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Introduction

A Bit About Me

When I was a little girl my mum, who was forever practical, would point out all the different leaves and flowers in our garden and along the hedgerows that I could rub on my grazed knees and itchy insect bites. She would make a compress of distilled witch hazel, which she kept in a bottle behind the kitchen radio for all our bumps and bruises – I can still remember its astringent smell. She showed me how to crush a dock leaf and rub it on my nettle rash till my skin turned green, making me feel like I had magic at my fingertips.

I loved the connection that these precious interactions brought me and my mum, outside in nature where we’d silently pick blackberries along the railway track in the fields behind our house, and build bonfires in the autumn months, checking first for any hibernating hedgehogs. It was a complete contrast to the woman I knew most of the time. Mum’s life was a tour de force: one was an older mother than most in the 1970s, a successful businesswoman, plus a single mum of four. As a young woman she had lived through the Second World War and had understood the need to be self-sufficient, and somehow, within her incredibly busy life, she still found the time to become a proficient seasonal gardener. Our home was in the North West, a half hour’s drive from Manchester, and was once a farm and in between the ivy-clad barns, the disused pigsties and the rose garden, she found a plot to grow all our fruit and vegetables in long rows, surrounded by clay borders.

One of my jobs, apart from collecting eggs from Farmer Worsley two doors down, was to go out and pull up potatoes or pick green beans for our tea. This was an idyllic time for me, sitting on my own on the steps outside our back door in the evening summer sun, topping and tailing the stubbly gooseberries and shelling fresh peas from their pods with my thumb, eating more than went into the bowl. We’d spend weekend afternoons netting the raspberries to protect them from the young rooks that nested in the big oaks above. This small knowledge of nature was healing and the catalyst that started my bigger love affair with herbs.

Today I have four children of my own – from teenager to baby – all with different emotional and practical needs, and I try to support them with herbal preparations, flower remedies, homeopathy and handmade balms. My ten-year-old loves the jars of dried herbs and amber bottles of herbal tinctures, beeswax and essential oils. He thinks it’s very magical, and although we’re living in London, I try to show them all wild herbs in the hedgerows every season: nettle leaves and wild garlic in early Spring, yarrow and blackberries in late Summer, and sweet chestnuts and hawthorn berries on short Winter days. I try and keep them connected to their natural environment – we just have to look a little bit harder sometimes.

My journey to becoming a herbalist started at home with my mum, our garden and my freedom in the fields behind our house. But there was a detour after my schooling finished that started in London, then moved to Paris where I was based as a fashion model in the early 1990s. I was travelling non-stop and doing the rounds of shows in Paris, London and New York, on and off planes, in and out of airports, hotels and cities, arriving in the dead of night and waking before dawn to catch the light for the photograph.

Most of the time I felt incredibly lonely and overwhelmed, and was living on adrenalin. There were no mobiles or wi-fi, so I would have to rely on public phones in the most unlikely of places to connect with loved ones. Looking back this time was a catalyst for where I am today, but at the time I was fraught with stress. I was in my early twenties and still trying to find my feet as a woman, and this stress and high state of alert started to have an effect on my whole well-being, causing hormonal imbalances, anxiety, panic attacks and digestive problems.

Everyone around me – my agents, friends, colleagues and family – thought I was lucky to be living such a life, and the guilt for not feeling the same and not being able to enjoy the moment only added to my anxiety. At the time, no one discussed anxiety or panic attacks, especially in the modelling world where vulnerability was portrayed with confidence in 1990s fashion.

Every job became a personal challenge to see how I’d cope and when I got through it I was thrilled, and then I’d crash; I was exhausted … my adrenals were shot. My agency in Paris thought I was mad for not thinking myself so fortunate to have been chosen for influential jobs and didn’t understand why I might not be coping, so I decided to try and take stock and start to support myself as best I could, starting with my diet.

Paris back then was not really into ‘health food’ and cooking was not often an option. There were a few juice bars and a scattering of health-food shops but you really had to search for them. I found a gem of a place in Saint Germain, behind a church in a beautiful square that served the best nutritious whole food, with a different dish every day, and my weekly visits started to have a grounding effect.

I began to look again at the herbs I grew up with and started to use them to support my digestion and sleep. I decided to take some time out to study vegetarian cooking at the Cordon Vert cookery school in England. I completed the first course but back then vegetarianism was very much egg- and pastry-based, which I knew instinctively was not the way forward for me.

