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SECTION 1

Foundational Concepts


To begin our journey down the gastrointestinal (GI) tract, we’ll explore our driving questions and goals regarding digestion. We’ll cover why good digestion matters, basic tips for achieving it, common interconnected patterns of digestive distress, a quick overview of the GI tract’s anatomy and physiology, our core four categories of gut supportive herbs, and the energetics of digestion. This will set the stage for the deeper journey in Section II, where we go from the top to the bottom of the GI tract and discuss herbs and recipes that complement gut health.
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1 Why Digestion and Gut Health Matter


An out-of-balance gut is no fun. Indigestion, gas, heartburn, ulcers, bowel irregularity, and the deterioration of your gut can be painful, embarrassing, debilitating, and at times life-threatening. However, GI vitality goes beyond affecting just the GI system—it affects your entire body. Digestion plays an essential role in your overall vitality and state of balance; it is one of the foundational systems upon which the rest of your health relies. That’s why addressing digestive issues holistically can have such broad benefits, even in imbalances that may not appear to be related to digestion at all.

Many pharmaceuticals for digestive problems resolve symptoms by suppressing the body’s function, which can be important but often has long-term negative side effects. In sharp contrast, herbal and dietary therapies focus on healing damage and retraining function, thereby mitigating symptoms, supporting health, and bringing balance to the entire system.

In this chapter, we’ll explore the ways in which gut health and good digestive function contribute to our overall well-being.
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How Food Moves through Your Body


Think of digestion like a Richard Scarry cartoon-esque factory conveyor belt. Instead of assembly, the digestive system is focused on disassembly; it deconstructs food into its component parts and then ships those parts off to other areas of the body to reassemble into fuel, hormones, tissues, and other compounds and structures. The gastrointestinal (GI) tract is the conveyor belt itself; it carries food from the mouth down through the esophagus, stomach, and small and large intestines, and eventually it transports most remaining wastes to the rectum and anus. The digestive process from mouth to anus typically takes two to five days. Here’s a very quick glance at the process; for more detail, see Chapter 3.

The upper GI tract is primarily focused on taking in food and digesting it (breaking it down) into the smallest and simplest particles possible via mechanical and chemical actions. Carbohydrates become simpler starches and sugars (saccharides), protein is broken into amino acids, and fats are turned into lipids.

The lower GI’s small intestine absorbs valuable components of that broken-down food so that the body can use those simpler compounds as needed. Sugar becomes fuel; amino acids become the building blocks of various compounds and structures; lipids make hormones and pro- and anti-inflammatory compounds while also lubricating and lining the cells and nerves. Vitamins, minerals, and other specialty compounds play various roles in the body.

The lower GI’s large intestine, which includes the colon, prepares whatever the body doesn’t want, wrings out excess fluid, and eliminates it via the feces. The large intestine is home to trillions of bacteria and other microbes that live in symbiosis, benefiting many aspects of digestion and whole body health.




Benefits of Healthy Digestion


As we’ll discuss throughout this book, your digestion can positively or negatively impact your whole body. This is why many herbalists focus on gut health as the foundation of optimum vitality.

Nutrition in, trash out, on a regular schedule—that’s the goal. When we achieve it, we derive the following benefits.

Fuel. Vital nutrients including carbohydrates, fat, B vitamins, vitamin C, and various minerals allow your body to produce energy-giving ATP (adenosine triphosphate), which fuels all cellular function in your body. These functions include nerve cell transmissions, muscle contractions, and DNA and RNA synthesis. They also help your body maintain a healthy stress response and resist disease.

Building blocks. Digestion breaks down foods into their various components, including fats (lipids), proteins (amino acids), vitamins, and minerals, which the body then reassembles into bones, skin, hormones, neurotransmitters, and enzymes—to name a few.

Detoxification. The eliminatory process that excretes waste via the GI tract in the form of feces plays an additional important role in your overall vitality. The expulsion of feces doesn’t just eliminate food particles your body didn’t need (or couldn’t access). Your body is also constantly cleaning out metabolic waste. A substantial portion of this waste is ultimately turned into bile and dumped into the GI tract, which offers one of the easiest ways out. Think of it like bagging up the household trash and putting it out on trash day.

Microbiome balance. Beneficial and commensal bacteria reside throughout the body but are particularly prevalent in the large intestine. In a healthy system, you feed the microbiota fiber, complex starches, and polyphenols through your diet, and in return they help everything function better—not only in the digestive system (healthy bowel movements, access to nutrients, discouragement of pathogen overgrowth) but in your cardiovascular, metabolic, hormone, nervous, immune, and other systems. (We’ll explore microbiome health in detail in Chapter 6.)


Essential Nutrients

You may have heard some nutrients, such as certain fatty acids, vitamins, and minerals, called essential. That means your body both needs these nutrients to survive and can’t make them—you need to absorb them from your diet. Without all the essential nutrients provided by a healthy diet, your body’s ability to function, feel well, and repair itself will gradually diminish.


Immune health. Your digestive system supports immune function in many ways. It is a front line of defense against disease; any germs that you unknowingly ingest via food or swallowed mucus usually meet their doom in the sea of caustic stomach acid. Burn, baby, burn! At the same time, a healthy microbiome discourages pathogens and, together with a healthy diet and well-functioning digestive processes, supports body-wide immunoregulation. The flip side of this is that low stomach acid, intestinal inflammation and permeability, and microbiome imbalance can all negatively impact the immune system. They may trigger or worsen allergies, lead to autoimmune disease, and make you more susceptible to a range of infections, whether foodborne or respiratory. By supporting gut health, you can potentially and gradually reduce allergies, downregulate autoimmune disease, decrease inflammation, and enhance your resilience against infection (from pneumonia and COVID to small intestinal bacterial overgrowth[SIBO] and H. pylori).

The herbs and approaches covered in this book will help guide you in improving your gut and whole body health. The progress may be slow yet meaningful over the course of months to years. Taking care of your gut health isn’t a short-term remedy but a lifetime relationship of mutual reciprocity with your body.

Mood balance. Many aspects of healthy digestion support a stable mood. The ability to deliver important nutrients—including B vitamins, omega-3s and other healthy fats, amino acids, and a balanced amount of glucose—to the body helps maintain emotional homeostasis, build important mood-related neurotransmitters, and allow them to travel efficiently through the nervous system. Happy gut bacteria and gut-brain communication also help to stabilize and uplift the mood.
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Every bite you eat has the power to enhance or deteriorate the health of your GI tract and your whole body. Eat ample whole-plant foods rich in fiber, nutrients, and polyphenols.





Ensuring Healthy Digestion


The general principles for healthy digestion are simple.

Eat well. That means a balanced and nutrient-dense diet rich in whole foods and emphasizing plants, with a balance of protein, healthy fats, fiber, complex carbohydrates, and water/hydration. Maintain healthy blood glucose levels and limit or avoid added sugars, processed food, and alcohol.

Eat in moderation. That means not too much but also not too little. Both overeating and undereating can disrupt digestive health and overall well-being. Listen to your body to find the balance that best nourishes you.

