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PRELUDE

Paradox: A seemingly absurd or contradictory statement that is or may be true.

– Collins Concise Dictionary

A paradox is truth standing on its head to attract attention.

– Nicholas Falletta, The Paradoxicon, New York, 1990

THIS BOOK MIGHT well have been entitled ‘Life Enhancing Plants’, for the use of medicinal herbs and soulful aromatics can engender a great deal more than harmonious mood states. When we become deeply immersed in the practice of green healing, almost always there is an awakening of ecological awareness – a recognition of our interrelationship with the living Earth and a sense that our entire being is in resonance with the rhythms of Nature.

Rhythm has to do with repetitions and cycles: the changing seasons; the rhythms of day and night; inhalation and exhalation; birth and death. Indeed, the entire Cosmos can be defined in terms of vibrations, rhythms and waves; patterns of expansiveness and contraction implicit in every process. Women have always recognised their own cyclic nature in menstruation with its lunar periodicity. We are also influenced by a daily biological clock that governs many psycho-physiological processes, ranging from sleep, cycles of mental alertness and quietude; through to such changes as fluctuations in body weight, blood sugar levels and albumen content of the urine.

Paradoxically, life is also governed by chaos or seemingly random events, the purpose and meaning of which can be unfathomable. Likewise, the Earth may quake and erupt, and blow and storm, for this is the natural scheme of things. Even though at times life can be truly wondrous, it is also punctuated with pain and suffering. We cannot alter this reality by changing the inner-self, or through the defence mechanism of denial: a truism bordering on the banal, yet some would have us believe otherwise. Often it is not only the shadow of one’s personal unhappiness that comes into play, but also the sympathy we feel for the suffering of others – be it our loved ones, a neighbour, or a complete stranger whose mute distress is palpable. We may also experience pangs from watching TV footage of the victims of war, drought, disease or famine; and increasingly, feelings of helplessness and despair in the wake of ecological devastation.

Those influenced by Eastern spirituality, including the eclectic New Age movement, explain suffering in terms of karma, whereby one’s misdeeds generate misfortune later in life, or even in some future incarnation; at the same time, we may be dealing with ‘karmic debt’ incurred from previous incarnations. By the same token, positive karma is accrued through one’s benevolent deeds and rewarded accordingly. Yet we might counter that karma can at best only explain how the cycle of suffering and reward works. It does not explain why such a sorrowful system exists in the first place.

Therefore, in order to ease our passage through the life experience, we need to accept that life is, at times, difficult for everyone, albeit some people experience a great deal more hardship than others. Another paradox: until we come to accept the reality of an unjust world, chances are it will be harder to cope with the inevitable phases of anxiety, despondency and despair. If we hold on to the belief that life was meant to be easy, then we may attempt to mask the pain through excessive use of alcohol, illicit drugs, or prescribed tranquillisers and anti-depressants with potentially dangerous side-effects. As a result, it becomes even more difficult to find personal fulfilment.

Indeed, whoever told us ‘life is always fair’ was jesting! This truth does not sit easily upon the shoulders of the ‘think positive’ movement which promises magical solutions to personal and collective suffering and plays down, or sometimes totally dismisses, the existence of evil. Would protagonists of this belief system be able to preach their worldview with the same degree of conviction to someone who had been tortured, to a child who had been violently raped – or to the millions of Africans living in the shadow of the AIDS epidemic?

In its extreme form, the ‘create your own reality’ school promulgates a cultist naivety in its premise that all pain and suffering (including that of animals presumably) is a figment of one’s negative thinking and lack of creative imagination, and through this pessimism we attract misfortune. It is oft said in these circles, ‘If you believe that other people, difficult circumstances, or world events are contributing to (or causing) your personal suffering, then you are the victim of your own deluded self-limiting belief system.’ On the other hand, with the guidance of an expensive ‘lifestyle coach’, wise therapist, or spiritual guru, we can learn to bask in the sunlight of our own blissful creation, thereby transcending the need for pain, illness, emotional disharmony and material lack. By perceiving the world in a positive and creative way, so the story continues, we can do much more than engender personal happiness. We can create a reality of wise politicians, inspired religious leaders and benevolent corporations – and in so doing, manifest planetary healing, world peace, prosperity, health and happiness for all.

Now, if it were possible for all people at a particular point in time to attain through willpower a state of permanent happiness, then paradise on Earth might almost be possible. Except that it is unlikely that humanity will ever succeed in eradicating disease, and death will always be a certainty – thus, presumably, the spontaneous need to grieve. On the other hand, having achieved a permanent state of happiness, possibly we would be incapable of expressing grief at all. In which case, an observer from our current perspective of reality might conclude that humanity had become morbidly happy – or quite mad!

Nevertheless, there is some truth in the psychotherapeutic premise that even though we cannot always change our outer situation, it may be possible to change our attitude to it. Doing so makes all the difference to the way we cope with pain, suffering and setback: ‘Two men look out through prison bars; one sees mud the other stars’ (Anon). Indeed, there is always an element of free will.

As with most things in life, though, the gift of free will has not been given equitably. Our freedom to make necessary changes on the inner and outer levels may be curtailed by such worldly forces as cultural and social constraints, lack of education, political oppression, geographical location, or poverty. There is another reason for failure to change the inner self, and one that is rarely acknowledged by psychotherapists and holistic health practitioners alike. For many of us (probably the majority if the truth be known), it is nigh on impossible to change certain patterns of response by conscious effort, no matter how much self-insight is gained. As many would verify, a change of perception which causes a person to re-evaluate their life is more likely to come about spontaneously – as a result of trauma or illness, though equally through something wonderful.

Moreover, it would be bordering on the pathological not to be extremely distressed about certain life experiences, such as being imprisoned for a crime that one has not committed. Although a different person may react more stoically, or conversely with a greater degree of distress, only a superhuman (or an authentically ‘spiritually evolved’ individual) would emerge totally unscathed by the experience.

Therefore, if a psychotherapist or holistic health practitioner allows a person to go away with the idea (albeit implied) that their illness, psychic distress or harrowing life situation is entirely their own fault, this is likely to increase (or engender) feelings of guilt. Should the therapy fail to improve the person’s health or distressing circumstances, guilt increases and despair is deepened by a sense of failure. For without realising it, a therapist may easily impress upon an individual the notion that he or she is not applying the ‘correct’ belief to a difficult situation. Additionally, a therapist who adopts a superior, all-knowing and emotionally detached role is likely to contribute to the person’s distress by increasing (or instilling) a sense of isolation.

Incidentally, the most devoted ‘self-creationists’ are often the most shocked and disorientated when life fails to deliver the goodness and abundance that their minds are constantly attempting to create and attract. Indeed, when an unrealistic worldview is tested to the limit, suppressed emotions that have been allowed to fester beneath the surface have the habit of suddenly erupting into rage and vindictiveness, eventually giving way to despair and disillusionment.

