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FOREWORD

THE HERBAL DRUGSTORE—in particular, one medicinal herb—changed my life and my career.

More than 20 years ago, in the late 1970s, I was a young medical writer. At the time, “medical writing” meant mainstream, high-tech medicine, because in the American news media, that was pretty much all that existed. The alternative therapies, such as acupuncture, yoga, and meditation, were still in their infancy in this country, while herbal medicine was at the dawn of a renaissance after decades of neglect.

I felt open to medical alternatives, thanks in part to my grandmother, who was a big believer in the folk medicine of her native Ukraine. I learned to meditate, and enjoyed it. But professionally, I focused pretty much on mainstream medicine: heart bypass surgery, organ transplantation, and new drugs.

Meanwhile, for vacations, my wife and I headed to the Caribbean, where we fell in love with snorkeling, and in 1981, became certified scuba divers. We adored diving and went on week-long dive trips whenever we could. My wife had no problem on the small boats that ferried us out to the reefs, walls, and shipwrecks, but I became deathly seasick if the water was the least bit choppy. If you’ve ever been seasick, you know how horrible it can be. If you haven’t, pray that you never find out.

I tried everything to settle my stomach: looking at the horizon, positioning myself amidships (the middle of a boat rocks the least), munching crackers, and taking mainstream antinausea drugs such as Dramamine, Bonine, and scopolamine. All these approaches helped to some degree, but I still felt queasy. Even worse, I started to develop a conditioned reflex: Just looking at a dive boat made me nauseous.

Then in 1982, in a dive publication, I came across a report of a study published in the British medical journal Lancet. Daniel Mowrey, Ph.D., then a researcher at Brigham Young University in Salt Lake City, had tested ginger, an herb traditionally used to prevent nausea, head-to-head against Dramamine. Dr. Mowrey motorized a chair, rigging it to rock in a way guaranteed to produce motion sickness in anyone who was susceptible. The chair was also fitted with a “kill” switch so its occupants could turn it off at will.

Dr. Mowrey gave 36 volunteers either a standard dose of Dramamine or 940 milligrams of ginger powder (about a teaspoon) 30 minutes before they got in the chair. He told them to hit the “kill” switch when they became uncomfortably nauseated. Compared with the people taking Dramamine, those taking ginger were able to ride in the chair 57 percent longer.

I was amazed that an herb I’d had on my spice rack forever prevented motion sickness better than a standard pharmaceutical. At the time, my wife and I were planning a dive trip to Tortola, one of the British Virgin Islands. Before we left, I picked up a bottle of ginger capsules at my local health food store, and took 1,000 milligrams a half-hour before boarding the boat. As fate would have it, the water was quite choppy that day, and several passengers became seasick. But not me—the ginger completely conquered my nausea.

Fascinated, I returned home and did some research on ginger. Ancient Chinese sailors chewed the root to prevent seasickness. Ancient Indians adopted the practice and introduced it to Arab traders, who took the fleshy root (actually a rhizome) to ancient Greece. The Greeks ate slivers of ginger wrapped in sweetened bread after big meals to settle their stomachs. Eventually, they began baking the herb into sweet bread, inventing the world’s first cookie, gingerbread. In Elizabethan England, ginger beer was a popular stomach-settler. That beverage evolved into ginger ale, which my grandmother always recommended for indigestion and nausea.

If I’d had this book then, I could have turned to one resource to find out if there was anything that worked as well or better than the pharmaceutical motion-sickness cures.

My experience with ginger turned me into an avid student of herbal medicine, and eventually spurred me to specialize in writing about herbs and the many other alternative therapies. In the 20-plus years that I’ve been studying alternative healing, herbal remedies have moved steadily from the fringes of medicine into the mainstream.

On my last dive trip, I explored the magnificent reefs surrounding Roatan, a Caribbean island off the coast of Honduras. As always, I had my trusty bottle of ginger capsules with me, and on the first morning, I took 1,000 milligrams a half-hour before boarding the boat.

Our dive master, Dave, was a big, burly, expatriate Texan, about 30, who looked more like a pirate than an alternative medicine aficionado. As people boarded the boat, Dave helped them set up their tanks and stow their gear and joked that whoever dropped their equipment once we were underwater would have to buy beer for the whole boat that evening. But before we shoved off, Dave got serious. He pulled out a plastic bag and held it aloft for all to see. It contained translucent yellow wafers.

“Hey, y’all, listen up,” he said. “I don’t want anyone getting seasick, so I brought along some candied ginger. Forget the drugs. If you chew a piece of this stuff between here and the reef, I guarantee you won’t get sick.”

Welcome to the herbal drugstore. I wish you good health, and good adventures.
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Michael Castleman

Author of Nature’s Cures and Blended Medicine: The Best Choices in Healing
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PART I

FINDING YOUR WAY AROUND THE HERBAL DRUGSTORE


INTRODUCTION

WELCOME TO THE HERBAL DRUGSTORE

REMEMBER YOUR LAST TRIP to your local pharmacy for a nonprescription medicine? How long did you stare at the shelves, reading the tiny print on dozens of product labels, comparing doses and side effects, and wondering about price differences between drugs that seemed to contain the same ingredients?

Worse yet, have you ever have a bad experience with a prescription medicine? If you regularly take medications for high blood pressure, allergies, diabetes, or another chronic condition, you may have experienced side effects as your doctor adjusted the dosage or tried different pharmaceutical formulas to find just the right one for you.

The good news is that there are alternatives to such experiences. Alternatives that cost less, work just as well or better, and promote overall health with fewer side effects. You can find them in a place that we like to call the herbal drugstore.

WHAT IS THE HERBAL DRUGSTORE?

Isn’t herbal drugstore an oxymoron, you might ask? Like jumbo shrimp? Not exactly. As you’ll learn in the first chapters of this book, herbs and drugs have some similarities. But more important, they have differences that sometimes make herbs a better choice than the drugs people commonly take. We hope that this book will help you weigh those differences and assess the pros and cons of taking herbs for any health problems you may have.

Calling it an herbal drugstore isn’t an exaggeration. Just as a conventional drugstore carries hundreds of over-the-counter and prescription drugs for almost any health problem you can think of, more and more herbal remedies are becoming available for an ever-expanding number of conditions. Just as a conventional drugstore sells products for skin care, hair care, and even pet care, manufacturers are developing herbal alternatives for such needs. And just as a conventional drugstore can be a bewildering place, competing herbal products can leave you confused as to what to buy. We created this book to be your guide to an ever-growing herbal marketplace.

NEW CHOICES FOR YOUR HEALTH

Why are so many people flocking to the herbal drugstore? Twenty years ago, most doctors would have said that patients who used herbs were poorly educated and were being bamboozled by charlatans posing as healers. But a study by Stanford University researchers revealed that consumers of alternative therapies tend to be highly educated. These consumers use herbs, vitamins and minerals, essential oils, and other techniques, first, because they work, and second, because they dovetail with people’s values about health and life.

