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Slippery Elm, Ulmus rubra or Ulumus fulva, is a tree that is native to the Northeastern United States.  This plant 

evokes childhood memories of Thayers tablets stored in my mother’s purse.  My mother believed in natural health 

remedies before they became main stream.  She would seek out tiny health food shops in alley ways run by long 

haired hippies.  I was horrified and embarrassed that I was the only child in my classroom with a brown bread 

sandwich and cherry tomatoes and envied my classmate’s lunches with Cheetos and Hostess Cupcakes.  My 

mother would give me a Thayers Slippery Elm tablet to chew on when I had sore throat.  I loved the gentle 

soothing sweet taste and begged for more.  In response, she rationed them.  

I have not given much thought to Slippery Elm for decades until I noticed the “at risk” listing on the United Plant 

Savers website.  On a woodland walk last year I found a magnificent Ulmus rubra in Putney, Vermont.  The 

diameter was almost two feet and the healthy bark was thickly furrowed and reddish brown.   Knowing that there 

are hundreds of Ulmus americana near my home, I thought I could find Slippery Elm, too.  I cannot find any.  Both 

species die from Dutch Elm disease and I am guessing that there is a fatalistic view with nursery management of 

Ulmus rubra.  Why would want to invest time, resources, and energy in planting short-lived trees?  For scientific, 

historic, and aesthetic reasons, efforts at breeding disease resistant elms are focused mainly on the American Elm.  

From my research endeavor, Slippery Elm is well worth growing as a young tree.  Medicine can be harvested 

readily from saplings.  United Plant Savers urges sustainable crop farming of this valuable tree.  Older dying trees 

can be used for firewood. In searching for young trees on the internet, I see that they are scarce and expensive.  

Hopefully, my relationship with the landowner of the Ulmus rubra in Putney will lead me to a source for seeds and 

seedlings.  I have an ideal site to establish a grove of this wonderful tree. 

There are some delightful and informative historical references including this Materia Medica book from 1845. 

 



 Slippery Elm by Abbie White July 13, 2014 

~ 2 ~ 
 

 

In summary, seek out sustainably grown and harvested Slippery Elm products.  I hope you will learn to identify this 

important native tree and see if you can find one growing somewhere.   Take on the challenge growing Ulmus 

rubra from seedlings and fresh seeds. Also, consider substituting the root of marshmallow (Althaea officinalis) to 

receive the same health benefits. 


