

[image: ]




Also by Robin Rose Bennett
Healing Magic: A Green Witch Guidebook to Conscious Living





[image: ]




Copyright © 2014 by Robin Rose Bennett. All rights reserved. No portion of this book, except for brief review, may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without the written permission of the publisher. For information contact North Atlantic Books.

Published by
North Atlantic Books
 P.O. Box 12327
Berkeley, California 94712

Cover art courtesy of Matthew Wood
Illustrations by Karen Flood, www.karenflood.com
Cover and book design by Suzanne Albertson

The Gift of Healing Herbs: Plant Medicines and Home Remedies for a Vibrantly Healthy Life is sponsored by the Society for the Study of Native Arts and Sciences, a nonprofit educational corporation whose goals are to develop an educational and cross-cultural perspective linking various scientific, social, and artistic fields; to nurture a holistic view of arts, sciences, humanities, and healing; and to publish and distribute literature on the relationship of mind, body, and nature.

MEDICAL DISCLAIMER: The following information is intended for general information purposes only. Individuals should always see their health care provider before administering any suggestions made in this book. Any application of the material set forth in the following pages is at the reader’s discretion and is his or her sole responsibility.

North Atlantic Books’ publications are available through most bookstores. For further information, visit our website at www.northatlanticbooks.com or call 800-733-3000.

        The Library of Congress has cataloged the printed edition as follows:
Bennett, Robin Rose.
The gift of healing herbs : plant medicines and home remedies for a vibrantly healthy life / Robin Rose Bennett.
              pages cm
      Includes bibliographical references.
      Summary: “Guides and inspires readers to explore herbal remedies and home recipes for health and encourages readers to discover the personal, symbolic story that lies underneath manifestations of illness”—Provided by publisher.
      ISBN 978-1-58394-762-3
      eBook ISBN: 978-1-58394-776-0
1. Herbs—Therapeutic use. 2. Health. 3. Self-care, Health. I. Title. RM666.
      H33B46 2014
      615.3′21—dc23

2013037861

v3.1





For Estherelke Keyawis Kaplan (June 18, 1940–July 7, 2009),
my sister who loved Earth and the herbs so much. May we harvest together again one day, singing our songs.
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I am writing this book to give back, to pass along what methods, skills, understanding, and wisdom have been gifted to me in the realms of healing your body with herbs and healing your soul by re-connecting with the Earth and realigning with your true Self.

This green path slowly but surely returned me to a natural yet heretofore elusive state of joy and delight at being alive in a body on this beautiful planet Earth. That is too good to keep to myself, and thus, this book is my sharing of what has filled me up, overflowing, because it isn’t mine—it’s ours. My prayer and blessing for each reader is this: May you live in joy, feel vibrantly well with the help of healing plants, and freely share your unique gifts with the rest of us for your own happiness and the benefit of all beings. I am dedicated to every child on Earth having a life to smile about. Adults need to wake up for this to happen. So, let’s wake up! Our children are waiting.
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FOREWORD BY
 ROSEMARY GLADSTAR

YOU HOLD IN YOUR HANDS A TREASURE, a book of green wisdom that delves deeply into the heart and soul of herbalism and retrieves an abundance of emerald jewels for us to savor. I have the good fortune to know Robin; we dance in the same herbal circles and play in the same green meadows. A true wise woman, deeply compassionate and heartfully giving, Robin Rose brings a joyful spirit and an open heart to all she does. So it’s not surprising that her books on herbal healing (this is her second in what we hope will be a series) are so heartful, wisdom-filled, and imbued with spirit. I read them as much for spiritual insights as I do for herbal information; both are so richly interwoven, embedded together, wedded like body and soul.

Robin’s own life was transformed by plants. In her late twenties she went through a period of great physical exhaustion and discovered she had severe anemia. While using herbs to bring her body back into balance, she also discovered a joyful awakening of her spirit: “Plants transformed my health and my life, and enriched my spiritual practice by connecting me deeply with Earth.” It is this soulful or spirited side of healing that she is most attuned to, and shares so enthusiastically, so gratefully, in all she does. As you read The Gift of Healing Herbs, expect to journey deep into the soulful healing of the plant world.

Herbal healing is far more than just a physical system affecting our physical bodies, and the pages of The Gift of Healing Herbs contain far more than the simple directives found in most herb books—what herb to take for what illness, proper dosages, and safety issues. While this information is, of course, shared—there are very thorough instructions for using all of the herbs and herbal recipes—Robin goes beyond the sharing of simple recipes and erudite information about herbs. She invites us to look at healing as a soulful journey, and plants as spiritual teachers: “Soulful healing asks that while you are healing your body you look for the meaning … as it relates to your whole being.” And with simple and clear direction, she offers us techniques and gifts to do this—how to relate more deeply to the plants, how to seek their medicine gifts, how to offer them gifts in return.…

And how to listen to our bodies. “Bodies don’t lie,” she admonishes. “They tell the truth, no matter how uncomfortable or inconvenient that truth may be.” And she goes on to instruct us how to listen to and love our bodies, because, when all is said and done, “Love is what heals.”

But—lest you think you’ll find only wise adages and spiritual passages in Robin’s book—let me assure you, in the tradition of the best of those well-written herb books, The Gift of Healing Herbs is filled with the practical as well. There is a full compendium of herbs, all of which Robin has worked with personally and knows well, so the writing is in-depth and thorough. There are excellent herbal recipes and remedies, and instructions for treating a variety of common health issues. There are suggested dosages and safety issues. In other words, one finds the practical advice one needs to put this information to good use. But it’s how Robin shares that’s so unique.

