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American Herbalists Guild – 36th Annual Symposium 

Bitter Medicine and Sacred Digestion - Traditional Herbal Approaches to 
Inflammation, Gut Health & Emotional Holding 

 

Student Copy 

Welcome, and thank you for joining me for this exploration of one of the body's most remarkable 
systems, the digestive system. Whether you are a beginning herbalist, an experienced practitioner, 
or simply someone seeking a deeper understanding of traditional healing, I am honored to share 
this time and space with you. 

Throughout history, our ancestors recognized that digestion was about far more than breaking down 
food. It was understood as the body's capacity to receive nourishment, transform experience, build 
resilience, and release what no longer served the individual or the community. Across African and 
Southern folk healing traditions, food, herbs, and shared meals were viewed as essential 
expressions of care, connection, and restoration. These practices nurtured not only physical health 
but also emotional well-being, cultural identity, and community resilience. 

In this workshop, we will touch bases on the therapeutic role of bitter herbs, aromatic plants, 
mineral-rich foods, and traditional digestive remedies through both historical and contemporary 
perspectives. Together, we will examine how chronic stress, inflammation, disrupted eating 
patterns, and the loss of traditional foodways can influence digestive health, while also discovering 
practical herbal strategies that support regulation, recovery, and vitality. 

My hope is that you leave today with more than new knowledge about herbs. I hope you leave with a 
renewed appreciation for the wisdom preserved by our ancestors, a deeper understanding of the 
relationship between digestion, whole-person wellness, and practical tools that you can 
confidently integrate into your own life, your family, and your herbal practice. 

As herbalists, we are both students and stewards of this knowledge. May our time together inspire 
thoughtful inquiry, meaningful conversation, and a continued commitment to honoring the plants, 
traditions, and communities that have sustained healing across generations. 

 

Chief & Queen Mother Iya Sobande Greer 
Iyanifa • Master Herbalist • Plant Priestess 
Founder & Executive Director 
NCB School of Herbalism & Holistic Health 
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Reflection:  

 

1. What did your family eat when someone was sick, grieving, celebrating, or recovering?  

 

 

 2. What foods do you feel drawn to when you are stressed, and what might your body be 
asking for?  

 

 

3. Where in your body do you carry what you cannot say?  

 

 

 

4. What have you been trying to digest emotionally that has not yet moved through?  

 

 

 

5. What traditional food, remedy, or practice from your lineage do you want to reclaim? 

 

 

 

6. How do you eat when no one is watching, and what does that reveal? 

 

 

 

 7. Who taught you to feed yourself, and what did they teach you about care? 
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Take a quiet moment to sketch, list, or describe a plate of food that would nourish you 
completely, not only your body, but your spirit, your memory, and your lineage. Consider 
the following:  

 

• What is on the plate?  

 

 

 

• Who cooked it?  

 

 

 

• Who is at the table with you?  

 

 

 

• What is being said, or what silence is being held? 

 

 

  

• What plant, herb, or spice from your heritage would you include?  

 

 

 

• What prayer, song, or word would you offer before the first bite? 
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Expanded Reading and Resource List 

This list is intended to provide a comprehensive foundation for understanding the rich 
history, cultural significance, and practical applications of herbalism, with a focus on 
African diasporic contributions. 

 

Books: 

1. "African American Folk Healing" by Stephanie Mitchem 

o Explores the rich traditions of African American healing practices, combining 
historical and contemporary perspectives. 

2. "Braiding Sweetgrass" by Robin Wall Kimmerer 

o A beautiful narrative weaving Indigenous wisdom, scientific knowledge, and 
the teachings of plants. 

3. "Medical Apartheid" by Harriet A. Washington 

o Chronicles the history of medical experimentation on African Americans and 
its impact on healthcare. 

4. "Working the Roots: Over 400 Years of Traditional African American Healing" by 
Michele E. Lee 

o Delves into traditional remedies and their role in African American culture.  

5. "Sacred Woman: A Guide to Healing the Feminine Body, Mind, and Spirit" by Queen 
Afua 

o A transformative guide to spiritual and physical wellness through African 
traditions. 

