asian traditions more fully into 
our  herbal practices and passions in 
the same way that for centuries we 
have been doing with European 
traditions- no longer seeing TCM and 

other Asian modalities as an “adopted” or exotic practice complementing but distinct 
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from our use of native and local plants.  And can we potentially learn about some of 
our medicinal plants from studying how TCM makes use of closely related species? 
 
(Before continuing let me note that I am in no way intending to generalize about all 
Asian traditions or have the wonderful diversity of approaches be reduced to 
representation by TCM.  Chinese traditions on their own are 
so diverse and varied that the use of the term TCM can be 
simplistic.  But it is TCM that I am trained in, so it also what 
I will focus on.) 
 
There are diverging but synergistic paths this integration is 
taking and can continue to take, some more well-worn than 
others, including: (1) growing Chinese plants that do well in 
our climate, (2) incorporating TCM approaches to herbs 
many herbalists are already using, (3) focusing more on 
using herbs that grow here as well as in China but are not 
widely used yet in this country, and lastly (4) the more speculative piece of this but also 
to me the most intriguing – potentially learning uses for some of our native plants that 
are taxonomically closely related to some native Asian herbs. 
 
Growing Asian plants:  
Some important herbs from the Chinese materia medica have been grown successfully 
by gardeners here for many years – some simply for their ornamental value like white 
peony (Paeonia lactiflora), tree peony (Paeonia suffruticosa), and balloonflower 
(Platycodon grandiflorum).   In recent years, growers, gardeners, and projects like High 
Falls Gardens in New York, have been expanding our knowledge to grow many more 
Chinese herbs.  From Astragalus to Chinese Forsythia, Codonopsis to Schisandra to 
Isatis, there are many herbs that simply do fine here under the right conditions.   
 
Expanding our knowledge of herbs we are already using: 
Of course there are quite a few weedy or naturalized herbs from the Chinese materia 
medica that herbalists are already using, such as Japanese knotweed (Polygonatum 
cuspidatum), kudzu (Pueraria lobata), honeysuckle (Lonicera japonica), and mugwort 
(Artemesia vulgaris).   
 
There are others that many of us are using as medicine but not primarily from a TCM 
perspective, such as self-heal (Prunella vulgaris), in which case we can often expand 
our knowledge and increase our skills in how to make the best and fullest use of them.  
Although often referred to as non-native, Prunella actually consists of two subspecies, 
one of which is Eurasian and one of which is native to here.  
 
Within the Chinese materia medica there are also multiple cases of herbs closely related 
to herbs we already use, and as long we proceed cautiously, could inform us of some 
expanded uses or at least ways to frame the uses.  Some of these, which have TCM 
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indications that are consistent with or at least similar to ways we use their cousins here, 
include: 

• Viola  or violet 
• Agrimonia or agrimony 
• Polygonatum or Solomon’s seal 
• Asarum or wild ginger 
• Coptis or goldthread 

Herbs that grow here but we are not using much as medicine: 
There are many plants that already commonly grow either wild or cultivated in our 
region, often with some naturalization, but that are not widely used as medicine.  
(Some such as Ophiopogon or Poria are used by many of us but generally not from our 
local populations or locally grown.)  These herbs include: 

• Velvet leaf (Abutilon theophrastii), qing ma tou, qing ma zi, the seeds of which 
have a bitter flavor and are used to expel toxins and clear damp heat.  (Note that 
in contrast to Bensky and Gamble, Chen and Chen caution against using this 
interchangeably with the seed of Malva verticillata, or dong kui zi). 

• Turf lily grass (Ophiopogon japonicus), mai men dong, the roots of which are a 
potent yin tonic, particularly to the Lung and Stomach 

• Mulberry (Morus alba).  The twigs (sang zhi) are used to dispel wind and reduce 
edema, the leaf (sang ye) is used for dry, hot Lung conditions, and the fruit (sang 
shen) is used to tonify the blood and Kidney yin (tinnitus, premature greying of 
hair, dizziness, etc.) 

• Tatarian aster (Aster tataricus), zi wan, native to Eastern Asia, Russia, and 
Mongolia, and naturalized or grown as an ornamental throughout much of the 
Eastern U.S.  The root is a bitter and mildly warming expectorant used for many 
chronic cough conditions, especially with cold.   