Take a break between meals. The time between meals allows the digestive system to complete each task and reset and maintain glucose balance and satiety. While the ideal break time varies by person, a schedule of 3 to 4 hours between daytime meals and 12 to 14 hours between dinner and breakfast works well for most people.

Take advantage of gravity and gentle movement. Your body will do a better job of digesting food if you’re upright (not lying down, upside down, or reclining) after you eat. Gentle movement such as walking also aids gut motility (the movement of food through the digestive tract). Avoid vigorous exercise on a full stomach. Avoid restricting the digestive system with tight waistbands; some people report better digestion simply by switching to loose-fitting clothing!
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For most people, an ideal balanced plate consists of ½ nonstarchy vegetables, ¼ protein, and ¼ whole food complex carbohydrates.


Identify food allergens and sensitivities. People with digestive issues often find that specific foods trigger or exacerbate their symptoms. Common culprits include wheat/gluten, dairy, eggs, soy, and FODMAPs (a group of complex starches that can ferment in the gut when the microbiome is imbalanced; see here). None of these foods are inherently “bad”—they are simply problematic for certain individuals. Identifying and limiting or avoiding your own personal trigger foods will support your healing process. We dive deeper into the nuances of this topic in Chapter 9.


One Person’s Story Lifestyle Fix

A middle-aged man went to see his doctor for help with troublesome reflux after dinner. The doctor promptly wrote a prescription for a proton pump inhibitor, a type of drug that would relieve the symptoms and stop acid damage but can cause long-term issues. As the man and his wife were getting ready to leave the office, a nurse popped in her head and asked, “What do you do after dinner?” “He lies back in his recliner to watch TV,” replied the man’s wife. The nurse suggested, “Before filling the prescription, try leaving your chair upright.” Poof—his reflux went away without any medications.


Obey the urge. Pooping when you feel the need encourages smooth elimination. Delaying a bowel movement because it’s not a convenient time for you interferes with the body’s natural signaling processes and gut motility.

All that said, each person’s specific nutritional requirements and food tolerances vary. Throughout this book, we will explore common patterns of gut health and healing to help you sleuth out and support your unique needs, but always listen to your body to learn what’s right for you.


A Nation of Disordered Digestion

In my clinical practice, I’ve seen an uptick in digestive complaints, particularly in dysbiosis, SIBO, gas and bloating, nausea, reflux, bowel irregularity, and indigestion as well as digestive issues interrelated with past or present disordered eating, antibiotics use, or infections. Although I certainly see a higher prevalence of chronic gastrointestinal concerns among my clients than in the general population, statistics tell us that they are incredibly common.

The National GI Survey published in 2018 surveyed more than 70,000 people from the general public.

Sixty-one percent of participants reported having at least one GI symptom in the past week. The most common were heartburn/reflux (31 percent), abdominal pain (25 percent), bloating (21 percent), diarrhea (20 percent), and constipation (20 percent).

Antacids, including proton pump inhibitors (PPIs) like Prilosec, histamine-2 (H2) blockers like Pepcid, and mineral-based antacids like Tums and Rolaids, are among the most common prescription and over-the-counter medications on the market. Even though they may relieve reflux symptoms and reduce acid damage, they don’t address the root cause and can have negative side effects with long-term use.

Fifty-four percent of people taking PPI medications for gastroesophageal reflux disease (GERD) still experience symptoms.

Up to 15 percent of people in the US have irritable bowel syndrome (IBS), though less than half have been diagnosed.

Up to 78 percent of people with IBS and up to 40 percent of people without IBS have SIBO.

Approximately 15 percent of people in the US and up to 40 percent of elders are chronically constipated. While chronic diarrhea affects only 3 to 7 percent of the US population, it’s quite common among people seeking an herbalist’s care.





When to Give the Gut Some TLC


There’s never a bad time to give the gut some TLC. However, in many situations we put it higher on the priority list. Overt digestive distress is perhaps the most common one. Many people suffer from clear GI symptoms that range from uncomfortable to life altering. Anyone suffering from the following is likely to benefit from herbal medicine and dietary tweaks targeted toward improving digestion.


	▶ bloating

	▶ constipation

	▶ diarrhea

	▶ difficulty digesting foods

	▶ gas

	▶ heartburn

	▶ indigestion

	▶ pain



Gut health can affect a wide range of other health states, too. Enhancing digestive function and/or repairing the gut may play an important role in the overall healing protocol for many health conditions, with the following targets:


	▶ Modulating autoimmune disease, including thyroid imbalance

	▶ Bolstering immune resilience and the body’s ability to better resist and recuperate from infections, including COVID, cold, flu, pneumonia, food poisoning, and stomach bugs

	▶ Supporting people with complex health concerns, such as long-haul COVID, chronic Lyme disease, and chronic fatigue

	▶ Rebalancing the microbiome and healing the gut after antibiotics use, disease, substance abuse, or medication damage

	▶ Downregulating heightened chronic allergic states—not only food allergies and sensitivities but also environmental allergies and complex histamine disorders

	▶ Regulating/stabilizing mood

	▶ Improving cardiometabolic health, blood sugar balance, and weight management

	▶ Addressing nutrient deficiencies

	▶ Balancing hormones



Identifying your own personal food triggers and avoiding them, and integrating herbs often have a profound immediate and long-term impact on digestive well-being and overall health. Even in situations where conventional medical intervention is necessary and appropriate, holistic and herbal approaches often augment conventional care for better long-term results.
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Common Roots of GI Problems


The digestive system can become imbalanced due to a variety of causes. If you’re experiencing GI upset, sleuthing out the underlying factors can help you better understand your situation, limit your triggers, and identify the herbs and dietary or lifestyle changes that will be most supportive for you. Below are the five most common causes of GI problems that I see in my clinical practice; other factors not listed may also affect digestive function. You may not have them all, but in folks experiencing digestive difficulty, often one or more of these patterns are at play. I’ll mention a few favorite herbs to consider here, but we discuss them in greater detail later in this book.

Stress and anxiety. Stress triggers the fight-or-flight mode of the sympathetic nervous system. In response, the body becomes entirely focused on survival—fight or flight—and turns down the volume on digestive motility and juices. Once the danger has passed, the body returns to the “rest and digest” state of the parasympathetic nervous system, in which it digests and eliminates more efficiently. Chronic stress and anxiety, which leaves you stuck in fight-or-flight mode, as you might imagine, has a negative effect on digestion. Of course, this can become a vicious cycle when the physical discomfort of digestive issues adds to your stress level. Stress and anxiety also have a negative effect on your microbiome and can cause muscular tension in the GI tract, which further contributes to digestive issues. Supporting mind-body balance while integrating herbs that promote relaxation often helps. Favorite herbs that support both digestion and the nervous system include herbs that pair a relaxing action with bitter or aromatic digestion-enhancing flavors, such as catnip, holy basil, lemon balm, linden, nutmeg, rose, and wood betony.
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Sluggish digestion. Many Americans experience sluggish digestion due to stress, poor diet, pharmaceutical side effects, or other factors. The term refers to a reduction of gut motility and digestive juices, including acids, enzymes, saliva, and bile. When our ability to move food through the GI tract and break it down effectively diminishes, we are left with partially undigested food particles (like gluten) in our system. This may trigger the immune system to overreact to these “foreign” compounds. A sluggish GI tract and low stomach acid also welcome problematic microbes (such as SIBO) and fermentation that aggravate symptoms. Sluggish digestion causes indigestion, reflux, gas, bloating, and increasing allergies and sensitivities, among other symptoms. Nutrient deficiencies may develop, which then makes it more difficult for the digestive system to function. Holistic therapy focuses on addressing the root cause while enhancing digestive function; however, if the GI tissue has become damaged and inflamed, you may need to support the healing process before you turn the juices back up. We’ll cover herbs and strategies to enhance digestive function in Chapter 4.

