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“The Herbal Dog takes the reader far into the realm of true holistic healing, where the underlying causes of what ails millions of companion dogs must be addressed from a perspective that recognizes true wellness as something that cannot occur unless we accept each and every dog as a unique being with a unique set of needs and nuances. Rita expertly and eloquently explains the effective uses of dozens of herbal medicines, and she does so from a deep understanding of the natural system they represent. She accurately conveys that the greatest healing powers of plants do not come from exploitation of a few phytochemicals that science deems useful, but from understanding the natural system of wellness that nature has instilled in all living beings.”

GREGORY TILFORD, HERBALIST AND COAUTHOR OF
HERBS FOR PETS: THE NATURAL WAY TO
ENHANCE YOUR PET’S LIFE

“Rita Hogan has an incredible understanding of herbal medicine, and I have heard many accolades from clients who have consulted with her on difficult cases. She has an excellent ability to break down the science of herbal therapy into easy-to-understand information.”

JUDY MORGAN, DVM, CVA, CVCP, CVFT,
HOLISTIC VETERINARIAN, SPEAKER, AND
AUTHOR OF RAISING NATURALLY HEALTHY PETS

“What a useful and comprehensive guide to herbal remedies for dogs. An insightful naturalist, Rita Hogan has a profound understanding of our connection to the natural world. The Herbal Dog is a carefully crafted manual filled with a new perspective on using herbs that pet parents and herbal practitioners alike will find applicable. I’m grateful for Rita’s dedication and attention to detail. I know this book will soon be a well-worn treasure on and off my bookshelf!”

BARBARA ROYAL, INTEGRATIVE VETERINARIAN,
AUTHOR, PET FOOD FORMULATOR, AND EDUCATOR

“The Herbal Dog by renowned herbalist Rita Hogan brings the power of plants to life, highlighting their remarkable benefits for canine health. This book has become a staple resource in my home and office, helping me provide elevated support for both my patients and my own dogs. Rita’s herbal wisdom shines through on every page, reminding us that everything is interconnected, that every dog (and human) is unique, and that holistic herbalism can be used to heal the root causes of ailments for lasting wellness. This book will revolutionize the standards of care for dogs, and I’m a better veterinarian for having read it.”

LYNDA LOUDON, INTEGRATIVE EMERGENCY VETERINARIAN,
FOUNDER AND PRESIDENT OF HEALING HAVEN ANIMAL FOUNDATION

“The Herbal Dog is a treasure trove of holistic insights to help you deepen your connection to the wisdom and medicine of the plant kingdom. Packed with practical information and guidance, it empowers you to take charge of your dog’s well-being. A must-read for anyone committed to natural pet care!”

ODETTE SUTER, DVM, HOLISTIC VETERINARIAN, LECTURER,
AND AUTHOR OF WHAT YOUR VET NEVER TOLD YOU

“The entire dog wellness community will be elated with this comprehensive resource that provides extensive plant monographs, herbal applications, and practical protocols for dozens of conditions, including the most common ailments affecting our canine companions. The Herbal Dog is a welcome, wonderful resource for guardians who want to use plants as wise medicine.”

KAREN SHAW BECKER, DVM, AND RODNEY HABIB,
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Foreword

Isla Fishburn, Ph.D.

Nature serves as a reflection of what is happening within. We are in an ecosystem crisis; our planet, ourselves, and our animal friends. Nature is speaking, and we must hear her call and, once again, move toward our ancient roots of connection through our plant allies. As a zoologist and conservation biologist, I’m familiar with Mother Earth and all of the animals that share this planet with us. Through my work with canine wellness and shamanism, I’m able to connect these two worlds and bridge the gap between humans and nature.

Through explorations of the ways of connection, integrated ecosystems, and animal health, openings are beginning to surface on how we can experience and support the interconnectedness of all life. One pathway through which we can all experience our symbiotic dependence is our internal terrain. How healthy are we inside? How resilient is our inner ecosystem to negative outside forces? When we take care of the internal workings of our own ecosystem, the external reflects that work and we thrive.

Rita’s knowledge of how to support resiliency continues to evolve and allow for the understanding that our animal friends are individuals, just like all of us. Her constant statement that “dogs are individuals” helps us all remember that dogs, like people, should be treated as such.

In my own work, I was able to study both wolves and domesticated dogs. Looking at study after study in my research, I found that they were all based on the foundation that a dog is a dog. There was little consideration of individuality or of the differing levels of internal health and emotional complexity of each animal, let alone the quality of their diet and environmental stressors. Acceptance of the idea that animals are “one size fits all” is limited, unhelpful, and entirely unstable, especially when decisions are being made based on this limited-scope research methodology.

We have almost forgotten that animals are each themselves a complex ecosystem of interconnected living systems and energy flow. The Herbal Dog reintroduces us to the concept of individual medicine, ecosystem health, and terrain resilience. Rita considers not only your dog’s ecosystem but the reflection of your own individuality and health.

I met Rita when she interviewed me about how I connect and practice intuitive plant medicine through my work with essential oils and hydrosols. Rita’s connection, knowledge, friendship, expertise, dedication, and love for our plant friends is infectious to witness and inspiring to learn. It takes you to a completely higher and more expansive level of understanding. After my interview with Rita, we realized that even though our paths are different, we shared a common love for plants, their teachings, and the intricate relationship between nature, ourselves, and our animal friends.

The health of an individual ecosystem includes the emotional, physical, and spiritual connection to nature, nutrition, and wellness. Since most of us share continual space with our pets, our entire environmental picture needs to be considered, focusing on the cause of disease instead of solely the symptoms. Vibration is the key to health, and when we focus on the symptoms, it causes us to worry and obsess about our beloved pets.

