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For each medical condition that appears in Part Two of this book, recommendations of beneficial herbs are listed. We have provided specific precautions for the use of many of the beneficial herbs, so as to alert the reader to proper use. For a more in-depth discussion of the precautions associated with these herbs, please refer to the discussion of the individual herb in Part One.
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PREFACE
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Open this herbal encyclopedia before you open your medicine cabinet. This book may help with illnesses from colds and flu to mitigating pain from arthritis. You can easily and quickly look up your ailment or disorder, get a clear explanation of what may have caused it, and find a list of herbal options to use in treating that particular illness or condition. You will get straightforward alternatives so that you can establish when and if you should call a qualified health-care professional. Prescription for Herbal Healing is a collection of herbal treatments that are reliable and understood in scientific terms. It offers precise herbal “prescriptions” that can be used to treat an array of health conditions. It lists herbs and formulas that can amplify the benefits of a healthy diet, nutritional supplementation, and natural healing techniques. It presents clear information on the compatibility of herbs with conventional medication in the treatment of health conditions. It points out possibilities for combining herbal healing with conventional treatment with outcomes that neither can achieve alone for various conditions.

It’s amazing how far we have come in natural healing, without serious side effects. Herbal treatments are capable of healing all kinds of disorders and all parts of the body. Many countries, especially the European countries and China, are ahead of the United States in using natural products such as herbs, but even in North America, many doctors now blend the best of conventional medicine with alternative healing and have found powerful new treatments that work. In Germany, herbal medicine is prescribed in the same way as regular pharmaceuticals. The major herbs have been evaluated by scholars, and the information compiled into a tome called The Complete German Commission E Monographs. Until recently, the book was only available in German, but has since been translated into English. Herbal medicine has come so far in the United States that the PDR (Physicians’ Desk Reference)—a compilation of manufacturer’s prescribing information of prescription drugs and the “bible” for all physicians in the United States—now includes an entire book devoted to herbal remedies in its publication series.

Part One of this book defines the principles and materials of herbal healing. Then it lists over 200 of the plants used in traditional herbal healing and the scientific evidence for their use in extending health. It gives the most current scientific explanation of how each herb has been used successfully for centuries as a healing tool. It also provides current clinical information on the herbal formulas of ayurveda, traditional Chinese, Native American, and South American medicine most widely used today, as well as several modern herbal formulas of great healing potential.

Although every herb and formula listed in Part One has been employed by one or more of the great schools of traditional herbal healing for centuries, they also are used in modern medical practice across the globe, including Europe, Egypt, Israel, Japan, and the United States. The herbs and formulas listed in Part One are at least understood in chemical terms and can be used with predictable results with modern medicine—most are considered safe according to The Complete German Commission E Monographs. Interestingly, most conventional drugs were originally derived from plant sources. The problem with this is that to make a pharmaceutical drug, the component of the herb believed to be responsible for its activity is extracted and concentrated. In their whole form, herbs are buffered because they contain many different components. Because of this, they may be less likely to cause side effects (which can sometimes be worse than the original problem). However, herbs also may cause side effects. When there are side effects, such effects are noted and explained in detail in this book.

People need to be educated about their treatment options and the potential risks involved. Anything you can do to help yourself, to empower yourself, helps you to get rid of the sense of hopelessness when disease strikes. It’s never too late to protect your health. There is no reason you should not know about your body and how it works, even as doctors know these things.

Not every herb recommended in Part One has been confirmed as effective by statistically controlled, randomized, double-blind, clinical studies such as is the norm with conventional medicines. But every herb and formula listed in this book is known to be safe when used as prescribed and has a long history of healing benefits.

Part Two of this book shows how these herbs and formulas can be used to treat over 150 specific conditions. This information is also based on scientific studies. It is included for those who wish to provide themselves with the widest range of possibilities for gaining health. This section reveals how herbs manage disease processes. It discusses the use of herbs with diet and nutritional supplements. It also lists dozens of therapeutic practices for which there is objective evidence. Herbs, nutrition, and personally directed healing therapies are included to give the reader even greater opportunity to take charge of his or her health.

Part Three provides information on making baths, compresses, creams, lotions, ointments, and tinctures. This information is included for those who are most comfortable using herbs as a healing art, as a healing connection to the natural world. Part Three also includes entries that describe healing techniques such as acupuncture and massage therapy, which can be useful complements to any herbal program.

This entire book has been written with an acute and personal awareness of the frequently overwhelming cost of health care. The most economical approach to regaining and maintaining health is a combination of conventional medicine with supplemental approaches. Except for minor conditions, the herbs and formulas in this book are not chosen to replace conventional medicine. Instead, they are intended to work with conventional medicine, to help it work more quickly, effectively, painlessly, and economically.

Of course, for herbs to be useful with conventional medicine, it is essential to pay attention to herb safety. In July 2009, the Food and Drug Administration developed guidelines called GMPs (good manufacturing practices) for preparation of all dietary supplements, including herbs. We have only included herbs produced by manufacturers that follow the new GMPs. These herbs are generally recognized as safe and are processed by known manufacturing practices into safe forms. Special notes on safety for administration to children and during pregnancy and nursing are included where needed. Always read the precautions that are included in this book for each herb before using it. And since the philosophy of this book is that herbs can be used with a doctor’s prescribed medication, interactions of herbs and drugs are noted throughout the text. And of course, your doctor should be aware of the Physicians’ Desk Reference (PDR) for Herbal Medicines to help you make informed choices.

We thank you for choosing to read this book. Its purpose is to make the process of treating disease and returning to health a little easier for you. May this book help you use the best of herbal healing and, when needed, modern medicine to find greater health than you have ever known before.


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

[image: ]

This book is a comprehensive guide for the layperson seeking to use herbs to enhance health and manage disease. Herbs can be used with other dietary supplements and conventional health treatments to relieve diseases that threaten comfort, health, or life itself. Herbs also can be used to improve athletic performance, enhance sexual response, and complement a healthy diet. This book has been designed to be a user-friendly reference to the most readily available, effective, and reliable herbal remedies.

While not every herbal remedy will work for every person, there are so many herbs available that you’ll likely find the right one or mixture to suit you. If you are disease-free, herbs are available to help you stay that way. Disease varies from person to person, and treating only the symptoms and not correcting the cause will not bring about a cure. The key to finding the right remedy is relying on the professional diagnosis of a qualified health practitioner in addition to self-evaluation. When symptoms are understood and conditions requiring urgent medical care are ruled out, then it is possible to choose the right herb or herbs to add to your plans for personal health.

Many herbs have been used successfully for centuries to treat a multitude of health problems. Other herbs offer benefits in the context of conventional, modern medical treatment. Herbs may extend the effects of medication, enabling lower dosages. However, changes in your medications should always be under the supervision of the prescribing doctor. Herbs may also soften conventional medication’s side effects. In some cases, herbs may gradually replace manufactured medicine altogether. As herbs and conventional treatments gradually relieve symptoms and their causes, complementary healing techniques may accelerate recovery. Diet, nutritional supplements, massage, meditation, exercise, and other disciplines can round out a treatment plan.

This book has been written to provide the easiest way of choosing the most effective herbal treatments. It is divided into three parts. Part One offers an overview of the principles and materials used in herbal healing, and describes the herbs and herbal formulas recommended in this book. Each entry gives a description of the herb or formula and a brief review of how it is understood in terms of science-based medicine. The entries describe how each herb and formula can be used by itself, and how it can be used with other herbs, nutritional supplements, and prescription medications. Information has been updated to comply with what is presented in The Complete German Commission E Monographs and the Physicians’ Desk Reference (PDR) for Herbal Medicines.

Part Two is an alphabetical listing of the health conditions that can be treated with herbs. Each entry begins with a brief discussion of the condition in mainstream medical terms that physicians use in describing their diagnosis. Then the entry lists A-to-Z options for dealing with the condition. There are recommendations for diet, nutritional supplementation, and complementary healing practices that can help herbs and medicine work even better. There are considerations for exploring further possibilities for healing, avoiding harmful interactions, and accommodating individual needs in therapy.

Part Three gives information needed for preparing herbs at home. This book also includes appendices listing sources of herbal products and a glossary for easy reference. The author has used some 2,000 technical references documenting the scientific validity of the herbs and formulas described in this book. Searches in medical literature, called Pubmed (www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed), were done to capture the latest high-quality science. This is the same website that your physician will use to seek the best treatment practices for your condition.

This book is designed so that it may be read as a reference manual, by individual herb, disease, and healing techniques. It is also designed to be read from cover to cover by the layperson and health-care practitioners with special commitment to herbal healing in the creation of health. It is designed to give you the information you need for a confident discussion with your health-care providers.

This book is not, however, a manual for self-diagnosis. It is usually simple to match the symptoms of minor complaints of short-term illnesses to the applicable herbal remedy. In these cases, self-assessment can be verified with a doctor. It is always imperative to consult a medical doctor when symptoms persist, cause acute pain, render unbearable disability, or appear to be life-threatening. Readers who find it difficult to locate qualified health-care practitioners knowledgeable in herbal medicine may refer to Appendix B: Resources.


TARGETING HERBAL TREATMENT
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Practitioners of herbal medicine have found that certain herbs and herbal preparations tend to benefit specific organs, systems, and functions of the body. In most cases practitioners learn about herbs and their uses from The Complete German Commission E Monographs and the PDR for Herbal Medicines, where the specific herb for an organ or organ system is defined. This section illustrates the locations of various organs and systems, and lists some of the herbs often used for disorders that affect them. Note that an individual herb listed for a particular organ, system, or function may not benefit every problem that affects it. See the individual entries in Part Two for disorder-specific recommendations. These illustrations are provided for information only.

CARDIOVASCULAR SYSTEM

The cardiovascular organs, structures, and functions depicted here include the blood vessels, circulation, the heart, and the lymph nodes.
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STRUCTURAL TISSUES

The structural tissues depicted here are the bones, hair, joints, muscles, and skin.
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ENDOCRINE SYSTEM, NERVOUS SYSTEM, AND URINARY TRACT

The endocrine organs depicted here are the adrenal glands, the thymus, the thyroid, and the pancreas.
Portions of the nervous system represented are the brain and the central nervous system.
The urinary tract organs shown are the kidneys and bladder.
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DIGESTIVE SYSTEM AND RESPIRATORY TRACT

The digestive organs shown here are the gallbladder, intestines, liver, and stomach.
The portion of the respiratory tract depicted is the lungs.
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PART ONE

Understanding Herbal Healing
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Introduction
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At a time when medicine has made some of the greatest advances in its history, something unexpected has begun to happen. Herbs, which have always been the principal form of medicine for the majority of the world’s population, have once again become popular throughout the developed world. Striving to stay healthy in the face of chronic stress, pollution, and obesity, more and more people are taking charge of their health with herbs.

Herbal supplement sales were more than $250 million in the United States in 2010 according to Dr. Mark Blumenthal, president of the American Botanical Council. Multi-herb formulations are more common than single herbs and sales of multi-herbs are expected to continue to increase by 9 percent each year in the United States. Women use slightly more herbs than men (60 percent versus 56 percent), and middle-age people are the biggest users of herbs. Some of the top-selling herbs are garlic, echinacea, saw palmetto, ginkgo, soy, cranberry, ginseng, black cohosh, St. John’s wort, and milk thistle.

As the use of herbs in the United States has skyrocketed, the U.S. government has become increasingly interested in assessing the safety and effectiveness of herbs. In August 2010, the Office of Dietary Supplements (ODS), which is part of the U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA), and the National Center for Complementary and Alternative Medicine (NCCAM), part of the National Institutes of Health (NIH), funded five research centers to study the effectiveness and biological action of botanicals. These studies may provide data that will help develop new ways to reduce the risk of disease.

The “epidemic” of herb use is evident not only in North America and Europe, but also in China, Japan, Korea, and Latin America. Around the world, health-care practitioners are increasingly using herbs and other natural therapies alongside modern forms of treatment, with a renewed understanding of the body’s own power to heal.

The healing art of herbalism grew from hundreds of millions of personal healing experiences over centuries before the advent of scientific technology. Herbal remedies that resulted in cures were recognized, remembered, and gradually categorized by the great schools of herbal healing. They were recorded by Egyptian medicine, Indian ayurveda, traditional Chinese medicine, and Japanese Kampo; the teachings of Hippocrates, Dioscorides, Hildegard von Bingen, and Paracelsus; and the native healing systems of Africa, Australia, and the Americas.

The ancient arts of herbal healing used plants to relieve carefully defined patterns of symptoms. The traditional herbal healer recognized changes in body and mind. Then he or she used herbs to re-create the healthful conditions of balance that existed in the person before the disease struck. Patterns of symptoms are unique to the individual, so the results of treatment could vary slightly from person to person. As long as both healer and patient stayed within the limits of the craft, the results on the patient were positive. Still, the techniques of treatment could not be applied to all people.

Making medicine available to most everyone was an outcome of the science of chemistry. Basic physiological processes are thought to be the same in all people, and the chemicals that change them can be expected to yield the same results in anyone who takes them. These chemicals then could be mass-produced. In recent years, the chemical techniques that revolutionized the pharmacy have been applied to the understanding of herbs.

The science of herbal healing uses herbs as sources of chemicals that modify known physiological processes that are altered in disease states. Since herb-derived chemicals are understood in terms of these basic physiological processes, they are also expected to yield the same results in anyone who takes them. While most herbs cannot yet be mass-produced, the potential of herbal medicine lies not in staying within limits but in going beyond them—using herbs to soften, support, and reinforce the healing efficacy of other forms of alternative and conventional treatments.

The recent renewal of interest in herbal medicine has been made possible by the same method that once seemed destined to replace it: herbs are not only good medicine, but more and more are being recognized as scientific medicine. Herbs are now subjected to clinical testing in the same way as other medicines are, in scientifically designed double-blind tests. These clinical trials make sure that an herb’s effects lie in the herb itself rather than in the wishful thinking (either positive or negative) of the researchers.

Companies also systematically test tens of thousands of plants as sources of compounds from which new drugs might be designed. The natural components of herbs can then be manufactured into medicines. In cell lines, the chemical components of some herbs are angiogenesis inhibitors, which stop the growth of blood vessels that supply tumors. Others are signal transducers, which activate genes to eliminate toxin-damaged cells, or protease inhibitors, which stop the multiplication of viruses. However, just because cell lines respond favorably to a particular herb does not necessarily mean that taking that herb will result in the same outcome. Taking herbal recommendations from a health-care provider specially trained in herbal medicine may increase the likelihood that the herb will offer the maximum benefit.

The renewed confidence in herbal medicine has also been made possible by the efforts of well-intentioned practitioners, manufacturers, and government officials who strive to ensure that the promises made on a label of an herb product are met by the product inside the bottle.

Manufacturers of herbal products are working with groups such as the American Botanical Council, the Herb Research Foundation, and the U.S. Pharmacopeia to develop the scientific techniques needed to verify the quality of herbal products. Moreover, many American manufacturers and distributors of herbal products keep current with scientific research in China, Europe, Japan, and especially Germany, places where herbs are part of mainstream medicine.

Today, the FDA has standards of preparation of all dietary supplements, including herbs. The FDA requires that the ingredients listed on a label are to be found in the product and that it is free of harmful toxins such as pesticides. The FDA does not allow medical claims to be made for any herbal product, even if there is scientifically sound information to support its use. Rather, herbs and dietary supplements can make structure/function claims. These claims refer to supporting a part of the body, such as ginkgo supports brain health. In contrast, drugs can carry claims about disease management, and the FDA also allows the same claims for homeopathic remedies.

Another reason the revitalization of herbal medicine has come about is that while modern drugs have achieved a great deal in disease treatment, they also have contributed to ill health. Every modern drug comes with warnings of side effects. A standard textbook for pharmacists even states, “If a drug is stated to have no side effects, then it is strongly suspected it has no central benefit.”

Medication errors cause at least one death every day and injure approximately 1.3 million people annually in the United States. Today, tens of millions of people in the United States depend on prescription and over-the-counter (OTC) medications to sustain their health—as many as 3 billion prescriptions are written annually.

Conventional drugs are also costly. A year’s supply of the latest diabetes medication can cost more than $4,000. A year’s treatment with an HIV “cocktail” can cost $11,000 to $40,000. The cost of treating chronic disease overwhelms not only individuals, but also their insurance companies. Although herbs cannot replace the essential treatments for chronic disease, in some instances they can shorten a treatment course with the expensive drug, with fewer side effects and lesser expense.

Of course, herbs have side effects as well. Some have such severe side effects that they are not recommended for consumption. In such cases, we have not included these herbs in this edition of our book. In updating our research on herbs for this edition of Prescription for Herbal Healing, we relied on two important herbal texts. The first is the Complete German Commission E Monographs: Therapeutic Guide to Herbal Medicines. The commission was established in 1978 to help physicians integrate herbs with conventional medicine. Later this tome was translated into English, and it details how to use herbs, proper dosages, contraindications, adverse effects, drug interactions, and how the herbs work. The second book is the Physicians’ Desk Reference for Herbal Medicines, which provides essential information for intelligent and informed decision-making on herbs and herbal remedies.

None of the drawbacks, however, requires choosing between conventional medicine and an herbal alternative. Many physicians are caring, conscientious, and superbly trained. The physician should always be considered when a problem exists.

But it is also important to receive just the right amount of treatment. Given the staggering expense of modern medicine, every person wants to make sure of maximizing the financial investment in his or her health. People desire assurance that the methods their doctors use allow the body to heal through its own abilities. Although many medical schools in the United States now offer courses in complementary medicine, making sure the best possible treatment is received is a responsibility that must be assumed with the doctor. The goal of this book is to provide a solid base of knowledge to help readers share responsibility for the process of healing by making informed—and confident—choices.

The gift that herbal medicine confers is the restoration of control to the individual. Herbs can and should be used with conventional medicine, providing just the right amount of help for the body to regain its balance after an assault by disease. Herbal medicine has an ageless ability to improve the condition of the whole person and can be wisely used to help anyone achieve a better state of health than ever experienced before.


Principles of Herbal Healing
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Just a few decades ago, the most widely recognized advertising slogan in America was “Better living through chemistry.” Promoting the virtues of plastics, pesticides, and pharmaceuticals, this motto came to be a catchphrase for progress in all of modern life, even medical treatment.

The fact that chemistry brought progress to health-care is incontrovertible. The discovery of new drugs resulted in treatments for conditions that were once invariably fatal, such as certain forms of cancer and most cases of diabetes. Antibiotics made it possible to treat common and equally life-threatening infections contracted by injury, surgery, or epidemic. Pharmacological advances enabled better living with chronic conditions such as lupus, depression, and thyroid problems. It was thought to be only a matter of time before modern, chemically oriented medicine even found a cure for the common cold.

The 1980s and 1990s, however, brought widespread recognition of recurring problems in treating disease with manufactured drugs. Many people judged that the side effects of chemotherapy for cancer outweighed its potential benefits. Novel drugs for diabetes carried the risk of liver failure. New strains of infectious diseases appeared that were resistant to antibiotics. Some people taking treatment for lupus, depression, and thyroid problems abandoned it because they felt the treatments caused worse symptoms than the disease.

By 1999, a small fraction—about 2 percent—of the American public had abandoned chemical medicine altogether and had begun using alternative medicine exclusively. This 2 percent of the public reported using herbs and visiting nontraditional healers. These dedicated followers of natural medicine rejected blood pressure measurements, cholesterol testing, annual physical exams, influenza vaccinations, prostate examinations, breast examinations, mammograms, and Pap tests.

Today, a majority of the American public—about 54 percent, according to polls—still used “chemical” medicines (ones sold by prescription or over-the-counter [OTC]) exclusively. But preliminary survey data indicate that 38 percent of the people in the United States have come to recognize that the best option for treatment today is complementary treatment, using the doctor’s prescriptions and herbal options together judiciously.

This section describes the principles of effective herbal treatment. It gives simple rules for recognizing when herbal treatment is best and how it works in concert with conventional medical therapies. This section also describes the materials of effective herbal treatment. These are the teas, tablets, tinctures, capsules, and extracts used in everyday treatment with herbs. It explains how to recognize the health conditions that benefit from herbal treatment the most, and how the standardization process helps make self-treatment with herbs easy and safe. It also lists the various outlets where healing herbs may be found.

RULES FOR HERBAL TREATMENT

Successful use of herbs for healing requires a few commonsense rules. While these guidelines are self-evident to most people, they are also in complete harmony with the basic principles of modern pharmacology. These principles of herbal treatment apply to all of the herbs and all of the conditions listed in this book.

Rely on Conventional Medicine for Emergency Treatment

When a health condition is an immediate threat to life, treatment administered by a physician is always the best choice. Herbal, nutritional, and complementary treatments are out of place in emergency care. Or, as the distinguished complementary health expert Dr. Dean Ornish frequently comments, “I never tell a patient admitted to the emergency room with a heart attack that she should eat more broccoli.”

The following are examples of symptoms that call for prompt medical attention:


• A lump that appears anywhere.

• Chest pains/heart palpitations/pain that radiates down the left arm and chest.

• Coughing with green or yellow mucus.

• Difficulty swallowing.

• Fever over 102°F.

• Known or suspected bone fracture.

• Known or suspected poisoning.

• Known or suspected stroke.

• Loss of consciousness.

• Severe allergic reactions.

• Severe burns.

• Severe high blood pressure.

• Severe infection.

• Severe persistent pain.

• Uncontrolled bleeding.

• Uncontrolled diarrhea.

• Uncontrolled vomiting.