Irritated, damaged, or leaky GI lining. The mucosal lining of the GI tract can become inflamed or damaged from irritating foods, medications, disease, or digestive dysfunction. Heartburn (especially if long-term and/or frequent), gastritis, ulcers, leaky gut (increased intestinal permeability), and inflammatory bowel diseases, including Crohn’s and ulcerative colitis, can all lead to a damaged state. Common symptoms of a damaged GI lining include pain or burning in the digestive tract. In some states, the walls of the intestines become more permeable and “leaky,” which can lead to a host of other problems—overreactive immune and inflammatory response, increasing food reactivity, aggravated autoimmune response, and worsening nutrient deficiencies. Medical care may be required—repeated damage can cause serious health states. There is also an increased risk of developing cancer in those areas. Of course you’ll need to sleuth out and address the root cause. In these cases, wound-healing (vulnerary) and possibly mucilaginous herbs, taken long-term, can be helpful. Favorites include marshmallow, gotu kola, plantain, and calendula. GI anti-inflammatories such as boswellia and meadowsweet may also help. We’ll cover gut-healing strategies in Section III.

Dysbiosis and microbiome imbalance (including SIBO). Trillions of bacteria reside in your body, primarily in the large intestine, playing important beneficial roles for your digestive system and many other aspects vital to healthy function. However, if these bacteria or other microbes get too numerous or move into the wrong places, you may experience various forms of discomfort and potentially disease. Dysbiosis is a catch-all term for any nonbeneficial imbalance in gut flora. One example is SIBO, in which bacteria creep up from the lower GI (where they belong) into the small intestine, where they create gas, bloating, bowel movement disruptions, and other problems. Candida and other yeast overgrowths are other forms of dysbiosis, as is H. pylori infection. It’s worth noting that people who eat lots of processed food, don’t eat a diet rich in prebiotics (complex starches that feed the microbiome), and/or are exposed to antibiotics, antacids, and other microbiome-disrupting substances can become deficient in the good flora—which applies to most people living a standard American lifestyle. We’ll explore the microbiome in more detail in Chapter 6. Holistic support for dysbiosis varies but may include addressing triggers, employing antimicrobials, healing damage, and a dietary regimen of prebiotics, probiotics, and fiber.

Food allergies and sensitivities. Many people experiencing chronic digestive issues have coexisting food allergies or sensitivities. A GI imbalance can contribute to the development of food allergies and sensitivities, and these food triggers can then be a major factor of digestive discomfort, such as gas, pain, bloating, burning, bowel movement irregularity, and systemic inflammation. The first step to healing is to try to identify and then reduce or eliminate the irritating foods. You might turn to herbs that enhance digestive juices and function, herbs that heal and soothe the GI lining, herbs that modulate the immune response, and/or approaches that encourage a healthier microbiome. With time and slow reintroduction, you may be able to tolerate some of the foods that were previously problematic. We’ll discuss food allergies and sensitivities more in Chapter 9.
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Your diet and lifestyle habits determine your level of digestive distress or vitality, with toilet tendencies as one marker for GI health. Improving how you live and eat, as well as taking supportive herbs, can shift your experience for the better.





Downstream Effects of GI Distress


Everyone’s situation is different, and many “root causes” and “downstream problems” are bidirectional—each can trigger or amplify the other—or occur in self-perpetuating cycles. Here are some of the potential problems that may develop from digestive troubles.

Nutrient deficiencies. Even if you’re eating a healthy diet, digestive problems of various sorts can impair your ability to break down and absorb nutrients. This may be due to inadequate digestive juices (acid, enzymes, bile), use of antacid medications like proton pump inhibitors, unhealthy gut lining, dysbiosis (including SIBO), and others. Long term, this can lead to nutrient deficiencies and related conditions. For example, inadequate stomach acid makes it difficult to absorb calcium and partner nutrients like vitamin D, which can eventually lead to bone loss and aches and pains. Iron absorption requires a complex interplay of stomach acid, healthy gut lining, and partner nutrients like vitamin B12, folate, and vitamin C, as well as other things including methylation (a mechanism that allows the body to utilize B vitamins and plays a role in many other cellular functions) and intrinsic factor (a type of protein that helps the body absorb vitamin B12). Without adequate iron, you may feel fatigue, palpitations, and breathlessness—as though you are running with inadequate oxygen and a low battery. An inability to adequately digest and absorb healthy fats, including omega-3s, may lead to mood and cognitive deficiencies, increased inflammation, and overall dryness throughout the body. Addressing the root cause, enhancing digestive function, and supporting gut healing, while providing easy-to-digest and nutrient-dense sources of nutrition such as broth, soup, nutritive tea (here), and supplements, can help.

Autoimmune disease. GI problems like sluggish digestion, dysbiosis, inflammation, and food allergies all have the potential to aggravate or trigger autoimmune diseases. Addressing your triggers, limiting or avoiding food allergens, and enhancing nutrition while building overall GI health can assist alongside a customized autoimmune protocol for your situation.

SIBO and other forms of dysbiosis. Dietary choices (excessive sugar and simple carbs, insufficient fiber), inadequate stomach acid, poor gut motility, certain diseases (including diabetes), and antibiotics all create imbalance in the microbiome—that is, dysbiosis. We’ll cover more on supporting folks with SIBO and dysbiosis in Chapter 10.

Stress, mood destabilization, and cognitive deficiencies. Not only can stress and anxiety negatively affect GI health, but GI discomfort, bowel changes, nutrient deficiencies, and microbiome imbalance can aggravate stress, depression, and anxiety as well as cognitive capacity. Many of the things that aggravate “leaky gut” can also aggravate “leaky brain”—making the blood-brain barrier more permeable, depriving the brain of optimal nutrition, and increasing inflammation.

Increased allergies and sensitivities. With insufficient stomach acid, GI inflammation, and dysbiosis, you are more likely to begin reacting to foods, leading to unpleasant GI and systemic symptoms, a limited diet, and potentially a deterioration of your ability to absorb nutrients. You may also develop other types of allergies, including medication reactions and seasonal allergies.

Increased risk of infection. Your GI and respiratory systems are two areas of the body that are particularly vulnerable to germs because of their exposure to the outside world. In a healthy body, stomach acid and a vital microbiome support your resilience to infections and overall immune function. Stomach acid kills many pathogens that enter via food or are swallowed in mucus; having low stomach acid increases your risk of various infections. To prevent that situation, work to heal the gut, rebuild a vital microbiome, and restore GI function. We’ll cover all these topics in the coming chapters.

