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introduction


When our grandmothers and elders tended cuts, bruises, colds, fevers, and other illnesses their families suffered, they didn’t have a corner drugstore. Instead, these wise women relied on simple wisdom, common sense, and pantries well stocked with herbal remedies. These preparations were made from plants that grew in the kitchen garden or from wild weeds gathered in the fields and woods surrounding their homes.


While we live in a modern world of cutting-edge clinics and advanced medicine, there is still much you can do using the natural remedies right from your pantry and kitchen garden, just like those who came before us. The roses blooming by your front gate contain more vitamins than the expensive bottle of chemicals on your bathroom shelf. Your spice rack is your closest pharmacy. Your home-brewed honey vinegar is a powerful tonic your family will love.


Not only will you save money with these homemade remedies but also, more importantly, you will begin to learn what works for you as you bring much comfort to yourself and your loved ones. So many of us are overwhelmed due to fragmented lifestyles requiring long hours at work, zillions of emails and text messages, social media, and all the other demands that don’t stop flooding in. But cures made from natural ingredients encourage a connection to the earth and the cycles of nature, which helps maintain balance and harmony, and allows you to stay centered, grounded, and healthy.


As well as healing maladies, we can also care for our appearance in an all-natural way. Self-care involves, in great part, living in harmony with the seasons and the natural world. Using a lot of chemicals in your personal care products goes against this, so take stock of what your soaps, shampoos, and cleansers contain, and consider making your own, so that every ingredient is under your control.


We can look after our home, too. We all want to live somewhere that makes us feel happy and safe. The chemicals in our usual cleaning products introduce toxins into our lives. Who likes the smell of raw bleach, over-perfumed detergent, and scary oven cleaners? They strip away the natural and are simply too harsh. There are so many alternatives that are inexpensive and will make your home—and anyone who walks through the door—healthier and happier.




useful herbs and spices


This is a quick go-to guide to many common herbs, spices, and other foods and their medicinal uses.


HERBS


sage


When drunk as a tea or eaten, sage helps ease flatulence and bloating. It also helps to stop milk when a mother is weaning a baby, but should not be used if you think you may be pregnant other than as incense. It helps calm nervousness and anxiety, and boosts liver function. When applied externally to the skin, diluted sage essential oil (diluted in a carrier oil—see page 12) or fresh leaves can help heal insect bites, red skin, and soothe inflamed gums (due to teething, wisdom teeth, or toothache, for example) until you can get to a dentist.


oregano


When eaten, oregano can act as a stimulant to treat low energy or mild depression. Drunk as a tea, it can help tension headaches and bring on menstruation. It should never be used in pregnancy, or if you think you may be pregnant.


lavender


Lavender is used to treat unexplained muscle spasms such as eye twitches—you can rub a drop of the oil or the fresh or dried flower around the eye (being careful not to get any in the eye), or make a spray with a gentle oil such as almond and dried lavender, and spray over the face (with eyes closed), then massage in gently. Warm lavender baths help circulation, especially if you have cold hands and feet. A lavender compress can help lower fever. A lavender wash will help most skin issues, from oily skin and acne to insect bites, inflammations, and dermatitis.


marjoram


Marjoram tea eases bronchial coughs and can also help with tension headaches and anxiety. Drinking the tea and/or massaging some marjoram essential oil (diluted in a carrier oil—see page 12) into the lower stomach area can ease menstrual pain. Gently massaging the outer ear and the back of the ear with dilute marjoram oil can help cure ear infections. Marjoram essential oil should not be used during pregnancy, although using small amounts of the herb in cooking is generally considered safe.


peppermint


Its antispasmodic effects soothe the stomach after a big meal (drinking peppermint tea or eating a peppermint sweet, for example), or when experiencing morning sickness, gas, or colic. It is used, in conjunction with Western medicine, to treat irritable bowel syndrome.


rosemary


A rosemary-and-oil rub is said to help slow down hair loss by boosting the circulation; it also tones the scalp to avoid dandruff (wash your hair, massage in the rosemary and oil, leave for a few minutes, then wash again). Rosemary contains lots of iron and vitamin C, making it a great tea for the cold months of the year. While it is fine to eat rosemary-flavored foods during pregnancy, you shouldn’t eat whole spoonfuls or use the essential oil at that time.


