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  How to use this book




  The first part of this book looks at individual vitamins, minerals, herbs and other supplements. If you want to know more about a particular supplement, most of your questions

  should be answered here.




  The second part of this book looks at a number of common health problems and tells you a little about them, their causes and symptoms plus the main treatments and supplements that are likely to

  help. Once you have looked up a condition, and selected a few possible remedies, you can then check these out in the first part of the book to choose those that are most likely to suit you.




  Doses




  The doses given in this book are only meant to be indicative of those in common use. Always follow the manufacturer’s instructions as doses will depend on the strength of

  individual products.




  Pregnancy




  Never take any supplements during pregnancy or breastfeeding, unless they are especially designed for use at this time (e.g. pregnancy vitamin and mineral blends) or have been

  recommended by a doctor or qualified medical herbalist.




  







  

    IMPORTANT NOTES




    

      

        

          • This book is not intended to be a substitute for medical advice or treatment. Any person with a condition requiring medical attention should

          consult a qualified medical practitioner or suitable therapist. 


        




        • All suggested doses are for adults only; specialist advice should be sought for supplementation in children.




        • Where not otherwise stated, supplements may be taken for an unlimited period, until symptoms improve.




        • Where no side effects are mentioned, no serious ones have been reported at standard doses.




        • Some herbal supplements may interact with prescribed drugs. Always check with a pharmacist or doctor before combining herbs with drugs.




        • Some herbal medicines may cause bleeding, heart problems or low blood sugar in patients undergoing surgery. Always tell your doctor what

        supplements you are taking as they may need to be stopped before an operation.


      


    


  




  







  Introduction




  An almost bewildering range of vitamin, mineral and herbal supplements is now available in chemists, supermarkets and healthfood shops. Unfortunately, legislation dictates that

  full information about the benefits of these supplements cannot be given on their packaging as this would constitute a health claim. As a result, people who would like to take supplements to

  improve a particular aspect of their health and well-being often find it difficult to select those supplements most likely to suit them.




  This book aims to tell readers everything they need to know about the main vitamin, mineral and herbal supplements available, their benefits, research evidence to back their use, and any

  possible side effects, as well as an indication as to who should not take them.




  Why take a vitamin and mineral supplement?




  In an ideal world, we would get all the vitamins, minerals and essential fatty acids we need from our food. In reality, however, very few of us achieve this. Three quarters of

  women and almost nine out of ten men eat fewer than the recommended five servings of fruit and vegetables per day. In addition, over two thirds of people do not eat oily fish on a regular basis

  even though one or two portions per week are important for their essential fatty acid content. Similarly, over 90 per cent of people do not eat the recommended three servings of wholegrains a

  day.




  Even when we do eat reasonable amounts of healthy foods, their nutritional content is depleted compared with how it was just a few decades ago. Apart from genetic manipulation aimed at producing

  fruit and vegetables especially for their colour, uniform size, and their capacity to look good for longer (at the expense of flavour and nutrients), intensive farming practices often mean that the

  soils in which crops are grown, and on which livestock are reared, are deficient in vital trace elements. The most startling example is selenium – intakes have dropped significantly over the

  last 25 years, and in Britain have almost halved from 60mcg in 1974 to just 34 mcg per day in 1994. Intakes of essential fatty acids (EFAs – found in nuts, seeds and fish) are also low with

  an estimated eight out of ten adults deficient in them. Deficiency of EFAs during pregnancy is now implicated in the development of dyslexia, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder and even

  schizophrenia in the resultant offspring.




  

    

      What is a serving?




      

        Aim to eat at least five, and preferably eight servings of fruit and vegetables per day.


      




      A serving is basically the amount you are happy to eat in one sitting – the more the better. Typically, this would amount to a glass of fruit juice, a generous

      helping of green or root vegetables (excluding potatoes), a large mixed salad, 1 large beef tomato or 2 medium tomatoes, a handful of grapes, cherries or berries, and a single item of apple,

      orange, kiwi, peach, pear, nectarine, or banana. A serving of larger items may amount to ½ grapefruit, ½ ogen melon, ½ mango, ½ papaya, while for smaller and dried

      fruits, it could amount to 2–4 dates, figs, satsumas, passion fruit, apricots, plums or prunes. The phrase to hang on to is ‘at least’ – ideally we would all benefit

      from eating 8–10 servings of fruit, vegetables or salads per day, but some people, especially those with digestive problems, may find this difficult. Plant-based foods are important

      sources of vitamins, minerals, antioxidants, fibre and non-nutrient substances known as phytochemicals that help to protect against a variety of common conditions, including coronary heart

      disease and cancer.


    


  




  Taking an A to Z-style vitamin and mineral supplement providing around 100 per cent of the recommended daily amount (RDA) of as many vitamins and minerals as possible, plus an EFA supplement

  (e.g. evening primrose, flaxseed, hempseed or fish oils) acts as a nutritional safety net, and is becoming an increasingly wise investment for all adults. (See also RDAs, page

  272.)




  As you get older, your need for particular vitamins and minerals will change and the amount of nutrients that can be absorbed from your intestines will decrease. It is

  therefore a good idea to take a vitamin and mineral supplement designed for your age group and several are now specially formulated for those in later life. Research involving 96 older people

  showed that those taking multivitamins for one year had better immune function, mounted a better response to influenza vaccination, and had half as many days ill with infections compared with those

  not taking multivitamin supplements (23 days in the year versus 48).




  Unless otherwise stated on the packaging, vitamin and mineral supplements should be taken immediately after food and washed down with water or juice. Some can make you feel sick or cause

  indigestion if taken on an empty stomach. Never wash them down with coffee or tea, as these may interfere with absorption. Coffee, for example, can reduce iron absorption from the gut by up to 80

  per cent if drunk within an hour of a meal. It also reduces uptake of zinc and is associated with increased excretion of magnesium, calcium and other minerals. Against this, however, is the fact that caffeine is a potent stimulator of gastric acid secretion (which will assist absorption of some micro-nutrients). It is also a rich source of vitamin B3

  (niacin) although drinking coffee in excess depletes vitamin B levels generally.




  Where you have to take two or more capsules of the same preparation, it is a good idea to spread these out over the day in order to maximize absorption and cause less fluctuation in blood

  levels. If you take a one-a-day vitamin and mineral supplement that is not time-released, it is usually better to take it after your evening meal rather than with breakfast. This is because repair

  processes and mineral flux in your body is greatest at night when growth hormone is secreted. You are also less likely to drink coffee in the evening if it keeps you awake so there is less likely

  to be a problem with iron absorption.




  Herbal remedies




  Herbalism, or phytotherapy – the use of plant extracts for healing – is now one of the most exciting areas of medical research. Different parts of different plants

  are used – roots, stems, flowers, leaves, bark, sap, fruit or seeds depending on which has the highest concentration of a particular active ingredient. Herbal remedies can have powerful

  effects – between 30 and 40 per cent of prescription drugs are in fact derived from plant origins. In most cases, herbal supplements contain a blend of constituents that have evolved together

  over thousands of years to achieve a synergistic balance which tends to have a gentler effect than that of pharmaceutical extracts containing only one or two isolated active ingredients. The risk

  of side effects with herbal remedies is therefore relatively low.




  The herbal and other supplements included in this book are my own selection, and comprise those I find most helpful, have most experience with, or which are backed by a

  long tradition of use and/or convincing research findings. Many other traditional herbal remedies are available, and their exclusion from this book does not mean that they are unhelpful. It merely

  indicates that I have not yet become fully acquainted with them, or that I choose to use other remedies for their particular indications. The growing data bank of research into herbal and other

  supplements will no doubt mean that other remedies will be included in future editions of this book.




  Standardized herbal extracts?




  Herbal extracts are prepared in ways designed to concentrate the active components of the herb. Tinctures are made by soaking herbs in an alcoholic base and may be described as,

  for example, a 1:10 extract, which means that 10 per cent of the tincture is made up of the herbal base, while 90 per cent is solvent. Traditional herbalists tend to prefer using tinctures.

  Personally, I prefer solid extracts which tend to be easier to use, and are more likely to contain therapeutic levels of ingredients.




  Solid extracts are prepared by removing the solvent (e.g. alcohol) used to extract the active components from the original herbal base. The residual solids are then dried and powdered to make

  tablets or capsules. Solid extracts are described according to their concentration so that, for example, a 10:1 extract means that ten parts crude herb was used to make one part of the extract. The

  more concentrated the extract, theoretically the stronger it is, although more volatile components may have become lost so that the concentration does not accurately reflect its activity. Because

  of this, it is best to use a standardized preparation.