Herb sales have exploded in recent years, with consumers spending more than $3 billion annually on herbal remedies. And consumers are not the only ones increasingly interested in herbal medicine. Many of today’s physicians and medical students are using herbs as well, with good results. Not long ago, only a handful of medical schools even broached the subject of alternative therapies. Today, at least 75 medical schools offer courses in various alternative healing techniques.

So these days, if you catch a cold virus, your family physician may advise you to take echinacea, zinc gluconate lozenges, and vitamin C—all of which have been proven to shorten the duration of a cold—rather than antibiotics, which don’t kill cold viruses, or over-the-counter pharmaceuticals, which research shows can actually prolong cold symptoms. If your doctor does a thorough evaluation of your health and lifestyle, he may tell you stress is compromising your immune system, making you more susceptible to infection. But for a view of how taking a few simple, inexpensive herbs can help repair and strengthen that immune system, you’d need to turn to a qualified herbalist—or to this book.

MAKING INFORMED CHOICES

In the pages that follow, a top-notch team of medical doctors and herbal practitioners pool their knowledge to provide the information you need to compare and choose between conventional drugs and their herbal alternatives. For each of 98 conditions, these experts summarize the most common drug treatments, their functions (what they do), and their potential side effects. That’s followed by profiles of the available herbal treatments as the experts review the scientific research, assess each herb’s effectiveness, and describe typical dosage and potential side effects. They also explain when not to take a certain herb.

Besides drugs and their herbal alternatives, you’ll find supplement recommendations, dietary strategies, and other lifestyle changes that may help treat or prevent certain conditions. There’s discussion of other alternative therapies as well. To date, no other resource provides such a breadth of information in one comprehensive package.

Why did we—the writers and editors of The Herbal Drugstore—commit to such an undertaking? Because we want to help you make intelligent, informed decisions about what’s best for your health. The fact is, despite the abundance of herbal products, there just aren’t very many places that you can find accurate, impartial information about these herbs—places that will tell you the risks as well as the benefits. That’s what Herbs for Health magazine has been doing for the past five years. It’s the first magazine dedicated to reporting the most accurate research and recommendations from the field of herbal medicine.

Several of the magazine’s top herbal experts have contributed to the creation of this book. In many cases, they’ve written books of their own about herbal medicines. You can count on these women and men to tell you the plain truth about using herbs to fight disease, promote longevity and vitality, and boost overall health. You can also count on them to tell you when you need to consult your doctor.

It’s true that you can get lost in the maze of information about herbal remedies. But in The Herbal Drugstore, you have a reliable expert guide. We hope that it helps you reclaim your health if you’re sick, and preserves your good health for a long time to come.




HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

If you have a particular health problem for which you’d like to try herbal remedies, you’re probably eager to turn to part 3 of this book. But we recommend reading all of the introductory chapters first, especially if you are new to herbal medicine. These chapters explain key terms and principles and may help you decide the best way to take herbs. They also tell you how to read the labels of herbal products and how to choose the best product for you.

Once you’ve become informed about the basics of herbal medicine, you can look up information about your particular condition in three places. “The Remedies at a Glance” gives a quick rundown of the drug and herb treatments most often recommended.

The chapters in part 3 provide more specific information about treatments for various conditions, including the potential side effects of each drug, as well as dosage information and safe-use guidelines for each herb. The herbs are listed in order of their importance to each condition, based on their effectiveness, safety, and how easy they are to obtain.

For example, if you develop nausea but also have gallbladder disease, you shouldn’t take ginger, but may want to try some other antinausea herbs. Likewise, if you have diabetes, heartburn, or are already taking a certain drug, there are herbs that you should not take.

Part 4, Herb Profiles, offers a more in-depth look at selected popular herbs: where they originated, the conditions they’re used to treat, which parts are used, and other important consumer information—for example, whether they are endangered in the wild. It also compiles all the appropriate cautions for each herb in one place. So if you’re thinking about taking a certain herb for a condition that isn’t covered in this book, you may want to look the herb up in this section before buying or taking it. Better yet, consult your doctor or other qualified health practitioner. The majority of serious reactions to herbs or herbal products stem from misinformation.

One final note: the rapid pace of research involving both drugs and herbs isn’t likely to slow down at any time soon. If a drug that you’re taking isn’t mentioned in this book, that may be because it was developed after the book was produced. Likewise, new herbal remedies are being discovered every year. So if you can’t find an answer in this book, your best bet is to ask your doctor or other qualified health practitioner.






CHAPTER 1

WHAT IS HERBAL MEDICINE?

HERBS WERE THE FIRST DRUGS that we humans had at our disposal. Our ancestors learned over time which plants harmed them and which plants seemed to help them. They developed ways to preserve and extract the healing compounds from these plants. The world over, most cultures have some knowledge about local plants that can do them good.

In some cases, what ancient civilizations learned about treating illnesses with herbs has been proven correct by modern researchers. Echinacea, for example, has been shown to increase the activity of immune cells and help fend off infection by viruses and bacteria—attributes that help explain the herb’s cold-fighting power. Italian cooks of centuries ago added fennel seeds to sausage recipes; it turns out that the seeds help digestion and dispel gas.

The first herbal drugstore, then, encompassed all of nature, with its amazing array of medicinal plants. By comparison, the modern drugstore seems far removed from its natural roots. You can take herbs as capsules or liquids or sprays that bear little resemblance to living plants. You can use products that contain combinations of herbs or compounds that have been chemically isolated from herbs and highly concentrated. And you can buy these products just about anywhere—in health food stores and conventional pharmacies as well as in supermarkets, from mail-order catalogs, and over the Internet.

DEFINING THE LANGUAGE

To choose wisely among the many remedies available to you, it’s best to have a basic knowledge of what herbs are, how they work, and what they can do for you.

First of all, what’s an herb? For the purpose of this book, an herb is any plant material that’s used to alleviate unwanted symptoms or boost overall health. So in this context, garlic (a bulb), cayenne (a spice), and ginkgo extract (from the leaves of a tree) can all properly be called herbs. So can reishi, a mushroom, even though you’re most likely to take it in the form of a liquid or tablet. One of the few herbs that you might still take in its fresh, green form is feverfew, used to relieve headaches.

Herbal medicine, then, is the use of plants, plant extracts, or plant preparations to improve health. It is one of a number of healing techniques that fall into the category of alternative medicine. (For information about other healing disciplines, see “‘Alternative Medicine’: What Is It Really?”)

There are two fundamental principles that herbal medicine shares with other alternative therapies. One is the concept of working with the body instead of against a disease, as mainstream medicine does. Rather than killing germs, alternative therapies seek to enhance the body’s innate ability to fight disease and return itself to health. That’s why practitioners of many alternative therapies, including herbal medicine, put an emphasis on diet, exercise, deep relaxation, and massage.

