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A NOTE TO READERS:

This book is meant to increase your knowledge about medicinal herbs and the latest developments in the use of plants and herbal dietary supplements for medicinal purposes, and to the best of our knowledge the information provided is accurate at the time of its publication. It is not intended as a medical manual, and neither the authors nor the publisher is engaged in rendering medical or other professional advice to the individual reader. You should not use the information contained in this book as a substitute for the advice of a licensed health-care professional. Because everyone is different, we urge you to see a licensed health-care professional to diagnose problems and supervise the use of herbs and dietary supplements to treat individual conditions. The authors and publisher disclaim any liability whatsoever with respect to any loss, injury, or damage arising directly or indirectly from the use of this book.


FOREWORD
Andrew Weil, M.D.

Herbal remedies have been the mainstay of folk medicine in many cultures throughout history and are still in common use by most people in less developed countries, where pharmaceutical drugs are unavailable or unaffordable. In recent years both the popularity and the use of medicinal herbs have increased greatly in developed nations. Why? The trend is part of a larger sociocultural change that is also responsible for growing interest in complementary and alternative medicine and integrative medicine.

In Europe and North America, more and more consumers question the safety and efficacy of synthetic drugs, prefer more “natural” therapies, and want to feel more empowered in managing their health. Because so little information about botanical medicine is included in the education and training of physicians and pharmacists, those professionals are rarely able to advise patients about the risks, benefits, and proper uses of medicinal herbs or to tell them how to find products of high quality. Another consequence of that educational deficiency is that physicians and medical scientists in the West tend to be biased against natural remedies, which are ranked less predictable and efficacious than purified compounds and more likely to cause harm than to promote healing.

I am trained as a botanist and physician and for many years have practiced and taught integrative medicine to physicians, nurse practitioners, and medical students. I have studied medicinal plants worldwide, and I recommend them to patients more frequently than I prescribe pharmaceutical drugs. In my experience, whole plant preparations are less toxic than their purified, concentrated derivatives and are often both effective and cost-effective for treating common health conditions. Some medicinal herbs have uses not obtainable from chemical drugs. For example, milk thistle (Silybum marianum) increases metabolism of liver cells and protects them from toxic injury (from excessive alcohol intake, fumes of volatile solvents, and drugs like acetaminophen and some chemotherapy agents). No available pharmaceutical products have those actions.

As consumer demand for herbal products has grown, the marketing of those products has become very big business. It is the manufacturers and distributors of medicinal herbs who provide most of the information that consumers read—in books, magazine articles, and advertisements, as well as on the Internet. I’m afraid that much of that information is inaccurate, particularly with regard to therapeutic claims that purport to be backed by scientific studies and the latest research but all too often are based on nothing more than testimonials.

Because I have long worked to make accurate information on botanical remedies available to consumers as well as to doctors, pharmacists, and allied health professionals, I am delighted to see the appearance of the National Geographic Society’s 36 Healing Herbs. This excellent guide is the work of a team of highly qualified botanical and medical experts, including two of my colleagues from the Arizona Center for Integrative Medicine. The book offers reliable, up-to-date, practical information on some of the most important healing plants and medicinal herbs on the market today.

One way to help lower our staggering health-care costs is to reduce dependence on costly, technology-based interventions, including prescription drugs. There is growing recognition that medicinal herbs can play a useful role in the maintenance of health and the management of common health problems. I want to see their potential realized and welcome this book as a significant contribution toward making that happen.


The World of
Medicinal Herbs

In our little sphere of modernity, the use of medicinal herbs may seem edgy and new, but the truth is that human beings have turned to the world of green for health and nurture from the beginning. The oldest known treatments for the ailments that still plague us today—from headaches to sore feet, from muscle cramps to melancholy—come from the world of plants. In becoming more knowledgeable about medicinal herbs, their powers, and their limitations, we join people who have harvested plant parts and prepared them according to their cultural traditions throughout history. Our advantage, in these days of modern medical science, is that in many cases we have the ability to learn how and why these plants can do what they do for our minds and bodies. That is the purpose of this book: to draw together the ancient and the modern, to recognize the remarkable healing properties of plants both familiar and rare, and to bring modern science to bear on understanding how the plant world interacts with the human.

Getting to Know Medicinal Plants

These days, healing herbs are never hard to find. Health food stores, organic food co-ops, and even mainstream groceries and drugstores offer prominent displays of capsules and tablets, tinctures and oils, labeled with the names of plants both familiar and exotic. Herbal teas sit side by side with familiar black teas and coffee. In the case of a few herbs—ginkgo, for example, as a memory aid—the claims have grown to the level of sensational, with promises far exceeding either traditional uses or scientific evidence. Herbal healing has become a commercial business, and in the process we risk forgetting what it is all about.

Indigenous healers had to identify, gather, and process the herbs that they found valuable. They knew the plants’ growing cycles, and they knew which parts of the plants to harvest and how to harvest them. Those in the commercial herb business today are equally knowledgeable. Occasionally their products remind us of their earthy, botanical origins: Goldenseal powder gleams a mustard yellow; cayenne powder stings the tongue; aloe gel oozes as thick from the bottle as it does from the newly cut leaf. But herbal preparations today are often designed to deliver the remedy without any sensory overload: “Experience the miracle effects of garlic without any aftertaste!”