She teaches through stories. If there’s a case to be made, or a teaching to offer, there’s a story to tell. It’s the way I learn best, and the way many people learn best—and this book is rich with story. In page after page, Robin presents heartful sharings of her own healing journey and the healing journeys of those she’s worked with in her herbal practice and met through her classes. We not only learn about red clover, yarrow, motherwort, and a host of other common medicinal herbs, we actually hear real cases of how these plants have helped various individuals that Robin has personally assisted. Each person is unique, so the formulas vary and change. There’s no standard “this remedy for that illness”; instead, Robin wisely attends to each person as an individual on his or her personal healing journey: “I have found that if I tend to a person’s illness, rather than to a person, I treat that person as if they are their illness.”

As I read, I kept discovering gemstones: “Healing, like life, doesn’t often progress in a straight line. It spirals.” Working with individuals with chronic conditions, Robin, like most compassionate healers, has learned that healing isn’t always an end goal—that often the journey is the healing process.

Robin presents a practical and useful book, but the teachings are profound—and delightful as well. Imagine for a moment a little girl running joyfully towards her parents, a huge smile on her face, as she presents a single dandelion blossom. A wise child then, a wise woman now, Robin offers years of experience that she’s gleaned from working soulfully with plants and people, and offers it to us so gracefully in this book, The Gift of Healing Herbs.

Rosemary Gladstar, author of Herbal Healing for Women and The Family Herbal, founder of the California School of Herbal Studies and United Plant Savers


PREFACE


Journal entry, New York City, 1991 What is it about plants? What is it about feeling the Earth under your feet or under your fingernails, about seeing the wild plants and grasses pop up through the cracks in the sidewalks or lining the city streets? I can’t fully explain how it happens, but I know that plants help people remember how to be happy, how to feel our natural joy. I see it in eyes that begin to shine during an afternoon’s medicinal plant walk in any of the city parks. Saying hello to this plant and that, discovering their virtues, uncovering our own. Plants love us. They help us reclaim our health and our whole selves. Plants are healers.



I WAS NOT BROUGHT UP TO KNOW THE EARTH in intimate detail. No one I can remember from my childhood ever suggested that the land I lived on and was surrounded by contained anything important to me. My sense of kinship was connected to my house, my bedroom (my one almost personal space), my family, and my friends. I had no conscious sense of connection to the wild; the closest I came was that I deeply loved the trees in our small suburban backyard.

Recently I was guiding a walk focused on identifying and learning about wild medicinal plants in the woods near my home in New Jersey. My friend Marian was there. We’ve known each other since we were three years old and our families lived a few doors down from each other. When I introduced everyone to a sassafras tree, Marian excitedly announced that there had been a sassafras tree in my backyard when we were growing up. I told her that I didn’t remember any sassafras tree there. Surely she must be mistaken. But would I have known if it had been there? It’s not a tall and impressive-looking tree, and since no one at home would have taken me outside and pointed out the wonder of three different-shaped leaves on a single tree, or titillated my senses by giving me a leaf to rub and smell for the unforgettable root beer-like fragrance, I could easily have missed the inconspicuous sassafras tree. I have since learned that this tree is gifted at turning itself invisible—but that’s another story for another time!

I sit now and try to remember whether there really was a sassafras tree growing behind the house in which I grew up. These days I love sassafras so much it amazes me to think I might have grown up with one right in my own small backyard. I gather sassafras leaves for tea every summer and fall, and dig some roots, too.

But I don’t remember this tree at all because I didn’t know her, though I clearly remember a tall oak tree I was especially fond of, a young maple tree out front, and an old weeping willow tree out back that I dearly loved. Despite my tearful protests, the willow was eventually chopped down to make room for a patio. I enjoyed the patio, but have never forgotten the lovely willow.

It is only over the past twenty-five years of my life that I’ve become aware of the gift of healing herbs, Earth’s green treasures—her medicinal and nourishing herbs, plants, and trees. For the first twenty-five years of my life, I was not conscious of the plants at all. I knew, certainly, that trees and plants and wildflowers were beautiful, but not much more.

When I was first heading upstate from my home in New York City to study herbal medicine at the Wise Woman Center in Saugerties, New York, my father told me he could understand my wanting to learn about herbal medicine (a progressive attitude in 1985), but he didn’t quite understand why I needed to go and live in the country and learn about plants. I tried to answer him but didn’t do a very good job. I knew it was important, but I didn’t know why—or if I did, I couldn’t articulate it, I was that disconnected. Even though I knew it intellectually, I didn’t really, truly understand that the herbs I could buy in jars and bottles were plants, and that there were things I needed to learn about and from plants! I did know it though, in my gut and in my bones.

The most telling compliment I receive upon teaching an herbal medicine class is, “You’re helping me remember something I feel like I’ve always known.” It was the compliment I gave to my first plant-medicine teachers, and exactly how I still feel anytime I learn the truth about something fundamental.

