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FOREWORD

This book is a most welcome addition to the growing body of literature on herbs and phytomedicines. In the past few decades, interest in herbs and phytomedicinal products has grown, not only in the United States but also throughout the world. In recent years, some of this interest has focused on Rhodiola rosea. 

All too often, when consumers and health professionals think about herbs, the ones that come to mind are the most popular in the marketplace—what I sometimes endearingly refer to as the “usual suspects.” These include aloe vera, black cohosh, echinacea, garlic, ginger, ginkgo, ginseng, saw palmetto, St. John’s wort, and valerian, among numerous others. Most of these herbs have achieved their prominence in the marketplace because they have been the subjects of the most clinical research.

The past 10 to 20 years have witnessed an explosion in the scientific study of herbal formulations. Until very recently, much of this research took place in western Europe—particularly in Germany, where a unique regulatory system evaluates the safety and indications of herbs sold in pharmacies, approving about 200 of them as non­prescription medicines. Other countries involved in extensive herbal research include China, Japan, India, and Russia. Very few of the studies from Russia and the former Soviet Union had been available in the West because they had not been translated into English, the predominant international language of science and medicine.

This is one of the major reasons why the West has remained largely unaware of the increasingly impressive health benefits of Rhodiola rosea, sometimes called Arctic root or golden root. Most of the research occurred in Russia and appeared in Russian medical journals. The data from many of these studies have been under wraps until recently, when they began to appear in limited venues. 

At least three modern, well-designed, controlled clinical trials on the adaptogenic properties of Rhodiola rosea have been published in Phytomedicine, a leading English-language journal on the science of herbs and medicinal plants. The results of these trials strongly support the safety and efficacy of Rhodiola rosea. Unfortunately, such trials need to appear in leading medical journals before the conventional medical community will take notice of the potential applications of Rhodiola rosea in modern clinical practice. Publication in major medical journals also could increase media coverage of herbs like Rhodiola rosea and thus promote their inclusion in a rational regimen of dietary supplementation for millions of consumers who are looking for ways to increase energy, reduce stress, and optimize their well-being.

Fortunately, the literature documenting the health benefits of Rhodiola rosea has been comprehensively and painstakingly reviewed by two medical experts who are able to present a clear, cogent, and concise case for the appropriate incorporation of Rhodiola rosea into both medical practice and consumer self-care. I first met Dr. Dick Brown and Dr. Pat Gerbarg over the Internet, via a series of e-mails. They had prepared an extensive monograph on Rhodiola rosea for the American Botanical Council’s peer-reviewed herbal medicine journal HerbalGram (http://abc.herbalgram.org/site/PageServer), of which I am the editor. Over the ensuing months, I worked with them to develop the manuscript into what became the first authoritative and comprehensive English-language review of the clinical and pharmacological literature about this fascinating herb. 

Normally, I am not one to hype the next “superherb.” Too often, the U.S. herb market has been characterized by sharp peaks in interest based on the introduction of a “new” herb or the “latest miracle discovery.” (This market dynamic also is true for nonherbal dietary supplements.) But when I was interviewed for a one-page story that appeared in the February 3, 2003, issue of Newsweek magazine, I did say that Rhodiola rosea might become the next “herbal superstar.” I continue to believe this, for several reasons.

First and foremost, the herb is extremely safe. Based on centuries of use—going back almost 2,000 years to its documented tradition as a remedy in classic Greek medicine—plus numerous animal and human clinical studies, Rhodiola rosea has demonstrated a high degree of safety. It is not known to produce any serious adverse effects and few, if any, minor side effects.

Second, as this book clearly demonstrates, Rhodiola rosea has a wide array of documented health benefits, from its established role in building energy and stamina to its potential in helping stabilize depressive moods. The research to support each benefit has been carefully detailed by Dr. Brown and Dr. Gerbarg. 

Third, an impressive body of scientific literature supports the traditional and modern applications of Rhodiola rosea. Often scientists and health professionals are not satisfied with the level of clinical research on many herbs—and, in general, I tend to agree with them. That is, I would prefer to see much more research on most herbs. But with regard to Rhodiola rosea, the published studies so far show the herb to be useful for physical and mental performance under stress, energy enhancement, heart health, immune defense, hormone balance, and weight loss.

