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K n o w  Y o u r  H e r b s ,  
Growing Herbs as Medicine:
A Land of Opportunity
Story by Becky Liscum, Photographs by Kaitlyn McQuaid

There’s a land of opportunity to grow medicinal herbs in our region. 
With soil, clean seeds and a willingness to learn, farmers and 
gardeners could contribute to future health. 
 Demand for high quality medicinal herbs grown in China is 
increasing, but the supply of safe plants is dwindling. Amanda 
Kreiss hopes to meet this growing demand with crops grown right 
here in the Midwest by local farmers. Kreiss is the director of Inner 
Ecology in Chicago, a Lincoln Park facility where medicinal herbs 
from halfway across the world line the shelves from floor to ceiling 
in climate controlled rooms.
 Carefully researched and sourced from safe growers, there is 
immense healing power stored in these jars. Herbs like the sour-
tasting white peony root, known as Bai Shao, are combined with 
other medicinals and used to treat ailments or disharmonies in 
the body like headaches and menstrual cramps. Then, there is 
Gan Cao, or licorice root, which acts as a detoxifying harmonizer 
which means this herb has the ability to elicit the helpful e!ects 
of other herbs when melded into a prescribed formula. Natural 
remedies, made from the botanicals in these jars, have been used 
for thousands of years by billions of people and, over time, have 
been integrated into medicine as a complementary practice. 

At Inner Ecology, a variety of raw, unprocessed roots, dried 
leaves and flowers are carefully inspected, measured, 
weighed and then blended to meet the specifications of 

a prescription from a certified herbal clinician. The compound is 
then “decocted” —steeped in boiling water—and then turned into 
an elixir, which is consumed for improved health. Inner Ecology’s 
customers are skilled clinicians who order the formulas and then 
dispense the remedies to their patients. According to Kreiss, they 
come to Inner Ecology because they know she and her sta! will 
ensure the medicinal herbs are high quality, properly identified, 
chemical-free and cultivated in earth-friendly ways. It’s a 
painstaking, yet important process, to determine that sources from 

Amanda Kreiss 
evaluates herb 
samples by sight, 
smell and taste.
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other countries are safe.
 Now a board certified herbologist, Kreiss spent several intense 
years studying Chinese medicine, so she could learn about the 
hundreds of species of herbs and their interactions. Today, more and 
more people are turning to alternative medicine, so the increased 
demand for herbs from China has turned the once agrarian business 
of harvesting wild herbs into an industrialized, commercial, and 
largely unregulated industry there. With questions of food safety 
already plaguing Asia, the herb trade is also being scrutinized more 
closely. 
 According to Greenpeace East Asia, China uses more 
pesticides than any other country in the world. The environmental 
organization released a report in 2013, Chinese Herbs: 
Elixir of Health or Pesticide Cocktail? This report 
revealed that 48 of 65 independently tested samples 
of herbs from stores in China were contaminated 
due to the widespread use of pesticides. Many 
of those tainted herbs are processed, packaged 
and shipped to the United States, and may 
end up on shelves in health food stores. “The 
san-qi flower contained up to 39 di!erent 
kinds of pesticides, chrysanthemum up to 35, 
wol"erry up to 25,” the report states. Most of 
the herbs tested exceeded the acceptable levels 
of chemicals as defined by European Union 
standards. 
 “Due to extreme threats to the environmental 
well-being in China, where we necessarily source 
most of our medicinals, that quality has become less 
and less dependable. And the level of transparency that 
we persistently seek, is rarely forthcoming,” says Kreiss. The 
spotlight currently aimed at food safety also needs to be applied 
to the herbal industry and it is important to develop a reliable 
domestic market, according to Kreiss. Know your herbs, know your 
farmer. 
 Jan Kenyon, a physician from Chicago, turned to Eastern 
medicine two decades ago when her son su!ered severe allergies. 

Over the course of her career, she began incorporating alternative 
medicine into her own practice. Now, she hopes to bridge the 
demand gap for high quality, sustainably grown herbs, by growing 
and supplying Kreiss with some of her medicinal crops. In 2008, 
Kenyon pulled up stakes in Chicago and moved to Echo Valley 
Farm in the Driftless region of Ontario, Wisconsin. 
 Intrigued by the possibility of growing herbs for market, 
Kenyon attended the Pioneers in Ecological Medicine seminar 
last year sponsored by Inner Ecology, EcoVision Sustainable 
Learning Center and a handful of other organizations including 
FamilyFarmed.org and Growing Power. Inspired by herb grower 
and educator Jean Giblette from High Falls Foundation in upstate 

New York, Kenyon decided to start growing medicinal and 
culinary herbs sustainably as an alternative crop.  

 “The learning curve is early and steep,” Kenyon 
says. “We took a little space that was about 30 by 

50 (feet) and it was our garlic plot before. We 
chose it because it was close to the farmhouse, 
we knew it had good drainage and it was near 
the chicken coop, which would provide good 
fertilizer.” 
 She started out with a business plan 
and about a dozen varieties. In the first year, 
Kenyon and her partner turned a small profit. 

