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introduction

health rewards from Mother Nature

Sometimes, the keys to good health come in very small packages.

Many of those packages are sitting, right now, on the shelves of your nearest drugstore, supermarket, or health food store. Thats where youll find supplements that scientists, nutritionists, and doctors have distilled from natures storehouse of healing remedies.

Some of these supplementstruly, natures medicinesare derived from fruits and vegetables. Others come from mineralsyes, the same minerals that make up stone and soil. Still others are highly concentrated versions of many herbs that have been used for centuries in healing teas, tinctures, and tonics.

Alongside the nutritional and herbal supplements, however, youll also find substances so unusual that they almost seem bizarrefrom bee pollen and brewers yeast to shark cartilage and fish oil. Even some living, beneficial organisms have their place among natures medicines.

Faced with so many choices, how do you know which of these natural supplements are right for you?

Thats where this book comes in.

In this updated edition of Natures Medicines, youll find out exactly how and when to take these supplements to improve and maintain your health. Youll discover how they can protect you from disease, keep your immune system powered up, and help you maintain sturdy, strong bones. Some will free you from aches and pains; others can help relieve heartburn or indigestion. Natures medicines can even help your blood carry all of the necessary nutrients to your cells.

The benefits dont stop there. In these pages, youll discover how to keep your skin healthy and flexible and free of itching, rashes, and infections. Youll learn how to restore worn-out tissue; fight cancer; and help your liver, kidneys, and bladder do the cleanup chores that theyre supposed to do. Youll find out which supplements can help keep your heart healthy, your arteries clean, and your lungs clear.

In this book, you have a complete, authoritative guide to the most effective supplements that are currently available. Youll find specific, sound advice from many experts, including medical doctors, researchers, and a wide range of naturopaths, herbalists, and other practitioners of alternative medicine.

Look in Part 1 to learn how natures medicines were first discovered and how to choose from among the many vitamins, minerals, herbs, and other supplements that are available today. Then turn to Part 2 for an A-to-Z guide to the healing powers of the worlds most effective natural medicines. In Part 3, you can look up your specific health concerns to find out which of the powerful healing supplements can help protect you or speed your recovery from disease.

There are many ways to use this wealth of information. Want the most up-to-date and reliable evidence about leading supplements? Youll find that in Parts 1 and 2. Want to know which remedies are most highly recommended by leading experts for specific health concerns? Turn to Part 3 for authoritative answers, plus advice on appropriate dosages.

On every page, youll learn how natures medicines go hand in hand with other health measures, such as a nutritious diet and stress-relieving, immunity-boosting exercise. By combining these strategies, you can provide the best all-around health care for yourself and your family.

At the same time, however, its important to know which of natures medicines might not be appropriate. Before taking any supplement, you should note the cautions that are described in the Supplement Snapshots in Part 2. If you are pregnant, nursing, or have a chronic illness, be sure to consult a medical doctor or other qualified health-care practitioner before using any of the supplements described in this book. If you are taking prescription medication or treatments (such as chemo, radiation, or physical therapy), always talk to your doctor about possible interactions or side effects before taking supplements. Also, do not give these supplements to children.


1

what you need to know about supplements

vitamins and minerals

essential ingredients for a healthy body

Hippocrates got it right in one sentence: Let food be thy medicine.

It took an additional 2,000 years of observation, plus a century of modern scientific research, to find out why food has the healing powers that Hippocrates ascribed to itand the details are still being worked out.

Take vitamins, for instance. Ancient Greek and Egyptian physicians prescribed liver juice for night blindness. They had no way of knowing that their prescription contained a remarkable amount of vitamin A. It wasnt until 1930, in fact, that Swiss researchers determined the chemical structure of vitamin A and its precursor, beta-carotene. We now know that people who dont get enough vitamin A can experience night blindness, an early symptom of deficiency.

The discovery of vitamin C followed a parallel route. By 1601, some astute observers had noted that consuming citrus fruits prevented scurvy, a disease that wiped out countless crews of sailors who lived on salted meat and dried biscuits while at sea. It took two more centuries before British navy ships were required to carry rations of lime or lemon juice, and even then, the advocates of this practice had no idea why these tart fruits helped prevent the dreaded sailors disease. It wasnt until more than 100 years later that vitamin C was finally isolated.

As vitamin C revealed the power of vitamins, iron was the telltale clue to the potential of minerals. Metals of heaveniron-rich meteoriteswere used therapeutically by the ancient civilizations of the eastern Mediterranean. The oldest surviving manuscript, the Ebers Papyrus, details two iron-rich remedies. In 1932, iron deficiency was officially recognized as the cause of chlorosis, a type of anemia found in teenage girls, and we were also well into the 20th century before scientists proved that iron is a component of hemoglobin, a protein in red blood cells. Now its universally recognized that we all need iron to help rebuild blood.

What Makes a Mighty Multi?


Scan the shelves of your local pharmacy, and youre likely to see a multitude of multivitamin/mineral supplements. Obviously, each contains a wide variety of vitamins and minerals, and if you carefully compare labels, youll find that some brands have a little more of this, while others have a little more of that. Beyond shaking the bottles, checking the prices, and comparing labels, how should you look for a multi?

No matter what the state of your health, its smart to take a supplement that contains 100 percent of the Daily Value (DV) for most essential vitamins and minerals. The trouble is, none of the multis contains 100 percent of what you need. If you eat a healthful diet, youll get many of the vitamins and minerals that youll find in a multi, but many diets come up short on the following nutrients, experts say. You can get them by taking a multi along with a few individual supplements. Here are the suggested amounts.

Daily Multivitamin/Mineral Supplement

 Vitamin A/beta-carotene: 5,000 international units (mixed carotenoids)

 Vitamin B6: 2 milligrams

 Vitamin D: 600 to 800 international units

 Folic acid: 400 micrograms

 Chromium: 200 micrograms

 Copper: 2 milligrams

 Magnesium: 350 milligrams

 Selenium: At least 100 micrograms

 Zinc: 15 milligrams

As for iron, unless you have iron-deficiency anemia, look for a supplement that doesnt include it. You probably dont need extra iron, and studies have linked high iron levels with increased risk of heart attack and atherosclerosis (hardening of the arteries). Some premenopausal women, however, may need extra iron to compensate for menstrual blood loss.

Additional Supplements

You wont find the optimal dose of the following nutrients in most multis, so buy these supplements separately.

 Vitamin C: 250-milligram tablets. The optimal dose is 500 milligrams a day, but youll absorb more if you take two doses spaced 12 hours apart.

 Vitamin E: 100 to 400 international units (mixed tocopherols, and ideally, mixed tocotrienols) once a day.

 Calcium: 500 to 1,000 milligrams once a day.

 Vitamin D: 800 international units.



Small Stuff, Big Action

The scientific definition of a vitamin is an organic compound, not a lipid or amino acid, required in very small amounts for essential functions in the body. Anything thats organicfrom mulch and tree trunks to toenails and earlobescontains the element carbon, the same element thats found in every vitamin. Lipids (fats) and amino acids are also organic, but they are not vitamins.

The customary means of getting vitamins into our bodies is to eat plants or animals that make or store these compounds. Plants use sunlight, air, water, and nutrients from the soil to synthesize folate in their leaves. Some plants and animals make their own vitamin C. Vitamins can also be synthesized from organic compounds in a laboratory. Thus, when you buy a vitamin supplement, you might be getting compounds that have been put together by plants and animals or you might be getting identical, look-alike compounds that have been assembled in a laboratory.

Minerals are inorganic, but these, too, are available from organic sources. Plants absorb minerals from the ground, and animals get them from the plants they eat, so the root source of all minerals is the Earth.