The other principle common to many alternative therapies is the use of medicinal plants instead of pharmaceutical drugs. Medicinal plants are the basis of not only herbal medicine but also aromatherapy and flower therapies. Herbs play central roles in homeopathy, Traditional Chinese Medicine, Ayurvedic medicine, and naturopathy. In addition, medicinal plants are connected to nutritional therapies because some herbs, such as onions and apples, are foods.

This book focuses mainly on herbal medicine, a discipline that offers remedies for most health problems. For some conditions, it will also touch on vitamins and supplements, dietary changes, and other ways you can support your own health.




“ALTERNATIVE” MEDICINE: WHAT IS IT REALLY?

Alternative medicine, natural medicine, holistic medicine, and complementary medicine are all loose umbrella terms for an enormous number of healing arts, including the following:

♦ Nutritional therapies, notably low-fat eating, vegetarianism, and elimination diets

♦ Supplementation, the therapeutic use of vitamins, minerals, and compounds such as coenzyme Q10, sometimes in large doses

♦ Relaxation therapies, among them: meditation, biofeedback, hypnotherapy, and visualization therapy

♦ Exercise, notably walking and the meditative disciplines: yoga, tai chi, and qi gong

♦ Manipulative therapies, including massage, chiropractic, osteopathy, and the many schools of bodywork

♦ Herbal medicine, the therapeutic use of medicinal plants as substitutes for or in combination with pharmaceutical drugs

♦ Aromatherapy, the therapeutic use of the essential oils found in medicinal plants, notably to enhance relaxation

♦ Flower therapies, the use of essences that deliver minute to infinitesimal amounts of therapeutic substances, or even vaguely described “energies,” from medicinal plants

♦ Homeopathy, a healing system whose medicines are microdoses of medicinal plants and other substances

♦ Traditional Chinese Medicine, which combines herbal medicine, nutritional approaches, and acupuncture

♦ Ayurvedic medicine, the ancient Indian discipline that combines herbal medicine, nutritional approaches, massage, and exercise, specifically yoga

♦ Naturopathy, which focused on nutrition a century ago, but today encompasses all of the above therapies





HOW HERBS AND DRUGS ARE ALIKE

While medicinal plants and pharmaceutical drugs are often viewed as opposites, they actually have a good deal in common.

One little-known similarity is that an estimated 25 percent of all pharmaceuticals are still derived directly from plants. The world’s first “wonder drug,” the malaria treatment quinine, was extracted from South American cinchona bark almost 500 years ago. Digitalis, used to treat congestive heart failure, comes from foxglove. Aspirin was originally an extract of white willow bark and meadowsweet, both of which contain aspirin’s chemical precursor, salicin. The active ingredient in the mouthwash Listerine is the antiseptic thymol, which comes from thyme essential oil. And surgical salves that help speed the healing of wounds often contain allantoin, a compound derived from comfrey.
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The list goes on and on, and new drugs continue to be derived from plant sources. One of the biggest breakthroughs in recent years is the discovery of taxol, a compound derived from the yew tree and used in the treatment of breast and ovarian cancer.

Another similarity is that both medicinal plants and synthetic drugs contain compounds that alter body processes. That’s the whole point of using them to treat illness—to change things from bad to better. When you have an infection, you might take a pharmaceutical antibiotic or the natural antibiotics contained in garlic or goldenseal. In either case, compounds from the drug or the herb enter the bloodstream and help the immune system eliminate the micro-organism that’s causing the problem.

What’s more, scientists study herbs and drugs in much the same way, using what they call randomized, placebo-controlled, double-blind trials. “Randomized” means that the subjects are not specially preselected, which might bias the results. Instead, they may be all the residents of a certain nursing home, or the next 250 patients to visit a particular clinic.

“Placebo-controlled” means that some of the participants take the active herb or drug, while others receive an inactive substance, or placebo. Because of the ability of the mind to stimulate the immune system, placebos typically provide significant relief for around one-third of those who take them. To be judged effective, the drug or herb being tested must significantly outperform the placebo.

Finally, “double-blind” means that neither the participants nor the researchers know in advance who took the test compound and who got the placebo. This prevents the researchers from treating subjects differently, which might bias the results.

Researchers at Albert Einstein College of Medicine in New York City used a randomized, placebo-controlled, double-blind study to test an extract of ginkgo as a treatment for Alzheimer’s disease. They recruited 309 people newly diagnosed with Alzheimer’s and gave them either ginkgo extract or a placebo for a year. Compared with the placebo, the ginkgo significantly slowed the participants’ mental deterioration. Several previous studies had hinted that ginkgo might be an effective Alzheimer’s treatment. But because this study was large and scientifically rigorous (that is, randomized, placebo-controlled, and double-blind), it got published in the Journal of the American Medical Association, made headlines, and established ginkgo as a viable treatment for Alzheimer’s.




HOW HERBS ARE REGULATED

Herbs are classified by the United States government not as drugs but as dietary supplements. This broad category also includes vitamins, minerals, enzymes, and other nutritional products.

What this means for you is that you don’t have to wait years for costly research to be done on the herbs you want to take. But it also means that the manufacturers of herbal products are limited in the claims they can make on the labels—even when those claims have research to support them.

Specifically, manufacturers are permitted to make what’s called structure and function claims—in other words, they can say only that a product affects the structure and function of a body part or system. So a product label for a standardized ginkgo extract can say, “increases microcirculation to the brain.” But it cannot say “cures early-stage Alzheimer’s” or “alleviates tinnitus”—even though there is research to support the ability of ginkgo extracts to do just that.

When any manufacturer puts a product on the market that bears a structure and/or function claim, the company must also create a file of research evidence that supports that claim. Then the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) has 30 days in which to investigate and challenge this evidence. Whether or not the agency chooses to do so, the file must remain available for inspection indefinitely at the manufacturer’s place of business. If credible research exists, the FDA may not prohibit the manufacturer from making reasonable claims—as long as they are stated in terms of structure and function rather than curing disease.

The herb and supplements industry has its own organizations that informally regulate against harmful products or outright fraud. For example, the American Herbal Products Association—a group of herbalists, researchers, and manufacturers—has created a Code of Ethics that members are expected to abide by. It also releases product safety alerts regarding adulteration—that is, contamination with an unlabeled substance—of herbal products and it publishes an important reference work, the Botanical Safety Handbook.

There’s also the Natural Nutritional Foods Association (NNFA), a group of manufacturers and retailers devoted to product quality and truth in packaging and advertising. Among its many activities, the NNFA supports a True Label Program intended to ensure that the products put out by its members actually contain what their labels claim.

Other countries take different approaches in regulating herbs. In Germany, herbal remedies are overseen by a specific body, known as the Commission E. This government panel evaluates the available research on an herb’s effectiveness for an ailment, its tradition of use, and its safety. Panel members then approve the sale of some herbs and combination products for specific conditions. German doctors can prescribe herbs or herbal products just as they would drugs.