Rita has created a unique and much-needed guide to knowing and supporting your dog as an individual through herbs. She also gives you the basic knowledge you need to understand your dog as an ecosystem. The Herbal Dog takes you on a different journey of individuality and root causes within the context of individual plants, energetics, and suggestions for health and resiliency. It will help deepen your relationship with nature and help you get to know your dog through observation and reflection.

A saying goes, “Animals do speak, but only to those who know how to listen.” I’d say this is true for all we are a part of, including plants. They are speaking, calling to us, and offering their medicine. Rita helps us speak their language so we can utilize their medicine more effectively and intuitively. She says there is an herbalist in all of us, and I couldn’t agree more.

ISLA FISHBURN, PH.D., has a bachelor’s of science degree in zoology and master’s and doctoral degrees in conservation biology. She is the founder and owner of Kachina Canine, a center focused on supporting canine health, wellness, and longevity through plant intuition and shamanism. Isla is passionate about ecosystem health and works to promote the human connection with nature and animals through ritual, workshops, courses, energetics, and plant therapies.
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My Herbal Beginnings


A Dog’s Prayer: I pray you who own me, let me continue to live close to Nature. Know that: I love to run beneath the sun, the moon, and the stars; I need to feel the storm winds around me and the touch of rain, hail, sleet, and snow; I need to splash in streams and brooks and to swim in ponds, lakes, and rivers; I need to be allowed to retain my kinship with Nature.

JULIETTE DE BAIRACLI LEVY,
THE COMPLETE HERBAL HANDBOOK
FOR FARM AND STABLE




When I was growing up in rural Michigan in the early 1970s, I spent most of my time outside with my best friend, Cathy, on my horse or hanging out with my dog Susie. We would play in the water of the roadside stream, hang from the trees in the apple orchard, and explore the pine woods.

When I was around seven or eight, I saw my first lady’s slipper (Cypripedium arietinum). It was magical. I sat there gazing at it like it was a faerie. Though I wanted to pick it for my mother, she had taught me that lady slippers were rare and had a bigger purpose than her love for beautiful flowers.

My maternal grandmother was an “unknowing” herbalist. She never considered herself a healer; herbalism was simply a way of life for low-income families. She raised sixteen children during the Great Depression with only a midwife to help with childbirth. I love my mother’s stories of my grandmother going into the woods with her basket and returning hours later with a bounty of food and medicine.

In the time of my childhood, “country folk” knew the plants around them—which ones to avoid, which ones to eat, and which ones to use for medicine. My father introduced me to plants by gardening and by caring for our cows, chickens, horses, and pigs. Describing them by color and shape, he would tell me to go out into the field, pick a particular plant, and bring it back to him. My dad loved his garden and grew beautiful vegetables without pesticides or herbicides, using the principles of companion planting. I would kneel beside him, asking if every plant was a weed and if I could pick it.

We had many dogs growing up, but the one I remember best is Susie. She was a shepherd-collie mix. My dad loved her and ensured she was well cared for. Susie was intact (unspayed) and only minimally vaccinated, and she ate a varied diet of raw milk, butter, eggs, and table and meat scraps, including organ meat. She would nibble on grass, berries, apple peels, and self-selected plants. I know this sounds fancy now, a raw-food proponent’s dream, but back then it was just how you fed your dog when you lived in the country.

Susie loved the outdoors like I did; she stayed outside except when it was raining or cold. My dad let her choose at night, leaving the garage door ajar so she could sleep inside if she wanted. Susie died when she was twenty-four. That is a long time to live, for a dog, and in my memory it wasn’t all that uncommon back then. My adult self wishes I had paid more attention to the details of her upbringing, but I was a busy kid and didn’t know that I would be knee-deep in the all-natural dog world when I grew up.

Eventually I left home and settled in Minneapolis, Minnesota, where I embraced my twenties and expanded my consciousness. In college, I studied Eastern religions, anthropology, feminism, and an Eastern herbal medicine practice called ayurveda. My favorite book on the subject was A Life of Balance by Maya Tiwari. I loved how ayurveda looked at the body as an individual, and instead of seeking outside yourself for answers, you were taught to look within. This started me on the path of introspection, learning about the importance of diet and working on my emotional and spiritual self. Eventually, I fell in love, got my first pug, and reluctantly moved south.

My partner and I bought a thirty-two-acre hilly parcel in the unincorporated town of Elmwood, Tennessee, about an hour east of Nashville, at the end of a dead-end road. What I loved about our “farm” was that it was mostly a deciduous forest where the dogs and I could walk around, sit in silence, and commune with the flora and fauna, which included beech, elm, and many of the plant friends I learned about when I was young.

In my late twenties, I realized that I didn’t want to pursue Eastern medicine even though I loved it; I missed the plants I had grown up with. Our new farm helped me reconnect to the land and my love for animals. We decided to board dogs for a living and opened Almost Home Pet Farm, a kennel-free boarding facility on five acres surrounding our home.

I started noticing straight away the declining health of the dogs we boarded and making the connection to their poor diet of cheap kibble and pills. Luckily, I befriended a brilliant woman who owned an all-natural dog food store in the city. She helped educate me on alternative diets for dogs, the kibble hierarchy, raw food, home-cooked food, and healthy treats.