  

    

      Doses




      

        A milligram (mg) is one thousandth of a gram, while a microgram (mcg or μg) is one millionth of a gram. 1 g therefore equals 1000 mg, and 1mg

        equals 1000 mcg. This can lead to some confusion, as a product containing (for example) 1 g vitamin C contains the same amount as one claiming 1000 mg vitamin C, while a product containing

        400 mcg folic acid provides the same amount as one listing 0.4 mg folic acid, although one value may sound more than another. International units (IU) were used to measure biological activity

        of vitamins A, D and E before the pure compounds were isolated and quantified. Although these are considered obsolete by some, they are still in wide usage. This makes it even more difficult

        to compare one product with another. For vitamin A, 3 IU are equivalent to 1 mcg retinol, for vitamin D, 1 mcg is equivalent to 40 IU and for vitamin E, 1mg (or 1000 mcg) is approximately

        equivalent to 1.5 IU. For the EC recommended daily amounts (RDAs) of each of these three vitamins, the equivalents are therefore:


      




      

        

          

            

              	

                Vitamin A: 800 mcg


              



              	

                = 2400 IU


              

            




            

              	

                Vitamin D: 5 mcg


              



              	

                = 200 IU


              

            




            

              	

                Vitamin E: 10 mg


              



              	

                = 15 IU


              

            


          


        


      


    


  




  As the quality of different batches of raw material can vary significantly, standardization helps to ensure consistency. Although only one or two ingredients may be assayed to ensure a

  standardized concentration, this does not, in any way, discount the synergy that occurs between the multitude of other components present in a preparation, but whose concentration has not been

  exactly determined. Standardization is merely a tool that reassures both prescriber and consumer that their selected product delivers an effective dose.




  My preference for standardized extracts also comes from their widespread medical use in Europe and their ability to provide good, scientific evidence for their efficacy. Standardized remedies

  are more likely to be backed by good quality, randomized, double-blind, placebo-controlled trials. Unfortunately, this does mean you get what you pay for, and many cheap, non-standardized herbal

  preparations contain very little active ingredient and are consequently of little benefit to the user. Where possible, buy the best supplements you can afford – those offering a year’s

  supply of a herbal supplement for a fraction of the cost of the brand leaders should be regarded with suspicion. They may be made from the wrong part of the plant (such as leaves rather than

  berries), contain a very low concentration of herbs, and therefore provide very little of the beneficial, active ingredients.




  I hope you find this book invaluable and I wish all readers a future that is as healthy and natural as possible.




  

    Sarah Brewer


  




  e-mail: DrSarah@medilance.com




  

    PS My own range of vitamin, mineral, essential fatty acid and herbal supplements is available in shops, providing a simple three-step approach to supplementation.


  




  







  The EC recommended daily amounts (see Doses, page xvi) are designed to prevent deficiency diseases. Some people may choose to

  take higher quantities of certain vitamins and minerals for optimum health or to help a particular health condition. This table shows the upper safe levels, where determined, for short-term or

  long-term consumption.
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  PART 1:




  A–Z


  OF


  SUPPLEMENTS




  







  A




  Vitamin A is a fat-soluble vitamin that is stored in the liver. It can be obtained either as pre-formed vitamin A (retinol – which is only found in foods from animal

  sources such as animal fat, meat, liver, kidney, fish oil (especially fish liver oil), eggs, milk and dairy products) or as carotenoids, which are yellow-orange pigments derived from plant sources,

  some of which can be converted into vitamin A in the body.




  Benefits




  Vitamin A has a number of important functions in the body, including that of a powerful antioxidant. It binds to special receptors inside cells and regulates the way in which

  genes are read to produce a number of proteins, including many important enzyme systems. As so many genes are controlled by this hormone-like action of vitamin A, it is essential for normal growth

  and development, sexual health and fertility. It maintains healthy skin, teeth, bones and mucous membranes such as those lining the eyes, nose, throat and gums. It is also important in the healing

  of sores, wounds, or burns.




  Vitamin A plays an important role in maintaining immunity and strengthening resistance. It is needed in higher amounts during times of infection and is involved in the production of immune cells

  needed to line the mucus membranes of the respiratory and intestinal tracts – two of the body’s front lines against infection. Because of its role in immunity, optimum intakes of

  vitamin A help to protect against viral infections such as sore throats, the common cold, influenza, warts, conjunctivitis, cold sores, acute bronchitis and possibly shingles. It is also thought to

  have a protective action against inflammatory bowel disease, peptic ulcers, Candida yeast infections and may play a role in reducing allergies.




  In the eye, vitamin A is converted into a pigment known as visual purple (rhodopsin). When exposed to light, this pigment absorbs photon energy which induces a change that stimulates nerve

  endings in the back of the eye (retina) to trigger sensory messages. These are relayed to the brain for interpretation by the visual cortex to form visual images. This was one of the first

  functions of vitamin A to be recognized – hence its common name of retinol.




  Vitamin A derivatives are now available on prescription to treat severe forms of acne, psoriasis and sun damage (photo-ageing) including wrinkles. It may be also helpful in diabetes, by

  promoting the action of insulin hormone to provide better control of blood glucose levels and in people with chronic lung disease.




  As vitamin A is such a powerful antioxidant in both the water soluble (as carotenoids) and fat soluble (as retinol) phases of the body, several studies have suggested that natural dietary

  intakes of vitamin A and betacarotene are important in reducing the risk of coronary heart disease and a number of cancers, including breast, lung, skin cancer (melanoma) and possibly

  leukaemia.




  Dose




  Ideally, an adult needs around 800 mcg (2664 IU) vitamin A daily (EC RDA).




  If vitamin A supplements are used, they are best limited to less than 1500 mcg (5000 IU) a day although intakes of up to 3000 mcg (10,000 IU) are considered safe.




  New guidelines for safe levels of vitamin A issued by the National Academy of Sciences Institute of Medicine in the USA state that adults should not consume more than 3000

  mcg (10,000 IU) vitamin A each day. Even so, nutritional supplements with mega levels (e.g. 25,000 IU of vitamin A) are available, which is worrying as excess vitamin A is toxic (see below).




  Children should ideally take a supplement providing vitamins A, D and E (at doses appropriate for their age) up until at least the age of five unless their diet is known to provide sufficient

  amounts of these important micronutrients.




  Deficiency




  Vitamin A deficiency is uncommon in developed countries, but relatively common in poorer parts of the world. One of the first signs of lack of vitamin A is loss of sensitivity

  to green light, followed by difficulty in adapting to dim light (night blindness), hence the old adage that ‘carrots help you see in the dark’.




  More severe deficiency leads to dry, burning, itchy eyes, hardening of the cornea (the transparent part of the front of the eye) followed by corneal ulceration – a condition known as

  xerophthalmia. Lack of vitamin A also increases the risk of cataracts. It is estimated that as many as half a million people worldwide go blind from vitamin A deficiency each year.




  Other symptoms of vitamin A deficiency include increased susceptibility to infection, scaly skin with raised, pimply hair follicles and flaky scalp; dull, brittle hair, inflamed gums and mucous

  membranes, loss of appetite and possibly kidney stones.




  Pregnant women and those planning a baby should not take more than 1500 mcg (5000 IU) vitamin A daily as higher doses may cause birth defects. Also to be avoided is cod liver oil as this

  contains high quantities of vitamin A. The safest way to obtain vitamin A is in the form of natural carotenoids.




  Supplements containing vitamin A are best taken with food as dietary fat aids absorption. It is most effective taken in conjunction with other antioxidants such as vitamins C, E, carotenoids and

  mineral selenium and zinc.




  Vitamin A is easily destroyed by exposure to light.




  Symptoms of vitamin A poisoning




  It is important not to exceed recommended doses of any supplement containing vitamin A. It has a narrow therapeutic window and intakes of just double the recommended daily

  amount may cause problems – especially during pregnancy.




  Cases of vitamin A toxicity are usually associated with taking supplements at doses above 30,000 mcg (100,000 IU) daily.




  As it is fat soluble, vitamin A enters the central nervous system more easily than most other vitamins and excess causes symptoms of retinol poisoning which include liver and nerve damage,

  headache, irritability, blurred vision, nausea, weakness, fatigue, dry skin, hair loss, itchy eyes, bone and joint pain, bone loss, bleeding gums and skin sores. In the long term, excess vitamin A

  may increase the risk of liver cirrhosis. Avoid eating polar bear liver, which is said to contain so much retinol that just 100g of it can be lethal!




