
Medicinal Trees 
What is a tree? 
A tree is a woody perennial plant - typically with stem or trunk bearing lateral branches. 
Trees can grow so big due to their ability to make wood. This process is called secondary 
growth. Wood contains lignin, a strong fibre which gives it strength and makes up the  

 
Why are trees important?  

● 80% of earth’s biomass 
● Absorb CO2 - carbon sinks. Extremely important carbon sinks to counter climate 

change. 
● Release O2 
● The tree is an important habitat 
● Forests are important habitats  
● Clues about the past in a tree’s rings e.g. climate 
● Used as a building material 
● Social beings and teach us about community 
● Older than humans...can teach us about slowness with the wisdom of ancient 

beings 
● Also medicinal for above reasons...what is medicine - forest bathing 

 
 
Botany of the trunk: 

 

● The outer bark ​ is the tree's waterproof protection from the outside world. 
Continually renewed from within, it helps keep out moisture in the rain, and 
prevents the tree from losing moisture when the air is dry. It insulates against cold 
and heat and wards off insect enemies. 

● The inner bark​, or “phloem”, ​ is the beginning of living tissue. Phloem vessels that 
transport sugars from the leaves to the rest of the tree and the roots. ​It lives for only 
a short time, then dies and turns to cork to become part of the protective outer 
bark. 

● The cambium​ cell layer is the growing part of the trunk. It annually produces new 
bark and new wood in response to hormones that pass down through the phloem 
with food from the leaves. These hormones, called “auxins”, stimulate growth in 



cells. Auxins are produced by leaf buds at the ends of branches as soon as they 
start growing in spring. 

● Sapwood​ is the tree's pipeline for water moving up to the leaves. Sapwood is new 
wood made of 1000s of xylem channels running up from the roots to the leaves. As 
newer rings of sapwood are laid down, inner cells lose their vitality and turn to 
heartwood.  

● Heartwood​ is the central, supporting pillar of the tree ​made up of old dead xylem 
vessels filled with lignin, resin and minerals.​ Although dead, it will not decay or lose 
strength while the outer layers are intact. ​As the tree grows and ages the xylem 
vessels in the sapwood solidify with lignin, called lignification. Lignin is a substance 
that is tough and rigid. Eventually, the vessels stop transporting water and become 
the heartwood. In living trees most of the mass of wood is dead. 

 

Leaves make food for the tree, and this tells us much about their shapes. For 
example, the narrow needles of conifers can expose as much as three acres of 
chlorophyll surface to the sun. The lobes, leaflets and jagged edges of many broad 
leaves have their uses, too. They help evaporate the water used in food-building, 
reduce wind resistance— even provide “drip tips” to shed rain that, left standing, 
could decay the leaf. 

 
 
Bark as medicine 
When harvesting it is normally the inner bark that we want. It is very difficult to peel the 
inner bark off the outer bark so we take them together.  
Prune small branches to avoid damaging the main trunk, we never take bark off the main 
trunk to be safe as this could kill the tree or part of it.  
Early spring and autumn are best times due to movement of sap, so bark strips more 
easily and is full of vital energy.  
We use a foraging knife and gently strip the bark with a fluid motion away from us. 
Once stripped cut the bark into small pieces to dry in a warm, dry place. 
You can use the bark fresh or dry. 
Medicinal bark: Crampbark, Wild Cherry, Willow, Birch, Cedar, Prickly Ash, Slippery Elm, 
Witchhazel 
 
Sap as Medicine 
Sap is the clear, fluid rich in sugars and minerals that in spring travels up the xylem from 
the roots to the leaves. This is the only time of the year that there are sugars in the fluid of 
the xylem. There is always a similar amount of fluid in the tree all year round but the 
difference is the high amount of sugars and minerals in the spring.  
 
Other trees tapped for sap: Paper birch, different Maples, Sycamore 
 
 



 
 
 
Medicinal Trees 
 

Willow - Salix spp 
Botany: 
Family Salicaceae - contains mostly deciduous trees and shrubs. Poplar, willow. 
Simple alternate narrow leaves 
Separate male and female trees 
Flowers before leaves - catkins 
New growth is often (but not always) brightly coloured 
Willow Cross-fertilises easily so you get hybrids and intermediates 
Weeping Willow​: ornamental hybrid 
White Willow​: Tall and stout, likes wet and fertile ground 
Cracked Willow ​: Similar shape to White Willow 
American Black Willow ​: Mentioned in herbal books, but unlikely to grow here 
 
Constituents: 
Salicin 
Salicylates 
Tannins 
Phenolic Glycosides 
 
Parts used:​ Bark and leaves 
 
Actions ​: 
Anti Inflammatory 
Analgesic 
Diaphoretic 
Astringent 
 
Medicinal uses: 
Used for “Damp and Sorrowful” conditions e.g. arthritis, aches and pains, muscle aches 
Different types of arthritis. 
Pain - neuralgic and menstrual as well as rheumatic 
Flu 
American Black Willow - anaphrodisiac…Mrs Grieve says it’s for ”nocturnal emissions” 
Kings Dispensatory says it’s a sexual sedative and anaphrodisiac used to treat lascivious 
dreams 
 
Preparation and Dosage: 
20 minute decoction or tincture 
 
Folklore: 



Julian Barker: White Willow associated with sorrow and grief, melancholy and unrequited 
love 
 
 

Cramp Bark - ​Viburnum opulus 
 
Botany: 
Family Caprifoliaceae 
Large deciduous shrub or small tree (less than 4m) 
Slightly angular greyish twigs 
Leaves have 3-5 lobes (usually 3) which go very red in the autumn 
Flowers flat topped in clusters with outer flowers large and sterile 
Grow best in damp hedges and fenland 
Sour red berries in early autumn or late summer high in Vitamin C 
Black Haw: North American native - ​Vib prunifolium 
Wayfaring tree: ​Viburnum lanata 
Garden ones tend to be totally sterile with no fruit 
 
Constituents: 
Tannins 
Salicin 
Valareric acid 
Bitter glycoside (viburnin) 
 
Parts used:​ Bark, flowers, berries 
 
Actions ​: 
Sedative 
Antispasmodic 
Anti-anxiety 
Nervine (especially the flowers) 
 
Preparation and dosage: 
Decoction or tincture 
 
Medicinal uses: 
Migraine - particularly prodromal 
Tension headache 
Anxiety 
Muscle cramps - “hollow organs” (e.g. period pains, digestive cramps, colic). Also skeletal 
muscle 
Improves blood flow in rheumatic conditions and Raynauds 
Hypertension 
Rosemary Gladstar - good in early stages of pregnancy to prevent miscarriage and tension 
Convulsions and lockjaw (Mrs Grieve) 
 







 












