
Credit: Jennifer Ackerfield July 2021 

Botanical Name: Ligusticum porteri (True Osha) 

The genus name Ligusticum refers to the Liguria region of Italy, where a distant cousin
of Osha, Lovage (Lovisticum officinale), is native (Mirjalili & Javanmardi, 2006, 

Family Name: Apiaceae 
This group of plants is commonly referred to as the carrot family. Their variety is wildly
diverse and includes many well known foods such as celery and parsley. It also
includes several strong medicines like those found in the Angelica genus and Gotu
Kola (Centella asiatica). The Apiaceae family includes various poisonous plants like
Hemlock (Conium maculatum) and Cowbane (Cicuta virosa). 

https://www.inaturalist.org/observations/87504143


Common Name(s): 
Bear Root, Porter’s Lovage, Indian Parsley, Colorado Coughroot (Salmón, 2020, 150),
Love Root, Porter’s Licorice Root (Wilson, n.d.), Snake Root (Redish & Lewis, 2009) 

“The bear is the only animal which is dreamed of as offering to give herbs for the
healing of man. The bear is not afraid of either animals or men and it is considered
illtempered, and yet it is the only animal which has shown us this kindness; therefore
the medicines received from the bear are supposed to be especially effective.” - Two
Shields, Sioux Medicine Man (Densmore, 1918, 195) 

Indigenous Stories: 
Osha has deep roots in Native Nations, where it is known as bear medicine. There are
numerous accounts of its use among the Apache, Pueblo, Navajo, Zuni, White 
Mountain Apache, Southern Ute, Lakota, Tarahumara, and Zuni people. This is medicine
that harnesses the spirit of the bear. It offers strength, the awakening of unconscious
thought, balance, and healing. There are many stories shared of bears digging up and
eating Osha when they came out of hibernation. This helped it to wake up their
digestive system and expel the lungs after a long slumber. Bears would also chew the
plant and rub or spray it into its fur, protecting itself from pests and parasites. 

Indigenous Name(s): 
Rarámuri: Refer to Osha as Wasia, meaning it has the special status of Grandmother
(Salmón, 2020, 150). It was called chuchupate/chucupaste by urban Chihuahua
Mexicans who traded for the herb (Irigoyen-Rascón & Paredes, 2015, 258)
Chiricahua/Mescalero Apache: Chucupate or haitcide meaning "dig up.” (Brindis et al.,
2011, pg. 46) 
Ute: kwiyag'atu tukapi (Redish & Lewis, 2009) 
Lakota: Mato tapejuta (National Library of Medicine, n.d.) 
Zuni: Kwimi Dechi which loosely translates to “smelly root” (Camazine & Bye, n.d., 379)
Tohono O’odham: Jujubáádi (Rea, 2016, 232-233) 
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438-452). The species porteri was named in honor of the Colorado botanist, Thomas
Conrad Porter, who studied and took many samples of the plant in 1873 (Colorado
State University Extension, n.d.). 
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Closely Related Plants: 
Szechwan Lovage (Ligusticum chuanxiong, L. waillichi, L. striatum)
Gray’s Lovage (Ligusticum grayi) 

Where does it grow? 
Osha typically grows in higher elevations starting at around 6,000 ft. above sea level
and is found in the mountain regions of Arizona, New Mexico, Wyoming, Montana,
Utah, Colorado, and Northern Mexico. (Salmón, 2020, 152 ) It prefers high, cold
altitudes and can often be found in moist soils growing nearby spruce, pine, and aspen
forests. (Salmón, 2020, 152) (Wilson, n.d.) 

Identification: 
Osha shares common features of its plant family with carrot and parsley-like leaves.
Though similar with their lanced, deeply divided appearance, Oshas leaves typically
grow in an upward arch of up to 3’. Hollow stems support growth of up to 6-7’ with
basal leaves. The base of these leaves are often red in color where they attach to the
roots. Dead leaves create a ring around the top of the roots creating a hairlike
appearance. The roots themselves are characterised by a ‘spicy celery’ or
‘aromatic/perfumed’ scent and are a wrinkled, deep brown. 3-12 white umbel shaped
flower clusters bloom June through August. The small five petaled white flowers
converge in a flat or sometimes curved spread of a 4” wide total span. The fruit also
develops in clusters with an oblong shape that mature into a red color. 

The Chiricahua and Mescalero Apache Nations believed deer would hide from hunters
who had eaten or dug up chucupate before going out. Hunters were to go on an empty
stomach believing the deer would take pity on them and reveal themselves. (Castetter
& Opler, 1936, 19) 
 
BOTANICAL INFORMATION 

HERBAL USAGE 
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Parts Used: 
Roots, Leaves. Typically wild-harvested 

Indigenous Spiritual/Mystical Use: 
Apache: Spiritually used for mystical influence 

Energetics/Taste: 
Pungent, warming, drying, stimulating, moving, aromatic 

Lakota: Inhaled smoke from the root for sinus infections and to ease headaches.
(National Library of Medicine, n.d.) 