  Excess vitamin A is also known to cause developmental defects and, in a study of over 22,700 pregnant women, those with total intakes (from both food and supplements) of more than 15,000 IU

  (4500 mcg) of pre-formed vitamin A (retinol) daily were three or four times more likely to deliver a baby with congenital defects than those whose intakes were 5000 IU (1500 mcg) daily. In those

  women whose vitamin A intake came mainly from supplements, those obtaining 10,000 IU (3000 mcg) daily were four to five times more likely to deliver a baby with congenital abnormalities. The

  researchers concluded that, among the women taking more than 10,000 IU vitamin A per day, one infant in 57 had abnormalities due to the supplement. The most dangerous time to take excess vitamin A

  during pregnancy seems to be within the first seven weeks.




  

    

      

        1 International Unit (IU) Vitamin A = 0.3 mcg retinol 1mcg vitamin A = 3.33 IU


      


    


  




  It is preferable for pregnant women to take supplements that are specifically designed for pregnancy. These usually contain either no, or low levels of vitamin A, mainly in the form of

  carotenoids. It is also recommended that pregnant women avoid eating liver and liver products during pregnancy because of their high vitamin A content.




  Carotenoids are a useful way to obtain vitamin A, as excess pre-formed retinol is toxic, especially during pregnancy.




  See also Carotenoids




  Adaptogens




  An adaptogen is a tonic substance that strengthens, normalizes and regulates all the body’s systems.




  Benefits




  Adaptogens have wide-ranging benefits and boost immunity through several different actions rather than one specific effect. An adaptogen can strengthen, normalize and regulate

  your body systems. Some have been shown to bring blood sugar, blood pressure, cholesterol and hormone levels back to normal and to counter the effects of stress or disrupted biorhythms. This helps

  you to adapt to a wide variety of new or stressful situations, mostly by supporting the action of the adrenal glands so that their weight is maintained and they do not become exhausted during

  prolonged exposure to stress.




  Research suggests that adaptogens work by boosting the creation of energy in body cells by making the uptake of oxygen and processing of cell wastes more efficient. This encourages cell growth

  and increases cell survival. Supplements with adaptogenic properties also contain vitamins, minerals and unique plant chemicals whose complex role in disease prevention is still being

  unravelled.




  Adaptogens seem to work best as an energy stimulant if fatigue is not directly due to excess physical exertion but to an underlying problem such as poor or irregular diet, hormone imbalance,

  stress or excess consumption of coffee, nicotine or alcohol. Lifestyle changes to redress the balance (e.g. stopping or cutting back on smoking) are also important to re-energize the body. When

  adaptogens are used together with vitamin C (at least 500 mg a day) and the B complex (50–100 mg daily in divided doses), results are often improved.




  Important herbal adaptogens include:




  Ashwagandha




  Astragalus




  Black cohosh




  Dong quai




  Gotu kola




  Gynostemma (Jiaogulan)




  Korean and American ginsengs




  Maca




  Maitake




  Pfaffia




  Reishi




  Rhodiola




  Schisandra




  Siberian ginseng




  Yerba maté




  African prune




  (Pygeum africanum)




  The bark of the evergreen African plum tree is a popular treatment for benign prostatic hyperplasia (enlargement known as BPH) in continental Europe.




  Benefits




  Extracts of Pygeum have anti-inflammatory actions and can stop irritable bladder symptoms by damping down over-reactivity of the bladder muscle. When 18 men with sexual

  difficulties due to symptoms of either BPH or prostatitis, took Pygeum africanum extracts (200 mg daily) for 60 days, all showed significant improvement in urinary symptoms and sexual

  activity, and swelling of the gland around the urethra was also reduced.




  In a multi-centre study involving 85 men with prostatism, 100 mg per day of Pygeum africanum was given for two months. Night-time frequency (nocturia) was reduced by

  32 per cent and average urinary flow rates and urinary volume also significantly improved, lasting throughout the following month without treatment.




  In a double-blind study (where the identity of those receiving the test supplement is concealed from both administrators and subjects until after the study is completed) involving 134 men with

  BPH, half received a combination of Pygeum plus nettle at standard dose, while the other half received half the normal daily dose. After a month, urinary flow, residual urine and nocturia

  were significantly reduced in both groups and the researchers concluded that half doses were just as safe and effective as the full recommended dose. Some earlier trials did not produce impressive

  results, however.




  Dose




  100–200 mg a day.




  Agaricus bisporus




  Agaricus bispour is an edible mushroom. Extracts have been developed in Japan to treat bad breath (halitosis) due to a variety of causes including plaque build-up, and odours

  released from the intestines. It contains enzymes that destroy malodorous sulphur compounds present in plaque, in some foods and those produced by bacterial fermentation in the large bowel. Studies

  show a significant reduction in the concentration of malodorous substances such as methyl mercaptan within 15 to 30 minutes of taking the supplement. Blood levels of ammonia

  are also reduced. It is effective for some metabolic conditions in which strong body odours are produced, and can also improve the smell of bowel motions.




  Dose




  Typically 400 mg after meals, three times daily.




  400 mg is enough to eliminate the smell caused by eating




  7 g raw garlic.




  Agnus castus




  (Vitex agnus castus)




  Agnus castus – also known as the chaste tree – is native to the Mediterranean and west Asia. Its fruits were traditionally used by monks to reduce sex drive and help

  them to remain celibate, hence its name.




  Benefits




  One cause of low sex drive is raised levels of prolactin hormone which has a powerful libido-lowering effect. In low doses, agnus castus extracts increase prolactin levels and,

  in men, also inhibit the action of testosterone. In higher doses, however, it starts to reduce prolactin secretion in women and can therefore have a beneficial prosexual action in those with raised

  levels of this hormone.




  Agnus castus also has a progesterone-like action in women. It has been shown to decrease secretion of follicle stimulating hormone (FSH) and increase production of lutinizing hormone (LH) probably indirectly as a result of reducing prolactin secretion. LH stimulates ovarian secretion of progesterone, so chaste tree berry indirectly boosts

  progesterone levels and is valuable in treating premenstrual syndrome. It also helps to regulate the menstrual cycle by tending to shorten a long cycle and vice versa.




  Extracts from agnus castus berries help to neutralize the excess testosterone hormone occurring in PCOS (polycystic ovary syndrome) and may reduce acne and excess hair.




  Agnus castus is slow acting. It takes an average of 25 days for symptoms to start improving and up to six months to achieve the full effect.




  A recent study of 170 women with PMS showed that all symptoms improved by more than 50 per cent in those taking agnus castus, compared with the same improvement in just 24 per cent of those

  taking a placebo. The greatest improvement was seen in the reduction of irritability, mood alteration, anger, headache and breast fullness.




  Other studies found agnus castus to be effective in relieving physical symptoms such as headaches, sore breasts, bloating and fatigue and psychological changes such as increased appetite, sweet

  cravings, nervousness/restlessness, anxiety, depression, mood swings and lack of concentration in 90 per cent of cases.




  Agnus castus has also been found to be successful in increasing fertility where difficulty in conceiving is linked with low progesterone levels during the second (luteal) phase of the menstrual

  cycle (from ovulation to the onset of menstruation). In one study of 45 women with this form of infertility, seven became pregnant during the three-month trial while low progesterone levels were

  restored to normal in 25. Treatment should be stopped as soon as pregnancy is suspected.




  Another benefit of agnus castus is its capacity to treat menopausal symptoms (especially hot flushes and night sweats) which are indirectly linked with increased levels of

  FSH.




  Traditionally agnus castus has been used to promote breast milk flow, even though it reduces levels of the milk-stimulating hormone, prolactin. This is because, although prolactin stimulates the

  initial production of breast milk after childbirth, levels naturally return to normal pre-pregnancy levels within eight days of delivery. While continued suckling maintains levels at first, they do

  still decline, so that by three months after the birth, milk secretion in breast-feeding mothers continues despite prolactin levels being within the normal range. Studies involving 100 nursing

  mothers found that those given agnus castus extracts rather than a placebo had increased milk flow and ease of milk release. Effects took several weeks to develop and this delay suggests that

  another action is involved, rather than any effects on prolactin hormone secretion itself. No problems were reported with the safety of agnus castus for breast-fed infants.




  Dose




  Tablets: 500 mg a day.




  Extracts standardized to contain 0.5 per cent agnuside: 175–225 mg a day. Agnus castus is usually taken as a single daily dose first thing in the morning. It is slow

  acting and can take up to 25 days to show effects. The average length of treatment is six months.