wild garlic


A cut garlic bulb applied to ringworm wounds or other skin infections can help heal them; eating garlic is said to lower cholesterol. It also stimulates the immune system, so is used in the treatment of colds and flu.


basil


Rubbed on the skin, crushed leaves or basil essential oil (diluted in a carrier oil—see page 12) can alleviate stress-induced skin issues, such as contact dermatitis. When taken in food, it encourages proper digestion and helps ease stomach cramps. Drinking basil tea when exhausted promotes relaxation and sleep—however, the taste can be a bit strong for most people. Basil should not be used when pregnant.


vervain


The leaves and root can be used in a tea (useful to increase breast milk and to stop diarrhea; it also has a general calming effect) and the flowers for edible decoration. Use crushed fresh leaves in a cool poultice to stop headaches. The Native Americans used to collect the seeds after flowering, roast them, and then grind them into flour used to make little bread-like rolls eaten before rituals.


feverfew


When drunk as a tea, feverfew can aid relief from migraine headaches; it also helps bring on a proper period when you are just spotting. The flowers can cause vomiting. Feverfew grows plentifully in hedgerows.


patchouli


Used to cover up other smells due to its pungent nature. The essential oil, diluted in a carrier oil (see page 12) and rubbed on the skin, can ease dry, chapped skin, acne, and prominent varicose veins.


bergamot


Bergamot is antiseptic; the tea, drunk with a dollop of honey, is used to treat colds, including low fevers and sore throats. It can also relieve flatulence.


citronella


Citronella is commonly used as an insect repellant—by placing the plant near open windows or outside on tables, burning citronella candles, or applying to the skin (cooled citronella tea or citronella essential oil diluted in spring water are common remedies). It can also help relieve excess sweating.


bay


Dried leaves and bay oil are used in cooking and have a mild stimulant effect. Bay leaves are antifungal and an extract of bay—3½ oz (100 g) of the herb to around 13½ fl oz (just under half a liter) of alcohol—can be used to treat athlete’s foot and similar problems.
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lemongrass


Lemongrass tea is drunk after an illness to boost the glandular, immune, and digestive systems. It also gives a general energy boost, relieves nervousness, and helps with jet lag. The crushed grass, or essential oil diluted in a carrier oil (see page 12), can be applied directly to the skin to relieve muscle spasms such as eye and mouth twitches, or leg cramps after exercise. Applied the same way to skin, it is also used to treat ringworm, other parasites such as lice, and athlete’s foot.


dill


Dill aids digestion—add some dill seeds to a heavy dish or serve dill leaf tea after a big meal. It is great for relieving colic and the associated stomach upset, even in small children (see the gripe water recipe on page 27). Chew dill seeds to clear your breath after eating garlic, or just to freshen your breath. Dill rubbed on the skin promotes healing.


hawthorn


Hawthorn berry tea is drunk to improve circulation, especially in the hands and feet, and to lower blood pressure. The tea or syrup is also used in the treatment of insomnia and as a memory aid for older people or those who are stressed.


jasmine


Dab some cooled jasmine tea on red or burning eyes to ease them. A strong infusion, gargled, can be used to treat mouth ulcers. Jasmine is a great tonic for the skin—use on red or warm skin after sun and wind burn, or bathe in jasmine flowers or with a few drops of jasmine essential oil to treat dry and stressed skin (great for contact dermatitis). It can also be used to treat mild depression.


chamomile


Chamomile tea is used as a mild sedative, to cure insomnia, and to ease stomach cramps and aches, especially menstrual cramps. A cool tea or mild infusion given in a bottle or cup to teething babies will lessen discomfort. Great as an anti-inflammatory and to ease rheumatic pains, it can be applied as an ointment (see opposite) or by rubbing crushed flowers directly onto the skin. A salve applied externally will ease hemorrhoids and sunburn. Chamomile tea can also be used as a tonic for other plants.


