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INTRODUCTION

While modern medicine has in many cases eclipsed tried-and-true herbal remedies, another modern invention, the internet, has helped revive these fading ways to treat illness and support everyday good health. You probably picked up this book because you read about elderberry syrup on a blog and were curious to know more. That’s how I first learned about elderberries, too.

Reading about elderberry syrup online immediately piqued my interest. A simple berry-based concoction that could help me fight off colds and flu was very appealing in a region of the country where winter (and cold season!) lasts five to six long months.
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But buying tiny, expensive bottles of elderberry syrup did not appeal to this frugal do-it-yourselfer, and I quickly schooled myself in ways to tap the benefits of elderberries without breaking the bank. As I learned to make my own elderberry preparations, I developed an insatiable curiosity about other herbal remedies. Exploring the fascinating world of plant medicine, I discovered hundreds of common plants—some masquerading as weeds in our gardens, some staples of the spice cabinet—that we can use to address common ailments. Many of these simple herbs and spices show up in the recipes included here.

This book also contains information on how to source elderberries and use them safely, as well as what scientific evidence we have for their storied health benefits. In my effort to understand this intriguing plant better, I sought out scientists, growers, herbalists, and makers of jams and spirits. I combed through historical herbal texts, centuries’ worth of cookbooks, and piles of modern herbalist books. I experimented with using the flowers and berries in baking, teas, and condiments, and plied family and friends with the results. It’s all here for you, along with loads of information about how to find or grow elderflowers and elderberries and how you can use these ages-old remedies in your wellness routine.

Elderberry has served for many as a gateway to the not-quite lost—and, thanks to the internet and ever-growing popular interest, quickly rebounding—art of home remedies. Since elderberry has been widely studied, is readily available, and tastes so good, it’s a perfect place to start if you’re curious about supporting health naturally.

How to Use This Book

Whether you’re a veteran forager, an enthusiastic gardener, or someone who just wants to understand what all the fuss is about, this book has you covered.

You can absolutely use this book just for the how-to’s on health-supporting teas, tinctures, and other herbal concoctions, or peruse the recipes to discover how versatile elderberry can be. For those readers interested in learning more about elder’s rich history, foraging and growing information, or the scientific studies conducted on elderberry, I’ve provided overviews. Since there are so many conflicting recommendations about how to use elderberry, I spent a lot of time sifting through herbal reference books and speaking with herbalists and biochemists. You’ll find what I gleaned in the section on using elderberry for immune support.

>> Please do not skip the section on safely preparing and using elderberries and elderflowers, and if you plan to forage, the section on correctly identifying elderberry plants. Though elderberry is a food, there are some important things to know in order to use it safely and effectively.

While elderberry syrup is perhaps this impressive little berry’s best-known form, there is so much more we can make from flavorful elderberries! In addition to their uses for immune support, elderberries contain potent antioxidants that support long-term health, and they make nutritious and tasty additions to baked goods, drinks, and all manner of treats. Once you get started making your own elderberry gummies and homemade beverages, you’ll likely find lots more ways to incorporate this delicious ingredient into everyday cooking.

As you’ll discover in the pages that follow, elderflowers also have a long history of medicinal and culinary use. If you’ve never cooked with flowers before, get ready to have some fun with elder’s beautiful and delicious blossoms.

Dive into some of the history and research, check out the foraging and growing information, or just whip up some syrup, muffins, tea, or jam from these gorgeous and tasty fruits and flowers. Enjoy!
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CHAPTER 1

AN ELDERBERRY PRIMER

“SAMBUCUS CANADENSIS. ELDER . . . In domestic medicine, this plant forms almost a pharmacy in itself.”

—Charles Millspaugh, American Medicinal Plants (1892)1

Let’s start at the beginning. What is elderberry, anyway?

Elderberry is the common name for the fruit of the plant Sambucus, varieties of which grow in many parts of the world, from Australia to Canada. Common names include elder, black elderberry, European elderberry, blue elderberry, elder bush, and hundreds of others in dozens of languages. The French call it sureau noir, the Danish call it hyld, and the Germans call it schwarzer Holunder. In Italian it’s sambuco, in Spanish saúco, in Swedish fläder, in Farsi palam, and in Russian busine. In various times and places it has also been known as Judas tree, bore tree, pipe tree, and Devil’s wood, among many others.