The opportunity to live across the Atlantic in New York City came in 1994, when I had just turned 24 and the whole revolution in health and nutrition was happening. I felt excited about the prospect of feeling strong and in control of my own well-being and I started my journey of yoga, juicing and reading book after book on nutrition and herbal medicine to find the balance of food and herbal remedies that suited my needs. I started to take courses and for the first time felt empowered and stable in the unlikely frenetic surroundings of Manhattan and the fashion world.

After four years I returned to London, resolute in the idea of studying natural medicine, specifically herbs, working with the whole person, body, mind and spirit, using herbs, nutrition and complementary natural therapies specific to an individual’s needs. Hippocrates, who is looked on as the ‘father of medicine’, believed ‘health is an expression of a harmonious balance between various components of man’s nature, the environment and ways of life, nature being the physician of disease.’

Today, as well as having my practice, I’m juggling our family of six and all our daily needs, sometimes trying to listen to three different conversations at once, negotiating individuals’ moods, often with very little sleep, trying to get the work and home-life balance right. It really is a fine balance and something that I know we all struggle with today.

Now in my fourth decade, having lost loved ones, managing work and personal life, trying to balance hormones and negotiate the next third of my life, I realise I experience a different kind of stress to the kind I experienced in my early years. But I’m definitely more equipped to cope. I have better nutrition; I’ve learnt to say no (which took a while); I know what suits me and what really doesn’t; and I use herbs, especially adaptogens, to help balance hormones, keep my cardiovascular system strong, nervous system supported and my whole body system vital and connected.

As a natural health-care practitioner I feel inspired to encourage people to stay healthy and prevent illness, rather than to wait until they feel overwhelmed and unwell and then start to look for help. This is why I look to this group of herbs called adaptogens. As well as balancing positive lifestyle choices, they help us to sustain optimum health in an age when it’s a constant challenge.

In this book I’d like to share with you in a concise and easy way all the benefits of these incredible superherbs, which can support the whole body system in dealing with the everyday challenges of modern living.


Adaptogens: What They Are and How They Work

Most herbs are wonderful for healing specific ailments, but adaptogens are multi-dimensional. Adaptogens, or superherbs, are a group of herbs that support and rebalance the body, allowing us to adapt to stressors whether they are physical, environmental or emotional. They have been likened to a thermostat regulating our body, calming us down when we are too stressed and boosting our energy when we are depleted, but without exhausting or draining our adrenals.

Vitality is a word that best describes optimum health or feeling heathy. One of the Oxford Dictionary’s definitions is ‘an individual’s hold on life’, and vitality relates to a life force and energy. Our vitality is at its strongest when we feel healthy, glowing and full of energy. Herbalists use the term ‘vital force’ to explain the amount of energy within the tissues and organs of the body, and when this vitality or vital force becomes depleted through stress and exhaustion you may start to feel unwell and overwhelmed.

Adaptogens are powerful supportive herbs that can help rejuvenate and support this vital force, and in doing so they can help protect the body from disease and stress.

The word ‘stress’ has been overused and misunderstood. Stress is a psychological reaction to a short- or long-term situation. It’s the heightened response to this situation that gets the hypothalamus and pituitary glands working, that then activate the adrenal glands to secrete the stress hormones called cortisol and adrenalin. These cause the well-known ‘fight or flight’ feeling, with a rise in blood pressure thus increasing the heart rate. This is all good when we really need it, as in an emergency this reaction keeps us alive and then afterwards everything returns to normal. If this becomes constant though, over stressful periods in life, the repeated onslaught of cortisol has a negative impact on all your organs and weakens the immune system, which then starts to lay the foundation for disease or imbalances.

Long-term stress causes our digestive function to become weakened, our nervous systems to be overwhelmed, and a lack of dehydroepiandrosterone (thankfully shortened to DHEA), which is a hormone made by the adrenals that helps in the production of male and female sex hormones and reproductive function, but also assists in the regulation of metabolism and energy levels. It’s also known as the ‘youth hormone’.

Modern-day life has so many benefits, but it’s also incredibly stressful. I look at my teenage daughter and wonder how she manages as she keeps up with the many social-media platforms and the constant messaging from friends who want her attention and opinion most hours of every day. If you look around you in the street, on the train or at work, the majority of people are checking their screens in the ever-expanding world of the web.

Environmentally our food chain is being compromised by processed foods and overexposure to pesticides and soil pollution from industrial agriculture. And although our life expectancies are longer, we have seen the most dramatic increase in chronic diseases such as diabetes, cancer, obesity, dementia and depression. These illnesses are often a result of our environment and our lifestyle choices, and it’s up to us to make positive changes.