When I was growing up we took a lot of 8-mm home movies. We had countless reels of them. One day my mother said, “We’ll never watch these old things. I’m going to have a couple of hours’ worth of video made out of all these years’ worth of movies.” She took that project on, and one day my family sat down to watch them together. The very last shot in the final video is of me at about two years old. I am running toward the camera with one arm fully extended in a purposeful gesture. As I arrive right in front of the camera we can finally see the huge smile on my face as I present a just-picked dandelion flower for all to see and admire. I laughed with delight when I saw this, and couldn’t help noticing that I was holding it out exactly the same way I often do today on a teaching walk! Maybe I knew all along, as we all do.

My introduction to medicinal plants transformed my health and my life, and enhanced and expanded my spiritual practice by connecting me deeply with the Earth, changing my life in the best, most enjoyable ways possible. I am forever grateful. The plant medicines have helped just about everyone I know who’s ever used them. When they are used as green treasures—as plant medicines that are healers in their own right and not merely as drug substitutes, the plants are at their safest. They are also most effective that way, though not necessarily in an exactly-the-same-each-time-for-each-person sort of way. Over several decades of studying, teaching, harvesting, medicine-making, practicing with others, and using the herbs myself, I have seen how very well the plants work. I trust you will find many helpful ideas and recipes here that will improve your health, deepen your sense of joy at being alive, and help you live a vibrantly healthy life with the help of the healing plants. Mother Earth’s medicine chest is full of healing herbs of incomparable worth. These precious green treasures are too often misunderstood or ignored. This book is written to share their stories, and to share the wealth.

Let’s turn the key and open Mother Earth’s green treasure chest of healing herbs together, shall we?

February, 2010, Upstate New York
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INTRODUCTION

MY AIM IN WRITING The Gift of Healing Herbs is to share a wealth of practical herbal knowledge in a beautifully written and illustrated book, and to offer clear guidance on how to apply that knowledge in everyday situations as well as in extreme circumstances if necessary.

I hope to inspire and help as many people as possible to practice self-care, and turn (or return) to the regular use of medicinal plants for nourishment and healing. I trust that The Gift of Healing Herbs has enough variety to appeal to a wide range of people with different learning styles.

Herbalist Matthew Wood calls his favorite, most frequently used herbs “indispensable” remedies.1 I like that. But even the most indispensable herbs won’t work well if you don’t know how to choose and prepare them. The Gift of Healing Herbs will help you learn the most effective form in which to use an herb in a specific situation. This is not only the best way to benefit from the herb physically; it also supports the generous desire of the plant to share its healing gifts with you.

Beyond the physical realm, the path of healing with herbs extends an invitation to develop relationships with individual herbs as the living beings that they are. This path opens a door to deepening your relationship with yourself, your life, and all your relations.

Native American wise woman, herbalist, scholar and teacher Keewaydinoquay memorably said, “Of all the creatures on Earth, the plants have remained truest to their original purpose. They still follow their original instructions from Creator.”

I’ve seen how commonly available herbs help you stay well when you’re in good health, and can save your life in an emergency. They are good people to know, these plant people. Though I lived without an awareness of herbs for a long time, my life wasn’t nearly as happy or healthy as it is since learning this.

Plants give generously of themselves for the healing of everyone and everything, including the land, water, animals, birds, people, and other plants. And because herbs are such sincere beings, they have a magical way of helping you reconnect with your true nature, and encouraging you to find your own “original instructions.” In doing so they help you heal yourself and your community on the deepest levels, and to extend that healing far and wide.

I encourage you, dear reader, to deepen your connection with Earth and with your own natural wisdom and loving kindness. There are a variety of simple practices and rituals shared throughout The Gift of Healing Herbs to help you expand your consciousness in ways that will allow you to personally experience the generosity and green blessings provided by the healing plants.

There is a lot of information here—an abundance of herbal recipes along with plant observations, herbal explorations, case studies, scientific quotes, real people’s stories of healing including my own, child-like rhymes that are “teaching poems,” meditations and rituals, and inspirited illustrations by gardener and illustrator extraordinaire Karen Flood.

Plants I am more familiar with and have used the most, especially common plants local to my region, tend to have longer entries than plants that live far away or that I know or use less. Research-based information is included here and there, but my book is mostly based on my empirical experiences as an herbalist, teacher, and herb user, and includes stories gathered from students and clients, and the opinions, observations, and experiences that other down-to-Earth herbalists, including clinical herbalists, have shared with me.

My intention includes exploring the mysteries of illness and healing, and our complicated relationships with our bodies. I hope to inspire you to investigate the stories your own body is telling, in your own unique expression of universal language, as a route to embracing and healing your whole self—body, mind, heart, and soul.

The wisdom teachings that permeate this book revolve around the truth that radically honest, compassionate self-exploration leads to self-awareness, and that true self-awareness is always healing. It opens us to the naturalness of love, peace, joy, and our own boundless creativity. Love, and especially self-love and acceptance, is the greatest healing force that I have gleaned thus far.

The book is divided into four main sections, followed by a resource list.

The first section explores the spiritual nature of health and illness, and offers detailed directions and practical guidelines for making every form of herbal preparation mentioned, from infusions to steam baths to smoke blends.

The second section delves into the plants, our body’s systems, and the relationship of each body system to the primal elements of Earth, Air, Fire, and Water.

The third section invites us to realize that “everything is medicine,” as we celebrate the abundance of healing herbs found in our kitchens’ spice racks and pantries.

The fourth section provides the “how-to’s” of herbal aid for wounds and bruises, additional remedies, recipes, and tips for home and travel, and concludes with some thought-provoking “Ideas about Healing.”