It’s the European variety, Sambucus nigra, you’re most likely to have sampled as dry berries or in bottled syrup. Not many people realize that North America has its very own subspecies of elderberry called Sambucus canadensis, which grows in the northeastern part of the continent, and Sambucus cerulea, which grows in the west. In desert locations, Sambucus cerulea often goes by the name mexicana. Other parts of the world have additional subspecies. In South America, the native Sambucus australis is used in much the same way as Europeans have used nigra for centuries. Numerous additional kinds of elderberry grow in Asia and the Middle East.

The common name English speakers use derives from the Anglo-Saxon aeld, meaning fire, though exactly why isn’t certain. A number of sources suggest that the hollow stems of the elder were used as blowing tubes to kindle fire or perhaps for smoking, while herbalist Matthew Wood speculates the name may have had to do with elder’s common use as a fever-reducer.2 The wood of elder, which has an easy-to-remove-pith, was also used both by Native Americans and Europeans for making children’s toys such as popguns, as well as musical instruments. The Greek root sambuke and Latin sambucus refer to ancient musical instruments made from elder wood.

Elder shrubs and trees produce copious blooms of beautiful and deliciously-scented flowers in early summer and gorgeous rich clusters of drooping elderberries in late summer to fall. The fresh berries from many plants you’ll find don’t taste like much on their own, but cooked down and sweetened they make a rich flavoring that’s been used in everything from jams and pies to sauces and wines. You’ll find recipes for all of these in the second half of this book.

Most of what we know about elderberries comes from studies on the variety grown in Europe, where elderberry has a long tradition of use as “the country people’s medicine chest.” Herbal books dating back centuries inform us that elderberry and elderflower, as well as elder bark and leaves, have been used as folk medicine for a wide variety of ailments. Elder’s popularity in Europe never waned, and if you stop in at many European pharmacies, you’ll likely find numerous elderberry and elderflower cold remedies, from tonics to throat lozenges. You may have had some without even realizing it: the popular Swiss brand Ricola includes elderflowers in many of its cough drops, available at many American drug stores.

In North America, Native Americans also used elder to treat a wide array of illnesses. Recent research into the North American varieties suggests that they possess similar medicinal properties to their European cousins, and the dozens of ways North American tribes employed elder closely resemble those used in ancient Greece and Renaissance Europe. Comparable uses have also been documented in Latin American folk medicine and traditional Chinese medicine.

As interest in the healing power of foods has grown, elderberries have gotten special attention for their exceptionally high concentration of anthocyanins, the compounds in dark fruits like blueberries and black currants that give them their deep purple color. Anthocyanins have shown promise in lab studies for protecting our bodies from what’s known as oxidative stress, which is linked with diseases like cancer and brain degeneration as well as accelerated aging. Research continues to yield information about other potentially beneficial compounds found in the berries and flowers.

Elderberry’s current claim to fame, though, stems from the publicity it got when human trials in the 1990s suggested that elderberry extract could significantly shorten the duration and severity of flu, further supported in the years since by human, animal, and in vitro studies. Since then, supplement makers have launched scores of elderberry-based products meant to be taken medicinally, as they have been for centuries by home-remedy makers in Europe, the Americas, and other parts of the world. According to the National Center for Complementary and Integrative Health, sales of elderberry supplements rose by 50 percent between 2003 and 2008. Market reports from the American Botanical Council show growth in sales of 138 percent in 2018.3

An online search will yield hundreds of options for syrups, extracts, gummies, juices, tinctures, and herbal blends meant to treat or prevent respiratory illness. The price tag on a small jar of gummies (sometimes $25!) speaks to the market that has sprung up for the “immune-boosting” abilities of these tasty little berries. Learning to prepare your own elderberry concoctions will save you quite a bit over buying these pricey products, and if you learn to forage or grow your own, you may enjoy the benefit of this delicious medicinal berry for free.

Elderberries have become so popular that the last few years have seen shortages, with growers unable to meet the demand. Currently, more than 95 percent of commercial elderberries come from Europe, but enthusiastic North American growers have seen an excellent opportunity and hope to make greater contributions to the world supply of elderberries.

Though currently less prominent than the berry in many parts of the world, the flower historically has been has been viewed as more medicinally powerful, used commonly as a treatment for fever and a variety of other ailments. Finding elderflowers in early summer and drying them for winter use is easy, fun, and will save money. They impart a lovely flavor to all kinds of drinks, from teas to cocktails, and elderflower syrup can be used to make delicious frozen treats and cakes. Research has shown elder blossoms to be rich in antioxidants, and elderflower tea has long been herbalists’ go-to remedy for fevers and colds.

