Castilleja

The Lovages of Wyoming

by Walter Fertig

he Parsley family (Apiaceae or
TUmbelliferae) contains some of the most

valuable cultivated herb species utilized-
by mankind. Many wild species in the family
have also proven to be of great importance.
Among the most valuable of these are the
approximately one dozen species of lovage
(genus Ligusticum) found in the western United
States.

Lovages are aromatic herbs with fern-like
foliage and stout, woody taproots. In certain
species, these roots areused in the preparation of
medicines for a variety ofailments including colds,
upset stomachs, coughs, headaches, theumatism,
fevers, flu, and even snakebites. Native
Americans and early Spanish settlers in the south-
western U.S. also utilized the hollow stems of the
plant as a substitute for tobacco and as a celery-
like seasoning,

The best known of the western species of
lovage is osha, or Porter's lovage (Ligusticum por-
teri). Osha is primarily a southern Rocky
Mountain species that reaches the northern edge
of its range in the Medicine Bow Mountains of
southeastern Wyoming. Here it typically occurs in
moist subalpine or montane meadows. Like other
members of its genus, L. porteri can be distin-
guished by its umbrella-like cluster of white flow-
ers, squarish, narrowly ribbed fruits, and large root
crowns covered by fibrous tufts of persistent leaf
stalks. Unlike many other species of Ligusticum,
osha has relatively wide leaflets and large fruits.

Wyoming contains three other species of
lovage. Fern-leaved lovage (L. filicinum) is a com-
mon forest species in the state’s northwestern
mountains. It can be distinguished from osha by
its extremely narrow leaflets. Canby’s lovage,
another native of the northwestern mountains,
closely resembles osha but has smaller fruits. The
uncommon Narrow-leaved lovage (L. tenuifolium)
has slender leaf blades and enters the state only in
the Sierra Madre of Carbon County.

The sale of osha root and other medicinal
products derived from Ligusticum plants has
developed into a cottage industry in the south-
western United States. The development of this
industry is yet another example of the value of
wild species to mankind and the importance of
maintaining reservoirs of biological diversity in
the natural world.
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Above: Osha (Ligusticum porteri). Ill. by W. Fertig
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