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There is a circle, green hands enfolded, lives entwined, of fellow herbalists. I’ve held each of their hands and laughed and prayed with them, these old friends who influenced my earliest teachings. Their thoughts are embedded in my heart and flow into the words of this book.

It has been over three decades since we first met at the earliest herb gatherings in Sonoma County. We offered some of our original herb classes and went on some of our earliest herb walks together. At a time when herbalism wasn’t popular or faddish, we “followed our bliss,” our green passion. Now practically elders, ever more impassioned by the green world, we face a new millennium, wondering not what the world has in store for herbalism but what the herbs have in store for us.

You always run the risk of forgetting someone very important as the night lights fade and the years draw on, but for this moment, I’m remembering these faces from 30 years ago: Svevo Brooks, Nan Koehler, Rob Menzies, Jeannie Rose, Drake Sadler, Ed Smith, Christopher Hobbs, Michael Tierra, Sara Katz, Gabrielle Howearth, James Green, Kathi Keville, Ryan Drum, Mindy Green, Steven Foster, Mark Blumenthal, Warren Raysor, Nam Singh, David Winston, and several who have already crossed “the great divide” — Cascade Anderson Geller, Jesse Longacre, Selena Heron, Jeannine Parvati Baker, Gail Ulrich, and Michael Moore.

May the circle ever grow and the weeds be plentiful.


Chapter One


Understanding Herbs

I was at a large conference a few years ago participating in a panel of “experts” on herbal medicine. Each person on the panel had been involved in herbal studies for more than two decades and was quite well known and knowledgeable about the subject. It was a long workshop, with discussions on different aspects of herbal medicine. I think we all felt fairly good about the perspectives we were sharing and the overviews we had given, but when it came time for questions and answers, the very first question came from a woman sitting in the front row. She stated quite simply, “I came here hoping to gain some clarity about how to use herbs for myself and my family, and now I’m more confused than ever.” This book is written for her.


Choosing Herbal Medicine

With all the possible options offered by health care today, making a wise choice can be challenging. What is the most responsible thing to do? Each situation is different and warrants a different approach. In one instance antibiotics and a hospital visit may be a wise choice; in another situation herbal remedies and home treatments may be the most responsible approach to take. So how do you decide?

Basically, if your grandmother would have treated the problem at home, you probably can too. This is a sweeping statement, I know, and there are many exceptions to it. Though herbalism can be, and is, effectively used for complex health situations, even life-threatening situations at times, it is best as a home health care system.

Most illnesses and imbalances respond to nourishment, rest, and gentle natural treatments. If your body does not respond in an appropriate manner or does not respond quickly enough for the situation, then consider consulting a medical practitioner, ideally one who is interested in and knowledgeable about holistic treatments. Keep in mind that unless health care practitioners are educated about herbs, they will not be able to give you good advice on the use of herbs, and most practitioners will instruct you not to use them simply because they aren’t familiar with most herbs’ effects.


When to Use Herbs

Each situation requiring medical attention is different, and each of us as individuals responds differently to treatment. But here are some guidelines for recognizing when herbal treatments can be a better choice than allopathic medical treatments:

As preventive medicine. Herbs are inimitable for building and strengthening the body’s natural immunity and defense mechanisms. They nourish the deep inner ecology of our systems on a cellular level. Herbs are also powerful adaptogens, increasing the body’s ability to adapt to the ever-changing environment and stressors of life. Having evolved with herbs for thousands of years, our bodies have an innate familiarity with them, recognize them on the deepest levels, and efficiently utilize them.

For most nonemergency medical situations. Everyday problems such as bruises, swellings, sprains, cuts, wounds, colds, fevers, and mild (first degree) burns respond well to herbal healing. Herbs can also be an effective, “on the spot” first aid treatment for emergency situations in which medical help is unavailable or on its way.