Finally, Rhodiola rosea is agriculturally sustainable. There is a growing sense of urgency among environmental biologists and other scientists in similar fields, as well as among responsible members of the herbal industry, that the continued worldwide demand for herbal medicines could have a deleterious impact on native plant populations. This legitimate concern is particularly relevant to herbs like Rhodiola rosea, whose desired medicinal part is the root. To harvest the root, the entire plant must be destroyed. Fortunately, forward-thinking farmers and entrepreneurs in various parts of Russia, some former Soviet republics, and Scandinavia are developing commercial Rhodiola rosea farms, where they can cultivate high-quality root material without putting further pressure on wild stands of the herb. As a bonus, this practice will help establish a viable new industry in countries in urgent need of economic development.

In choosing this book for your personal library, you’re getting authoritative, reliable information from two medical experts who not only understand the professional literature but also have used adaptogens like Rhodiola rosea personally and in their professional practices. The term adaptogen is highly appropriate to describe the actions of a group of herbs for which we in the West have few other words, except perhaps the less adequate tonic. Adaptogen was coined in the late 1940s by Soviet pharmacologists who were studying the actions of the legendary Asian ginseng root (Panax ginseng). Adaptogens, as this excellent book explains, are safe, natural substances that support an organism in responding to various stressors, whether heat, cold, fatigue, emotional upset, or—in the case of Rhodiola rosea—prolonged periods of weightlessness and the extreme stresses of spaceflight.

This book will help to bridge the knowledge gap that exists about the safety and potential health benefits of Rhodiola rosea. I consider it an essential resource for consumers and health professionals alike.

			—Mark Blumenthal

			Founder and executive director, 
American Botanical Council

			Editor, HerbalGram
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Impressions of a 

			REMARKABLE 

			HERB

			The inspiration for this book began with a serendipitous chain of events that could not have been timelier. Little did we know when we first heard about a mysterious herb called Rhodiola rosea that it would have such a profound effect on our own health, as well as the health of our patients, family members, friends, and colleagues.

			PAT’S STORY

			In the early 1990s, we got our first puppy. Because we live in an area that’s heavily populated with deer, it wasn’t long before Rocky started bringing deer ticks into the house. Each day I checked him carefully and removed the tiny pests. I wanted to make sure that none of my three children got bitten or developed Lyme disease.

			After a few months of this, I noticed some discomfort in my joints. I didn’t pay much attention to it at the time because I had a history of back pain and I never got the telltale rash that indicates a tick bite. But over the course of the next year, the pain intensified, spreading from my joints into my tendons and muscles.

			I consulted doctors and had every possible test—MRIs, CAT scans, blood workups, spinal taps, and nerve conduction studies. Invariably, the results were normal. Even when I told the story about the dog and the ticks, my doctors insisted that I couldn’t possibly have Lyme disease because my blood and spinal fluid showed no trace of it.

			In fact, some of the specialists whom I consulted believed that there was no basis for my pain. That was a good lesson for me. I learned what it’s like to be a patient with a doctor who doesn’t ­really believe that the person is ill. When I was sick, my view of the medical profession changed, as did my faith in conventional medicine, which I thought had all the answers.

			All the while, I was losing my strength, as well as my energy, as the pain kept getting worse. I couldn’t use my hands for much of anything. They hurt so much that even the simplest activity, like brushing my teeth, was excruciating. My children became my hands. They washed the dishes. Laura, who was a teenager, handled my correspondence and wrote checks for me. I spent a lot of time lying flat, with ice packs or heat packs on my joints, waiting for the pain to subside. Any movement was unbearable.

			Walking became a problem, too. I had the shuffling gait of a woman in her eighties, even though I was only in my forties. It took everything inside me just to get from the house to the car, and from the car up the stairs to my office.

			Of course, I tried many different medications, but none of them helped. As the months and years went by, I coped by reducing my level of activity, including the number of hours I saw patients. Because I was having trouble sitting, I got in the habit of lying on the couch during our sessions. I also taught my patients how to write their own prescriptions, which I’d “sign” with a rubber stamp of my name. We joked that mine was the only office where the patients wrote the prescriptions while the psychiatrist lay on the couch.

