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Preface My Story of Sleep

My own journey into herbalism began with sleep and the herbs you’ll learn about in this book.

After a traumatic set of events during my sophomore year of college, I found myself overcome by panic attacks and insomnia for months. I had a racing heart, nightmares, and an incessant buzzing sensation throughout my body that made me feel like I’d just gulped a gallon of coffee. I didn’t know it at the time, but my body was stuck in fight-or-flight mode. It prevented quality sleep, and that lack of sleep fueled the vicious cycles of PTSD, stress, anxiety, and insomnia.

I’ve probably always been on the uptight side. I’ve needed more hours of sleep to maintain well-being than most people do, from the moment I emerged from the womb. Throughout my life, if I didn’t get my sleep, my mood and health (and therefore the mood and health of those around me) immediately suffered. My mother dreaded my sleep-deprived return from childhood slumber parties. Even though my own life has been blessed, I’ve inherited trauma from past generations that has permeated and easily disrupts the balance of many in my extended family. But this was my first time experiencing such a degree and duration of anxiety and insomnia.

Fortunately, I’d also just begun reading about herbal medicine. Eventually it dawned on me that maybe herbs could help. I walked into the local herb shop and asked the staff for guidance. They pointed me toward tinctures of kava for the anxiety and valerian for sleep—two of the most popular herbs in the renaissance of herbalism in the late 1990s. Until that point, my limited understanding of herbs came from a few books and magazine articles. I hadn’t experienced the herbs. The moment I took the tinctures, I noticed a downregulation of the panic that had been flooding my body. My sleep wasn’t perfect, but it was better. I also did a lot of deep work to address my trauma and fear, but the herbs helped make it possible.

From that moment forward, herbs became the centerpiece of my life. When I graduated with my journalism degree, I went to work as an editor for Natural Health magazine, covering the herb beat and running the fact-checking department. I interviewed some of our most revered herbalists across the country, learned how to read scientific literature, and slowly built my herbal library. Eventually it became clear that I needed to do more, and I spent the next years moving from one herbal program to another, to work toward a career as an herbalist. I ultimately began teaching and seeing clients. Flash forward several decades later, and I am honored and grateful to have connected with a community of people and plants centered on healing.

The plants have an amazing capacity not only to help us feel better in the moment but also to shift our outlook on the world. Perhaps you’re new on this journey and are struggling with sleep and anxiety; you’re certainly not alone. Maybe you’re just hoping that one remedy from this book will help you sleep better. I hope you’ll find that in these pages, but I suspect you’ve also begun a deeper journey into the world of herbs that will enrich your life in ways you never knew possible.

—Maria Noël Groves
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Chapter 1 Understanding and Supporting Quality Sleep


Sleep is a foundational aspect of our health and well-being. With sleep, the body functions well. When sleep is shortchanged or disrupted, we feel it on multiple levels both immediately and over the long term. Herbalists and other holistic practitioners know that if a client comes in with many different health issues—and they’re not sleeping well—helping the client sleep better will often resolve or mitigate many of the other concerns. Some people skimp on sleep because they don’t prioritize it: the “I’ll sleep when I’m dead” mentality. Others—likely most of you reading this book—want to get better sleep but are experiencing sleep problems. The good news is that herbs and a holistic approach will likely help us all sleep more soundly and have better vitality going forward.




The Importance of Sleep


Sleep is the ultimate panacea. During a good night’s sleep, your body has the chance to relax muscles, repair damage, detoxify, fortify your immune system, balance out hormones and neurotransmitters, and restore itself. Getting adequate good-quality sleep is free, enjoyable, and one of the best things you can do to support your health. If you’re coming down with a cold, dealing with a stressful period in your life, or trying to diet and lose weight, your day will go much more smoothly if you slept well the night before. Unfortunately, the reverse is also true.


Lack of Sleep = Poor Health

We deteriorate with chronic sleep deprivation: Heart health, blood sugar metabolism, libido and reproductive health, psychological health, skin appearance, and our ability to maintain healthy habits all go to pieces. Just one or two nights of sleep deprivation diminishes our cognition, mood, and immune function. Sleeping less than 7 hours a night triples our risk of viral infection. On the other hand, if we get extra rest when we’re sick, we’ll recuperate more quickly.