Elderflower’s abilities to soften and heal skin makes it a popular addition to skin salves, especially useful for older skin (see recipes beginning on page 173). According to herbalist Matthew Wood, a cooled infusion of elderflowers can also be used as an eye rinse, or applied as a compress for sprains, bruises, and sore muscles.4


Even the leaves, which may make you very ill if consumed, are useful topically and have a long history of medicinal applications, as you’ll see in the section on the plant’s historical uses.

One of the most appealing things about elderberries is that unlike many so-called superfoods, they grow wild in much of the world, so they’re easy to source inexpensively. No need to spend exorbitant amounts of money to have a potent home remedy at the ready. Better still, the concoctions you can make with elderflower and elderberry taste amazing!

So whether you’re a long-time user of elderberry syrup or you’ve never even noticed the stuff on your grocery store’s shelves, elderberry is a fantastic tool to add to (or launch) your home herbal arsenal. Read on to find out why.

[image: image]


The Usefulness of Herbal Medicine in the Modern World

While modern medicine and folk remedies seem to be at opposite ends of a spectrum, in fact many modern drugs derive from plants that researchers explored precisely because of their long history as folk medicine. A large percentage of modern pharmaceuticals were developed from plant-based medicines, and scientists continue to identify medicinally-useful plants that may help fight disease and support health.

Though not every herbal preparation has been thoroughly studied using modern scientific methods, more studies come out each year that shed light on why people have turned to these plants for centuries. Type the name of an herb into the National Institutes of Health PubMed database, and you’ll find there’s a great deal of interest in better understanding how these traditional remedies work, from commonplace cinnamon and mint to less familiar herbs that have gained popularity for treating a range of conditions, like St. John’s Wort and gingko.

While verifying a plant’s biological activity with science is certainly valuable, we shouldn’t dismiss folk remedies just because they don’t yet have the scientific studies proving their effectiveness. With thousands of plants used medicinally around the world, it’s simply not possible to have incontrovertible scientific proof of how or if they all work. Given the rising interest in plant-based medicine, odds are someone’s working on a study as you read these words. Herbalists have passed down centuries of plant wisdom, and some excellent recent books aim to make that wisdom accessible to an ever-growing number of us looking to support health with plants.

Just to be clear: I am not suggesting you reject conventional medicine altogether! It certainly has its place, especially in acute situations. But as evidence mounts that the foods we eat and our lifestyle choices greatly affect our health, the conventional medical community has begun to embrace elements of natural health as well. More doctors are prescribing time outdoors, for instance, as our intuitive sense that contact with nature is good for our well-being is borne out by scientific research. The American Academy of Pediatrics now recommends an old folk remedy for coughs—honey—and advises against giving children over-the-counter cough medicines.

Though the dominance of modern science has made many skeptical of herbal remedies, you’ve probably at some point in your life found relief thanks to herbal wisdom passed down from time immemorial. That cup of chamomile tea to help you unwind or the ginger you take for nausea are both longstanding herbal remedies.

A glance at the herbal tea aisle in any grocery store demonstrates how mainstream many of these ideas have become in the last few decades. Whether it’s a sleepytime tea or some of the many options from Traditional Medicinals (founded by renowned herbalist Rosemary Gladstar, sometimes referred to as the “godmother of modern herbalism”), addressing some common ailments from the sniffles to insomnia with simple herbs we sip from a cup is within reach for all of us.

Simple kitchen ingredients have been used to help prevent and treat illness for centuries. Along with honey, cinnamon can soothe coughs, while thyme’s antimicrobial abilities make thyme-derived botanical disinfectants as effective as bleach.5 Our great-grandmothers knew many of these once-common uses for everyday plants, and a new generation of herbalists is working to re-familiarize us with this age-old knowledge.

Consider adding the power of elderberry to your arsenal of gentle herbs that can help support better health. Whether or not you’re ready to dive into the fascinating world of herbal remedies, you don’t have much to lose with these tasty berries and flowers, which also have a long history of culinary use because they’re delicious as well as medicinal.