Overburdened detoxification system. Our detoxification system includes the digestive tract (the easiest way to eliminate waste is via bowel movements), liver, gallbladder, lymphatic system, and kidneys, as well as the skin and lungs. It’s amazing and can handle quite a bit. But when the digestive system becomes progressively out of balance, the inflammation, nutrient deficiencies, immune system overreactivity, and other factors can overburden our ability to swiftly eliminate day-to-day waste. A protocol that integrates gut-healing strategies, herbs that support detoxification, and fiber in the diet may help.

Physical damage and cancer risk. Ignored, improperly treated, or unresolved digestive issues—such as reflux, gastritis, ulcers, and inflammatory bowel disease (IBD)—can repeatedly damage the GI lining, which may lead to life-threatening situations, such as esophageal cancer from unresolved reflux and colon cancer from IBD. Alongside conventional care and gut-healing strategies, see the deeper discussions of specific conditions in Section III.




Mind-Body-Gut Connections


The nervous and digestive systems are intricately intertwined in many ways. You’ve probably noticed that when you’re relaxed, your body is better able to digest your food. Stress, however, can dry up digestive juices, slow motility, or push things through too quickly. Who has time to digest dinner if you’re running from a saber-toothed tiger? Priorities! While it’s normal and healthy to experience both stress and relaxation throughout the day, many of us today experience chronic long-term stress, which disrupts GI function. Because, as mentioned, it’s more difficult to digest food when you’re not in the “rest and digest” state governed by the parasympathetic nervous system, you’ll likely notice more GI issues popping up when you’re experiencing chronic or acute states of anxiety, stress, or trauma.

But the corollary is also true. Digestive discomforts like gas, bloating, pain, constipation, diarrhea, and belching create a sense of dis-ease in the body, which can cause or aggravate stress, nervousness, or anxiety. For example, you might be embarrassed or physically uncomfortable with flatulence, afraid of when and where you’ll need to go to the bathroom, or socially isolated by increasing food sensitivities that make it hard to enjoy “normal” activities and meals with friends and family.
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Herbal teas have a profound capacity to support digestive health as well as mind-body balance.


The enteric nervous system in the gut is often called the “second brain” because it’s the largest and most complex component of your peripheral nervous system. This meshlike network of hundreds of millions of neurons is associated with your entire GI tract. It ensures that the gut can do all the various functions associated with digestion, assimilation, and elimination. The gut also produces important neurotransmitters and hormones, including mood-supportive serotonin (accounting for 95 percent of the body’s total production!). While the gut interacts with the brain, thanks to the enteric nervous system it’s capable of performing its own tasks independently and can ignore the brain’s signals.

The vagus nerve (technically a set of nerves) serves as a communication line between the enteric nervous system and the brain. The brain can tell the gut to do things, sending its instructions down through the vagus nerve, and the gut can choose to do it or not. But if the gut tells the brain something, the brain can’t ignore it. We may be able to encourage healthy vagal tone and function by supporting mind-body balance, reducing stress, meditating, humming, singing, and tasting bitter flavors.

The brain-gut connection through the vagus nerve is one more reason to prioritize a healthy microbiome. A healthy microbiome improves overall gut-brain communication. Dysbiosis and pathogenic bacteria can hijack the body’s communication systems—including via the vagus nerve—to create various states of imbalance that benefit them more than you.

All this might seem a bit overwhelming and depressing until you remember that the mind-body-gut connection gives you another angle to support your digestive system, nervous system, and overall well-being. Everything you do to support one of these systems will help support the others, nudging them toward better balance.




How Long Does Healing Take?


When you’re getting started on the path to healing your gut and improving digestion, you’ll probably want to know how long it will take to notice an improvement. How long will you need to follow a healing protocol before you’ll know you’re on the right track, or you’re feeling better, or the situation has resolved? The answer is: It depends.

Everyone’s situation and needs are different and of varying severity. While you’ll likely see some improvements quickly, often a longer-term approach is needed, with positive gains along the way. Think of it like a board game, like Life or Candy Land (or the herbal board game Wildcraft!), where you gather tools, make improvements, win achievements along the way, experience setbacks, but continue gradually toward the ultimate goal of a vital GI system and overall health.

You can often ease a spasm or enhance digestive juices within minutes with the right herbs, but systemic change takes time (6 months to 2 years), especially for certain forms of dysbiosis or physically damaged tissue.

Herbs won’t always fix everything. Conventional medicine may also be necessary (such as a bowel resection if Crohn’s disease has turned your intestines to string, steroids to ease acute flares of autoimmune or inflammatory GI disease, or PPI drugs for ulcers). You can almost always improve your current status with herbs, but you may not be able to resolve it completely without medical intervention. Nonetheless, herbs are profoundly helpful, whether on their own or alongside medical care. Their unique abilities to support gut healing and enhance digestive function while supporting the microbiome are things conventional medicine has not yet mastered. They are generally safe and well tolerated, and they often have a fantastic array of other benefits.








[image: Decorative image]


2 Basic Herbal Concepts


Throughout this book we’ll dive deep into different aspects of the digestive system, patterns of imbalance and approaches to restore balance, and herbal protocols and remedies that can help. In this chapter, we’re going to quickly review the key categories of herbs (bitters, carminatives, relaxants, demulcents, vulneraries, and astringents) that support digestion and the gut, and discuss the ways in which their energetic profile (hot, cold, dry, damp, tense, or lax) affects the body. Think of this chapter like the program guide for a musical—it gives you a basic synopsis, a list of songs, and a “who’s who” to help you get your bearings as you settle into your seat, before the show begins. We’ll finish with an overview of herb safety, including herb-drug interactions, considerations for special populations (people already taking pharmaceuticals, people who are pregnant or nursing, and kids), and how to know when it’s time to see a doctor.




How Herbs Support Digestion


In Section II, you’ll learn about the many different ways in which you can work with herbs to support the digestive system. In Section III, you’ll find detailed protocols and remedies for healing the gut and addressing specific GI ailments. Before you get to that level of detail, I’d like to give you a quick overview of the four most important categories of herbs for the digestive system, since I’ll refer to them frequently throughout the book. They are:


	▶ Bitters

	▶ Carminatives

	▶ Demulcents

	▶ Vulneraries



Herbs that fall into one of these categories benefit many different areas and aspects of digestive health. We’ll cover the bitters and carminatives in our discussion of the upper GI tract and vulneraries and demulcents in the context of healing the gut, but they all affect the entire GI system.



Bitters


The bitter flavor turns on digestive function, among many other functions throughout the body. Of particular importance, bitters trigger and enhance peristalsis (the wavelike motion that moves food through the GI tract); encourage the production of saliva, hydrochloric acid, and digestive enzymes; and act as an indirect laxative. They support the liver’s ability to detoxify the body, filter waste in the blood, and produce and then excrete waste (via the gallbladder, if you have one) into the intestines in the form of bile. Bitters also help regulate appetite and satiety, lower blood sugar, and support healthy vagal nerve tone.