After finding out about the excellent dog food options available in the Nashville area (where most of our clients came from), I implemented a dietary requirement for dogs that wanted to board with me. This included a pre-boarding interview where I would ask potential clients what types of food they were feeding their dog, gently educate them on the power of a better diet, and then give them a list of acceptable foods. Then I would send them to my friend’s store to get food from my list. This might sound drastic, but it resulted in calmer, healthier dogs. It wasn’t long before clients were calling me to tell me how improved their dogs were after just a few months of their new diet.

During the early years of Almost Home Pet Farm, a friend and I started a holistic pug rescue organization called Music City Pug Rescue. We were one of the first holistic dog rescues in the country, and we found homes for hundreds of pugs over six years. Doing this type of work taught me so much about dog behavior, the roots of disease, the importance of the nervous system, and the pitfalls of allopathic veterinary care.

Blending rescue and kennel-free boarding was a blessing that allowed me to study herbalism and work with sick dogs and clients desperate for answers. I started putting health puzzles together and seeing the difference diet and herbs could make. Behind the scenes, I started making my own herbal medicines and founded a company called Farm Dog Naturals to sell them.

Around 2005, The Complete Herbal Handbook for the Dog and Cat by Juliette de Bairacli Levy found me. Juliette was an English herbalist, skilled animal herbalist, and pioneer of holistic medicine. Reading her book was one of the many transformational moments that guided me toward my practice as a canine herbalist. I learned that I wasn’t alone in my thinking. Juliette’s bravery in speaking her truth for the world to hear filled me with joy, giving me hope and courage for my own experience.

I began looking for other dog-related health books. I immediately noticed that the idea of individualized care was missing from the field, and plant language was obsolete. I pivoted and focused on herbalism and the plants I knew and loved. Up until this point, the herbalism books I read were general. They taught me to make tinctures, salves, oils, poultices, and infusions. I appreciated the guidance, but something was missing.

One morning, I visited Rhino Used Books in Nashville and found herbalist Matthew Wood’s first book, Seven Herbs: Plants as Teachers. I had doubted my use of drop dosing with dogs because I kept seeing that books and herbal product labels recommended using large amounts of tinctures. I believed in letting the body speak for itself if higher dosages were warranted. Matthew talked about using “spirit dosages,” or very low dosages of a tincture, to stimulate the body to heal itself and, in essence, using plant intelligence. For the first time, I felt validated on my plant path.

Shortly after, a second book, veterinarian Cheryl Swartz’s book Four Paws, Five Directions, found me. She introduced me to the diagnostic principles of traditional Chinese medicine for dogs and the concept of the body as a connected ecosystem. I knew I didn’t want to study Chinese herbs, but I used what I learned and applied those principles to Western herbology.

I studied more and more, saving up for a copy of Veterinary Herbalism by Susan Wynn. This massive and detailed textbook helped me fill some gaps regarding practicum and animal veterinary practices. It also provided information on herb-pharmaceutical interactions, which I was lacking.

The moment my world completely shifted is when I read Matthew Wood’s third book, The Practice of Traditional Western Herbalism. This is where I learned about the system of energetics. It came crashing down on me like a wave of light: finally, a structure for individualized herbalism I could relate to. As I wore out the pages of Matthew’s book, one aha moment led to another. I had found my path through the forest and knew my future: helping dogs through holistic canine herbalism. This was not the path of least resistance, but it was the answer to the sickness I witnessed daily at Almost Home Pet Farm.

As the years passed, I learned more and more, sometimes from other herbalists in the area, but mostly I remained reclusive to the farm and my practice. I expanded Farm Dog by taking on a business partner and started writing for Dogs Naturally Magazine. I felt grounded in my herbalism practice, and when anyone asked me what I did for work, I proudly answered, “I’m a canine herbalist.”

Eventually, the winds shifted, my life opened up an unforeseen path, and after twelve years of kennel-free dog boarding, my partner and I closed Almost Home and moved west to Olympia, Washington, where we could finally find the space for full self-expression.

The trees, moss, and rain in our new home had a lush center that filled me with breath. This was a perfect spot to settle for life’s fourth and fifth decades. Early on, I attended the Hawthorn School of Plant Medicine with land-centered herbalist Sean Croke, learning about the local flora and fauna. Quickly, I became acquainted with new tree and plant friends and recognized old ones like cleavers, chickweed, dandelion, and violet. I continued to consult, make herbal remedies, formulate, and help run Farm Dog Naturals, and, with a bit of prodding, I started teaching holistic canine herbalism to a group of thirty women every Thursday. This was a phenomenal opportunity to learn about myself, share my knowledge, and prepare for writing this book. At the same time, I had the privilege of working with Matthew Wood in person over a six-month period, which was a dream come true.

I’m still here in the mossy woods. My life as an herbalist is beyond fulfilling, and the plants are still my best teachers. At the time of this writing, I’m expanding my role as teacher by creating the Ethos School of Holistic Canine Herbalism and looking forward to teaching others about this beautiful nature-based path to healing. Hopefully, others will want to be canine herbalists too.
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Using This Book

This book is for you, the dog guardian, caretaker, and best friend. It is also for rescues, dog nutritionists, veterinary technicians, veterinarians, and other canine health and wellness professionals. The Herbal Dog provides varying levels of information with two underlying commonalities: dogs and plants.

The best education I’ve ever received has been from the plants. This book focuses on those that I use most in my practice. I would have liked to include all my plant friends, as well as all the trees and mushrooms, but the subject is too vast, speaking in many volumes.