These represent an acute phase of illness. Usually potent medications and medical and surgical procedures will quickly correct the situation and prevent death. Once the emergency phase is over, the body goes into a chronic phase, where long-term convalescence may be needed. This is the time when herbal medicines work best.

Choose the Right Herb for the Diagnosis

The first step in choosing the right herb for the diagnosis is getting the right diagnosis. Self-diagnosis of aches and pains, colds and flu, minor injuries, and predictable fluctuations in chronic conditions is usually valid. Among people who are otherwise healthy, even choosing the wrong herb for these conditions will not interfere with long-term health. Most health conditions, however, require evaluation by someone other than the person experiencing them. Objective evaluation and medical evaluation are usually an important step in choosing the right herb.

The second step in selecting the right herb for the diagnosis is matching the diagnosis with an available herb. With over 5,000 medicinal herbs available worldwide, even the most knowledgeable herb experts do not know them all. Most nations of the world have developed government-approved volumes known as pharmacopeias to provide a comprehensive guide to matching symptoms and signs to specific herbs and herbal formulas. The pharmacopeias of the United States are known as the United States Pharmacopeia (USP) and The National Formulary. There is also The American Herbal Pharmacopoeia, a reference guide that will eventually include summaries of scientific research on over 300 herbs commonly used in the United States. Along with translations of foreign works such as The Complete German Commission E Monographs, a tremendous amount of scholarly information is available for the safe use of medicinal herbs. The Physicians’ Desk Reference for Herbal Medicines is another excellent volume that outlines clearly how doctors can prescribe herbs to patients.

This information is also available through popular publications such as this one. The information in these scholarly works has become required reading for writers of all herb manuals, including this one. And while it is not necessary to read technical works to be able to use an herb with confidence, much of the original scientific research on which the recommendations in responsible herb guides are based may be found on the Internet.

More Is Not Necessarily Better

After choosing the right herb, the next step in effective herbal treatment is taking the right dosage. The dosages of both herbs and prescription drugs are determined according to their most important pharmacological properties, therapeutic range.

The therapeutic range of any herbal or conventional medication is the difference between the smallest dose that will do anyone any good and the largest dose that everyone can take without causing harm. Therapeutic range is a measure of the safety of the herb or drug. An herb or drug with a narrow therapeutic range is more dangerous than one with a wider range. Most herbs or drugs with a broad therapeutic range are safe.

Most herbs have a broad therapeutic range. It is very difficult to take a toxic dose of most herbs, but deaths have been reported in the medical literature. The caffeine in green tea (or coffee or any other caffeine-containing beverage), for instance, is theoretically poisonous. It could be fatal if you drank a dose of 50 liters (approximately 12 gallons) of green tea, which contains 10 grams of caffeine.

Green tea is considered nontoxic because it is impossible for anyone to drink 12 gallons of the beverage in a single sitting. Even if it were possible to drink 12 gallons of green tea, the 10 grams of caffeine it contains would still be nontoxic because the caffeine from the first few liters of green tea would break down long before the caffeine from the last liters of green tea could ever reach the bloodstream. However, because green tea is available in capsule form, consuming the equivalent of 12 gallons of tea is possible. Always consult an herbal expert or follow the instructions on the label.

It is possible to take a toxic dose of some other herbs, but extremely unlikely. The bronchitis herb coltsfoot, for example, contains pyrrolizidine alkaloids that can cause liver damage. Moreover, the blossoms of the plant are more toxic than the leaf and root. For this reason, it is important to seek a qualified health-care professional well versed in herbal medicine, and always check the precautions for an herb before using it.

While large doses of herbs are usually safe, they are almost never necessary. Always take the smallest dosage within the therapeutic range of the herbs recommended in this book first. Then gradually increase the dosage to the maximum recommended if symptoms do not improve. If no benefit is derived, seek medical attention from a healthcare professional trained in herbal medicine.

Plan for Long-Term Improvement

Herbs usually act gently and slowly. In pharmacological terms, herbs are said to have a long onset of action. This term refers to how quickly a drug or herb begins to achieve its desired effect on the body. Herbs usually have both a broad therapeutic range and a slow onset of action. That is, most herbs are generally safe, and taking a little more or a little less is likely to yield the same result. However, their action is slow.

An example of an herb with a long onset of action is one of the most commonly used herbs in the United States, psyllium. This herb is used in dozens of OTC products for the relief of constipation. Using psyllium powder results in immediate relief of constipation by increasing the bulk of stool, but at first it may also cause bloating and gas. This is due to the bacterial breakdown of indigestible fibers in the herb. Only over a period of one to three months do new bacteria establish themselves in the colon to digest fibers without releasing gas. This adjustment of the body (and its symbiotic bacteria) is needed to bring about the full-healing result of the herbal treatment.


The Origins of Traditional Chinese Medicine

The most widely used system of herbal medicine in the world today, traditional Chinese medicine (TCM), is an example of how herbalism began as a means of demystifying medical practice. In the second century BCE, Chinese scholarship produced perhaps the earliest medical textbook, The Yellow Emperor’s Canon of Internal Medicine. This book consisted of two parts, a discussion of medical philosophy later known as the Basic Questions and a guide to medical practice known as the Magic Pivot. The knowledge recorded in this source book included not only the early elements of herbal medicine, but also magic, astrology, and geomancy in a combination that eventually came to be called fang ji.

Although fang ji was a considerable improvement over no treatment at all, it was not adequate for every medical need. Four centuries after the writing of The Yellow Emperor’s Canon, the Chinese master herbalist Zhang Zhonjing lived in a time of plague. In about 190 CE, a devastating epidemic killed many members of his family. “My relatives were plenty,” he wrote, “the number more than two hundred. However, from the beginning of the Chien An era to now, two-thirds of them have died of infection.”

Master Zhang was understandably distraught with the doctors of his day. “They do little but vie for fame and power and delight themselves with improving their physical appearance,” he wrote, “and they do not thoroughly study the principles of health before they begin to practice, but merely follow their teachers with no attempt to change their science’s outlooks.”

In response to his great loss, Zhang Zhongjing sought to replace magic with medicine—herbal medicine. “I pitied those who were ill and could not be cured. So I studied the medicine of the old classics and collected many herbal prescriptions, and compiled them into a book.” Zhang’s book later became the basics of both traditional Chinese medicine and Japanese kampo medicine. Zhang taught that herbal medicines should conform to people, instead of the other way around. His central idea was that if the disharmonies causing diseases in individuals were carefully studied, then knowledge of the specific combinations of herbs useful in treatment would naturally follow.

Over the centuries, the Chinese refined the notion of person-centered medicine with the development of the principle of Four Examinations. This method consists of examining the patient by sight (especially the tongue), examining the patient by sound and smell, inquiring about symptoms, and touching the patient through a process known as palpation, and, in more modern Oriental medicine, pulse reading. The essence of diagnosis was and is embodied in the charge given every student of TCM: “Listen to your patients; they are telling you their diagnosis.”

The Four Examinations yield a diagnosis in terms of the Eight Indicators, cold and heat, deficiency and excess, interior and exterior, and yang and yin. Although there are subtleties in the definition of these indicators, at least the first three pairs of indicators are intuitively clear for most people in Western cultures. Heat is an outside environmental influence, the dominant atmospheric energy of summer. Heat symbolizes the body’s normal processes that keep it warm. Heat also can be the body’s reaction to an invasion of cold, fever, sweating, and inflammation to repel pathogens in winter. In the metaphor of traditional Oriental medicine, cold is an environmental energy that attacks the surface of the body. When the body is under attack of cold, the body will try to defend successive layers of tissues from cold’s attack.

The next pair of indicators is similarly easy to understand. Excess and deficiency measure the person’s degree of vitality and ability to withstand disease. People with signs of excess react vigorously to disease, with a state of elevated physiological function. They are susceptible to diseases of excess, such as high blood pressure or insomnia. They are treated with herbs that “drain” the energy imbalance caused by the disease. Persons with signs of deficiency show a week healing response, with a state of diminished physiological functioning. They are susceptible to the opposites of the diseases of excess, such as low blood pressure and drowsiness. They are treated with formulas that energize the body’s response to disease.

The last four of the Eight Indicators are used to explain a diagnosis rather than to make a diagnosis. In the theory of ancient Chinese medicine, diseases were thought to first invade the “exterior” defenses of the body and work their way progressively to the “interior” defenses. The body at first employs “yang” energy to fight the disease, and then “yin” energy to preserve itself.

The terminology of the Eight Indicators is used by practitioners of TCM and kampo throughout the world today. Although this manner of describing disease is symbolic and metaphoric, the notions of interior and exterior and yang and yin have led to insights that prompted the recognition of ancient herbal formulas as effective remedies for modern diseases. Modern medicine’s understanding of many chronic viral infections illustrates the progression of disease to the “yin” stage. Chronic viral hepatitis, for example, is accompanied by flulike symptoms, with nausea and vomiting as its outset. These are analogous to “yang” symptoms. After the initial signs of infection, however, the hepatitis virus may lie dormant in the liver for weeks, months, or years. The real battle of the body against the disease is one of “yin” energies, or containment. Recognizing the traditionally understood stages of disease in the experience of modern case histories of viral infection led to trials of ancient formulas as treatments. These treatments have proved to be among the most effective of all treatments available for hepatitis and many other chronic viral infections, described in greater detail in The Formulas.



Many of the herbs used to treat chronic conditions have a long latent period during which results are not noticed. It may be necessary to use these herbs for several months before they help the body accomplish desired changes. Herbs that have to be taken for several weeks or months before achieving results are identified where they are recommended in this book. There are also many herbs that act more quickly, such as echinacea and goldenseal. In citing published data on herbs, we include the time it took the participants in the study to derive benefit. This will give you a general idea of how long it might take to experience changes in your health.

If You Don’t Get Better, Try Something Else

While this rule might seem obvious, it is easy to forget that for an herb or any other treatment to be considered effective, it must produce demonstrable results. In many cases, proving that the herb (or drug) works requires measurement. The only way to know that an herb helps lower high blood pressure is to take blood-pressure readings. The only way to know an herb helps control diabetes is to take blood sugar readings. The only way to know an herb helps weight loss is to step on a scale.

If measurements have been taken and an herb is found not to work, it is important to reconfirm the diagnosis. This is especially true if the herb is being taken on the basis of self-diagnosis. If using ginkgo for several months does not help memory, for example, there is always a possibility of a more serious disorder. Ginkgo has been shown to be most effective in cases of mild cognitive impairment. More advanced states are not shown to benefit from it. A qualified health-care practitioner can help sort out symptoms to make a more refined diagnosis.

Herbs to Avoid

In July 2008, the FDA imposed GMPs (good manufacturing practices) for the preparation of herbal products. You should determine that the herbs you are using are made under GMP. In September 2010, Consumer Reports published an article, “Dangerous Supplements.” The article identified a dozen supplements that should be avoided because they pose serious health risks. However, if you use these herbs as described in this book, you should avoid these complications. Using herbs from nonreputable sources or taking them without the supervision of a health-care practitioner increases the chances of problems. Every herbal remedy should have the name and address of the manufacturer on the label. If not, do not use it.

The potentially dangerous herbal products include:




	Name (also known as)  

	Possible dangers

	Comments




	Aconite

	Toxicity, nausea, low blood pressure, respiratory paralysis, heart-rhythm disorders, death

	Unsafe




	Bitter orange

	Fainting, heart rhythm disorders, stroke, death

	Possibly unsafe; similar to ephedrine, which was banned in 2004




	Chaparral

	Liver damage, kidney problems

	Likely unsafe; the FDA advises against its use




	Colloidal silver

	Bluish skin, mucous membrane discoloration, neurological problems, kidney damage

	Likely unsafe; the FDA advised about the risk of discoloration in 2009




	Coltsfoot

	Liver damage, cancer

	Likely unsafe




	Comfrey

	Liver damage, cancer

	Likely unsafe




	Country mallow

	Heart attack, heart arrhythmia, stroke, death

	Likely unsafe




	Germanium

	Kidney damage, death

	Likely unsafe; in 1993 the FDA warned that it was linked to serious side effects




	Greater celandine

	Liver damage

	Possibly unsafe




	Kava kava

	Liver damage

	Possibly unsafe; in 2002 the FDA issued a warning against its use




	Lobelia

	Toxicity; overdose can cause fast heartbeat, low blood pressure, coma, and possibly death

	Likely unsafe; in 1993 the FDA warned against its use




	Yohimbe

	Normal doses cause high blood pressure and rapid heart rate; high doses cause low blood pressure, heart problems, and death

	Likely unsafe; in 1993 the FDA warned that it was linked to serious adverse events







Herbs Not Recommended for Use by the German Commission E

According to the German Commission E, some herbs should not be taken because they present a possible health risk. However, there are places in this book where we include herbs listed above and below. In some cases, this seeming contradiction is due to the fact that a different part of the plant is being recommended—for example the leaf versus the stem. This is one reason it is very important to be clear about which part of the plant you are using and why you are using it. It is also possible that the German Commission E scientists just got it wrong. These tables are included as a guide. You be the judge.




	Herb

	Risk




	Angelica seed and herb

	Photosensitivity




	Basil

	Cancer causing




	Bilberry leaf

	High dose may cause intoxication




	Bishop’s weed fruit

	Allergic reactions




	Bladderwrack

	Hyperthyroidism




	Borage

	Liver damage




	Byronia

	Numerous side effects cited




	Celery

	Allergic skin reactions




	Chamomile, Roman

	Rare allergic reactions such as rash




	Cinnamon flower

	Skin allergies




	Cocoa

	Skin allergies




	Colocynth

	GI irritation




	Coltsfoot

	Liver damage




	Delphinium flower

	Heart problems (low blood pressure)




	Elecampane

	Skin allergy




	Ergot

	Allergic reactions




	Goat’s rue

	Hypoglycemia




	Hound’s tongue

	Liver damage




	Kelp

	Hyperthyroidism




	Lemongrass, citronella oil

	Toxic to alveoli when oil is inhaled




	Liverwort herb

	Skin irritation




	Madder root

	Carcinogenic




	Male fern

	Wide spectrum of adverse reactions




	Marjoram

	Potential unclear risks




	Marsh tea

	Overdose may result in poisoning




	Monkshood

	Serious, varied spectrum of adverse reactions




	Mugwort

	Fetal abortion




	Nutmeg

	Thought process changes




	Nux vomica

	Spastic central nervous system




	Oleander leaf

	Poisoning




	Papain

	Increased bleeding




	Parsley seed

	Large doses of oil produce vascular congestion




	Pasque flower

	Skin irritations




	Periwinkle

	Suppression of immune system




	Petasites leaf

	Liver damage




	Rhododendron, rusty-leaved

	Poisoning




	Rue

	Liver and kidney damage




	Saffron

	Inadvertent abortion




	Sarsaparilla root

	Gastric irritation




	Scotch broom flower

	Contraindicated for MAOI therapy and low blood pressure




	Senecio herb

	Liver damage




	Soapwort herb, red

	Mucous membrane irritation




	Tansy flower and herb

	Poisoning




	Walnut hull

	Cancer causing




	Yohimbe bark

	Nervousness, sleeplessness, high blood pressure







The German Commission E also does not recommend the following herbs because there was a lack of scientific documentation to support claims made by the supplement industry. However, since the German Commission E issued its guidelines, new research has shown some of these herbs to be effective in managing certain disorders. Please refer to specific herb entries for a discussion of the herb’s uses and cautions.


Ash

Alpine lady’s mantle

Blackberry root

Burdock root

Calendula herb

Chestnut leaf

Cornflower

Damiana leaf and herb

Dill weed

Echinacea angustifolia herb and root/Pallida herb

Eyebright

Ginkgo biloba leaf

Hawthorn berry

Hawthorn flower

Hawthorn leaf

Heather herb and flower

Hibiscus

Hollyhock flower

Horse chestnut leaf

Hyssop

Jambolan seed

Linden charcoal

Linden flower, silver

Linden leaf

Loofa

Lungwort

Mentzelia

Milk thistle herb

Mountain ash berry

Muira puama

Night-blooming cereus

Oat herb

Olive leaf

Olive oil

Oregano

Orris root

Papaya leaf

Peony

Pimpinella

Raspberry leaf

Red sandalwood

Rose hip and seed

Rupturewort

Spinach leaf

Strawberry leaf

Sweet woodruff

Verbena herb

Veronica herb

White dead nettle herb

Zedoary rhizome



TOP REASONS WHY PEOPLE TAKE HERBS

According to the German Commission E, one-third of adults use herbs. Many herbal products are used to treat minor conditions and illnesses (coughs, cold, upset stomach). Herbs can substitute for a conventional OTC medication, but the regulatory mechanisms (FDA and Congress) do not allow the herbs to carry specific claims to these sorts of conditions. Also, herbs are used to support general health. The top health reasons given for using herbs included:


• Boosting energy: 60 percent

• Preventing colds: 56 percent

• Boosting immune system: 54 percent

• Improving sleep: 43 percent

• Helping prostate: 18 percent of the 500 males in the survey




Homeopathy: The Law of Similars

Homeopathy is not covered in this book per se, although there are some homeopathic remedies included where appropriate, because there are many herbs that are used almost strictly in homeopathy. It is important to note that homeopathic remedies are governed by different regulations than herbs and dietary supplements. The term homeopathy is derived from the Greek words homeo (similar) and pathos (suffering or disease). It is the practice of treating syndromes and conditions that constitute disease, with remedies that have produced similar symptoms in healthy subjects. Homeopathy seeks to stimulate the body’s ability to heal itself by giving very small doses of highly diluted substances. In this way, homeopathic medicines treat illness by going with rather than against symptoms that are seen as the body’s natural defenses. In contrast, conventional medicine acts to suppress symptoms or illness.

Homeopathic medicine uses plants as well as minerals and animal by-products. Most are provided as diluted solutions made from the starting compound. Remedies are taken orally by pill, powder, or drop form or rubbed topically.

The U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) has recognized homeopathic medicines as drugs since 1938. An estimated 3.9 million U.S. adults and approximately 900,000 children use homeopathic remedies. Homeopathic remedies are regulated in the same manner as nonprescription, over-the-counter (OTC) drugs. However, because homeopathic products contain little or no active ingredients, they do not have to undergo the same safety and efficacy testing as prescription and new OTC drugs. The FDA does require that homeopathic remedies meet certain legal standards for strength, purity, and packaging. The labels on the remedies must include at least one major indication (i.e., medical problem to be treated), a list of ingredients, the dilution, and safety instructions. In addition, if a homeopathic remedy claims to treat a serious disease such as cancer, it needs to be sold by prescription. Only products for self-limiting conditions (minor health problems like a cold or headache that go away on their own) can be sold without a prescription. Most remedies are considered safe and not likely to cause adverse reactions when administered under the supervision of trained professionals.



When asked what factors would make them decide to use herbs, people responded:


• Recommended by physicians: 66 percent

• It can’t hurt and might help: 41 percent

• Because nothing else has helped: 34 percent

• Heard about it in the news: 26 percent

• Friends using herbs: 15 percent



Only 4 percent said they’d never use herbs.

MATERIALS OF HERBAL TREATMENT

Many, perhaps 50 percent, of all conventional medications are refinements of herbal medicines. The isolation of morphine from opium in 1806 was the first time that chemical methods were used to extract the active chemical constituents of an herb. The chemical processes used to isolate morphine led to the production of codeine, the widely used cough suppressant. Chemical processing of cinchona bark yielded quinine, a malaria treatment that is still important today. The nasal spray cromolyn sodium (sold under the brand names Nasalcrom, Intal), the chemotherapy drug paclitaxel (Taxol), and the heart drug digoxin (Lanoxicaps, Lanoxin) were all developed from chemicals found in herbs. Today, many new drugs are being developed recombinantly, which means that yeast or bacteria are “trained” to make unique compounds shown to be effective at combating a specific disease. Even plants and animals can be genetically modified to make new drugs. If you are taking one of these newer drugs, you need to contact a trained health-care professional to find the best and safest herbs that go with these new drugs.

Synthesizing chemicals that are very similar to the naturally occurring active constituents of an herb allows for the manufacture of potent, fast-acting drugs that can be mass-produced. Of special importance to drug makers is the fact that synthetic chemical compounds can be patented, while herbs cannot. The law grants exclusive rights to the makers of chemical drugs that it does not grant to the manufacturers of herb products. Patent protection allows drug companies to sell chemical drugs at much higher prices, but the effects of the drugs are more likely to be as expected, whereas with herbs, there is a much greater variation in the amount of the active ingredients and therefore the effects are not always as consistent.

In some cases herbs offer some advantages over drugs derived from them; for example, they are often less toxic and less expensive. Of course, if you require conventional medicine for a serious illness whether it is made from herbs or not, you should take it. There are many herbs that work synergistically with certain drugs, so ask your healthcare provider before taking any herbs with prescription drugs.

In truly ancient times, the only way to take an herb was to eat the herb raw, whether leaf, root, berry, or bark. The apothecaries of second- and third-century China prescribed finely ground herbs held together with binders, not all of which would be considered foods today: honey, rice porridge, beeswax, clay, pulverized fossils, and even horse manure (used primarily in formulas designed to restore the sense of taste). Ayurvedic herbalists prescribed churnas, herbs held together by sugar and myrrh, a method of making medicines still used in ayurveda today.

In modern times, other convenient and healthful forms of herbs are readily available. The most common forms of herbal remedies are listed here. Techniques for making herbal remedies at home are described in Part Three.