While you need to understand how to source and use your elderberries safely, you don’t need to be a trained herbalist to try some of these simple elderberry-based home remedies. When you start exploring the power of plants, you’ll likely find yourself drawn to the ways you can use common kitchen ingredients—like ginger or cloves, for example—to support wellness. You’ll find a number of these oft-overlooked but potent spices included in some of the elderberry recipes to increase their health-promoting properties. I’ve also included a list of useful books and websites on herbal subjects in the resources section if you’d like to learn about other medicinal plants.

The next section looks at elderberry’s intriguing history as a multi-purpose herbal medicine. The following chapter examines what modern science can tell us about how elderberry works, in many cases bearing out these historical uses.


A Brief(ish) Look at Elderberry’s Long History of Medicinal Use

While elderberry is new to many of us, it’s been a go-to remedy for a wide range of ailments for millenia, and as you’ll discover, modern scientific research has supported many of these historical applications. Common folk and physicians have used various parts of the elder medicinally for more than two thousand years. Large numbers of elderberry seeds have been found at archaeological excavations dating back thousands of years, suggesting that elder already had a place in the regular diets, and possibly apothecaries, of prehistoric peoples.6
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Amédée Masclef, 1891, from Atlas des plantes de France

The references to medicinal uses of elder in historical texts are so numerous, I’ve included only a small selection to give you a sense of this remarkable plant’s varied use over the centuries as a “people’s medicine chest,” a pharmacy for treating an impressive array of complaints. Several Greek and Roman medical sources mention the elder’s bark, leaves, flowers, and berries as effective remedies for maladies as diverse as dyspepsia and snake bite. Ancient Greeks used elder for a range of health issues, and the “father of medicine,” Hippocrates (c. 460–370 BC) suggested the leaves and berries for numerous medical problems, reportedly declaring elder a “medicine chest in itself” and a “plant from the gods.”

Greek physician and botanist Dioscorides (c. 40–90 AD) explored the medical uses of hundreds of plants in his five-volume De Materia Medica (On Medical Material), a precursor to modern pharmacopeias that circulated continuously in hand-copied manuscripts for fifteen centuries. The entry on chamaiacte, translated as dwarf elder (Sambucus ebulus), suggests using the root, leaves, stalks, and berries for dropsy (now known as edema), snakebites, burns, and coloring hair.7 Roman author and naturalist Plinius Gaius Secondus, a.k.a. Pliny the Elder (AD 23–79) included fifteen ways to use both common and dwarf elder in the section on remedies derived from forest trees in his immense Natural History, including as a diuretic, purgative, skin soother, and fly repellent.8 We now know that compounds in the plant have antimicrobial, anti-inflammatory, diuretic, and laxative properties, which is why they were found effective in diverse medical situations.

In the often-copied work of Dioscorides and in popular practice, these medicinal uses for elder spread through the Roman empire and were regularly used by peoples across Europe. Sources from the Middles Ages and Renaissance record longstanding traditions of using the elder medicinally. Bartholomaeus Anglicus, a thirteenth-century Parisian scholar who wrote a precursor to the first encyclopedia, De proprietatibus rerum (On the Properties of Things), includes separate entries for dwarf elder (Ebulo) and common elder (Sambuca) in the section on trees and plants. The description of common elder enumerates its typical uses as a treatment for fever and dropsy, noting its “vertue Diuretica.”9 German scholar Conrad von Megenberg, a prolific writer of the fourteenth century (1309–1374), best known for his Buch der Natur (Book of Nature), has been credited with the first mention of elderberry juice used to resist colds.

The sixteenth and seventeenth centuries witnessed the publication of numerous books exploring the medicinal uses of plants called “herbals,” which helped to disseminate information about treating illness with plant medicine more widely. The popular 1597 Herball, or Generall Historie of Plantes by English botanist John Gerard includes many uses of common and dwarf elder similar to those in ancient texts, such as treating swelling, gout, and as a purgative.10

The most sustained look at elderberry’s medicinal properties was a 1633 tome devoted entirely to elderberry, Martin Blochwich’s Anatomia Sambucii (The Anatomie of Elder), a translation of Italian Army doctor C. de Iryngio’s work on the subject. In 230 pages (!) Blochwich enumerates how the various parts of the elder—berries, leaves, flowers, buds, bark, roots, even a fungus that grows on it called “Jew’s ear”—may treat maladies of the eyes, ears, nose, mouth, and throat, alleviate a wide range of digestive complaints, arthritis, and gout, and also clear up skin conditions and wounds. He thus argues, “that not undeservedly they esteem it a Panacaea, or Allheal: For what is given to others apart, experience proves together to be in the Elder.”11