Knowledge of medicinal herbs and other healing plants can only make our use of them more valuable, effective, and long lasting as part of our culture in the future. By recognizing that a particular substance, whether delivered in a pill or a capsule, a tube or a bottle, derives from a plant with distinct growing habits and a native range somewhere specific on the globe, one discovers new levels on which herbal medicine can enrich our lives and culture as well as heal our bodies. The more knowledge we have, the more precisely and appropriately we use these amazing plants—and the healthier we stay.

Growing Your Own Medicine Garden

There are many ways to make medicinal herbs part of your everyday life, but none is more satisfying than growing your own. If you are lucky enough to have a kitchen garden outdoors, designate one corner of it as your herbal pharmacy.

A number of medicinal herbs, some already familiar as culinary herbs, are easy to start from seed and grow year after year in temperate growing zones. Some are annuals or biennials, such as calendula and members of the carrot family—parsley or fennel, for example. Start these from seed and allow some seed to ripen and fall, and you may be able to nurture crops of these herbs year after year.

In establishing your own medicine garden, pay attention to the species and variety of plants you are growing. Always procure growing stock, whether roots, seeds, or whole plants, from reputable sources that clearly identify the plant variety. Some varieties developed for the garden differ from those with the most potential for healing. Compare the scientific species names, not just the common names, as you choose the ones to cultivate. Just as the vigor of flowers and vegetables depends on soil, climate, weather, and other growing conditions, so the effectiveness of medicinal herbs will vary from plant to plant, garden to garden, year to year. While we celebrate the impulse to use simple homegrown herbs for remedies, we also recognize the value of controlled harvests and measured dosages.

The Business of Medicinal Herbs

Today the medicinal herb industry is a 5-billion-dollar business in the United States alone—even larger if you factor in research funds sponsoring ongoing searches for traditional medicinals with promise for modern pharmaceutical research. And in many developed countries beyond the United States, herbal remedies are even more accepted as parts of a normal health regimen.

Debates continue as to how government regulators can interact with the medicinal herb trade, which accomplishes some measure of self-regulation through such organizations as the American Botanical Council and the American Herbal Products Association. Herbal remedies pose regulatory challenges different from those of pharmaceutical medicines. The World Health Organization is spearheading an effort to develop guidelines for good manufacturing practices (GMPs) of herbal products worldwide, and the U.S. Food and Drug Administration recently set rules for “dietary supplements”—a term that covers medicinal herbs as well as vitamins and minerals.

The Safe Use of Medicinal Herbs

Consumers of commercial herb preparations would do best to educate themselves about what they are buying and using medicinally. Herbs can be potent. Read labels, pay attention to recommended dosages, and avoid combining herbs on your own. Although in many cases this book identifies several herbs that may address the same health problem, in no way does it imply that a person should use all of them at one time. Many commercially available herbal teas contain blends of herbs to enhance flavor and benefit, but consumers should be cautious about mixing herbs on their own.

It is best to seek the advice of a health-care professional before beginning the use of herbal therapies. Especially if you use prescription drugs, seek advice before turning to herbal remedies, because some combinations of herbs and pharmaceuticals can be dangerous or cause undesirable side effects. Pregnant and breast-feeding women should be especially careful about using herbal remedies, and parents should seek advice before giving herbal remedies to children.

The Many Ways of Using Herbs

Herbal remedies come in many forms, and each has a strict definition:

Infusion: A tea is prepared by pouring hot water over plant parts and letting it steep for a short time.

Decoction: A longer tea preparation: plant parts simmer in hot water for a longer time.

Syrup: Plant parts are added to a sugar-water or honey-water mixture.

Powder: Dried plant parts are pulverized, traditionally by mortar and pestle.

Tincture: Essential plant components are dissolved in a water and alcohol solution.

Essence: Essential plant fragrance is added to alcohol.

Ointment: Powdered or essential plant parts are added to an oily substance such as olive oil, petroleum jelly, or lard, and often mixed with beeswax.

Poultice: Fresh or dried plant parts are applied to skin with moist heat.

Today, with so many herbal preparations available commercially, it’s important to read labels to confirm that the product contains a “standardized extract,” which is the manufacturer’s promise that from batch to batch a measure and control are placed on the levels of active herbal ingredients in the tea, tincture, salve, or other product. Standardization assures proper, consistent, and effective levels. This measure is especially important in capsules and tablets, the method of delivery most often chosen by consumers of commercial herbal medicine today. Mention of specific products, companies, or organizations in this book does not imply that the publisher or the authors endorse them.

For the sake of simplicity, and to match current practices, this broad array of delivery methods has been narrowed down in this book to the five most common: tea, tincture, capsule or tablet, topical application, and in or as food.

To those who wish to bring medicinal herbs into their daily lives, whether as part of a regular health regimen or as an alternative or supplement to modern medical treatments, we say: Read, learn, consider—and good health to you.
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