HOW HERBS AND DRUGS DIFFER

As you can see, medicinal herbs and pharmaceutical drugs have quite a bit in common. But they also have several key differences.

Dose for dose, most herbs are less potent than drugs. While this may sound like a disadvantage, it actually makes herbs safer to take.

To make conventional pharmaceuticals, manufacturers extract unique chemical constituents from plants or create synthetic versions in the laboratory, then pack the substances into pills or capsules that can hold large quantities. With most herb products, however, the plant material itself limits how much of the medicinal compounds you get.

Sometimes, you want drug-level potency—even at the risk of experiencing side effects. If you’re in severe pain from rheumatoid arthritis, then you may opt to take strong anti-inflammatory drugs, even if they cause abdominal distress. But if you have a run-of-the-mill tension headache, you probably don’t need such strong medication. You probably don’t even need two aspirin. A cup of chamomile tea might be enough to soothe your nerves—with a substantially lower risk of side effects. (Some products concentrate herbal ingredients for greater potency. However, such products usually come at a premium price.)

Reduced risk of side effects is a big reason why medicinal herbs have become so popular. Just check out the potential side effects of any over-the-counter cold remedy—or, if you really want to read a lot of small print, the side effects of any blood-pressure medication. They may make you feel worse than the condition itself! For this book, we list only common side effects of the most commonly prescribed drugs.

By comparison, many medicinal herbs have no known side effects for people who are otherwise healthy and are not taking other prescription or over-the-counter drugs. Many are safe for everyone except pregnant or nursing mothers and infants. Some are even safe enough for babies.

But just like any medicine, herbal remedies must be used with care. One of the worst mistakes people can make is to assume that because medicinal plants are natural, they’re completely harmless.

Cascara sagrada, for example, is a potent laxative that can help relieve constipation. But in large doses, it causes abdominal distress, intestinal cramping, and diarrhea. Licorice root is a scientifically proven treatment for ulcers. But if you take unusually large amounts or take it for extended periods, you may experience water retention that raises your blood pressure to possibly hazardous levels. That’s why there’s a form of licorice that has certain compounds removed, developed especially for people with ulcers who need to take licorice for a period of months.

The point is this: Just like drugs, herbs and herbal products have the potential to do good when used responsibly. But they may cause harm when used carelessly.

In addition to being less potent than drugs, herbs are usually cheaper. As an example, consider the “statin” drugs now widely prescribed to reduce cholesterol. Garlic also reduces cholesterol—not as dramatically, but a lot more economically. If your cholesterol is sky high, a statin-type drug might be the most medically advisable treatment. But if your cholesterol is only mildly elevated—as is the case for millions of Americans—garlic from the grocery store may well be all you need.

A big reason why drugs are so much more expensive than herbs is that drugs must be approved by the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) before they’re made available to the public. Pharmaceutical companies spend millions of dollars to prove that their drugs are safe when taken as directed (though sometimes hazardous side effects are discovered only after FDA approval, as was the case with the diet drug Fen-phen). They also have to prove that their drugs actually work for each disorder they’re prescribed for.

Herbs do not face such costly regulatory hurdles, so manufacturers can get their products to market quicker and more cheaply and pass their savings along to consumers. Some experts are concerned that this lack of regulation puts the public at risk for wasting money on worthless products—or worse, experiencing serious side effects. That’s why it’s so important to find out which herbs are effective and safe—perhaps by referring to a book like this one—before starting an herbal regimen.

Finally, some herbs are what herbalists call tonics. Rather than treating specific conditions, as drugs are designed to do, tonics exert a gentle health-promoting effect on the whole body over time. The best example is ginseng. Many studies show that ginsenosides, the medicinal compounds in ginseng, help defend the body against the harmful effects of stress, enhance mental sharpness, and improve physical stamina. Siberian ginseng and astragalus are two other tonic herbs. No known drugs have similar tonic effects.




Essential Herb Safety Tips

While herbal medicines generally have far fewer and far milder side effects than pharmaceuticals, they may still cause problems if used improperly. Here’s how to take herbs safely.

♦ Become well-informed. Read up on herbs before you use them. This book is a good place to start. Don’t follow a friend’s advice about dosage (unless that friend is a practitioner with years of clinical experience). Get your information from a reliable source that includes safety warnings.

♦ Start with a low dose. Herb dosages are typically presented as ranges; for example, 1 to 2 teaspoons of herb per cup of just-boiled water, steeped for 10 to 20 minutes and taken two or three times a day. Begin at the low end of the recommended range—with 1 teaspoon steeped 10 minutes twice a day. If a low dose does not provide sufficient relief, gradually move toward the top of the recommended range. If you still do not experience noticeable benefit, consult an herbalist, a naturopath, or your physician.

♦ If you buy commercial preparations (teas, tinctures, pills, capsules, combination products, and so on), follow the label directions. These preparations may vary in strength; some are concentrated. So if the label and this book disagree, go by the manufacturer’s dosage recommendations.

♦ If you experience any unusual symptoms within eight hours of taking an herbal medicine, discontinue use. Everyone reacts to herbs differently. If you’re unusually sensitive, you may experience side effects and allergic reactions even at low doses.

♦ Do not give herbal medicines to children younger than age 2 without the approval of the child’s doctor.

♦ If you are over age 65, stick with dosages at the low end of the recommended ranges. Sensitivity to drugs and the medicinal compounds in herbs increases with age. So does the risk of side effects.

♦ If you are pregnant or nursing, or if you have a chronic illness and or are taking any medication, do not take medicinal herbs without consulting your physician.

♦ If you consult an herbal practitioner, follow that person’s instructions, and promptly report any unusual symptoms to them or to your doctor.





HOW TO USE HERBS SAFELY

When discussing medicinal herbs, the news media often quote skeptical doctors who warn ominously that if you fool around with herbs, you’re playing with fire. With herbs, they say, it’s impossible to guarantee good dose control. Dose control means knowing exactly how much of the active ingredient—the chemical that exerts the healing effect—you’re getting per dose.

To a certain extent, those skeptics are right. Drugs offer a precise amount of chemical, usually measured in milligrams. With herbs, potency can vary with the health of the individual plant, how much time the product spent in storage, and other factors. But warnings about dose control obscure a larger truth. When used as recommended by reputable herbalists, medicinal herbs are almost always less potent than their pharmaceutical counterparts. So with most herbal remedies, the risk of overdose is tiny. In fact, it’s virtually nonexistent, according to the latest research.

The Washington, D.C.–based American Association of Poison Control Centers compiles annual statistics on accidental poisonings around the country, including statistics on accidental poisonings from pharmaceutical side effects and plants. In 1996, the most recent year for which complete statistics were available, there were more than 600 deaths associated with various classes of pharmaceuticals, including pain relievers, antidepressants, cardiovascular medications, sedatives, and anticonvulsants. Guess how many deaths were reported to poison control centers as being caused by herbal medicines? None.