Studies show that cutting down sleep to just 5 hours per night—instead of getting what is considered a well-rested 8 hours—can drive you to eat an additional 550 calories at night, makes it harder to stick to a healthy diet and make good self-care decisions, and can lead you to gain a whopping 2 pounds in just 5 days. Worse, British researchers found that workers who slept only 5 or fewer hours per night had double the risk of death from all causes versus those who averaged 7 or more hours. That “I’ll sleep when I’m dead” mentality takes on new meaning! Most of us would rather get our beauty sleep and live longer, more vital lives.

In contrast to these dismal scenarios, getting adequate sleep improves almost every aspect of health. Aim for 7 to 9 hours of sleep per night for adults. You’ll begin to reap the rewards almost immediately.

Having a hard time getting to sleep and staying there? Read on! In this book, we’ll assess and address root causes of sleep disturbances and cover good sleep hygiene tips, and I’ll share my favorite sleep-support herbs, remedies, and recipes.


How Sleep Works

A complex interplay of nervous system and endocrine (hormonal) system activity regulates your sleep–wake cycles, keeping you in balance day and night. Let’s start with the key hormones: melatonin and cortisol.


The Sleep–Wake Cycle of Melatonin and Cortisol

Hormones are chemical messengers of the endocrine system that are excreted by endocrine glands and travel through your blood to interact with receptor sites throughout the body, before ultimately being converted into something new or broken down and excreted by the liver.
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The hormones melatonin and cortisol regulate your sleep–wake cycles.



Melatonin. As you’ve likely heard, the hormone melatonin conducts the orchestra of sleep in our sleep–wake cycles. Melatonin is produced in the pineal gland in the brain in response to the darkening day. As the sun sets, your brain recognizes that night is falling and begins to increase melatonin levels, which reach their highest levels around 1 to 3 a.m. Melatonin encourages various activities associated with rest, repair, and sedation, as well as immune function, downregulating inflammation, and more.

Cortisol. On the “wake” side of things is cortisol, a hormone produced in your adrenal glands. You’ve probably heard bad things about cortisol because it’s a stress hormone associated with our nervous system’s fight-or-flight response. But the key is balance. Cortisol is crucial for healthy body functioning and serves many essential purposes in the body.

In your daily cycles, cortisol should be at its lowest in the middle of the night, when your melatonin is the highest. As melatonin begins to wane in the early-morning hours, cortisol begins to rise. Cortisol should be the highest in the morning—that helps you get out of bed in the morning feeling energized—then it should gradually wane throughout the day and into night. When you experience disrupted sleep, it’s possible that your melatonin and cortisol levels are out of balance.

Cortisol not only regulates our wake cycles, it’s also essential for survival and kicks in when the body thinks that safety is being jeopardized. Cortisol is produced by the sympathetic nervous system as a stress response when you’re in a fight-or-flight situation; it gives you the sustained energy to fight or flee. If your blood sugar dips too low between meals, a surge of cortisol tells your body to pull sugar from storage and put it into the bloodstream to tide you over and fuel your body. During sleep apnea, cortisol wakes you so you can get adequate oxygen.

Later in this book, as we discuss underlying triggers of insomnia, the concept of nighttime cortisol surges will be addressed. For now, just remember that we rely on the right amounts of cortisol at the right times of day for wakefulness, energy, and survival.


Darkness and Light

The number one factor regulating our healthy balance and timing of melatonin and cortisol for our sleep–wake cycle is light. We have evolved to respond to daylight (and firelight). When the level of light falling on our eyes and skin increases or decreases, that change tells our body which of our sleep–wake hormones to emphasize.

Our culture has evolved to bring artificial light into our daily lives through lamps, headlights, and TV, computer, and phone screens—and to spend dramatically less time outdoors during the day—but our bodies have not evolved to adapt to this influx of blue and super-bright light. Studies show that when people spend time outdoors camping with no light except the sun and firelight, their sleep–wake cycles rapidly regain equilibrium. Even “night owls” go to bed earlier, wake earlier, and feel better rested. However, eschewing all screens and artificial light isn’t practical for the lifestyles of most of us.



Tips to Support Sleep–Wake Cycles with Light

Our indoor lifestyles and exposure to artificial light and screens throw off our sleep–wake cycles and make it harder to unwind and sleep at night. If ditching artificial light and screens completely isn’t practical, the following tips help to minimize their effects.


	Turn off TV, phone, and computer screens at least 1 hour (ideally several hours) before bedtime. For all ages, the light of devices as well as their content can be too stimulating and can derail sleep-supportive melatonin–cortisol balance. If you read at night, go for a regular book or use an e-reader that is not backlit, illuminating it from above with a small book light.