Despite the aforementioned pitfalls, nevertheless there is undoubted benefit in short-term ‘talking therapy’, provided it is aimed at fostering self-worth and developing practical coping strategies – particularly where someone feels quite unable to deal with a personal crisis. This is infinitely preferable to numbing the senses through a haze of psycho-pharmaceutical medication. Talking through our problems with a warm and caring professional (if finances allow) or an empathetic friend can be strengthening and may even enable us to move forward. For human solidarity, or empathy, is a potent healing force that stems from the instinctive or intuitive aspects of our being. The inner strength gained from an emphatic relationship is personal and inexplicable, resulting from the synergistic merging of two (or more) souls: and thus, needs to be experienced in order to be understood.

Of equal importance is our physical, emotional and spiritual relationship with the natural world; not only with mood-enhancing plants, but also the oceans, rivers, lakes and streams; the deserts, forests, mountains and plains – indeed, with all living creatures and the Cosmos. And here echoes the opening theme of this Prelude, bringing us full circle to the exciting new field of ecopsychology, and the inspiration for this work.

Ecopsychology is an interrelated aspect of the emerging deep ecology movement, which recognises that there is a synergistic relationship between planetary and personal wellbeing, and that the needs of one are interwoven with the other. For our bodies and minds emerged from the same crucible which formed the Universe. The minerals of the Earth comprise our bones, the oceans our tears. Rivers flow through our veins and arteries and the forests are our lungs. And when we gaze up into the night sky, we perceive a mirror image of the human psyche and its infinite expansiveness.

Ecopsychology poses a powerful challenge to the world of psychotherapy, whose practitioners tend to work within an urban environment, in a building usually reached by driving a car along a congested road through a paranoid city. Since ecopsychologists regard mind and Nature as inseparable, a disturbed outer world will inevitably produce a disturbed inner world of the human. Since urban culture itself harbours repressed contents in need of cathartic release, how can it possibly offer a framework for healing the human soul? Indeed, the original place for healing and the attainment of spiritual insight was within the midst of wild Nature.

The most powerful ecopsychological tool is extended forays (two weeks minimum) into wilderness. What is meant by wilderness is untamed Nature, places such as mountains, forests and deserts – places that have always been used by traditional cultures for healing a troubled soul. Participants on the wilderness trail are encouraged to leave behind the props of the modern world and to enter fully into the experience. Only items essential to health and safety are allowed, which means no books, cameras, nor even a pen and writing paper.

The effects of wilderness experience can be profound: ‘When we are truly willing to step into the looking glass of Nature and contact wilderness,’ says ecopsychologist Steve Harper, ‘we uncover a wisdom much larger than our small everyday selves.’ Although individual experience of the wilderness can be extremely diverse, one of the first things almost everyone experiences is an awakening of the five senses, a subtly powerful and underrated experience. People discover how greatly their basic modes of perception have been dulled in order to survive in the urban world. Participants also speak of feelings of expansion or reconnection. Above all, there is an exquisite sense of being alive.

For ecopsychologists, repression of the ecological consciousness is the deepest root of collusive madness in industrialised society. Indeed, what other creature would systematically tear away at its life support system as evidenced by the current ecological crisis? So we must question the archetypal Masculine force that permeates political and corporate power and drives us to dominate Nature in such an extreme way. If we are to have any future as a species, there is a desperate need to redress the balance by embracing the archetypal Feminine as expressed through nurture and wisdom. It is imperative that we bring about a marriage between these seemingly opposing forces, so that both aspects may work harmoniously together. In so doing, the rationality and drive of the archetypal Masculine is tempered and enriched through wisdom and humility. This ancient concept of balance is expressed beautifully in the Taoist symbol of the Yin and Yang, where the cosmic Feminine/Masculine energies flow in unison within the circle of wholeness, each polarity expressing its complementary opposite.

Once the small everyday self is expanded to encompass the natural world, there is no longer the sense of separateness, of beholding a picture, of being an outsider or a visitor. Instead there is a deep feeling of ‘coming home’ or belonging. Destruction of this world is experienced as self-destruction, and thus the realisation that human sanity (and ultimately our very existence) is dependent upon sustainable and mutually enhancing interactions with our living, breathing planet.

On emerging from the wilderness, most people become actively involved (or perhaps involved for the first time) in some aspect of the Green movement. Thus, rather than attempting to change the inner self – the oftentimes impossible task demanded by psychotherapy and Eastern philosophies – consciousness is projected outwards to the natural world. And in so doing, paradoxically we reconnect with the inner and outer expression of the whole self.

Even though the ecological crisis poses an enormous challenge, there is always a realistic chance of effecting change on the social, political and environmental fronts through peaceful activism, or by raising ecological awareness through education. It is also true that the spiritual quest (or the quest for self-knowledge) will always be a necessary aspect of life for many people. Nevertheless, life on Earth is unlikely to be improved for the good of all solely through positive thinking, prayer, meditation or the attainment of self-knowledge by the few. Except, perhaps if the enlightened few happened to be our world leaders! Returning to reality, for some of us the ideal is to work on the spiritual and practical levels simultaneously. Undoubtedly, when sufficient numbers of people start acting as though the whole world matters, this will help awaken the ecological consciousness of humanity as a whole.

Chrissie Wildwood, Midsummer 2003



 

The Pattern of this Book

Divided into two parts, the first section explores the many ways in which we may nurture body and soul through diet, herbs and aromatics, and by fostering a deeper relationship with Nature. So although the book does not shy away from facing the shadow aspects of life as explored above, you will be relieved to hear that there is also much joy and beauty to be found in these pages!

The journey begins with an attempt to define the nature of mood, emotion and soul and how we might nurture these differing aspects of our being. As well as the dietary approach to mood enhancement, we focus on the pleasures of music and gardening as sources of spiritual nourishment and healing. This section concludes with a sojourn into Goethe’s ‘science of qualities’. Using his methodology, we learn to engage the senses in a reciprocal and participatory relationship with plants in order to reveal their soul qualities. Here we recognise strong connections between Goethean science, deep ecology and the budding field of ecopsychology.

The second chapter explores the complex modes of action of healing plants. As well as taking a close-up view of their chemical components and pharmacological actions, we find ourselves returning to the mysterious forces of Nature as expressed through the phenomenon of synergy. This means the combined effect of the whole herbal preparation exceeds the sum of the individual effects of its constituents. Although gaining in popularity, standardised herbal extracts are quite different in their make-up and lack the inherent vitality of the living plant. Certain of these extracts have been known to cause side-effects which are not associated with traditional use of the herbal remedy. So the chapter concludes with a detailed survey of standardised preparations, which might be better labelled as ‘phyto-pharmaceuticals’ to avoid ambiguity.

Chapter 3 leads us into the shadows and storm clouds of the ecological crisis. Although this chapter makes painful reading, it is important to understand the issues and driving forces behind deforestation, loss of ecosystems, extinction of species and the many other ravages of unbridled industrialisation. The chapter’s focus is the world trade in wild plants, and the ecological imbalances caused by indiscriminate harvesting. Even during the course of writing this book, awareness of the issue has escalated. This is largely due to the efforts of the World Wildlife Fund and other agencies such as United Plant Savers in the USA, and the Natural Medicines Society in the UK. If you would like to find out more about such campaigns, a list of contacts can be found at the end of this book.