By definition, anything officially labeled a vitamin is in some way absolutely necessary to human health. If a substance found in food has a defined biochemical function in the human body, it is considered essential, says Forrest Nielsen, PhD, director of the USDA Human Nutrition Research Center in Grand Forks, North Dakota. It may take many years of research, however, before scientists know whether a component is essential, he adds.

Where Phytos Finish in the Nutrient Race


When it comes to stocking your body with nutrients, the essentials are just thatessential. They include protein, carbohydrates, fats, vitamins, minerals, and water.

Then there are the phytonutrients. Phyto means plant, so phytonutrients are simply nutrients derived from plants. Phytonutrients may promote good health, but unlike vitamins, they have not been found to be essential, says Cyndi Thomson, PhD, RD, clinical nutrition research specialist at the University of Arizona Cancer Prevention Center in Tucson.

Then where does that leave our green vegetables? Werent we all told to eat our peas and broccoli or wed wither and fade away?

Despite what you were told, or even what you told your kids, you will not die if you do not eat broccolibut you may not be as healthy, either, Dr. Thomson says. In fact, theres only one class of phytonutrients, the carotenoids, that has been shown to have vitamin activity. The beta-carotene that you get from carrots and some other fruits and vegetables is changed by your body into different compounds, one of which is much-needed vitamin A.

So even though you can survive without vegetables, you do need them. While its true that some phytonutrients are available as nutritional supplements, no matter how complete the supplements are, theyre bound to leave out many of the phytos that are found in fruits and vegetables. Not only that, but the mixture of these nutrients that you get naturally from carrots, blueberries, broccoli, and other plant foods provides some benefits that generally cant be duplicated by a laboratory-produced pill.

Youre better off supplementing your diet with a wide range of fresh fruits and vegetables. Especially good sources of the phytonutrients that will help you thrive are berries, garlic, dark leafy greens, deep yellow and orange fruits and vegetables, grape juice, tomatoes, and yes, broccoli and other cruciferous vegetables, such as cabbage and kale.



Essential nutrients may be parts of hormones. The trace mineral iodine, for instance, is needed to manufacture thyroxine, the thyroid glands major hormone. Vitamin D is a steroid hormone. Nutrients may also be needed to break down food for energy, as many of the B vitamins are.

Nutrients can also break down wastes that are subsequently eliminated from the body. The trace mineral manganese serves this role, converting the toxic ammonia that we form in our bodies into urea, which is excreted in urine.

Some nutrients appear to be essential even though their biochemical functions have yet to be defined, Dr. Nielsen says. Chromium, nickel, and boron are examples. Arsenic, a substance that we label a poison, is one of the possibly essential nutrients under investigation. We know we need trace amounts of it, although were not sure exactly why.

Its likely that more nutrients will make the essential list as research continues. There are a lot of gray areas left to explore, says Gerald Combs Jr., PhD, professor of nutrition at Cornell University in Ithaca, New York. He cites omega-3 fatty acids and the amino acid carnitine as two examples. Now we realize that omega-3 fatty acids are required for neurological development and eye development in infants, says Dr. Combs. Some experts also think that carnitine may be required for infants under some circumstances.

As we develop better technology, we can scrutinize the additional properties of vitamins and minerals even more closely, Dr. Combs adds. We can measure things we couldnt even conceive of earlier. Within the last four decades, for example, the ability to measure zinc has improved tremendously. Twenty-five years ago, we thought there were five or six zinc-containing enzymes because thats all we could measure, Dr. Combs observes. Now we know there are more than 300, simply because we can detect tinier and tinier amounts.

Getting Your DVs

Although each of us has somewhat different requirements for vitamins and minerals, we all need a certain basic supply of nutrients. Based on research, experts have drawn up a set of nutrition guidelines that are universally used as a standard of measurement by the federal government. The nutrition information that youll find on any packaged foodand on most bottles of vitamins and mineralsis based on those guidelines.

Wherever you see the abbreviation DV, it stands for Daily Value. The DV column on a label lists the percentages of the DV for vitamins or minerals in a serving of a food or a single dose of a supplement, based on an intake of 2,000 calories a day. The DV for vitamin C, for instance, is 60 milligrams, so a supplement containing 60 milligrams has 100 percent of the DV. The label of a supplement containing 30 milligrams of vitamin C would indicate that it has 50 percent of the DV.

Since each of us has different needs, your vitamin C requirement might be higher than the DV if youre older, if your immune system needs some boosting, or if youre recovering from an infection. Smokers, for instance, have an enhanced risk of many diseases, so the recommended dose for them is 100 milligramsmore than 160 percent of the DV that applies to most nonsmokers. (Many experts, however, consider even 100 milligrams an inadequate dose for smokers.)

Age differences, sex differences, and stage of life can also affect your nutrient needs, meaning that your actual daily requirements for vitamins and minerals may vary from the DV for many reasons. For both men and women, vitamin and mineral requirements are likely to change somewhat with age, and very active or athletic people are likely to need more than those who are less active. All of these factors have an impact on individual nutrient requirements.

Some of these differences are readily apparent. Consider the needs of infants. Per pound of body weight, nutrient needs are highest when an infant is growing rapidly, as it does during the first year of life, says Kathryn Kolasa, PhD, professor of nutrition education at East Carolina University School of Medicine in Greenville, North Carolina. Nutrient needs are also high during teenage growth spurts, usually from ages 12 to 20 for boys and 10 to 18 for girls.

A Little Something Extra

To help us get our DVs of vitamins and minerals, as well as meet other basic nutritional requirements, nutrients are routinely added to foods that many of us eat nearly every day. When this is done, the foods are called fortified or enriched. This program, regulated by the federal government, has been highly successful in helping to eliminate severe nutritional deficiencies.

In the United States, iodine has been added to salt since 1930. Before then, in areas where people had little or no iodine in their food supplies, it was fairly common to see the medical condition called goiter. An enlargement of the thyroid gland, goiter is a direct result of iodine deficiency, says Paul Lachance, PhD, professor and executive director of the Nutraceuticals Institute at Rutgers University in New Brunswick, New Jersey.

Slightly less than  teaspoon of iodized salt a day provides enough iodine to prevent goiter. Noniodized salt, such as kosher salt, is still available, but manufacturers are required by law to offer the iodized version as well. People are so used to buying iodized salt that goiter problems have been virtually eliminated, but people who use sea salt or gourmet salts may not be getting enough iodine since those salts arent fortified.

Vitamin D is another cause clbre of the governments nutrition program. Since the 1940s, vitamin D has routinely been added to milk to help prevent childhood rickets, a disease that causes bones to become deformed or soften. This fortification program has helped to reduce the incidence of childhood rickets in the United States, Dr. Lachance says. Researchers now think we may need even more D, as people seem to benefit from attaining blood levels that are higher than the traditional low-normal range of 20 ng/ml.

Vitamin A is also added to milk, particularly reduced-fat, low-fat, and fat-free milk. In the 1940s, when this vitamin was found to improve immune response and correct some vision problems in children and women, the government began requiring that it be added. Whole milk naturally contains some vitamin Aabout one-third of the DV in a quartbut extra vitamin A is sometimes added. Most powdered milk contains vitamin A, along with vitamin D.

Since 1942, white flour, cornmeal, and polished (white) rice have been enriched with three B-complex vitaminsthiamin, riboflavin, and niacinand with iron. In 1998, folic acid was added to the list of required fortifications. Whole-wheat flour is not enriched because it naturally contains these and other nutrients, although in smaller amounts than those added through enrichment.