Though bitters turn on digestive functions and juices, large, long-term doses of intense solo bitters may slow gastric emptying. We almost always combine bitters and carminatives, which boost digestion via different mechanisms as well as enhance gastric emptying. They also balance each other’s energetics, which we’ll get to shortly. The combination offers a nice, balanced, regulating action across the digestive system. Favorite bitters include artichoke leaf, berberine-rich herbs, citrus peel, dandelion, and bitter foods (such as bitter greens, cocktail bitters, coffee, and tamarind). Note that sour herbs and flavors offer somewhat similar properties.
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Bitter dandelion leaf






Carminatives


Carminatives also enhance digestive function, but by slightly different mechanisms than bitters. They contain aromatic constituents that typically encourage good gut motility by relaxing spasms and excessive muscular tension in the GI tract (which also eases gas and bloating), but they are also prokinetic, encouraging a healthy flow of movement in stagnant states. Carminatives often have pleasing flavors, and many also have nervine properties, meaning that they help relax the nervous system and emotions as well as physical tension. Almost every herb we enjoy from the tea and spice cabinets is a carminative. Favorites include cardamom, fennel, ginger, and mint. Favorites that also have nervine properties (and often also bitter notes) include catnip, chamomile, holy basil, and lemon balm.
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Carminative holy basil





Demulcents


These herbs soothe and moisten mucosal tissues throughout the body, including those that form the lining of the GI tract. This property is helpful for dry, irritated, and damaged tissues. Demulcents aid tissue healing by coating, soothing, and encouraging mucus secretion to resupply tissues. When extracted in water, they have a slippery or slimy property, with the intensity of slime varying by herb and format. Mucilaginous herbs like aloe (the inner gel of the leaf), marshmallow root, and slippery elm produce more viscous slime, while licorice, linden leaf, marshmallow leaf, plantain, and violet, as well as collagen and bone broth, are gentler, velvety demulcents.
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Vulneraries


Vulnerary herbs are wound healers. You might notice overlap between GI vulneraries and topical wound-healing herbs—same idea, different spots! In the GI tract, they help repair damage, reduce inflammation or irritation, and encourage gut lining integrity. Demulcents are often vulnerary, but not all vulneraries are demulcent. Favorite GI vulneraries include plantain, gotu kola, calendula flower, and yarrow.


[image: Captioned image]
Vulnerary plantain leaf



Other Digestive Herbal Actions of Note

Bitters, carminatives, demulcents, and vulneraries are the top four categories of herbs for supporting and maintaining digestive and gut health. However, many other kinds of herbs add key support in specific situations. These include anti-inflammatories, antimicrobials, astringents, immunomodulatory herbs, laxatives, nervines, nutritives, and prebiotics.






Energetics


The term energetics can mean different things, but in this book it refers to the energetics of tissue states and herbal actions as they relate to the concepts of warm, cool, damp, and dry, as well as tension and laxity. It’s a lens that helps us understand the situation and choose the right balancing actions.

Energetics can relate to everything—what’s happening in the GI lining and musculature, the action of herbs, your body’s innate constitution, and any imbalance or disease state. Expanding out, energetics also apply to climate, food, the elements (fire, earth, air, water), and season (summer, autumn, winter, spring). The ultimate goal is to promote balance with herbs, food, and a lifestyle of gently opposing energetics.

The study of herbal energetics can get deep and complex, but the basic concepts are simple and intuitive. For example, gently opposing forces bring balance: If you have a dry cough, you’ll want moistening remedies to soothe it, but if you have a wet cough, you’ll turn to drying herbs that help your body move and expectorate excessive mucus.

You can feel, hear, see, and experience energetics in the physical body. You’ll notice patterns in your pulse, tongue, the kinds of ailments you experience, your symptoms of imbalance, what makes you feel better, and what makes you feel worse. You know people who run hot—they’re human furnaces who kick off blankets, detest hot weather, thrive in cooler temps, and are healthiest when their diet focuses on cooling foods like leafy green salads. Then there are “cold” people—their fingers feel like ice cubes, they prefer warmer temps, they cuddle under blankets as close to the fireplace as possible in winter, and on cold days they are drawn to spicy, warm foods like ginger tea and soup.

Finding Balance Through Herbs with Opposing Energetics
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For the GI system, energetic patterns can be seen in bowel movements, transit time, what foods and herbs aggravate you, what foods and herbs make you feel better, symptoms like pain (and how that pain feels), tongue appearance, as well as your overall constitution and symptom patterns. The descriptions below offer specific examples.



Basic Energetics


Every tradition of healing has its own system of energetics, though they may conceptualize and divide energetics a little differently—Ayurveda’s three doshas and the Asian five-element theory, for example. In Western herbal medicine, we often think in simple terms of hot, cold, dry, and damp tissue states, sometimes adding tense and lax to the mix.



Hot


Heat reveals itself through physical warmth to the touch, inflammation, irritation, or redness in the affected area or throughout the body. You’ll often see redness on the tongue; if there’s a thick coating on the tongue, it’s often more yellow. Heat frequently increases with tissue damage and may include sharp, acute, burning pain. GI system function might be rapid or excessive—diarrhea, loose stools, undigested food in the stool, fast transit times, frequent bowel movements, urgency, burning and redness upon exit. Those in a hot state might feel worse with the application of heat, with hot spicy foods, with hot herbs, or in hot weather, and better with cold, cooling herbs, cooling foods, and the application of cold to the affected area. Ulcers, inflammatory bowel disease (IBD), and acute GI infections are examples of hot, inflamed, damaged states.

In hot states, we often turn to herbs with cooling energy: antimicrobial bitters (like andrographis), leafy green vulnerary herbs (gotu kola and plantain), demulcent and mucilaginous herbs (aloe, licorice, and marshmallow), cooling anti-inflammatories (meadowsweet), and cooling bitters (dandelion). A more plant-based diet is also cooling. If you are incorporating carminatives, opt for those that are gentler and more neutral, like fennel, holy basil, Korean licorice mint, and lemon balm.




Cold


In a cold state, the entire body or just one area might be physically cold to the touch. A white, pale, or blue tinge to the tissues indicates coldness. If there’s a thick coating on the tongue, it tends to be white in cold states. The body tends to be deficient, underfunctioning, and slow, with weakness and a lack of vital force, poor circulation, reduction in digestive juices, and slow or stagnant motility. Coldness can contribute to constipation or slow transit times—hard feces, less frequent bowel movements. Cold pain tends to be more stagnant, achy, dull, and chronic. Those in a cold state feel worse with the application of cold, cold weather, and cold herbs, and better with warmth.

Consider warming herbs for cold states, such as spices and most carminatives, especially cardamom and ginger, a pinch of cayenne, and/or warming bitters like elecampane, warm food, and warm formats like hot tea.





Dry


Dryness correlates to dry tissue—dry skin, dry throat, dry mouth, dry (sometimes withered) tongue, and dryness throughout the GI tract. Dry food might feel more irritating, scratchy, and drying as it passes through, while softer, moist, or oily foods and herbs feel soothing. A person in a dry state might feel worse in dry weather, dry climates, and dry air and with drying remedies (such as strong astringents or herbs that drain fluid, like diuretics). Bowel movements might be constipating—dry, hard, little pellets that are difficult to move through.