NOTE TO THE READER

A CAVEAT/CONFESSION ABOUT MY OWN recipes throughout this book:

I never make anything the same way twice, whether it’s dinner or medicine, so I’m trying my best to give you recipes with actual quantities (and names!); but the truth is that I don’t make these blends exactly the same way over and over again. So start with the recipes the way they are written, and as you get more and more familiar with the herbs you can apply your own intuition and artistry to the blends and proportions, and add or subtract your own touches.

I also highly recommend using simples, or one herb at a time. This is an excellent way to get to feel and know the effects of the herbs in your own body. My best recipes are created when I physically have my hands on the herbs. If you like exactness, when you get a recipe exactly how you want it, write it down. I admit I wish I’d been writing mine down throughout the years. This book would have taken a lot less time to write!

A general tip is that for best results when you are making medicine, it is important to focus and be totally attentive to what you are doing. Imagine that you were sitting with one of the greatest healers in the world. You wouldn’t be talking on the phone or watching television while you sat with them, would you? No, you’d be listening. So listen while you make medicine. Or chant or sing. This opens other channels of receptivity to wisdom.

Finally, the term “traditional medicine” is often used incorrectly, misapplied to modern (conventional, allopathic, Western) medicine. Throughout The Gift of Healing Herbs I refer to herbal healing and other ancient systems accurately, as “traditional medicine.”
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PART I
What Is Healing?




[image: ]
All Healing Is Spiritual Healing

Listen to the Body—It Always Tells the Truth

Our spirit is revealed and concealed in our body’s journey through our lifetime. According to the oft-repeated saying by Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, “We are spiritual beings having a human experience.” Spiritual healing encompasses not just the soul but also the body, mind, and heart. Our body is the matrix for our soul. It is what allows our soul, our inner being, to grow and express itself here on Earth.

How do we penetrate to the heart of the matter when we are sick? Whether it’s an acute illness like a cold, or a chronic condition like arthritis that is interrupting the life we feel we should be living, how do we address the physical and spiritual aspects of what is happening to and within us so that we can get as well as possible within the context of the body we have? First we need to learn to listen to our bodies.

I remember when I was about twenty-eight years old, lying in bed so tired that I couldn’t get up. It didn’t matter how much sleep I’d gotten. This scenario repeated itself day after day. I’d drag myself up and out of bed to go to work and do the things I needed to do with little to no enthusiasm or energy. It got so bad that I couldn’t remember why I’d ever liked living, why I’d ever thought it was worth the trouble, effort, or energy to bother getting up in the morning. I began to realize, finally, that I could not solve this problem in my head. I couldn’t solve it with willpower, nor even with my powerful spirit. I had examined, reflected, questioned, processed, looked at issues, tried to figure out what was bothering me, ad infinitum. I thought that with certain realizations, healing would automatically follow—but it hadn’t. I was good and stuck.

Only then did I accept that my body, this precious “thing” that housed, reflected and revealed my soul, needed help. And she needed it on a physical level. This was oddly difficult for me to accept because I identified more with spirit than with matter. I identified more as a spiritual being than as a physical one. And clearly, my body did not agree with my assessment! So, I finally decided to get some physical help.

First I pursued standard blood tests and exams. According to the tests I was in perfect health. “So how come I feel too exhausted to get out of bed?” I asked the doctors. They shrugged in reply. They had no idea. If I’d continued on this road, I suspect they would’ve told me to go have my head examined. But I didn’t have money for that, nor insurance, so instead I began to take some herbs in an attempt to help myself while I sought out a medical center where both conventional and traditional medicine were offered.

Fortunately I found such a place, and scheduled an appointment. First I was required to see their medical doctor to get new blood tests. I met with him after that and was again told that, according to the tests, I was fine. I told him I was feeling a bit better than when I’d scheduled the appointment, but still didn’t feel anything resembling well. He shrugged, perplexed. Then he sent me to see the Amma therapist, which was why I had gone there in the first place. Amma is a healing art from China that is the great-grandmother of acupuncture, acupressure, and other related forms of energetic healing. The practitioner put her fingertips on my wrists to read my pulses and said, “Well, you’re definitely borderline anemic.”

“But your doctor said my blood tests were all perfect. Didn’t you read them?”

“Yes, I did. I use the tests as an adjunct reference point to what your body tells me and what I can sense for myself. I believe your pulses more than I believe a test.”

Aha! As a young herbal student this brought me immediately to a new level of understanding that bodies themselves are more reliable than tests.

I’ve seen this repeatedly over the years. Bodies are also more reliable than any of my thoughts and beliefs when there is a conflict between them, because bodies don’t mislead or lie. They tell the truth no matter how unwanted, uncomfortable, or inconvenient that truth may be. And I have learned that they know only one language—the language of love. And love is what heals. Bodies are not concerned with being smart, or right, or enlightened, or understood, or seen as good enough. Bodies are not invested in these kind of concerns that race around in our heads and keep us exhausted as we fight with ourselves rather than simply live to our fullest. Bodies simply are. And they are a reflection of our inner journey toward expressing the wholeness that we always hold within ourselves no matter what may have happened to us in this or any other lifetime.