Even with this fortification program, we cant take all of these nutrients for granted, Dr. Lachance says. While fortification has made serious deficiencies much less likely to develop, iron deficiency is still common in the United States, he says. Its also likely that youre not getting enough vitamin D if you dont drink much milk, since other foods dont offer much. In fact, people consuming adequate vitamin D through milk can still be vitamin D-deficient during the winter months.

Deficiency Detection

When someone is deficient in an essential nutrient, symptoms are sure to crop up after a while. Health problems ensue. Fatigue, muscle weakness, irritability, reduced resistance to infection, poor healing, and slowed growth are common to many vitamin and mineral deficiencies.

Despite these well-known signs, the detective work isnt easy. Anemia, for example, is a condition thats characterized by many of the symptoms of overall nutrient deficienciesparticularly fatigue and muscle weakness. It occurs when theres a reduction in the number of red blood cells, but there are many possible causes of that reduction. In some people, anemia is caused by iron deficiency. Others may display symptoms of other kinds of anemia because theyre short on vitamins A, B6, B12, C, and E, or folate, riboflavin, or copper. Sometimes looking at red blood cells (or bone marrow cells, where red blood cells originate) under a microscope gives a clue to what type of anemia a person has.

In other cases, initial symptoms are more distinct or tend to show up first in a certain area of the body. If a wound takes longer than usual to stop bleeding, for instance, that slow clotting time might indicate a vitamin K deficiency, or someone may develop poor night vision, a tip-off for vitamin A deficiency. These days, a suspected vitamin or mineral deficiency can usually be confirmed with tests that measure blood levels of the nutrient or that test a particular enzyme or cell function associated with the nutrient, Dr. Nielsen says.

There are some nutrients that we can take for granted, however. We get lots of them every day in our diets. These include sodium, phosphorus, sulfur, and chloride.

Adequate versus Optimal

Over the years, as researchers have explored the effects of different amounts of vitamins and minerals, a new approach has emerged. In the past, they tried to determine the minimum necessary amounts of nutrients that were needed to prevent deficiencies and thereby prevent the health problems caused by deficiencies. Today, scientists are paying greater attention to the amounts of nutrients needed for optimal nutrition.

Were asking different questions than we used to, Dr. Combs says. For the last 100 years, since the first vitamin, thiamin, was discovered, the questions have been, Do you need this vitamin? Will it keep you alive? Will it prevent a deficiency disease, such as scurvy or beriberi? Now that those diseases are pretty much gone from our society, we are looking at other health problems related to diet.

Among the leading problems related to nutrition, Dr. Combs points out, are cancer, heart disease, and certain kinds of diabetes. Thus, we are asking different questions to determine whether there may be benefits at higher levels [of vitamin consumption], he says.

Some of the vitamins studied in this regard include the antioxidants, such as vitamins E and C; vitamin D; chromium; and various B vitamins. But as we learned from vitamin E, studied in clinical trials for its apparent ability to help prevent heart disease, answers arent as easy to find as we would like them to be. In population studies, groups taking vitamin E supplements clearly had a lower risk of heart disease, Dr. Combs says. However, these people possibly had other healthier behaviors than those who didnt take supplements, so it still needs to be determined if this big reduction in heart disease can indeed be directly attributed to vitamin E. Researchers continue to try and find out how much prevention vitamin E actually offers to those who are at risk for heart attack, or even whether the kind of vitamin E used in studiesmost often dl- or d-alpha-tocopherolprovides less heart protection than the eight forms of vitamin E found naturally in foods.

Supplement-Making Made Simple

How are vitamin and mineral supplements made, tested, packaged, and sold? How do you know if youre getting what the label says?

Vitamins, whether synthetic or natural, are processed in huge, modern plants. There are a dozen or so large companies worldwide that produce most vitamins so that hundreds of companies can purchase them as ingredients for vitamin pills.

Each vitamin is produced through a unique series of steps. Vitamin C, for instance, can be made from natural-source dextrose, a type of sugar. The process involves nine steps. Technically complex, those steps mimic the way animals manufacture the vitamin in their bodies.

Sustenance from SunbeamsAnd Other Sources


Most of our nutrients come from food, but there are notable exceptions.

Given enough exposure to the suns ultraviolet rays, our bodies convert one kind of fat in our skin to vitamin D. Sunlight has traditionally been considered health-reviving for that reason.

Getting adequate vitamin D helps prevent crippling bone deformities like rickets, which began to appear more than 200 years ago as northern European countries became industrialized. With more people living in cities and more cities darkened by an overhang of smoke from industrial production, sunlight was fighting a losing battle with man-made interferences.

A Polish doctor named Sniadecki first made the connection between the need for sunlight and the bone diseases that appeared to be a slow-moving epidemic in these industrialized areas. He advised parents to take their rickets-ridden children into the country, or to at least carry them into the sunlight as often as possible. He had no idea what healing power was in the rays, but whatever it was, he surmised, these children needed it.

There are also instances in which lifestyle does the doctoring. In countries such as India, people who are strict vegetarians suffer from shortages of vitamin B12 in their diets. Some of the lack is made up from an unusual sourcebacteria in food. Unappetizing as it seems, certain bacteria synthesize vitamin B12. Our bodies need only a tiny amount of this vitamin, and bacteria make enough to compensate.

Some forms of yeast, which is actually a living fungus, also synthesize B12. Since this is especially true of brewers yeast, a strict vegetarian who drinks beer may have a ready source of this vitamin, says Gerald Combs Jr., PhD, professor of nutrition at Cornell University in Ithaca, New York. (Of course, the average beer contains only 0.06 microgram of B12, so even if vegetarians have an occasional cold one, they must take supplements to get the Daily Value of 6 micrograms.)

Extra minerals can also be obtained in some unusual ways. Take iron, for instance. The iron in cast-iron pots or skillets is actually transferred to food when we cook with those utensils. Although the transfer might seem insignificant, it can increase the iron content of foods by two to six times.

The skins of fruits and vegetables, especially root vegetables like carrots and potatoes, are also good mineral supplements because trace minerals are concentrated in the pores of the skins. True, you need to wash these foods before eating them to remove unwanted bacteria and pesticides, but youll still get some minerals once you start munching.



Vitamin B12, another vitamin in high demand, requires the use of a particular kind of bacteria that can break down sugar into alcohol. Its no coincidence that the French, who are famous wine producers, are also the worlds leading producers of vitamin B12.

Making vitamin E, on the other hand, is a very different process. This vitamin is oil-soluble, which means that its dissolved and carried in a medium of vegetable oil. The natural-source vitamin E must be isolated from soybean oil, while the synthetic form is synthesized by a chemical process.

Once isolated, each vitamin can be run through a series of chemical analyses, called assays, to make sure that it is pure and has the right chemical structure. Manufacturers of any vitamin made in the United States or imported for use do these appraisals voluntarily. Some do these assays faithfully, while others do them seldom or not at all. Its one of the loopholes in the nutritional supplements laws that forces the industry to police itself and that makes smart consumers stick with well-regarded brands or see a health care professional for recommended brands.

All vitamins sold in the United States are supposed to meet the manufacturing quality standards set by the US Pharmacopeia (USP), a scientific, standard-setting organization for the drug industry. Even if the vitamins are made in China, for example, they should meet USP manufacturing standards to be sold here, says Frank Girardi, director of market services at Roche Vitamins in Parsippany, New Jersey. Unfortunately, these standards arent often enforced through inspections or restrictions, at least not outside the United States.

Keep or Toss?


Vitamins can be an investmentand the best way to protect that investment is to store supplements in a cool, dry place.

But whats considered a cool, dry place?

The bathrooms out because the steamy shower jacks up the humidity, and the cupboard above the stove is out because it gets hot up there. You have a lot of other choices, though.