• Eclipta (Eclipta prostrata), han lian cao, used to nourish Kidney and Liver yin 
and to stop bleeding associated with yin deficiecy.  Eclipta is an interesting 
example because although it is native to Americas, including the northeastern 
U.S., it is now more widely used in Chinese and Ayurvedic medicine than it is 
here.   

• Tuckahoe (Poria cocos), fu ling , hoelen, a mushroom used to drain dampness 
and to treat edema and abdominal distention, diarrhea, loss of appetite, and 
Spleen deficiency; also a nervine for calming the Shen including anxiety, 
insomnia, and foggy thinking.  The part used is the sclerotium (mycelial mass), 
with the base or “root” often referred to as fu shen, and considered better for 
calming the Shen.  

• Common reed or Phragmites (Phragmites communis syn. P. australis), lu gen, 
considered invasive and often sprayed with herbicides to control it, Phragmites 
is naturalized here and also native.   The rhizome considered sweet and cold, 
used for clearing heat such as high fever, irritability, thirst, heat in the Lungs 
including acute coughs, and heat in the stomach.  



 
 

• Cattail (Typha latifolia, T. angustifolia), pu huang, the pollen of which is 
considered sweet, acrid and neutral, and used as an effective styptic and 
astringent for dispelling blood stagnation such as post-partum pain, menstrual 
cramping, and chest pain including angina.  It is toasted for use in stopping 
bleeding, used topically as well as internally for hemoptysis, hematuria, 
nosebleeds, coughing blood, etc. 

 
Expanding our native materia medica 
This final category is speculative – we should never assume similar medicinal activity 
in two closely related plants.  This is sometimes the case, and sometimes not.  I have to 
stress that some of this may or may not be borne out, but for me indicates a fascinating 
direction we can take in deepening our intimacy of our native materia medica, as long 
as we proceed cautiously and conservatively as we essentially experiment.  Historically 
there are solid cases of these kinds of analogues being discovered, the most prominent 
one being in the opposite direction to what I am describing.  That would be the Chinese 
people’s recognition of our native American ginseng as analogous to their own ginseng, 
and their widespread adoption of its use as well as building of knowledge of the subtle 
but significant differences from their own native Panax.   As a more recent example, 
Michael Tierra writes of using our native Angelica brewerii as an effective substitute 
for Angelica sinensis (syn. A. polymorpha), or dan gui. 
 
This list is just a beginning, as no doubt other herbalists weigh in, correct my mistakes 
or build on my musings.  A few of these speculative possibilities include: 

• Lovage: the Chinese lovage root (Ligusticum sinense -gao ben) is acrid, drying 
and warming, and used to expel wind and alleviate pain including headaches 

and back pain caused by wind-cold.   It is often combined 
with Asarum– could we someday perhaps finding 
ourselves using more of our own native or cultivated 
lovage root and wild ginger for these kinds of 
indications?  

• Spicebush: In TCM the root of Lindera strychnifolia 
or wu yao is considered an acrid and warming remedy, 
used to alleviate pain due to cold and qi stagnation, and 
for warming the Kidneys.  Does our native Lindera 
benzoin share any of these properties? 

• Magnolia:  We have several native Magnolia spp.  

Do any of them share the properties of Magnolia 
officinalis (hou po), the bark of which is bitter, acrid and 

warming, and used to promote the movement of stagnant qi, treat dampness in 
the Spleen and Stomach, distention, diarrhea, and loss of appetite?  The flowers 
of M. liliflora and other spp. (xin yi hua) are also used  for expelling wind-cold 
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manifesting as nasal congestion and obstruction, sinus congestion and sinus 
headache.   

• Does the fruit of the naturalized European privet (Ligustrum vulgare) share any 
properties with Ligustrum lucidum (nu zhen zi), a strong Liver and Kidney yin 
tonic used as a remedy for dizziness, tinnitus, sore lower back, premature 
greying of hair, etc.? 

• And finally, one near to my heart, Sweetgum.  This 
tree  (Liquidambar styraciflua) is probably more 
responsible than anything else for leading me 
down the path of herbalism, and yet to my 
knowledge is not currently used by herbalists.  The 
fruit (compound capsule) of its cousin 
Liquidambar taiwaniana (lu lu tong) is bitter and 
neutral, moves qi and blood and unblocks the 
channels.  It is used for abdominal distention and 
pain, irregular scanty menstruation, and for 
promoting urination.   It has also been used to treat 
allergies as well as parasites.   
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