Capsules

Capsules consist of a two-part gelatin shell whose halves are fitted together after the herb is placed inside. In addition to gelatin, the capsule shell may contain glycerin or another softening agent and water. Many (but not all) encapsulated formulations of herbal remedies also contain flavoring agents, dyes, and preservatives. It is important to read the label if it is necessary to avoid these artificial ingredients.


Herbal Medicine in Ancient Egypt

The oldest recorded system of medicine originated in Egypt. Its oldest surviving medical text, known as the Ebers Papyrus, dating 1,500 years before recorded Chinese medicine, lists 700 medicinal herbs. Several of these herbs, including aloe vera and senna, have been used continuously for 3,500 years.

The Ebers Papyrus was perhaps the first recorded attempt to separate magic from medicine. It contains 877 herbal recipes concerning a great variety of diseases and symptoms, and only recommended incantations for 12 diseases for which the causes were completely unknown. Although the emphasis in this school of treatment was not mystical, the physician was still presented as a powerful figure above his patients, who always announced the diagnosis with one of three statements:


• “An ailment which I will treat.”

• “An ailment with which I will contend.”

• “An ailment not to be treated.”



Fortunately, the hopeless diagnosis was recommended for only three diseases of the time. The papyri then taught the physician to continue treatment until symptoms resolved in one of three ways:


• “Until he recovers.”

• “Until the period of his injury passes by.”

• “Until thou knowest that he has reached decisive point.”



Although Egyptian medicine was not a magical system, Egyptian physicians were deified. The earliest physician whose name has been recorded, Imhotep, was the wazir of Zoser, founder of the Third Dynasty, in approximately 3000 B.C.E. Imhotep was a learned man, astronomer, physician, and architect. By the time the Ebers Papyrus was recorded, Imhotep was worshiped as a hero, as a blameless physician, and, later still, as the god of medicine.

As an extension of worship, Egyptian medicine was exclusively disease-centered rather than person-centered (except to the extent that it exalted the physician).



Some herbs such as devil’s claw and peppermint are deactivated by contact with digestive juices. Other herbs can be so diluted that they become ineffective if they come in contact with food and water in the stomach. Capsules for these herbs are given an enteric coating with a cellulose fiber to delay the release of the herb until the capsule has reached the stomach or intestine.

It is important to take enteric-coated capsules one hour before, rather than during or after, meals. Particles as large as a capsule remain in the stomach until all other food in the stomach is digested. If the enteric-coated capsule is taken with food, or after food, it will be exposed to all the stomach acid released to digest the food and may release the herb prematurely.

Extracts

Extracts are concentrated preparations of herbs. Liquid extracts, more commonly called fluidextracts (written as one word rather than two), combine one part of the herb with one part of water or alcohol (ethanol), or one part of the herb with one part of a mixture of water and alcohol. Solid extracts are made by dissolving the chopped herb in a chemical solvent such as ethanol or another suitable solvent. After the herb is soaked in the solvent, the liquid is filtered out and gently dried at low heat for use in capsules or tablets. Drying the herb removes all of the solvent, leaving only the desired constituents of the herb behind.

The chemical constituents of an herb are much more concentrated in a solid extract than in the raw herb. The most widely sold solid extract in the world, ginkgo biloba extract (GBE), has fifty times the concentration of the biologically active ginkgolides found in ginkgo leaf. This concentration process makes it possible to take several small capsules weighing about one-quarter of a gram (less than one-hundredth of an ounce) for a daily dose of ginkgo instead of 10 to 15 grams (one-third to one-half an ounce) ginkgo leaf in teas.

Granules

Granules consist of powdered herb held together with binders. The binder may be cellulose fiber, gelatin, milk sugar, or table sugar, among other possibilities. The granules may or may not be fashioned into pills or tablets. Granules are most frequently encountered in imported Chinese patent medicines used for the treatment of digestive complaints.

Lozenges

Lozenges, also known as dragées, pastilles, and troches, have a round, oblong, tabletlike appearance but differ from tablets in that they are not made by compression but are molded or cut from pliable mixtures of sugar, acacia gum, gelatin, and a small amount of the herb.

Medicinal Spirits

Medicinal spirits or essences are the volatile oils of herbs preserved in a mixture of water and alcohol (ethanol). The most widely used medicinal spirit, peppermint, is made by dissolving the oil extracted by crushing peppermint leaves in alcohol; other medicinal spirits are made by distillation. To distill an herb, the herb is pulverized and mixed with alcohol. It is allowed to stand until the oil glands in the herb have burst and released their aromatic oils. The essential oil is heated, evaporated, captured in a “still,” and preserved in alcohol.

People who have alcohol-related medical problems should avoid medicinal spirits.

Plant Juices

Plant juices are pressed from finely chopped herbs to which water has been added. Commercial preparations of plant juices are pasteurized. Herbs used in OTC plant juices include birch leaf, dandelion, echinacea, garlic, radish, and St. John’s wort.

Syrups

Sugar-sweetened syrups were an invention of ancient Arabic healers that reached Europe in the early Middle Ages. The word syrup is derived from the Arabic scherbet, meaning a sugary juice beverage. The sweet taste of syrup makes it the preferred form of herbs to be given to children.

Syrups usually consist of two-thirds sugar, the high sugar content making it impossible for microbial contaminants to grow. Diluting a syrup invites bacterial growth. Syrups that are made without sugar should be stored in the refrigerator.

Tablets

Tablets are made by compressing granules or powders into a cylindrical mold. Tablets usually contain very small amounts of an extract suspended in a binder with colors, flavors, lubricants, and disintegrating agents. Coated tablets are covered with dyes, fat, sugar, and wax to protect the medicinal ingredients inside. Coating tablets protects them against heat, light, moisture, and breakage, and masks any unpleasant taste in the medicinal core.

Teas

Teas can be prepared from single herbs or mixtures of herbs. Teas for acute conditions are almost always brewed with single herbs. Teas for chronic conditions, and the teas used in traditional Chinese medicine, are almost always mixtures of herbs.

Of all the forms in which herbs may be used, teas have the gentlest and slowest effects on the body. The degree to which the active constituents of the herbs used to make the teas will be absorbed is unpredictable. For this reason, the best way to describe the results from taking a tea is “Drink the tea, wait and see.”

Despite their unpredictable benefits and their slow onset of action, teas are especially safe. Teas are usually the best way to use herbs to treat young children. (For detailed instructions for making teas, see TEAS in Part Three.)

Tinctures

A tincture is a mixture of herb(s), ethanol, and water. Children’s “tinctures” usually substitute glycerol for alcohol. Although the main ingredients in any tincture are alcohol, glycerol, and/or water, many tincture labels are printed with separate lists of herbs and the excipients, or liquids in which they are dissolved. People who are sensitive to alcohol, or parents buying tinctures for small children, need to read both lists to make sure the liquid with which the tincture is made is not alcohol (ethanol). (For more information on tinctures, see TINCTURES in Part Three.)

SHOPPING FOR HERBS

Herbal medicines can be bought through a number of different types of outlets. There are several places to look:

• Asian markets. In regions with a large Asian immigrant population, there are food markets that carry Asian specialties and also sell traditional Asian herbal medicines. One caveat: as many of these herbs are imported, it is not possible to guarantee that the herbs are free of toxins such as pesticides.

• Health food and retail stores. Many of these stores carry a wide selection of herbs. Labeling laws in the United States do not allow an herb’s exact uses to be listed on the package. However, herbs, like all dietary supplements, carry what is called a “structure/function” claim. This means that the herb may be identified for the part of the body that it affects. For example, St. John’s wort may carry the claim “supports brain health.” Health food stores are arguably the safest places to buy herbs. The bigger stores typically only buy from companies that follow the General Manufacturing Practices (GMP) set forth by the FDA. And these companies often do their own testing as well to verify that the product contains exactly what is stated on the label and that it is free of harmful substances such as pesticides.

• Herb shops. Most herb shops carry a wide selection of both packaged and loose herbs, and the proprietor is usually knowledgeable about the products he or she sells.

• Internet and catalogs. Like marketers of other alternative health products, many herb distributors operate mail-order and online services offering an equally broad range of herbal products. Buying on the Web is very convenient, especially for hard-to-find herbal formulas. It is important to deal with a reputable company, though, because the product cannot be inspected before purchase. (See Appendix B: Resources for the names, addresses, telephone numbers, and websites of a number of recommended mail-order and online sources of herbal and other products.)

• Compounding pharmacies. To obtain herbal products for unique individual needs, consult a compounding pharmacy. Compounding pharmacies are local drugstores that prepare custom-made medications of all kinds. Compounding pharmacists are usually “problem-solvers” who can prepare herbs (as well as most prescription medications) to meet specific individual needs that cannot be met by mass production at a factory. A compounding pharmacist can prepare herbs and medications using unique delivery systems, such as lozenges, lollipops, or transdermal gels. For a young patient, a compounding pharmacist might prepare an alcohol-free syrup in vanilla, butternut, cantaloupe, tutti-frutti, or some other unique flavor. For a person who has a difficult time swallowing a capsule, a compounding pharmacist can make a suspension instead.

Compounding pharmacists also can process bulk herbs bought at wholesale prices into economical capsules, pills, and tablets. This is especially economical for individuals with chronic conditions who may use a lot of herbs.

The services of compounding pharmacies are little known to the public because they are prohibited from advertising specific compounded products. However, any compounding pharmacy can provide custom-made herbal products. To find a compounding pharmacist in your area, call the International Academy of Compounding Pharmacists. (See Appendix B: Resources.)

THE CASE FOR STANDARDIZATION

Herbs are plants. Just as there are very different outcomes of nature and nurture in the characteristics of individual people, there are many differences among individual plants. We all know that there are different kinds of teas and different vintages of wines and that there are low-acid and high-acid kinds of coffee. Similarly, there can be great differences in the concentrations of healing constituents in different herbs of the same species, especially when they are gathered in the wild.

Much of the training of the herbal healer in history was centered on recognizing plants with the greatest healing potential. The Chinese herb fu zi (a kind of aconite), for example, contains pain-relieving mesaconitines when it is grown or gathered from a height of over 2,500 feet (800 meters), but not when it is collected at sea level. Botanists exploring the Amazon rain forest at first ridiculed the local healers’ insistence that cat’s claw with one size of hooks on its stems could be used to treat illness, while cat’s claw with another size of hooks on its stems could not. Decades later, chemical analysis showed that the plants selected by the healers contained healing alkaloids that most of the plants collected by the early botanists did not.

The modern consumer unfortunately lacks access to traditional healers knowledgeable of plants in the wild. In the place of this knowledge, modern technology offers standardized extracts, herbal products chemically tested and confirmed to contain a minimum dosage of all the known active constituents of the herb.

The first step of the standardization process is knowing the producer. Commercial buyers rely on growers to apply consistent methods of cultivation and to harvest herbs at the appropriate stage of growth, season, temperature, and time of day. Long-term relationships of mutual trust between growers and buyers are the goal of the herb industry.

The second step in standardization is confirming the identity of the herb purchased. The buyer’s experience in how an herb should look, smell, and taste is an essential part of this process. This step also usually entails microscopic examination of a sample of the herb to ensure that it is the species of plant required. In some cases, the buyer may prepare a chemical extract to ascertain that the herb contains minimum amounts of those plant chemicals known to have healing effects. This is called a Certificate of Analysis. In other cases, the medicinal value of the herb will be verified by measurements of ash or water content. Manufacturers also routinely test for the presence of heavy metals, especially arsenic, lead, and mercury, in order to exclude them.

The third step in standardization is sanitary storage. Bacteria, insects, and molds must be excluded from the storage space.

To ensure the quality of the standardized product, the herbs selected for use are processed as extracts (see page 11). Not every batch, however, comes out with the same concentration of the important constituents. Extracts must be analyzed by technical means, usually by high-performance liquid chromatography (HPLC), to make sure they contain the needed chemicals.

Once each batch has been analyzed, herb manufacturers blend batches of extract together in a way that ensures a consistent concentration of specific ingredients or groups of compounds. If the therapeutic power of the product is influenced by a single group of compounds, this quality adjustment is accomplished by adding or subtracting binders and fillers from the final mix.

Standardization is critical for making a quality, mass-produced herbal product. Equally effective products are available from professional herbalists who have the knowledge and take the time to collect high-quality herbs from their gardens or from the wild. Their traditional products, however, cannot be mass-produced.


The Herbs
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The previous section described the basic principles of herbal treatment. It explained how chemical medicines are measured doses of single ingredients, while herbs are blends of various compounds that work together to rejuvenate the physiological processes that need help. It described the ways in which herbs allow a precise match between an individual’s symptoms and treatment, reducing side effects and increasing effectiveness of measures to treat disease and establish health.

This section lists the herbs used widely today. It is a guide to the herbs most frequently recommended in Part Two, which discusses individual disease conditions. Herbs that are used to treat very specific or unique conditions are listed where applicable in the entries in Part Two.

Each entry in this section starts with a description of the plant. Following the plant description is a summary of the evidence for using the herb in the treatment of the conditions for which it is listed in Part Two. Finally, each entry gives Considerations for Use. This tells how to take the herb, how long it takes to work, and how it interacts with prescription medications that people who use the herb usually also take. Since specific dosages vary for different conditions, this information is given in Part Two.

Any herb or medication that is strong enough to heal may be also strong enough to harm when used improperly or for too long. This issue is addressed in each applicable entry, as are situations that would preclude the use of the herb, such as pregnancy or a possibly harmful drug interaction. It is always important to consult a qualified health-care provider if there is any question as to whether or not an herbal treatment is appropriate in any specific case.

ACEROLA

Latin name: Malpighia species (Malpighiaceae [tropical cherry] family)

Other common names: Antilles cherry, Barbados cherry, cereso

General Description

The acerola is a bushy tree that grows to a height of ten to fifteen feet. It is native to the West Indies and southern Texas southward to northern South America. Acerola is often cultivated as an ornamental shrub, particularly in the southeastern United States. The fleshy red fruits are about the size of a cherry and can be eaten fresh or used to make jams and jellies. They also are an important commercial source of natural vitamin C.

Acerola is one of the richest food sources of vitamin C. On average, 100 grams (3.5 ounces) of ripe acerola fruits contains 17,000 milligrams of vitamin C. (The vitamin C content varies depending on the season, climate, location, and ripeness of the fruit.) For the sake of comparison, 100 grams of oranges contains only 50 milligrams of vitamin C. Acerola has a carotene content comparable to that of carrots and also supplies a small amount of magnesium, niacin, pantothenic acid, potassium, vitamin B1 (thiamine), and vitamin B2 (riboflavin). The vitamin content of acerola is highest before it ripens, while the fruit is still green. As the fruit begins to ripen, it loses much of its vitamin content, which is why it is harvested green.

Evidence of Benefit

Acerola is used primarily for its vitamin C content and free-radical-scavenging abilities, but it also has small amounts of other vitamins and minerals. The acerola fruit also contains other substances, like provitamin A, that intensify the antioxidative (cell-protective) effects of vitamin C.

Vitamin C is an essential nutrient and must be supplied by the diet. It is known to be a natural detoxifier and antioxidant. Vitamin C may indirectly protect the body from the effects of pollution. It is necessary for the formation and maintenance of collagen, which is a primary protein of the skin and connective tissues, and is necessary for a healthy liver and adrenal gland function.

Benefits of acerola and vitamin C for specific health conditions include the following:

• Aging. Research on aging has focused on free radicals as one of the causes of oxidative damage to the body leading to a gradual failure of the immune system. Vitamin C is effective at scavenging free radicals, limiting damaging oxidation reactions in the body, and stimulating the immune system, thus possibly slowing the aging process.

• Angina. As an exceptionally rich source of vitamin C, acerola may help people who must use nitroglycerin tablets to avoid becoming habituated to the drug.

• Bronchitis. Vitamin C has anti-infective activity and helps the immune system to regain balance, enabling it to fight the infection. In studies, hospital patients with bronchitis recovered faster when they took vitamin C supplements.

• Cancer. Studies show that people who regularly eat foods high in vitamin C have a lower than average risk of developing various malignancies, especially cancer of the stomach and esophagus. Whether regular supplementation with acerola reduces this risk is unknown.

• Colds and flu. Taking 2,000 to 4,000 milligrams of vitamin C with acerola has been found to ease symptoms of colds and flu and to shorten the duration of the infection.

• Glaucoma. Glaucoma involves an increase in intraocular pressure (fluid pressure in the eyeball) that develops when the drainage mechanism for this fluid becomes impaired. Many studies show that vitamin C lowers intraocular pressure, but there are no specific human studies indicating that acerola does this.

• Herpes. The acids in acerola break down mucus, in which the herpesvirus multiplies. The high concentration of vitamin C provided by the herb interacts with the micronutrient copper to eliminate as many as 99.994 percent of the viruses that would be shed by infected cells, according to laboratory studies. Clinical studies of herpes treatment have found that vitamin C, but not acerola, reduces pain and swelling, and speeds the healing of scabs by several days.

• Parkinson’s disease. Acerola is an excellent source of antioxidants important for maintaining mental function. Laboratory studies in cells of people with Parkinson’s disease suggest that acerola may help maintain levels of available vitamin C in brain tissue when the people also are taking vitamin E.

• Wrinkles. Acerola extracts are used in antioxidant skin-care products to fight cellular aging. According to South American herb expert Leslie Taylor, acerola contains mineral salts that promote the remineralization of tired and stressed skin, as well as mucilage and proteins that prevent drying. Acerola has been shown in cell studies to fight fungal infections, but human studies are lacking.

Considerations for Use

The easiest way to use acerola is as a natural vitamin C tablet called “vitamin C USP with acerola.” To avoid changes in metabolism that cause the body to require large amounts of vitamin C for normal health, take no more than one to two tablets per day for Parkinson’s disease. However, speak to your doctor before you take acerola if you have Parkinson’s disease. Use acerola tablets for herpes only when lesions break out. Be sure to drink six to eight glasses of water daily when taking acerola.

Acerola replaces vitamin C that may be depleted during treatment with tetracycline antibiotics, corticosteroids such as prednisone, and oral contraceptives. Avoid acerola for two to three weeks after any surgical procedure for cancer. Acerola should also be avoided during chemotherapy with agents designed to deprive cancer cells of vitamin C, such as melphalan (Alkeran).

People who have hemachromatosis (iron overload disease) should avoid acerola and other vitamin C supplements, since taking over 200 milligrams of vitamin C per day increases iron absorption. People with this disorder who are being treated with deferoxamine (Desferal), however, benefit from taking acerola, since the additional vitamin C helps the drug remove iron from circulation. Do not do this without your doctor’s permission.

There is no danger of overdose through the use of acerola skin creams. But before using such a cream, test it on a small area to see if any sign of an allergic reaction develops. If there is no redness or swelling forty-eight hours later, apply the cream as needed.

There is some evidence that vitamin C supports the synthesis of calcium oxalate, which can become concentrated in the urine, a condition known as ascorbate-induced hyperoxaluria. For some people, this may result in the formation of kidney stones. This is a rare situation, however. Such a response to vitamin C may be genetically determined, so if you have a family history of kidney stones, screening for ascorbate-induced hyperoxaluria is recommended.

How much vitamin C is enough? In 1999, the Journal of the American Medical Association and the American Journal of Clinical Nutrition reported studies that showed that cells cannot absorb more vitamin C than the amount provided by taking 200 milligrams of vitamin C one or two times a day. This would seem to imply that high-potency sources of vitamin C such as acerola provide ascorbic acid that is “wasted” by the body. Still, few clinical studies show that too much vitamin C from acerola is harmful.

Body tolerance is the largest dose of vitamin C a person can take without experiencing gas, loose stools, or diarrhea. You can find your body tolerance by starting with a relatively low dose, perhaps 500 to 1,000 milligrams with each meal, and gradually increasing the dose every day until you notice any of symptoms mentioned above. Then decrease the dose slightly to the largest amount you can tolerate, with continued adjustment as needed. These recommendations are for adults; do not give children these high amounts of vitamin C without consulting a pediatrician.

ACORUS

Latin name: Acorus gramineus (Araceae [sweet flag] family)

Other common names: chang pu, gramineus, shi chang pu, sweet flag rhizome

General Description

Acorus is a grasslike, rhizome-forming perennial plant resembling an iris. It inhabits wet areas like the edges of streams and around ponds and lakes. The rhizomes have an aromatic, spicy fragrance, and are used in herbal medicine. Acorus is the Japanese relative of the American herb calamus, also known as sweet flag.

Evidence of Benefit

Acorus is an antioxidant that has special effects on the central nervous system. It is used by the Akha people of Thailand for stomachache. The Chinese use it for vomiting, diarrhea, abdominal pain, and dysentery. This herb eliminates phlegm and tranquilizes the mind, and has been used to treat amnesia, heart palpitations, insomnia, tinnitus, chronic bronchitis, and bronchial asthma.

Benefits of acorus for specific health conditions include the following:

• Drug withdrawal. Acorus affects the brain during withdrawal from cocaine, heroin, and morphine. During the first one to ten days of withdrawal, addicts experience intense drug cravings, nausea, and vomiting. Acorus can blunt gastric upset during the acute phase of drug withdrawal (although it has no effect on the cravings themselves) through its ability to prevent the secretion of the inflammatory chemical histamine.

• Seizure disorders. Acorus is used to treat a broad range of brain conditions. It works by protecting brain tissue from toxic free radicals, which are released in the presence of excess oxygen. When the flow of oxygen is restored to previously oxygen-deprived brain cells, these cells are temporarily unable to use all the oxygen available to them. The oxygen escapes the biochemical pathways that usually control it and free-radical damage results. The resulting tissue damage in the brain can lead to memory loss or seizures. Acorus helps prevent the formation of free radicals of oxygen and the resulting brain tissue damage. It is most effective when taken before circulation is restored, that is, in the first few days to a month after a head injury or stroke.