Granted, many more Americans use pharmaceuticals than herbs, so you’d expect more problems with drugs. But these figures clearly show that most herbs are not a public health hazard.

That’s not to say you can buy anything that claims to be natural or herbal, use it in any way, and expect absolute safety and effectiveness. Extremely high doses of ephedra, a stimulant herb, have caused deaths. Some essential oils are very dangerous when taken internally, even in small amounts. That’s why their labels will warn you not to ingest them. Some herbs have interactions with drugs or other herbs that can range from uncomfortable to life-threatening. Some even interact with food substances as common as caffeine.

As with any product, the most important thing to do before using an herb is to read the label carefully and completely. Don’t take an herbal product simply because a friend says that it works—unless that friend is a medical doctor or an experienced clinical herbalist. Take the right amount of the right herb at the right time for the correct number of days. And if you do have an ongoing health problem or are taking a prescription drug, it’s essential to consult your doctor before launching an herbal regimen.


CHAPTER 2

UNDERSTANDING HERBAL REMEDIES

THERE’S A LOT OF confusion on the subject of herbal medicine. While it’s wonderful to have so many herbal products available in pharmacies and health food stores, it’s frustrating not to have easy access to information that will help you make the right choices. Which herb is best, say, for a sinus infection? Should you buy a capsule or a liquid? Do standardized extracts offer more for your money? Can you take an herb if you’re also taking antibiotics? Can you take an herb if you’re on blood pressure medication?

That’s a lot of questions. But before you answer any of them, you need to know for certain what condition or symptom you’re trying to treat.

WHAT’S WRONG—AND WHY IT MATTERS

Sometimes you can diagnose your own symptoms. For example, you can certainly tell when your stomach is upset—and often you’ll also know why. It’s fine, in such instances, to treat yourself with peppermint or chamomile or fennel tea.

But if such digestive upsets occur frequently, they could well be caused by something other than food that disagrees with you. They could be a sign of a serious condition. In such cases, some herbs can be exactly the wrong things to take. After all, peppermint is one of the safest, most widely used herbs, but people with heartburn or esophageal reflux disease should avoid it because it relaxes the valve between the stomach and esophagus, actually worsening symptoms.

If your symptoms are serious, recur, or persist, see your doctor or health care practitioner. If you don’t know what’s causing a minor symptom, it can’t hurt to consult your doctor for an accurate diagnosis. If you have already been diagnosed and are under a doctor’s care, or if you’re taking over-the-counter or prescription drugs for any chronic health problem, you must consult your doctor before adding any herbs to your treatment regimen. Some herbs interact with drugs in dangerous ways. Do not discontinue routine medication and substitute herbs without your doctor’s consent and supervision.

In many ways, herbal treatment is still self-treatment because many people don’t have access to an herbal expert. But doctors, whether or not they know natural remedies, do know disease; it’s what they see day in and day out. Enlist their help in determining what you have, then go about researching the best way to heal it. Many medical doctors are becoming better informed about the effectiveness and safety of medicinal herbs, nutritional supplements, dietary changes, and other natural therapies.

TYPES OF HERBS

Herbalists have developed a set of categories to describe what herbs do. While you won’t see these terms very often in this book, they tend to crop up in health publications, advertisements, and manufacturers’ literature as well as on herb product labels. These categories are sometimes called action-types.

Many herbs fit into more than one category because they have more than one specific effect on the body. For example, ginkgo enhances circulation in the microscopic blood vessels of the body, including those in the eyes and the brain. But it’s also a potent antioxidant, meaning that it cleans up free radicals, a type of cellular waste product that attacks body tissues.

It’s helpful to understand a few of these action-type categories in choosing an herbal remedy.

Specifics and Tonics

These two broad terms refer to whether an herb targets a particular symptom or enhances the health and efficient operation of a whole organ or body system. Valerian, for example, is a specific for insomnia. Chemical compounds in the herb are sedating and promote sleep. Astragalus, on the other hand, is a tonic. When repeated illness or stress weakens the immune system, astragalus slowly rebuilds immune strength.

Specifics are taken for brief periods or only when symptoms are present. Tonics, on the other hand, are taken long-term, sometimes with short breaks. Some herbs have several uses; they may function as a specific for one symptom and have a tonic use as well.

The “Anti’s”

The prefix “anti” means against. Herbs that fall into this category are used to combat whatever follows the prefix. So antiviral herbs fight viruses, antifungals fight funguses, and so on. A few of the “anti” action-types bear further explanation.

Antispasmodics relieve spasms or cramps in muscles, whether it’s the skeletal muscles that hurt when they’re cramped or the smooth muscles that encircle the airways and intestines. Some antispasmodic herbs that act on smooth muscles can help ease coughs or diarrhea.

Antioxidants inhibit oxidation. These herbs contain certain compounds that help prevent a particular set of chemical reactions implicated in diseases such as arthritis and macular degeneration. These chemical reactions are called oxidation reactions. They’re set off by free radicals, unstable molecules that grab electrons from stable ones. Free radicals are neutralized by antioxidants, which can give up their electrons without becoming unstable themselves.

Anti-inflammatories counteract or suppress the body’s production of chemicals that inflame tissues, such as histamine. In an inflammatory response, whether it’s caused by a bee sting or hay fever, small blood vessels dilate and leak fluid into the surrounding tissue. What you experience is swelling—of a stung foot or your airways.

Other Action-Types

Adaptogens are a particular type of tonic. They enhance the body’s ability to deal with stress, strengthening the disease-fighting immune system and the hormone-producing endocrine system, which includes the adrenal glands. The adrenal glands are important because they’re responsible for releasing hormones in response to stressful situations. When you experience a lot of stress, these glands can become overworked. Adaptogens help repair the adrenal and other glands of the endocrine system and help them work together with the immune system.

Bitters are bitter-tasting herbs such as dandelion and gentian that stimulate the stomach’s production of digestive fluids. These digestive fluids help your body absorb nutrients from the food you eat. Bitters are often a component of a nutritional healing plan.

Carminatives help dispel gas from the intestines, relieving the cramps that often accompany such gas.

Demulcents soothe inflamed mucous membranes or digestive tissues. These herbs contain mucilage, sticky or slippery substances that coat body tissues and help protect them from irritation.

Expectorants help the body expel mucus from the respiratory tract. They do this either by stimulating bronchial secretions that thin the mucus, or by making the mucus itself less sticky.

CHOOSING AN HERB FORM

Unless you have a trained herbalist whom you trust and depend on for advice or your doctor is knowledgeable about herbal medicine, you’ll have to educate yourself about which herbs to take, how much, and how often. Part 3 of this book discusses which herbs may be appropriate for specific conditions. Here we’ll discuss the various forms in which herbs are available, how to choose among them, and how to read an herb or dietary supplement label.

Not only are hundreds of different herbs available in the marketplace, they come in many different forms. Understanding the different preparations and how they’re made will help you decide which one is best for you.