What I learned through my journey of healing at that time was that I needed to fully embrace being alive, and my body was showing me that I was only half-alive. While I did have a lot of fun and accomplished some wonderful things with my outer life, I had also spent a large part of my inner life for nearly thirty years sapping my own energy. I was constantly cutting myself off from my true present, undermining my own life and relationships because I was not really at home being in my body on Earth. I was too afraid.

I finally decided I didn’t want to continue to live my life with one foot in and one foot out, so to speak. So, fearful though I still felt, on my thirty-first birthday I fully committed to being here, to becoming who I came here to be—me—and to letting what I did grow out of the truth of my being. I was blessed to spend that birthday with a group of women at a small gathering and to receive a birthday smudge, prayer, and blessings from Keewaydinoquay, an Anishinabeg herbalist, scholar, and elder wise woman whom I would grow to love.

When you commit to living as fully as possible your life doesn’t suddenly become all rosy—but it’s never boring. It’s been over twenty years since then, and what a trip it’s been! I’ve never been sorry I made this commitment to my life. And I’ve never had anemia again, either.

HEALING HERBAL RECIPE FOR IRON-DEFICIENCY ANEMIA


1½–2 cups dried stinging nettle leaves and stalks

½–1 cup dried plantain leaves

1 dropper (25–30 drops) fresh yellow dock root tincture per cup taken

1 dropper (25–30 drops) fresh burdock root tincture per cup taken

1 dropper (25–30 drops) fresh dandelion root tincture per cup taken



Put the dried herbs into a half-gallon glass jar. Pour boiling water over them to fill the jar completely, and cap it. Let this infusion sit out on the counter for about 8 hours (or overnight). Decant it by pouring off the liquid and then squeezing all the liquid out of the leaves, to get the strongest part of the medicine. Store the infusion in the refrigerator, or reheat and put into a stainless-steel thermos for drinking throughout the day.

Drink 2–4 cups of this preparation daily, hot or cold. Add the three tinctures into each cup of infusion that you drink. You may also mix an ounce of each herbal tincture into one bottle; shake well before adding 3 droppers (approximately ½ teaspoon) into each cup of infusion.
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When my practitioner listened to my descriptions of the herbs I’d begun using, she agreed that it was likely they had raised my iron count high enough that she read it as borderline anemia rather than the full-fledged anemia I was feeling originally. Nettles are a rich source of chlorophyll; they increase the iron in your blood and improve the health of your red blood cells.

This deep green herb also nourishes your adrenal glands and can help you reclaim and restore your vital energy. I’ve seen yellow dock root bring up low iron counts more quickly than iron supplements countless times since then. Yellow dock root tends to grow in iron-rich soil and it aids how well the body assimilates and therefore makes use of any iron it receives.

Dandelion roots and burdock roots, taken separately or together, also increase iron levels in the blood. Additionally, eat fresh plantain leaves in your salads—they grow in nearly every lawn and field, and are a specific herb for anemia. Plantain is also a specific herb for “failure to thrive” in infants. I wasn’t an infant at that point, but I’d been failing to thrive and was in the process of rebirthing myself anew.

If you prefer not to use alcohol or simply want to try something different, here’s another helpful recipe to get the benefits of burdock, dandelion, and yellow dock roots:

DEEP ROOTS DECOCTION FOR IRON-DEFICIENCY ANEMIA


1 cup dried burdock root

½ cup dried dandelion root

½ cup dried yellow dock root

6 tablespoons blackstrap molasses per quart



Put the herbs into a half-gallon jar. Pour boiling water over them, and cap the jar tightly. Let it sit for about 12 hours. You can strain this infusion, add the molasses, and use the brew at this strength, drinking it by the cup, or go on to make a decoction as follows:

Strain the infusion, squeeze the liquid out of the roots, and turn it into a decoction by steaming off half the liquid (see this page), which makes it twice as strong as the original infusion. After the decoction has steamed down to the desired amount of one quart, stir in the blackstrap molasses. Take 2 tablespoons (one ounce, or ⅛ cup) of the decoction 2–3 times daily, or as needed.

This infusion or decoction can be drunk hot or cold, but both must be stored in the refrigerator. I would suggest also drinking the nettle and plantain leaf infusion and eating plantain leaves. This recipe is a good iron tonic for anyone, and can be used preventatively. Often the difference between preventative and curative remedies is simply in the amount used.
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Ceremony and Ritual as an Integral Part of Healing


One of the most poignant human hungers is the need for ceremony and ritual. In its elemental form, this need is located in the deepest, oldest part of our brains. Spiritual ceremonies, especially when personalized, open up new dimensions of the mind, spirit, and heart and can create surprising, beneficial results. Rituals of meaning, depth and beauty are needed now individually and collectively as we seek new ways of contributing to our own welfare and the well-being of all that we cherish.

—Jean Houston1



It is within your power to make your life more magical. Let yourself think magically. Symbolically. Metaphorically. Loosen up and let the boundaries between mundane and magical living become thinner. Invite yourself to see like an artist, to think like a poet.

This is not about making stuff up and disconnecting from reality. It’s about expansiveness—cultivating an openness to discover the magic and synchronicity that’s already here. The more you are open to magic, the more magic happens. The more such things happen, the more magical life becomes. Ritual opens doorways. Create your own simple rituals of healing and reconnection. Meaningful rituals speak to the child-self within you as well as to your ancient soul, and these ritual experiences reverberate into your daily life, adding richness and depth to every day.