Considerations for Use

Acorus is most commonly supplied by practitioners of traditional Chinese medicine (TCM). It is usually sold in the United States as chang pu or shi chang pu, in the form of powders, teas, and tinctures.

The herb’s American relative calamus contains the potentially cancer-causing chemical beta-asarone, which has caused it to be banned for use in the United States. Although the form of acorus used in TCM is legal in the United States, it is restricted in Canada. Many other countries ban the use of both acorus and calamus in herbal medicine. Acorus should never be used without professional supervision.

AGRIMONY

Latin name: Agrimonia eupatoria (Rosaceae [rose] family)

Other common names: church steeples, cocklebur, liverwort, stickwort

General Description

Agrimony has paired leaves, green above and silvery beneath, growing along a three-foot (ninety-centimeter) stem. It is characterized by its spikes that bear rows of tiny yellow flowers known as church steeples. It is grown throughout much of the United States and southern Canada and is harvested in the summer, when it produces its yellow flowers. It prefers full sun and average soils, and tolerates dry weather. All of the aboveground parts of the plant are used in herbal medicine.

Evidence of Benefit

Agrimony is a nontoxic astringent, or binding herb, that is especially safe for children. Traditionally, agrimony is one of the most renowned vulnerary (wound-healing) herbs. The Anglo-Saxons taught that it would heal wounds, snakebite, and warts. In France, it is applied for sprains and bruises. It is still fully appreciated in herbal practice as a mild astringent and tonic, useful for coughs, diarrhea, and relaxed bowels.

Benefits of agrimony for specific health conditions include the following:

• Bed-wetting, bladder infections. Agrimony stops irritation of the urinary tract that can increase a child’s urge to urinate. It also works in adults who have had a history of cystitis (bladder infection).

• Bleeding. Agrimony has been used for thousands of years to stop bleeding and bruising, and encourage clot formation. Agrimony acts by “tanning” skin cells, making them impermeable to bleeding. This action also prevents bacteria from entering the wound.

• Diabetes. Experiments in animals indicate that infusions of agrimony can prevent the development of type 1 diabetes, although it is not known whether the herb could have the same effect in humans.

• Diarrhea. Agrimony is effective against diarrhea, especially in small children.

• Jaundice and liver problems. Agrimony’s astringents exhibit tonic and diuretic properties. Agrimony has a reputation for treating jaundice and other complaints.

• Skin problems. Agrimony can be applied topically to the skin in places of mild inflammation.

Considerations for Use

Agrimony is used in teas or tinctures. Its low toxicity makes it particularly suitable for children’s illnesses. But consult your child’s pediatrician first before giving it to a child. It has been approved by the German Commission E for use in diarrhea, inflammation of the skin, and inflammation of the mouth and pharynx. However, the herb has a high tannic acid content and too much could lead to digestive complaints.

While agrimony is an effective treatment for many forms of diarrhea, it can aggravate constipation. The tannins in agrimony cause pectin fibers to cross-link and bind. Blockage can result if you take agrimony at the same time as psyllium powders, such as Metamucil, or if you take it with prunes or prune juice.

Agrimony affects the immune system. It stimulates the body to produce immune bodies known as B cells. These cells produce complex chemicals known as antigens that attack invading microbes. A number of other conditions, however, result from attacks on healthy tissues by B cells with defects in their genetic programming. For that reason, people with rheumatoid arthritis, myasthenia gravis, Graves’ disease, Hashimoto’s thyroiditis, lupus, Sjögren’s syndrome, or any other autoimmune disease should avoid agrimony. People who are susceptible to sunlight should not use agrimony, as they may develop skin rashes. Those who are taking anticoagulation or high blood pressure drugs should not take this herb. Pregnant and lactating women should avoid this herb.

ALFALFA

Latin name: Medicago sativum (Fabaceae [legume] family)

Other common names: buffalo herb, lucerne, purple medic

General Description

Alfalfa is a perennial herb that grows to a height of three feet (ninety centimeters). It has three-lobed leaves, blue-violet or yellow flowers, and spiraling seed pods. It is cultivated in many regions of the world. It is not picky as to soil, but it does prefer full sun and regular watering. The aerial (aboveground) parts of the plant are used in herbal medicine.

Alfalfa originated in the Middle East. By the sixteenth century, it had been planted in England, and it arrived in 1736 in the thirteen colonies that later formed the United States. English and American herbalists used alfalfa in the same way they used the related plant, clover—to treat stomach upset.

The Arabs called alfalfa the “father of all foods.” The leaves of the alfalfa plant contain some minerals, such as calcium, magnesium, and potassium, as well as other nutrients, such as carotene. Alfalfa leaf tablets have protein and vitamins A, D, E, and K. Alfalfa extract is a good source of chlorophyll and carotene. The leaves contain eight essential amino acids.

Evidence of Benefit

Alfalfa has helped many with cardiovascular, nervous, and digestive system issues. Traditionally it was used in treating diabetes in people with a poorly functioning thyroid gland. There is also evidence in animal and cell studies that components in alfalfa may lower cholesterol and have antifungal effects.

Benefits of alfalfa for specific health conditions include the following:

• Atherosclerosis. Scientific studies with animals have found that alfalfa leaf extracts lower total cholesterol and the “bad” cholesterol, low-density lipoprotein (LDL) levels, without lowering the “good” cholesterol, high-density lipoprotein (HDL). In one study people who had high cholesterol levels used 40 to 80 grams of alfalfa seeds for eight weeks and it lowered their total cholesterol and the LDL levels. The typical dose is 40 grams of heat-prepared seeds, three times a day. Alfalfa may also help shrink atherosclerotic plaques. Alfalfa’s effect on atherosclerosis is probably due to its effect on the activity of immune cells known as macrophages. Macrophages are drawn to sites of wear and tear in artery linings, where they form a platform on which cholesterol can collect. Alfalfa regulates macrophages in such a way that they are less likely to “lodge” in the linings of arteries and accumulate cholesterol. Alfalfa also slows the progress of atherosclerosis by keeping cholesterol from entering the body from food. The alfalfa saponins, which are soaplike compounds, form an insoluble foam with cholesterol inside the intestine. The resulting foam cannot be absorbed through the walls of the intestine and is excreted in the stool.

• Cancer. Alfalfa has important uses in counteracting the effects of cancer chemotherapy. White blood cells, including granulocytes, leukocytes, and T cells, are the body’s first line of defense against infection. Alfalfa extracts may increase the production of these white cells by as much as 60 percent. Studies in animals have found that alfalfa completely reverses immune depression caused by treatment with the cancer chemotherapy drug cyclophosphamide (Cytoxan, Neosar). Although alfalfa suppresses the action of macrophages (see above), it does not inhibit the activity of any of the immune cells the body needs during the first stages of infection.

• Endometriosis. Doctors may prescribe synthetic estrogen, usually in the form of birth control pills, for the treatment of endometriosis. Naturopaths have favored herbs and foods with phytoestrogens, natural plant hormones that are related to estrogen but are less potent than the body’s own estrogens. Alfalfa sprouts contain phytoestrogens that also block the body’s estrogen receptor sites, thereby reducing the effect of a woman’s own hormones.

• Fungal infections. The saponins found in alfalfa have well-documented antifungal properties. When applied topically in studies using pigs, alfalfa helped improve skin tone that was damaged by Trichophyton mentagrophytes. In addition, an extract of alfalfa was shown to treat cryptococcosis and candidiasis.

• Menopause-related problems. Hot flashes and other menopausal symptoms are rare among women who consume a lot of legumes, such as black beans, mung beans, and soybeans, which have mild estrogenic activity. Alfalfa has demonstrable estrogenic activity, too. In addition to acting like estrogen in women whose own sex hormone production has declined, phytoestrogens also appear to reduce the risk of estrogen-linked cancers such as breast cancer. Laboratory experiments show that phytoestrogens are effective in preventing tumors of the breast tissue.

• Nosebleed. Alfalfa contains vitamin K, which helps blood clot normally. The level of vitamin K in alfalfa is not so high as to interfere with normal circulation.

• Osteoporosis. Clinical studies in Japan have found that vitamin K2, found in alfalfa and in green leafy vegetables such as kale and spinach, can partially prevent bone loss caused by estrogen deficiency. The vitamin interacts with vitamin D to increase the formation of new bone. The combination is not sufficient, however, to completely compensate for osteoporosis caused by estrogen-depleting medications.

• Ulcers. Herbalists have long used alfalfa to treat ulcers, with good results. The bioflavonoids found in alfalfa build capillary strength and reduce inflammation of the stomach lining, while alfalfa’s vitamin A helps to maintain the stomach’s health. The herb’s enzymes aid in food assimilation.

Considerations for Use

Alfalfa is not recommended as primary treatment for any condition. Instead, it should be taken in capsules, tablets, or ointment, or eaten as fresh raw sprouts that have been rinsed thoroughly to remove mold. The sprouting process creates an outstanding environment for microorganism propagation, so care must be taken before eating them. Treating alfalfa with chlorine or other disinfectants may not be enough to reduce the pathogen growth. Some have proposed radiation as the best alternative. Alfalfa seeds should never be eaten unless sprouted because they contain high levels of the toxic amino acid canavanine.

Alfalfa is especially useful for replacing vitamin K that is depleted during treatment with a wide variety of drugs. Vitamin K deficiency is common among people being treated with antibiotics such as amoxicillin (Amoxil, Polymox, Trimox), cefaclor (Ceclor), gentamicin (Garamycin), streptomycin, and tetracycline as well as many others. It also may occur during treatment with the cholesterol-lowering drugs cholestyramine (Locholest, Prevalite, Questran) and colestipol (Colestid), any steroid drug taken internally, or the drugs ethotoin (Peganone), mephenytoin (Mesantoin), and phenytoin (Dilantin), which are used to treat seizure disorders. It is important to take alfalfa products certified as grown organically, since the plant concentrates cadmium, copper, lead, nickel, and zinc when it is grown in contaminated soils.

Not everyone can benefit from alfalfa. Alfalfa should be avoided by pregnant women and by people with gout and systemic lupus erythematosus. Alfalfa reduces the effectiveness of immunosuppressive drugs. Patients who have had an organ transplant should avoid alfalfa supplements if taking antirejection drugs such as cyclosporine. Alfalfa also reduces the effectiveness of prednisone. Many patients with lupus use this medication to reduce inflammation. Alfalfa (and alfalfa sprouts) also should be avoided by people taking prescription warfarin (Coumadin) or other anticoagulants.

ALOE

Latin name: Aloe barbadensis/capensis/vera

General Description

Aloe, or aloe vera, is a prickly, gray-green succulent native to Africa but cultivated around the world. It is a perennial with leaves that can grow up to two feet (sixty centimeters) long, and it bears spikes of yellow or orange flowers. The leaves contain a clear gel that is applied in skin treatments. A dried yellow sap taken from the leaf base, aloe bitters, is used internally.

Evidence of Benefit

Aloe is an immune stimulant, laxative, and anti-inflammatory agent. In clinical trials aloe has been shown to have a wide range of benefits for the skin and in the treatment of cancer and ulcerative colitis.

Benefits of aloe for specific health conditions include the following:

• Acne. Aloe vera has been shown to be an effective treatment for acne when taken orally or applied topically. When combined with Ocimum gratissimum oil and given topically, the product performed significantly better than a placebo.

• Burns and other wounds. Scientific studies with animals have shown that aloe vera sap activates macrophages, the immune cells that fight bacterial infection. This allows burns to heal cleanly. The sap stimulates the circulation of blood at the body’s surface, which accelerates wound healing. Aloe vera juice speeds healing because it increases the amount of oxygen carried by the blood to the cells. Aloe gel is a mild anesthetic that relieves itching, swelling, and pain. Aloe also helps repair damaged cells and prevents burns from scarring. Moreover, aloe contains enzymes, carboxypeptidase and bradykininase, that relieve pain, reduce inflammation, and decrease redness and swelling. Clinical studies have confirmed that burns and cuts treated with aloe vera gel heal as much as six days faster than burns and cuts treated with unmedicated dressings or with chemical antiseptic gels.

• Cancer. Alo A, a medically active complex sugar in aloe, stimulates and regulates various components of the immune system. It stops both the processes of inflammation necessary for tumors to gain new blood supplies and the growth of tumors themselves. In a skin cancer study involving animals, aloe gel and vitamin E cream together produced remission approximately 33 percent of the time, compared with 3 percent when no treatment was given. In addition, certain compounds in aloe seem to prevent cancer-causing substances from entering liver tissue. Aloe works best for skin issues—such as skin toxicities—that are a common side effect of radiation therapy to treat cancer. Mixing aloe with a mild soap seemed to reduce skin rash and redness in women who received very high doses of radiation for their breast cancer. Patients with head and neck cancer did not seem to benefit from using aloe after they received radiation therapy.

• Constipation. Aloe bitters are a fast and effective remedy for constipation used widely outside the United States. When compared with other herbal stimulant laxatives such as cascara sagrada or senna, aloe draws less fluid into the large intestine from the rest of the body. This makes it less likely than cascara or senna to cause dehydration or electrolyte disturbances. Aloe juices have the same effect as bitters on constipation but are less reliable and offer less relief. Aloe has anthraquinones that directly affect intestinal mucosa by increasing colonic motility, enhancing colonic transit time, and inhibiting water and electrolyte excretion. They also cause less irritation to the bowel compared to other anti-diarrheal agents. Aloe softens the stool, and the onset of action is six to twelve hours after ingestion. In one study, when combined with psyllium and celandine, aloe allowed for softer stools, less laxative dependence, and more frequent bowel movements in a group of patients with chronic constipation compared to a placebo treatment.

• Hemorrhoids. Aloe gel helps heal wounds and can be applied topically. India’s ayurvedic physicians recommend drinking ½ cup of aloe juice three times a day until hemorrhoid flare-ups are gone.

• Herpes simplex. In one study, an extract of the leaf of the aloe made into a cream healed genital sores more quickly than an aloe gel. The gel or cream was applied three times a day and there were no significant side effects. In another study, a leaf extract was effective at treating first lesions of herpes simplex prepared in a cream after five weeks. The patients who received the cream with aloe healed more quickly than the placebo group and showed a 67 percent cure rate—only 13 percent of those who were cured developed herpes again in the next twenty months.

• Psoriasis. In one study, an extract of aloe leaf effectively cured or reduced the signs of psoriasis in a group of sixty subjects. The mean Psoriasis Area and Severity Score (a marker of disease) was lower in the aloe group after sixteen weeks compared to the placebo group. Eighty-three percent of the patients in the aloe group saw improvements, compared to only 7 percent of the control group. However, another study found that aloe vera gel did not improve the redness and swelling of skin in patients with psoriasis faster than the placebo after one month.

• Radiation exposure. Aloe protects against skin-damaging X-rays. Aloe is an effective antioxidant that absorbs the free radicals caused by radiation. Many studies have been conducted in patients receiving radiation therapy and taking aloe. However, in a systematic review on the subject, aloe was not found to be more effective than a placebo in treating skin lesions and mouth sores. Most patients studied had breast cancer or head and neck cancer.

• Ulcerative colitis. Aloe gel is an effective anti-inflammatory for this condition. In one study, patients took aloe for four weeks and had reduced bowel inflammation.

• Ulcers. Aloe has been shown to be effective in healing long-term leg ulcers compared to other therapies. In one study, an aloe gel prepared from fresh leaves was applied locally three to five times a day. In addition, pressure ulcers (bed sores) were healed faster with aloe according to a standardized measurement (Pressure Sore Status).

• UV light damage. In one study healthy volunteers who had four areas of the skin irradiated with UV light and received topical aloe gel from the plant leaf did not experience less redness or swelling compared to those who received no treatment.

• Vitamin deficiency. In one study aloe vera preparations made from the leaf of the plant increased the absorption of vitamins E and C.

Considerations for Use

Use aloe gels for skin problems, aloe bitters for constipation, and aloe juice for other disorders, as directed in individual entries in Part Two.

Aloe gel is available commercially and may also be taken from one’s own plants. Leaves up to one foot long may be removed from the plant without causing damage. The best time of day for cutting aloe leaves is midafternoon, when the plant has moved a maximum amount of sap into the leaf.

Be aware that there are many so-called aloe vera products on the market that actually contain very little aloe vera. They are watered-down imitations that are not as beneficial as bona fide aloe vera. Read product labels. Aloe vera should be listed as a primary ingredient—that is, it should be the first- or second-listed ingredient.

Aloe bitters and aloe juice should not be taken internally during pregnancy, lactation, or menstruation. Children under twelve years of age should not take it. Aloe is also contraindicated in cases of rectal bleeding, intestinal obstruction, and acutely inflamed intestinal disease. It should not be used for acute surgical abdomen bowel obstruction or fecal impaction, appendicitis, and abdominal pain of unknown origin. Any laxative, herbal or otherwise, affects the rate at which other orally administered drugs are absorbed into the bloodstream. Therefore, prescription medication and aloe laxatives should be taken at different times.

Long-term internal use (more than two weeks) of aloe is not recommended because the fluid drawn into the stool can result in depletion of electrolytes, especially potassium. Loss of potassium is even greater when aloe is taken internally with potassium-wasting diuretic drugs. Depletion of potassium by excessive use of aloe laxatives theoretically could lead to toxic buildup of calcium in the bloodstream and kidney damage in women who take calcium carbonate (such as Caltrate 600) for osteoporosis. Potassium depletion also can cause serious mineral imbalances in persons who take forms of lithium, including Cibalith-S, Eskalith, Lithobid, Lithonate, and Lithotabs, for the treatment of bipolar disorder. The internal use of aloe should likewise be avoided by people who take potassium-depleting drugs for high blood pressure or congestive heart failure, such as hydrochlorothiazide (found in diuretic drugs sold under a wide range of brand names) or furosemide (Lasix).

Scientists have debated whether aloe-emodin, aloe’s laxative compound, can damage colon cells. The most recent finding is that, when taken as directed, aloe poses no risk of cancer or genetic damage. Among people who abuse aloe and similar laxative herbs over a period of at least a year, and who develop other colon changes, about 3 percent can be expected to develop colorectal cancer within five years. This can be compared with the approximately 4 percent of the population as a whole who will develop colorectal cancer at some point in their lives. Stopping aloe use before twenty weeks have passed gives the body a chance to reverse its effects. Aloe juice does not carry the risks of aloe bitters for colon cancer.

Ayurvedic medicine uses aloe to stimulate fertility in women. Women who take birth control pills should avoid the internal use of aloe, although application of aloe to the skin will not interact with oral contraceptives.

Aloe may increase the risk of low blood sugar when it is used in conjunction with antidiabetic medications. In addition, aloe should not be used with digoxin, as it can cause toxicity.

AMERICAN GINSENG

Latin name: Panax quinquefolium (Araliaceae [ginseng] family)

General Description

In appearance, American ginseng is a smaller version of its more famous Asian cousin. (See GINSENG.) It is a slow-growing perennial plant with a large, fleshy root and a one- to two-foot-high stem. The leaves are divided into three to seven sharp-toothed, lance-shaped leaflets. The scented yellow-green flowers grow in June and July. The fruits, which follow the blossoms, are two-seeded red berries. American ginseng is found from Maine to Georgia and from Oklahoma to Minnesota. Unfortunately, it is now an endangered species in much of this area. Asians highly value the ginseng grown in Wisconsin. (See “Ginseng Among the Native Americans” below.)

The root, coarsely chopped, is the part used in herbal medicine. A good-quality root has first a sweet and then a bitter flavor as it is chewed. For most applications, wild-crafted American ginseng is more effective than field-grown ginseng.

Evidence of Benefit

American ginseng is a “cooler” alternative to Chinese (also known as red or Korean) ginseng (Panax ginseng) for persons who have high blood pressure or for treatment during summer months. It is used primarily for increased mental efficiency, stamina, and energy. Ginseng contains components called ginsenosides that stimulate the immune system and fight fatigue and stress. They do this by supporting the adrenal glands and the use of oxygen by exercising muscles.

American ginseng also boosts the immune system and reduces the risk of cancer. It also may promote appetite and is helpful for rheumatism, headaches, colds, coughs, bronchitis, constipation, lung problems, cystitis, and symptoms of menopause. Native Americans use a tea made from the herb to treat nausea and vomiting. It has also been used as an ingredient in “love potions.”


Ginseng Among the Native Americans

The plant now known as Korean or red ginseng was the most popular herb in China for thousands of years. By the beginning of the sixteenth century, supplies of wild ginseng were growing scarce, so the Chinese were forced to look for other sources. Amazingly, an almost identical plant grew in North America, and Native Americans had also put it to the same medicinal uses.

In 1709, Petrus Jartoux, a Jesuit missionary to China, received four pieces of American ginseng after accompanying a mapping expedition. He found himself so reinvigorated by the herb after his exhausting journey that he published his observations in the Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of London. Father Jartoux noted that he thought the plant could be found in the cold, damp forests of French Canada, similar to the areas of China where it grew wild. Another Jesuit missionary working among the Mohawk tribe in Quebec, Père Lafitau, read Father Jartoux’s account in 1714. Lafitau promptly located the same plant, called gar-ent-oguen, or “man plant,” by the Iroquois.

This plant turned out to have the same medicinal qualities as Chinese ginseng. Not only did the Iroquois use the same plant, they used it for the same purposes as the Chinese. By 1748, the Jesuits were selling tons of American ginseng in China for the then-unimaginable price of five dollars a pound.