  Excess




  Excess agnus castus can cause a crawling sensation on the skin (like ants) known as formication.




  Contraindications




  

    

      • Agnus castus is not recommended during pregnancy, neither should it be taken at the same time as other hormone treatments, such as HRT and hormonal methods of

      contraception.




      

        • As agnus castus is thought to have an anti-androgen effect in men, it is not recommended for use in males, although traditionally it has been given to treat male

        impotence, premature ejaculation, prostatitis and lack of sexual sensations.


      


    


  




  Aloe vera




  Native to Africa, aloe vera is a succulent plant with lance-shaped, fleshy leaves. There are over 200 different species, of which only three or four are used medicinally, the

  most useful being Aloe vera Barbadensis. From its fleshy leaves a gel containing a unique mix of vitamins, amino acids, enzymes and minerals may be squeezed, valued for its healing properties for

  over 6000 years.




  Aloe vera juice can be made from fresh liquid extract (gel) or from powdered aloe. The fresh gel has to be stabilized within hours of harvesting to prevent oxidation and inactivation. When

  selecting a product, aim for one made from 100 per cent pure aloe vera. Its strength needs to be at least 40 per cent by volume to be effective and should ideally approach 95–100 per cent.

  You may find it more palatable to choose a product containing a little natural fruit juice (e.g. grape, apple) to improve the flavour.




  Benefits




  Aloe vera may be taken internally or externally. The juice contains vitamins, minerals and 20 amino acids (including 7 essential amino acids) so it has excellent nutritional

  properties. The gel also contains substances that:




  

    

      

        • have useful anti-inflammatory and anti-itching properties (anthraquinones and natural plant steroids)




        • hasten wound healing (fibroblast growth factor)




        • are powerful antioxidants (vitamins C, E, betacarotene)




        • are cleansing and antiseptic with certain antibacterial, anti-viral and anti-fungal properties (saponins and anthraquinones)




        • are soothing and analgesic (salicylic acid, bradykininase and the anthraquinones aloin and emodin).


      


    


  




  Taken internally, aloe vera juice appears to boost immunity, and is helpful for people with chronic fatigue syndrome and rheumatoid arthritis. It is also used for a variety of

  intestinal problems, including indigestion, constipation, irritable bowel syndrome (IBS), diverticulosis and for inflammatory conditions such as ulcerative colitis and Crohn’s disease.




  Externally, aloe vera gel helps to treat sunburn, cracked or sore lips, cold sores, eczema, psoriasis, rosacea, acne, shingles, ulcers, burns, scars, rashes, bites and stings. It may even

  interfere with the formation of age spots and help those that are already present to fade. As it stimulates dilation of blood capillaries, it improves local circulation, reaches the site of

  inflammation more quickly and stimulates tissue regeneration when wounds are shallow. By coating the skin in a moisture-rich film, it also prevents damaged skin from drying out. However, it should

  not be applied to infected deep wounds (e.g. surgical ones) as there is evidence to suggest that it may lengthen their healing time. It is helpful for treating gum disease

  (gingivitis and periodontitis) when applied as a dental paste, and some dentists use it to help flush mercury from the body during planned mercury amalgam removal.




  A double-blind study of 60 adults with psoriasis found that an ointment containing aloe vera gel (surprisingly, just 0.5 per cent, although 100 per cent gel could be used) applied three times a

  day healed over 80 per cent of plaques within four weeks as compared with only 8 per cent using a placebo.




  Some aloe vera products contain the bitter aloe ‘latex’ extracted from the inner yellow leaves of the plant. This has a powerful cathartic effect and taking too much will cause a

  brisk laxative response due to the presence of chemicals known as anthraquinones (e.g. aloin which has a bitter taste). These stimulate contraction of smooth muscle fibres lining the bowel and it

  usually works within 8–12 hours. This can be a desirable effect. Many products claim to be aloin and emodin free, but independent laboratory tests on leading brands in the USA found high

  levels of aloin in juices claimed to be aloin-free. Ideally, a product that is stamped with an IASC-certified seal (from the International Aloe Science Council) should be selected; this shows that

  it has been produced according to recommended guidelines.




  Dose




  If taking the aloe latex for its laxative effect, start with a small dose of gel (e.g. 1 teaspoon) and work up to around 1–2 tablespoons per day to find the dose that

  suits you best. Aloe vera juice may be taken more liberally (e.g. 50–100 ml, three times daily).




  Side effects




  Some women using aloe vera notice that it increases their menstrual flow, but no serious side effects have been reported at standard doses. Some people develop a mild itching

  rash due to allergy when applying aloe vera gel on the skin; in such cases treatment should be discontinued.




  Contraindications




  

    

      • Taking aloe vera by mouth should be avoided in pregnancy as the anthraquinones it may contain can stimulate uterine contractions which could result in miscarriage.




      • It should also be avoided when breast-feeding. If aloin enters breast milk it can trigger stomach cramps and diarrhoea in infants.


    


  




  Alpha-lipoic acid




  Alpha-lipoic acid is a vitamin-like substance that acts as a co-enzyme with B group vitamins to speed up certain metabolic reactions needed for energy production. It is also a

  powerful antioxidant that helps to regenerate other important antioxidants such as vitamins C and E. The body produces small quantities of alpha-lipoic acid, and some is also obtained from the diet

  (e.g. in spinach, meats) as well as in supplements containing brewer’s yeast.




  Benefits




  Alpha-lipoic acid is mainly used to boost energy levels, and to treat conditions in which nerve damage is causing symptoms of tingling, numbness or

  discomfort, such as in diabetic neuropathy. By improving cell function, it also seems to improve the body’s use of insulin and to improve diabetic control, but should only be taken by

  diabetics under medical supervision as blood glucose levels may need frequent monitoring to prevent hypoglycemia.




  Alpha-lipoic acid improves liver function, and is used to treat hepatitis, cirrhosis and other liver diseases including toxic damage e.g. due to mushroom poisoning.




  It may also improve symptoms of chronic fatigue syndrome, long-term memory loss and psoriasis.




  Dose




  As an antioxidant, alpha-lipoic acid is usually taken in doses of 50–100 mg a day. For therapeutic use, higher doses of 100–200 mg three times a day may be

  recommended.




  Side effects




  Mild skin rashes or gastrointestinal side effects may rarely occur.




  Amino acids




  Amino acids are the building blocks for proteins, formed when they are linked together to make a chain. Chains in which between two and ten amino acids are linked together are

  known as peptides; those with 10–100 amino acids tend to be called polypeptides, while chains of over 100 amino acids fold into complex three-dimensional shapes known as proteins.




  How does the body use proteins?




  When digested, dietary proteins are broken down to release their amino acid building blocks. This process starts in the stomach, where an enzyme (pepsin) divides the bonds

  between certain amino acid chains to form short peptide chains. Once in the small intestine, these are further attacked by enzymes released from the intestinal wall and pancreas. Chains of double

  and triple amino acids are absorbed into cells lining the gut and cleaved to release single amino acids into the bloodstream. These are then used as building blocks to make over 50,000 different

  proteins and polypeptides needed by the human body.




  Over 50 per cent of the body’s dry weight is made up of protein. Some proteins play a structural role (e.g. collagen), some regulate metabolic reactions (enzymes) while others are vital

  for immunity (antibodies). These are constantly broken down and re-formed – mostly during sleep under the control of growth hormone – at a rate of around 80–100 g per day. Most

  muscle protein is renewed every six months – 98 per cent of the body’s proteins are renewed within one year. Protein metabolism produces a poisonous by-product, ammonia. This is

  converted into urea in the liver and transported to the kidneys for excretion in urine.




  Over 20 amino acids are important for human health. Of these, ten cannot be synthesized in the body in amounts needed by the metabolism and must therefore come from the diet. These are known as

  the nutritionally essential amino acids. They are:




  

    

      

        • arginine – essential during childhood and sometimes in adulthood




        • histidine – essential during childhood and sometimes in adulthood




        • isoleucine




        • leucine




        • lysine




        • methionine




        • phenylalanine




        • threonine




        • tryptophan




        • valine.


      


    


  




  In addition, tyrosine is synthesized from phenylalanine, which is essential, and cysteine is synthesized from methionine, which is also essential.




  The non-essential amino acids which can be made in the body include:




  

    

      

        • alanine




        • asparagine




        • aspartic acid




        • glutamic acid




        • glutamine




        • glycine




        • proline




        • serine




        • taurine.