			During this time, the thing that was hardest for me was not being able to dance. My husband, Dick, and I love ballroom dancing. We’d begun entering competitions and even winning some. After I got sick, I couldn’t dance. I adjusted to every other loss, but not this one. Thankfully, we had a wonderful teacher who adapted the steps so I could just kind of shuffle around and wave my arms.

			The most touching moment came when I went with my son Josh to visit colleges. At one of the schools, we had to park at the bottom of a hill and climb several flights of concrete steps to reach the campus. I told my son, “Josh, there’s no way I can get up those stairs. You go without me.” Well, he picked me up and carried me not only to the top of the hill but right to the building where his interview was. This happened again and again: My legs would give out—as we were visiting schools or attending family events—and Josh would pick me up and carry me. In one way, being sick was hard because I didn’t want to burden my children. Yet in another way, it was a blessing because I could see how my children were becoming more aware and more compassionate and considerate of others.

			Eventually, Dick—who’s a psychopharmacologist and an expert in alternative medicine—ran into a colleague with symptoms similar to mine. This doctor had been helped by a specialist in infectious diseases, so we made an appointment. The specialist ordered a PET (positron-emission tomography) scan, which found reduced bloodflow to several areas of my brain, caused by vasculitis, an inflammation of the blood vessels. This made sense because I had started losing my memory and was having increasing difficulty with balance. It was very frightening.

			The doctor suggested that the most likely cause of my symptoms was an infection such as Lyme disease. Even though my tests came back negative, he decided to treat me as though I had the disease. Later we learned that approximately 10 to 20 percent of Lyme disease cases may be seronegative. In other words, they don’t show up in blood tests.

			After an 8-month course of antibiotics, I showed some improvement in my mobility and strength, and I didn’t have as much pain. All in all, I’d say I was about 25 percent better—which was a great relief. Still, I continued to have problems with my memory, concentration, and balance. Dick recommended supplements to support my nerve function while he searched for other things that might help even more.

			DICK’S CHANCE “DISCOVERY”

			One day a patient who had been struggling with depression came into my office feeling much cheerier. When I asked him what was going on, he told me about a little-known herb called rhodiola that he’d picked up in a health food store. I suspected his improved mood might be a placebo effect, so I didn’t pay much attention to it. Then, a few months later, another patient came in with the same story.

			Both of these men suffered from clinical depression and anxiety, and both had improved on antidepressants, though only to a limited extent. Suddenly they were reporting a much higher level of energy and a much greater capacity to experience pleasure. I decided to learn all that I could about rhodiola, which I hadn’t heard of before. 

			Upon researching the market, I found only two preparations of the herb that looked reasonable. I wrote to one company and asked to see their studies. They directed me to an expert, a plant biochemist by the name of Dr. Zakir Ramazanov.

			As it happened, Zakir not only had done research on Rhodiola rosea—the species of the plant that is most effective—but he also had recently moved to the United States and lived just an hour away from Pat and me. On our first meeting soon after, I learned that his interest in the herb was not just professional. It had been the key to his recovery from severe post-traumatic stress disorder, which he’d developed after serving with the Soviet army during the war in Afghanistan.

			Zakir gave me a stack of articles and studies, as well as a book, on the benefits of Rhodiola rosea, of which he was coauthor. I discovered that the herb—which grows at high altitudes in Siberia, the Republic of Georgia, and Scandinavia—calms the stress response sys­tem while increasing cellular energy. It also improves brain function and strengthens the immune sys­tem.

			Right away I realized that Rhodiola rosea might help Pat. But before I recommend a new treatment to someone else, I like to try it on myself. So I started taking the herb to see how I’d feel. Almost immediately, my mind seemed clearer. I was more energetic and less stressed. After a few days, I noticed that I recovered from exercise more quickly. In fact, when I took Rhodiola rosea, I could work out harder without feeling as drained as before. And I didn’t experience any side effects. So I gave the herb to Pat.

			PAT’S REMARKABLE HEALING

			Within 10 days of taking my first dose of Rhodiola rosea, my memory was on the rebound. I remember when I noticed a difference. It was a Sunday, and I felt the urge to play chess with my son David, then 14 years old. I had taught him to play when he was little, and since then he had become a competitive chess player on his high school team. I had given up the game during my illness because I couldn’t concentrate long enough. On that Sunday, however, I felt up to the challenge. David reluctantly agreed, on one condition: I had to let him watch TV and do his math homework at the same time so he wouldn’t be too bored.