Ginseng was used throughout North America. The Cherokee of North Carolina called ginseng the “plant of life” and used the root for cramps, dysmenorrhea, and symptoms that we would now identify as premenstrual syndrome. The Potawatomi used ginseng to mask the unpleasant tastes of other medicines. The Alabamans took ginseng for stomach pains and nausea, and used it to pack wounds to stop bleeding. The Creek used ginseng for bronchial disease, cough, croup, and fever. The Menominee used ginseng as the Chinese did, to stimulate mental capacity and as a general tonic.

One of the most unusual uses of ginseng came from the Pawnee, who combined ginseng with two other herbs into a love potion. Possession of this medicine supposedly served to attract all persons to the holder, regardless of animosities. If the hair of a desired woman was added to the mixture, she was said to be incapable of resisting.



Benefits of American ginseng for specific health conditions include the following:

• Attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). One preliminary study showed that American ginseng and ginkgo may help treat this condition, but more studies are needed.

• Cancer. American ginseng has been shown to inhibit tumor growth in cell culture studies. One study showed that the growth of colorectal cancer cells was slowed with ginseng.

• Colds and flu. Two studies showed that people who took a specific product (Cold-FX) made from American ginseng for four months and who got colds had them for a shorter duration and had fewer of them compared to placebo.

• Diabetes. Researchers found that ginseng lowered blood sugar levels in people with diabetes. The effect was seen on both fasting blood glucose and on postprandial (after eating) levels. American ginseng may be a viable alternative to conventional forms of treatment for type 2 diabetes, but more studies are needed.

• High blood pressure. American ginseng contains compounds saponins that regulate both the strength of the heartbeat and blood pressure. If the body is deficient in potassium, these saponins slow the rate at which heart muscle fibers contract. If there is excess potassium, the saponins increase the strength with which heart muscle fibers contract. Maintaining optimal potassium levels also eases high blood pressure. Laboratory tests show that American ginseng also lowers blood pressure by stimulating the conversion of the amino acid arginine to nitric oxide (NO), which causes the walls of blood vessels to relax. This action prevents the release of a protein known as endothelin, which can cause blood vessels to constrict during a heart attack.

• Infertility. Various Native American groups used American ginseng in the treatment of infertile women, although no clinical studies have confirmed the usefulness of the herb for this purpose. However, it is known that American ginseng shares compounds with Chinese ginseng that stimulate the pituitary gland to in turn stimulate growth of the uterine lining.

• Stress. Like other forms of ginseng, American ginseng traditionally has been applied to restoring health after long periods of illness or prolonged stress. Research suggests that American ginseng aids the body in adapting to different temperatures and stress when taken regularly. These effects are termed adaptogenic. Taken over a course of one to three months, American ginseng regulates the body’s production of stress hormones. The next time the individual is exposed to stress, stress reactions are greatly reduced. Although the exact mechanisms of activity are not known, it is likely that American ginseng protects a portion of the brain known as the hippocampus from the effects of stress hormones. This prevents memory problems, a common complaint among people under stress. This mechanism would also explain the usefulness of American ginseng in preventing loss of memory and cognitive ability in people who suffer from bipolar disorder, depression, and a disorder of the adrenal glands known as Cushing’s disease.

Considerations for Use

American ginseng is most commonly available in a dried form and added to water or water and alcohol to produce a tincture, although many vendors supply high-quality root for use as a tea. It is also sold in capsules, powders, and tablets. All forms of the herb should be avoided if your stomach does not produce enough acid to digest food properly.

Since American ginseng stimulates fertility, it also should be avoided by women in the first week after starting any new brand of oral contraceptive. This effect is especially pronounced in women who take birth control pills with antibiotics or barbiturates. American ginseng should be avoided by women who take prescription drug treatments for which pregnancy is contraindicated, especially isotretinoin (Accutane), which causes birth defects. Women who are breast-feeding or have a history of breast cancer should not use it. American ginseng should not be used by children except under a doctor’s supervision.

Some people report experiencing insomnia when taking American ginseng, especially if they also consume foods or beverages containing caffeine. This adverse effect can be lessened by reducing the dose of American ginseng or by avoiding it later in the day. Other side effects include anxiety, diarrhea, headache, breast pain, and vaginal bleeding. People with high blood pressure should avoid this product, or be under the close supervision of their physician.

Other contraindications include taking ginseng with blood-thinning medications (anticoagulants such as warfarin), as it renders them less effective. Ginseng may also increase the effects of medications like antipsychotic medications used to treat psychiatric disorders such as schizophrenia and bipolar disorder. American ginseng may increase the stimulant effect and side effects of some medications taken for ADHD, including amphetamine and dextroamphetamine (Adderall) and methylphenidate (Ritalin).

There is a condition called ginseng abuse syndrome caused by long-term use of ginseng in an amount over 15 grams per day, which greatly exceeds the normal recommended daily dose. Symptoms of this condition include high blood pressure and nervousness. This should not be a big concern unless you are taking such high doses—in which case you should seek professional help.

Standardized extracts for American ginseng are not available. However, American ginseng can be safely taken in the amount of 1 to 2 grams from the fresh root (not extract) per day in capsule or tablet form or 1 to 2 teaspoons of a 1:5 tincture three times a day.

ANDIROBA

Latin name: Carapa guianensis (Meliaceae [mahogany] family)

General Description

Andiroba is a towering rain forest tree, reaching a height of up to 300 feet (90 meters), found in tropical Brazil, Colombia, and Guyana. It produces fragrant flowers and a brown, woody four-cornered nut three to four inches (eight to ten centimeters) across that resembles a chestnut and contains an oil-rich kernel. The oil of the nut, the tree bark, leaves, and seed oil are used medicinally.

Evidence of Benefit

Andiroba oil is an anti-inflammatory due to the presence of compounds known as limonoids. It promotes normal circulation to the skin and relieves pain and swelling. The Northwest Amazons use the bark and leaves for fever-reducing and worm-inhibiting tea, and externally as a wash for skin problems, ulcers, and insect bites, and as an insect repellent. Brazilians use the seed oil as an antiarthritic and anti-inflammatory, while the fruit oil is ingested for coughs.

Tests on cells have shown that the bark is antibacterial, the flowers are antitumor, and the heartwood is antifungal. Gelatin capsules containing the oil have been used for the treatment of some cancers in Brazil.

Benefits of andiroba for specific health conditions include the following:

• Arthritis and rheumatism. Hot andiroba oil is rubbed into the skin to relieve arthritis and rheumatism. Andiroba oil contains beneficial omega-3 fatty acids. These essential fatty acids are quickly absorbed through the skin. They offset the production of chemicals that cause inflammation leading to reduced swelling and decreased production of inflammatory chemicals, which reduces pain. However, this has not been shown in human studies.

• Skin damage from cuts, age spots, and psoriasis. Andiroba oil may accelerate healing of skin damage by providing myristic acid, one of the chemical building blocks of an enzyme that links together the proteins that form the skin’s protective outer layer. One of the fatty acids found in andiroba oil, linolenic acid, was shown in a laboratory study to slow the growth of skin cells in psoriasis and age spots.

Considerations for Use

Andiroba is used as an oil applied to the skin. It is also used as a base for antiwrinkle creams such as Aveda and Oil of Olay. The fats in the oil transport healing alpha-hydroxy acids and other ingredients as they moisturize and protect the skin.

ANDROGRAPHIS

Latin name: Andrographis paniculata (Acanthaceae [acanthus] family)

Other common names: chiretta, chuan xin liang, fah tolai, kalmegh, king of bitters, kiryat

General Description

Andrographis is a branched, erect annual plant that grows in forests and wastelands in China, India, Pakistan, and Thailand. Its leaves and stems are harvested in late summer for medicinal use. It is cultivated extensively in China and Thailand, and in the East and West Indies.

Evidence of Benefit

Andrographis is an ancient medicinal herb with an extensive history in Asia. It has immune system effects, so it has been used to treat upper respiratory infections, fever, herpes, sore throat, and a variety of other chronic and infectious diseases. It has also been used for diabetes, gastrointestinal disorders such as diarrhea, indigestion, and weight loss. In Scandinavian countries, it is commonly used to prevent and treat the common cold. There have been some studies in cancer, AIDS, and a variety of bacterial and viral diseases.

Benefits of andrographis for specific health conditions include the following:

• Atherosclerosis and heart attack. Clinical studies in China have found that andrographis prevents the formation of blood clots and that use of the herb may prevent restenosis, or “reclogging,” of arteries after angioplasty. The herb changes the way the linings of blood vessels respond to calcium, helping them to stay open.

• Cancer. It has been shown that if a cancer cell can be made to mature (or differentiate), it will not have the ability to grow out of control. Results of a study have demonstrated that andrographis has potent cell-differentiation-inducing activity on leukemia cells. Moreover, extracts from andrographis leaves are cytotoxic (cell-killing) against cancer cells. Japanese researchers have reported that andrographis stops stomach cancer cells from multiplying.

• Cold, fever, and flu. Andrographis prevents infections with rhinoviruses, the type of viruses most often responsible for the common cold. Taking 200 milligrams a day of an andrographis preparation (marketed as Kanjang) throughout the cold season was shown to reduce the risk of catching a cold by over 50 percent. Andrographis also relieves runny nose, headache, sore muscles, sore throat, swollen lymph nodes, and fatigue, although a dose of 1,200 milligrams or more a day (up to 6 grams) may be needed for this effect. Andrographis has also been used to reduce fever and pain, and for disorders of the intestinal tract.

• Diarrhea and other intestinal disorders. Extracts of andrographis have been shown to have significant effects against the diarrhea associated with Escherichia coli (E. coli) bacterial infections. In one study, chronic inflammation of the colon was treated with a combination of 60 grams of andrographis and 30 grams of rehmannia (Rehmannia glutinosa), with a cure rate of 72 percent. Twenty-six percent experienced symptomatic relief.

• Hepatitis; liver and gallbladder problems. The primary active ingredient in andrographis, andrographolide, increases bile flow and the levels of bile salts and bile acids. It was found to be more potent than silymarin (an active ingredient in milk thistle), which is used clinically as a hepatoprotective agent. Also, the andrographolides present in andrographis are potent stimulators of gallbladder function, therefore reducing the probability of gallstone formation.

Considerations for Use

Andrographis should be used in the form of tablets made from a standardized extract. The combination of andrographis with echinacea and zinc has been used to prevent and treat colds, while other standardized preparations of the herb are useful for other applications. Andrographis reduces fertility in both men and women, and should be avoided during pregnancy and nursing.

Formal toxicological studies have confirmed that andrographolide and other andrographis compounds have very low toxicity. In rare cases, some people who use andrographis experience dizziness and heart palpitations. Some may have an allergic reaction ranging from minor skin rash to more serious anaphylaxis. Other side effects include gastric discomfort, vomiting, and loss of appetite.

ANGELICA

Latin name: Angelica archangelica (Apiaceae [parsley] family)

Other common names: garden angelica, wild parsnip

General Description

Native to the Middle East, angelica grows one to two feet tall and grows in pots for indoor use. It bears bright green serrated leaves and greenish-yellow flowers. The medicinal parts include the seed, whole herb, and root.

Evidence of Benefit

Angelica is a remedy for colic, gas, sour stomach, and heartburn. It improves appetite and circulation, warms the body, and relieves spasms of the stomach and bowels and feeling of fullness. Angelica may also be a good herb to add to treatments for lung diseases, coughs, colds, and fevers.

Benefits of angelica for specific health conditions include the following:

• Angina and high blood pressure. Angelica contains fifteen compounds that act much like calcium channel blockers, a class of drug that is a standard treatment for angina and high blood pressure. However, no human studies currently support its use for heart disease.

Considerations for Use

Folklore indicates that angelica was used for coughs, bronchitis, symptoms related to menstruation, loss of appetite, stomach and intestinal cramps, and liver ailments. It has not been shown to be effective for kidney disease and neuralgic complaints. Angelica should not be taken by pregnant women. People with diabetes should avoid using angelica, and it may increase sensitivity to the sun. It also may increase the risk of bleeding, so those with this problem should not use it, or use it only under the supervision of a medical professional. There are no known hazards when the typical doses are used, which include 4.5 grams in herb, 1.5 to 3 grams in extract (1:1), and 1.5 grams in tincture (1:5).

ANISE

Latin name: Pimpinella anisum (Apiaceae [parsley] family)

Other common names: pimpinel seed, sweet cumin

General Description

Anise is a highly aromatic, low-growing plant that produces feathery leaves and small yellow and white flowers on stalks that reach a height of one to two feet (thirty to sixty centimeters). It is native to the Mediterranean coasts of west Asia and is cultivated in Egypt, Spain, and Turkey. The essential oil, distilled from the seeds, is used in medicine. The seeds also are used in the manufacture of flavored liqueurs, such as the French anisette and the Greek ouzo, and in the flavoring of food.

Evidence of Benefit

Anise is a secretagogue, an herb that stimulates the body to secrete fluids to clear out congestion and normalize digestion. It may reduce intestinal spasms and is an antibacterial and antiviral agent. It may even be an effective insect repellent. It has been approved by the German Commission E for the common cold, cough, bronchitis, fever, inflammation of the mouth and pharynx, dyspeptic complaints, and loss of appetite.

Benefits of anise for specific health conditions also may include the following:

• Bad breath. The seeds of this licorice-flavored herb have been used for thousands of years to freshen the breath. You can boil a few teaspoons of seeds in a cup of water for a few minutes, strain, and then drink or use as a mouthwash.

• Colic. Anise seeds are an ingredient in paregoric, an opium mixture that is used to settle the stomach and was once commonly given to colicky babies. Unlike paregoric, anise seed contains no opiates and has no potentially harmful sedative effect on the central nervous system. Anise also stops spasmodic flatulence and aids digestion.

• Influenza, sinusitis, and other respiratory ailments. The essential oil in anise seeds stimulates secretions from the linings of the throat and lungs. Anise seed teas are particularly appropriate in cases of unproductive cough. Used as a cough suppressant, anise is an ingredient in many cough medicines and lozenges. It also gives them a better flavor. The Greeks use teas made from anise and fennel for asthma and other respiratory ailments. They both contain creosol and alpha-pinene, which help to loosen bronchial secretions. As an expectorant, anise helps to loosen and get rid of phlegm in the respiratory tract.

Considerations for Use

When made as a homeopathic remedy, Pimpinella anisum, anise is used for shoulder pain and lumbago. Anise may be prepared as an essential oil and applied topically or taken as a tea. The essential oil is employed in aromatherapy, and the whole seeds are used in cooking. Aromatherapy with anise and foods prepared with anise (such as anise cookies) have the same but milder action as anise used as an herb.

You should avoid anise if you are allergic to anise and anethole, or if you have an allergic and/or inflammatory skin condition. Large doses are narcotic and slow down the circulation and may cause difficulty in breathing. Use this herb in moderation only. It should not be used during pregnancy. Anise has been shown to interfere with drugs that clot the blood and it may increase the risk of bleeding if used with them.

ARJUNA

Latin name: Terminalia arjuna (Combretaceae [myrobalan] family)

General Description

Native to the Indian subcontinent, arjuna is an evergreen tree with yellow flowers and conical leaves that reaches a towering 100 feet (30 meters). The bark and fruit have been used medicinally since the sixth century BCE.

Evidence of Benefit

Arjuna is among the most frequently prescribed herbs for cardiovascular health and specifically for congestive heart failure and low blood flow. It has been shown to lower blood pressure in animals. The bark of the arjuna tree contains calcium salts, magnesium salts, tannins, and glycosides. In ayurvedic medicine, it is considered to be a stimulant, tonic, and astringent and is used to treat hemorrhages, diarrhea, dysentery, edema, skin problems like ulcers, and fractures. It may be a sedative and may increase the activity of barbiturates. In addition, it has been found to have antibacterial and antimutagenic properties.

Benefits of arjuna for specific health conditions include the following:

• Acne. In one study, when combined with other herbs such as aloe, neem, and turmeric, subjects with acne experienced improvements in skin color and quality. The product was given in tablet form and as a cream; both forms needed to be taken for the remedy to be effective.

• Angina, congestive heart failure, and heart attack. The primary benefit of arjuna is improvement of cardiac muscle function and improved pumping activity of the heart. It is thought that the saponin glycosides are the reason for the beneficial effects of arjuna. The flavonoids and oligomeric proanthocyanidins (OPCs) it contains help to strengthen blood vessels and have antioxidant activity. Arjuna is used as a heart tonic to treat heart failure and edema, a condition in which fluid accumulates in the ankles and legs because the heart is not circulating blood properly. In a three-month study of angina patients who took arjuna, Indian physicians tracked a number of health indicators, including blood pressure, high-density lipoprotein (HDL, or “good”) cholesterol, and frequency of angina attacks. Overall, there was a 50 percent reduction in the frequency of attacks, with lower systolic blood pressure and slightly increased HDL cholesterol levels. The more unstable the angina, however, the less arjuna helped the condition in the first three months of treatment. However, a double-blind study over a period of twenty-four months led to reduced symptoms, increased mobility, and patient reports of increased quality of life. Using arjuna regularly for one year can strengthen the heart to its best condition. In a review of seven articles on the use of arjuna and heart disease, all showed positive effects lowering blood lipids (total and low-density lipoprotein [LDL, or “bad”] cholesterol). Using 500 milligram capsules of arjuna every eight hours, over six weeks, patients with congestive heart failure had fewer signs of poor heart function and improvements in breathing (shortness of breath was diminished) and they were less fatigued. The left injection fraction increased, which is a key indicator of improved heart function. The study continued for twenty-eight months and patients continued to improve. No major safety issues appeared during this time.

Considerations for Use

Arjuna is commonly available in capsule form made from powder, and as a liquid. Ayurvedic formulas containing arjuna usually combine this herb with as many as thirty other cardioprotective herbs. Since arjuna has a powerful effect on heart muscle, it should be taken for angina or congestive heart failure only after consulting a physician. The dose varies by the patient according to ayurvedic medicine, but one study showed benefit at 3.88 grams of powder per day. No health hazards are known if taken in proper doses.

ARNICA

Latin name: Arnica montana (Asteraceae [composite] family)

General Description

Arnica is an aromatic perennial that grows to one foot (thirty centimeters) in height. It has downy, egg-shaped leaves and bright yellow daisylike flowers. Arnica grows in the mountains of Europe, Siberia, Canada, and the northern United States. The parts used in herbal medicine include the ethereal oil of the flowers, the dried flowers, the dried leaves (collected before the plant flowers), the fresh roots, and the dried rhizome and roots.

Evidence of Benefit

Arnica is an antibiotic, anti-inflammatory, and pain reliever. It has immune-stimulating, antiseptic, and wound-healing properties. Arnica extracts have been used in both herbal and homeopathic forms to help minimize the effects of tissue trauma and to assist in the healing process. It has been used in Europe for centuries to reduce bruising and swelling and to shorten recovery time after physical trauma. It also is used to treat inflammation of the mouth and throat, inflammation caused by insect bites, and superficial swelling (phlebitis). It has a long history of use among Native Americans as a major healing plant. It is primarily for external usage as a tincture or salve.

Arnica is also one of the most important herbs in homeopathic medicine. It is used in a 3x dilution for motion sickness and in a 10x dilution for seizure disorders, and in dilutions between 3x and 10x for a variety of other conditions. It is approved for use by the German Commission E for fever and colds, inflammation of the skin, bronchitis, inflammation of the mouth and pharynx, rheumatism, blunt injuries, and infection.

Benefits of arnica for specific health conditions include the following:

• Carpal tunnel syndrome, fractures, and other injuries. Arnica prevents bruising and swelling after traumatic skin injuries by preventing blood platelets, the cells involved in the clotting process, from gathering at the site of the injury. It stops pain and swelling in tired and painful muscles by reversing the effects of pain-causing prostaglandins. Arnica contains sesquiterpene lactones, helanalin, and dihydrohelanalin, compounds that alleviate pain, reduce inflammation, and fight bacteria. It is useful for joint and rheumatic pain. Double-blind studies with marathon runners in the 1990 Oslo (Norway) Marathon found that applying arnica to the skin before an athletic event reduced pain and stiffness experienced after the event. Also, recent reports indicate that arnica may be effective in reducing postoperative swelling.

• Diabetic eye disease (retinopathy). Homeopathic arnica has been used to treat diabetic eye disease, which can cause severe vision loss or blindness. In one study, arnica produced significant improvement in retinal sensitivity and functional improvement in the retinal area. The patients in this study all had insulin-dependent diabetes and the retinopathy was related to it. There were no side effects from the arnica. In another study, patients experienced improvements in red critical retinal flicker fusion, a marker of vision.

• Inflammation of the knee joint (gonarthrosis). In one study, a homeopathic preparation of arnica and other compounds (such as Sanguinaria canadensis) was shown to be effective at reducing knee pain in patients with gonarthrosis. Patients received two injections a week and they saw some improvement after five weeks. Pain and joint stiffness improved in 90 percent of the subjects and no adverse side effects were observed. In another study, a homeopathic arnica preparation (30x dilution) was used to mitigate pain after knee surgery. In this randomized study the arnica group, compared to placebo, showed less postoperative swelling. However, the difference was only significant for patients who underwent a specific knee operation (cruciate ligament reconstruction), but not for arthroscopy or artificial knee joint implantation.

• Muscle pain. Arnica has been used to treat muscle pain or myalgia, which can be a sign of serious disease. In one study, a combination of arnica and Rhus tox in a 30x dilution reduced delayed onset muscle soreness. However, those patients who received the placebo experienced similar benefits. In another study, a gel preparation of arnica flowers (20 percent tincture) applied to limbs reduced muscle pain compared to a placebo. Moreover, there was better blood flow, less swelling, and reduced feeling of heaviness in the legs.