As therapeutic agents. If you choose to undergo more radical forms of treatment for serious illnesses such as cancer, AIDS, multiple sclerosis, and other autoimmune disorders, herbs serve as excellent secondary therapeutic agents, supporting and replenishing the body’s life energy. Herbs and allopathic medicine work compatibly in these critical situations and can be used to complement and enhance the effects of one another.


Complementing Allopathic Health Care

Herbalism and allopathic medicine often seem at odds with one another. But they are, in fact, complementary and work together quite compatibly. Whereas allopathic drugs actively kill bacteria and viruses, herbal medicines build and restore the system. Allopathic medication generally has a specific agenda; herbs, through a complex biochemical process, take the whole person into consideration and replenish the body at a cellular level. When taken correctly, herbs do not upset the body’s innate sense of harmony, so there are few or no side effects. Using herbal therapies to complement pharmaceuticals often helps eliminate or lessen the side effects of drug therapies.

Though some of the strongest herbs should not be used in combination with allopathic drugs, most herbs do not interfere with the actions of pharmaceuticals and can safely be used to augment allopathic treatments. (None of those “strong” herbs are called for in this book.) There is a growing body of information about drug/herb interactions, but it’s important to note that most of this research is in its infant stage. People react differently to both herbal medicine and pharmaceutical medicine. Because of this, whenever you’re considering using herbal medicine but you’re also taking a pharmaceutical, you should consult with a holistic health care professional, who knows and understands herbal medicine, to determine if herbs are recommended in your situation.


Getting Perspective on Herb Safety

Herbs are among the safest medications available on earth. This does not mean that there are not toxic plants or herbal remedies that can cause side effects or harmful reactions in the body. But herbalism as a system of healing has been practiced for several thousand years. The herbs we use today have been used for centuries by people around the world.

Herbs that have toxic side effects have been noted and well documented; wisely, most of these herbs are not available for sale in this country. Occasionally an herb will stimulate an idiosyncratic reaction in an individual. This doesn’t make the herb toxic, just a poor choice for that particular individual. Strawberries, a perfectly delicious fruit, are sweet nectar to some and a noxious substance to others. Wheat, another perfectly benign food, is an allergen to a large number of people and can cause dire consequences in a few.

There are many reports surfacing these days about the toxicity of herbs. Even perfectly benign substances such as chamomile and peppermint are finding themselves on the “black list.” I think the reason for this is not that more people are using herbs, as is often suggested, but that people are using herbs in ways that allow greater and more concentrated dosages. In the past, herbs were most often taken as teas and syrups, in baths and salves, and in tinctures and extracts. But herbal capsules, which allow people to swallow greater amounts, and standardized preparations, which are far beyond the normal concentrations found in nature, have not been available until recently.

Any herb, even the safest and most researched of herbs, can affect different people differently. Though it is a rare occurrence, a negative reaction to herbs is often reported in the news and soon makes national headlines, creating a certain alarm among plant users. Were drug reactions reported with the same fervor, we’d have a national headline on aspirin every day. However rare these reactions to herbs may be, it is always wise to practice caution when using an herb for the first time, especially when administering to children.

With millennia of experience behind the use of medicinal herbs, their safety is assured. Follow the appropriate dosages outlined in this book, use only those herbs that have a record of safety, and respond quickly by discontinuing an herb if you suspect that it is causing a negative response.



The Safety of Medicinal Herbs

Each year approximately 100,000 people in the United States die from adverse reactions to legally prescribed drugs, making them the fourth leading cause of death among Americans. In addition, over 2 million serious but nonfatal problems are caused annually by pharmaceuticals. If there were any deaths due to the use of medicinal herbs, they were not reported. The American Association of Poison Control Centers (AAPCC) receives so few toxicity reports from medicinal herb usage that there is no special category assigned to them. The AAPCC reports that herbs are not a major public health hazard, while houseplants and mushrooms account for a great number of poisonings each year, as do prescription and over-the-counter drugs.