In these pages you’ll find an exploration of plant medicine mapped onto canine health and wellness. It derives from my own herbal relationships, past and present, as well as my mistakes, encounters, and expansion. It centers on plant language—the key to understanding your dog through an herbal lens, as an individual ecosystem. My hope is that you’ll finish this book with a better understanding of the interconnectedness of your dog’s physical and emotional self, how your dog’s body works, and an appreciation for the beauty and effectiveness of holistic herbalism.

Learning herbalism takes time and patience. This introductory book is part education and part application. I recommend that you read this book in order through chapter 6, “Planning Herbal Protocols,” and then explore more freely the different canine conditions in chapter 7, learning about the plants that can assist you with your dog’s care. Chapter 8, which contains all the plant and fungi monographs, provides the dosage guidelines and detailed information you’ll need to effectively use the plants according to the information in this book.

The Herbal Dog will help you begin to make sense of the wide and varied world of holistic herbalism. As is the case for most fields of natural health care, there is a lot of competing and sometimes contradictory information out there about using herbalism with canines. After reading this book, you’ll be able to start navigating advice from all the wonderful people trying to make a positive difference through their work in natural pet care. You’ll begin to understand the factors at play in their recommendations and determine which are appropriate for your individual dog. I recommend keeping a journal as you begin this herbal journey with your pup. Use it to record your dog’s health and symptoms throughout the year, as well as your dog’s reactions to different herbs. The body talks; we just need to observe and listen.

My hope is that you’ll read and reference this book again and again, finding a place for yourself in its pages. You are such a big part of this journey with your animals. Take things slowly, and work toward a comprehensive understanding of the ways in which small, intentional changes, being present, and holding space for your own and your dog’s health can have profound results. You, the guardian and caretaker of these beautiful creatures we call dogs, must take care of yourself in order to care for your dog.

We share space with our pets, and that means we share emotions too. Remember, every day is a new day; leave the past behind, where it belongs. You can’t control everything or know everything. You are doing your best. Take what you need but leave enough for others. Make good choices and forgive yourself when you don’t. Focus on what you want, not what you don’t, and lay waste to guilt, shame, and fear. Worry begets more worry. Your stress is your dog’s stress. Breathe. Don’t obsess. You are doing the best with the knowledge you have. At the end of the day, all your dog needs is to know you love them.

Nature is all around us but also inside us. Make time daily to connect, seek answers, be still, and listen. You can’t hold your dog’s health in stasis any more than you can your own; a healthy dog is a way of life.
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Holistic Canine Herbalism


The practice of allopathy is not dependent upon what type of medicine we use but rather upon how we use the medicine.

SAJAH POPHAM,
EVOLUTIONARY HERBALISM




Veterinary medicine has made considerable advancements in diagnostics, surgical methodology, and emergency medicine. Yet it relies heavily on the standard of care approach, in which a set of symptoms denotes specific drug regimens or tests despite a dog’s individuality or environmental circumstances. For example, a dog with an itchy skin condition will automatically be given antibiotics and steroids without discussion of the dog’s environment, stressors, diet, or supplement regimen.

This same approach is used in what might be called “allopathic herbalism,” in which the drugs of traditional veterinary practice are replaced by herbs. Here, too, the standard of care predominates and herbs are prescribed based only on generalizations of which herb is good for what condition.

In contrast, with holistic herbalism, five dogs may present with identical symptoms, but based on their assessment, which includes diet, environment, and stressors, they might be given five different herbs. The standard of care does not apply. Holistic herbalism sees dogs as individuals with unique needs, sensitivities, and energetic patterns. It considers the underlying root cause of symptoms. Why? Because holistic herbalism believes everything is connected.

Let’s look at an example of well-intentioned allopathy: Your dog has a cough. You look up herbal remedies for lung health and see a list of herbs. You give a mixture of mullein leaf, echinacea, and plantain. The cough improves. Weeks later, you hear wet breathing, which turns into pneumonia. As it turns out, mullein leaf and plantain are good for the lungs, but both are demulcents (herbs high in moisture) and aren’t indicated for moist lung conditions. Even though the cough subsided, demulcent herbs worsened the underlying root cause (moisture).

If instead you are working from a holistic standpoint, first you look at your dog’s lifestyle and patterns. What’s happening on a deeper level? How’s your dog mentally? What stressors does your dog have? What does the cough sound like? Is it moist or dry? What foods is your dog eating? Do these foods contribute to dampness (too much moisture in the body)? Focusing on your dog as a whole organism rather than addressing isolated symptoms is essential. Health ebbs and flows; it is a process, not solely the absence of disease. Almost all holistic modalities embrace a focus on the underlying cause of imbalance or illness, rather than symptoms. Why? The body wants to heal itself; it’s always looking to achieve balance.

Key Differences between Allopathic and Holistic Herbalism


1. Symptoms are only the beginning. Symptoms are like a warning beacon that something inside your dog is out of balance. You can use drugs or herbs to address symptoms, and the symptoms will disappear. However, that doesn’t mean the imbalance disappears. For example, consider a urinary tract infection. Allopathically, you’d treat the infection, and then you and your dog would go about your lives in the same way you did before the diagnosis. Holistically, you’d recognize the infection as a sign that your dog’s ecosystem is imbalanced. You’d address the urinary tract infection and then ask, “Why did my dog get an infection?” You’d look at your dog’s diet and lifestyle, and you might administer strengthening herbs that support balance in the urinary system to prevent future infection.

2. Dosage and dosage methodology (posology) are different. First, dosages vary from herbalist to herbalist. Some practitioners may disagree, but I always teach people to use small dosages for most chronic conditions, avoiding complete suppression. You can always increase the dose, but you can’t go back. Allopathic herbalism gives high “therapeutic dosages” based on weight, without considering your dog’s condition, sensitivity, diet, or whether the issue is truly acute or chronic.