• Pain management. Arnica has been used in various forms for the management of pain. In one study, homeopathic arnica significantly decreased pain score (a validated composite of how painful someone feels) after a tonsillectomy. There were no differences in the use of analgesics or antibiotics, however. In another study, arnica was used as a topical gel, but it did not lessen the pain of osteoarthritis of the hands compared to the placebo gel. An arnica homeopathy preparation also did not reduce postoperative pain or antibiotic use in women following hysterectomy. Similarly, there was no benefit of arnica at reducing pain following oral surgery.


Misunderstood Artemisia

Several herb handbooks warn that artemisia may have intoxicating effects similar to those of marijuana. Whether you consider this to be desirable or undesirable, it is simply not true.

This misunderstanding stems from the use of a form of artemisia known as absinthe, a fashionable drink in the nineteenth century. The herb became associated with the death of the American writer Edgar Allan Poe and the suicide of the painter Vincent Van Gogh. It was immortalized in a painting by Edgar Degas, which shows a haunting portrait of two absinthe drinkers, hollow-eyed and oblivious to all but the intoxicating beverage. Of course, the absinthe drinkers in the picture were merely models.

Thujone, the intoxicating chemical in artemisia, and tetrahydrocannabinol (THC), the active ingredient of marijuana, have similar molecules, and both attach to the same receptor sites in the brain. However, the thujone content of alcoholic beverages containing artemisia is less than one-twentieth of the amount needed for intoxication. Any “high” from artemisia comes from the alcohol in which it is dissolved.



Considerations for Use

Arnica is used in cream form. It should not be applied to mucous membranes, eyes, broken skin, or to an open wound, and it should never be taken internally except as a homeopathic remedy, where the amount ingested is very small. It is contraindicated in people with a known sensitivity to members of the daisy family such as chamomile, marigold, and yarrow. Eating large quantities of the flower or roots can be poisonous. It should not be used for more than two weeks at a time, and if a rash develops, its use should be discontinued. Arnica contains compounds that act in the same manner as oxytocin (Pitocin), a drug used to induce labor. For this reason, pregnant women should not use arnica in any form. Patients who are prone to excessive bleeding should avoid arnica.

ARTEMISIA

Latin name: Artemisia capillaris (Asteraceae [composite] family)

Other common names: capillaris, Chinese wormwood, yen chen hao

General Description

Artemisia, known in literature as wormwood, is a bushy perennial that grows from two to four feet (60 to 120 centimeters) high. It bears tiny yellow-green flowers from July to October. It is native to Japan, Taiwan, and northern China.

Herbalists use broken pieces taken from the top of the softly aromatic plant. Unfortunately, a misunderstanding about wormwood’s chemical properties has led some to condemn artemisia as a dangerous drug. (See “Misunderstood Artemisia,” above.)

Evidence of Benefit

Artemisia has several useful antimicrobial properties. It is also a cholagogue, a substance that stimulates the production of bile in laboratory studies. Benefits of artemisia for specific health conditions include the following:

• Bladder and parasitic infections. Artemisia may help eliminate parasites. It has been used to help treat urinary tract infections (UTIs) caused by Klebsiella bacteria, but not as the only treatment. Laboratory studies have shown that artemisine (a compound found in artemesia) may be effective against the organisms that cause river blindness.

• Constipation and diarrhea. Artemisia may help with intestinal disturbances by soothing inflamed intestinal tissues and aiding digestion.

• Liver disorders. Artemisia in laboratory studies increases the secretion of bile into the gastrointestinal tract, which possibly can support liver function. Used with gardenia (Gardenia jasminoidis), it has been shown to increase the rate of liver cell regeneration.

Considerations for Use

Artemisia is used in teas or tinctures. The practitioners of traditional Chinese medicine (TCM) who supply artemisia usually refer to this herb and the products made from it as yen chen hao.

ASAFOETIDA

Latin name: Ferula asafoetida (Apiaceae [parsley] family)

Other common names: devil’s dung, food of the gods, hing, narthex

General Description

Asafoetida is a perennial plant native to Afghanistan, Iran, and Pakistan. It grows six feet (two meters) tall from a fleshy taproot, and bears composite leaves and umbels of white flowers at its head. Asafoetida produces a gum gathered in summer from the roots of plants at least four years old (if a plant is not a minimum of four years old, its gum is considered worthless). The oldest plants are the most productive. The stems are cut off, and successive slices are made through the roots. The gum wells up and is collected after it has hardened.

Despite its common name devil’s dung, asafoetida was the favorite flavoring of ancient Rome. With a pungent aroma that is more persistent than garlic, asafoetida is still used as an ingredient in Worcestershire sauce.

Evidence of Benefit

According to ayurvedic medicine, asafoetida is a valuable spice and remedy for nervous disorders, colic, and bowel spasms. In cell cultures, it has been shown to be a mild anticancer agent and may kill Salmonella typhimurium. Asafoetida has been used in Chinese medicine to treat intestinal parasites. In ayurvedic medicine, asafoetida has been used for asthma, whooping cough, flatulence, constipation, disease of the liver and spleen, and epilepsy. Homeopathic asafoetida remedies are used for low acid levels in the stomach, and to control stomach pressure, flatulence, and loose stools. It has not been shown to be of benefit for chronic gastritis, dyspepsia, and irritable colon.

Benefits of asafoetida for specific health conditions include the following:

• Colic. Asafoetida is a local stimulant of mucous membranes, especially in the alimentary tract. As a result, it is useful in reducing flatulence and easing colic, and as a laxative medicine.

• Insect bites. Due to its pungent smell, asafoetida repels insects from the skin and body.

• Irritable bowel syndrome (IBS). Asafoetida oil relieves gas buildup and irritation in IBS. It also calms muscle spasms and digestive disturbances associated with anxiety.

• Nervous disorders. Asafoetida was one of the most commonly prescribed herbs throughout the nineteenth century for the treatment of hysteria and for many symptoms associated with mood swings and depression.

Considerations for Use

Asafoetida is used as a powder or tincture. As a tincture, 20 drops is a single dose. The pale yellow or orange-yellow essential oil, occasionally used in aromatherapy in place of garlic, is not a substitute.

The uncooked herb can cause nausea and vomiting. Using asafoetida over long periods may cause lip swelling, throat irritation, gas, diarrhea, and burning urination. It can cause convulsions in susceptible individuals. Genital swelling has been observed following external administration on the abdomen. This herb should be avoided during pregnancy.

ASHWAGANDHA

Latin name: Withania somnifera (Solanaceae [nightshade] family)

Other common names: Indian ginseng, winter cherry, withania

General Description

Ashwagandha is a plant in the same family as the tomato. It grows as a stout shrub that reaches a height of 5 feet (1.5 meters). Like the tomato, ashwagandha bears yellow flowers and red fruit, though the fruit is berrylike in size and shape. Ashwagandha grows prolifically in India, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka. All parts of the plant are used in herbal medicine.

Ashwagandha is a Hindi name meaning “horse’s smell.” The term refers not only to the smell of a horse, but also to a horse’s strength. Some herbalists refer to ashwagandha as Indian ginseng, since it is used in ayurvedic medicine in the same way that ginseng is used in traditional Chinese medicine (TCM).

Evidence of Benefit

Ashwagandha has been used for more than 2,500 years as a “vitalizer.” Today, we would place it in the category of adaptogens. It is rejuvenating, balancing, strengthening, and calming to the nervous system. Ashwagandha is useful for relieving fatigue, nervous exhaustion, and memory loss. This herb also has a reputation as an aphrodisiac and is believed to help prevent sterility in males and sexual ailments. A mild sedative, ashwagandha reduces mental chatter and promotes calm sleep. It also promotes tissue regeneration and slows the aging process.

It is excellent for use in bodybuilding and for any type of physical sport, as it gives an instant charge of long-lasting energy without the use of stimulants. Ashwagandha contains iron and may promote growth in children and improve hemoglobin levels. In addition, ashwagandha has shown promise in treating hypothyroidism (low levels of thyroid hormone in the blood).

Benefits of ashwagandha for specific health conditions include the following:

• Alzheimer’s disease and memory problems. Ashwagandha helps correct memory loss by modifying the way in which the brain uses acetylcholine, a chemical that transmits messages from nerve cell to nerve cell. If oxygen levels are low, the brain acquires acetylcholine by destroying its own cells. The cell remnants form neurofibrillary tangles, blocking the transmission of nerve signals and resulting in Alzheimer’s-like symptoms. Ashwagandha decreases the likelihood that the brain will cannibalize its own cells. This action reduces cognitive deficit and memory loss in diseases such as Alzheimer’s disease and dementia.

• Arthritis and carpal tunnel syndrome. Animal studies have found that naturally occurring steroids in ashwagandha are more potent than treatment with the synthetic steroid hydrocortisone for controlling inflammation. These natural steroidal compounds also reduce the pain of arthritis as effectively as aspirin and phenylbutazone when given in the same amount, but without the immune-depressing side effects those drugs cause. Patients who have trouble with balance (called cerebral ataxias) gained better balance with ashwagandha. In a clinical study of patients with osteoarthritis, ashwagandha and other herbs reduced pain and disability significantly.

• Autoimmune disorders. Ashwagandha increases red and white blood cell counts after treatment with azathioprine (Imuran, Azasan), cyclophosphamide (Cytoxan, Neosar), or prednisone for autoimmune diseases such as lupus.

• Cancer. Ashwagandha extracts increase platelet counts, red blood cell counts, and white blood cell counts during cancer chemotherapy treatment with cyclophosphamide (Cytoxan, Neosar). Animal studies in India also have found that ashwagandha sensitizes cancer cells to radiation treatment, making treatments approximately 50 percent more effective. Studies have shown that ashwagandha is helpful in putting cancer tumors of the breast, central nervous system, colon, and lung into regression without killing healthy tissues. The herb may also help prevent chemotherapy-induced neutropenia (low white blood cell count). However, the effectiveness of ashwagandha in the treatment of patients with cancer is not yet determined.

• Diabetes. Improvements in high blood sugar levels and insulin sensitivity (how well insulin works) have been detected in the animal studies of type 2 diabetes.

• Sex drive, diminished. Ashwagandha is a sexual “grounding” herb that reduces the frequency of premature ejaculation and increases sexual stamina. Ashwagandha’s active principles, alkaloids and with anoloids, have longevity-enhancing and sexually stimulating properties.

• Stress. Ayurvedic medicine has used ashwagandha as a general tonic for centuries to stimulate long-term endurance. Ashwagandha contains steroidlike compounds that may increase resistance to stress.

Considerations for Use

Ashwagandha is available in capsule form. The product you choose should be standardized for with anolides.

When used to increase sex drive, ashwagandha should not be taken in instances of acute sexual anxiety, as its effects take hold only after about one week of daily use. For the conditions listed above, be sure not to use a product called ashwagandha oil. That is a combination of ashwagandha with almond oil and rose water designed to be used as a facial toner. Do not eat ashwagandha berries, as they can cause severe gastrointestinal pain. Taking ashwagandha with tranquilizers may result in drowsiness and loss of coordination. You should avoid this herb if you are taking prescription drugs for anxiety, insomnia, or a seizure disorder. Human toxicity studies for ashwagandha are limited.

ASTRAGALUS

Latin name: Astragalus membranaceus (Fabaceae [legume] family)

Other common names: locoweed, milk vetch root

General Description

Astragalus is a bushy member of the legume family with hairy stems that grow to a height of sixteen inches (forty centimeters). Herbal medicine uses long, thin, diagonal sections of astragalus root that show the exterior at each end. The root should be long, thick, and firm, and have a sweet taste.

Evidence of Benefit

Astragalus has an unusual ability to stimulate certain immune functions while depressing others. It is an overall body tonic that is used to strengthen digestion, increase metabolic activity, and stimulate the immune system. It is highly beneficial for anyone who experiences fatigue, low vitality, and frequently recurring infections. It also may normalize the function of the heart and kidneys. It is a potent antioxidant and has been shown to protect lipids from oxidizing in rat heart mitochondria. It also has a diuretic effect. Astragalus is most effective when it is used long term, on a daily basis.

Benefits of astragalus for specific health conditions include the following:

• Angina, atherosclerosis, congestive heart failure, and heart attack. Astragalus increases how much blood the heart can pump (which is limited in heart disease) in patients with chest pain. It strengthens the left side of the heart, the part that is usually sluggish in heart disease, and slows heart rate in those whose hearts are beating too fast. In one study, astragalus helped patients who had just had a heart attack. Within thirty-six hours of the attack, the herb improved left-sided ventricular function. There also was reduced lipid peroxidation and increased superoxide dismutase activity on red blood cells, suggesting that astragalus worked as an antioxidant. Astragalus balances the levels of salt and water in the body so that the heart and kidneys function better. In one study, participants with congestive heart failure who had trouble mobilizing fluid benefited from taking astragalus. In another study, combining astragalus with Angelica sinensis significantly lowered total cholesterol and low-density lipoprotein (LDL, or “bad”) cholesterol, as well as serum triglycerides in rats. In patients with ischemic heart disease (a narrowing of blood vessels), astragalus improved chest pain. When taken with the herbs coptis and scutellaria, astragalus makes the blood more fluid, which helps prevent coronary arteries from becoming clogged by clots. (See COPTIS and SCUTELLARIA.) In this regard, it may be used like aspirin, but if you are taking aspirin, ask your physician before stopping it and switching to astragalus. Clinical testing also has shown that astragalus increases the effectiveness of lidocaine, the drug used in emergency rooms to treat the weak, erratic heartbeat of ventricular fibrillation, a common and life-threatening complication of heart attack. The herb also protects heart tissues from damage after blood returns to them after a heart attack or bypass surgery.

Chinese researchers have had good preliminary results using astragalus compounds called astragalosides in treating congestive heart failure. Patients treated by injection regain an average of approximately 20 percent of their heart function in two weeks of treatment. Whether similar benefits can be obtained from orally administered astragalus products is not yet known.

Other Chinese doctors have found that astragalus offers more effective relief than the drug nifedipine (Procardia) for angina pain. More than 80 percent of angina patients improved on astragalus treatment without the dizziness, giddiness, heartburn, or headache that nifedipine can cause.

• Cancer. Chinese studies have found that astragalus increases the activity of natural killer (NK) cells and lymphokine-activated killer (LAK) cells, an immune-system component. Synthetic IL-2, used for colorectal cancer, lymphoma, melanoma, and kidney cancer, is extremely toxic when concentrated, but the simultaneous use of IL-2 and astragalus increases the drug’s effectiveness. This allows the use of a lower, less toxic dosage of IL-2. In addition, astragalus stops the spread of cancers known to respond to gene p53, a tumor-suppressing gene that acts as a molecular “patrolman” to keep defective cells from multiplying. Astragalus is commonly used in cancer patients to enhance the effectiveness and reduce side effects of chemotherapy.

Chinese studies of the treatment of small cell lung cancer with standard chemotherapy drugs—carmustine (Gliadel, BiCNU), cyclophosphamide (Cytoxan, Neosar), methotrexate (Rheumatrex, Trexall), and vincristine (Oncovin, Vincasar)—combined with astragalus and ginseng produced dramatic increases in longevity. In general, patients had a reduced risk of death after twelve and twenty-four months and shrunken tumor size. For small cell lung cancer patients treated with conventional medicine and astragalus, the response rate has been reported to be as high as 98 percent. In one study, people with lung cancer survived as long as seventeen years on the combination therapy. (See GINSENG.)

A mixture of astragalus and ligustrum prevents red-cell depletion during mitomycin (Mutamycin) cancer therapy. Astragalus alone, however, is effective in preventing depletion of white blood cells during chemotherapy. A clinical study involving 115 patients receiving various forms of chemotherapy found that 83 percent had higher white blood cell counts when given astragalus.

A meta-analysis of four studies showed that astragalus and other herbs counteracted the side effects of chemotherapy in 374 patients with colon cancer. The herb appeared to stimulate the immune system.

• Cochlear damage. In one study, a combination of astragalus and Pyrola rotundifolia protected against cochlear damage caused by gentamicin, a potent antibiotic.

• Common cold. Chinese studies have shown that using astragalus during cold season reduces the number of colds caught and shortens the duration of those that are caught. If you tend to get colds and flu often, astragalus can help you build up a natural resistance. It increases the body’s production of interferon, which helps to protect against viruses invading the cells. Astragalus also helps the macrophages, immune cells that kill off viruses, to become faster and more efficient.

• Diabetes. The traditional use of astragalus as a diabetes treatment has been confirmed by modern research. One study included people with diabetes who had various complications of the disorder, including an eye disease called diabetic retinopathy. Participants in this study were given 2 to 3 grams (approximately a tablespoon) of a mixture of equal parts of astragalus and another herb, rehmannia, three times a day for three months. Improvements in blood flow through the eye were noted in 82 percent of participants. Fasting blood sugar was kept below 150 milligrams per deciliter (mg/dL) for 77 percent of participants, without the use of other medications.

• Infertility. In ancient Chinese medicine, astragalus seed was used to treat infertile men. Tests have shown that the herb does increase sperm motility, or the vigorous activity of sperm.

• Liver and gastrointestinal tract ailments: The herb strengthens the movement and muscle tone of the intestine to increase movements of food through the GI tract. In one study, liver cells were protected by astragalus after being exposed to carbon tetrachloride. Animals excreted less SGPT (a marker of liver disease) with an ethanol root extract of astragalus and the liver cells appeared to be protected.

Considerations for Use

Astragalus is used in capsules, fluid extracts, teas, and tinctures. Even in large doses, it is nontoxic. Laboratory animals fed astragalus have been able to eat up to 10 percent of their body weight in astragalus without ill effects. Daily doses in humans are 2 to 6 grams of the dried root per day and as a fluid extract of 4 to 12 milliliters. A powdered root capsule (250 to 500 milligrams) can be taken as two capsules, three times a day.

Chinese tradition teaches that astragalus should not be used in people with a known autoimmune disorder and during an acute infection, or for colds and flu, especially if there is fever or a skin infection. The main reason is that deep immune tonics, such as astragalus, are believed to strengthen the chi (energy) of the virus, and a more superficial immune stimulator is needed.

Astragalus helps the body compensate for immune damage induced by many kinds of prescription medications. In addition to the conditions listed in Part Two, astragalus is useful in preventing side effects from Cibalith-S, Eskalith, Lithobid, Lithonate, and Lithotabs, all forms of lithium used in the treatment of bipolar mood disorder. Astragalus is useful for immune damage caused by lithium without inducing release of immune cells known as macrophages, which can damage nerve tissue.

Astragalus is incompatible with prescription medications often given after a heart attack. As much as 2 percent of astragalus root is made up of coumarins, which are chemically similar to the prescription blood-thinning drug warfarin (Coumadin). People who take warfarin should avoid astragalus because of the potential for bleeding. A class of high blood pressure medications known as beta-blockers may be less effective when taken with astragalus. Persons taking beta-blockers, which include atenolol (Tenormin), metoprolol (Lopressor), propranolol (Inderal), and many other medications, should also avoid this herb. Astragalus should be used with caution by anyone who is on immunosuppressive therapy, such as people with autoimmune diseases and those who have received organ transplants. It should be discontinued before surgery, as it may increase the risk of bleeding. Astragalus is rich in selenium and if taken in large amounts could be toxic and result in neurological damage and lead to paralysis.

AVENA

Latin name: Avena sativa (Poaceae [haygrass] family)

Other common names: oat extract, wild oats

General Description

Avena is the green tops of the cereal plant oats, harvested just before the plant is in full flower. Oats originated in France, England, Poland, Germany, and Russia. Its use as a medicine preceded its use as a food.

Avena sativa is Latin for “wild oats.” The sexual stimulation resulting from the consumption of this herb is said to be the source of the phrase “sowing one’s wild oats.” Stallions fed wild oats are said to become libidinous, and some studies suggest that “wild oats” have a similar effect on the human male.

Evidence of Benefit

In folk medicine, as well as with current herbalists, avena is used to treat nervous exhaustion, insomnia, and weakness of the nerves. It is an anti-inflammatory and sedative. This herb contains small amounts of calcium, phosphorus, and the B-complex vitamins, as well as other vitamins, minerals, and micronutrients.

Benefits of avena for specific health conditions include the following:

• Attention deficit disorder (ADD). Herbalists report that oat top extract reduces symptoms of withdrawal from methylphenidate (Ritalin), and relieves sadness and mild depression in adults with ADD. Do not give avena to your child if he or she has ADD without consulting your child’s physician. Avena has pharmacological actions similar to those of opium, which may account for its calming effects.

• Eczema. Avena or oatmeal baths may soothe inflamed skin.

• Nervousness and menopause. Avena is nerve food. It nourishes the nervous and hormonal systems, and can ease hot flashes and symptoms of premenstrual syndrome (PMS). It should be taken daily for menopausal symptoms, and for two weeks per month for premenopausal problems.

• Sex drive, diminished. Avena has been shown to heighten thoughts and pleasure associated with sex by freeing up testosterone, the sex hormone most closely tied to libido, that gets bound to various compounds in the body. As we age, the binding of testosterone increases, and bound testosterone is not as effective as free testosterone. One double-blind study showed that both males and females experienced a dramatic increase in sexual desire, performance, sensation, and sexual activity after taking avena. There is evidence in laboratory studies, however, that avena may act on the hypothalamus and stimulate the release of luteinizing hormone (LH). This action may correct the normal production of testosterone in men, but human studies showing this action are lacking.