Capsules

Eighty percent of all herbal supplements are sold in capsule form. They’re not necessarily better than other forms. They are, however, convenient, palatable, and portable. Some are made from gelatin, while others are made from vegetable sources.

But capsules do have some disadvantages. They contain dried, ground herbs, and when herbs are that finely chopped, they can lose their potency more quickly. If you’re taking whole herb capsules, not a concentrated extract, you may have to take quite a few capsules to get enough of the herb.

If you choose capsules, it’s important to buy them from a reputable manufacturer, for the bottle to be safety sealed, and for the label to contain a future expiration date.

Fresh vs. Dry

If you garden or harvest wild herbs (which you shouldn’t do unless you’re certain of your ability to identify a particular species), then you have ready access to fresh herbs. Some herbs just taste better fresh; others are more effective that way, whether the herb is cut from your garden, grown in commercial farm fields, or plucked from a wild hillside (a practice known as wildcrafting).

Fresh herbs are wonderful to add to foods, make into teas, or mash up and apply topically to a minor skin irritation such as an insect bite (plantain) or a minor sunburn (aloe vera). But for most people, dried herbs are more convenient to use, and if they haven’t outlived their shelf life, they’re effective. You can check the freshness of some dried herbs by their scent. If they have a smell when fresh, they should still retain some of that smell when dried.

Teas, Infusions, and Decoctions

Teas are the most familiar, most traditional herbal preparation. To make them, you buy dried plant material—leaves, flowers, bark, roots, seeds, or berries. Then you add hot water, which extracts some of the plant material’s active components.

Some herbs lend themselves very well to this process. Peppermint, chamomile, and sage are examples of herbs whose aerial, or aboveground, parts readily release their volatile oils in near-boiling water. Herbalists call this process infusing and the product it yields an infusion.

Barks, roots, seeds, and berries tend to require a little more heat and time to release their medicinal compounds. They usually need to be simmered on low heat for anywhere from 10 to 30 minutes. Herbalists call this process decocting and the product it yields a decoction.

What do you do if your tea contains both types of plant parts? You can simmer the tough parts, strain the liquid, reheat it to boiling, remove it from the heat and then steep the more fragile herbs in the hot liquid. If you’re using finely chopped roots, bark, or berries, you may be able to get away with just steeping the tea for a longer time—say, 10 to 20 minutes. Follow the tea recipes in part 3 (or the manufacturer’s instructions on the tea you’ve purchased).

Of course, one of the most familiar ways to buy tea is in tea bags. These prefilled and premeasured bags make tea a simple and portable remedy. Generally speaking, however, the dried herbs in tea bags have been chopped finer, which means the herbs lose their freshness more quickly. So if you’re buying tea bags, make sure the manufacturer has a reputation for freshness, store them away from heat and light, and pitch unused bags after a year has passed.




MEDICINAL TEA TECHNIQUES

Medicinal teas are simple to prepare. What’s more, they can be used in several ways. Teas can be drunk from a cup, poured into a bath, or used as a compress for rashes, minor burns, and mild sprains.

Medicinal teas are made by either steeping or simmering. To steep an herb, you soak it in water that has been brought just to a rolling boil, then removed from the heat. Use a timer; the few minutes necessary for soaking a regular tea bag are not quite enough time for medicinal teas.

To simmer an herb, on the other hand, you need to leave it over the heat, but with the mixture of herbs and water gently but barely boiling.





Tinctures and Glycerites

Sometimes herbs (either fresh or dried) are soaked in a liquid other than water to release the medicinal compounds. For tinctures, that liquid is alcohol; glycerites use glycerin.

With some herbs, the chemicals that do the healing work don’t extract well into certain liquids. Alcohol is able to extract more chemical components from more plants than glycerin, so we recommend using tinctures if you’re able to consume alcohol.

Standardized Extracts

The concentration of medicinal compounds in herbs varies a great deal from one kind of plant to another. For instance, a teaspoon of dried peppermint leaves is powerful enough to make a tea that’s very effective in calming an upset stomach. But a tea made from a teaspoon of ginkgo leaves would have no value at all in restoring your memory. It takes many, many pounds of ginkgo leaves to make a single effective dose, and the doses must be repeated regularly over time.

[image: ]

So how do you know if the ginkgo product you’re thinking about buying is concentrated enough to do any good? By checking to see whether it’s standardized. For ginkgo, standardization means that a product contains approximately 24 percent flavone glycosides, a compound found in the herb. (In some standardized herbal products, the compound that’s measured is not one of the herb’s “active ingredients.” But for various reasons—ease of measuring or uniqueness to that particular herb—the compound has been designated a marker of a product’s potency.)

Most herbs that are standardized don’t require the extreme concentration that ginkgo does, and, in fact, may be standardized for other reasons. Perhaps a single compound has been isolated for research, and the manufacturer wants to be sure the amount that was found to be effective on actual patients is found in the product.

Does this mean that standardized products are superior to others that are not standardized? Not necessarily. But standardization does give some assurance of potency and benefit. Standardized products are available as capsules, tablets, and liquids.

Those who advocate whole-herb preparations argue that there are many, many compounds in any given herb, and that these compounds act synergistically to provide the maximum benefit to the user. Those who favor standardized preparations contend that without a rigorous process of concentrating and measuring one or more compounds in the product, you don’t really know what you’re getting. Both sides are correct.

For example, most St.-John’s-wort products are standardized to contain a certain amount of hypericin, one of the compounds that researchers believe is responsible for the plant’s ability to ease mild and moderate depression. At the time of this writing, however, new research suggests that another of the herb’s compounds, hyperforin, might have therapeutic effects. It’s possible that right now, new studies of St.-John’s-wort are identifying other compounds with health benefits.

“Herbs Commonly Sold as Standardized Extracts” lists other often-used herbs that are usually standardized, the component that is identified for standardization, and the amount of that component you’ll find in most products.




Herbs Commonly Sold as Standardized Extracts

The chart below lists several widely used herbs and the compounds to which they’re usually standardized. As research on herbs continues, you may see products standardized to different compounds.




	Bilberry	25% anthocyanocides

	Garlic	5.4 milligrams of allicin per dose

	Ginkgo biloba	24% ginkgo flavone glycosides

	Grapeseed	95% proanthocyanidins

	Hawthorn	19% oligomeric procyanidins

	Kava-kava	29% kavalactones

	Licorice	2% glycyrrhizin

	Milk thistle	70% silymarin

	Saw palmetto	95% free fatty acids

	St.-John’s-wort	0.3–0.5% hypericin







Infused and Essential Oils

These two similar-sounding forms of herbs are actually very different. Infused oils are oils in which herbs have been steeped, usually for several weeks, over low heat or at room temperature. They are most often used topically for skin irritations (calendula oil) and muscle aches (arnica oil and/or St.-John’s-wort oil). They’re also easy to make yourself.