chives


Chives may reduce blood pressure, help regulate blood sugar levels, and promote relaxation. Are you trying to stop smoking? Whenever you feel the need for a cigarette, chew some chives instead.


eucalyptus


This is great to help breathing when you have a cold or bronchial issues—boil some leaves and inhale the steam or add a few drops of eucalyptus essential oil to your bath. Make an ointment to have on hand for pulled muscles and sprains (see opposite). Undiluted essential oil, dabbed on abscesses and warts, will help them recede.


fennel


A few drops of fennel essential oil added to warm water as a drink can help with gas and heartburn, and will increase menstruation and urine flow as well as increase breast milk, but should not be used during pregnancy. Fennel syrup can ease a chronic cough. Gargle with cooled fennel tea to treat gingivitis and sore throats.


red clover


This is used to treat breathing and skin problems, as well as PMS. and is gentle enough to be used on children’s skin. The tea can be drunk or, when cooled, applied to the skin, or the essential oil diluted in almond or rosehip oil, then applied.
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making an ointment


Ointments allow you to keep herbs for longer and gain their benefits within a salve or balm. To make an ointment, heat a pure, plain fat such as lard or petroleum jelly in a bainmarie (a bowl placed in hot water). When the fat begins to melt into liquid, stir in your essential oils or crushed fresh herbs—the amount depends purely on personal preference—and keep this semi-fluid for an hour or so, stirring often before pouring it into small jars or tins. It’s best to use sterilized jars (see page 17), or at least wash them in a hot dishwasher first. Let the mixture cool and solidify before putting on lids; if you are using glass or other see-through containers, store them in a dark place. The ointment will last for around nine months. However, if you use inferior fat the ointment can go stale—you will know by the smell.





catnip


Catnip is great for repelling mosquitoes! Some cats act as if “high” on it. The plant can act as a stimulant or sedative for humans, so eat a little and test its effects first! Catnip also stimulates sweating and thus can help break a fever. A weak catnip infusion massaged into the scalp will reduce dandruff, and dabbed on swollen and puffy eyes will ease them. A strong catnip infusion can be used as a flea-repellent bath for animals or as an anti-flea shampoo for carpets.


pennyroyal


It can be taken as a tea to stimulate contractions when labor is slow starting. It should not be used in pregnancy until labor has begun, or if you think you may be pregnant.


wormwood


A few drops of wormwood essential oil in warm water can be drunk as a tonic and to reduce fever. It can also be used to treat worms in humans and animals. The leaves can be made into a tea, which eases pain and has traditionally been used to treat labor pain. The essential oil, diluted, is applied to soothe insect and snake bites and draw out the poison. Only use it in a very diluted form, as pure wormwood can be poisonous. The liquor absinthe is made from wormwood.
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thyme


Drinking thyme tea or inhaling the steam from an infusion can ease coughs and tonsillitis. Thyme is antiseptic and antifungal, and gargling can help treat gingivitis and other gum diseases (gargle with strong cooled thyme tea, or with a few drops of the essential oil added to warm water). Make a strong infusion and massage into the scalp to treat a dry, itchy scalp and dandruff. While it is fine to eat thyme-flavored foods during pregnancy, you shouldn’t eat whole spoonfuls or use the essential oil.


valerian


This is a great aid for any sleep issues, from general insomnia to stress-induced sleeplessness or noise issues. Strong valerian tea (made with the root) is given after a stressful event to ease the mind and body, and normal strength valerian tea can be drunk to ease PMS and menopausal symptoms.


buckthorn


Boiled with honey, buckthorn eases constipation and acts as a diuretic. Buckthorn tea is used to treat gallstones, in conjunction with Western medicine. It can be used as a purgative for animals, such as when a dog has eaten chocolate and needs to regurgitate it. Do not use it if pregnant or breastfeeding.




carrier oils


It is often easier to get hold of an essential oil than a fresh plant, so the uses of the herbs in this section often make mention of essential oils, which should be diluted in a carrier oil (sometimes called a base oil). Almond or rosehip oil are good options, but go with whichever oil you prefer—for example, you might like grapefruit, jojoba, or olive oil.
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