      


    


  




  Protein in the diet




  Dietary protein can be divided into two groups: first-class proteins, which contain significant quantities of all the essential amino acids (e.g. animal meat, fish, eggs, dairy

  products) and second-class proteins, which contain some essential amino acids but not all (e.g. vegetables, rice, beans, nuts). Second-class proteins need to be mixed and matched by eating as wide

  a variety of foods as possible. For example, the essential amino acid missing from haricot beans is found in bread. Hence, combining cereals with pulses or seeds and nuts

  provides a balanced amino acid intake. Vegetarians can also obtain a balanced protein intake by eating a combination of five parts rice to one part beans.




  The average adult needs to obtain around 56 g of protein per day from his food, and those taking part in competitive sports will need more than this. For example, an athlete training for two

  hours a day will need to obtain 1.1–1.4 g protein per kilogram of body weight per day, depending on the intensity of exercise. Weight-lifters in training may need as much as 2–3.5 g

  protein per kilogram of body weight a day.




  Protein supplements are available for athletes as intact proteins, partially digested (hydrolysed) peptides or free amino acids. Some research suggests that the hydrolysates (dipeptides and

  tripeptides) may be the best options for bulking up muscle as they are most readily absorbed and utilized in the body.




  Amino acid supplements are absorbed most effectively if taken between meals (two hours before or after eating). If using an individual amino acid for more than two weeks, it is best taken with a

  mixed amino acid complex to guard against amino acid imbalances. Individual amino acid supplements should not normally be taken for more than 12 weeks except under the supervision of a doctor or

  nutritionist.




  Dose




  Doses vary considerably; always check the labels.




  Angelica – European




  (Angelica archangelica)




  European angelica is an important component of Bénédictine and Chartreuse liqueurs. Its root contains aromatic essential oils and unique substances such as angelic

  acid and angelicin.




  Benefits




  Angelica root is used as an expectorant for coughs and colds, as a bitter tonic (often combined with gentian) to improve appetite and aid digestion, to relieve feelings of

  fullness or flatulence and as an anti-spasmodic to relax smooth muscle cells in the gastrointestinal and respiratory tracts. In laboratory studies, essential oils from angelica root were also found

  to have anti-fungal activity.




  Dose




  Dried root: 1–2 g, three times a day.




  Side effects




  Possible side effects include:




  

    

      

        • an increase in uterine contraction, similar to that occurring with Chinese angelica (dong quai)




        • photosensitization of skin so avoid excessive exposure to sunlight when taking it.


      


    


  




  Contraindications




  Angelica root should not be used during pregnancy.




  Antioxidants




  An antioxidant is a protective substance that helps to neutralize damaging oxidation reactions in the body. Most oxidations are triggered by free radicals – unstable

  molecular fragments that carry a negative electrical charge in the form of a spare electron. Free radicals try to lose this charge by colliding with other molecules and cell structures in an

  attempt to either pass on the spare electron, or to pinch a positive charge with which to neutralize it. This chemical process is known as oxidation and one of the best known examples is when iron

  oxidizes to form rust.




  We need a certain amount of free radical activity in the body for certain metabolic and immune processes. Excess, however, will trigger harmful chain reactions in which spare electrical charges

  are shunted from one chemical to another, damaging proteins, fats, cell membranes and genetic material. When genetic material is damaged, mutations can occur and this is thought to be the main

  mechanism that triggers cancer. Oxidation of harmful LDL-cholesterol in the circulation creates changes that cause scavenger cells (macrophages) to recognize the fat as foreign. These cells try to

  remove the oxidized fat by engulfing it, and quickly become over-laden to form bloated ‘foam’ cells. These leave the circulation by squeezing between cells lining the artery wall where

  they become trapped and accumulate to form fatty plaques known as atheroma. Lack of antioxidants is now thought by many researchers to be the underlying cause of hardening and furring up of the

  arteries (atherosclerosis) in this way.




  Each body cell undergoes an estimated 10,000 free radical oxidations per day. These oxidations have been linked with a number of degenerative problems and diseases, including hardening and furring up of the arteries, coronary heart disease, cataracts, macular degeneration of the eye, arthritis, premature ageing of the skin and cancer.




  Why do we need antioxidants?




  Antioxidants are the main defence against free radical attack. They work by quickly mopping up and neutralizing negative charges on free radicals before they can trigger a chain

  reaction. Several essential vitamins and minerals act as antioxidants. Of these, the most important are:




  

    

      

        • vitamin A and betacarotene




        • vitamin C




        • vitamin E




        • selenium.


      


    


  




  Lesser antioxidants that are also important include:




  

    

      

        • riboflavin




        • copper




        • manganese




        • zinc.


      


    


  




  Other antioxidants are also available in supplement form e.g. pine bark extracts, co-enzyme Q10, carotenoids such as lutein and lycopene, cat’s claw, alpha-lipoic acid and

  reishi, plus bilberry, ginkgo, green tea or grapeseed extracts.




  Free radicals are generated in a number of ways, including normal metabolic reactions, burning excess body fat while losing weight, exposure to environmental pollutants, during energy production

  processes when exercising, smoking cigarettes, drinking alcohol, inhaling exhaust fumes, exposure to environmental pollution, x-rays or UVA sunlight and when taking certain

  drugs – especially antibiotics or paracetamol. Smokers and people with diabetes generate more than usual.




  You cannot avoid generating a certain number of free radicals, as some are important for health, but you can minimize the damage caused by excess through ensuring that your intake of

  antioxidants is high. Many antioxidant supplements are now available to help quench free radicals and protect against their harmful effects. A free radical urine test is also available to help

  monitor how many free radicals you generate.




  Although diet should always come first, many experts now agree that food cannot supply the optimum quantities of antioxidants needed. Surveys suggest that the majority of people do not obtain

  all the vitamins C, E and carotenoids they need from their food.




  Researchers have analysed blood levels of antioxidants in large numbers of people and followed them up to see how many developed coronary heart disease and cancer. Those with the least risk of

  these diseases are those with the highest circulating levels of protective antioxidants. Recommended daily intakes of antioxidants such as vitamin C were defined as a means of preventing

  deficiencies such as scurvy, and modern evidence suggests that we might benefit from higher intakes. The daily intake of antioxidant vitamins needed to obtain the same high blood levels as the 20

  per cent of people with the lowest risk of coronary heart disease and cancer is as follows:




  

    

      

        • vitamin C – 150–250 mg/day




        • vitamin E – 50–100 mg/day




        • mixed carotenoids – 15 mg/day




        • selenium 100 mcg/day.


      


    


  




  Those people who smoke, have diabetes, or who are on a slimming diet probably need twice as many antioxidants as other people.




  Several important studies have found the following:




  

    

      

        • Rats fed on a high antioxidant diet lived, on average, for 18 per cent longer than those not given antioxidants.


      




      

        • Vitamin C can reduce the amount of harmful LDL-cholesterol that seeps into artery walls by a massive 93 per cent; vitamin E can reduce it by at least 45 per cent.


      




      

        • The risk of angina among 6000 middle-aged male volunteers was found to be three times higher in those with low levels of vitamins E, C and betacarotene.


      




      

        • Among 87,000 female nurses and 40,000 male doctors the risk of coronary heart disease was reduced by up to 50 per cent in women and 25 per cent in men taking vitamin E

        supplements for two years or more.


      




      

        • Those with the highest intakes of natural betacarotene have a lower risk of coronary heart disease – 22 per cent lower in females and 25 per cent lower in

        males.


      




      

        • A ten-year study in California, involving 11,000 people, showed that a high intake of vitamin C lowers the risk of coronary heart disease in men by a dramatic 40 per

        cent and their risk of dying was 35 per cent lower. Women had a 25 per cent lower risk of heart disease.


      




      

        • People with the highest antioxidant intake have the lowest risk of cancers affecting the mouth, throat, larynx, oesophagus, stomach, lung,

        breast, bladder, colon, rectum, cervix, endometrium or prostate gland.


      




      

        • People who take vitamin C supplements or who eat a diet rich in both vitamins C and A have up to a 45 per cent decreased risk of developing cataracts than those whose

        diet is poor in vitamin C. Spinach seems to be one of the most protective foods.


      


    


  




  One study caused confusion when it was found that smokers taking supplements of vitamin E and betacarotene (singly or together) did not have a lower risk of developing coronary

  heart disease – and perhaps had a higher risk of developing lung cancer. This contrasted sharply with other trials showing positive effects from taking antioxidant vitamins. However, apart

  from the fact that the hardened smokers had a high risk of lung cancer before they even started taking the supplements, the lack of additional protection was probably because no vitamin C

  supplements were taken. Vitamins C and E work together: C is needed to regenerate E after it has performed its antioxidant function. If inadequate amounts of vitamin C are present, vitamin E is not

  regenerated, and in fact acts as a free radical itself. High dose vitamin E supplements should therefore be taken together with vitamin C.