	Dim the lights in your home and on your screens in the evening. In our family, we love our twinkle lights. If you can, limit the nighttime use of LED bulbs, which emit blue light, and schedule your device screens to go into “night mode” at sunset, wear blue-light-blocking glasses, or install an app like f.lux.

	Sleep in darkness to facilitate better melatonin and sleep. Shut off all lights in the bedroom, install blackout curtains if needed, and consider wearing an eye mask, too.

	Expose yourself to morning and midday sunlight. Spend at least 10 minutes standing or exercising outside during the first half of the day. Don’t stare directly at the sun, of course, but let your eyes see and skin feel daylight without sunglasses or windows for at least a portion of the day. Morning light helps set the schedule for your day’s sleep–wake orchestra.

	Choose “natural-feeling” lights. Full-spectrum lights can provide circadian rhythm support by mimicking the sun’s natural light; some lights will even slowly increase in intensity, to simulate the sunrise and wake you up in the morning.

	Supplement with melatonin before bedtime. This may also support your sleep cycle, though not as well as manipulating your relationship with light. See a deeper discussion on melatonin supplements here.






Sleep by the Numbers

Survey reports show that, among adults:


	At least one-third don’t get enough sleep.

	Two-thirds of women report frequent sleep problems.

	Women are two times more likely to experience sleep issues than men are.

	Certain ethnic groups, including Black women, are more significantly affected.

	People who are pregnant, postpartum, in later stages of perimenopause, and postmenopausal, as well as working moms, more often report new or worsening sleep problems.

	Surgical menopause (without hormone replacement) is associated with more than double the risk of sleep disruption versus natural menopause, as well as more intense symptoms.

	Eighty percent of women who reported sleeping poorly said they were also stressed, anxious, or worried, and 55 percent reported being sad, unhappy, or depressed. Daytime sleepiness is three times more prevalent, with many relying on caffeine to function, forgoing activities that promote health and joy.

	Americans who sleep less than 7 hours per night on weekdays are three times more likely to experience moderate to severe depression compared to those who sleep 7 to 9 hours.

	Other common disruptors of sleep include trauma and PTSD, working multiple jobs, being a single parent, caretaking, and sharing a bed with partners, children, or pets whose noise or movements disrupt sleep.

	Teens, who biologically need more sleep than adults, often shorten their sleep due to school, homework, social and extracurricular demands, and early-morning schedules. Teens average 2 hours less sleep per night than ideal for their age.

	Cognitive decline and sleep disruption are interlinked in many ways. Approximately 60 to 70 percent of people with cognitive impairment or dementia have sleep disturbances, and sleep difficulties tend to worsen cognition and increase cognitive disease prognosis. Common sleep medications also tend to worsen cognitive symptoms and the risk of dementia.

	Thirty-four to 45 percent of adults in varying age groups reported unintentionally falling asleep during the day at least once in the past month—the highest numbers were for teens, young adults, seniors, and communities of color. Two to 7 percent reported having fallen asleep at the wheel in the past month—25- to 45-year-olds, men, and communities of color were most affected.




This is all to say that if you’re experiencing stress, anxiety, and sleep difficulties, you’re not alone. This book will guide you in how to sleuth out your own underlying triggers and find the herbs and lifestyle changes most likely to help you get a better night’s sleep.
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Milky oats nourish the nerves for long-term support of sleep, energy, and a healthy stress response.





Core Habits for Better Sleep

It can be hard to get out of an insomnia rut. In addition to regulating sleep–wake cycles by adjusting your light exposure (discussed here), here are some of the core general strategies to support your relaxation and sleep cycle.


De-stress

Stress is a major factor in most cases of insomnia. Calming or sedative herbs at night and/or stress-relieving herbs during the day can help, but also try to reduce the stressors directly. Maybe you need to back out of stressful situations (for example, a bad job or relationship, having said yes when you should have said no) or schedule more rest-and-relaxation time for yourself. Consider regular meditation, yoga, daytime exercise, or an evening wind-down ritual of reading and sipping tea. Add relaxing herbs to the kids’ nighttime baths. We’ll talk more about stress and relaxation support and herbs later in this book.