Essential oils, on the other hand, are chemical concentrations of a plant’s volatile, or easily evaporated, oils. Most often produced by distillation, essential oils are very, very strong and in most cases should not be used on the skin in their undiluted form. The great majority of them should not be taken internally. Some are even toxic.

The use of essential oils in healing is known as aromatherapy—whether or not they smell good! Some of the best-known essential oils are tea tree oil, which doesn’t smell pretty but is a potent antifungal, and lavender oil, which smells wonderful and also heals burns.




Single Herb, or Formula?

A century ago, preparations of single herbs were called simples, and the skill of making them, simpling. These days, you can still get simples. But you can also choose from a host of products that combine several herbs to treat specific conditions such as colds or premenstrual syndrome. (You’ll see these products referred to as formulas or as combination products.) There’s a place for both simples and herbal formulas.

If you’re sure of what’s causing your illness, it’s relatively minor, and you have no allergies or sensitivities to herbs, you may wish to purchase a formula product. Read its label carefully, however, and check the quantities of the herbs to make sure you’re getting enough of the ones that you need the most.

Formula products have their drawbacks. They may or may not contain an adequate amount of the most important, or most well-researched, herb for your condition. They may also contain herbs that you don’t want to take or that are not well-researched.

What’s more, it’s often hard to tell the difference between the various formulas. The only solid advice is to buy a brand you know you can trust, and make sure to check the product’s expiration date. If it doesn’t have one, don’t buy it.

On the other hand, formula products can be a very convenient way to take herbs. Just as whole herbs offer you chemical compounds that work together, not in isolation, formula products may offer benefits that come from combinations of herbs. They can also be a lot cheaper than buying several different bottles of capsules!

Single herbs, however, offer you greater control. You decide how much of each herb you’re going to take; if you do wind up with a reaction or sensitivity to one of them, you simply discontinue using it. If you buy from a reputable manufacturer, you’re sure of what’s in those capsules or that bottle of liquid extract.





Other Forms of Herbs

Sprays. A relatively new form of herbal supplement, a spray is a liquid that is taken under the tongue. The active ingredients enter the bloodstream quickly, bypassing the gastrointestinal tract where they might be damaged by stomach acids. Sprays are useful for people who have difficulty swallowing tablets or capsules.

Tablets. A carefully controlled quantity of finely milled herbal material is compressed into the chosen shape and given a thin coating. One type of coating, called an enteric coating, is formulated in such a way that it doesn’t dissolve until the tablet reaches the small intestine, where the active ingredient can be absorbed without being affected by stomach acids. Some tablets are made to dissolve under the tongue, where absorption of the active ingredient into the bloodstream is rapid.


CHAPTER 3

BUYING AND USING HERBAL PRODUCTS

EVEN THOUGH THERE ARE more and more herbal products for sale, and more and more people buying them, choosing and using herbs isn’t easy for the typical shopper. Federal laws won’t allow manufacturers to provide straightforward benefit statements on their product labels.

Why is this so? For an answer, you have to go back several years to about 1993. That’s when the U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) presented Congress with an initiative to control and limit consumer access to dietary supplements such as herbs, vitamins, and minerals.

There was a huge public outcry against such limitations. During the months that the FDA proposal was being considered, congressional representatives received more mail from concerned constituents than they had received on any issue in history except for the Vietnam War. It was one of the strongest grassroots campaigns this country had ever witnessed.

The resulting law—the Dietary Supplement Health and Education Act (DSHEA) of 1994—bowed to the will of the people. It permits the unrestricted sale of herbs, vitamins, minerals, and other substances such as hormones and amino acids—as long as their manufacturers make no medical claims for them. In other words, a manufacturer may sell a product such as echinacea, which is useful against colds and flu, as long as the package doesn’t say it will cure colds and flu.

So what can a manufacturer say about the usefulness of a product? It can describe how the product affects a body’s structure—its various parts such as nerves, blood vessels, organs, and organ systems—and the function of those structures. For example, a product label for hawthorn can say, “Promotes heart health.” It cannot say, “Cures angina pectoris.” A product label for echinacea can say, “Supports the health of the immune system during cold and flu season.” It cannot say, “Cures the common cold.”

CHOOSING AMONG SEVERAL BRANDS

If three or four different brands or varieties of an herb are available, how do you choose which to buy?

Here are some issues to consider when making your decision.

[image: ] Whole plant or standardized extract? Let’s say that you want a whole-plant product because it contains multiple compounds that may work together therapeutically or because standardization doesn’t seem to offer many benefits for that particular herb. Then look for a product made from the correct part of the plant. For example, if you want to use echinacea, go for products made from echinacea root rather than the above-ground parts, because most herbalists believe the root has higher concentrations of the useful compounds. The root is also less likely to be adulterated with other plants that look the same when dried. Products made from echinacea root tend to be more expensive, though, because the plant has to be destroyed to get it. (If you see labels that list an ingredient as “echinacea herb” or “horsetail herb,” that means the product contains the above-ground or aerial parts of the plant.)

[image: ] Organically grown or custom wildcrafted? People who are concerned about pesticides, whether because of their own health or the impact on the environment, tend to choose organically grown products. In addition, some herbs are endangered in the wild, so you may want to avoid the wildcrafted versions. (To find out which herbs fall into this category, see part 4, the Herb Profiles). In either case, plant matter grown on the same continent where it will be processed (for example, the United States or Canada) is likely to be fresher.

[image: ] How much active ingredient? When you’re comparing products, compare the amounts of active ingredients in each one. Ask yourself how many capsules you’ll have to take per day, and how many times. This allows you to compare cost per day among products.

[image: ] Is the package safely sealed? This is one of the few reliable ways to address concerns about product tampering.

[image: ] Is there an expiration date on the product, and is it in the future? If there’s no expiration date, you’re taking your chances on whether the product is still effective.

[image: ] Is there a batch number on the product in case you want to ask the manufacturer about it? Does the manufacturer provide an address, telephone number, or Web site address so you can get more information?




COMMON HERB/DRUG INTERACTIONS

This list isn’t exhaustive, but it provides some examples of how certain herbs can alter the activity of certain drugs.




	Herb	Effect

	Bromelain	Increases risk of bleeding when taken with blood thinners

	Echinacea Ephedra	May counteract immune-suppressive drugs May worsen the side effects of other stimulants (including caffeine)

	Garlic	May increase the effects of blood thinners

	Ginkgo	May increase the effects of blood thinners

	Ginseng	May worsen the side effects of stimulants

	Hawthorn	May increase the action of some heart medicines and decrease their side effects

	High-tannin herbs such as black or green tea, white oak bark, bearberry, witch hazel, black walnut husk, and raspberry leaves	Reduce the absorption of most drugs

	High-berberine herbs such as goldenseal, Oregon graperoot, and barberry	Counteract short-acting blood thinners

	High-fiber herbs such as fennel seed, psyllium husk, marshmallow root, Icelandic moss, apple pectin, flaxseed, aloe gel, and slippery elm	May delay the absorption of most drugs taken at the same time

	Licorice	May worsen the effects of drugs that cause potassium loss

	Siberian ginseng St.-John’s-wort	Increases the effects of antibiotics May increase the effects of narcotics and some antidepressants

	Valerian	Increases the effects of sedatives







HOW MUCH TO TAKE

When trying a new herbal remedy, start out with the lowest recommended dose—from this book, a doctor or trained herbal practitioner, or the product label—and monitor your response carefully. If you have any unpleasant side effects such as rashes, dizziness, nausea, or headaches, stop taking the herb immediately.