Here’s a “Greet the New Day” ritual that I do each morning to get my day off to a lovely start. Ideally, stand outside and face each of the directions as you chant to the elements, or turn slowly in a circle before you begin, or walk around a medicine wheel if you have one handy. The elements are what we are made of, and all around Earth they provide a universal framework for our place within and as a part of nature. This chant can be said indoors too, of course, but at least open a window.


Simple “Greet the New Day” Ritual

A spoken-word Earth chant

Good morning, day!
Dearest Earth, Air, Fire, and Water
I am ∗Robin, Gaia’s Daughter.

Below, Above, and the Center—
Mother Nature you’re my mentor.

From below
And from above,
Infuse my heart
And soul with love.

Pure joy fills me
Through and through
When I walk in
Harmony with you.




∗ Fill in your own name if you want to say this spoken chant to your own new day. If you’re male, after you greet the elements, change the next line to, “I greet the new day that’s begun; I am ________, Gaia’s son!” Or make up your own rhyme—or don’t worry about rhyming at all. It’s your sincerity that matters.
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What Is Soulful Healing?

Listening to the Voice of the Soul within the Body’s Symptoms

Soulful healing asks, while you are healing your body with herbs from Earth, that you look for the meaning in what is happening within your body as it relates to your whole being. This is not a whiny or despairing “Why is this happening to me?” or a one-size-fits-all New Age generalization that you and you alone created your reality. The questions are: “What is the deeper teaching in this experience?”; “What is here for me?”; and “How can I make this experience an ally for my growth and transformation?”

Patterns form invisibly and then descend into form. Life is a web of meaningful patterns. It takes an active, open curiosity and passion to arrive clearly at your truth. And it must be your truth for it to have any import for you. When you are willing to “go there” the most magical healings happen. Miracles happen every day, but they often require the courage to look inward.

It can be hard work to release limiting patterns of belief that you find—beliefs that have a part in keeping you ill. Bodies always tell the truth. “I’m fine, but I have a headache.” I feel fine, but my stomach is upset.” Fine? Really? I don’t think so. Being in a body, it is as if you were born with a fierce and loving teacher who is within you and yet also contains you. This body is an embodiment of your greatest wisdom and consciousness—and a mirror of your greatest unconsciousness as well!

I’ve often said that your body loves you enough to get sick for you, to draw your attention where it’s needed. But, how much do you love and listen to your body? This is a key question. I’ve found that bodies speak to us to call us to greater life, to more aliveness. This is true even in the process of dying. Your body asks you to love yourself more fully on every level, to open your heart to yourself and feel gratitude for your life. This eventually opens your heart and all your senses to the most profound realization—the awareness that you are one with everything.

As difficult as it may sound—and it can be truly fierce—illness is a call from your own soul, an invitation to go on an inner journey of exploration and discovery that leads you to realize you are already whole, no matter what your condition. It is common to see illness as keeping you from living your life or walking your true path, but the truth is that no matter where you are in any given moment, you cannot be off your path; your path is always under your feet.

One aspect of soulful healing that is most challenging and therefore most fruitful is the need to release a part of your story that may be lying underneath and behind the illness. Healing requires a willingness to rewrite the story you tell yourself about what has happened in your life and why it’s happened. There is often an emotional attachment to the pattern that doesn’t allow for easy change. Pioneering herbal midwife Jeannine Parvati Baker often said, “The wound reveals the cure.” It is common to see people who want to want to release patterns, rather than actually wanting to release them.

You can see this in yourself more obviously when you are trying to release a physical habit such as smoking or drinking. The illusion is that a habit has a hold on you—and it is a potent illusion—but the truth is that you hold onto the habit. When you are ready to shift, the way opens up for you to do so. When a person quits some substance (sugar, coffee, etc.) again and again, they are going through wanting to want to stop. This can be very frustrating. It can be even more challenging to realize that you often want to want to get better, but there are other things taking priority over that, which mainly stem from a story you’ve told yourself about your illness, a story you’ve become attached to.

The storyline possibilities are endless. It could be you believe that you deserve to suffer because of something you’ve done, or that you’ll lose the care and attention you’ve been receiving if you heal—or even that it’s simply not possible to recover from a disease because everyone “knows” it’s not possible. It may also be that you don’t heal physically because it’s time to transition out of the body, whether the death appears “timely” or not. This is not a failure. Many people who don’t appear to “get well” do their deepest healing as they’re dying.

In my experience, we are always trying to be good to ourselves, to be healthy and safe, but are often doing this in a convoluted way because it’s the best way we know at that moment. As soon as we are ready to open to a healthier way, a path opens up before us and we find that we’ve always been standing on it. And alongside, and over, and underneath our path, are our herbal allies.

What unites us as human beings is far more substantive than what differentiates us. Having said that, in terms of belief systems, personal idiosyncrasies, diet, upbringing, current home lives, and other day-to-day details, people are also quite different from one another. One person works best with lots of structure, and another does better with more freedom. One person prefers to take the same herbs every day for a few weeks or months, and then to change as their physical and/or emotional condition changes, while another needs to have far more variety to be willing to stick with a healing program.

When people are accepted for who they are, they are more likely to change limiting and/or harmful habits, because they are not being pressured. It happens naturally. Our beings are naturally designed to evolve, just as our bodies are naturally designed to heal themselves. When you accept yourself where you are, how you are, and with the habits you have, because this is the compassionate thing to do, it keeps you in the present moment and miraculously, magically, creates spaciousness within which the most profound transformations can and do happen. No one else’s acceptance will do; it has to be your own. As you well know, when you push yourself or someone else to change, it backfires, and you end up more stuck than ever, as well as exhausted from constant battling with yourself or each other.