Moving into the sunlight, the next few chapters are devoted to practicalities and joys. Chapter 4 advises on gathering, drying, storing and preparing herbs for healing and mood-enhancement, and includes a little guidance on lunar gardening. Despite the plethora of books on essential oils and aromatherapy, Chapter 5 includes snippets of information currently unavailable elsewhere. Then Chapter 6 invites you to tread the ancient path of the incense maker. It introduces basic techniques unique to this book, including a smoke-free style of incense suitable for smouldering in confined spaces. The most delightful of these are based on beeswax, aromatic herbs and essences to uplift and inspire.

The next two chapters are symbolic of the waxing and waning Moon respectively, and form the core of this book. Chapter 7 waxes lyrical and is an ode to beauty and goodness. Here you will find a cornucopia of recipes, ideas and inspirational quotations for enhancing (or engendering) positive moods and life-enhancing states of being. It comprises a banquet of earthy incenses, ethereal vaporising elixirs, scented tisanes and wines for promoting such benefits as tranquillity, revitalisation, clarity, sacredness, romance and a sense of celebration! Then Chapter 8 explores herbal treatments and coping strategies for disharmonious states of being and common stress-related ailments, including anxiety and depression, seasonal affective disorder (SAD), tension headache, nervous indigestion and insomnia.

Part Two of the book is a compendium of botanical profiles. Chapter 9, which is subdivided into two sections, provides a wealth of botanical, biochemical, pharmacological and traditional data on around seventy healing plants with mood-enhancing potential.

What makes this section different from most other sources is that it encourages the use of herb combinations, which is the traditional way. Indeed, few if any professional herbalists prescribe herbs singly. The botanical prescription will usually contain several, and sometimes many, herbs chosen with skill and sensitivity to harness the power of botanical synergism, as well as meeting the specific needs of the individual. This approach is demonstrated in a necessarily generalised way in Chapter 8. Of course, it takes years of hands-on experience to develop these skills to an advanced level. So the first step for those intending to practise professionally is to undergo a thorough training (see list of contacts).

Chapter 10 takes us on a magical mystery tour into the realms of entheogens, the ‘forbidden fruits’ or sacred hallucinogens which, throughout history, have been used by indigenous cultures to engender altered states of consciousness. Of course, the information provided here about such plants is not intended as a guide to their use, since ingestion of some of these substances may be harmful, or even lethal. Rather, this grand finale is included mainly for historical and cultural interest, and to satisfy natural curiosity!

In summary, then, although this book is specifically about mood and psyche, it also attempts to represent a marriage between the scientific approach to botanical medicine – with its emphasis on chemical constituents and ‘active principles’ – and the holistic approach, tailored to individual need and founded on centuries of accumulated herbal knowledge. And yet it also considers the pitfalls of relying too heavily on one approach, at the total expense of the other. Written in an accessible style, the work provides thoroughly researched, up-to-date information previously unavailable in a single volume.
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CHAPTER ONE

MOOD, EMOTION AND SOUL

I have seen the sea when it is stormy and wild,
 When it is glinting and serene, when it is dark and brooding.
 In all these moods I see myself.

Martin Buxbaum, 20th-century Viennese theatre director

MOODS AND EMOTIONS impart richness and meaning to our lives. Just like the sea’s undercurrents, they are the forces that direct and sustain behaviour. They also enable us to navigate the complexities of social interaction, including our capacity to perceive the moods and motivations of others. Indeed, we transmit and ‘catch’ feelings from each other on a subtle level during every encounter. The way someone says ‘thank you’, for instance, can leave you feeling dismissed, patronised, or genuinely appreciated. The more adept we are at perceiving the feelings stirring beneath the surface, the greater our capacity for empathy – an intuitive attribute that helps foster good relationships. But is there a difference between mood and emotion?

Although the words are often used interchangeably, psychologists and philosophers define emotion and mood as differing states of being. Emotions play a central role in our lives, but they are among the least understood aspects of human experience. From the earliest philosophical speculations to the present day, emotion has often been regarded as inferior to intellect. Yet it is increasingly evident that emotions are important characteristics of an active, searching, thinking human being.

Many complex theories abound concerning the origin and nature of emotion, but the simplest explanation is that emotions arise as a result of a person being ‘moved’ in some manner, usually when something unexpected happens. Even though we tend to regard emotion and rationality as separate functions of our being, in fact emotions are the feelings we create as a result of thinking, often in the form of vivid imagery, about what is happening to us. The thoughts or images are accompanied by various physical sensations such as accelerated heartbeat, ‘goose pimples’, ‘butterflies in the stomach’, blushing, trembling – or changes in facial expression and behaviour such as frowning, crying, smiling, laughing.

The intensity of the emotion and associated behaviour is largely influenced by expectations, cultural conditioning and an individual’s innate disposition, rather than solely in accordance with the event. For instance, while one person may become extremely agitated and verbally aggressive if delayed in a traffic jam, another may respond to the situation with mild displeasure. But no matter how intense the emotion, in mentally stable individuals the feeling abates soon afterwards. Certainly, it is difficult to maintain an extremely powerful emotion such as rage or elation for more than a short while before moving into a state of calm, or collapsing from exhaustion!

Much has been written about so-called negative emotions such as guilt, fear and anger and how such emotions contribute to the development of illness. This may well be true for lingering, unresolved or unexpressed psychic pain, but what is sometimes forgotten, especially in people who try too hard to be ‘civilised’ or ‘spiritual’, is that strong emotions such as anger, guilt and rage can be justifiable reactions. We feel anger at seeing injustice; suffer guilt when we have done wrong; and experience fear if we are threatened; and rage if we are in some way violated. Such reactions are perfectly healthy and in many instances can be channelled into a positive outcome for the good of all.

Moods are distinguishable from emotions in that they are feelings or attitudes we have towards our surroundings and the wider world. Although moods often precede full-blown emotional responses, they are less intense than emotions and are perceived as continuing background states lasting for several hours, a day, a week, or longer. However, moods also contrast with emotions in that they are not always a reaction to something external. Sometimes we have little or no idea why we are feeling irritable or genial.

Nevertheless, even when we are unaware of it, there is always a cause for our moods. In women, of course, mood changes can be associated with PMS or menopause, and most people are moody when feeling unwell. An irritable mood may also be rooted in unresolved conflict over something experienced hours, days, months or even years ago. At such times, it may take only a mildly inconvenient situation, or a seemingly harmless remark, to trigger an emotional outburst. This may serve to dispel the mood – although feelings of guilt may arise because of the outburst!

Moods are also influenced by the amount and quality of sleep we obtain. Tiredness is the saboteur of contentment. It is also generally true that what we do not deal with in life, eventually emerges in our dreams. Recurring dreams, or dreams that evoke familiar patterns of emotion are particularly significant in this respect. Likewise, the inability to sleep, or to remember dreams, is sometimes due to a resistance to processing repressed material requiring expression or resolution. Even if the details of a dream have slipped from conscious recall, an emotion triggered during sleep may result in a certain mood that lingers for the rest of the day. Interestingly, people who lead miserable or monotonous lives sometimes have wonderful dreams in vivid colour as a form of compensation.