I see so many patients who say they feel exhausted on a daily basis, even on waking in the morning. They carry this feeling of fatigue throughout the day. An aching body, anxiety, depression, poor digestion, poor sleep, constant colds that are hard to shake, a loss of libido and hormonal imbalances, a short temper and forgetfulness are just some of the symptoms due to exhaustion. Most of us try to use caffeine to prop ourselves up, which offers a quick spike of energy then a swift crash, which further exhausts the adrenals and only exacerbates the symptoms of feeling overwhelmed – often creating a cycle of needing more caffeine to pick you up again.


Adaptogens work in supporting the adrenals and the whole endocrine system. They help to relax and rebalance the body, resisting stress by adapting the body’s response to it and increasing the body’s overall vitality.



From the foods and drinks we ingest, the air we breathe and the synthetic chemicals in our beauty products, make-up and perfumes to the cleaning products and room deodorisers we use – today more than ever we’re exposed to a myriad toxic chemicals that our bodies have to process, metabolise and eliminate. Together with the added intensity of modern life and the demands it makes on us with work, technology and the information overload it brings, it’s not a shock to learn that chronic illnesses such as heart disease, allergies and depression are on the increase and that chronic fatigue is one of the main reasons a patient visits their GP. Modern medicine unfortunately often treats the symptoms of an illness without looking at the cause or the individual and their unique needs, whereas I find medicinal herbs support and nourish the whole person.

Adaptogen herbs work with the therapeutic actions of the entire plant on the whole body system, offering a gentle alternative to synthetic drugs, which often have a direct action on just one particular system or tissue. These herbs help to regenerate the tissues and fluids of the body during stress or illness, stimulating the body’s own defensive system into action rather than just working on the symptoms and not the cause.

I believe that in order to be truly healthy there needs to be a positive balance between our physical, mental and spiritual health, as well as our interrelations with the environment we surround ourselves in. We are not just what we eat or what we take into our body, but also what we think, what we do, what we say, the relationships we have and the environment we choose to have around us. These all have a direct effect upon our overall well-being.

We have to be able to ask ourselves what’s not agreeing with us or having a positive effect on our lives, and be able to recognise when there’s a need to take a positive step in bringing a change. If no changes can be made due to circumstances then we must learn how best to adapt and manage a more positive way of thinking and attitude.

As the inspiring novelist and activist Maya Angelou said: ‘If you don’t like something change it. If you can’t change it, change your attitude.’

All you need to do is to listen to your body to find what is working for you and what’s not, and to put in a little work every day in order to make beneficial differences to your health.

• Eat consciously with seasonally nutritious foods that are as close to nature as possible, steering away from processed, salty and sugary foods with preservatives and additives.

• Take a vitamin D supplement, if necessary, and get out in the sunshine a bit more. This helps to build stronger bones and a healthy immune system.

• Take a probiotic supplement every day containing lactobacillus and bifidobacterium, to keep the gut flora strong and protected and the immune system supported. Try to take it first thing in the morning when the stomach is not too acidic. Eating live yoghurt with no added sugars is beneficial, or a fermented milk drink such as kefir. Also, eating a raw carrot before a meal is excellent for digestion, as this acts as a prebiotic that feeds the good bacteria more efficiently.

• Keep hydrated with plenty of filtered water throughout the day. Don’t drink with meals though, so as not to dilute those essential digestive enzymes.

• Take exercise that you love and enjoy and that makes you feel invigorated and happy. This can be walking your dog or going to an exercise class.

• Try a meditation or yoga practice that allows you to clear your mind, stretching and releasing tension from your body, and try to take the time out and relaxation you need – even just 15 minutes each day to sit quietly and reconnect with yourself to see how you’re feeling and to breathe deeply and consciously.

• Slow down and enjoy life. Try not to take problems from work to your home by finding a good work/home-life balance.

• See friends and family that you love who support you and make you laugh. This is important in sustaining your joy in life – that joie de vivre.

The History of Adaptogens

Adaptogen herbs work, as the name suggests, by helping the body adapt to life and, in particular, to the stresses of our environment. Adaptogens are a relatively new herbal grouping, and were first named by one of the Soviet Union’s leading pharmacologists, Nikolai Lazarev, in the 1940s from the Latin word adaptare, meaning ‘to adjust’.