Keep them in a spot thats not exposed to direct sunlight, excess humidity, or heat, says V. Srini Srinivasan, PhD, senior scientist with the US Pharmacopeia, a private standard-setting organization for the drug industry. For most people, a kitchen cupboard fits that bill, as long as its well away from the stove.

To find out how long a supplement is likely to remain effective, check the expiration date on the bottle before you buy it. The label might carry a code such as 010112, which means that the expiration date is January 1, 2012. An expiration date may be two to four years from the date of manufacture, depending on whats in the supplement.

Experts say its best not to buy or use expired supplements because of reduced potency. As long as a product is properly stored, though, its guaranteed to meet the potency listed on the label up to the expiration date. After that, the product begins to degrade, and its potency slowly drops.

Youll lengthen the life of your supplements if you store them in the refrigerator or freezer. If you do, though, dont leave the cap off after you take them, since moisture will condense inside the bottle. Recap the bottle quickly and return it to the refrigerator or freezer.

Some additional tips: Always keep bottles tightly closed, and dont leave supplements inside a hot car. Its also important to keep them out of the reach of children. Even though theyre not as poisonous as many household products, an overdose can be dangerous or even fatal. Discard any product that begins to look or smell strange. It might have become contaminated by mold, bacteria, or other harmful organisms.



Minerals are a different story. Unlike most vitamins, minerals are obtained from natural sources, and that often means mining. Sent to manufacturing laboratories, the minerals go through a purification process. Then theyre usually combined with some other ingredient to make them stable, nontoxic, and more absorbable.

Sabinsa, a company in Piscataway, New Jersey, makes a product called selenomethionine. At the heart of that supplement is the mineral selenium. Sabinsa buys selenium from producers around the world and purifies it. Then the manufacturer uses a chemical process to bond the pure selenium with methionine, an amino acid. The purpose of this process is to make selenium more available to the body.

Many companies worldwide prepare minerals for use in multivitamin/mineral supplements. Most handle only one or two types of minerals, though, so a supplement manufacturer that offers many kinds of minerals may purchase them from a wide range of suppliers.

Mineral product manufacturers also use the USP standards of testing. Since the companies that do the formulations are buying batches of vitamins and minerals from hundreds of different suppliers around the world, testing is important. An incoming batch that was previously tested may be tested again by a reputable company upon arrival at the manufacturer to make sure that it meets certain specifications.

The first step is to culture the batch to see if any unwanted bacteria or yeast starts to grow. After that, individual ingredients are weighed out, mixed together, sampled and tested again, and put into tablets or capsules. Finally, they are bottled and placed on store shelves.

Natural versus Synthetic

Looking at this vast and profitable manufacturing process, you may begin to wonder whether the selected, purified nutrients that end up in supplements are really very natural at all.

Of course, food is the most obvious natural source of vitamins and the Earth is the most natural source of minerals, but the vitamins and minerals in supplements are several times removed from their original sources. While some manufacturers isolate vitamin E from soybean oil and derive vitamin C from acerola berries, unless they are specifically labeled as whole food supplements, most vitamins arent made that way these days.

Although some people think natural means better, theres a practical reason for synthetic vitamins: The laboratory process is much more efficient and less expensive than isolating these nutrients from foods. Also keep in mind that even vitamins labeled natural undergo several steps in processing before they arrive in their final form.

Still, most experts agree that, in general, its best to take vitamins that are biochemically identical to the forms found in foods. Thats because some synthetic forms, like dl-alpha-tocopherol, may actually interfere with the biological activity of natural forms.

With minerals, the question of natural versus synthetic never comes up. Since minerals are elements, they can only be purifiednot createdin the lab. If they arent mined from the ground, theyre separated from other natural sources. Calcium, for instance, is derived from limestone, oyster shells, eggshells, or naturally occurring beds of calcium carbonate.

What is synthetic in the case of mineral supplements is the way the minerals are combined to make them less toxic and easier for our bodies to absorb. Chromium picolinate, for instance, is a patented form of chromium thats been combined with picolinic acid. In this form, the metal chromium is easier to absorb, Dr. Nielsen says. Many minerals are chelated, or combined with an amino acid, to make them more absorbable so you can take less and still get the same nutritional benefits.

Meeting Special Needs

In the Supplement Snapshots in Part 2 of this book, youll find the DV listed for each of the vitamins and minerals discussed. Keep in mind, though, that as weve mentioned, your specific needs may exceed the recommended DV, depending on your sex, age, and various health factors.

Pregnant women need twice as much iron as nonpregnant women, and their requirements for vitamin D and folic acid are more than double. Expectant mothers also need much more of vitamins C and E, as well as all of the B vitamins. Among minerals, extra calcium is critical for pregnant women, and more zinc and magnesium are also required.

If a woman nurses her baby, requirements for some nutrients during the first 6 months of nursing soar even higher than the levels required during pregnancy, Dr. Kolasa says. This is true for vitamins A, C, and E and most of the B vitamins, along with magnesium, zinc, and selenium. Thats why women are advised to continue taking their prenatal vitamins until they wean their babies, she says.

Do Dinosaurs Have What You Need?


If you have children, its possible that you have some vitamins around that are grape-flavored and resemble prehistoric cartoon characters. Dinosaur-shaped vitamins are fine for the kids, but will they do you any good?

Its perfectly okay to take one or two each day, says Cathy Kapica, PhD, RD, assistant professor of nutrition and clinical dietetics at Finch University of Health Sciences/The Chicago Medical School in North Chicago. In fact, if you have trouble swallowing, chewable vitamins are a reasonable way to supplement, she says. Liquid vitamins are also available, she notes.

Most chewables will not provide adequate nutrition for an adult. Youll want to read labels to compare what youd get in a childrens vitamin to what youd get in an adult multivitamin. This will vary by brand. If youre looking for high amounts of antioxidant nutrients, for instance, you wont find them in dinosaur-shaped, multicolored chewables. Even if you have a dinosaur as a supplement appetizer now and then, youre better off with adult-size supplements for adult-size doses, Dr. Kapica advises. Some brands even have chewables, liquids, and powders for grown-ups.



Women also have an increased need for iron during their childbearing years because they normally lose iron every month during menstruation. If youre a woman whose menstrual flow is heavy and you often feel tired, you should probably see your doctor about an iron supplement, says Dr. Kolasa.

The iron requirements for men are generally less than those for women because men normally have larger iron stores. Men dont lose much iron unless they have chronic internal bleeding, such as from a bleeding ulcer. Since high iron stores have been associated with an increased risk for conditions such as heart disease and cancer, men are usually advised not to take supplemental iron unless they have been tested for deficiency and advised by a doctor, Dr. Kolasa says.

Safety with Supplements


Like prescription and over-the-counter drugs, any kind of supplement needs to be taken responsibly, says Mark Stengler, ND, a naturopathic doctor and author of The Natural Physician: Your Health Guide for Common Ailments. Before you start taking any supplements that are new to you, heed the following suggestions from Dr. Stengler.

 To avoid or minimize any side effects, start with a lower dosage than the one stated on the label, then gradually increase the dosage until you reach recommended levels.

 Consult a knowledgeable physician or health practitioner before using any new supplements. Certain vitamins, herbs, and dietary supplements can be toxic in higher doses.

 If you are pregnant or nursing, avoid all supplements unless they have been prescribed or approved by your doctor. Also, check with your physician before using supplements if you are taking prescription medication. People who are taking anticoagulant (blood-thinning) medications, for example, should not take high doses of vitamin E, fish oil, or a number of other supplements that thin the blood.