3. Holistic herbalism is based on your dog as an individual. Your dog is a unique ecosystem with specific physical and emotional requirements. Holistic herbalism understands that what works for one dog may not work for another. For example, your dog’s tolerance for an herb may be 1 teaspoon while another dog of the same size may tolerate 2 tablespoons. When looking at food, supplements, and herbs, remember that most general guidelines are based on weight not individuality.

4. Patience is a requirement in all holistic modalities. I remember when my cat Bones had a stubborn abscess resulting from a catfight. I decided to deal with the abscess at home with the guidance of a local holistic vet. I gave Bones herbs and homeopathic Silicea to encourage the abscess to drain. However, I had to wait and trust that the remedy was working. On the morning of day three, the wound finally opened and I drained it. I avoided the need for antibiotics by boosting Bones’s nutrition and giving immune-supportive herbs. And, even though I’ve been doing this for a long time, I still had to remind myself to be patient. We have been conditioned to depend on or look for quick fixes, thinking our pets will somehow explode from a torn toenail or a hot spot. With holistic healing, trust and patience are crucial. If healing does not occur (in a nonemergency situation), then the herb choice is incorrect and you simply must try again. Many times, an adverse reaction tells you what direction to take. Rarely is herbalism a one- and-done process.

The Dog as an Ecosystem

Nature teaches us that everything is connected. The dog-as-ecosystem model of canine herbalism centers on your dog as a reflection of nature. Studying how the individual dog relates to its environment is a fundamental component of canine herbalism because the individual is a part of, rather than apart from, nature. Animals (including humans) and plants have had an innate relationship since the time of our earliest ancestors. Today, holistic canine herbalism works by acknowledging that relationship, using both the tools of measurement given to us by science and the immeasurable aspects of plant intelligence, intuition, and vital force.

While walking the plant path and learning about chronic disease, you’ll notice how subtle changes can positively or negatively affect your dog’s ecosystem. When herbs enter the body, they clean, balance, support the assimilation of nutrients, balance energetic patterns, support organ health, and strengthen the immune system. The body is always trying to cleanse and balance its ecosystem. A good visual example of this comes from spiders. Yes, you read that correctly, spiders. A spider spinning its web is the perfect example of building, cleansing, and repairing.

When I lived on a farm in the hills of Tennessee, I would sit on my porch at dusk in the fall and watch brown spiders spin their webs. When they were finally done, they’d sit and wait in the middle. I’d throw small pieces of debris into a web and watch the resident spider hurry over, kick it out, patch up the web, and return to the middle. They would do this repeatedly. Luckily for them, I bored quickly. The web-spinning process is similar to how your dog’s body functions; it’s rhythmic and orderly. When something enters your dog’s body—food, medicine, parasite, splinter—either the body recognizes it as building or balancing, or the body works to kick it out, repair the damage, and try to restore balance.

Plants have balance too. They are filled with naturally occurring chemical compounds that can number in the hundreds and even thousands. Each one of these chemicals has a specific function. For example, many plants have constituents that modify the effects of other constituents to reduce their side effects. Even though herbalists and scientists don’t understand all plant constituents and how they work, it’s apparent that many of them are far from benign.

Whether taken on their own or in combination with other herbs, plants work on the whole body. This is an essential aspect of herbalism because their whole-body effect can work positively or negatively depending on how the body and plant(s) come together. This is one of the reasons why we need people practicing holistic instead of allopathic herbalism; a plant consumed by one individual may produce a completely different outcome for another.

Terrain Theory

Holistic herbalism considers how herbs affect not only the body’s physiological processes but also its terrain. We can think of terrain as the body’s internal ecosystem—all the processes, factors, compounds, microbes, patterns, and energetics that, through their relationships with each other, produce a living, working organism. When we consider the dog-as-ecosystem model, we are in effect talking about your dog’s terrain.

Antifungals, antivirals, antibiotics, anti-inflammatories, vaccines, and steroids are allopathy’s answers to many dog ailments. Yes, they provide a quick fix, but do they support health in the dog-as-ecosystem? Or do they suppress it?

Germ theory makes us dependent on these pharmaceutical medicines. But the idea that we can keep dogs healthy by controlling bacteria, viruses, and other microbes is maddening. This type of medicine presumes that we have dominion over the microscopic world, but that will never be true. A dog’s world is saturated with microbes; working against them isn’t the logical answer.

A dog’s inner terrain should instead be the focus. We can fortify the terrain without detrimental side effects and without depleting the overall health of the dog-as-ecosystem. Healing from the inside out by supporting balance in the terrain is the key to maintaining a long-term balance with microbes. We do this by focusing on the terrain of the individual dog, including the dog’s diet, immune health, mitochondrial strength, and vital force.


Louis Pasteur and Claude Bernard

Terrain theory isn’t new; it came about in the same period as germ theory. In the mid- to late nineteenth century, Louis Pasteur and Claude Bernard, French contemporaries in the fields of medicine and biology, came to different conclusions about the origins of disease. Pasteur believed that disease was caused by pathogenic microorganisms. He considered the human body to be a vessel of purity and concluded that it was science’s job to eradicate all pathogenic bacteria. He believed humans would not survive without scientific intervention. As we now know, he misunderstood the relationship between the body and bacteria.