			We played, and to his surprise and dismay, I won. It was the first time in years that I’d mustered the mental ability to focus and remember the moves and strategies. It was just incredible. Of course, David won the rematch by paying close attention, but I put up a good fight.

			Every day after that, it seemed, something else would come back that I thought I’d lost forever. One morning a couple of months after I started taking Rhodiola rosea, I jumped out of bed and began doing the rumba. Just like that. All the steps I’d learned that had been inaccessible to me during my illness were right there. I was thrilled to realize that someday I might ­really be able to dance again.

			My mental function continued to improve, too. My thinking, which had become quite slow during my illness, returned to normal speed over several months. After years of struggling to “multitask,” and forgetting what I was doing when I tried to focus on more than one thing at a time, I finally could take in more complex information. This is a critical skill when you have a job, a husband, three children, and a dog, as I do. You must be able to keep your bearings when so much is going on around you.

			Over the next year, as my pain subsided, I gradually took on more patients. Now I can do things that I once took for granted—go for a walk, hold a pen, open a jar, drive a car. Best of all, I’m dancing with my husband again. I may not be quite as good as I once was, but when I dance, I ­really dance. Although I haven’t recovered my full strength and I still need to be careful, I have my life back.

			WHY WE WROTE THIS BOOK

			Looking back, we believe that Rhodiola rosea probably rejuvenated the nerves that had been damaged by the reduced bloodflow to Pat’s brain, in addition to energizing all the systems in her body. We were so surprised and grateful for her dramatic recovery that we decided to keep investigating the properties and benefits of this exceptional herb. Why hadn’t we heard about it before?

			We learned from Zakir that while Rhodiola rosea had been extensively studied in the former Soviet Union, most of the research had been concealed in classified documents. Since the fall of the regime in 1991, however, Zakir has devoted himself to recovering the original documents and painstakingly translating them. He generously made this substantial body of research available to us. We studied it closely and began recommending Rhodiola rosea, when appropriate, to patients, family members, friends, and colleagues—with overwhelmingly positive results. We have seen the herb make a real difference for hundreds of people suffering from fatigue, chronic stress, depression, memory and cognitive impairment, hormonal imbalances, and immune sys­tem dysfunction, as well as for healthy individuals seeking to improve their physical or mental endurance.

			Such broad benefits may sound too good to be true. But as we’ll explain in chapter 4, Rhodiola rosea is an adaptogen, a natural substance that acts on multiple sys­tems of the body. Based on what we have seen, this hardy plant—with its powerful healing properties and very low toxicity—could help prevent or slow the progression of numerous diseases, while relieving suffering and vastly improving the quality of life for many people.

			In the summer of 2003, Dick and Zakir had their own remarkable adventure with Rhodiola rosea. 

			Dick: We were climbing in the Sayan Mountains, the eastern continuation of the Altai range, on the northern border of Mongolia, searching for Rhodiola rosea growing in the wild. Our journey already had taken us 6,000 feet above sea level in just 3 hours. After scrambling for miles on slippery rocks in a cold glacial river, we followed our guide, Pavel, through subarctic terrain to an altitude of 10,000 feet. Our last hurdle was a 200-foot sheer rock cliff, which we somehow managed to scale. When we got to the other side, we were greeted by the bright golden flowers of Rhodiola rosea growing everywhere in the craggy walls of a ravine.

			Exhausted, we carefully dug up some fresh roots, which we washed in a pure mountain stream, then sliced, boiled, and steeped in water. We quickly drank the hot, dark red tea. Even though each of us was familiar with Rhodiola rosea’s healing power, we weren’t quite prepared for the blast of energy delivered by the herb. Within 15 minutes we felt strong enough to race down the mountain ahead of a gathering summer storm that might have swollen the river and trapped us in that remote, isolated ravine.

			Because Pat and I have experienced the benefits of Rhodiola rosea firsthand, and because the herb remains relatively unknown in the West, our mission in writing this book is to share the scientific research—as well as our own clinical experience—with the general public, with physicians and other health care practitioners, and with research scientists. Our deepest hope is that the information presented here will inspire further investigation of Rhodiola rosea and be of as much benefit to our readers as it has been to us.