The need for some nutrientssuch as the B vitamins, which are used to help metabolize foodis based on calorie intake. These nutrient requirements are higher for men, who usually eat more calories each day, than they are for women. The differences are slight, however. People who eat lots of empty calories, such as soft drinks and other sugary foods, are likely to need more B vitamins and magnesium because it takes a lot of these nutrients in order to break down these low-quality foods for energy.

Calcium is often singled out as a nutrient thats needed more by women in menopause than by premenopausal women, but men also need it, Dr. Kolasa points out. Men get osteoporosis, too, she says. Vitamin D also plays a crucial role in preventing osteoporosis after menopause.

Increasing Your Supplements as You Age

Research by the FDA shows that we need a higher maintenance dose of certain nutrients as we age, says Robert Russell, MD, associate director of the Jean Mayer USDA Human Nutrition Research Center on Aging at Tufts University in Boston.

Its simple, Dr. Russell says. Older people are eating less food. They are less active. Since were more sedentary when were older, were likely to eat lessand that means that we probably dont get enough nutrients.

Contrary to popular belief, Dr. Russell says, most older people can absorb most nutrients just as well as younger people can. In fact, their ability to absorb vitamin A appears to increase, which means that they have to be careful not to overdo it with this potentially toxic nutrient.

There are exceptions. Absorption of one form of vitamin B12 can be a problem for up to one-third of older people. They dont need larger amounts of it, but they need to take it in the form that their bodies can use, says Dr. Russell. That form, methylcobalamin, can be found in fortified food products or in supplements, which is why a lot of senior multi formulas have it.

Older people also have trouble with vitamin D. Their skin doesnt manufacture it as well as it did when they were younger, so they need to get more from foods or supplements, Dr. Russell says. Some experts are recommending amounts as high as 4,000 IU a day, but its best to get your blood levels checked to determine the dosage that will work best for you.

Riboflavin, too, can be a problem for older people, Dr. Russell notes. Since many seniors have smaller appetites, they often get less riboflavin than they should in their diets. To adjust the balance, youd have to consume several servings of dairy products each day, he says. He recommends at least 1.3 milligrams of riboflavin a day for men over 50 and at least 1.1 milligrams for women.

Vitamin B6 requirements also seem to be higher among seniors. About one-third of older people show signs of deficiency, Dr. Russell says. He recommends that men over 50 get 1.7 milligrams and women take 1.5 milligrams.

Older people might also benefit from getting more than the DV of thiamin, especially if they drink alcohol, Dr. Russell says. In one study, when women who got an average of less than 1 milligram a day of thiamin were given supplements of 10 milligrams a day, they reported sleeping better and having better appetites. They also reported that they felt more cheerful.

Studies also indicate that it might be helpful for older people to get more of the antioxidant nutrients, specifically vitamins C and E and selenium. Rather than focusing on large amounts of just one antioxidant, such as vitamin E, though, its best to take a mix of antioxidants in smaller amounts. That way, youll get a variety of antioxidant activity that targets many parts of your body.

As for minerals, the DVs are usually adequate for older people. In fact, the DVs for some minerals, such as chromium and magnesium, may even be set too high, Dr. Russell says. If many older people dont get the recommended amounts, it could be because they arent eating the foods that supply these needed nutrients.

How Do You Know When Enough Is Enough?

If you take in more supplements than your body can handle, what was beneficial at a lower dose becomes potentially toxic, says Henry Lukaski, PhD, research leader for mineral nutrient functions at the USDA research center in North Dakota.

In the Supplement Snapshots in Part 2, youll find information about cautions and side effects to help ensure that you take safe and reasonable doses. This advice comes from doctors and researchers, based on studies and observations.

When scientists talk about the toxicity of a vitamin or mineral, they are referring to the concentration at which it becomes harmfulthe point at which it begins to act more like a poison than a medicine.

Each vitamin and mineral with known toxicity has its own unique symptoms. If you get way too much of the trace mineral selenium, for instance (as once happened to people who took an improperly made dietary supplement), you might lose your hair and fingernails and develop a garlicky odor. If you take too much vitamin A, as people who are self-treating for acne sometimes do, youll develop a headache, vomiting, hair loss, and dry mucous membranes.

If you take vitamins and minerals within their safe ranges, youll get the benefits rather than the toxic effects. For each vitamin and mineral, however, the range is different, according to John Hathcock, PhD, director of nutrition and regulatory science for the Council for Responsible Nutrition in Washington, DC. The DV for vitamin A, for instance, is 5,000 IU, but toxic effects have been reported at amounts above 10,000 IU.

With other nutrients, the range of safety is so broad that toxicity has never been reported. Chromium appears to be safe even at more than 1,000 micrograms, which is more than eight times its DV of 120 micrograms. Vitamin C has no reported adverse effects at doses of 1,000 milligrams and, except for causing occasional bouts of diarrhea, seems to be safe at any amount. Vitamin B12 does not appear to have any toxic effects, says Dr. Hathcock. For most vitamins and minerals, the amounts that are safe and beneficial are far below the amounts that are toxic, he concludes.

Memory Joggers: How to Remember to Take Em


One man put the bottle in his shoe. He could remember to take his pills in the evening, but he could never remember in the morning, says Joyce Cramer, a medical researcher in psychiatry at West Haven-Yale Veterans Affairs Medical Center in Connecticut and an authority on drug-taking behavior. He had one pair of sneakers that he wore every day, so he put his pill bottle in there.

Sound silly? It worked for him, Cramer says. And if it works for you, do it. Its just like car keys. Some people put them in their pocket, some hang them by the doorwhatever it takes to remember to take them when you leave the house.

If youve been forgetting to take your daily supplements and you want some easy memory joggers, you might want to try one or both of the following tactics.

 Use a daily chore as a cue. Using a habit as a reminder can go a long way, but if its going to work, you have to get it established. The cue needs to be something that you do at a regular time every day, like drinking a morning cup of juice. If you always take a vitamin after drinking your juice, your mind will cue you, Oops, I forgot something if you neglect to do it.

 If you take a number of different supplements, visit a drugstore and get a plastic pill organizer. A typical kind has a row of seven boxes, and some have separate compartments for up to four doses a day. If you cant remember whether youve taken a supplement, just snap open the right box and have a look. You can tell at a glance which pills you missed. Plus, this method ensures that you dont take two doses when you should take only one. If you like beepers and gadgets, you can even get a pill box that has a programmable timer on top. Ask your pharmacist for more information.



Pushing the Limits

Given the careful guidelines that scientists have established, it may seem odd that some doctors prescribe doses that are much higher than what is usually considered safe. This is a considered risk, because large amountseven amounts that could be toxicmay be needed to treat a particular condition.

If youre taking large, therapeutic doses of a vitamin or mineral for a long period of time, you need to be careful, says Dr. Hathcock. These large doses can have damaging effects on organs or tissues. The occasional liver-damaging side effects of large doses of niacin (nicotinic acid)prescribed to reduce cholesterolare well-documented, he notes. (Dont take more than 35 milligrams per day without a physicians supervision.) So are the nerve-damaging effects of huge doses of vitamin B6. (Dont take more than 100 milligrams per day without a physicians supervision.)

In addition, there are limits that are simply unknown. No one knows the potential side effects of many vitamins and minerals when taken in large doses over the long term. While we know that large amounts of calcium can impair absorption of other minerals such as zinc and manganese, for example, what are the other possible side effects? A total calcium intake of 2,500 milligrams is safe, but we dont know what levels might cause long-term problems, says Dr. Hathcock.