SMOKING TOBACCO—OR NOT

Here’s a typical example of the above: A client of mine was so ashamed about smoking cigarettes that she was filled with fear and self-judgment. “I know it’s so harmful, and here I am doing all these good things for myself, and I’m trying to become emotionally balanced, and I know cigarettes are terrible for my nervous system. Right?”

“Well, actually,” I responded, “smoking is quite relaxing, isn’t it?”

She laughed with surprise. Her jaw unclenched, and her shoulders released as her laughter helped her relax. Her smile grew wider. Then she said, “I do smoke a lot less on the days I’m calmer.” Then she added, “So, I guess as I keep walking this path, and nourishing my nervous system, it will fall away much more easily, won’t it?”

I affirmed her wisdom. “Yes—and while you’re smoking,” I counseled, “make each puff of smoke a prayer to Spirit, or an expression of gratitude, as that’s what smoking tobacco and other smoking blends have traditionally been used for. Personally, I believe you do more harm with what you’re telling yourself about the smoking than with the smoking itself, especially since you’re smoking organic tobacco.”

Please understand that I’m not advocating smoking tobacco. I’m advocating starting any healing process by accepting who you are and what you’re doing, because that’s who you are and what you’re doing. To quote an exceptionally wise woman, Byron Katie, “Ask yourself, ‘What would kindness do in this situation?’”

By the way, that woman stopped smoking tobacco completely about two months later—something she’d been unable to do before. As of this writing she has no intention of resuming her former habit, which had lasted many years.

Soulful Healing for Rheumatoid Arthritis

I received a moving note from a woman who made tremendous strides in the year she’d been coming to see me and my herbal apprentices in our sliding-scale herbal clinic. She originally came in great despair because, though she was heavily medicated, she was still in constant excruciating pain from her rheumatoid arthritis. She wrote:

“The place that I am in right now is not new; I just never had the knowledge or courage to go there. It really is a lifestyle change, not just an action; I know I will never go back. I am here because of the work you all have done with me. The herbs helped me to get drug-free, and moreover to change my attitude about drugs. Doctors only prescribe medications to block symptoms, but never get to the cause of the problems.

“Robin, you are a special connection for me. You helped me to open and close doors (my italics) and to explore “me.” There are no words to describe what a gift this herbal practice has been to me. The greatest thing that I have learned is that pain and sickness not only have their origins in the body but are deeply rooted in the soul. Motivating the spirit to roar breaks barriers that nothing else in life could accomplish. I am healing.”

Her soulful healing is physical, too. She is in far less pain than she was previously, and enjoys more energy, healthier skin, and improved digestive function. Her recipes were adjusted and fine-tuned as time went on, and she spiraled through improvements and setbacks, as commonly happens with chronic conditions. Healing, like life, doesn’t often progress in a straight line. It spirals.

It is an honor and a privilege to be a part of the soulful healing that she is engaging in as she heals her body and soul and reclaims her power to live her life and share her considerable gifts to the fullest she can.

I have found that if I tend to a person’s illness rather than to the person, I am going to treat that person as if they are their illness. In doing so, I run the risk of limiting them greatly and helping them to focus in on their illness as if that is all they are. It is so important to see and help a person and not just a condition. Everyone is different, with unique twists and challenges, so the same herbs are not applied for the same “condition.” The herbs chosen are connected to the whole person including their illness, their constitution, their diet, their psychology, their history, their tastes, their lifestyle, and their joys and sorrows. I always try to set a person up to succeed, and take their preferences, abilities, stamina, and financial resources into account when helping choose their plant medicines.

In the case above, our aim was to nourish and warm the woman, moisten her tissues including her terribly dry skin, bring down inflammation to relieve her pain, improve her digestion, lift her spirits and help her vital life-force rise in the presence of her rheumatoid arthritis and other related health challenges. We also hoped that she could be relieved of some of her medications, starting with her sleeping pills.

As of this writing she has achieved some of her dreams that had been put on hold. Her blood pressure is normal; she is in less pain and hasn’t taken a sleeping pill in over two years. Herbs such as chamomile and skullcap also helped her along the way, and the powerful internal work she has done have made the changes sustainable. She’s off all her toxic rheumatoid arthritis drugs, too. Hallelujah!

The following is not a specific recipe, but brief descriptions of some of the herbs that helped her in the beginning of her particular process of healing:

HELPFUL HERBS FOR RHEUMATOID ARTHRITIS

Coconut (Cocos nucifera). I asked this client to include coconut in her healing diet in any form she could, to use the oil, meat, and milk freely. Rheumatoid arthritis is classified as an autoimmune, viral disease. Coconut is naturally antiviral, at least in part due to its lauric acid content. She ate coconut milk and meat. She applied the oil externally to her dry skin and we encouraged her to start using it in her cooking. Coconut was substantially helpful to her. It quickly moistened her areas of thick, dry skin. Additionally, in this unique situation the coconut palm came to me in meditation and asked me to be a messenger and tell the woman that coconut is her plant ally. She was astounded at the idea that a plant could talk to someone in meditation and that it could become her personal ally, but I think she will ultimately astound us all.