Considerations for Use

Avena is used as a bath for eczema and as a tincture, usually in combination with other herbs, for treatment of diminished sex drive.

BARBERRY

Latin name: Berberis species, most commonly Berberis vulgaris (Berberidaceae [barberry] family)

Other names: berberry, paundice berry, mountain grape, Oregon grape, pipperidge, sow berry

General Description

Barberry is a thorny, deciduous shrub that grows to a height of ten feet (three meters). Protected by thorny stems and tough leaves, it bears small yellow flowers in spring followed by purple berries in autumn. Native to Europe, northern Africa, and central Asia, barberry has been naturalized in North America. The bark of both the stem and root and also the berries are used to make herbal medicines.

Evidence of Benefit

Barberry contains vitamin C, which increases immune function and may prevent scurvy. It has a mild diuretic effect. Homeopathic preparations are used for kidney stones, gout, rheumatism, liver and gallbladder disorders, and dry skin diseases such as psoriasis. Unproven uses include opium withdrawal, jaundice, tuberculosis, piles, renal disease, malaria, and leishmaniasis.

Benefits of barberry for specific health conditions include the following:

• Cuts, scrapes, and abrasions; infections of the bladder, eyes, nails, reproductive tract, sinuses, skin, throat; and parasitic infection. In cell studies, berberine (a compound in barberry) kills a vast variety of germs—among them the parasites Leishmania and Plasmodium (the organism that causes malaria); Pseudomonas, Salmonella, Shigella, Staphylococcus, Streptococcus, and Vibrio bacteria; and various kinds of fungi—and is very active against a number of others. Some laboratory tests have found that berberine is a more potent antibiotic than the sulfa drugs against some kinds of infections. Berberine also is effective against some bacteria that have become antibiotic-resistant. But human data are unavailable to support its use in such cases.

• Diarrhea. One study found that individuals suffering from cholera-induced diarrhea experienced significant relief from acute diarrhea after twenty-four hours with a dosage of 100 milligrams of barberry four times a day.

• Gallstones, kidney stones, and liver problems. The stem and root bark of barberry have been used to improve liver function and to treat gallstones. It has been purported to prevent kidney stones in some people, but it is not indicated as a treatment.

• Gastritis and peptic ulcers. Berberine kills Helicobacter pylori, a bacterium implicated in both ulcers and chronic gastritis. Animal studies have shown that the compounds in barberry can reduce muscle spasms, which might further explain their usefulness in gastrointestinal disorders. Alcohol extracts of barberry may help with heartburn and stomach cramps.

• Immunity. Extracts of barberry have been used to fight infections, feverish colds, and urinary tract infections (UTIs), although to date these uses are largely unproven.

Considerations for Use

Barberry is available in capsules, ointments, tablets, and tinctures. The tincture can be used to make compresses. It can be made into a tea as well. The daily dosage of the infusion of tea is 2 grams in 250 milliliters of water, to be sipped. A tincture dose is 20 to 40 drops daily. Homeopathy doses are 5 drops, 1 tablet, or 10 globules every thirty to sixty minutes for an acute illness or one to three times daily for a chronic illness.

Side effects are rare when barberry is used properly. However, dosages of over 4 grams will bring about light stupor, nosebleeds, vomiting, diarrhea, and kidney irritation. Treatment may be required to treat this poisonous state.

Another of the chemical constituents of barberry, palmitine hydroxide, is believed to interfere with the maturation of sperm cells in the testes. Studies indicate that this effect may contribute to sterility in men. Men who are seeking to become fathers should avoid barberry.

Berberine alone has been reported to interfere with normal bilirubin metabolism in infants, raising a concern that it may worsen jaundice. Also, there are reports that it can stimulate the uterine muscles. For these reasons, berberine-containing plants, including barberry and goldenseal, should not be used by pregnant women or nursing mothers. Also, strong extracts may cause stomach upset, so they should be used for no more than two weeks at a time.

BILBERRY

Latin name: Vaccinium myrtillus (Ericaceae [blueberry] family)

Other common names: blueberry, huckleberry, trackleberry, whortleberry, wineberry burts

General Description

Bilberry refers to the leaf of the blueberry bush, a shrub that grows to about one foot (thirty centimeters) in height and that produces sweet blue berries. It is found in North America and Europe on damp, acidic soils.

In Elizabethan times, English herbalists referred to bilberries as wortleberries and prescribed them for diarrhea and stomach complaints. American herbalists later combined “whortleberries” with gin to make a diuretic.

Evidence of Benefit

Bilberry is said to possess antioxidant and antiseptic properties. It has several pharmacological actions, such as wound healing, anti-ulcer, anti-artery clogging, and vasoprotective (keeps blood flowing). Bilberry extract strengthens capillaries, which not only protects the eye from the hemorrhaging associated with diabetic retinopathy, but also aids in treating other vascular disorders, such as varicose veins. Extracts of the leaves in animals have been shown to kill Staphylococcus aureus and Escherichia coli (E. coli). It is approved by the German Commission E for treatment of diarrhea (taken internally) and inflammation of the mouth and pharynx (used topically).

Benefits of bilberry for specific health conditions include the following:

• Cataracts. In one study, bilberry prevented the development of further lens opacity in the eyes of 97 percent of the patients with mild senile cortical cataracts. A bilberry extract of 180 milligrams and 100 milligrams of vitamin E was given twice a day for eight months. After four months, improvements were observed in the treatment group but not the placebo group.

• Diabetes. Bilberry’s component (anthocyanosides) may help patients with diabetic retinopathy. This is a progressive worsening of vision caused by elevated blood glucose levels. In one study, using 160 milligrams of bilberry anthocyanosides extract (Myrtocyan) twice a day for one month improved the eyes in 77 to 90 percent of the participants. Using a different preparation of the bilberry (Tegens) at the same concentration and dose for one year, improvements were seen in 50 percent of the patients compared to 20 percent in the placebo group. Patients with diabetic retinopathy have an increase in polymeric collagen synthesis in the eye, which leads to eye damage. Using 600 milligrams of bilberry anthocyanosides per day for two months decreased the synthesis of this collagen. Several human studies have shown that bilberry extracts have improved symptoms in patients with retinopathy related to diabetes. Patients experienced changes in their eye tests that revealed the retinas were becoming normal. Retinal hemorrhage decreased or disappeared, less collagen was made, which is seen in retinopathy, and the retinas looked healthier when the doctor used an ophthalmoscope. Patients took an extract of about 160 milligrams of bilberry anthocyanosides twice a day in most studies.

• Dysmenorrhea (painful menstruation). Bilberry may help women with painful periods. In one study, taking anthocyanins from bilberry (320 milligrams per day) resulted in fewer women with a history of chronic primary dysmenorrhea having nausea, vomiting, and breast tenderness.

• Heart disease. Bilberry extracts serve as antioxidants to reduce the oxidation of the low-density lipoprotein (LDL, or “bad”) cholesterol, which reduces the risk of heart disease. It also increases cAMP, which in turn reduces thromboxane A2 in the platelets, which clot the blood. These actions improve blood flow and reduce the risk of cardiovascular disease. In one study, using 480 milligrams of bilberry anthocyanin along with vitamin C (3 grams daily) resulted in decreased platelet aggregation (stickiness) after thirty to sixty days.

• Night vision problems. In addition to stimulating circulation in the eye, bilberry stimulates the regeneration of rhodopsin, the purple pigment that is used by the rods in the eye for night vision. This effect has been confirmed in some but not all clinical observations and controlled tests. The use of 240 milligrams of bilberry anthocyanoside improved night vision the best, two hours after ingestion. The response of the pupil to light was demonstrated by greater contraction, faster movement, and greater acceleration in less time. Improvement to macular recovery as well as night vision was found in subjects after using 60 milligrams of anthocyanosides for one week. Use of bilberry extracts seemed to improve retinal sensitivity even in daylight so that objects were less fuzzy and clearer, and twilight vision also was improved. The participants took 150 milligrams a day of dry hypo alcohol bilberry extract.

• Peptic ulcer. In animal studies, cyanidins from bilberry counteract the formation of peptic ulcers caused by alcohol, allergy, nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory agents (NSAIDs), and stress. The bilberry is able to reduce prostaglandin E2 without affecting stomach acid. This was accomplished by taking 600 milligrams of anthocyanin pigment from bilberry, twice daily for ten days. These changes are important to reduce the risk of stomach ulcers and still allow food to be digested.

• Venous insufficiency. In one study, both pregnant women and patients with varicose veins experienced improved blood flow, reduced bruising, less leg swelling and pain, and less of a heavy feeling in their legs. Participants in the study used 240 to 320 milligrams a day of bilberry anthocyanosides.

Considerations for Use

Bilberry is available in tablets and capsules made from bilberry extract and as a dried herb bagged for making teas. Some products combine bilberry with lutein, another supplement useful in maintaining eye health. The active ingredients in bilberry extracts break down rapidly in the body. For this reason, frequent, small doses are preferable to larger, less frequent doses. Bilberry herbal extract in capsules or tablets standardized to provide 36 percent anthocyanosides can be taken in the amount of 60 to 160 milligrams three times per day.

Many of the earliest clinical studies of bilberry (conducted in the 1950s and 1960s) noted that its effects were greater when patients also took beta-carotene. For best results, you should eat dark-green, yellow, and orange vegetables daily while taking bilberry.

You should not use extremely high doses of bilberry teas or take teas of this herb for more than one month at a time. If blood appears in the urine, discontinue use.

Bilberry should not be taken during pregnancy or lactation. If you are taking anticoagulants such as warfarin (Coumadin), or if you have bleeding disorders, check with your doctor before taking bilberry, as the anticoagulant dose may need adjusting.

BIRCH

Latin name: Betula species (Betulaceae [birch] family)

Other common names: black birch (American species), silver birch (European species), sweet birch (Betula lenta), white birch

General Description

The birch is a slender deciduous tree that grows to a height of 100 feet (30 meters). The leaves are dark green on their upper sides and pale green on their lower sides. While birch bark, flowers, leaves, and sap are all used in herbal medicines, birch leaf is the part used most often. Birch leaf is slightly bitter and faintly aromatic.

Evidence of Benefit

Birch leaf is antibacterial, anti-inflammatory, and antispasmodic. It also helps diseases of the kidney. In Europe, birch is used to relieve the pain and swelling of arthritis and to heal boils and sores. Recent tests in Finland have found that birch leaf extracts kill the bacterium Staphylococcus aureus. One component of birch bark is called betulin, which targets a factor that causes genes to tell the body to make cholesterol, fatty acids, and triglycerides. In one study, mice were fed a high-fat diet that mimicked a typical Western diet. The addition of an extract from birch leaf lowered blood lipids and reduced body fat and the animals’ insulin was more responsive to glucose. More work is needed to see if these favorable changes occur in humans.

Traditional healers have long considered the leaves of the European white and silver birch effective in remedying skin rashes, hair loss, and rheumatic complaints.

Benefits of birch leaf for specific health conditions include the following:

• Arthritis, rheumatism, and muscular pain. Sweet birch is thought to be an analgesic and good for all kinds of muscular pain. For rheumatism and arthritis, it is often used as an adjunct with other therapies.

• Skin ailments. Birch tar, used externally, may reduce parasitic infestation on the skin, and help with dry skin (eczema) and psoriasis. It was traditionally used for scabies.

Considerations for Use

It is preferable to use birch leaf as a tea for all conditions except for bladder and kidney infections. The tea can also be used as a douche. (See DOUCHES in Part Three.) Women with impaired heart or kidney function can experience adverse side effects from this, however, and should avoid birch leaf douches. Birch tar may cause skin irritations, so it should not be used on sensitive areas of the body. Birch leaves should not be used for swelling or edema where there is reduced heart or kidney function.

BITTER MELON

Latin name: Momordica charantia (Cucurbitaceae [gourd] family)

Other common names: balsam pear, bitter cucumber, bitter gourd, cerasee, karela, momordica

General Description

Bitter melon is a climbing vine that reaches a height of six feet (two meters). It has deeply lobed leaves, yellow flowers, and orange-yellow fruit. Native to southern Asia and an important ingredient in Asian cuisine, bitter melon is cultivated in warm-weather regions throughout the world. Although the seeds, leaves, and vines of bitter melon all have been used in herbal medicine, the fruit—which looks like a cucumber with bumps—is the primary part of the plant used medicinally.

Evidence of Benefit

Bitter melon is a useful agent for treating diabetes, as it lowers blood sugar levels. In folk medicine, bitter melon is used to treat colds, flu, and fever. It has traditionally been used to treat parasites, worms, digestive disorders, and skin diseases like psoriasis.

Bitter melon improves the body’s ability to use blood sugar and improves glucose tolerance. Also, at least one animal study noted that bitter melon fruit juice may cause a renewal and recovery of the insulin-producing beta cells of the pancreas.

Benefits of bitter melon for specific health conditions include the following:

• Cancer. Patients with cancer have compromised immune systems indicated by decreases in white blood cell counts and in natural killer (NK) cells, which directly attack cancer cells. In one study, bitter melon intake seemed to help patients with head and neck cancer who were undergoing radiation therapy. A transporter protein (P-glycoprotein) similar to NK cells was improved compared to a placebo. NK cell numbers did not improve, however.

• Diabetes. Bitter melon is widely used in the treatment of type 2 diabetes. In one study, fasting and postprandial blood glucose levels went down after drinking a homogenized suspension of the bitter melon pulp. Eighty-six of the 100 patients with type 2 diabetes responded favorably. In another study, 50 patients received bitter melon or a placebo for four weeks. No changes were observed in fructosamine, which is a marker of insulin levels in the blood.

Considerations for Use

The easiest place to find bitter melon is an Asian food market. Bitter melon can be taken in whole fruit form or as a momordica extract, tincture, or juice. The latter forms are most likely to be available from practitioners of traditional Chinese medicine (TCM). It also is sold as a dried herb powder. The daily dose is 1 gram. You should not use the tincture for diabetes control, since this form does not lower blood sugar levels. For people with diabetes, it is likely that long-term results will be better if bitter melon is combined with the herb gurmar (Gymnema sylvestre). If you are taking insulin or medication to reduce blood sugar, bitter melon might amplify the effect, and you may need to reduce your dose of medication. Bitter melon may potentiate cholesterol-lowering drugs, so blood lipids should be monitored when using this herb.

Ingestion of excessive amounts of bitter melon juice can cause abdominal pain and diarrhea. Anyone with hypoglycemia (low blood sugar) should not take bitter melon, because it could worsen the problem. Bitter melon should not be used during pregnancy, as it can stimulate the uterus and was traditionally used for abortions. Women who are lactating should avoid it as well because it is transferred to the baby in the milk. Bitter melon reduces fertility in both males and females.

BITTER ORANGE

Latin name: Citrus aurantium (Rutaceae [citrus] family)

Other common names: chih-shih, neroli, orange

General Description

Bitter orange is the whole, unripe fruit of the mandarin orange. Smaller fruits are preferred in herbal medicine. The peel, known as chen-pi, is also used medicinally.

Evidence of Benefit

Bitter orange contains synephrine, which has decongestant effects on the respiratory system and also may help with blood pressure, digestion, constipation, gastritis, and abdominal distention. The herb has been used in Chinese medicine for thousands of years to improve circulation and liver function, stimulate gastrointestinal functions, and treat indigestion and bronchitis. It also has been used for gout, sore throat, and sleeplessness.

Bitter orange is a potent stimulant of certain nerves that control the circulation of blood. It also constricts small arteries in the nose, sinuses, and eustachian tubes to counteract allergic reactions. Chinese formulas containing the herb have been used for coughs, colds, and anorexia to reduce apathy, and for uterine and anal prolapse. The German Commission E has approved this herb for loss of appetite and stomachache.

Benefits of bitter orange for specific health conditions include the following:

• Indigestion. Bitter orange has been used to relieve nausea and soothe stomach disturbances such as indigestion, gas, and bloating. Research has shown that it is effective in shrinking a distended stomach.

• Overweight. Bitter orange has the ability to bind to a specific subgroup of B cell receptors called B-3 receptors. This binding effect causes an increase in the rate at which fat is released from body stores for energy production, and increases the resting metabolic rate. It has been added to herbal weight-loss formulas as a replacement for epinephrine. However, the effect in weight reduction is still controversial and awaits more clinical assessment.

Considerations for Use

Bitter orange is available from Asian food markets and Chinese pharmacies, but it is also available in weight-loss products at drugstores and mass-market stores. A typical dose in a tea is one cup, a half hour before meals, which is 4 to 6 grams of the herb or 1.2 grams of the extract. It is best used as a tea.

Bitter orange acts on the uterus and the intestines. In small doses, bitter orange inhibits contractions of these organs, while in large doses, it stimulates contractions. Bitter orange should not be used with cocaine, codeine, or other narcotic pain relievers, since the combination can cause irregular heartbeat and high blood pressure. It should be used with caution during pregnancy and in cases of low energy. It has been reported to have a contraceptive effect. Bitter orange can make the skin more sensitive to sunlight, especially for fair-skinned individuals, and may cause skin redness, swelling, blisters, and pigment spots.

BLACK COHOSH

Latin name: Cimicifuga racemosa (Ranunculaceae [peony] family)

Other common names: black snakeroot, bugbane, cimicifuga (in traditional Chinese medicine), squawroot

General Description

Black cohosh is a perennial herb that bears a three- to nine-foot (one- to three-meter) spike covered with creamy white flowers. This shade-loving plant is found in the woodlands of the Atlantic seaboard states and eastern Canada. The rhizome and roots of a number of closely related species are used in herbal medicine. Black cohosh is not related to blue cohosh.

Many of the earliest patent medicines contained high concentrations of black cohosh. It was the main ingredient in Lydia Pinkham’s Vegetable Compound, an over-the-counter remedy promoted in the early nineteenth century as relieving stress and nervous tension in women. It became the best-selling herb in the world for treatment of menstrual problems such as hot flashes, night sweats, and mood swings.

Evidence of Benefit

Black cohosh balances hormone levels in both men and women. Historically it was used for aches and pains, sore throat, and bronchitis. A tincture was also used as a sedative, and to treat fever and snakebite. The most important use of black cohosh is in maintaining the therapeutic response to estrogen replacement therapy (ERT) as ERT is gradually withdrawn. The herb is also useful in the treatment of stress-related symptoms during menopause and premenstrual syndrome (PMS) if psychoactive medications cause intolerable side effects. Black cohosh also nourishes the respiratory system and soothes sore throat. It has been approved by the German Commission E for female sexual dysfunction and PMS.

Benefits of black cohosh for specific health conditions include the following:

• Fibroids (uterine myomas). Black cohosh contains at least three classes of compounds that act to regulate hormone use. These compounds bind to receptor sites in the reproductive tract, the brain, and other organs that otherwise would receive estrogen. This reduces overall estrogen activity when estrogen levels are high. These substances also block the formation of luteinizing hormone (LH), which stimulates a surge of estrogen production in the first fourteen days of the menstrual cycle. This stimulates estrogen production when estrogen levels are low. The dual action of the herb allows it to stabilize the body’s estrogen usage.

• Infertility. One of the chemical constituents of black cohosh, ferulic acid, increases the motility and viability of sperm cells by protecting their cell walls from oxidation by compounds released from environmental toxins.

• Menopause-related problems and premenstrual syndrome (PMS). Black cohosh offsets a decline in estrogen by providing powerful plant compounds called phytoestrogens that mimic the hormone’s effects. These phytoestrogens bind to hormone receptors in the uterus, breast, and other parts of the body. As a result, black cohosh is reported to lessen hot flashes, vaginal dryness, headaches, dizziness, depressed mood, and other hormone-related symptoms. This makes the herb useful as a substitute for ERT, especially when compared with synthetic hormone replacement therapies. Black cohosh does not appear to simulate the growth of breast tumors, unlike conventional hormone replacement therapy, which has been linked to a slightly increased risk of breast cancer when taken over the long term. Some researchers even think the phytoestrogens might prevent tumor growth by keeping the body’s own estrogen from stimulating breast cells. Black cohosh compounds likewise regulate estrogen production before menopause, and are especially useful for treating blurred vision and migraine associated with PMS. It has antispasmodic properties that may lessen menstrual discomforts. Black cohosh may increase the blood flow to the uterus, reducing the intensity of particularly painful cramps.

Considerations for Use

Black cohosh is available in capsules, fluid extracts, tablets, and tinctures. The dosage is 40 milligrams per day, when made into a 40 percent alcohol solution. The herbs should not be used longer than six months unless advised by a physician. Taking too much may cause vomiting, headaches, dizziness, limb pain, and low blood pressure. About 10 percent of women who use black cohosh experience mild stomach upset for one to two weeks after starting the herb. To reduce the chance of stomach upset, take black cohosh with meals. Allow up to eight weeks to see benefits for menopausal problems. During this time some women have been able to reduce the dosage of ERT. There are no firm data that black cohosh can be substituted for ERT, and its cardioprotective effects are unknown.

Black cohosh should not be taken with immunosuppressive drugs used in patients who have had organ transplants. In particular, it should not be used with azathioprine and cyclosporine. The herb can also potentiate the action of blood pressure–lowering medications, so these should not be used together. Black cohosh may enhance the effectiveness of tamoxifen, and should not be used together without consulting an oncologist. If you are taking iron, don’t take black cohosh at the same time because it binds to iron and makes it unable to be absorbed.