Your best bet is to work with a doctor whos knowledgeable in nutrition. Confirm with your doctor that the amount of each nutrient youre taking is within a safe range. Dont take extra multivitamin/mineral pills to get more of one nutrient. Take single supplements of individual nutrients if necessary, says Dr. Hathcock. And be careful when you take several combination supplements. Add up the nutrients in each to make sure you are not going over the safe limit of any single nutrient.

Doctors advise that you not mix different multinutrient pills unless youve confirmed that the totals are within a safe range. If you have been diagnosed with a chronic health condition or you take prescription drugs regularly and want to use any of the remedies mentioned in this book, talk with your health-care practitioner first. Women who are pregnant or nursing or who are trying to become pregnant should always consult their doctors before using any home remedy, including vitamins and herbs. Also, if you have kidney, liver, or heart problems, its best to check with your doctor before you take anything other than a standard multivitamin/mineral supplement that offers the DV of most nutrients.

Food in a Pill?


Why bother with real food if you can just pop a pill that provides all the nourishment you need? Thats what the Jetsons did for breakfast in the cartoon series set in an imaginary 21st century, and they had more than enough energy.

If youre really into pill popping, its true that you can get all the known essential nutrients from vitamin and mineral pills. You can also buy protein and carbohydrate powders and capsules of essential fatty acids. In fact, some people who are unable to eat food live on liquid versions of the same; its called parenteral nutrition.

You wont want to live on synthetic food alone if you have a choice, though, says Scott Smith, PhD, research nutritionist for NASA at the Johnson Space Center in Houston. The engineers would be happy if we could get to that point, but not the astronauts or the medical staff.

Why? For the astronauts, shared meals of real food provide a major psychological benefit, Dr. Smith says. On long flights especially, with very few things that look like home, food reminds them of something they had back on Earth, he explains. The same sorts of foods that you may have found reassuring as a kidsuch as pudding, for instanceprovide some psychological comfort in outer space.

In addition to psychological benefits, real food also provides some distinct nutritional advantages over pills and powders. Your digestive system is accustomed to handling real food. It needs bulk. Even aromas and appearance play a role by stimulating your appetite and prompting some food-processing enzymes to jump into action, initiating the process of breaking down foods for absorption into the body. Real food also offers a sense of fullness and satiety that pills and powders just cant provide, Dr. Smith says.

Thats why even astronauts dine on meals that are as close to real food as they can get. The usual space shuttle fare is reconstituted freeze-dried, packaged food similar to the lightweight stuff that backpackers sometimes eat. These foods can provide all the energy, vitamins, and minerals the astronauts need.

In addition, astronauts may take along vitamin and/or mineral supplements if they like, Dr. Smith says. On longer missions, supplements may be required to compensate for potential deficiencies.



Within individual chapters, youll find dosage recommendations, contraindications, potential side effects, and other essential information about specific supplements. This information is based on advice from health-care professionals who have worked extensively with supplements and on guidelines from authoritative references. Remember, a remedy is most effective when used properly.

Watching the Clock

Is there a bestor worsttime to take a supplement? If you can benefit from taking a specific supplement at a certain time or in a certain manner, youll find that advice in Part 2. Meanwhile, heres some general information that can help you decide when to take your supplements.

When it comes to taking a multivitamin, your best bet is to keep it simple. Just take the darn thing every day, and dont worry about where or when or with what, says Paul Saltman, PhD, professor of biology at the University of California at San Diego.

That said, most people take multivitamins with meals, and thats just fine, Dr. Saltman says. Digestive juices that flow when you eat help you digest the ingredients in the pill, too. There are some elements in foods, such as fiber, that interfere somewhat with nutrient absorption, but unless you have serious gastrointestinal problems, youll still absorb plenty.

Here are some additional ways to optimize vitamin and mineral absorption.

 Take fat-soluble vitaminsE, D, A, and Kwith a meal that contains a teaspoon or so of fat to aid absorption, says Dr. Saltman.

 Take these fat-soluble vitamins in small doses throughout the day rather than in one large dose. If you take a large, one-a-day dose, more of the vitamin is likely to be stored rather than utilized, he says.

 If you are taking a therapeutic amount of a water-soluble vitamin such as vitamin C, its also best to divide the dose into three or more smaller doses, according to Dr. Saltman. This way, you absorb more of the vitamin, plus your blood levels of the vitamin will stay more steady throughout the day than if you take one large dose.

 Avoid taking minerals with meals that are mostly fiber, such as a high-fiber breakfast cereal, he says. As good as it is for you, fiber impairs mineral absorption.

 Minerals are also better absorbed in divided doses, says Richard Wood, PhD, associate professor at Tufts University School of Nutrition. If youre taking 750 milligrams a day of calcium, for instance, you might want to try dividing it into three 250-milligram doses taken at midmorning, midafternoon, and before bed.

Minerals can compete for absorption as well. If you are taking a supplement containing many minerals, dividing it into three doses will increase absorption of all minerals.

In the next two parts of this book, youll find everything that you need to know about vitamins and minerals. If you want details on a specific vitamin or mineral and how it works in your body, you can read about it in Part 2. Along with each vitamin or mineral thats included, youll also find specific informationwhat its recommended for, the DV, cautions about its use, and other details. If you have a particular health problem, turn to Part 3 for details on the vitamins and minerals that show promise for that condition.

botanical medicines and herbals

our green allies in health and healing

Every culture on Earth has used plants to cure disease, ease pain, and heal the ills and discomforts of the human body. Herbal medicine undoubtedly predates written history. We can assume that at the same time that human beings were learning which plants were good to eat and which were poison, they also were discovering which plants could heal them.

People first started to keep records of herbal medicine some 5,000 to 7,000 years ago in China and Mesopotamia. Much later, in AD 78, a Greek physician named Dioscorides described some 700 healing plants in a comprehensive work called De Materia Medica. For several centuries afterward, this was the foundation text for practitioners of herbal medicine throughout Europe.

The New World added new pages to the growing book of herbal cures. When Europeans stepped ashore in North America, they found Native Americans who had a flourishing apothecary that drew on healing plants of the forests and prairies. As white settlers pushed farther into the interior, many turned to Native American plants and herbal practices when they needed frontier treatments for illness and infection.

Native American herbs were still used by North American doctors throughout the 19th century and well into the 20th. Entrepreneurial pharmacists drew on Native American lore when they started marketing patent medicines. They would grind up some of the traditional ingredients and include them in cures for a wide range of ailments.

Today, the search continues for plants with healing properties. Ethno-botanists, who study how botanical medicines are used in other cultures, continue to study plants from places as remote as South American rain forests. Even drug companies have gotten into the act, hoping through exploration and experimentation to discover sources of new chemicals for the development of possible drugs.

In other words, herbal healing is nothing new.

What Is an Herb?

Simply put, a healing herb, or a botanical medicine, is a plant, so the range of potential sources of medicines is just as diverse as the plant kingdom itself. Botanicals range from the towering, rock-hard lapacho tree of the Brazilian rain forests, which has an inner bark that helps cure fungal infections, to the lowly, common feverfew, a weed found in roadside ditches that does a remarkable job of preventing migraine headaches.

Discovering that a plant or part of a plant has healing properties is only part of the challenge, however. Anyone who prescribes or uses herbs and other botanicals also would like to know how these plants can deliver the most healing benefit to our bodies. During the several millennia that humans have known about herbal healing, practitioners have used botanicals in a wide range of forms, from teas and tinctures to poultices and compressesand today, as capsules and other supplements.

When medicines are derived from healing plants, theyre called phytomedicines, botanicals, or herbal supplements. The terms are interchangeable, and all refer to medicines derived solely from plant material. Today, these botanicals are widely distributed. Many are available in drugstores, health food stores, grocery stores, and even department stores. Others may be provided by naturopathic doctors, practitioners of traditional Chinese medicine, or practitioners of alternative medicine who use herbs as important elements in their healing regimens.