Botanist and herbalist John Parkinson (1567–1650), a founding member of the Worshipful Society of Apothecaries and apothecary to James I, included elderberry among the 3,800 medicinal plants covered in his nearly 1,700-page Theatrum Botanicum (Theater of Plants), published in 1640. The “vertues” of the common elder include many similar to those described by his predecessors, using leaves, flowers, berries, bark, and root internally and externally to treat digestive complaints, fevers, water retention, and earache, among many others.12

Nicolas Culpeper, seventeenth-century herbalist and author of the influential and widely-used Complete Herbal: A Comprehensive Description of Nearly All Herbs (1652), mentions numerous uses for elder leaves, bark, shoots, roots, flowers, and berries. He suggests them as remedies for snake and dog bites, menstrual irregularities, dropsy, ear pain, headache, bloodshot eyes, and palsies. Culpeper’s herbal remained a popular source of information on herbal remedies for over a century. In Culpeper we find one of the earlier descriptions of something like an elderberry syrup, called a “Rob of Elder Berries,” made from the ripe berries of either the common elder or the dwarf elder. He recommends it for dropsy: “Both Rob of Elder Berries, and Dwarf-Elder, are excellent for such whose bodies are inclining to dropsies, neither let them neglect nor despise it. They may take the quantity of a nutmeg each morning, it will gently purge the watery humour. ”13

William Coles, in his 1657 Adam in Eden, or, Nature’s Paradise: the history of plants, fruits, herbs and flowers records many of the same uses, but stops from enumerating all of them, he says, because “should I give you all the Vertues of Elder at large, I should much exceed the usual Limits of a Chapter.” He explains,



There is hardly a Disease, from the Head to the Foot, but it cures; for besides the Vertues I have allready mentioned, it is profitable for the Head-Ach, for Ravings and Wakings, Hypochondriack Mellancholy, the Falling-sickness, the Apopolexy and Palsy, Catarrhes, Tooth-ach, Deafnesse, want of smelling, Blemishes of the Face and Head, Diseases of the mouth and Throat, the infirmities of the Lungs, Hoasting, and Hoarsenesse, the Pleurisy and Ptisick, Women’s brests being sore, swooning and Faintness in Feavours, the Plague, Pox, Measles, Diseases of the Stomack, the Wormes and other Diseases of the Gutts, the Hemorrhoides, the Stone, Diseases of the Matrix, &c.14



Coles lists a number of ways to prepare the many useful parts of the elder—berries, flowers, roots, leaves, pith, and so on—and refers readers curious for more detail to Blochwich’s Anatomie of the Elder. In his 1664 Sylva: Or, a Discourse of Forest Trees & the Propagation of Timber, John Evelyn concurs, noting the elder “is a kind of catholicon against all infirmities whatever . . . every part of the tree being useful.”15 While these claims may stretch the bounds of credulity, modern science helps to explain why elderberry appeared to address so many diverse diseases. As you’ll read, the active compounds in various parts of the plant have strong antiviral activity as well as diuretic, anti-inflammatory, and laxative properties. Some research also bears out their uses against bacterial pathogens, helping to explain why they were considered useful in wound treatment, toothache, and even plague.16

The medicinal uses for different parts of the elder indicated by these popular herbals continued well into the nineteenth century, even as the professionalization of medicine began relegating herbal treatments to the sidelines. John Hatfield’s 1886 Botanic Pharmacopoeia reports that in his time elderflowers “find their principal employment in external applications, as for fomentations and poultices to swellings, and in the earlier stages of gatherings, boils, and abscesses.”17 In his 1895 Herbal Simples Approved for Modern Uses of Cure, William Thomas Fernie recommends numerous traditional uses of elder berries, flowers, leaves, and root for common health complaints.18 In her 1903 Book of Herbs, Lady Rosalind Northcote writes, “Elder, beloved by all herbalists, still keeps its place in the British Pharmacopoeia, and the cooling effects of Elder-Flower Water, none can deny. In the country, Elder leaves and buds are most highly valued and are used in drinks, poultices, and ointments.”19

During the first World War, British herbalist Maud Grieve transformed her plant nursery into a medicinal herb farm to help address the wartime shortage of critical medicines. In ensuing years, she devoted much of her life to herbal research, producing hundreds of monographs on medicinal plants. The monographs were collected in 1931 in a volume titled 
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