			WHO WE ARE

			Before we get too far into our exploration of Rhodiola rosea, we thought you might want to know a bit more about us and our qualifications to write a book like this. Allow us to introduce ourselves.

			Dick: I’m an associate professor of clinical psychiatry at Columbia College of Physicians and Surgeons in New York City, with private practices in psychiatry and psychopharmacology in both Manhattan and upstate New York, where Pat and I live. For the last 15 years, I’ve specialized in working with patients who have complex psychiatric and medical histories and who often can’t tolerate standard drug therapies. In addition to teaching and clinical work, I conduct research, having participated in numerous studies of psychiatric disorders. I’m also the author, with Teodora Bottiglieri, Ph.D., and Carol Colman, of Stop Depression Now, which presents a holistic approach to treating depression.

			Although I received traditional medical training at Columbia University, throughout my career I’ve explored herbs and other alternative therapies as supplements to conventional drug treatments—but only when I find compelling scientific evidence to support their use. I won’t recommend anything if the science behind it isn’t solid. Just because a remedy is “natural” doesn’t mean it’s safe or effective. While some natural substances can heal, others do very little or, worse, cause serious damage. Knowing the difference can be a matter of life and death.

			My lifelong interest in medicinal plants can be traced to my childhood in Kentucky, where I trailed my grandfather through the woods as he hunted for mushrooms and other plants with healing properties. Early on, I got the idea that things from nature can be very therapeutic for people. In fact, I learned from both sides of my family that we human beings have a powerful innate ability to heal. We just need to know how to activate it.

			My positive clinical experience with Rhodiola rosea, SAM-e, and other natural substances has confirmed what I learned as a child. So has my personal experience. Because of my extremely demanding schedule, I depend on a daily regimen of yoga stretching, yoga breathing, and meditation—as well as aikido (a Japanese martial art), a healthful diet, and the use of Rhodiola rosea—to sustain my energy.

			Pat: I’m an assistant clinical professor of psychiatry at New York Medical College in Valhalla. After graduating from Brown University, I trained at Harvard Medical School before completing my psychiatry residency at Beth Israel Hospital in Boston and my psychoanalytic training at the Boston Psychoanalytic Society and Institute. I have taught, supervised, and lectured on a wide range of topics in psychiatry, including stress, depression, and trauma. I maintain a private practice in upstate New York.

			My appreciation of herbal medicine deepened considerably once I added Rhodiola rosea to my healing regimen during my long and difficult bout of Lyme disease. Since my recovery, I’ve gotten more and more interested in researching and writing about alternative and complementary medicine in psychiatry. Dick and I have been coauthors of numerous scientific articles and book chapters on the subject, including an in-depth article with Dr. Zakir Ramazanov on Rhodiola rosea for HerbalGram, and the chapter “Complementary and Alternative Treatments in Psychiatry” with Philip R. Muskin for the second edition of the textbook Psychiatry.

			To maintain my energy reserves, I practice yoga stretching, yoga breathing, and meditation on a daily basis. In addition, I go for walks two or three times a day, and I maintain a healthy diet. Of course, I take Rhodiola rosea religiously, before breakfast and lunch.

			A FINAL NOTE

			Although we are great fans of Rhodiola rosea, we want to assure you that our interest in it is as scientists and physicians committed to providing our patients with the most effective treatments available, with the fewest side effects. We have no past, present, or prospective future financial interest in any product containing Rhodiola rosea, nor do we have a financial stake in any other supplement mentioned in this book.
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Rhodiola rosea and the

HUMAN ENERGY

CRISIS


CHAPTER 1
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Energy,

STRESS,

AND YOUR HEALTH

People are experiencing burnout like never before. It’s easy to see why. Between cell phones, pagers, and instant messaging—not to mention job demands, family responsibilities, and a nonstop flow of obligations and commitments—we’re on call 24/7. No matter how many tasks we cross off our to-do lists, they just keep getting longer. Then we must deal with the threats of terrorism; snipers; and SARS, West Nile virus, and other newly minted infectious diseases, which only fuel our anxiety levels. Just thinking about it all makes us toss and turn well into the night, compromising the sleep we so desperately need to replenish our dwindling energy reserves. We yawn and stumble through our days, feeling simultaneously tired and wired.