Evening Primrose (Oenothera biennis). Every part of evening primrose—root, leaf, flower and seed—is demulcent. It moistens and soothes the nerves, digestive tract and skin. Infusion, (next best, tincture) of evening primrose is a helpful anti-inflammatory for this challenge. This important herbal medicine is not widely available commercially, other than in concentrated, encapsulated seed oil, so I regularly shared the plentiful harvest from my wild gardens with her. Seeds, however, are widely available and if you don’t have this plant growing wild near you, or don’t know it, you could purchase seeds and grow it in or outside of your garden. There are many species of evening primrose that share the demulcent, soothing qualities of Oenothera biennis.

Ginger root (Zingiber officinale). Ginger aids circulation and digestion, and is a renowned anti-inflammatory, helpful for pain relief. It was used in this woman’s infusion recipe for two additional reasons. First, she runs a bit on the cold side, and ginger is heating. Secondly, she likes the taste of it. I find it is almost always possible to make medicines enjoyable to drink; then it’s likelier we will actually drink them! Ginger doesn’t grow in my area but is widely available commercially. She couldn’t afford organic ginger, so she used conventionally grown ginger roots, peeling them before adding them to her infusion. Ginger was the only herb she used fresh instead of dry.

Hibiscus flowers (Hibiscus species). These common, mucilaginous flowers, often planted in gardens, are exceptionally helpful for reducing high blood pressure and for moistening tissue. This client was suffering from both high blood pressure and severe dryness, internally and externally. These sour and tasty red flowers also turned her infusion a lovely-to-look-at shade of red, which pleased her.

Oat straw (Avena sativa). This multi-talented herb was in this client’s blend to help relieve muscle pain, nourish and lubricate the joints, and heal the skin. She was also very tightly wound, both emotionally and physically, and oat is soothing and relaxing so it helped her unwind, little by little, at her own pace.

Poke berries (Phytolacca americana). One dried berry a day, swallowed whole, is used as an antiviral and immune-strengthening herb. Poke is well-known for helping prevent or relieve pain and swelling in the joints. This wild, native medicinal plant is an indigenous “weed” that grows from Maine to Florida and as far west as Texas. It is best-loved and most often used in the American South, where “poke salat” made from the leaves is a traditional food. This dish needs to be prepared carefully, before any red appears in the stalks, and even then must be cooked in two or three changes of water for it to be safe and healthy to eat. Both roots and berries are considered medicinal but should be used with caution and only taken with guidance.
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One additional point I’d like to make here is that when we read herbal books, there are long lists of “anti” herbs—antibacterial, antiviral, antiparasitic, antimicrobial, antifungal, and so on. I use these terms, too, as in antiinflammatory and antidepressant. But I wonder—where are all the “pro” herbs? Can’t we re-name some of these terms? How about pro-circulatory, pro-respiratory, pro-digestive, spirit-lifting, etc?

I think affirming what the herbs can help us with is more in keeping with the energy and spirit of herbal medicine! So I will be inserting affirming names of categories for the healing properties of herbs wherever possible throughout The Gift of Healing Herbs.

Healing is a journey. Mark Twain said, “A real journey is one where, halfway through, you wish you were home.” Healing can surely be like that, whether you are challenged by chronic asthma, stuck in bed with a migraine headache, or dealing with an illness like multiple sclerosis. Here is where it becomes so important to remember that evolutionary intelligence is at work in your body’s natural orientation and impulse to heal. The body is brilliantly designed for and always oriented toward healing. I can’t count the number of times I’ve seen and heard about people who got better though they had conditions they were told absolutely could not improve.

I’m not saying that physical healing always takes place, but true healers approach the mystery of healing with humility and the knowledge that nothing is impossible. I have always felt this to be true, and when I heard Oaxacan midwife/herbalist, Doña Enriqueta Contreras utter these exact words not long ago I got “truth bumps” everywhere. (Seneca Elder Twylah Nitsch taught me that what we call “goose bumps” are actually “truth bumps.” Yes!) To put it in the affirmative, anything is possible.

Bodies always tell the truth. They give us hints of how to listen for it, and to recognize it when we hear or see it. I keep a fortune from a cookie on my writing table, which says, “Impossible is a word found only in the dictionary of fools.” Amen.

I suggest that this journey toward personal insight be undertaken with as much kindness, compassion, and humor as you can muster, because it is difficult. Soulful healing takes courage. However, it is always liberating and can even be fun. Reconnecting with the patterns of meaning in your own healing journey will inevitably, ultimately, increase your joy in being alive. This approach helps you to heal your soul while you heal your body, and that healing allows you to reconnect with and reintegrate your whole self.

Like other pivotal events in our lives that cause us to stop, physical illness calls us to remember our purpose here, to remember what matters to us and what (often simple) things bring us joy. Visionary astrologer Caroline Casey said, “Shock transforms the circle of habit into the spiral of growth.” Illness can be that transformative shock if we allow it to be, whether the illness is a “well-timed” common cold (“well-timed” meaning disruptive, coming at a “bad” time) or the now all-too-common cancer, or anything else.

For years I kept a letter to the editor of The Sun magazine up on my refrigerator. A woman wrote that a man she
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Soulful Healing after a Stroke






MY FRIEND JIM’S POST-STROKE TINCTURE BLEND
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ELDERBERRY-HYSSOP SYRUP
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Some Spiritual Herbal Allies
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