To fall in love is nectar to the soul, and always enhances perception of the everyday world. Apart from such exquisite madness, moods that occur intensely and frequently, especially if maintained over a period of a week or more, and without apparent connection to life events, are regarded as mood disorders and require professional help.

Food and Mood

Carefully selected herbal remedies can ease all manner of distressing states of body and mind (see Chapter 8). However, the first step in maintaining well-being is to consider the food we eat. Only in recent years, when scientists started to examine the physical composition of the nervous system did the importance of nutrition become apparent in emotional stability.

The brain is made entirely of food molecules such as complex essential fatty acids, vitamins, minerals, proteins and other nutrients. Therefore, a growing number of nutritional therapists are convinced that a nutritional approach can alleviate a wide range of emotional and mental imbalances, including hyperactivity in children, mood-swings, anxiety, depression and insomnia. Instead of taking prescribed anti-depressants and tranquillisers, in many cases it is possible to give the body the raw ingredients it needs to rebalance its own chemistry. If gentle-acting herbal remedies are still required, their efficacy will be greatly enhanced if used in this broader context.

Most holistic nutritionists agree that the first step in creating optimum conditions in the mind/body complex is to alkalise the blood (which enables the body to maintain minerals such as calcium and magnesium) and keep blood sugar at an optimum level. The first can be achieved through a diet largely comprising fresh fruits, salad greens and other vegetables. The latter depends on the timing of meals. Some people need to eat little and often (for example, every three hours) to maintain blood sugar levels and keep their moods on an even keel. These snacks should consist of high-energy foods such as dried fruits, bananas, nuts, seeds and wholemeal bread.

Studies have also shown the relationship between food and a family of brain chemicals called neurotransmitters: chemical messengers that transport electrical signals between nerve cells. Their role is to regulate mood, appetite, thoughts, feelings and behaviours. The neurotransmitters most responsive to diet are serotonin, dopamine and norepinephrine. Serotonin is responsible for feelings of optimism, relaxation and general well-being. Towards the end of the day, high levels of serotonin can make us feel sleepy. Low levels of serotonin, however, can result in depression, difficulty sleeping, poor concentration and food cravings. Dopamine and norepinephrine are responsible for feelings of alertness, excitement, action and mental acuity. Low levels of these neurotransmitters result in poor concentration and fatigue, whereas high levels can create agitation and anxiety.

To increase feelings of alertness, eat a high protein meal such as eggs, cheese and nuts. These foods tend to lower serotonin production in the brain. They also increase tyrosine, which is converted into dopamine and norepinephrine. To boost levels of serotonin, reach for carbohydrate-rich foods such as pasta, bread, rice, oats, and starchy vegetables like potatoes and sweetcorn. Carbohydrates favour the uptake of tryptophan, which is converted into serotonin in the brain, creating feelings of calm and relaxation. It is important to choose complex carbohydrates, such as wholemeal bread and brown rice rather than the refined white versions. These foods are broken down more slowly, and thus help maintain a constant supply of serotonin in the body.

Researchers have also discovered that women are much more susceptible to the sleep-inducing effects of a high carbohydrate meal, while men tend to experience only a pleasant calmness following the same type of meal. Men are also more likely to become highly alert after eating a protein-rich meal. The difference in sex hormones is the probable explanation for specifically ‘male’ and ‘female’ mood responses to food chemicals. Women have larger amounts of oestrogen and a higher percentage of body fat, whereas men have larger quantities of testosterone, smaller fat cells and greater muscle mass. For this reason, women are more responsive to the soothing effect of carbohydrate foods because they help maintain the body’s fat reserves, and men are more responsive to the mood-elevating effect of protein foods, which are essential for building, repairing and synthesising muscle.

What About Mood Altering Beverages?

Despite its bad press, beverages containing caffeine can be effective for mild forms of depression if used in moderation – for example, two or three teacups of tea a day, or one or two small cups of coffee. However, avoid instant varieties, as these contain chemical additives that do nothing to promote well-being. Real coffee has other dimensions: simply inhaling the rich aroma of the roasted beans can uplift the spirits, even in people who dislike the taste and choose not to drink it.

Provided there is no history of addiction or depression, alcohol has its place and can be beneficial to well-being. For example, one or two glasses of organic wine a day as part of a healthy diet. Apart from the heady effect of the alcohol, the taste, colour and bouquet of a good wine enhances the sensuous experience, contributing to relaxation and improved digestion. As with most pleasures in life, however, moderation is the keyword.

Then there is chocolate: a rich, bittersweet taste and aroma with a sensuous, smooth texture as it warms in the mouth. By virtue of its taste alone, chocolate is a mood-enhancing substance deserving of its ancient reputation as a ‘food of the gods’. It also contains hundreds of chemical compounds, including a small amount of caffeine (about a quarter of the amount found in coffee) and antidepressant alkaloid theobromine, which is similar to caffeine, though gentler and longer-lasting in its effect. Another chemical found in chocolate is, phenethylamine (PEA), which stimulates the nervous system and triggers the release of ‘feel good’ endorphins – opium-like brain chemicals. At the same time, PEA enhances the activity of the mood-elevating brain chemicals, dopamine and serotonin. Studies have shown that women are consistently more responsive to the mood-enhancing effects of chocolate than men, which probably explains why many women experience a craving for chocolate when experiencing pre-menstrual changes.

A recently discovered component in chocolate may also modify mood in pleasurable ways: anandamide (whose name derives from the Sanskrit word ‘ananda’ meaning ‘bliss’). Anandamide is a neurotrransmitter which connects with the same receptors in the brain as tetrahydrocannabinol (THC), the principal psychoactive component of cannabis. Although some researchers question whether there are sufficient quantities of anandamide (or indeed, PEA) in chocolate to produce an elevated sense of well-being, others are not so quick to dismiss a food employed for centuries as a mood-elevator. As well as anandamide, chocolate contains several other components, which some researchers believe may act in concert to slow the breakdown of ananadamide, thus prolonging the action of this natural stimulant in the brain. However, as with all foods (and medicines), individual responses appears to be the key with chocolate. While having little impact on some people, it delights many others.

The maximum mood-enhancing benefits of chocolate are gained from consuming a modest amount (common sense should dictate what this means!) of the darkest chocolate you can find, ideally containing seventy per cent cocoa solids and produced from organically grown cocoa beans. Dark chocolate is also lower in fat and sugar than milk chocolate, and certainly much healthier than white chocolate, which is mostly fat and sugar and lacks the mood-enhancing constituents found in proper chocolate. (For further information about tea, coffee and chocolate, please refer to the plant profiles in Chapter 9.)

A Word About Food Allergies and Food Intolerance

Some people experience idiosyncratic intolerance to certain foods and beverages, resulting in distressing physical and emotional symptoms ranging from headaches, joint and muscle pain, bloating, catarrh and skin rashes, to fatigue, anxiety, insomnia and depression. If you are experiencing any of the above symptoms, and yet your doctor is unable to pinpoint the cause, then you may possibly be experiencing hidden food intolerance.

