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(also very well known as Oregon Myrtle)
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This tree is a good reason why we have scientific names for plants (and for
animals and fungi too). Umbellularia californica has a lot of common names,
plus the interesting twist that on one side of the state line the tree is most
definitely known as Oregon Myrtle, and on the other (in California) it is mostly
known as California Bay or
California
Laurel
or
California Bay Laurel, as well
as a sprinkling of other
names.
California Bay tends to like
moist areas, so is found in
coastal forests. You can also
find it growing in oak
woodlands that are
moist, such as those
found near the
Oregon coast and
in
the
very
northernmost part
of California. You
may also find this
tree in the western
foothills of the Sierra Nevada mountains.
The leaves can indeed be used to make a a medicinal tea  just crush
two to four leaves and steep them in justboiled water for 1020
minutes.
Not only can you drink the tea to help ease lots of different kinds of
headaches (even headaches caused by inhaling the aroma of the
leaves), but drinking the tea can help ease cramps of various kinds –
including cramps caused by diarrhea and food poisoning.
You can use the tea as a wash for sores, and to soothe rashes caused
by poison oak (a native plant that we learn very quickly to be wary of
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in California's oak woodlands!). You can dip a cotton ball in the tea and use it
like smelling salts, to help revive someone who feels faint or who has fainted.
Poultices can be used to ease rheumatism.
The leaves of the California Bay/Oregon Myrtle can be used as substitutes for
the bay leaves sometimes called for in recipes, and were indeed used to by some
native peoples to flavor salmon and deer and other foods. The California Bay
Leaf has a sharper, stronger flavor than the culinary bay leaf, the Mediterranean
Laurus nobilis, so less is
definitely more when you use
them this way.
In addition to using the leaves
for medicinal teas and flavor
native peoples of California and
Oregon also gathered the fruit, a
round greenishpurple berry
with a hard inner seed
resembling that of a miniature
avocado (and indeed the
Avocado is a near relative to
California Bay). Leaving the
"nuts" (the seed) to dry in the
sun, some peoples just peeled
off and ate the leathery outer
coverings of the fruit.
Foragers today roast the nuts
and eat them, and really love
them (or hate them) for their
coffee and bitter chocolatelike
flavor
and
stimulating
properties. You can get an edgy
coffee "buzz" from the nuts, so if
you or your family decide to try
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them out as a food, just eat sparingly until you understand how the nut affects
you. See the article listed below,
"Paleotechnics: The California Bay Laurel" by Steven Edholm & Tamara Wilder
for lots of detailed information about how to roast the nuts.
Of course, many of you reading the comic and this note probably don't have
Umbellularia californicus in your neighborhood. But perhaps a tree in your
neighborhood also has a strong, fragrant scent. If you breathe deeply, can you
imagine how the smell might affect you if you, say, had a headache? Is it that
kind of headacheclearing scent, or does the smell have a very different quality?
Let your imagination wander  what might the leaves or other parts of this tree
be used for to help your body? Then go and do a little research. Check in a field
guide like Peterson's Guide to Medicinal Plants And Herbs (available in many
libraries) or an ethonobotany guide (ethnobotany is the study of how different
cultures use or used their regional plants) to discover how the tree was used by
people native to your place.
You may discover that a tree in your neighborhood has similar qualities to
California Bay  or properties quite different, quite unique to itself. No doubt
you'll discover how your tree tells its own story  through its scent and feel, by
its shape, leaves, bark, and roots, and by the soil and amount of moisture it
likes. The animals and birds that visit the tree, or the plants that live near it also
tell the story of the tree and its many qualities.
Have fun exploring!
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