Chapter Two


The Art of Making Herbal Remedies

It took years to develop the recipes and formulas in this book, and it is with pleasure that I pass them along to you. When I first began working with herbs in the late 1960s, what little explanation there was on how to prepare herbs was difficult to find. Often the steps were complicated, and sometimes the herbs mentioned were not even available. Through a creative process of trial and error, learning from the old masters and their books, and sharing with and learning from friends, the instructions for these preparations began to take shape. Included in this chapter is the information I wish I had when I first began to study herbs.


Buying and Storing Herbs

It is important to insist on high-quality, ideally organically grown herbs. Though these herbs may cost a few cents more, they are far better for our medicines and, ultimately, our planet. Have on hand at all times at least 2 ounces of the herbs you plan to use. And don’t use herbs either from this country or elsewhere that are endangered or at risk in the wild. It is critical when using herbs today that each person takes responsibility for where the herbs are coming from and who is growing and harvesting them. To learn more about endangered herbs, contact the United Plant Savers (see Resources).


Purchasing Herbs

How do you tell if a dried herb is of good quality? It should look, taste, and smell almost exactly as it does when fresh, and it should be effective. Dried herbs should have vibrant color, and though they may not necessarily smell “good,” they should smell strong. They should also have a distinctive, fresh flavor. Again, they may not taste “good”; judge their taste by potency rather than flavor. If you find one of your herbal remedies is not effective, look to the quality of the herbs you used in making it.

I have traveled widely, and I am astounded by the differences in the quality of herbs in different parts of the world. In the early days of herbalism in the United States, the quality of our herbs was very poor, but over the last three decades, there has been such an emphasis on using high-quality herbs that we now lead the world in quality standards.

We are hoping to have the same influence worldwide on the preservation of medicinal plant populations. If we wish to preserve this system of healing for our children, protecting medicinal plant species becomes imperative. You are supporting not only your own health but the health of the planet when you buy organic and sustainably harvested herbs.


Growing Your Own Medicinal Herbs

The best way to assure you’re getting quality herbs is to grow your own. Many of the plants that you use for medicine can be grown as part of your vegetable and flower garden. Incorporate them into your landscape and use them as they grow and thrive. Most herbs are exceptionally easy to grow. For complete instructions, read Tammi Hartung’s excellent book Homegrown Herbs (Storey



Storing Herbs




The Kitchen “Lab”




	Cheesecloth or fine muslin for straining herbs

	A large, double-meshed stainless steel strainer

	Stainless steel pots with tight-fitting lids

	A grater reserved for grating beeswax

	Canning jars of various sizes for storing herbs and making tinctures

	Measuring cups (though, heaven forbid, I hardly use them)

	A coffee grinder for grinding herbs (Don’t use your herb grinder for coffee; you’ll forever have the flavor of herbs in your coffee and the scent of coffee in your herbs.)




How to Determine Measurements



Herbal Teas






Infusions



Decoctions



Solar and Lunar Infusions





Syrups




How to Make Syrup
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Herbal Candy




How to Make Herbal Candy










Herbal Pills




How to Make Herbal Pills











Medicinal Oils




Making Solar-Infused Oils



Using the Double-Boiler Method





Storing Herbal Oils
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Salves and Ointments




How to Make a Salve









Tinctures






Herbal Liniments?







How to Make a Tincture













Herbal Baths





Dosage Guidelines
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PREPARATION DOSAGE FOR CHRONIC CONDITIONS DOSAGE FOR ACUTE CONDITIONS

Tea 3-4 cups daily for 5 days, rest Y=Y cup throughout the day,
for 2days, then repeat for up to 3-4 cups, until symp-
several weeks, or until the toms subside

problemis corrected

Extractsor !2-1teaspoon 3 times daily for Yi—Y2 teaspoon every 30-60
tinctures* 5 days, rest for 2 days, then minutes until symptoms
continue for several weeks, or subside
until the problemis corrected

Capsulesor 2capsules/tablets 3 timesdaily 1capsule/tablet every hour
tablets for 5 days, rest for 2 days, then until symptoms subside
continue for several weeks, or
until the problemis corrected

*Includes syrups and elixirs.