  Single carotenoids such as betacarotene are probably not a good idea either, and it is now considered better to take supplements containing mixed carotenoids instead – which is how they

  are found in nature.




  Arginine




  L-arginine is an amino acid that can be synthesized in the body but may become essential for adults under stress or for those who are recovering from injury or surgery. It must

  then come from the diet, and can be found in many protein foods such as nuts, seeds, pulses, beetroot, onions, grapes, rice, egg yolk and red meat.




  Benefits




  L-arginine plays an important role in the metabolism of dietary protein, during which ammonia is formed and must be detoxified and converted into urea in the liver.




  It also increases the body’s levels of a nerve communication chemical (neurotransmitter) called nitric oxide (NO). NO is essential for a number of physiological processes, including

  increasing blood flow to the penis for normal erectile function and sexual arousal. It also helps to regulate blood pressure, improves circulatory tone and muscle metabolism.




  High-dose L-arginine may be helpful for people with congestive heart failure by reducing symptoms, increasing the distance they are able to walk and improving the flow of blood through the

  arteries. It is also used to reduce an abnormally raised cholesterol level, hardening and furring up of the arteries (atherosclerosis), coronary heart disease and angina. In one study, people with

  angina who took L-arginine three times a day increased the amount of exercise they could take at moderate intensity without having to stop because of chest pain.




  L-arginine stimulates production of insulin in the pancreas and has been shown to improve blood glucose control in people with non-insulin-dependent diabetes.




  It also stimulates production of growth hormone and antidiuretic hormone (vasopressin) in the pituitary gland. It is involved in collagen synthesis and wound healing and is

  therefore needed during recovery from surgery, injuries and burns. It boosts production and activity of T-lymphocytes to improve immunity against certain infectious diseases and may also play a

  role in preventing cancer.




  Many researchers believe that L-arginine is one of the best all-round prosexual supplements for men. By boosting blood flow to the penis, it produces bigger, firmer erections more frequently and

  may also improve sensitivity. It is helpful both for men whose sexual function is normal and for those who have erectile difficulties. In one small trial, 15 men with erectile dysfunction took

  placebo pills for two weeks, then took 2.8 g L-arginine. None of those taking placebo noticed an effect but 6 noticed increased erections while receiving L-arginine. It is also beneficial for women

  as it is said to improve sexual stamina in both men and women.




  L-arginine is also important for sperm health. Seminal fluids contain as much as 80 per cent arginine which helps to improve the quality and motility of sperm. Sperm count can sometimes be

  increased in men with an unexplained low sperm count and infertility by taking 4–8 g of L-arginine daily.




  L-arginine is also believed to play a role in improving learning and memory.




  It can take between two and six weeks for L-arginine to achieve its optimum (accumulative) effect.




  Dose




  500 mg-2 g a day. Some nutritionists advise doses of up to 4 g a day. When taken for its beneficial sexual actions, it should ideally be taken one hour

  before sex. Some men require doses of 6 g to achieve a noticeable effect, but this may cause an unwanted side effect of diarrhoea.




  In clinical studies, much higher doses (e.g. 6–12 g daily) have been used to treat certain conditions such as coronary heart disease. Doses of above 20 g are not generally recommended.




  L-arginine is usually taken on an empty stomach before retiring (as growth hormone is mainly released at night).




  Supplements in which arginine is chelated with manganese are most easily absorbed.




  Side effects




  Side effects are uncommon, but high doses may lead to reversible thickening and coarsening of the skin with long term use according to some sources. Those prone to Herpes

  simplex infections (cold sores) are advised not to take L-arginine supplements without balancing them with equal intakes of the amino acid, lysine. Some evidence has suggested that L-arginine

  helps replication of herpes viruses and may stimulate a recurrence although this is not proven. This effect can be neutralized by lysine which suppresses the growth of viruses.




  Contraindications




  L-arginine should not be taken:




  

    

      • during pregnancy




      • while breast-feeding




      • by children




      • by anyone with reduced kidney or liver function




      • by those with auto-immune conditions (e.g. rheumatoid arthritis, glomerulonephritis) except under medical supervision (studies in rats have suggested that a low-arginine diet is more beneficial for immune function in these cases).


    


  




  Those with schizophrenia should not take very high doses as it may make symptoms worse.




  Artichoke




  (Cynara scolymus)




  Globe artichoke is a perennial herb native to the Mediterranean. Its leaves contain several unique substances such as cynarin, cynaropicrin, cynaroside, plus antioxidant

  flavonoids such as luteolin. Although it is the fleshy flower that is eaten as a delicacy, it is the leaves that contain the most active ingredients.




  Benefits




  Globe artichoke is related to the milk thistle and has similar liver regenerating and protective properties. It is used to:




  

    

      • increase bile secretion and improve digestion of dietary fats




      • protect liver cells from toxins – especially alcohol




      • reduce blood cholesterol levels and offer protection against atherosclerosis




      • stimulate appetite.


    


  




  A number of studies have shown that artichoke leaf extracts can successfully reduce the effects of excess alcohol, lower cholesterol levels, increase bile secretion and

  significantly improve digestive symptoms such as bloating, flatulence, nausea and abdominal pain due to intestinal spasm. It usually works quickly, within 15 to 20 minutes.

  Artichoke extracts also have powerful antioxidant properties and a mild diuretic action which may enhance its anti-bloating effects.




  Bile is a yellow-green fluid made in the liver and stored in the gall bladder until needed. When food leaves the stomach and enters the first section of the small intestines (duodenum) this

  triggers a reflex contraction of the gall bladder which squirts bile into the duodenum where it mixes with food. Bile contains salts and acids that break down fat globules into smaller particles

  (emulsification) so they can be absorbed and processed more easily.




  In one randomized, placebo-controlled trial involving 20 men with acute or chronic symptoms, 320 mg artichoke extracts were shown to increase bile secretion by over 127 per cent after 30

  minutes, 151 per cent after 60 minutes and 94 per cent after 90 minutes.




  Bloating, spasm and impaired gastrointestinal function are symptoms of irritable bowel syndrome (IBS) and, among 279 people with dyspeptic syndrome who also had symptoms compatible with IBS, 96

  per cent found that standardized Cynara artichoke supplements were as effective, if not better, than previous treatments they had taken. Overall, IBS symptoms were reduced by 71 per cent

  within an average of 10 days although a third of those tested noticed an effect within one week. During the six-week study, only three people developed adverse effects that were thought to be

  associated with artichoke leaf extracts. These were hunger in one person and transient increase in flatulence in two.




  A study involving over 550 people has shown that taking artichoke extracts for six weeks can reduce nausea by 82 per cent, vomiting by 88 per cent, bloating by 66 per cent,

  abdominal pain by 76 per cent, constipation by 71 per cent, fat intolerance by 59 per cent and swelling of the lower legs by 46 per cent.




  Similar studies have shown artichoke leaf extracts can lower cholesterol levels by 11.5 per cent and triglyceride levels by 12.5 per cent. After six months treatment there was also an increase

  in the beneficial, protective HDL-cholesterol level of 6.3 per cent, while for those whose total cholesterol levels were very high, the harmful LDL-cholesterol was reduced by an impressive 20.8 per

  cent. This was mostly due to the effects of cynaroside and luteolin on blocking synthesis of excess cholesterol in the liver. Importantly, this cholesterol-blocking action does not reduce

  production of necessary amounts of cholesterol however, as may occur with prescription-only synthetic lipid blockers.




  Because artichoke contains insulin, the rate at which glucose is produced after eating is slowed so that large swings in blood levels do not occur. This is especially helpful for people with

  diabetes.




  Dose




  Dried leaf: 2 g, three times a day.




  Extracts: 320 mg capsules, 1–6 capsules a day, with food.




  Tincture: 6 ml, three times a day.




  Contraindications




  

    

      • Do not use globe artichoke if there is obstruction of bile ducts or jaundice.




      • In case of gallstones, use only after consulting a physician.


    


  




  Ashwagandha




  (Withania somnifera)




  Ashwagandha – also known as winter cherry or Indian ginseng – is a small evergreen shrub native to India, the Mediterranean and Middle East. Its dried root contains

  iron and a series of unique steroidal lactones known as withanolides.