Bernard had a different theory: He believed the internal terrain, not microbes, caused disease. Yes, microbes could cause diseases like tuberculosis, but disease wasn’t inevitable for every individual carrying those microbes. A deficiency in the terrain, Bernard said, allowed a microbe to become out of balance, initiating the disease process. Like Hippocrates, he believed that good nutrition and immune function were crucial for keeping the body healthy.1



The Trouble with Allopathic Medicines

Germ theory believes the body can’t protect itself from foreign microbes without scientific intervention.2 In other words, your dog can’t survive without medical intervention, regardless of diet, lifestyle, and immune health, and your dog must be protected against all pathogenic microbes. Allopathic veterinary care is very busy controlling microbes! Antibiotics are often overprescribed or given preventively, even though science has verified that the digestive system’s microbe colonies are responsible for more than 75 percent of your dog’s immune system—and antibiotics decimate them.3 Yes, antibiotics are lifesavers, this can’t be argued, but due to their devastating impact on a dog’s internal microbiome they should be given only when all other treatment has failed.

I once took my pug puppy to an emergency veterinary center because he was having unexplained facial swelling. The vet gave him a shot of antihistamine, which I agreed with. Then, after the swelling diminished, the vet recommended a steroid shot and a seven-day course of antibiotics “just in case.” What about the consequences of giving a four-month-old puppy antibiotics? Shouldn’t we wait to see if he needs them? Giving antibiotics to a puppy can cause issues like fear, food sensitivities, allergies, diarrhea, and autoimmune disease. If the swelling affected my puppy’s breathing, I would have agreed to the steroid shot, but his respiratory system was unaffected. I declined both the steroid and the antibiotics. My pup recovered within a day.

Vaccines have improved the quality of life for many, but vaccination as a standard of care, despite the need or risk, has caused more harm than good due to high rates of chronic disease and immune suppression.4 The vaccination of today isn’t the vaccine of the past. Today’s vaccines contain hundreds of ingredients, including foreign proteins and heavy metals.5 And because vaccination falls under the standard of care, I’ve seen immune-compromised dogs—even dogs with cancer—vaccinated despite the harm the vaccine may cause. Vaccines, like antibiotics, should be administered only when they’re necessary (or required by law).

The Power of a Healthy Terrain

In the early twentieth century, Edward Carl Rosenow experimented with what he called “bacterial transmutation”: the transformation of bacteria from one strain or form to another based on their environment, and in particular their food source.6 The inventor of the universal microscope, Royal Rife, replicated Rosenow’s work, converting nonpathogenic colon bacteria into typhoid bacteria by changing their food source. Rife discovered a cancer-causing virus, which he called Bacillus X (BX), that could change its form based on the body’s terrain and what it was fed.7 Like Claude Bernard, Rife believed nutrition and the body’s terrain were more important than the germs a person is exposed to.

Without germs, life can’t exist! Your dog’s body is teeming with microbes and is exposed to trillions more each day. But these germs are opportunistic, meaning they wait to take advantage of deficient immunity and vitality. When you help your dog maintain a strong immune system and vibrant vitality by focusing on your dog’s toxic load, diet, stressors, and inner terrain, you have control over their health. Pharmaceutical-based veterinary care is helpful if you need it, but only if you do. Medications like antibacterials have helped lower mortality rates, but so have emergency medicine, improved sewage systems, and personal hygiene. Allopathic medicine is great at saving lives with surgery and medication for acute conditions, but it is failing dogs in terms of preventive care and longevity.

A holistic approach to canine health care includes a minimally processed diet, low stress, and support for a balanced terrain. This puts your dog’s health back into your care. As I said earlier: A healthy dog is a way of life.

Whole-Plant Medicine

In the late 1800s and early 1900s, herbalism and homeopathy were the mainstays of medical care, including veterinary care.8 Shortly after 1942, when laws prohibiting the practice of medicine without a license were passed, allopathic medicine and standardized pharmaceuticals took hold.9 Today, the veterinary industry is chemically dependent, dispensing Big Pharma’s antibiotics, anti-inflammatories, immune depressants, and steroids. Instead of focusing on disease prevention, conventional veterinary care emphasizes symptom suppression; instead of seeing the animal as a whole ecosystem, it treats each body system as a separate part. Even many “holistic” veterinarians and practitioners use herbs allopathically and rely on standardized herbs.

Standardized herbs are laboratory extracts of whatever is considered to be an herb’s “active” constituents, standardized to a certain level so they can be studied and utilized according to pharmaceutical principles of what has become known as evidence-based medicine. This isn’t herbalism; it’s just science taking plants back to the lab and creating herbal drugs. Standardized herbal extracts are adulterated; chemically, they don’t resemble the plant used to create them. A standardized extract guarantees you, the consumer, a specific amount of a plant’s “active” ingredients, but it may contain only one or two of a plant’s constituents, rather than the whole plant’s chemical profile. Curcumin, for example, is commonly extracted from turmeric root and forms the basis of many commercial turmeric supplements—which makes them lab products, not plant products. Studies have shown that high doses of curcumin can decrease iron levels, leading to anemia.10 Extracts of the whole root of turmeric, which don’t isolate curcumin from the other constituents in the root, don’t have this effect.

Standardized extracts do have their place. Exact dosages of specific constituents allow for more accurate measurements, which enables plant extracts to be used in clinical trials and, later, to be marketed as “proven” and “effective.” This is the “evidence” required by evidence-based medicine. I always smile when science “proves” the validity of a substance traditional herbalism has known about for hundreds of years. Unfortunately, people tend to gravitate toward the familiar, favoring clinical evidence and statistics, leaving little room in modern veterinary medicine for plant intelligence and human intuition. Standardization offers evidence-based herbal medicine, but this process comes at a cost. Standardized extracts require high dosages and have none of the self-modulation that naturally occurs among the varied constituents in whole-plant extracts. In contrast, whole-plant extracts, with all of a plant’s constituents, allows us to use small dosages without much risk of extreme side effects.