In dry states we aim to moisten, rehydrate, and soothe. This could mean employing mucilaginous herbs (marshmallow, shatavari, and slippery elm), water (often with electrolytes, like a pinch of salt), and healthy fats, while also enhancing the overall vitality. You may need to shift the ecosystem slowly and gently. Think about a dried-out potted plant. If you dump water on it, the soil lacks the integrity it needs to hold it, and the water rushes through without being absorbed. Dry people may feel like they drink a cup of water and pee out two cups of urine. Instead, you might need to slowly add hydration—sip, sip, sip—with some “fertilizer” (warm, moist, nourishing food, along with electrolytes, mucilage, and a little fat) and extra TLC.




Damp


A healthy digestive system should naturally be damp, which makes sense when you consider that the entire GI tract is lined with mucus. But an excessively damp system might feel boggy, stagnant (heavy with accumulated moisture), or leaky and lax (with too much moisture leaking out inappropriately). Damp and stagnant GI states may feature bloating, chronically loose or greasy stools (which might float), microbial overgrowths, and dysbiosis. People with damp constitutions and damp imbalances often feel worse in damp, humid climates or seasons and when they eat dampening foods like dairy and white carbs.

In stagnant damp states, our goal is to drain the accumulated fluid. Think of water accumulating in a low spot on the ground, choking out the plant life there. You’ll dig a ditch to allow that excessive moisture to drain out. Herbs that drain stagnant fluids include bitter and detoxifying alteratives (herbs that support detoxification, including diuretics and lymphatics), such as burdock, dandelion, nettle, and violet. Sour herbs, like citrus, hibiscus, and schizandra, also often promote fluid balance.




Tense


Tension often accompanies dryness. In traditional Asian five-element theory, it’s called Wind. Think about how dry, windy weather can suck the moisture out of you—how in a cold wind, you pull your shoulders to your ears, tensing every muscle in your body. Tension includes both physical and emotional tension, such as anxiety, nervousness, and tightness or spasm in the musculature. Wind also brings change, and symptoms might change with the wind. Simple dry states tend toward constipation, but GI states with Wind and spasticity might change from day to day. Stress and emotional tension tend to trigger or worsen tense GI states. Irritable bowel syndrome (IBS) is often a state of tension and/or changeable Wind.

In tension, we want to relax, ground, and calm. Turn to bitters, carminatives, relaxants, and nervines—including herbs that do all four simultaneously, like catnip, chamomile, lemon balm, and wood betony. Consider the bitter relaxant calming herbs blue vervain and motherwort, or try linden, which moistens and calms. Add antispasmodic carminatives like cardamom, fennel, ginger, and nutmeg.




Lax


Laxity is the opposite of tension. Lax tissue lacks tone and can be loose, flabby, or leaky and unable to perform its functions and keep things adequately in or out. In the digestive tract, laxity is apparent in leaky gut, IBD (including Crohn’s disease), chronic diarrhea, or inadequate muscle tone and function. Other signs might include excessive urination (which can be a sign of diabetes or urinary tract infection) and excessive drippy mucus running from the nose. Laxity has some overlap with dampness because fluids may be draining inappropriately.

With lax states, the goal is to tighten and tone. Think of it like shoring up the dam to hold in fluid that’s rushing out. In the GI system, astringent and vulnerary herbs help staunch excessive leakiness and restore the GI tract’s integrity. Favorite herbs include cinnamon, plantain, rose petals, and yarrow.





How to Incorporate Energetics


To incorporate energetics into a healing protocol or formula, begin by nudging the existing energetics of the body into better balance with gently opposing energetics. For example, when the weather is dry, people who tend to have issues with dry skin, dry mouth, dry cough, and constipation will feel that dryness intensify. Even people who don’t normally have issues with dryness may feel irritation and imbalances related to dryness during a dry, windy season or in a dry climate. The remedy would be to gently apply the opposite energetic of dampness to moisten and soothe the body. You might hydrate with water, tea, or broth; add electrolytes to help you hold on to the hydration; turn to demulcent and mucilaginous moistening herbs; increase your consumption of healthy fats, including omega-3s and oil-rich foods; and apply creams, lotions, or oils to the body.

Although you do not need (or want) every herb in your formula to have the same energetic, you can use energetic concepts to help you choose the more helpful herbs among the many available. Let’s say you want to enhance digestion. If you are cold and sluggish, consider ginger, a warming herb. If you are hot, consider artichoke, a cooling herb. Need a relaxing herb? We have many wonderful herbs that relax the nervous system, but if you are also fried and dry, perhaps you might choose linden, which moistens and soothes. If you’re stressed and tense, perhaps you’d try wood betony, which is grounding, bitter, and antispasmodic.

That said, it’s important to promote balance within a formula. Maybe you’ll combine ginger with artichoke—a fabulous basic formula to support digestion—adjusting the percentage of each based on the energetic state you’re working with. You’ll notice that I often include marshmallow leaf in tea blends—this gentle, slightly sweet and cooling, soothing demulcent balances and rounds out so many formulas nicely, such as the drying, warming, antimicrobial Bee Balm–Mint Tea variation on here. Compare straight peppermint tea to a peppermint-marshmallow blend, and you’ll experience the difference firsthand in mouthfeel, taste, and how it feels in your body. Likewise, a little bit of a warming or moving herb—perhaps ginger, peppermint, or cardamom—in tea can enhance and synergize a blend.





Herb Safety


While the herbs in this book are generally safe for most people, no one herb is safe for everyone, and certain populations of people require special considerations. You’ll find safety information related to particular herbs in their profiles throughout this book. Here, I will share some general safety tips for everyone. Then we’ll explore special considerations for people who are taking medications, people who are pregnant or nursing, and children.



Safety Rules for Everyone


Most of the sources you can go to for health and herb information—including this book—offer general information rather than specific, personalized advice for you. I’ve done my best throughout this book to offer advice that can help you sleuth things out for yourself, but you’ll still need to do some digging to find the best options for you or seek a practitioner whose approach will take into account your particular health situation. Before you begin taking therapeutic doses of an herb (or anything, really) on a regular basis—especially when you’re self-treating—I recommend the following steps.



1. Do Your Research


Information about herbs is constantly evolving and varies across cultures, time, and the herbalist you’re learning from. Before you begin taking an herb, research it in at least three good sources, whether in a class, online, or in print. Look for sources that come from the perspective of traditional herbalism as well as current research—folk use and science. Herbal practitioners generally offer a better understanding of the nuances of herbs, their benefits, and common concerns. Researchers (who may not actually use herbs themselves) are more likely to list every potential side effect and drug interaction under the sun while discrediting folk uses that haven’t been researched. (Do we need a double-blind, placebo-controlled study to prove prunes are laxative?) Both perspectives have merit.