Indigenous Common Use: 
Arapahoe: Messengers running long distances would chew the root for stamina.
(Tierra, 1992, 42-43) 

Zuni: Used as a topical wash to treat body aches and sore throat. The root was also
crushed and taken with water for sore throat. (Camazine & Bye, n.d., 379) 

Tarahumara: Favored as a remedy for the common cold. Osha stems and roots were
smelled or chewed to dispel illness. Roots were also used to treat headaches,
pneumonia, gas/bloating, made into a lotion for rheumatic joints, and as a wash for
poisonous bites. (Irigoyen-Rascón & Paredes, 2015, 259) 

Chiricahua and Mescalero Apache: Leaves used as a potherb. They boiled the leaves
with meat and with green chile and onion. (Castetter & Opler, 1936, 47) 

Indications: 
Bloating/gas, allergies/hay fever, altitude sickness, venereal disease, venomous bites,
headache. Respiratory health: bronchitis, cold and flu, pneumonia 

Physiological Actions: 
Carminative, Antimicrobial, Antiviral, Antiinflammatory, Anticancer, Antihypoglycemic,
Insecticide, Larvicide, Analgesic, Antiproliferative, Anti-Venom SAMPLE
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Mainstream Use/Preparations: 
Tea, tincture, liniment, ointments, lotion 

Incense: Osha was often burned in ceremonies and sweat lodges. 

Tokunboh Obasi: Used to protect against boundless energies/spirits. 

Arapahoe and Pawnee: Used during sweatlodge ceremonies and before purification
rites. (Tierra, 1992, 42-43) 

Zuni: Chewed during curing ceremonies by both the healer and patient. (Camazine &
Bye, n.d., 379) 

Current Clinical Herbalist Usage: 
Commonly used as single tinctures and cough syrups for respiratory complaints and
immune support. 

Folk Preparation: 
Osha Honey- Pack a small jar half full with crushed or sliced root and cover with raw
honey. Allow to sit for at least 2 weeks at room temperature. The honey can be used 

Amulets: worn as a charm for protection, Osha was known as the Guardian Spirit,
bridging the human spirit to the spirit of the earth. The bear taught people to use Osha
as medicine and food, but also for spiritual protection. 

Yuki and Paiute: Worn in their moccasins to repel rattlesnakes. (Redish & Lewis, 2009) 

Rarámuri: Worn as an amulet on the neck to keep away snakes and sorcerers. Also
usedduring a ceremonial dance called yúmari that is believed to promote health to the
landand all living things on it. (Salmón, 2020, 151) The Raràmuri also wrapped the
rootincloth and tied it around the neck of newborns to protect the infant from disease.
Thereare also accounts of wasia being used to protect animals from lightning by
addingit to a ceremonial cross. (Irigoyen-Rascón & Paredes, 2015, 275) 
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Alkylbenzene: 

Pharmacology and Constituents: 

Dosage: 
Tea- 1-2tsp in 1-1.5 cup water up to 4 times a day 
Dry root tincture- (1:5, 65% alcohol), 30 to 90 drops in hot water 

when needed and stretched by covering the root with more honey as needed. The
same root can be used for several years extending its use. 

(All clinical information here is prioritized in human trials, then in vivo research) 

Alkylphthalides: 
A bioactive compound that is known to limit oxidative stress, decrease blood glucose
levels by inhibiting α-glucosidase. 

Safety: 
Photosensitivity, Blood thinners (anticoagulant activity). 
Ligusticum porteri is generally considered safe and is commonly contraindicated in
pregnancy and breastfeeding. However, we have not found credible sources or
references that point to this safety concern and believe it may be information referring
to Ligusticum chuanxiong. 
 
SCIENTIFIC EVIDENCE 

Monoterpenes: 
Often having multifunctional effects in the body, this organic compound is commonly
found as essential oils in plants. Monoterpenes present in Osha reduce
proinflammatory cytokines, inhibit the growth of various microbes including fungi, and
inhibit virus replication while stimulating the immune system. (Brown & Miller, n.d.) 
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All constituents
are found in the
roots 

Antiflammatory

Antifungal

Antiviral

Insecticide

Antioxidant

Antimicrobial

Antibacterial

Analgesic

Antiproliferative

Antihypoglycemic

Sedative 

Monoterpenes
10.69%

(1-Thujene,
p-Cymene,
3-Carene,
Sabinene) 

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

Alkylphthalides
44.6%

(E-ligustlide, 
Z-butylidenephth

alide,
Senkyunolide) 

x

x

x

Table below shows the constituents most prominent in L. porteri. 

Alkylbenzene
% n/a 

(Elemicin,Myristicin)

These aromatic compounds may inhibit tumor necrosis factor (TNF)-α development in
macrophages, suppress inflammatory cytokines, inhibit prostaglandins, and stimulate
glutathione S-transferases. 

x 

x 
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ENVIRONMENTAL/SUSTAINABILITY AWARENESS 

REFERENCES 

Interesting Facts: 
Samples of Osha taken from different harvest regions displayed varying levels of the
same constituents. (Smith et al., 2018, 34-40) 

Brindis, F., Rodríguez, R., Bye, R., González-Andrade, M., & Mata, R. (2011). 

(Z)-3-butylidenephthalide from Ligusticum porteri , an α-glucosidase inhibitor.

Journal of Natural Products, 74(3), 314-320. 10.1021/np100447a 

Brown, M., & Miller, E. (n.d.). ANALYSIS OF SOUTHWESTERN COLORADO 

LIGUSTICUM PORTERI BY GAS CHROMATOGRAPHY – MASS 

Osha is on the United Plant Savers “Species at Risk list”. It is currently listed as “At
Risk” with an overall scoring of 48 out of 75. 75 being the highest level of
endangerment and susceptibility to overharvesting a species can be designated by the
organization. 

With ethical harvesting being hard to determine, this makes the purchase of Osha
products in commerce problematic. This herb is best as a personal medicine that is
harvested or purchased small amounts from reputable sources, or researching
applicable substitutes. Osha is considered difficult to cultivate, though there have been
growers able to recreate growing conditions to produce successful and sustainable
harvests in recent years. SAMPLE
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