Modern evidence-based medicine would have us believe that a plant’s medicinal effect comes from just one action or constituent. That is simply not the case. In their whole form, plants have synergy, meaning their constituents are more effective when used together. Synergy allows whole-plant extracts to buffer their own side effects while increasing their effectiveness.11

Milk thistle offers a good example of isolating one plant constituent at another’s expense. I use milk thistle seed consistently in my practice. If well indicated, it’s an effective liver regenerator and protects the liver from toxins. The “active constituent” in milk thistle seed is silymarin. As an isolated standardized extract, silymarin can interfere with the liver’s ability to metabolize prescription drugs. This is the opposite of the effect silymarin has when administered in an extract of the whole milk thistle seed. Milk thistle seed preparations, which have high levels of silymarin but also hundreds of other constituents, support the liver by assisting with detoxification rather than interfering with it.

Another problematic aspect of standardization is the plant quantity needed to make the standardized extracts. As is the case for essential oil production, standardized extracts require large amounts of plant material, and so manufacturers tend to focus on quantity, not quality. Plants are sourced worldwide and grown and harvested under different conditions and principles. In contrast, one of the foundations of holistic herbalism is the quality of the plants used as medicine. Organically cultivated and ethically wildcrafted plants are optimal for making effective herbal medicines.

Furthermore, herbalists traditionally use water, alcohol, or glycerin as a menstruum (solvent) for making medicines. Large manufacturers may use more powerful solvents like hexane and acetone, which can leave behind toxic residues and lead to unwanted side effects.

Standardized herbal extracts do have their place in modern medicine. With proper use and guidance, they can be effective when we need to force the body to react because time is of the essence. However, when using plants for everyday medicine or for long-term healing and health, it’s best to use the plants in their natural, whole form.

The Trap of Evidence-Based Medicine


By ignoring phenomena outside the scientific realm, a skewed and incomplete view of the world is offered.

MATTHEW WOOD,
“THE PRACTICE OF WESTERN HERBALISM”
PLANT HEALER MAGAZINE




Holistic healing modalities like Western herbalism, traditional Chinese medicine, homeopathy, and ayurveda are often at odds with science because they don’t fit the current evidence-based paradigm. For traditional herbalism in particular, standard methodologies of measurement don’t apply because medicinal potency can vary from plant to plant and harvest to harvest, and reactions can vary from person to person. When the principles of pharmacology are applied to herbs, they often lack replicable results because most traditional herbal medicines don’t force the body to react like pharmaceuticals do. Instead, herbs stimulate the body’s own healing capacities, sometimes taking weeks or months to produce a positive effect.

Most critics don’t understand that herbalism is based on methodologies and principles that are completely different from pharmaceutical medicine’s “gold standard” of double-blind clinical research. Holistic medicine is more than lab reports and clinical trials. It’s individualized medicine, considering the entire person or animal’s ecosystem. Evidence-based medicine has been the foundation of modern veterinary medicine. However, as people connect with more natural forms of care, alternative practitioners are experiencing a rift between evidence-based medicine and traditional practices.

We’ve been conditioned to believe that all forms of medicine must have a strong foundation in evidence-based research. Unfortunately, this leaves any system of medicine other than Western allopathy labeled as pseudoscience, quackery, or unproven. The underlying current of disbelief is so strong that collectively science holds anecdotal evidence and historical use captive until proved valid. I often find myself in the evidence-based research trap, citing studies solely for public appeasement. Don’t get me wrong, if I start offering up percentages or statistics or saying that a remedy has a certain amount of a constituent, I need evidence to back up my claims, but if I say turmeric helps decrease inflammation and pain, I’ve got thousands of years of historical use to back up that statement.

Evidence-based medicine involves statistical analysis of research, clinical trials, and peer evaluation. Its methodology provides standards of practice based on double-blind, randomized studies. I’ve read more research papers than I can count and have used many as references for this book, but each study must be looked at closely and evaluated for validity and potential bias toward the evidence-based paradigm. There are fundamental concerns with current mainstream, evidence-based research models that should be noticed, understood, and addressed. Here are some considerations.

1. Evidence-based medicine is the foundation for standard-of-care practices; one-size-fits-all guidelines for treatment based on clinical presentations and symptoms. As a result, individuality is overlooked; patients are seen as interchangeable and reduced to statistics despite their complexity.

2. Laboratory settings aren’t always representative of real life. Mice, rabbits, and rats are unrepresentative of humans and canines.

3. Psychological, emotional, and generational impacts are seldom tracked due to the use of animal models and the constraints of time.

4. The placebo effect can be as high as 50 percent in human studies.12

5. Research must consider the education, background, and views of the researchers themselves. In addition, we must acknowledge that the requirement for most researchers and academics to publish papers consistently can allow for a high error level.13

6. Money and greed can undermine good research. Corporate sponsorship of clinical trials is rampant, even in double-blind studies,14 and food and drug companies can create studies to validate their products. When we assess the results of a study, we must know who paid for the study.

7. Funding is skewed toward pharmaceutical-based research.15 Many studies are undertaken in service of potential financial gain. Studying an herb in its natural form doesn’t have a high monetary return as it can’t be patented and is available to the general public.16

8. The potential of studies failing to procure the correct outcome can negatively affect research validity due to financial investment and pressure for clinical success.17 In addition, study results can be affected by political, institutional, and financial concerns.