  Benefits




  Ashwagandha is used as a restorative tonic in Ayurvedic medicine, to improve resistance to stress. It is a powerful adaptogen whose properties are well researched, and may be

  superior to those of Korean ginseng for improving mental acuity, reaction time and physical performance in healthy people.




  Studies suggest, for example, that ashwagandha can prevent the depletion of vitamin C and cortisol (an adrenal hormone) during times of stress, as well as preventing stress-related

  gastrointestinal ulcers. Other studies have shown that it can increase haemoglobin levels and that it also has anti-inflammatory properties. It may also be used to reduce greying of hair.




  Ashwagandha reduces anxiety and promotes serenity and deep sleep, especially in those suffering from overwork or nervous exhaustion. It is also said to strengthen muscles, tendons, bones,

  improve concentration, boost immunity and energy levels. It is a renowned aphrodisiac that can improve sexual performance (especially during convalescence) and it is sometimes used to treat

  impotence. Although it may be used in both men and women, its prosexual actions are probably best reserved for use in men.




  Dose




  Capsules standardized to contain 2–5 mg with anolides: 150–300 mg.




  Because Ashwagandha is somewhat difficult to digest, it is often taken with ginger, warm milk, honey or hot water.




  Astragalus




  (Astragalus membranaceus)




  Astragalus (also known as Chinese milkvetch) is an herbaceous perennial native to northern China, Japan, Korea and Tibet. Its root has been used as a traditional Chinese herbal

  remedy for over 2000 years to balance the life-force energy known as Qi. The medicinal creamy-white root is harvested from plants that are four to seven years old and it has a sweet taste similar

  to liquorice, so that it is sometimes used in cooking.




  Benefits




  Astragalus is classed as an adaptogen, helping to support adrenal gland function during times of physical stress, to improve physical endurance as well as being an immune

  enhancer. It acts as an antioxidant and has antibacterial, anti-viral and anti-fungal actions which are widely used to both treat and prevent respiratory infections (colds, flu, bronchitis,

  sinusitis) and urinary tract infections. It also has mild diuretic properties and can lower blood pressure.




  Astragalus contains a variety of unique substances such as astragalosides that have been shown to improve all aspects of immune function. It can increase proliferation of T-lymphocytes (cells that regulate immune responses), boost the activity of phagocytic (cell-eating) white blood cells, it increases the activity of natural killer cells (which wipe

  out infected or abnormal body cells) and improves antibody synthesis. It also stimulates production of the powerful antiviral substance, interferon. It is taken by many people with HIV for its

  immunosupportive actions.




  As astragalus also increases production of red blood cells (to improve oxygen carriage in the circulation) it is often used to treat anaemia.




  In people undergoing treatment for cancer, astragalus is used to protect adrenal gland function, improve tolerance to chemotherapy, reduce bone marrow suppression and to minimize any

  gastrointestinal side effects. It is also helpful in protecting against the free radicals generated during both chemotherapy and radiotherapy.




  In those with coronary heart disease, astragalus has protective effects on the cardiovascular system, reducing platelet aggregation, reducing oxidative damage and improving abnormal myocardial

  electric activity. Studies involving patients with ischemic heart disease found that it was at least as effective in strengthening heart muscle contraction, correcting abnormal electrical activity

  and dilating blood vessels and in preventing angina pain as a commonly prescribed drug (nifedipine). If taken within a day of a heart attack, similar protective effects are achieved with improved

  pumping function of the left side of the heart.




  Other uses include stimulating sperm motility, improving healing of wounds and peptic ulcers and reducing excessive perspiration (including night sweats). It is also used for its protective

  actions in inflammation of the liver (e.g. chronic hepatitis) or kidneys (nephritis). It is often recommended to diabetes sufferers for reducing complications such as high

  blood pressure and poor wound healing.




  Dose




  For general use, 200–400 mg a day. Astragalus is usually taken for two to three weeks and then alternated with another immune booster such as echinacea or cat’s

  claw. If taken for a respiratory or urinary infection, the dose is usually doubled.




  Choose extracts that are standardized to 0.5 per cent glucosides and 70 per cent polysaccharides.




  It is often used together with Korean ginseng or echinacea.




  Contraindications




  

    

      • Traditionally, astragalus is best avoided if you have a fever or if you suffer from skin disorders.




      • Avoid during pregnancy and breast-feeding except under specialist advice.


    


  


  

B1




  Vitamin B1, also known as thiamin or thiamine, is a water-soluble vitamin that is essential for the production of energy from glucose, for transmission of electrical messages

  in nerve and muscle cells, including the heart, and for the production of red blood cells. It is also needed for the synthesis of some important amino acids and it plays a role in digestion.




  Foods containing vitamin B1 include whole grains, oats, soy flour, pasta, meat – especially pork and duck – seafood, nuts and pulses. Brewer’s yeast and

  yeast extracts are also good sources.




  Thiamin is easily lost by food processing e.g. chopping, mincing, liquidizing, canning and preserving. Boiling reduces the thiamin content of foods by half as it is so water soluble. It is also

  destroyed by high temperatures and adding baking powder. Toasting bread can lose almost a third of its thiamin content.




  In general, the more carbohydrate you eat, the more thiamin you need. As vitamin B1 is water soluble, it is easily lost from the body through the kidneys and most people only have sufficient

  stores to last one month.




  Benefits




  People taking diuretics often lose enough thiamin in their urine to cause thiamin deficiency, and supplements can improve symptoms such as tiredness that may result.




  Vitamin B1 also has a beneficial effect on mood, helping you feel more calm, agreeable, clear-headed, elated and energetic. People with low levels of thiamin are less likely to feel composed or

  self-confident and more likely to suffer from depression than those with higher levels. Even young female students who were not lacking in vitamin B1 were shown to have increased energy levels and

  alertness, as well as improved mood from taking 50 mg thiamin, while those taking a placebo did not notice a significant benefit.




  Many people over the age of 55 have low intakes of thiamin – supplements may help them to increase feelings of general well-being, reduce fatigue and boost appetite. In one trial, 10 mg

  helped people over the age of 65 to enjoy better quality sleep, increased energy levels and lower blood pressure than those taking a placebo.




  Thiamin is especially helpful for symptoms of tingling (pins and needles) and numbness that can occur in some forms of nerve disorder (neuropathy) such as that occurring in

  diabetes. It has also been used to improve indigestion and to help reduce emotional or psychological symptoms occurring with alcohol withdrawal.




  Deficiency




  In underdeveloped countries, thiamin deficiency is common especially where the main dietary staple is polished rather than brown rice. This causes a disease known as

  ‘beri-beri’, meaning ‘extreme weakness’. Dry beri-beri produces heaviness, weakness, numbness and pins and needles in the legs, while wet beri-beri causes severe fluid

  retention. In those with a high alcohol intake, lack of thiamin is associated with Wernicke-Korsakoff syndrome which, if left untreated, leads to irreversible dementia.




  Dose




  1–50 mg – usually as part of a B group complex.




  The EC RDA for thiamin is 1.4 mg. It is non-toxic as any excess is readily lost in the urine. A regular dietary supply is therefore essential, otherwise deficiency quickly occurs. People

  drinking large amounts of coffee or tea – which destroy the vitamin – may become thiamin deficient. Other common causes of thiamin deficiency include stress – which quickly uses

  up available thiamin stores – and drinking too much alcohol, which interferes with thiamin metabolism.




  B2




  Vitamin B2 – also known as riboflavin – is a water-soluble vitamin that plays an important role in metabolizing proteins, fats and carbohydrate and in the production

  of energy, thyroid hormones and red blood cells.




  Benefits




  Vitamin B2 acts as an antioxidant, and helps to maintain immunity as it is involved in the production of antibodies. Riboflavin helps to keep skin, hair, eyes, eye lenses and

  mucus membranes healthy. It also seems to be important for brain function, as people with good intakes of riboflavin are more likely to show high scores in tests of mental functioning than those

  with low levels.




  As it is water soluble, riboflavin cannot be stored in the body, and a regular dietary intake is essential. Food sources include yeast extract, whole grains, eggs, dairy products, green leafy

  vegetables and pulses. Although milk is a rich source, its riboflavin content is quickly destroyed when exposed to light so milk sold in cartons contains a higher amount than that sold in bottles.

  Fortified cereals are another good source, and children who eat them for breakfast are less likely to have inadequate intakes of riboflavin compared with those who do not eat fortified cereals.




  Vitamin B2 is often included in nutritional supplements designed to improve the symptoms of pre-menstrual syndrome as it is needed to convert vitamin B6 into its active form. It may also help to

  reduce migraine attacks, including those associated with menstruation, and is often recommended to reduce the facial redness that occurs in rosacea.