In Parts 2 and 3 of this book, youll find details about what these herbal supplements can do for you, the most effective ways to use them for particular health conditions, and specific cautions that youll want to observe. Before you turn there, though, its helpful to know something about herbal supplements in general and why some are considered far more effective than others.

Isolating Medicinal Properties

Many of the medicines that we consider pharmaceuticals actually come from plant sources. It was in the early 1800s that scientists first began to isolate and extract healing compounds from plants. Poppies yielded morphine, the narcotic that can help to dispel pain but can also be addictive. From willow bark comes aspirin, perhaps the most universal of all pain relievers. Quinine, widely used to prevent and control malaria, comes from a plant species called cinchona. A wildflower, foxglove, yields digitalis, which is used as a medication for a wide range of heart problems. Taxol, an extract from the bark of the yew tree, is used as an anticancer drug.

Concentrating an active ingredient thats derived from a plantor synthesizing that chemical in the labhas its advantages. Drugs allow doctors to deliver a powerful dose of medicine thats intended to cure a specific ailment. The concentrated active ingredient delivers a well-aimed punch.

When ingredients are intensely concentrated in a small package, however, taking large doses can have unwanted effects. Whenever you use an isolated ingredient, youre increasing the likelihood of side effects, says Eran Ben-Arye, MD, a researcher at the natural medicine research unit at Hadassah University Hospital in Jerusalem. Thats one reason that you might want to try an herb, he says. Herbs are not so concentrated and are almost always milder on your system.

Another reason is that you may not need the powerful punch of a pharmaceutical. A tea of valerian, passionflower, and hops, for instance, may be all you need to help you fall asleepand help you avoid an expensive sleeping pill habit. Or a tincture of echinacea and goldenseal may be enough to knock out an upper respiratory infection and avoid GI-disrupting antibiotics.

Making a Comeback

Botanical medicines are making a comeback in America. Before the 1940s, many doctors were still prescribing phytomedicines for health problems, but that all changed with the advent of antibiotics during World War II. Considered wonder drugs because of their remarkable ability to fight bacterial infections, antibiotics spawned a whole new generation of pharmaceuticals specifically targeted to mow down bacteria. Plant-based medicines quickly fell out of favor.

People were looking for magic bullets, says Steven Dentali, PhD, a natural products chemist with Dentali Associates in Troutdale, Oregon, and a member of the advisory board of the American Botanical Council. When we adopted these new medicines, we left behind herbs and a way of healing that had served many people well for a long time. Herbs just werent in vogue anymore.

Choosing an Herbal Supplement


Theyre sold under many brands, with a wide range of information on their labels. So what should you look for when youre choosing an herbal supplement? Here are some tips.

Buy the standardized extract. If you can find the supplement you want in the form of a standardized extract, its your best assurance that the product contains a measured amount of a particular ingredient thats thought to be the active ingredient in the herb.

A standardized extract gives you some guarantee that whats supposed to be in the product is probably in there. Its a good quality marker, says Alison Lee, MD, a pain-management specialist and medical director of Barefoot Doctors, an alternative medicine practice in Ann Arbor, Michigan.

Remember, though, that a standardized extract contains many other beneficial substances besides the primary ingredient listed on the label.

Check the botanical name. Look for the genus and species names on the product label to make sure youre getting the right herb. (Youll find the correct Latin names of recommended herbs in the Supplement Snapshots in Part 2.) Thats important because a common name can sometimes refer to two or three different herbs. Ginseng, for instance, is a common name, but each of three bottles of ginseng might contain a different species of the herb, and each species has different properties.

Check expiration dates. Herbal products age rapidly when exposed to light and heat. Buy the freshest supplements you can find, says Steven Dentali, PhD, a natural products chemist at Dentali Associates, in Troutdale, Oregon, and a member of the advisory board of the American Botanical Council.

Keep it cool. Herbs generally stay potent longer if theyre kept cool, says Dr. Dentali. Store them in the refrigerator.

Buy from the big guys. Large companies like Natures Way, the Eclectic Institute, and Enzymatic Therapy have established reputations for quality control, says Andrew Weil, MD, director of the Center for Integrative Medicine at the University of Arizona, in Tucson, and author of Eight Weeks to Optimum Health. Without federal regulation of herbal products, you have to rely on the manufacturer for quality control. Look for GMP-certified companies. (GMP means Good Manufacturing Practices.)



This was true only in the United States, however. In Europe, healing herbs continued to be recommended, prescribed, and used by mainstream medical doctors. European private companies, sometimes with government support, extended their research into plant-based medicines. In central Asia and China, where herbal traditions date back thousands of years, it was virtually unthinkable for plant medicines to be neglected as they had been in the United States. In these Asian countries, scientific methods of investigation continue side by side with traditional medicine. Hospitals and research institutions frequently analyze and find scientific evidence to support the use of many herbal cures, Dr. Dentali says.

As was almost inevitable, researchers and doctors in the United States are now looking more closely at phytomedicines, says William Page-Echols, DO, an assistant clinical professor of family medicine who teaches alternative medicine at the Michigan State University College of Osteopathic Medicine in East Lansing. People hear about herbal alternatives, and naturally they ask their doctors whether these herbs are effective.

People want medicines that are less invasive, easier on their systems, and readily available. Theyre learning that herbs offer another way of healing, a way to help the body help itself, says Dr. Page-Echols.

Saw palmetto, for example, is said to help shrink an enlarged prostate. I have patients who come in and ask me about saw palmetto, says Dr. Page-Echols. Theyve heard about it in the media or from other men who have the same problem.

Also, people who have had less-than-satisfactory experiences with conventional medications are likely to consider an herbal alternative. If you have insomnia, for instance, an MD might immediately prescribe a pharmaceutical sleeping pill. As many people have discovered, though, a sleeping pill is less than magic. While it may put you to sleep at night, you may find that you wake up the next morning feeling hungover and spaced-out.

In the search for alternatives, you might turn to valerian, passionflower, or hops, the phytomedicines used for insomnia. Many people who have used these botanicals report that they relieve anxiety or take the edge off enough to allow an easier transition to sleep and an awakening free of the typical side effects of pharmaceuticals. A gentle herbal remedy may be much better, says Woodson Merrell, MD, a specialist in alternative and complementary medicine and assistant clinical professor of medicine at the Columbia University College of Physicians and Surgeons in New York City.

Food, Spirit, and Magic


Native Americans introduced several important phytomedicines to Western medicine, including cinchona, sarsaparilla, coca, black cohosh, sassafras, witch hazel, capsicum, goldenseal, and echinacea.

When Europeans first encountered the healing traditions of Native Americans, their perception was shaped by an entrenched attitude toward healing medicines. To the Europeans, herbs were medicines that you took when you were sickand that was all. To Native Americans, herbs represented not only food and medicine but also spirit and magic, says David Winston, a professional member of the American Herbalists Guild and a practicing herbalist in Washington, New Jersey.

North American Indians saw plants as living beings, says Winston. They were used with great respect. Plants had life and power.

Religious and mystical overtones pervaded Indian herbal traditions. While the average Native American probably knew 100 to 200 useful plants, a medicine man or shaman might be learned in using some 800 plants, says Winston.

Sometimes, there was a certain allure or quality associated with Native American medicine, says Winston. Frontier physicians who practiced native medicine often advertised themselves as Indian doctors. Hucksters of patent medicines boasted that their elixirs contained Indian herbs with wondrous healing properties. In fact, the Pharmacopoeia of the United States of America, first published in 1820, contained more than 200 indigenous drugs. Most of these were the plants originally used by Native Americans.