Unfortunately, most doctors remain sceptical about food intolerance, for they receive little or no training in nutrition. Those who do come to accept the links between food and illness have often first seen the effects of food intolerance in themselves, in a relative or a patient. Better understood by the medical profession are food allergies. This is because an allergy is an immunological response and, therefore, can be measured in the blood. No such diagnostic method exists for food intolerance, which can only be identified by eliminating suspect foods from your the diet and then monitoring the result. Since tracing the possible food culprits can be complicated, ideally treatment should be carried out under the guidance of a nutritional therapist.

Food For Thought

Since no two experts are able to agree as to what constitutes the ‘ideal diet’, it seems reasonable to conclude that there is no one set of dietary rules suitable for everyone. We are each quite different, with varying physiological and as well as philosophical needs: for example, some people prefer a vegetarian, or vegan, diet. But whatever our dietary choices, it is clearly beneficial to eat foods which are as free as possible from the toxic residues of modern farming methods, and, for a whole host of reasons, to be remain cautious of genetically modified (GM) foods – for a whole host of reasons (see here). Albeit, not always an easy task.

Organically produced food is no longer a rarity, but it can be expensive – prohibitively so for some people. On the other hand, worrying too much about food quality and health is arguably more detrimental to one’s well-being than a few chemical additives. The best advice is to eat organically produced foods whenever possible, emphasising fresh fruits and vegetables, but do not fret if you cannot always do so. Eat your food slowly in convivial surroundings, as this encourages good digestion and enhances mood. Above all, enjoy your food!

Mood, Emotion and the Senses

We may think of ourselves as wise, thoughtful and perceptive, but we also swim in a sea of sensibility of observations and judgements conveyed through sight, taste, hearing, smell and touch – a complex interaction of sense impressions which play an important role in the emergence of mood and emotion. Therefore, by nurturing the senses, we can enhance our inner sense of well-being. Having said this, however, the sensuous approach to contentment advocated here is quite different from hedonistic abandonment to all pleasures. Rather, it echoes the moderate approach extolled by the ancient Greek philosopher, Epicurus of Samos, who lived in 342–270 BC. He was the first to recognise the problem of the hedonistic paradox: if you do not achieve what is sought, you lose by frustration, but if you do achieve what is sought, you lose by boredom. Epicureans sought not the ‘maximum’ pleasure, but rather the ‘optimum’ pleasure. Too much wine, for instance, leads to a hangover and, not an enhanced sense of conviviality. Therefore, the Epicurean path is devoted to the balanced enjoyment of life’s simple pleasures and aesthetic qualities, including music, the company of good friends, and a deep connection with the natural world, the ultimate aim being to attain contentment by desiring the least.

The Mind/Body Connection

The reality of the interrelated mind/body complex, which Eastern healing philosophies have always recognised, is a relatively new area of medical research in the West, which emerged in the 1970s following the discovery of endorphins. From the biochemical perspective, all pleasurable experiences – such as an appreciation of the colours, scents and forms of flowers; of making love, or, receiving a nurturing massage; listening to uplifting music, or being moved by a sunset – trigger the release of endorphins, and other mood-elevating chemicals.

What is most interesting is that receptors for these ‘brain chemicals’ (including those associated with distressing feelings such as fear, anger and depression) are found in other parts of the body as well. For example, in the skin, and on cells called monocytes in the immune system. These ‘conscious’ blood cells circulate freely throughout the body, sending and receiving messages just as diverse as in the central nervous system. Therefore, if brain chemicals are found in various parts of the body as a result of our feeling happy, depressed, angry, or in love, then those parts too must be happy, depressed, angry, or in love! It is also known that the tears of joy and of sorrow are chemically different from each other.

When terminally ill people feel depressed, unloved or fearful, even the pain-killing effect of morphine is significantly inhibited, as medical staff working within the hospice movement recognise. However, in response to tender loving care from family, friends and professional health care practitioners, sometimes including the use of gentle aromatherapy massage, the mind/body’s own natural opiates are released and the need for morphine is often markedly reduced.

Music and Mood

Every culture on earth has music, for a sense of rhythm and timing is inherent to human nature. Music has the power to intensify feelings, evoke images and memories and transport us into a states of exhilaration, relaxation, sadness, joy, or reverence. Tribal dance rituals, frantic drumming and synchronised movement can lead to a state of trance or even ecstasy, while the drones and chants of Tibetan monks can brings about a state of inner peace. Whatever your musical tastes, however, almost certainly you will have experienced the sensation of an altered rate and rhythm of breathing, and the associated mood change induced by music.

Clinical research, in recent years, has shown the effectiveness of certain types of music in relation to pain reduction and the promotion of emotional well-being. But how exactly does music exert such profound effects? A major element in mood-enhancement through music is rhythm: the human heart pulses at around seventy to eighty beats a minute, therefore any musical rhythm with a rate of less than eighty beats a minute is perceived as ‘slow’, and so tends to relax and soothe. While music with more than ninety beats a minute is perceived as ‘fast’, and so exhilarates and excites. Listening to music that is perceived as enjoyable also encourages the release of endorphins and encephalins. An exceptionally high number of receptors for these opiates are found in the limbic system of the brain, which is largely concerned with mood and emotion. The perception of odour is processed in the same region of the brain, which explains why aromatherapy can have a similarly beneficial effect on well-being.

Just as music can be beneficial to body and mind, some forms are believed to be potentially harmful, triggering the release of adrenalin and other stress chemicals throughout the mind/body complex. According to Australian psychiatrist and music therapist, Dr John Diamond, the stopped anapaestic beat of certain forms of rock music upsets the nervous system. A stopped anapaestic rhythm consists of two short beats followed by one stressed beat, then a pause: da-da-DA … da-da-DA. As this beat opposes the body’s natural rhythms of heartbeat and breathing, asserts Diamond, prolonged and repeated exposure to the stopped anapaestic beat can create, or exacerbate, anxiety and stress. It is interesting that devotees of this kind of rock music crave regular fixes of it, in a similar manner to the adrenaline rush we get from coffee, and the ‘high’ associated with exercise addiction (see here). Musical dissonance can have a similar effect. Dissonance is not necessarily inherent to rock music, however, as it can also be found in some contemporary orchestral music.

Undoubtedly, carefully chosen music is a wonderful complement to the use of herbs, incense and essential oils for mood-enhancement and healing. As musical tastes vary so much (largely due to cultural and social influences), it is impossible to suggest a list of healing music that would be suitable for everyone. While it can be demonstrated that music induces significant mind/body effects (for example, promoting relaxation or excitement), the specific thoughts and feelings evoked will vary in proportion and intensity to the ideas already held in the mind. Therefore, we cannot know for certain why a particular piece awakens one person from melancholy, yet leaves another unmoved.

