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Introduction

Over the years I have developed much respect for the humble herbs that grow alongside our hedgerows and have spent many years researching the beneficial effects of botanicals, both for wellbeing as well as beauty. Not only do these aromatic plants have the power to transform our food, but many also possess almost magical healing properties. The history of herbs is as old as time and they have been used for many thousands of years both as medicines and as food flavourings. There are so many aspects to these versatile plants and they are very easy to add into our daily life. Whether it is just a pot of parsley and other culinary gems in the kitchen or a cupboard filled with aromatic herbal remedies, there are many ways in which herbs can be put to good use throughout the home. As its name suggests, this is simply a ‘quick guide’ to the many benefits of using herbs for better health. It is not meant to be an exhaustive work, merely an introductory overview with some useful guidelines and handy hints along the way. I hope this little book helps you explore the many pleasures these special botanicals can bring and that it may be the start of a lifelong friendship.

Liz Earle MBE
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A Potted History
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More than half the world’s population relies on herbs for health. In the Far East, Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) has been successfully treating patients with complex herbal remedies that have remained unchanged for many thousands of years. Aristotle was a firm believer in plant power and he decided that the body consists of four ‘humours’, the liquids of blood, phlegm, yellow bile and black bile. He wrote that these need to be kept in balance in order to maintain good health. In ancient times, herbs were described according to how they affected these ‘humours’. For example, lemon balm was described as a herb which ‘driveth away all troublesome care and thought out of the mind, arising from melancholy and black choler’. Although the language is archaic, many terms remain in modern-day medicine. For example, patients are still described variously as being sanguine, phlegmatic, choleric or melancholic.

It is unfortunate that we have largely lost the use of so many of the old remedies passed down from our own famous seventeenth-century herbalists Gerard and Culpeper. Much of their work holds true today — although their original writing is very old fashioned. In the 1650s, herbalist Culpeper wrote ‘Truly my own body being very sickley, brought me easily into a capacity to know that health was the greatest of all earthly blessings, and truly he was never sick that doth not believe it. Then I considered that all the medicines were compounded of herbs, roots, flowers and seeds.’ Today, modern herbalists have developed more advanced methods of diagnosis and treatment. They differ from conventional doctors in that they treat the body as a whole, and not just an isolated symptom. If you ask a herbalist to cure a headache, you will not be given an aspirin, but a treatment based on curing the imbalances that have led to the headache developing in the first place.

Herbalists still believe in using the whole plant to treat people. Modern medicine isolates chemical compounds within the plant and recreates them synthetically. The foremost reason for drug companies doing this is so they can patent their formulation. It is not possible to patent a simple plant extract as it already exists in nature, so to make their money the drug companies must change it into something different! Another reason is that plants are not conveniently standardized. One type of parsley may contain more vitamin C than another and other factors such as weather and soil conditions can affect a herb’s therapeutic value.

Modern medicine has yet to better many of Mother Nature’s original healers and the bases of most modern medicines lie in herbal remedies. There are more than 110 prescription drugs that are based purely on plant and herbal extracts. One of the most famous plant-healers is meadowsweet (Spiraea ulmaria), which was first found to contain the aspirin compound acetyl-salicylic acid. Aspirin was first introduced in 1899 and named using the A of acetyl and SPIR from the original botanical name for meadowsweet. There are countless other examples: steroids and cortisone were first isolated from an East African sisal plant; meadow saffron (or autumn crocus) is the source of colchicine which is used against gout and cancer; the woolly foxglove contains digoxin that is used to control and prevent abnormal heart rhythms and strengthen the heart beat. Anti-coagulant drugs developed from melilot (or sweet clover) can also help control thrombosis, while the opium poppy produces powerful narcotic painkillers, including common codeine. Thorn apple is used against Parkinson’s disease and asthma, while the poisonous belladonna extracted from deadly nightshade is used to dilate pupils in sight-saving eye surgery. Feverfew is being successfully tested for migraine, ginger relieves the symptoms of nausea (especially morning sickness) and the oil from the seeds of the evening primrose are used to treat PMT and inflammatory skin disorders such as eczema.

Herbs are also an important part of homeopathy. This alternative medical therapy is based on the view that a disease can be treated by small amounts of a plant or other substance which can produce symptoms similar to the disease itself. Herbs used in common and highly effective homeopathic remedies include arnica for shock and bruising, bryony for dry coughs and Pulsatilla for hayfever or catarrh. The Hindu healing system called Ayurvedic medicine also relies on herbal remedies. Ayurveda acknowledges three ‘humours’ of wind, bile and phlegm, and ancient texts describe the use of over 700 plants to treat disorders. Diet is an essential aspect of Ayurvedic medicine, which is why Indian food uses many culinary herbs such as okra, caraway, cumin and other spices.

Herbs form an integral part of life in many cultures around the world. The Amazon Indians, who live within some of the densest vegetation, are literally surrounded by many herbal remedies. They eat the tuber-like roots of the yucca plant (after removing the poisonous parts), make an alcoholic drink from the fruit of the moriche palm (a valuable source of B vitamins), wash themselves with plants rich in saponins (compounds that foam in water), and harvest tough river weeds to burn as fuel. A caffeine-rich drink is made from the bark of the forest liana, and an eyewash brewed from the leaves of this woody vine is used to cure eye infections.

The Amazon is also the source of taxol, which has been developed over the last few decades to treat certain cancers. Taxol contains the active ingredient paclitaxel used in chemotherapy, which works by stopping the cancer cells from dividing and multiplying thereby inhibiting the growth of tumours. As taxol comes from the bark of the Pacific yew, an endangered species, and the removal of the bark kills the tree, the challenge for phyto-chemists has been to find other varieties of plants that contain similar compounds or to find a way to mimic taxol synthetically. This was achieved in 1993, when taxol was discovered to be produced in a fungus living the yew tree, and has since been found in a number of other endophytic fungi.

Although the study of herbalism is as old as time, we still have a long way to go before we understand even a fraction of what herbs and plants have to offer. Only a very small percentage of an estimated 250,000-500,000 plant species have actually been examined for pharmacological activity. Modern medicine has only just begun to investigate the scientific and medicinal properties of many forgotten plants that were used by healers in the past. As we discover more about the benefits of these exotic species, we are likely to see an increasing use in herbal remedies and continue to benefit from their many powerful properties.


Copyright

AN ORION EBOOK

Print edition first published in Great Britain in 1994 by Boxtree Limited.

This revised, digital edition first published in 2013 by Liz Earle.

This eBook first published in 2016 by Orion Books

an imprint of the Orion Publishing Group Ltd.

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

An Hachette UK Company

ISBN: 978 1 4091 6445 6

Copyright © Liz Earle 1995, 2013, 2016

The right of Liz Earle to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

cover photo: Georgia Glynn-Smith

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

Every effort has been made to ensure that the information in this book is accurate. The information in this book will be relevant to the majority of people by may not be applicable in each individual case so it is advised that professional medical advice is obtained for specific health matters. Neither the publisher nor the author accept any legal responsibility for any personal injury or other damage or loss arising from the use of the information in this book. Anyone making a change in their diet should consult their GP especially if pregnant, infirm, elderly or under 16.

www.orionbooks.co.uk

OEBPS/images/ch1.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781409164456.jpg
Herbs for Health

How to
use natural herbal
remedies for all the family






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