Results aren’t always immediate. Some of the 
medicinals derive from roots, which can take up 

to three years to grow before they are ready to be 
harvested. Kenyon will expand her crops this year 

and has plans to get more of her neighboring farmers 
involved. 

   Echo Valley is a community farm and rustic learning 
center, where folks share the work and the harvest. They are 
growing medicinal herbs much like the ancient Chinese culture 
did—mindfully, on land untouched by glaciers. “It isn’t just growing 
the plants,” Kenyon says. “You know that someone is healing. As 
you heal the person, you’re helping something much larger, much 
bigger—you are helping the community.” 

“We 
are really 

thinking about the 
big picture of building 

a healthy, localized, 
domestic economy 

of ecologically-based 
medicine here in this 

country.”

—Amanda Kreiss,
Inner Ecology
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 Kreiss plans to develop more long-term relationships with 
farmers like Kenyon, so she can control the quality of the product 
and sustain high standards for her developing distribution business. 
She hopes Inner Ecology will serve as the hub for the sustainable 
local herb market. 
 She continues to work closely with the herb farmers because 
some of the plants require very specific conditions and need to be 
harvested at the height of their vitality. “We work with them initially 
through the trainings that happen and then through subsequent 
communications. So when they send us a sample they understand 
what it is we are looking for and it helps them as they continue to 
develop and work with the plants that they are growing.”
 

Evaluating the herb samples is a sensory experience for 
Kreiss. “Some aspects of the job are actually quite similar to 
those of a sommelier. We need to smell them, to taste them 

in order to discern comparative quality between the same herb that 
may have originated from di!erent locations.” Terroir (“the taste 
of the earth”) is very important. An identical crop grown in North 
Carolina can be very di!erent from the one grown in Oregon or 
Wisconsin. Soil, climate and weather conditions can a!ect its taste 
and potency. 
 When herbs are received at Inner Ecology, they are carefully 
logged and labeled with information about their origin and harvest 

methods. Kreiss has created a transparent system to track all of her 
domestic herbs, so if there is ever an issue of contamination, it can 
be quickly traced back to its source.
 “We are really thinking about the big picture of building 
a healthy, localized, domestic economy of ecologically-based 
medicine here in this country,” Kreiss says. Peonies are high on her 
crop list, because they provide a critical ingredient in a number 
of di!erent concoctions. The demand for peonies would create a 
steady market for herb farmers. 
 “We are inspired to watch a group of domestic farmers in North 
America begin to re-root this medicine in a way that can bring fresh, 
vital herbs to patients when they need them to heal,” according to 
Kreiss.  
 For Jan Kenyon, it has come full circle. From learning, to growing 
and now helping people with her ecologically grown crops.  ec

Inner Ecology is located at 1901 N. Clybourn Ave. #304 Chicago, 
IL, 773-747-1907. For more information: innerecology.com. For 
more information on Echo Valley Farm: echovalleyfarm.com.

Becky Liscum is a co-publisher of Edible Chicago. Through the 
course of researching this article, she realized that her mother’s 
homestead in Wisconsin is close to Echo Valley Farm, near the 
unincorporated town of Ontario.
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Veteran farmer Jean Giblette is passionate about restoring plant 
medicine to North America. She is a founder of the High Falls 
Foundation, a nonprofit organization based in upstate New York, 
whose mission is to further education, research and conservation 
of medicinal plants. Giblette travelled to Chicago in February 
for the Pioneers in Ecological Medicine seminar to help educate 
farmers about the intricacies of growing specific herbs for use as 
medicinals. 

Development of clean, domestic sources of ecologically grown 
Chinese herbs and their North American substitutes can 
take years, even decades. High Falls Foundation supports the 
education and encouragement for new growers. A pioneer in the 
medicinal herb growing community, Giblette shared her best 
advice to new farmers. “You don’t need a lot of money to start out. 
You don’t always need rich soil,” she says. “Dreaming is what helps 
you do what you want to do.” 

Giblette encouraged the farmers in attendance to set goals and 
develop a farm plan, which should include getting the soil tested. 
She suggested growers consider forest farming, or farming in 
the wild—planting seeds and starters to grow in their natural 
habitat, as opposed to cultivating conventional row crops. Many 
herbologists, she says, are looking for wild qualities, where climate 
and soil determine the potency of a plant. 

Giblette’s goal in coming to Chicago for the seminar was to 
encourage local production of Chinese herbal medicine. Her 
dream is to improve both the health of the community and the 
agricultural economy by bringing Eastern and Western medicines 
closer together. ec

For more information: highfallsfoundation.org

Learn more about
the growing market
for medicinal herbs
and Inner Ecology. 

For exclusive video:
ediblechicago.com