Certainly, research into music therapy is biased towards the Western classical music tradition, favouring Baroque music (especially Handel and Bach) and the works of other eighteenth and nineteenth century European composers such as Haydn, Schubert, Beethoven and Mozart. Oriental music, in contrast, barely gets a hearing in this context. Except that several researchers in the 1960s, notably Indian botanist T.C. Singh, demonstrated that traditional North Indian sitar music, played intermittently for several hours a day, stimulates the growth of plants. Rock music, on the other hand, was shown to stunt growth, even causing some plants to wither and die!

According to the French hearing specialist, Dr Alfred Tomatis, the same music that is beneficial to plants is also good for people, generally promoting brainwave patterns indicative of muscular relaxation and calm attentiveness. The music of Mozart, with its rhythms, melodies, symmetry and high frequencies, is believed to be the most healing of all Western music.

Some people are drawn to New Age or ‘inner space’ music, whose aim is to promote relaxation and enhance meditation. The signature of this kind of music is repeated cycles of undulating sounds: hypnotic for some, annoyingly monotonous for others. It is often created by synthesisers (and thus eschewed by some music therapists), or a blend of synthesisers and traditional instruments such as the piano, harp, flute, or violin; and sometimes the human voice. There are also many traditions of Eastern mystical music, liturgical chants, and energising shamanic ‘trance dance’ compositions, all of which have their place in music therapy.

Listening To Healing Music

Whatever your choice of music, it is important to learn how best to listen in order to support recovery from illness, increase the efficacy of herbal treatment, enhance mood, and help dissipate emotional disharmony. Also, some thought is required when selecting healing music. If you are feeling dispirited, for example, you may think it appropriate to play a light-hearted piece. This may work, but if you are feeling very low, chances are it will cause you to hit the ‘off switch. Indeed, it would be akin to some insensitive person telling you to ‘cheer up, it may never happen!’ Often the most effective method is to practise musical sequencing.


[image: image] Begin by listening to some music that matches your current mood, rather than the mood you wish to engender. If you are feeling irritable, for example, choose music that represents aggression to you. It may be a manic rock composition, or perhaps the final movement of Tchaikovsky’s ‘1812 Overture’, cannon fire and all! Next play a lively but less stimulating piece of music.

[image: image] Then choose a piece that feels neutral, ending with some music you find peaceful. If you are feeling depressed, select a piece of music that intensifies your sadness, followed by a mildly sad piece, then a neutral composition, and finally the most uplifting piece of music in your collection. Whatever the distressing state of mind, it should not be too difficult to find a sequence of music to restore your equilibrium.

[image: image] You do not have to sit and listen passively. If you feel like moving to the music, enter fully into the experience. Indeed, movement and dance facilitate the therapeutic process.

[image: image] At the end of the final piece of music, lie down on your back on a firm but comfortable surface (for example, a yoga mat, rug, or a firm bed). Have a good stretch from fingertips to toes, breathing out with a deep sigh of release. You may wish to do this several times until you feel heavy and relaxed.

[image: image] Next, become aware of the rhythm of your breath as it flows in and out. Do not try to control the breath in any way but simply focus on its ebb and flow, becoming aware of the still point between inhalation and exhalation. After a while, you will move beyond its rhythm to bask in the silence that always follows. (For further advice about breathing and relaxation, please see Chapter 8.)



The Nature of Soul and Spirit

The philosophy of holistic healing as reflected in these pages endeavours to address the needs of the soul and the spirit, not just our physical and emotional needs. Indeed, a healthy body does not automatically create contentment. Without attention to the soul, the beneficial effects of mood-enhancing herbs (or, indeed, of any other form of therapeutic intervention) are likely to be temporary. But what exactly is the “soul”, or “spiritual” aspect of our being? Even though the terms are often used interchangeably, many philosophers regard soul and spirit as differing aspects of our being. Theories vary, however, so the following is offered to you humbly, as a starting point for your own philosophical questing.

Soul is the essence of our unique personality, encompassing our innate talents, emotional makeup, imagination, aesthetic sensibilities, intellect and intuitions, our personal experiences and consciousness. It is our connection with the body, seen mainly as an expression of our inner self (for example, we smile, we choose to wear particular colours). Soul also connects us to certain people, places and objects, and life-enhancing processes. Yet soul is much more than the sum of its parts: it is an inherent awareness of our true purpose in life. However, our ideas and beliefs (often conditioned by influences of family, schooling and culture) can cause us to lose sight of our calling, resulting in dissatisfaction with life and much soul-searching. Metaphorically, soul has a feeling of moving inwards.

Spirit is the transpersonal aspect of soul. It is the ego-less part that is in direct contact with the Divine. The spiritual aspect of self is realised in rare moments of insight about consciousness or life itself. It is experienced as expansiveness and freedom – freedom from the hold of our emotions, people, places and objects, and from the processes that bind us to the everyday world. Metaphorically, it is a movement outward to the Cosmos.

Healing the Soul and Realising the Spiritual

Without a sense of purpose, we become dispirited, depressed or apathetic, and life appears meaningless. Even when we do not follow a conscious spiritual path in terms of a philosophical creed or religious faith, we may in fact be nurturing our soul in some other way. It could be through an appreciation of – or active involvement in – music, painting, or some other aesthetic or creative pursuit, no matter how humble, or simply through our work, family, and relationships; or perhaps by working towards the realisation of a humanitarian ideal. Whatever else we may find nurturing to the soul, there is one need held in common by humanity: our need for contact with the natural world.

Nature has always held a central place in our spirituality, not only in the creation of sacred gardens, but in the intrinsic qualities of wilderness. Yet we live in an age where the encroachment of ‘progress’ has never posed a greater threat to the very existence of our planet. Most of us live in cities, which means our feet barely touch the surface of the living Earth. As well as breathing polluted air and drinking chemical-laden water, we interact with an environment permeated with artificial light, incessant mechanical noise, mobile phones, computers and a vast array of other electrical equipment, including radio masts and power lines. All radiate electrostatic and artificial electromagnetic fields, sapping our vitality, and probably contributing to a whole host of related health problems.

Although a selection of houseplants can help to buffer some of the symptoms of withdrawal from Nature, ideally we need much closer contact at regular intervals. For even without even knowing it, we can become very much out of balance when divorced from the natural rhythmns and cycles of the Earth. These symptoms may manifest on the one hand as restlessness, insomnia, nervous anxiety and muscular tension, and, on the other, as a chronic lack of energy. Some people experience alternating cycles of frenetic activity followed by depletion. Others may complain of a variety of niggling ‘stress-related’ ailments.

A significant consequence of the limited interaction of human beings with plants (particularly if the deprivation begins from a young age), is the development of a strongly negative response to Nature as a whole. For these people, there is no pleasure to be found in flowers, trees, animals, landscapes and bodies of water, and even houseplants are rejected. In such cases, the senses have become profoundly numbed through over-stimulation by a frenetic and artificial environment. This is a deeply disturbing development, and can go a long way towards explaining something of today’s ecological crisis. In essence, we will not save what we do not love; and we cannot love what we do not understand. (See Chapter 3.)

