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There are two types of plantain commonly used herbally in southeast michigan, and though 
they look discernibly different.  Broadleaf plantain (Plantago major or P. rugelii) grows on 
disturbed soil; wherever heavy traffic has compacted the ground.  The oval leaves grow in a 
rosette, and are distinguished by the prominent raised veins the run along the length of the 
underside of the leaf.  Around midsummer, the plant puts forth a densely clustered, green 
flowered stalk, which later bears numerous seeds.  The native Plantago rugelii can generally 
be distinguished from the non-native Plantago major by its deep red-purple leaf stems.  
Narrowleaf plantain (Plantago lanceolata) prefers to grow amongst a variety of other plants, 
usually in fields and meadows, and while the leaves share the same prominent veins, they are, 
as the name implies, long and narrow.  The summer flower stalk of this variety rises a couple 
of feet from the ground and is capped by a tiny, green cattail-like "cob", from which little tiny 
flowers sparsely bloom in a halo.  These three species are generally used interchangeably, 
and while I don’t feel one species is “better” than the other, if drying the leaves for tea or some 
other purpose, broadleaf plantain is preferable, as the narrowleaf often blackens while drying (I 
have no idea why) while the broadleaf retains its crispy greenness.  There are other species of 
Plantago, and while some may share the virtues of those mentioned above, I don’t know that 
all do and I don’t have experience using them. 
 
Plantain is a practical herb that everyone should know about… I consider it one of the best 
plants for people to learn about when first learning to collect and use wild plants.  There are 
just so many uses for this plant, and while gentle, often its effects are decided and dramatic.  
Paramount among its myriad of uses is its action as a "drawing agent".  Applied externally as a 
poultice, crushed or chewed plantain leaves can draw out splinters, stingers, insect & snake 
venom, and pretty much anything else that might get into the skin.  Rub a fresh leaf into a 
mosquito bite till it stains your skin green and usually the bite will stop itching and disappear by 
the next morning.  I have repeatedly seen plantain speedily relieve the pain of bee/wasp stings 
(you could mix in some ragweed leaves or peach leaf tincture to soothe excess histamine 
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reactions), and seen very severely infected, swollen “spider bites” heal up quickly with the 
application of fresh plantain and topical and internal use of echinacea tincture.  Plantain has 
also shown itself to be very effective in addressing the tissue necrosis that can result from 
brown recluse bites, and should be a first line of defense.  In such cases, poultice and bind 
liberal quantities of the herb on for a prolonged application, changing a couple times daily (I’d 
suggest plenty of echinacea as well).   
 
Plantain can also be applied to bring boils to a head, and it also possesses antibacterial and 
antibiotic activity against the Staphylococcus bacteria that give rise to boils, making the use of 
plantain internally a good idea as well.  Methicillin-resistant Staphylococcus aureus infections 
are also what the majority of “spider bites” actually are, making plantain useful in MRSA 
infections.  Plantain can be applied to puncture wounds to prevent infection and will heal them 
from the inside out, rather than allowing them to heal over on the surface and causing an 
abscess to result from the trapped festering bacteria.   It also can be used to clean a wound 
before applying a healing salve, preventing the skin from healing over dirt or debris, as you’d 
see if you, for example, overestimated your mountain biking abilities.  It can also help to heal 
burns (though honey applications may be among the best treatments for severe burns), and I 
find it a useful adjunct to jewelweed to apply to poison ivy infections. 
 
Applied topically, the best way to use it is to chew the leaf to a pulp, apply it to the area being 
treated, and hold it in place with a bandage, cheesecloth or whatever.  You can also simply rub 
the leaf vigorously between your hands, but I feel chewing it up really does work better.  For 
most bites and stings I just rub in the leaves till the skin is green around the bite, though really 
bad bites are best treated by prolonged contact; bind it on with a band aid or some vetwrap.  
The inclusion of plantain will make most all purpose salves better than they would be without it. 
 
Taken internally, plantain offers equal benefit.  The leaves are mildly mucilaginous, which 
coats and lubricates tissues, and are also mildly astringent, which tones and tightens tissues.  
There is also some other virtue residing in the plant which inspires tissue growth and repair.  It 
could be that this activity arises from the presence of allantoin, a constituent plantain shares 
with comfrey, but it more likely it’s just a part of the essential nature of the plant… I often 
simply refer to it as a “tissue healer” (or, in herbal lingo, a “vulnerary”).  Whatever the case may 
be, it is ideal for treating tissues that are injured, inflamed, dried out and/or lacking in tone, and 
seems to possess a restorative action on both the structure and function of mucous 
membranes.  Plantain is something I frequently use as a unifying/harmonizing base for 
formulas.   
 
In addressing digestive conditions, it is a frequent and important part of my formulations.  
When working with ulcerations, irritations, or tissue damage or weakness anywhere along the 
GI tract, I’ll combine plantain with another astringent (like blackberry leaf or root), a demulcent 
(usually marshmallow) an aromatic (maybe chamomile or fennel) to make a gut healing tea.  
When using marshmallow as a concentrated mucilage for intestinal dryness or irritation, I’ll 
usually use plantain tea to hydrate the powdered root.  Plantain leaves, or a compress, salve 
or extract of them are also a useful application to hemorrhoids, along with internal/external use 
of agrimony, yarrow, oak and stone root (Collinsonia). 
 
Likewise, plantain seems to help to heal and soothe urinary tissues irritated by chronic 
inflammation, infection, kidneys stones or the passage of dark, scanty urine.  While I don’t find 
myself thinking of it as an overt urinary remedy (some people do), I do feel that it is easily 
directed towards this system by including it in a formula with other urinary focused herbs.  
Plantain and corn silk together is an ideal combination of mucilaginous herbs for urinary 
disorders (especially if there is a sense of burning during urination), and the addition of herbs 



  

such as goldenrod, queen anne's lace seeds, cleavers and nettles is a great all purpose 
formula for urinary tract infections... best of all, all of these herbs can be easily and sustainably 
be gathered form this area to have on hand when needed. 
 
Plantain also has been used as long as can be remembered to treat dry, irritable coughs, 
specifically those that feel as if something is caught in the back of the throat or by the 
windpipe; the cough arises from a need to “scratch an itch”, or to help address coughs 
aggravated by the inhalation of fine irritants.  I used a combination of plantain and mullein 
when, while building my house, I inhaled copious quantities of plaster dust from the drywall 
and got really quite sick.  I could feel the plantain help loosen and "draw out" all the dust that 
was coating the inside of my lungs.  It’s also good for coughs caused by sinus drainage; again, 
the coughing is a response to the irritation.  I’ve made nasal rinses sprays by adding ¼ 
teaspoon salt to an 8 ounce cup of tea, and then using this in a neti pot or to fill a nasal spray 
bottle.  This same solution can be used as an eyewash for conjunctivitis or any mild irritation or 
infection of the eyes. 
 
Plantain can also be chewed for weak, irritated or injured gums, tooth infections (take plenty of 
echinacea along with), sore throats or just as a nutritious edible green.  Don’t chew it like 
bubble gum, but give it a couple gnaws, then stick it in your cheek and let the juice of the plant 
infuse your saliva… this is a very effective, and neglected, way to use the plant.   
 
Plantain is also edible… add it to omelets, salads, sandwiches or whatever.  I wouldn’t say its 
among the most delectable of wild plants you could eat, but rather is something that can be 
added into a blend of other greens to enhance and broaden their overall flavor.  It’s a good 
idea to cut the greens perpendicular to the long veins, lest the fine elastic fibers residing within 
then get between the teeth.  
 
But then, you could always floss with them… 
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