Science can help us better understand herbs; however, research on the use of herbs is very limited in scope. Scientists are notorious for using inadequate doses and treatment time frames, active placebos, poor or flawed study design, or uncommon extracts of the plants, and for having a vested interest in pro- or anti-herb outcomes. Studies also rarely test the crude, whole-plant medicine that most of us use, partly because such studies are harder to fund—there’s no profit in finding out whether a whole plant that anyone can grow themselves is medicinally useful.

Relying on a mix of quality sources for your research gives you a broader understanding of a plant’s actions and potential pitfalls. See the Resources (here) for some of my favorites to get you started.




2. Listen to Your Body


While you should certainly do your research, also listen to your body to see if the herbs you are using agree with you. Introduce any new herbs slowly. Start with a low dose and build up. A tea that makes some people feel absolutely vibrant may not resonate with others or may even subject them to a mild side effect like stomach upset. If an herb’s side effect is mild, you may want to try taking it a couple of times (perhaps with a meal?) to see if the symptoms pass or if perhaps they were unrelated to the herb. When it comes to herbal medicine, no matter how much science or folk use is out there, ultimately only your body can tell you whether or not an herb is working for you.
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Mistaking foxglove leaves for comfrey or mullein is one of the easiest and most deadly errors careless harvesters have made. While the flowers look very different, the leaves are difficult to distinguish before flowering.





3. Confirm the Plant’s Identity


If you’re harvesting your herbs from the wild or your garden to make medicine, be sure you’ve correctly identified the plant. Don’t take anything for granted. Even if you grew the plant from seed or someone identified it for you, mistakes happen. Keep a couple of comprehensive plant identification guides on hand. Do not use a phone app as your only identification source; these apps have a high degree of inaccuracy. Field guides focused specifically on edible or medicinal plants also aren’t sufficient; their exclusion of plants not deemed edible or medicinal makes it difficult to guarantee the identity of the plant in front of you. The most effective identification guides are organized with botanical keys, such as flower color and shape as well as leaf structure, and include a range of plants. I list some of my favorite identification guides and more tips for plant identification on the website for my business, Wintergreen Botanicals; you can easily find it online.

Plants are best identified while they’re in flower and secondarily when in fruit or seed, so you may need to watch a plant for a full cycle before going back to harvest the following year.

It’s important to develop good identification skills before you start harvesting plants from the wild. Though most plant misidentifications are benign (e.g., mistaking dead nettle for stinging nettle), some plants are mildly toxic and others are downright deadly (e.g., mistaking foxglove for mullein, or narrowleaf foxglove for narrowleaf plantain). Don’t get overwhelmed, though—you don’t need to know the identity of every plant in the universe, but you should know the one you’re harvesting, as well as the deadly plants common to your area. And watch out for hitchhikers—errant leaves, stray bugs—in your harvesting basket. Preliminary studies suggest that safe plants growing near poisonous plants may uptake some of those toxins via the soil.





What If I’m on Medications?


Herb-drug interactions are modestly rare but always possible, so if you’re taking pharmaceutical medication, you’ll want to do your due diligence before adding herbs to your regimen to avoid the risk of unpleasant or even life-threatening interactions. It’s natural to hope that you can switch from pharmaceuticals to herbal remedies—sometimes this works well, but not always. Always talk to your prescribing practitioner before adjusting or stopping your medications or adding herbs to your protocol. If you find that your medical team is unwilling to work with your holistic interests or that they don’t seem to listen to and respect you, consider a new doctor.



Adding Herbs Alongside Medications


In addition to chatting with your doctor to at least keep them in the loop, you can ask your pharmacist if the herbs you hope to take are likely to interact with your medications. Typically pharmacists have more training and access to databases than doctors do for herb-drug interactions; however, they can’t generally tell you what to take. In addition, it can be extremely helpful to work with an herbalist or naturopathic doctor for guidance—they will be best able to recommend the herbs most suitable for you and typically have herb-drug interaction training as well.

We discuss some of the common herb-drug interactions throughout this book.




Transitioning from Medications to Herbs


This is tricky and individual! You will absolutely want your doctor’s support and guidance in whether it’s safe and appropriate to consider going off your medications, how best to wean down, and what to watch out for. Meanwhile, I highly recommend having a naturopathic doctor or herbalist to support you in deciding which herbs will be most helpful and how to safely work them in as you reduce medications. (In particular, if you’re hoping to go off PPIs, see the discussion on here.)

When I am working with a client and their prescribing practitioner, we usually find it most helpful to first add in herbs and other holistic therapies that do not negatively interact with the client’s medication. This can help the client feel better and build a safety net, and then the doctor can advise on how to slooooowly wean down the medication while we incorporate additional herbs, if and as needed, to provide support, always keeping an eye on things to make sure that the person feels well throughout the transition.

Please, please, please do not take yourself off medications without guidance. Going cold turkey or weaning too quickly off your medications may put you in extremely unpleasant and even life-threatening states. The risk depends on your health concern, medication, its withdrawal symptoms, and important roles it may be playing in your health. Sometimes medications are essential. In this case, it may be more appropriate to find herbs, dietary strategies, and lifestyle changes that you can safely add alongside the medications for better balance. It’s not an “either/or” ultimatum; think of it as discovering what tools in the tool kit are going to be most helpful for you.

Always introduce new herbs slowly to ensure they agree with you and are not causing an herb-drug interaction. Observe your body carefully to ensure you feel well. While there may occasionally be an unpleasant adjustment with, for example, fiber, mucilage, probiotics, and prebiotics (going slow will reduce the discomfort, gas, and bloating!), in most cases an herb that is right for you will not produce negative sensations. Negative reactions are rare but always better to discover at a low dose than a high one.




Herb-Drug Interactions


Here are some key potential herb-drug concerns that are especially pertinent to gut health and the herbs in this book. This is not an exhaustive list but will hopefully provide some helpful parameters. Be sure to check in with your doctor, pharmacist, and herbalist or naturopathic doctor for guidance.

Herbs that affect CYP450 enzymes. CYP450 enzymes play a key role in the body’s metabolism of drugs. Taking herbs that affect these enzymes may speed or slow your metabolism of your medication, thereby lengthening or shortening the duration of its effects in your body. These drugs include antirejection, cardiovascular, mood, hormone replacement/birth control, and pain meds. The best-known examples of herbs that affect CYP450 enzymes are grapefruit juice (which slows drug metabolism, increasing the dose, duration, effects, and risks) and St. John’s wort (which speeds drug metabolism, reducing efficacy, as was seen in several cases of people who had organ transplants and were taking antirejection drugs, added St. John’s wort, and suffered organ rejection). Berberine (and potentially berberine-rich herbs, including barberry, goldenseal, and Oregon grape root), therapeutic doses of black pepper, nigella (also called black seed or black cumin), schizandra, resveratrol (in Japanese knotweed), and sometimes hibiscus have been shown to moderately to dramatically slow drug metabolism via various CYP pathways. Nettle leaf, triphala, and many other herbs may also inhibit CYP pathways; however, this has not yet been confirmed as clinically relevant in human bodies and in normal doses.