With the demands of family life and/or work commitments, even people who have chosen to live in a rural environment may feel unable to spare time enough to contemplate the beauty of their surroundings. In fact, in the climate of today’s increasingly pervasive and intense work ethic, almost any form of relaxation may be regarded as time diverted from doing something more productive. Well the time has come to change such attitudes! This trend bodes ill for the balanced health of our bodies, as well as the well-being of our souls.

Any amount of time spent communing with Nature will enhance your life in more ways than can be told. So, whenever the opportunity arises, take time out to walk on bare earth, sand, rock, or turf – even a city park can be a spiritually nourishing place. Listen to the birds, and the moving water, the rainfall or the moaning wind; run your fingers over the gnarled bark of a tree; contemplate the beauty of your favourite animal; stroll barefoot on the seashore, feeling the wind and salt-spray on your skin.

To engender a sense of freedom, gaze up at the sky and make meaningful shapes out of clouds. Come nightfall, contemplate the starry firmament and freewheel into eternity! You can only do this when you are in the countryside, however, since light pollution in densely populated areas has obscured all but the Moon and a few of the brightest stars. Wherever you happen to be, contemplate the waxing and waning of the Moon, and reflect on how the lunar cycles pull on the seas and oceans, and as well as on the tides of our own body fluids and moods, our times of receptivity and creativity.

Then there are all the joys of gardening, or simply being in a garden created by another. A garden is a place in which we may escape the harsh realities of urban living, and find peace and revitalisation. If you are fortunate enough to have a garden of your own – no matter how small – then as well as incorporating plants for colour, scent, texture and form, try to include some water. A tranquil pool, situated in a quiet corner where the surrounding plantings is limited to peaceful greens and soft textures, is a wonderful way to create a meditative atmosphere and to engender serenity. Moving water is another source of fascination. A sparkling fountain in a sunny part of the garden, surrounded by brightly painted flowers, is revitalising and engenders a sense of frivolity. As every gardener knows, recapturing the essence of Eden entails hard work, proper preparation of the soil, imagination and endurance. Yet gardening has never been so popular, nor the spiritual quest so broad.

Equipped with expertise in basic survival skills, the most powerful healing tool is an extended foray (two weeks minimum) into wilderness. Untamed places such as mountains, ancient forests and deserts have always been used by traditional cultures for healing a troubled soul or for attaining spiritual insight. One of the first things almost everyone experiences in wilderness is an awakening of the five senses. People discover how greatly their basic modes of perception have been dulled in order to survive in the urban world. In the presence of untamed Nature there is an acute sense of expansiveness and of being alive.

The Soul Qualities of Plants

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749–1832) is best known as a poet and playwright, but he was also an advocate of qualitative science. This involves taking observation beyond the function of merely looking, in order to gain deeper insight into the workings of Nature. Qualitative science is an essentially human, and thus ancient, way of viewing the world. Goethe realised that to try and eliminate the subjective (for example, the viewer’s perception of a rose’s beauty) from the process of observation may not even be possible. And even if it were possible, we would still be ignoring a vast domain of valuable information. By contrast, quantitative measurement is the written language of numbers and formulae and, no matter how elegant, is incapable of expressing beauty.

With the recent advances in quantum mechanics, the idea that science is purely objective has been called into question. Quantum mechanics has demonstrated that the observer always affects the observation, simply by being there. Observation is merely a starting point before the attainment of insight, as Archimedes demonstrated in his exultant cry of ‘eureka!’ For great leaps forward often come in a flash, the whole picture emerging in a moment of inspiration.

Goethe’s ideas are especially relevant to herbalism, since healing plants are much more than the sum total of their pharmacologically active constituents. The way a person feels – the qualitative state – is equally important (perhaps more so) than any quantitative measure of their physical condition. Incidentally, even when an illness has progressed beyond all hope of healing on a physical level, it is still possible to become healed in a spiritual sense. To die happy, having made peace with oneself, with others and the world, is the ultimate healing experience!

In the following exercises, you can learn to step outside of theory and common place preconceptions. The methodology offered is designed to engage the senses in order to “grow new organs of perception”, as Goethe described it. It is an active process of entering into the dramatic movements of plant growth, achieved by merging with the plant in your imagination. However, the impressions attained are not necessarily fanciful. With practice, you will begin to experience the energetic nature of different plants, acquiring a sense impression of their inherent vitality and soul qualities.

Before going any further, however, you may be forgiven if some of the above ideas come across as abstract, or downright absurd! This is because the only way to understand the phenomenon is to experience it. Aside from contemplating plants, a simple illustrative example of entering into the energetic nature of things is to consider the nature of a river. In this instance, you can do it entirely in your mind’s eye. Imagine yourself looking down at the river from the top of a mountain. See how it meanders from side to side, like a living serpent weaving its way through the landscape, carving a path to the sea. In sensing the serpentine quality of the river as a whole, you connect with an expression of movement over and above that of the water itself (more about this later).

Here is a delightful contemplation exercise of my own devising. It is a good way to begin awakening the senses to the energetic nature of flowers, before moving on to the more complex Goethean approach. It is an endlessly fascinating activity, no matter how many times it is repeated. You will need to obtain a large magnifying glass for this magical mystery tour!

The Hidden Qualities of Flowers Revealed

On a beautiful bright morning, ideally before the dew has evaporated, go out into the garden, park, or countryside and find some flowers. Begin by breathing in their fragrance (if thus endowed), focusing your attention on how this makes you feel. Now run your fingertips over the cool, silken petals and over the stems and leaves. Become fully aware of every nuance of sensation. Then look at the flowers through the magnifying glass in full sunlight. The translucence of a flower revealed in close-up is captivating: delicately veined petals, mysterious crevices glistening with moisture, hues within hues, perfection of form. From this perspective, familiar garden or wildflowers take on a whole new meaning, transporting the senses to other dimensions!

The Goethean Approach

This is an stepwise unfolding learning sequence, enabling you to develop from seeing physically (“exact sense perception”) to seeing fluidly (“exact sensorial fantasy”). In reality, however, there is no separation of these two levels of experience, as they are seen simultaneously or holistically.

If this sounds obscure, let us return to the example of the river given earlier. Viewed from the mountaintop, the river looks still. So we can only imagine the meandering movement, deduced from its shape. If, however, it were possible to film the river’s course over thousands of years using time-lapse photography, the speeded up film would reveal its serpentine movement. Thus we see the river eroding its banks as it loops through the landscape, forming ox-bow lakes before our eyes! This is not fantasy in the usual definition of the word. It is factual, albeit on a time-scale far beyond that of a human life span. As Einstein would have said, “it’s all a matter of relativity”.

To study the life of plants in the manner advocated by Goethe, it is important to encounter your chosen plant in its natural habitat, or in the garden. You can work with houseplants if you wish, although it is far better, from the holistic perspective, to connect with plants growing naturally. One plant is studied at a time.


[image: image] On meeting the plant, observe in minute detail its shape, colour, size, texture, scent, taste (if a non-poisonous plant) and anatomical structure. When you feel you have explored every aspect, contrast its hues with the light and shade of its surroundings. This means seeing your plant in harmony with other plants growing nearby, and with the trees, the slope of a hill, the expanse of sky. In other words, see your plant in context with everything else – as an aspect of the whole. This mode of observation is akin to the methods of the artist, who is able to see, and, therefore, paint with holistic insight.