  Riboflavin may provide some protection against certain congenital abnormalities (neural tube defects e.g. spina bifida) during early pregnancy in addition to that given by

  folic acid and vitamin B12.




  Riboflavin is needed to protect the eye lens from free radical attack and, in a study involving around 3250 people, those taking supplements of vitamins B2 and B3 were 44 per cent less likely to

  develop lens opacities (cataracts) than those not taking them.




  Older people with low riboflavin levels may have reduced immunity due to sub-optimal antibody production and are also at higher risk of developing cataracts.




  People with chronic fatigue syndrome often benefit from taking B group supplements and preliminary research suggests their level of B vitamin activity – including that of riboflavin

  – is low. Vitamin B2 deficiency may be a cause of recurrent aphthous mouth ulcers in some people.




  Other signs that may be due to lack of riboflavin include eyes that are bloodshot, red, tired and which feel gritty or sensitive; cataracts, sores and cracks at the corner of the mouth, a red,

  inflamed tongue and lips, hair loss, a scaly eczema-like skin rash (seborrhoeic dermatitis), especially on the face and nose as well as trembling, dizziness, difficulty sleeping and poor

  concentration or memory.




  Dose




  1.3–50 mg.




  For some conditions such as migraine, much higher doses of up to 200–400 mg daily may be prescribed. The EC RDA for riboflavin is 1.6 mg.




  People who are physically active need more riboflavin than those who take little regular exercise. Recent studies also suggest that metabolism changes with age, so older people need to obtain more B2 from their diet to maintain blood levels of this vitamin.




  Excess




  Excess will be excreted in the urine, and when taking supplements containing riboflavin, urine colour becomes noticeably more yellow.




  B3




  Vitamin B3 is a water-soluble vitamin, also known as niacin, which exists in two forms: nicotinic acid or nicotinamide.




  Niacin is obtained from a number of dietary sources, including whole grains, nuts, meat and poultry, oily fish, eggs, dairy products, dried fruit and yeast extract. Children who eat fortified

  cereals for breakfast are more likely to have adequate intakes of niacin than those who do not.




  Vitamin B3 can also be made in the body in small amounts from the essential amino acid tryptophan (60 mg tryptophan produces 1 mg niacin). Because of this, many foods and supplements may

  describe their vitamin B3 content in the form of ‘niacin equivalents’ which are equal to the amount of nicotinamide and nicotinic acid they contain plus one-sixtieth of their tryptophan

  content. Eggs and cheese are some of the richest dietary sources of tryptophan.




  Benefits




  Niacin is important for healthy growth and development. Like other B group vitamins, it plays an important role in metabolism, enzyme function and energy

  production. It is essential for releasing energy from muscle sugar stores (glycogen) and for the uptake and use of oxygen in cells. Niacin works together with vitamins B1 (thiamin) and B2

  (riboflavin) for these tasks, and also works on its own to maintain healthy skin, nerves, intestines and intellectual function. In one study involving around 3250 people, those taking supplements

  of vitamins B2 and B3 were 44 per cent less likely to develop lens opacities (cataracts) than those not taking them.




  Niacin also combines with the mineral chromium to form the Glucose Tolerance Factor (GTF). This is essential for the action of the hormone, insulin, in controlling the way glucose is taken up

  into body cells. Lack of either chromium or niacin is associated with impaired glucose tolerance which may lead to diabetes.




  Because niacin is important for the processing of fatty acids released from body fat stores, it is used medicinally to lower abnormally high cholesterol levels. In particular, it lowers levels

  of harmful LDL-cholesterol and triglycerides, while raising levels of beneficial HDL-cholesterol. At high doses (under medical supervision) it has been shown to reduce the risk of both non-fatal

  and fatal heart attacks.




  Vitamin B3 is a fast-acting aphrodisiac in its pure form. It widens blood vessels and produces a so-called niacin flush similar to the sexual flush. It improves blood flow to the penis and also

  stimulates secretion of histamine – a chemical that naturally helps to intensify sensations during orgasm. It should not be taken in high doses, however, as this can cause toxic side

  effects.




  Niacin has proved helpful in treating depression, reducing symptoms due to both osteoarthritis and rheumatoid arthritis and has been shown to reduce blood levels of thyroid

  hormones without causing symptoms of underactivity. These findings are under further investigation as a possible treatment for arthritis and thyroid disorders. Further studies are also under way to

  investigate niacin’s ability to improve glucose control and reduce the risk of insulin-dependent (Type 1) diabetes, and to investigate a possible protective role against cancer.




  Deficiency




  Lack of vitamin B3 produces a rare deficiency disease known as pellagra which classically produces symptoms of dermatitis, diarrhoea and dementia. This occurs in parts of Africa

  where the diet contains large quantities of maize whose niacin is in a non-useable form of niacytin. In central America, maize for cooking tortillas is soaked overnight in calcium hydroxide which

  releases the niacin content.




  Dose




  The EC RDA for niacin is 18 mg. People who are physically active need more niacin than those with a sedentary lifestyle. When used for medicinal purposes, higher doses of 50 mg

  niacin a day may be taken. Doses as high as 1500 mg nicotinamide may be prescribed daily for certain medical disorders. Therapeutic use of high-dose niacin usually needs regular blood liver

  function tests.




  Side effects




  High-dose niacin (especially in the form of nicotinic acid) can produce a red flush and warming of the skin similar to blushing. People who blush easily seem to be more

  sensitive to this effect. For those who are very sensitive, a low dose of aspirin (75–300 mg) taken half an hour before the dose of niacin can reduce this effect.




  Excess




  Symptoms of niacin toxicity can occur at very high doses, including thickening and darkening of patches of skin (acanthosis nigricans), palpitations, worsening of pre-existing

  conditions such as diabetes and peptic ulceration. Gout and liver inflammation (hepatitis) can also be triggered.




  Contraindications




  Niacin should not be taken by sufferers of diabetes, low blood pressure, gout, liver disease, glaucoma or peptic ulcers except under medical advice.




  Niacin has been shown to increase absorption of dietary zinc and iron from the gut.




  B5




  Vitamin B5, or pantothenic acid, is a water-soluble vitamin widely found in foods such as whole grains, beans, vegetables, nuts, eggs, meats and yeast extract. One of the

  richest supplementary sources is royal jelly. Despite its wide distribution in foods, many people do not obtain optimum levels of pantothenic acid, as it is easily destroyed by food processing and

  by deep freezing.




  Benefits




  Like other B group vitamins, pantothenic acid is vital for many energy-yielding metabolic reactions involving carbohydrates, fats and protein. It is particularly significant in

  the synthesis of glucose and fatty acids which are both important fuels for muscle cells and may even improve athletic performance. It has also been suggested that supplements

  containing pantothenic acid may help during weight-loss diets by ensuring that fatty acids released from body fat stores are fully broken down. This will reduce the formation of ketones so that

  hunger pangs and weakness are reduced.




  Vitamin B5 can stimulate cell growth in healing tissues by increasing the number and speed of cells moving into wounds, increasing the rate at which these cells divide and improving protein

  synthesis. This encourages stronger scar tissue formation, helps to rejuvenate ageing skin and to reduce skin mottling.




  Its boost to healing processes may also explain why vitamin B5 derivatives (calcium pantothenate and pantotheine) are effective in treating viral hepatitis A. When given to 156 patients with

  this relatively common infection, their liver function tests improved and blood antibody levels increased as did the activity of white blood cells. Pantotheine produced the most pronounced

  therapeutic effect.




  Vitamin B5 plays a role in the production of adrenal gland hormones during times of stress and in maintaining a healthy nervous system. It is also taken to reduce nasal congestion, increase

  resistance to stress, to help overcome chronic fatigue and indigestion and as an aid in giving up smoking.




  Some researchers believe that there is a link between acne and a lack of pantothenic acid. It is also added to many shampoos and conditioners and is said to improve hair colour and lustre and to

  reduce grey hairs, although there is little evidence to support this. It has been shown to reduce hair loss and to thicken hair structure in some women, however.




  Deficiency




  Symptoms that may be caused by a lack of vitamin B5 include weakness and fatigue, headache, difficulty in coping with stress, poor muscle co-ordination and muscle cramps,

  numbness and tingling sensations, loss of appetite, nausea, indigestion, abdominal cramps, painful and burning feet, increased susceptibility to infection, poor wound healing, difficulty in

  sleeping and depression.
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