Dosage advice includes how long you should take an herb. As with drugs, there are some herbs that may do harm if taken for more than a specific number of weeks. Others take several months to produce benefits; still others can be taken long-term with no ill effects.

Some people have allergic reactions to certain plant foods or airborne plant substances. Since herbs are both plants and food, and since herbal supplements may be very concentrated, it’s not unheard of for allergic reactions to occur. There are some common-sense predictors. If you’re allergic to ragweed, for example, you will want to be cautious about using chamomile, which is in the same plant family as ragweed.

It is also known that some herbs can interact in negative ways with certain foods, pharmaceutical drugs, caffeine, or alcohol. If you’re using any of these substances, be careful about taking an herb that could cause a critical interaction. Always check for cautions on the labels of herbal products you buy. Even if you’re using fresh herbs, do your homework.

Herbal supplement manufacturers tend to be very careful and conservative in making dosage recommendations. It’s wise to follow label instructions, especially at first, unless they are contradicted by your health practitioner or another information source that you trust. One thing product labels won’t tell you, though, is that most herbal supplements are formulated for the needs of a 150-pound man. If you’re much heavier or lighter than that, consider adjusting your dose accordingly. For example, divide your weight by 150; multiply the result by the dosage on the product label. If you weigh only 100 pounds, you’d take two-thirds the recommended dose.

Quality Counts

Make sure that you’re buying your herbs from a reputable manufacturer or another herbal provider whom you can trust. Be wary of products that are unusually inexpensive or promoted by companies that make excessive claims. It’s also good to buy herbs from a store or mail-order company that stands behind its products. Most retailers do a good job of researching the manufacturers whose products they sell.

Most herb and supplement manufacturers are very concerned about quality, but more and more mass merchandisers are jumping into the sale of herbal products. There are good and bad buys available everywhere. Use the information in this book to read labels knowledgeably and become a good herbal shopper.




COMMON HERBS IN HERBAL REGIMENS

These two charts list a few of the herbs you might find in an herbal regimen, both to support overall health and to prevent specific illnesses.




	HERBS FOR GENERAL WELLNESS

	American ginseng	General tonic, adaptogen

	Astragalus	General tonic, boosts energy

	Bilberry	Improves circulation, repairs veins

	Chinese ginseng	General tonic, boosts energy

	Garlic	Lowers cholesterol, helps prevent cancer

	Ginkgo biloba	Antioxidant, improves circulation and memory

	Gotu kola	Improves circulation, healing, and memory

	Green tea	Antioxidant and tonic, helps prevent cancer

	Milk thistle	Repairs liver cells, liver tonic

	Reishi	Adaptogen, tonic, immune stimulant

	Siberian ginseng	Adaptogen, tonic, boosts energy

	Turmeric	Antioxidant






	HERBS FOR DISEASE PREVENTION

	Bilberry	Hardening of the arteries, hemorrhoids, poor night vision

	Cranberry	Urinary tract infections

	Evening primrose oil	Essential fatty acid deficiencies

	Feverfew	Migraines

	Garlic	Hardening of the arteries, high cholesterol, high blood pressure

	Ginkgo biloba	Memory loss, tinnitus, macular degeneration

	Hawthorn	Angina pectoris, congestive heart failure

	Licorice	Ulcers

	Milk thistle	Liver problems

	Saw palmetto	Prostate enlargement (benign prostatic hyperplasia)

	St.-John’s-wort	Mild depression







CUSTOMIZING YOUR OWN HERBAL REGIMEN

As a society, the United States is beginning to focus more on wellness than illness. This shift is partly a result of the changing health-care industry and the emergence of managed-care organizations. But more important, it’s because people want to live well as they age. More of us are focusing on diet, exercise, and general fitness. Using herbs to build and sustain good health is as logical as it is smart.

To feel well, to age gracefully, to correct minor health problems—these are some of the best reasons to use herbs in your day-to-day life. You can learn enough about herbs on your own to make a real difference in your level of health. Just remember that for serious or chronic health problems, you need to be under the care of a qualified medical professional.

But if you’re generally healthy now, you can use herbs in a conservative, responsible way to fight disease and improve your physical and emotional well-being. There are health problems that can be avoided—or treated, if they already exist—with herbal remedies.

As an example, let’s consider a 50-year-old man who has some family history of liver and heart disease, and who wants to stay well and boost his mental and physical energy. His regimen might include ginkgo biloba for memory and vision, saw palmetto for his prostate, garlic to keep his cholesterol low, Siberian ginseng for energy and overall well-being, bilberry for eyesight and circulation, milk thistle to protect his liver, and kelp to stimulate his thyroid. This typical man might also want to take an iron-free multivitamin, coenzyme Q10, and three key antioxidants—vitamin C, vitamin E, and selenium.

A typical woman of the same age might also want to take the ginkgo biloba, garlic, Siberian ginseng, and bilberry. She might add black cohosh and red clover for their beneficial phytoestrogens, compounds capable of evening out the hormonal fluctuations that often precede menopause. Or, if the women in her family have great eyesight into their nineties, but she has a problem with anemia right now, she might want to leave out the bilberry and add yellow dock. She’ll also want to take the three antioxidants, get a little bit of iron in her multivitamin, and add a big dose of calcium to prevent osteoporosis.

When crafting your own herbal regimen, you’ll want to take these five factors into account.

1. Any improvements you want to make in your health now

2. Any health problems for which you may be at risk

3. Your age, size, gender, fitness level, and lifestyle

4. Any health problems you may have now, especially if you are taking other drugs or herbs for them (in which case, you’ll want to consult your doctor before you begin taking the herbs)

5. Any allergies or sensitivities that you may have

After you research the conditions you want to treat or prevent and the improvements in your health you want to make, list the herbs you’ve chosen, along with the recommended dosages you’ve found. Double-check the caution statements in the appropriate condition chapters in part 3 and in




















Notice

This book is intended as a reference volume only, not as a medical manual. The information given here is designed to help adults make informed decisions about their health. It is not intended as a substitute for any treatment that may have been prescribed by your doctor. You should consult your physician or a physician with expertise in herbs before treating yourself with herbs or mixing them with any medications. Women who are pregnant or are considering becoming pregnant or who are nursing should not use herbs or other medications without the approval of their doctors. If you suspect that you have a medical problem, we urge you to seek competent medical help.
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