Theres another appeal, as well. Herbs fit in with self-healing and prevention, says Dr. Merrell. Thats one reason that youre seeing them out in the marketplace in such quantity.

A Regulatory Purgatory

Currently, herbal medicines sold in the United States are in limbo between regulation and free-market distribution. Since they are classified as dietary supplements, not drugs, they can be purchased without a prescription.

This policy raises doubts in the minds of many health practitioners. In Europe, where phytomedicines are common, people are accustomed to having herbs prescribed by doctors. In the United States, however, you can just walk into a health food store and buy them in quantity. Why should there be such a discrepancy in the way theyre distributed?

Just because they are readily available or advertised as so-called natural products does not mean that they are completely safe and free of side effects, warns Dr. Ben-Arye. You really should treat herbs like drugs. They shouldnt be used indiscriminately or taken for fun.

The quality of the products is another concern. The US government does not hold supplement manufacturers to the same standards as drug companies. The potency and quality of herbal products vary greatly. You cant always be sure youre getting the real thing. Many of the products are overpriced and ineffective. Also, theres a great deal of promotion about health benefits by these companies that is pure baloney, says Andrew Weil, MD, director of the Center for Integrative Medicine at the University of Arizona, in Tucson, and author of Eight Weeks to Optimum Health.

By law, manufacturers of herbal supplements arent allowed to make specific health claims for their products, Dr. Weil says. They can instead make general statements about an herbs effect on the bodys structure and function. Thus, a supplement label will not say prevents atherosclerosis or relieves arthritis. Instead, the label is likely to say that it is good for circulation or good for joint health.

Despite these limitations, theres a rich tradition and a long history of anecdotal evidence as well as a growing body of scientific references to support the use of herbs for overall, general good health and for specific health problems. Just because the landscape is confusing doesnt mean that you should ignore what you can find. It does mean, however, that if youre going to use herbs, it will help to have the guidance of a book like this one. Or you may want to go a step further and consult with a health practitioner who has experience with herbal medicines.

If you do consult an experienced practitioner, you have a number of choices. One is to find a certified herbalist who is a member of the American Herbalists Guild. Or you might want to see a licensed naturopathic doctor, who will integrate the use of herbs with other healing techniques. A doctor of traditional Chinese medicine will also prescribe herbs. Some chiropractors and some physiciansboth MDs and DOshave taken the time to learn about phytomedicines. In addition, you may find some pharmacists who are quite knowledgeable.

Unfortunately, its impossible to say which practitioners are fully qualified to prescribe herbal medicines. Just as there are no set standards for botanicals, we have no government or professional organizations that oversee the standards of practitioners.

Word-of-mouth recommendations and professional reputations are important. In gathering the information on herbal supplements that you find in this book, we turned to herbalists and practitioners who are recommended by their peers or who have made significant contributions to the research on the subject. In addition, we have asked the opinions of many medical doctors and well-qualified naturopathic doctors who observe practical results in their daily practices. As you read about herbal supplements in Parts 2 and 3, youll find dosages and cautions that have been recommended by these experts. Youll also learn how to take these supplements for maximum effect and discover how other supplements can boost or reinforce their healing power.

Thinking about Herbs

Whether you visit an herbal practitioner or choose to self-medicate, there are two ways to consider herbal supplements.

One view is that botanicals are simply substitutes for drugs. If you have a tension headache, for instance, you want instant relief, so you reach for an over-the-counter pharmaceutical like aspirin, ibuprofen, or acetaminophen. If these are no longer effective or have undesirable side effects, you might consider taking an herbal supplement instead. In a case like that, youre really looking for a one-to-one substitutean herb to relieve a symptom instead of a drug to relieve a symptom.

Looking for quick, targeted relief is a mindset of Western medicine. The model is allopathic, which simply means trying to substitute a new, benign condition (no headache) for a condition thats causing a lot of discomfort (oh, that aching head). In the allopathic model of medicine, when you have a symptom or a disease, you expect to find some treatment that will produce a different effect and relieve whatever ails you as soon as possible.

Sometimes, the treatment addresses the underlying cause. If so, that treatment might get rid of the pain or discomfort and also keep it from coming back again. But what happens if you just treat the symptom without eliminating the cause? A tension headache is a good example of that. Aspirin or ibuprofen might beat the pain and help you get through the rest of the day, but they do nothing to prevent the headache from recurring a day or a week later.

Look to Germany


In Germany, people seeking herbal medicines have access to nearly 700 plant-based remedies, and the cost of many of them is covered by health insurance. In fact, some 70 percent of German physicians routinely prescribe phytomedicines. Drugstores carry them, and pharmacists are knowledgeable about their many uses.

Germany has undertaken the most comprehensive science-based investigation of herbs of any Western country. In 1978, the German government established Commission E to evaluate herbal medicines and write a series of monographs, or scholarly works, on them. A team of physicians, toxicologists, pharmacologists, and other specialists set out to produce the most comprehensive study ever attempted.

The commissions series of monographs covers some 400 herbs. For each herbal medicine, Commission E sets certain guidelines for dosage and uses. Unlike the Food and Drug Administration in the United States, which uses a requirement of absolute certainty before licensing a drug, Commission E uses a criterion of reasonable certainty to determine if an herb is effective. To arrive at its conclusions, the commission took scientific studies into account, but it also considered historical use, anecdotal evidence, and information from field studies as well as other sources.



Herbalists and naturopathic doctors tend to look beyond the allopathic model for just that reason. Why not address whats causing those headaches, they ask, on the chance that they can be prevented in the future? Symptoms are important clues to an underlying imbalance. A skilled herbalist can use botanicals to treat hormone imbalances, stress, or allergies that cause a headache, not just provide anti-inflammatories that subdue the immediate pain. Yes, herbs can be used for particular problems, but they also provide nourishment for the whole body.

Herbs can help the body achieve a healthier condition so it can better protect and heal itself, says Jennifer Brett, ND, a naturopathic doctor at the Wilton Naturopathic Center in Stratford, Connecticut. Its really a nutritive or positive cure viewpoint.

The second view of using herbs is a more holistic model, meaning that the body is viewed as a whole, rather than as a set of isolated parts. Instead of seeing a headache as an isolated problem that begins somewhere above your shoulders, as the allopathic practitioner would, a holistic practitioner wonders whats happening all over. Is digestion a contributing factor? Mood? Lifestyle factors? Posture? In the view of the holistic practitioner, if we understand how other body factors contribute to the problem, we can better address the causes.

In many cultures, its not unusual to consume different healing herbs at different times of the year to keep the whole body healthier and prevent disease. When winter comes on, the Chinese often add astragalus to their soups and stews as a way to boost their immune systems and fight off seasonal colds and flu. Unlike antibiotics, astragalus fights both bacterial and viral infections. People living on the Indian subcontinent use red pepper, curry, and garlic on their food all year round, not just as spices but also as medicines to aid digestion, improve liver health, and lower cholesterol, Dr. Brett says.

Balms and Cures

Of course, herbs wouldnt be your first choice if you had an acute-care situation, such as a heart attack, pneumonia, or a broken leg. In these cases, its best to get yourself to the hospital, says Dr. Brett.

Herbal supplements are well-suited for preventing illness, building up the bodys defenses, and easing the symptoms of long-term conditions such as heart disease, diabetes, migraines, and asthma. They can also make a big difference if you have problems that often elude solutions like insomnia, anxiety, depression, or lack of energy, she adds.

Unlike synthetic drugs designed to cure specific ills, herbs
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