9. Results need to be verified and consistently replicated. This is often not possible due to funding.

10. Herb studies often use standardized extracts for measurability. These extracts don’t represent the herb medicines that are freely available to the people but are instead compounds synthesized in laboratories and derived from hundreds of plants grown under varying conditions. The method of extraction, too, must be considered. For example, studies of the plant constituent berberine sometimes use water-based extracts and sometimes alcohol-based ones. Berberine is an alkaloid, and alkaloids love alcohol.18 An alcohol extraction used in large dosages will not produce the same effect as water extraction. The results of an investigation into an alcoholic extract of berberine won’t apply to all extractions of berberine.

11. Most studies don’t consider holistic concerns like energetics, stress levels, toxin burden, and the interconnectedness of an organism’s anatomy.

The Principles of Holistic Herbalism

Hippocrates, the so-called father of modern medicine, had two important theories that today’s science is currently proving valid: It is more important to know what sort of person has a disease than to know what sort of disease a person has, and all disease begins in the gut.19 This was more than two thousand years ago!

Evidence-based medicine has a mechanistic view of the body, presuming that parts and systems can be fixed or removed without affecting others. Holistic herbalism views the body as a reflection of nature and functions on the premise that a dog, for example, is an ecosystem in which everything is connected. In contrast to the concerns affecting evidence-based medicine, traditional herbalism can offer four principles:

1. Holistic herbalism matches individual energetics (cool, warm, dry, moist) to a plant’s energetics.

2. Holistic herbalism looks at your dog’s symptoms as well as diet, stress, life experience, and environment in evaluating patterns of health and disease.

3. Dogs, cats, and people are not mere statistics, nor are any of them like any other dogs, cats, and people. Individualism must be taken into account. Research can be used to guide treatment, but not to create rigid prescriptions we must adhere to. Holistic herbalism considers and looks at the entire picture of health—the ecosystem of the animal or person.

4. Holistic herbalism considers the underlying causes of illness and chronic disease. It dismisses the one-size-fits-all methodology of addressing symptoms and instead focuses on why a condition occurs.

Integrative Veterinary Medicine

When performed with integrity, the clinical studies of evidence-based medicine are an excellent method for verifying the efficacy of veterinary care. The same can be said for the centuries of use and documentation of traditional medicinal herbs. Herbalism can provide valuable clinical and field experience along with repeated anecdotal evidence.

Integrative veterinary medicine blends the two paradigms. Yes, there can be differences of opinion, but with mutual respect, everyone can see the validation of experience. Combining clinical experience, anecdotal and historical evidence, and evidence-based medicine provides a powerful platform of support for the patient, which matters most.

Holistic herbalism can help veterinary medicine understand the importance of plant language, individuality, preventive care, and the dog-as-ecosystem. This sort of individualized medicine is the key to longevity, and it’s missing from standardized veterinary care. Holistic herbalism and allopathic medicine must set aside their differences and find common ground.

Our Dogs, Ourselves


More important than providing a big house and yard for our dogs is providing an environment of love and joy. This helps keep their heart healthy and in sync with yours. A dog living their best and longest life lies within your very own heart.

ERICA MARIE COSTON,
DOG HERBALIST

What you are putting out into the field around you is being picked up by your dog (because you are emotionally relevant to him or her) and your dog will take that on as if he was expressing that himself. (So, for [your dog’s] sake, be mindful of what you think and how you feel.)

BARRIE SANDS, DVM,
“YOUR ENERGY AND YOUR DOG”




Holistic herbalism centers on the mind-body-spirit connection, and that includes the vibrations we share with our dogs. Research has shown that dogs respond to human emotions and even take them on physically.20 As we know, dogs have heightened senses, making them especially sensitive to smells. When humans are stressed, they give off hormones like oxytocin, and dogs can literally smell them!21 I’ve observed many cases of this over the years, and it fascinates me and fine-tunes my awareness of how I speak to and speak about my animals.

With their keen senses, our dogs constantly interpret our emotions and our interactions with our environment. Like humans, dogs want to feel safe. When we don’t feel safe, neither do they.22 I once worked with a woman whose dog suffered from anxiety. As it turns out, my client was anxious, and that anxiety was spilling over to her sweet pup. Unintentionally, my client’s stress became her dog’s stress. We started working with flower essences and body language so that both my client and her dog could become more relaxed and less anxious.

The HeartMath Institute studies the physical and emotional aspects of heart intelligence. One of the things they’ve discovered is that our emotions affect the manner in which the body harmonizes the heart’s electromagnetic output. The heart puts out a strong electromagnetic field; it’s approximately five thousand times stronger than that of the brain and can be detected more than two feet from the body in most cases.23 This is a vibrational field of moving particles, even if we can’t see them moving. Like the wind, the heart’s field may not be able to be seen, but it definitely exists, and it’s one way in which we interact with those around us—including our dogs.

Dogs can physically experience your emotions through their own heart and nervous system. As we will discuss later in this book, the heart is controlled by your dog’s autonomic nervous system, which switches between parasympathetic (rest and relaxation) and sympathetic activity (fight or flight) as your dog interacts with their environment. The act of switching back and forth has a profound effect on the heart; we see it in a dog’s heart rate variability. Emotions, too, affect the rate at which the heart and nervous system switch back and forth from reaction to relaxation. Prolonged emotional relationships have an even more profound impact on your and your dog’s mind-body-spirit connection and can have measurable physical effects.

Science has proven that both positive and negative emotions can affect the heart’s electromagnetic field.24 What we do in our environment directly affects our dog’s emotional and physical
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