Lazarev was asked by the Soviet government to help find a way to make the people of the USSR stronger and more resilient, especially their army and their workers, gymnasts and dancers, in the country’s quest to dominate the West. They wanted to see improvement in their performance and overall stamina and Lazarev started to research scientifically the elite herbs used in traditional Chinese medicine. The results were so favourable that a whole research plan was started that spanned decades.

The boundaries are hard to define in classifying adaptogens. Many herbalists believe that to be classed as an adaptogen, the herb should not act on any one specific body organ but on the whole body system. Others believe the herb should have a direct effect on the hypothalamic–pituitary–adrenal axis (the HPA axis), which consists of these three endocrine glands and the complex interaction between these glands that regulates the way the body reacts to stress and works to allow the body to adapt effectively to these stressors.

Many are less concerned about defining a herb by whether or not its actions have a direct influence on the HPA axis, but more on whether it relieves nervous tension and supports the body’s ability to cope with stress, increasing the body’s overall health and vitality. This is definitely my stance on this group of adaptogen herbs.

The use of adaptogen herbs dates back thousands of years to ancient China and India, long before full understanding of how the body functioned. However, there was understanding of the interaction between an individual and their environment, and this energetic relationship between the two was regarded as being essential to good health. To find balance between our inner health and the environment around us encourages a state of wholeness and general good health.

Adaptogens are extraordinary, awe-inspiring herbs that can help the body maintain this homeostasis or equilibrium. They contain a wide range of botanical constituents that help our bodies cope, supporting the body so it doesn’t suffer ‘burnout’. These botanical constituents help to rebalance and deflect stress from the body by nourishing and stabilising the whole body system.

Prolonged stress can have a debilitating effect on our immune system, digestive health, endocrine and nervous system, and on general well-being. Managing and being able to deal with stress and its effects is the core of adaptogen herbs’ action, when our bodies may just lack that vital force that is needed to drive these resources into action. I like to think of the herbs as support givers, providing a much-needed foundation when you’re going through a particularly difficult time, or even when just feeling overwhelmed by the pressures of everyday living, by helping to increase much-needed resilience and stamina.

Stress is also ageing and in a society that is obsessed with looking young, working on the inside instead of just the outside is so important. Protecting and supporting our body’s vitality is the key. Ageing well is not just about surviving to a ripe old age and trying to look younger than our years; it’s about feeling well and youthful on the inside and not suffering ill health during this time. Healthy ageing should be our true goal when we look at our health.

Dr James Fries of the Stanford University School of Medicine asked why people acquire more chronic diseases as they age. He discovered that in youth we have a biological reserve of energy in our organs that we can draw on when confronted with stress or illness, but which returns to a baseline reserve level after use. As we age we lose energy from this organ reserve, and the rate at which we lose this determines how well we age.


Adaptogen herbs, along with healthy, positive lifestyle choices, including a compassionate, supportive and loving environment, can support this organ reserve and help us age in a graceful, healthful way, acquiring beauty and youthfulness on the inside as well as on the outside.



Adaptogens work in a non-specific way; they act generally on the whole body system but not on any one specific organ. They are non-toxic to the body and help in detoxifying the system. It’s believed that most adaptogens contain high levels of antioxidants which help protect the body against cell damage, and they keep the pathways of elimination working at their optimal level. They help balance the whole body to achieve a healthful state – the perfect tonic to get you back on track after an illness, helping to build up your strength and vitality. And if you suffer from a long-standing chronic condition, they help to support the whole body system when it’s feeling under pressure.

Adaptogens and You

The healing power of nature has been used through the centuries and we have extensive records of this use that has influenced the way we use plants today. The Egyptians were incredibly skilled in plant medicine and so much has been learnt from their surviving documentation, written on papyrus from about 1500 bc. The most famous of these sources is the Ebers Papyrus, a 110-metre scroll that documented their awareness of many diseases, including tumours. And around ad 60 a Greek physician, Dioscorides, wrote the five-volume De Materia Medica, which was probably the most influential work on medicinal plants and their uses for the next 1,500 years.

The Egyptians ate garlic and onions to build up strength and vitality, to ease asthma and lung congestion and for a strong cardiovascular system. Herbs were steeped in wine or macerated in vinegars. They used aloe, basil, dill, liquorice, garlic and thyme and many other herbs, very much influencing how we use them today.


According to the World Health Organization, over 75 per cent of the world’s population still depends directly on herbal plants for their basic health needs.



The Dalai Lama’s Paradox of Our Times expresses the dilemma we face in our modern society as we have ‘more knowledge but less judgement, more experts but more problems and more medicines but less wellness’. The market has rows and rows of supplements, new fads and diets which can make it so difficult to know where to start or even which direction to take.