6. "The Healing Power of African American Spirituality" by Stephanie Rose Bird 

o A resource on spiritual practices, including herbal medicine and ancestral 
rituals. 

7. "Herbal Healing for Women" by Rosemary Gladstar 

o Offers insights into natural remedies tailored for women’s health.  

8. "Black Faces, White Spaces" by Carolyn Finney 

o Examines African Americans’ connection to nature and the environment.  
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9. "The Earthwise Herbal" by Matthew Wood 

o A comprehensive guide to medicinal plants, focusing on their historical and 
practical applications. 

10. "Stolen Harvest" by Vandana Shiva 

o Discusses the globalization of agriculture and the importance of local food 
systems. 

11. "The Green Pharmacy" by James A. Duke 

o A guide to herbal remedies for common ailments, written by a leading 
ethnobotanist. 

12. "Plants Have So Much to Give Us, All We Have to Do Is Ask" by Mary Siisip Geniusz  

o A guide to Anishinaabe botanical teachings and practices. 

13. "Roots and Remedies: African American Folk Medicine" by Linda Janet Holmes  

o Explores the intersection of history, culture, and traditional healing.  

14. "Botany in a Day" by Thomas J. Elpel 

o A practical guide for learning plant families and their uses.  

15. "The Lost Language of Plants" by Stephen Harrod Buhner 

o Investigates the role of plants in ecological and human health. 

16. "Black Nature: Four Centuries of African American Nature Poetry" edited by Camille 
T. Dungy 

o A poetic exploration of African Americans’ relationship with nature. 

17. "Herbs and Roots: A History of Chinese Doctors in the American Medical 
Marketplace" by Tamara Venit-Shelton 

o A historical perspective on herbal medicine in America. 

18. "The Way of the Shaman" by Michael Harner 

o A classic text on core shamanic practices. 

19. "Wild Remedies" by Rosalee de la Forêt and Emily Han 

o A modern guide to foraging and preparing medicinal herbs.  
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20. "The Spirit of Intimacy: Ancient Teachings in the Ways of Relationships" by Sobonfu 
Somé 

o Explores African spiritual traditions and their application to modern life.  

Websites: 

1. American Botanical Council - www.herbalgram.org 

o A resource for research and education on herbal medicine. 

2. Black Herbalist Directory - www.blackherbalistdirectory.com 

o A directory of Black herbalists and apothecaries. 

3. United Plant Savers - www.unitedplantsavers.org 

o Advocates for the conservation of medicinal plants. 

4. Ethnobotany Journal - www.ethnobotanyjournal.org 

o An academic resource on the traditional use of plants. 

5. Herbal Academy - www.theherbalacademy.com 

o Offers online herbalism courses and educational materials. 

6. Seed Savers Exchange - www.seedsavers.org 

o Focused on preserving heirloom seeds and plants. 

7. National Center for Complementary and Integrative Health (NCCIH) - 
www.nccih.nih.gov 

o Government site on complementary health practices, including herbalism.  

8. Plants for a Future - www.pfaf.org 

o A database of edible and medicinal plants. 

9. African American Garden Network - www.aagn.org 

o A community resource for gardening and herbal education. 

10. Folk Herbalism Revival Collective - www.folkherbalism.org 

o Promotes grassroots herbalism practices. 

 

 

http://www.herbalgram.org/
http://www.blackherbalistdirectory.com/
http://www.unitedplantsavers.org/
http://www.ethnobotanyjournal.org/
http://www.theherbalacademy.com/
http://www.seedsavers.org/
http://www.nccih.nih.gov/
http://www.pfaf.org/
http://www.aagn.org/
http://www.folkherbalism.org/
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Additional Resources: 

1. Podcasts: 

o "Herbal Remedies for the Collective" 

o "Plant Cunning Podcast" 

2. Documentaries: 

o "The Healing Garden" 

o "Rooted in Resistance" 

3. Herbal Apps: 

o PlantSnap for plant identification. 

o HerbList for exploring herbal uses and safety. 

Academic Journals: 

1. Journal of Ethnopharmacology 

2. Herbal Medicine: Biomolecular and Clinical Aspects 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