Does this sound familiar? If so, you may be one of the millions of Americans who chronically expend more energy than they have, someone whose energy reserves are almost always tapped out. This imbalance puts an enormous amount of stress on body and mind. It also is a leading cause of illness in the United States, where an estimated 80 percent of health problems stem from stress.

To get a clearer picture of how stress—or overspending your energy reserves—affects your health, imagine your body as a car battery that constantly uses energy without ever fully recharging. In other words, more energy is expended than replaced, so less and less juice is available over time. Eventually, the battery wears down, and the engine won’t turn over.

We humans are similar. Everything we do, mentally as well as physically—from eating breakfast to planning the day’s agenda to falling in love—burns energy. For this reason, we require a steady supply of energy in order to function well. These days, with so many pressures bearing down on us, our energy demands are greater than ever. And we need to store extra energy for use during unexpected crises.

We must replenish our energy reserves daily—ideally with more than we expend so that we always have an ample supply available for those times when we really need it. This may be what Rhodiola rosea does best.

RHODIOLA ROSEA: NATURE’S PERFECT ENERGIZER

Rhodiola rosea is one of those rare substances that increase energy at the very source: our cells. For several decades, researchers have been examining the root of this remarkable herb, which grows wild at high altitudes in Siberia and other northern regions. Their conclusion? Rhodiola rosea actually boosts energy production in the cells of the major organ systems.

This power surge at the cellular level not only helps us manage stress with greater ease but also protects against disease and neutralizes environmental toxins. A growing body of evidence shows that Rhodiola rosea significantly improves physical and mental function, as well as the workings of the cardiovascular, immune, and neuroendocrine systems. (The term neuroendocrine collectively refers to the neurological and endocrine systems. It’s a product of current research that shows just how intimately connected these systems are.)

Our own positive clinical experience with the herb—as well as our colleagues’—is consistent with the research. We have found Rhodiola rosea to be extremely beneficial in treating depression, anxiety, chronic fatigue, neurological disorders, sexual dysfunction, and hormonal imbalances. It also has helped many of our patients successfully manage debilitating conditions such as cancer and Parkinson’s disease—with few or, in most cases, no bothersome side effects.

We cannot emphasize the last point enough. By the time they seek our counsel, many of our patients are at their wits’ end. Some already have consulted numerous specialists and tried multiple prescription medications—either to no avail or with intolerable side effects. Others have gone the natural route, experimenting with ginseng and other herbs to improve their mood or enhance their energy.

In fact, the number one reason most of our patients say they buy supplements is to boost flagging energy. Yet the majority of herbs and nutrients touted for their energy-enhancing properties actually offer little benefit or cause unpleasant side effects.

But Rhodiola rosea is different.

By now you may be wondering, How can one herb do so much? And if it really is so special, why haven’t you gotten wind of it before now? The answer—which we’ll discuss in much greater detail in chapter 4—is part folktale, part Cold War thriller. For centuries, Rhodiola rosea has been prized by those who live in the regions where it grows. It wasn’t systematically studied by scientists until the latter half of the 20th century. And many of the results of those investigations were kept top secret until recently.

In part 2, we will present convincing scientific proof of how Rhodiola rosea—which thrives in unforgiving subarctic terrain—can dramatically improve nearly every aspect of our physical and mental well-being. But because this resilient herb directly increases energy in cells, we first must explore the key role of energy in our overall health.

WE ARE ENERGY

We tend to think of our bodies as solid structures—consisting of bone, muscle, organs, and a network of arteries and veins through which our blood circulates. In reality, we could condense the solid matter in the human body to the size of a thimble. The rest is space—space within cells, space between cells, space between organs. Connecting and enlivening all these parts is the energy that our cells produce. It’s what keeps us going. Without an adequate energy supply, our health suffers.

The ancient Chinese healers who devised acupuncture, a healing discipline that acts directly on the body’s energy centers, recognized this thousands of years ago. So did the ancient Indian scientists and spiritual teachers who created yoga techniques to elevate prana, the Vedic word for life force. They understood that energy is our most precious human resource. But just like the energy that heats our homes and fuels our automobiles, the energy in our bodies is finite. Our challenge is to
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