When I recommend a herbal remedy to a client I try to consider all aspects of their health and which herb will best support their needs. I always familiarise them with the herbs that I prescribe so they know what they’re taking and how it’s going to work in supporting their system, making them a knowledgeable and conscious participant in their own healing.

Superherbs will help support this, and the adaptogens in this book can be easily incorporated into your daily health programme.


How to Find Your Superherb

I’ve included twenty of my favourite, most accessible, primary adaptogen herbs in this book. You might think adaptogens such as turmeric or amla berries are not traditionally classed as herbs, and you would be right. Today the definitions have become blurred and amla is a fruit and turmeric is actually a spice. Spices are the root, bark, seed, flower and fruit of the plant, and herbs are the leafy part. There are some plants that herbalists use as both herbs and spices and they are classed as both, however all fall under the classification of herbal medicine.

For each herb I have listed my favourite uses, facts about its habitat, family, individual properties, folklore and history so you can understand each adaptogen, making them more accessible and allowing you to form your own relationship with them. I’ve included ten of my favourite ways to use each of them to inspire you to feel confident enough to incorporate these adaptogens into your daily life, with a few recipes, formulas, tonics, tinctures, infusions, beauty tonics, poultices, smoothies, juices and elixirs. These are simply suggestions and as you feel more comfortable with each herb, you can experiment with your own!

The adaptogens are listed alphabetically to make it easy for you to find the information. On page 263 I have listed my favourite stockists, but feel free to find your own reliable source. Generally I would try and find stockists that provide wildcrafted, organic produce.

The best way to use this book is to familiarise yourself with each adaptogen herb and find the ones that resonate the most with you, rather than just one or two herbs and their actions – that way you’ll find the one that’s best suited to your individual needs.


An Important Note Before You Get Started

Generally speaking, adaptogens are safe to use over a period of time with no significant side effects or contraindications, but my advice would be to avoid this group of herbs if pregnant or breastfeeding, and always to seek the advice of a herbalist or qualified naturopath if you have a chronic illness or feel unsure of what to take. If you are currently taking prescription medication you should consult your physician or a qualified naturopathic doctor to ensure that there are no adverse interactions.

I don’t believe that this body of herbs called adaptogens is here to help us push beyond our own natural abilities to cope with the negatives life throws at us. Instead, we should listen to our bodies when they’re telling us to slow down and to allow these nourishing herbs to replenish and support, rather than to push us to complete mental and physical exhaustion. They shouldn’t be seen as a replacement for sleep, good nutrition or a much-needed life change when things are not working well for you.

They are not a quick fix; nor will one herb work for everyone. Herbs affect everyone in different ways; there’s not one herbal remedy that suits everyone. These herbs are not miracle workers. They must be used in conjunction with your own positive individual lifestyle choices and should also be taken every day for a few months for the body to properly recognise and respond and utilise the herb in the most constructive way. This group of herbs in general can be taken safely over a long period of time.

As with any herbal remedy, I’d recommend starting off slowly and increasing the dosage as you become more familiar with its effects on your body system.

Now on to the herbs – I hope you enjoy!
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Amla

Emblica officinalis



Native to: India and Southeast Asia

My favourite uses: improving circulation, anaemia, liver tonic, high cholesterol and digestive weakness





Amla’s Western name is Indian gooseberry as it looks very similar to the European gooseberry. In Hindi it is known as amalka, meaning ‘the sustainer’, and in Ayurveda it’s known as dhatri, which means ‘mother’ or ‘nurse’.

Amla is an evergreen tree belonging to the spurge family. It is native to and very common in India and southeast Asia. It grows up to 18 metres in height and its oblong leaves are small, slender and leathery; their fragrance is fresh and lemony. The astringent acidic fleshy fruit can also be sweet tasting, and only grows seven years after planting. They are ready for picking in abundance in the months from January to April.

The fruit is round and greenish in colour when unripe but then turns more yellow on ripening with six distinguishing vertical stripes around its diameter. Only the fully ripe fruit is used in Ayurvedic preparations.

This herbal food is revered in India as a ‘super fruit’ and ‘divine medicine’ and has been worshipped as the Earth Mother because of its nourishing, protective and cleansing properties, the fruit being used as a symbol of spiritual truth.

Amla has been used in Ayurvedic medicine for various ailments from headache to diarrhoea and is one of the ingredients in the Ayurvedic herbal formula known as Triphala, which is mainly used as a bowel tonic.

Traditionally all the parts
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