Licorice. A popular herb for healing the gut, licorice does some amazing things but can interact with various medications, including steroids, hormone drugs, and blood pressure medications. On its own, licorice increases the risk of developing high sodium and low potassium levels, and the risk is greater when licorice is used alongside medications that also do this, such as diuretic blood pressure medications (which easily cause hypokalemia, or low potassium). Deglycyrrhizinated licorice (DGL) is safe.

Supplemental fiber and high-mucilage herbs. Fiber and mucilage can slow, delay, or reduce the absorption of substances, including medications, that are consumed at the same time, which may reduce a drug’s efficacy. This is easily avoided by separating them by at least 2 hours. Be particularly careful with fiber blends or powders including psyllium, ground flax or chia seeds, marshmallow root powder, slippery elm powder, and larger doses of cinnamon powder. You will notice these are thick, sludgy drinks when mixed in water. I am less concerned with the more lightly mucilaginous or “velvety” teas made with cut-and-sifted or leafy plant materials.

Tannins. Among other functions, tannins can bind to specific substances—including iron and some compounds found in medications—and make them less bioavailable. If you are taking a high-tannin herb in powder, strong tea, or pill form, consider separating it from pharmaceuticals and iron pills by 2 to 3 hours. Tinctures have a lower risk because the dose is low. Plants high in tannins include our astringent herbs (see here).

Mineral-rich herbs. Theoretically, mineral-rich herbs like nettle leaf and oat straw pose a risk when taken in conjunction with medications that increase your chances of having dangerously high levels of electrolytes like calcium or potassium, such as blood pressure medications.
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Relaxing and sedative herbs. Herbs that relax or sedate also decrease heart rate, blood pressure, and respiration; increase sleep apnea severity; and add to fatigue or depression. This is of particular concern when they are taken alongside sedative medications, including those used to treat anxiety, sleeplessness, pain, and depression. The relaxing and nervine herbs covered in this book, such as chamomile and lemon balm, are mild and pose very little risk; however, it’s still prudent to introduce such herbs slowly. This is a greater concern with stronger sedating herbs like cannabis, hops, kava (in high doses), passionflower, and valerian.

Herbs with blood-thinning or blood-clotting properties. Blood-thinning medications are common and will interact with herbs that have blood-thinning or blood-clotting properties. This is of particular concern with garlic and ginger, particularly when they are taken in high or steady doses. (Other herbs/compounds of concern include dong quai, Japanese knotweed/resveratrol, and vitamin E.) Herbs/compounds relevant to gut health that may affect bleeding or interact with these medications include chamomile, gotu kola, melatonin, reishi, and leafy greens such as nettle (other popular herbs to watch include ginseng, green tea, and St. John’s wort).

Serotonin boosters. Serotonin syndrome is rare but potentially fatal and may occur when combining a serotonin-boosting herb or supplement alongside serotonin-enhancing drugs (including most antidepressants and some psychiatric, seizure, pain, and nerve medications). Though they’re not covered significantly in this book, serotonin-boosting herbs/compounds include 5-HTP, l-tryptophan, SAMe, and St. John’s wort. Saffron also has some serotonin-enhancing effects.





Safety in Pregnancy and Nursing


Though many herbs are likely safe to use while pregnant or breastfeeding, we have very little scientific data to guide us in this realm. I turn to my colleagues who specialize in this field, including Aviva Romm (who has several great books, blogs, and podcasts) and Camille Freeman (who has great information freely available on her website). While the lists of herbs that are generally considered safe during pregnancy and lactation are somewhat short, many great digestive herbs are on there, including American skullcap, artichoke, calendula, chamomile, dandelion, DGL (deglycyrrhizinated licorice), fennel, ginger (in low doses), lemon balm, linden, marshmallow, mint, nettle, oats, plantain, reishi, rose, and psyllium fiber, as well as small amounts of spices like cardamom and cinnamon. Note that berberine-rich herbs are not recommended during pregnancy, and some popular herbs like bee balm, gotu kola, holy basil, and oregano are also better avoided. Camille recommends limiting or avoiding most herbs in the first trimester and always starting with a low dose. Be sure to research any herbs you are considering, and don’t hesitate to seek the guidance of a skilled herbal or naturopathic midwife or other practitioner who specializes in herbs for this population.



Kid-Friendly Herbalism


Parents of kiddos will be happy to hear that many of the herbs/compounds and formulas in this book are kid-friendly. Favorites include (in my own order of preference) chamomile, catnip, fennel, ginger, lemon balm, cinnamon, DGL (deglycyrrhizinated licorice), mint, dill, marshmallow, slippery elm, plantain, linden, prunes, nettle, oat straw, violet, probiotics (especially Lactobacillus and Bifidobacterium), prebiotics, and fiber. Bitters and pungent herbs can be challenging from a palatability standpoint, but dandelion, artichoke, burdock, calendula, oregano, bee balm, and thyme are kid-safe. I would personally limit or avoid licorice, schizandra, and berberine-rich herbs for kids.

For infants, flower essences, infant massage, and homeopathic approaches are generally safest. Also keep in mind that you shouldn’t give honey to children under the age of 1. My favorite books on herbs for children include those by Mary Bove and Aviva Romm. For aromatherapy, check out Erika Galentin’s The Family Guide to Aromatherapy. Or seek the assistance of a naturopathic doctor or herbalist who specializes in pediatrics.

It’s not always easy to reason with a child when it comes time to “take their medicine,” especially if it tastes nasty or the kid is finicky or anxious. You have two basic approaches: (1) force it down to get it over with quickly, or (2) hide it and improve its palatability.

Having an herb in powdered or finely cut-and-sifted form offers many options for easy hiding, especially if it doesn’t taste really disgusting. Try mixing it into oatmeal, applesauce, smoothies, eggs, honey, nut butter, nut butter–honey balls, and so on. A bit of powder holds more medicine than you’d think: 1 teaspoon equals approximately 10 capsules! Keep in mind that some herbs don’t work as well once dried, such as milky oat seed and lemon balm. With herb teas and liquid extracts like tinctures, syrups, vinegars, and glycerites, sometimes adding or



Adjusting the Dose





Estimating Dosages for Different Ages


	
	
	
	





	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	



	










When to See a Doctor





	▶ Unexplained rapid weight loss

	▶ Intense pain and inability to have a bowel movement, especially if paired with vomiting, malaise, swollen firm bloating, fever, and/or inability to pass gas

	▶ Light-clay-colored stools, very dark urine, intense and sudden pain in the right upper quadrant of the abdomen, fever, vomiting, yellowing skin or eyes

	▶ Unexplained bleeding, especially long-term or large amounts. Black or bright-red stools,* red or dark-brown vomit (assuming you didn’t eat something dyed red), cramps, symptoms of anemia (pale, tired, rapid heartbeat, dizzy, faint, short of breath)

	▶ Fever, confusion, disorientation

	▶ Intense or frequent pain, burning anywhere in the GI tract

	▶ Frequent heartburn that doesn’t respond to natural approaches

	▶ Unexplained, excessive, and/or long-term vomiting or diarrhea (hydration with electrolytes is essential here to avoid potentially life-threatening dehydration)










Listen to Your Body
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