Develop a Sleep Ritual

Parents of young children know that consistency and ritual make all the difference. After you’ve unplugged (see here), get ready for bed and get comfy! Enjoy a small cup of relaxing tea or warm milk with honey (but not so much that you’ll have to pee at midnight or go on a blood sugar roller coaster). Good pre-bed activities include reading a book (but not a page-turning suspense novel), journaling (a good time for that gratitude journal!), making love, listening to calming music, cuddling up with loved ones, meditating, inhaling relaxing essential oils or incense, and taking a bath.

Turn your bedroom into a sanctuary. Make it a soothing place to relax and sleep—but not much else. Having a cooler bedroom but warm feet and blankets often supports sleep. Earplugs help if it’s noisy. I love my eye mask!


Avoid or Moderate Stimulants

Stimulants of various sorts can make you restless and more apt to wake up. Examples of stimulants and stimulating experiences include the following.

Caffeine. Coffee, chocolate, yerba maté, soda, and green and black tea are obvious late-night no-nos, but you may be surprised by the effect that even morning caffeine has. Cut down slowly (to avoid withdrawal headaches)—or go cold turkey and deal with a few days of misery (hydration helps!)—to see if sleep improves. You may be okay with a morning cuppa, but opt for naturally caffeine-free options after noon, such as tulsi, golden milk, herbal chai, lemon balm tea with fresh lemon juice, and seltzer. (See Chapter 6 for recipe ideas.)
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Creating a relaxing bedtime ritual—whether simple or elaborate—can help you unwind and shift toward better sleep cycles.



Medications, herbs, and supplements. Even if they don’t contain caffeine, many remedies can cause restlessness, especially if you take them later in the day. This includes B vitamins and multivitamins, stimulant adaptogens, testosterone and most testosterone-supporting herbs, ADHD meds, some blood pressure medications, antidepressants, dementia medications, antihistamines, asthma medications, glucosamine and chondroitin, and statins. Try switching herbs and supplements around or avoid late doses. Always talk with your doctor first if you suspect medications are the cause of your wakefulness to see if it’s safe and appropriate to try a different medication or change your dose time. Sensitive people may find that adaptogenic herbs, adaptogen-like mushrooms (like chaga and cordyceps, possibly reishi), and “detoxifying” herbs disrupt sleep. (For more on adaptogens, see Chapter 2.)


Alter Your Lifestyle

These foundational changes can lead to big improvements in sleep quality!

Lay off the booze. Alcohol may initially sedate but ultimately makes you restless, disrupts blood sugar, aggravates sleep apnea, and prevents restful deep sleep. As we age or transition through menopause, we become even more sensitive to alcohol’s sleep-disrupting activities. Even one or two drinks might be too many.

Avoid late-night eating. Late or heavy dinners and snack binges wreak havoc on a good night’s sleep; blood sugar roller coasters, active digestion, and liver involvement can affect you for several hours after you eat. Try to stop eating at least 4 hours before bedtime and particularly avoid big, heavy dishes and sugar- or fat-laden food. Many people sleep best fasting for 12 to 16 hours between dinner and breakfast—with an emphasis on earlier dinner rather than later breakfast.

Exercise during the day. Physical activity is phenomenal for addressing insomnia and stress. But not right before bedtime—aim for morning or midday activity instead. That said, late-day exercise is better than none.
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Turning down artificial lights at night and inhaling relaxing aromas like lavender help tell your body it’s time for bed.



I Still Can’t Sleep! What’s Going On?

Perhaps you’ve made all the aforementioned core sleep hygiene changes, and you still aren’t sleeping well. It can be incredibly frustrating to be in a vicious cycle of insomnia that doesn’t respond to the



Sleep Apnea
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Blood Sugar Dysregulation
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Menopause and Aging
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	Supporting a healthier stress and relaxation response (see Chapters 3 and 4).

	Eating a healthy whole foods plant-based or Mediterranean-style diet, which will help reduce inflammation and flatten glucose curves.

	Taking menopausal hormone-supportive herbs, such as shatavari, black cohosh, fenugreek, white peony root, magnolia, and hops. I love formulas that combine some of these reproductive herbs with adaptogens and nervines by day and more relaxing herbs at night. I tend to recommend hops (featured here) only at night because it’s so sedating. While magnolia and peony root are nice day and night, they have additional sleep-support benefits.






Stress, Worry, and Trauma
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Pain
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Nighttime Urination




Restless Legs Syndrome (RLS)
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Other Conditions
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When to See a Doctor or Holistic Practitioner
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