[image: image] It is also important to observe the plant through its full growth cycle throughout the seasons, and to meet with the same species in different locations. Observation of characteristics is considered from the seed, stem, leaf and flower, the root system, fruit and back to the seed again. This enables you to consider differences in growth patterns between plants in different growing conditions.

[image: image] With a vivid picture of the plant as it stands in the world, you will begin to sense its energetic nature. Just as you imagined the serpentine energy of the river, you imagine the plant becoming through time. For example, you may discover that some plants emanate a bombastic energy as they burgeon their way through life, their roots or tendrils searching and gripping at breakneck speed (relatively speaking!), while others express an altogether more subdued energy and grace, and many other qualities that you will discover yourself. On connecting with the plant in this way and becoming acutely aware of its growth from seed to flower, you may even become ‘as one’ with the plant: moving from perceiving it as a separate, solid entity, to experiencing within your own being its healing properties, essential dynamism and spiritual essence.



As well as gaining enormous insight into the growth patterns and subtle, healing qualities of plants in an intuitive and non-invasive way, other rewards emerge from this practice. You will also develop the ability to ‘see’ things that were once invisible. This means that whenever you happen upon the same plant in some other setting, it will magically ‘leap out’ of the background. So a stroll through the woods in springtime, for instance, becomes even more enchanting, imparting untold richness, colour and meaning to your experience of the natural world. And this will be especially so for the plants you choose for healing and mood-enhancement.
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CHAPTER TWO

HOW DO MOOD ENHANCING PLANTS WORK?

The active principle is the whole plant.

Michael Moore, Director of the Southwest School of Botanical Medicine, USA

ASK AN INDIGENOUS healer this question and his or her response would be quite different from that of a pharmacognosist. One would speak poetically in terms of plant spirits, healing dreams and restoration of the soul, the other in terms of ‘active principles’. Then there is the ethnobotanist, a relatively new breed of scientific researcher who in some ways bridges the gap between these different perceptions of reality. Whilst acknowledging the role of phytochemistry (the chemistry of plants) and pharmacological actions, above all an attempt is made to understand and value the indigenous worldview. Through direct communication with indigenous peoples, the ethnobotanist investigates plants and their uses as medicine, food, building materials, cosmetic ingredients, dyes and textiles – and, more intriguingly, the sacramental uses of mind-altering plants as gateways to the gods.

Formerly dismissed by science as ‘primitive’ or ‘superstitious’, the oral tradition of such cultures is now regarded as a valid area of research for private and public pharmaceutical laboratories. Indeed, when seeking new drugs scientists usually turn to the plant kingdom, and heeding the corpus of indigenous knowledge, including that of European folk medicine, often proves more fruitful than relying exclusively on the random screening of plants. It is estimated that forty per cent of prescribed drugs still contain at least one plant-derived ingredient.

So where the ethnobotanist collects and records valuable information about people and plants, the pharmacognosist most typically is interested in isolating plant compounds to synthesise them, or to experiment with altering them to some degree to achieve certain desired effects, such as increased activity and greater stability. Such medicines can usually be patented and manufactured on a large scale.

However, unlike most centrally-acting pharmaceutical drugs, the herbs recommended in the practical sections of this book are gentle in action, with complex and multiple pharmacological effects as yet poorly understood by science. Where pharmaceutical drugs are designed primarily to suppress or override a physiological function or response, most medicinal herbs are seen as supportive in their actions. They help the mind-body complex regain homoeostatis or equilibrium by alleviating stress on organs or bodily systems, providing nutrients, assisting digestion and encouraging elimination of toxic wastes.

Although it is interesting to look at the chemistry and probable actions of isolated plant constituents, we must never lose sight of the whole. Assigning actions to herbs and to essential oils based on examination of the individual components can be misleading. Herbalists believe that the therapeutic properties of a plant, which may contain hundreds, perhaps thousands of constituents, are the result of synergism – an interaction of all its chemical constituents working harmoniously together in a self-regulating and balancing manner – so the effect of the whole becomes greater than the sum total of its individual parts.

A perfect example of synergism in phytochemistry is seen in willow bark (Salix spp.) which has far greater analgesic and anti-inflammatory powers than its quota of salicylates (the so-called active principle) would suggest. Moreover, the tradition and experience of using whole-plant extracts, such as infusions, decoctions and tinctures of leaves, roots and berries, tells the herbalist that the biochemical substances the drug manufacturers seek to eliminate are often vitally important. For they work in concert with the ‘actives’, making them more easily utilised by the body, thereby buffering the action of what might otherwise be a powerful drug, and in so doing, greatly reducing the possibility of side-effects.

For example, the herb Ephedra sinica is the source of the alkaloid ephedrine, which is used as a pharmaceutical drug to treat asthma and nasal congestion. However, in some people it has the side-effect of raising blood pressure. The whole-herb extract, on the other hand, contains six other alkaloids, one of which prevents high blood pressure. To take another example, according to psycho-pharmacologist Jerry Cott of the National Institute of Mental Health in the USA, the psychotropic drug reserpine (isolated from Rauvolfia serpentina) is less effective and more toxic than traditional extracts of the root. The plant has been used in India as an antipsychotic medicine for at least 2,000 years.

Of course, this is not to say that all medicinal herbs are safe enough to use with impunity. Despite their natural synergy, plants like foxglove, Digitalis purpurea and aconite, Aconitum lapellus, can be lethal unless administered with extreme caution and in carefully controlled doses. Foxglove leaves have, at times, been mistaken for those of comfrey, Symphytum officinale, with devastating consequences. There are also a few cases of deliberate misuse of essential oils (for example, taken internally in large doses to procure abortion). All in all, however, the safety record of botanical medicine, when used correctly with a proper understanding of its effects, is impressive. The same cannot be said even for the correct use of pharmaceutical drugs, despite all the expensive clinical trials essential to their development (see here).

Nevertheless, it is important to acknowledge that everything has its place. So-called poisonous plants (dosage is the key to defining a plant as poison or medicine) form the basis of a number of modern drugs that have saved countless lives and continue to relieve extreme suffering. The best-known examples are the heart drug digoxin deriving from the foxglove, and the painkiller morphine from the opium poppy, Papaver somniferum, albeit these drugs are more toxic than the whole-plant extracts. As a matter of historical and cultural interest, a whole host of potentially toxic plants with mind-altering or psychoactive properties are explored in Chapter 10.

Before we look at the ways in which gentle-acting herbs and essential oils may work specifically to enhance mood and reduce stress levels, there follows a general survey of the constituents found in medicinal plants and essential oils. We shall also consider why standardised, over-the-counter herbal remedies are not necessarily the best choice for reasons of efficacy and safety, nor indeed for anyone wishing to remain connected with the roots of traditional herbal medicine.

Main Groups of Constituents Found in Medicinal Plants

Alkaloids

These are a diverse group of compounds, with nitrogen comprising a major part of their structure. All have a very bitter taste and
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