Girls who have not reached puberty should not take black cohosh. The herb should be avoided altogether during pregnancy or while nursing, and by anyone who has an estrogen-sensitive cancer. Black cohosh may interfere with the action of hormonal medications (birth control pills or replacement hormones), so you should consult with a physician before combining it with such medications. You should also consult with your doctor before trying black cohosh if you have heart disease. Black cohosh may have a mild sedative effect, so it should not be taken with tranquilizers. It may also interfere with blood pressure medication.

Some herbal authorities have speculated that the estrogen-like qualities of black cohosh could be hazardous to women with undiagnosed breast cancer. This is particularly true for breast cancers that are sensitive to estrogen.

Be sure not to confuse black cohosh with blue cohosh, which may be toxic.

BOSWELLIA

Latin name: Boswellia serrata (Burseraceae [frankincense] family)

Other common names: dhup, frankincense, Indian olibanum, mastic, olibanum, salai gugal

General Description

Boswellia is a large branching tree about twelve feet high found in the dry hilly areas of India. The purified extract of the gummy resin tapped from the tree trunk is used in modern herbal preparations. Along with myrrh, boswellia was traded for centuries in the Middle East, as seen by biblical references to this substance under the name frankincense. Boswellia is aromatic, granular, and translucent.

Evidence of Benefit

Boswellia is one of the most ancient and respected herbs in ayurvedic healing. Traditionally it was used to treat arthritis, colitis, coughs, sores, snakebites, and asthma. Researchers and clinicians are finding that boswellia is a potent anti-inflammatory, antiarthritic for both rheumatoid arthritis and osteoarthritis, and pain reliever without any side effects. The gum and oil also are used in cosmetics, perfumes, and skin-care products.

Benefits of boswellia for specific health conditions include the following:

• Arthritis. Laboratory studies have shown that boswellic acids, active components in boswellia, deactivate the hormonal triggers for inflammation and pain in osteoarthritis. These acids effectively shrink inflamed tissue and could stimulate the growth of cartilage, increase blood supply to inflamed joints, and enhance the repair of local blood vessels damaged by inflammation. In one study, patients with knee pain derived benefit from boswellia at 333 milligrams per capsule, taken three times a day for eight weeks. When the patients were receiving the boswellia, they experienced less pain intensity and swelling, and improved knee function.

Clinical studies using boswellia have showed some good results in both osteoarthritis and rheumatoid arthritis. Several studies have reported dramatic improvement within two to four weeks. Experimental and clinical usage of boswellia indicates that it does not produce any side effects, such as irritation, ulcers, and effects on heart rate and blood pressure, which are associated with most anti-inflammatory and antiarthritic drugs.

• Inflammation. Boswellia extracts have been shown to inhibit the synthesis of pro-inflammatory mediators including prostaglandins and leukotrienes. This action may help treat diseases like inflammatory bowel disease, asthma, and arthritis. Boswellia seems to work better in treating chronic asthma symptoms rather than acute asthma.

• Ulcerative colitis and Crohn’s disease. One double-blind study reported that boswellia may be helpful for ulcerative colitis. A recommended dose is 400 milligrams of boswellia, standardized to contain 37.5 percent of gum resins, three times daily. The full effect may take as long as four to eight weeks to develop. Another study used 300 milligrams of gum resin of boswellia, three times a day for six weeks in patients with chronic colitis. Ninety percent of the patients improved with minimal side effects. Another group of patients got the standard drug treatment (sulfasalazine), and only 60 percent improved. Crohn’s patients took 800 milligrams of boswellia serrata extract or placebo, three times a day for one year. There were no differences between the two groups in terms of tolerance, days in remission, and time to remission. Thus, boswellia seems to be better for ulcerative colitis patients than for those with Crohn’s disease.

Considerations for Use

Boswellia is available as an extract labeled for its content of boswellin. Many product labels include the name boswellin. Since boswellin stimulates blood circulation, you should not use any boswellia product during pregnancy.

Few side effects have been reported with boswellia other than an occasional allergic reaction, such as diarrhea, skin rash, or nausea. However, it is not recommended for young children, pregnant or nursing women, or those with severe liver or kidney disease.

BRAHMI

Latin name: Bacopa monniera (Scrophulariaceae [snapdragon] family)

Other common names: Indian pennywort, water hyssop

General Description

Brahmi is a perennial creeping herb with crinkled leaves and white flowers related to spinach and snapdragons. It grows floating in the waters of tropical marshes and wetlands in Florida, Central America, and India. The tops of the plant are used in herbal medicine. An important herb in ayurvedic medicine, brahmi is closely related to an herb with similar medicinal properties, gotu kola. (See GOTU KOLA.)

Evidence of Benefit

Of all Indian herbal therapies, brahmi has been established as a powerful nerve and brain tonic. It is the main revitalizing herb for the nerves and the brain cells. It has a reputation for increasing intelligence, longevity, and circulation in the brain, improving both short-term and long-term memory, and decreasing senility and aging.

Traditional ayurvedic practitioners used the herb for a number of conditions, including blood cleansing, fevers, inflammations, joint pain, and a variety of skin problems. It also was known to stimulate hair, skin, and nail growth.

Benefits of brahmi for specific health conditions include the following:

• Alzheimer’s disease, attention deficit disorder (ADD), memory problems, and Parkinson’s disease. Brahmi may be useful in treating a variety of conditions that involve impaired mental capacity. Laboratory studies indicate that brahmi improves intellectual function primarily by balancing the chemicals gamma-aminobutyric acid (GABA) and glutamate in the brain. This allows the orderly firing of nerve cells involved in verbal memory and symbol recognition. However, there are few human studies using brahmi for improving mental capacity.

The two main active incredients in brahmi, bacosides A and B, have been shown to increase protein kinase activity and new protein synthesis in regions of the brain associated with long-term memory. Animal studies have found that brahmi produces faster performance times, reduces errors, improves acquisition and retention of learning, decreases forgetfulness, and increases the ability to adapt to new learning.

• Anxiety disorder and stress. Brahmi induces a sense of calm and peace. It helps reduce the restlessness and distraction that nervousness causes. Coupled with its unique ability to improve cognitive function, brahmi may be useful for those who spend time in stressful work or study environments.

• Irritable bowel syndrome (IBS). A study that evaluated brahmi in the treatment of IBS found the herb to have beneficial effects, especially if diarrhea was the predominant symptom.

Considerations for Use

Brahmi is available as a bacoside extract in tablet form. In ayurvedic medicine, brahmi is used as a rasayana, a traditional formulation that includes spices and honey to make a palatable mixture. The effectiveness of brahmi is increased by simultaneous supplementation with inositol and/or a B-vitamin complex. For best results, adults should take 3,000 milligrams one or twice daily. It may take four weeks to see an improvement. Brahmi is best taken at the beginning of the day and again in mid- to late afternoon, or before doing meditation or yoga.

The herb is often combined with the circulatory boosters ginkgo and lecithin. These herbs have independent modes but work well synergistically to improve cognitive function.

Women with conditions of excess estrogen production (or who take estrogen replacement therapy [ERT] or birth control pills) should avoid brahmi, since an interaction between estrogen and increased GABA can cause temporary hearing loss.

BROMELAIN

Latin name: bromelain is extracted from pineapple, Ananas comosus (Bromeliaceae [bromeliad] family)

Description

Bromelain is a proteolytic (protein-digesting) enzyme found in the stem and fruit of the pineapple plant. It is extracted from pineapple juice pulp by the use of chemical solvents such as acetone or methanol, or by filtration. Although both processes result in a safe and effective product, buyers may want to read product literature to ensure purchase of a natural product. In Hawaii, some herb shops sell a pineapple latex, collected directly from the plant, that contains high concentrations of bromelains A and B.

Evidence of Benefit

Bromelain is best known as a digestive aid and for its anti-inflammatory effects after traumatic injuries and surgery. It also helps the digestion of proteins, stops blood clot formation, and has antiviral properties.

Bromelain has been used to treat heart disease, arthritis, upper respiratory tract infection, and Peyronie’s disease, which affects the genitourinary tract and can cause sexual dysfunction in men. It is also used to promote healing of wounds caused by burns because it has been shown to debride wounds (remove dead skin). It also may help with other skin conditions. Bromelain may increase the actions of chemotherapy drugs in animals and lengthen their survival from lung and breast cancer and leukemia. It also has been used for arthritis, bruises, burns, cancer prevention, cancer treatment, circulatory disorders, edema, and indigestion.

Benefits of bromelain for specific health conditions include the following:

• Cancer. Studies in mice have shown that bromelain has antitumor effects and is protective against getting cancer. Bromelain can be used along with enzymes as an adjuvant to cancer treatments. Survival was increased in animals; however, clinical data in humans are lacking. Bromelain works by slowing tumor growth by stimulating the body to release immunosuppressive compounds.

• Chronic rhinosinusitis. Bromelain was shown to provide faster relief when given to children with irritation of the nasal membranes from allergens or infections. With this condition, normal flow of sinus fluid is disrupted and you feel a stuffy nose, blockage in the nose, and swelling in the nose. The bromelain offered relief from these symptoms.

• Crohn’s disease, diabetes, gastric ulcers, and gastric upset. Bromelain intensifies the digestive process by breaking down proteins. This makes it easier for the stomach to pass food to the intestine. This effect can counteract gastroparesis, a condition caused by long-term diabetic nerve damage in which the stomach is unable to pass food along properly. It relieves the symptoms of gastrointestinal upset, aids in the healing of gastric ulcers, and is used as a digestive enzyme for pancreatic insufficiency. Controlling gastroparesis is of considerable importance in diabetes management, since delays in passing food through the digestive tract make the timing of insulin injections and diabetes medications difficult. By helping to regulate the digestive process, bromelain use makes it possible for people with diabetes to more accurately estimate when to take insulin or other medications. Bromelain’s ability to speed protein digestion also makes it useful in treating Crohn’s disease.

• Osteoarthritis. In one study, bromelain (90 milligrams), along with other enzymes (trypsin and rutoside), was compared to a standard nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drug (NSAID), diclofenac, in osteoarthritis patients. Both treatments were given twice a day. Standard measurements of pain and mobility were assessed. There were no differences in joint stiffness and physical function. Bromelain with these other compounds may offer a safe and effective alternative to NSAIDs.

• Premenstrual syndrome (PMS). Bromelain balances the body’s production of prostaglandins, a class of regulatory hormones including a number of substances that cause smooth muscles to contract. As a smooth-muscle relaxant, bromelain may decrease spasms of the cervix accompanying PMS.

• Rheumatoid arthritis. Bromelain blocks formation of kinins, compounds that cause swelling. Patients with rheumatoid arthritis (RA) have an overproduction of cytokine-transforming growth factor-beta (TGF-beta), which leads to chronic inflammation. In one study, patients who had elevated levels of TGF-beta at the start of the study with bromelain and other proteolytic enzymes experienced a decrease, so the direct utility of bromelain is unknown. Also, patients had RA and other conditions (osteomyelofibrosis and herpes zoster). All are related to chronic inflammation, which bromelain can fix.

Considerations for Use

Bromelain is available in tablet form. A typical dose is 80 to 320 milligrams daily in two to three doses. When it is used by itself, as much as 50 percent of the medication is passed out of the digestive tract unabsorbed. Many manufacturers combine bromelain with the digestive enzyme papain so that more bromelain actually enters the bloodstream. These formulas are preferable to pure bromelain. For use as a digestive aid, 500 milligrams with each meal is recommended. Generally, you should take bromelain for only eight to ten days, but it may be tolerated for longer periods. Talk to your physician if you want to take it longer.

Taking bromelain with tetracycline will increase the concentration of the antibiotic in the bloodstream. While this increases the ability of the antibiotic to ward off infection, it also increases the risk of allergic reactions. You should not take bromelain if you are taking warfarin (Coumadin) or any other medication to thin the blood.

No serious side effects of bromelain have been reported, but it may cause nausea, vomiting, diarrhea, and excessive menstrual bleeding. People who are allergic to pineapple may experience allergic reactions, including skin reactions and asthma. Check with your health-care provider before taking bromelain if you have a blood-clotting disorder, liver or kidney disease, or hypertension, or if you are pregnant or lactating.

BUPLEURUM

Latin names: Bupleurum chinense (northern bupleurum), Bupleurum scorzoneraefolium (southern bupleurum) (Apiaceae [parsley] family)

Other common names: chai hu, Chinese thorowax root, hare’s ear root, saiko

General Description

Bupleurum is a perennial in the same family as carrots and parsley. It grows up to three feet high, with sickle-shaped leaves and clusters of small yellow flowers at the top of the plant. The root, the part used in herbal medicine, is harvested in the spring and autumn.

Evidence of Benefit

Bupleurum is an important Chinese tonic herb for the liver and circulatory system. It also helps to moderate emotional instability associated with sluggish liver function and may play a supportive role in patients with hepatitis C by possibly stabilizing the liver tissue and preventing toxins from entering it. It has traditionally been very effective for treatment of intermittent fevers, colds, malaria, and gastrointestinal disorders. This herb seems to exert a tonic effect on the heart and the lungs, making it useful for improving kidney function. Patients who are on steroids may get some relief from this herb, as it may allow them to take lower doses of steroids. This has only been shown in animal studies, however. These benefits are mainly derived because bupleurum is an anti-inflammatory and stimulates immune function.

Benefits of bupleurum for specific health conditions include the following:

• Allergies. Bupleurum has been shown in animal studies to lessen the symptoms of allergies by acting as an antihistamine.

• Bone cancer. Bupleurum enhances the production of interferon, an immune-system chemical used in cancer treatment. (For more detailed information on this effect, see MINOR BUPLEURUM DECOCTION under The Formulas.) The herb also contains rutin, a bioflavonoid that helps restrain cancer cells from multiplying indefinitely. Whether it works in bone cancer patients is not known. Bupleurum when used with other herbs has been used for liver cancer. The saikosaponins in this herb promote a strong immune system by modulating T-lymphocyte function and promoting IL-2 production. These compounds in the herb also inhibit arachidonic acid metabolism, which leads to improved immune function.

Considerations for Use

Bupleurum is available in the form of saikosaponin extract at Chinese pharmacies, as chai hu from practitioners of traditional Chinese medicine (TCM), and in combination with other herbs such as those in many important Chinese herbal formulas. Some over-the-counter (OTC) formulas available at retail stores combine bupleurum with dong quai or scutellaria. (See DONG QUAI and SCUTELLARIA.) Bupleurum also can be used as a tea.

Like many other herbs, bupleurum requires the help of friendly bacteria living in the human intestine to be therapeutically useful. These bacteria transform the compounds in the herb into bodily chemicals that relieve inflammation. Therefore, bupleurum should not be taken at the same time as antibiotics, which often kill off these bacteria. Large doses of bupleurum may cause gastroenteritis, intestinal colic, or diarrhea due to the saponin content.

Bupleurum should not be used during pregnancy or if you are undergoing interferon therapy for hepatitis. There have been reports of adverse drug-herb reactions linked to lung tissue damage. If you are using nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs), you should consult with your prescribing physician before taking bupleurum. There have been reports of interstitial lung disease occurring with its use.

BURDOCK

Latin name: Arctium lappa (Asteraceae [composite] family)

Other common names: bardana, beggar’s buttons, hareburr, appa, love leaves

General Description

Burdock, a relative of the sunflower, grows to a height of 5 feet (1.5 meters) and bears reddish-purple flower heads covered with spiny bracts. In summer, the grayish-red seeds are harvested, and the roots of two-year-old plants are dug. Although native to Asia and Europe, this biennial is now widespread throughout the United States. The ripe seed and fresh and dried roots are the most important parts of the plant used for medicinal purposes.

Evidence of Benefit

Although no human data exist, in animals and in vitro studies, burdock has been shown to be an antibacterial, anticancer, antioxidant, antiviral, anti-inflammatory, and liver protectant.

In traditional Chinese medicine (TCM), burdock root is used in combination with other herbs to treat skin redness, ulcers, sore throats, tonsillitis, colds, and measles. It is also used as a diuretic and blood purifier. Externally it is used for dry skin like psoriasis and seborrhea of the scalp.

Benefits of burdock for specific health conditions include the following:

• Arthritis, gout, and sciatica. Consistent use of the tea (made from the root or seeds) may ease arthritis, gout, and sciatica by reducing the swelling around joints.

• Boils, dandruff, and eczema. Herbal practitioners in Japan and Europe have long used burdock root and seeds in treatments for chronic skin diseases, especially eczema. European herbalists use burdock root, which seems to work by preventing the body’s own immune system from attacking the skin. Burdock root oil extract (Bur oil) has traditionally been popular in Europe as a scalp treatment applied to improve hair strength, shine, and body, and to combat hair loss. It has been used to ease dandruff and scalp itching.

• Cancer. Cancer researchers have discovered a substance in burdock root capable of reducing cell mutation, in either the absence or the presence of metabolic activation. Japanese researchers named this new property the B-factor. Burdock has gained fame as one of the four potent herbs in Essiac tea, an important alternative cancer remedy. Laboratory studies with animals suggest that the dietary fiber arctiin, found in burdock seed, may slow or stop the growth of breast cancer in the early stages, in which the number of cancer cells increases rapidly. This fiber may have similar benefits against leukemia, and colon and pancreatic cancers.

• Liver diseases. In animal studies, burdock has been shown to heal a damaged liver and protect it from further damage. It worked as well as silymarin in maintaining healthy liver blood tests and liver tissue. There are no human data available.

Considerations for Use

Look for burdock-seed cereals, available as gobo or goboshi, in Japanese groceries, and for burdock oil and tincture in health food stores. Burdock root is sometimes labeled as “cut and sifted burdock root” or by its Latin name, Arctium lappa. Burdock is also available as a tea.

Traditional herbalists recommend a tea made from 2.5 grams of burdock in 150 milliliters (6 ounces) of hot water and taken twice a day, or 460 to 475 milligrams per day in capsule form. The use of burdock root at these dosage levels is generally safe. However, large quantities of burdock root may stimulate the uterus. This herb should therefore be used with caution during pregnancy, especially during the first trimester. It can safely be combined with other pharmaceutical drugs other than alcohol extract of disulfiram or metronidazole, due to their alcohol content. Burdock may cause a rash on the skin if it comes in contact with the herb.

BUTCHER’S BROOM

Latin name: Ruscus aculeatis (Liliaceae [lily] family)

Other names: Jew’s myrtle, kneeholm, knee holy, pettigree, sweet broom

General Description

Butcher’s broom is an evergreen bush in the lily family. Growing to three feet (one meter) in height, it has leaflike branches with a terminal spine, greenish-white flowers, and shiny red berries. Until the twentieth century, the dried plant was used as a broom throughout Europe, giving the herb its name. Both the aerial (aboveground) parts and the root of the plant are gathered in summer when the herb is in bloom for use in herbal medicine. Also, the dried rhizome and root are used.

Evidence of Benefit

In animal studies, butcher’s broom is known for its cleansing properties, especially with blood vessels. It contains agents that support circulation (especially to the legs). It also reduces urine retention, which may make it useful in treating bladder infections. For humans, it has been approved by the German Commission E for hemorrhoids (itching and burning) and venous conditions such as poor blood flow in the legs that causes pain and heaviness. It is also suitable for cramps in the legs, itching, and swelling.

Benefits of butcher’s broom for specific health conditions include the following:

• Hemorrhoids. Butcher’s broom tightens the dilated blood vessels that form hemorrhoids. The herb is particularly effective for relief of burning and itching hemorrhoids.

• Swelling. Placebo-controlled, double-blind clinical trials have shown that butcher’s broom extracts, taken over a period of three months, reduce swelling in the upper arm after surgical treatment for breast cancer. The reduction of swelling was proportionally greater in tissues with the thinnest layers of fat.

• Varicose veins. One of the chemical constituents of butcher’s broom, ruscogenin, is a potent inhibitor of the enzyme elastase, which accelerates the recycling of tissues lining the veins. Unlike some other herbs used for varicose veins, butcher’s broom enhances the action of hyalouronidase, an enzyme vital for fertility in women. Due to the presence of steroidal compounds, butcher’s broom helps to make veins stronger and less porous. It encourages blood to move up out of the legs, helps to tighten the veins and decrease inflammation, and also helps to reduce pain.

German clinical studies have confirmed that butcher’s broom creams reduce the swelling of varicose veins during pregnancy. Researchers found that wearing support stockings plus applying a ruscogenin cream resulted in an average dilation of varicose veins of 2.1 millimeters during pregnancy. Wearing support stockings but not using the cream resulted in an average dilation of 3.4 millimeters. Using neither ruscogenin cream nor support stockings during pregnancy resulted in an average dilation of varicose veins of 4.5 millimeters. In other words, none of the treatments eliminated varicose veins entirely, but butcher’s broom cream plus the use of support stockings reduced the “spread” of the veins by half and the amount of blood diverted into them by 90 percent.

Considerations for Use

Butcher’s broom is available in ruscogenin tablets, capsules of ruscogenin powder, and in a commercial capsule in which butcher’s broom is combined with rosemary oil. When taken internally, butcher’s broom is considered to be more effective if taken with vitamin C. Creams are available from compounding pharmacies. Some commercial preparations combine ruscogenin with another plant extract, hesperidin, for treatment of lymphedema.

A dosage of 7 to 11 milligrams of total ruscogenin extract is generally recommended. At this dosage, no side effects have been reported. Large doses of butcher’s broom can cause vomiting, purging, weakening heart, lowered nerve strength, and low blood pressure. Large doses have been reported to cause poisoning, and advanced stages of toxicity can cause complete respiratory collapse.

Although no reports of adverse interactions have been noted when taken in normal doses, it is conceivable that butcher’s broom may cause stomach complaints and queasiness in rare cases. Do not use during pregnancy unless your obstetrician agrees.
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