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PREFACE





To understand the power of medicinal plants, look no further than the black pepper that’s probably sitting next to the salt on your and everyone else’s dinner table right now. Anywhere there are people on this planet, you’ll most likely find black pepper within arm’s reach. In fact, the International Space Station probably has some pepper on hand. No other spice has been so widely used over such a long time span by so many.


Once known as black gold, black pepper comes from the Malabar Coast of southern India. A climbing vine with clusters of small green seeds, the black pepper plant (Piper nigrum) grows in the dappled sunlight within the understory of India’s tropical forests. Just a few hundred years ago, vast fleets regularly made the perilous journey across the ocean seeking these tiny, pungent seeds. The spice was considered so essential it was equal in value to precious metals and accepted as a form of currency. Sure, pepper has an amazing flavor and aroma, but the risks people were willing to take to obtain it were also motivated by a fundamental quest for health and longevity. Their empirical understanding of black pepper’s benefits has now been validated by modern science and medicine. One of its primary and most well-researched compounds, piperine, is a powerful antioxidant that enhances nutrient absorption, increases circulation to the digestive tract, quells inflammation, improves cognitive health, boosts metabolism, neutralizes pathogens, stabilizes blood sugar, boosts immunity, and increases energy levels. All of this good stuff is available to us in every little sprinkle of pepper. The shaker on your table is a superhero hiding in plain sight.
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Arnica flower harvest (left) and rows of tulsi plants (right) at the Goldthread farm in Massachusetts
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Harvesting black pepper in the cardamom forests of Kerala, India






As an acupuncturist and clinical herbalist, much of my work centers on commonplace medicinal plants like black pepper that have maintained their essential role in cultures throughout the world for thousands of years. My approach to practicing natural medicine is to make it as easy as possible to access the power of these medicinal plants in our everyday lives for optimal health.


I opened my first clinical practice in natural medicine with a few other acupuncturists in a town on the coast of Maine. To build the practice, I gave presentations about acupuncture, Traditional Chinese Medicine, and Ayurvedic medicine, my areas of expertise, for garden clubs and small groups at places like the local Elks lodge and the American Legion—essentially anywhere I could find an audience. This community was mostly made up of builders, lobstermen, office workers, parents, teachers, administrators—everyday people going about their lives. They weren’t particularly fascinated by the philosophy or esoteric aspects of natural medicine. They just wanted to know if it works. I’d often treat people who weren’t able to find the relief or results they were looking for through standard Western medicine and were giving acupuncture and herbs a shot as a last resort. My practice grew gradually through word of mouth because I was able to get results. This was an important lesson to learn at the beginning of my career: Above all else, natural medicine had to be practical and effective.
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Touring organic cardamom fields with our supplier in Kerala






I moved to a progressive city in Massachusetts a few years later and set up a new practice inspired by the Asian models I’d encountered, where natural medicine is thoroughly integrated into everyday life and medicinal plants play a central role. The result was a combination clinical practice and herbal apothecary called Goldthread, and plants were the stars of the show. The apothecary was an aesthetically pleasing and inviting space, with eye-catching displays of medical plants and preparations. This curated collection came from around the world and included bottles of all shapes and sizes filled with roots, barks, leaves, flowers, and berries. I had tinctures, elixirs, tonics, essential oils, pastes, powders, tablets, and capsules—essentially every conceivable preparation one could think of or need. Customers and patients were naturally attracted to the medicinal plants presented this way and could easily envision them becoming part of their lives.


Goldthread offered people a place to walk in and get medicinal plants along with credible professional advice about how to use them: the preparations that would work best for them, the appropriate dosage, when to take them during the day, how long to use them, potential contraindications or considerations to keep in mind, and any dietary and lifestyle adjustments that could make the medicinal plants more effective. Sometimes I would recommend a preparation off the shelf; other times I would formulate something custom for them on the spot. If their issues were complex and multifaceted enough to require a more in-depth diagnosis and treatment plan, I would see them as a patient. Working this way gave me the unique opportunity to see thousands of people in a setting normally not available in private practice, and to focus largely on dispensing medicinal plants to help people achieve an optimal level of health.


My goal in the clinic was to make sure each person’s encounter with natural medicine extended beyond their appointment with me into their everyday life. I recommended medicinal plants and preparations that reinforced what I was doing in the clinic and that accelerated progress between visits. I formulated hundreds of preparations to facilitate this process (many of which are included in this protocol). People began to recognize the power of medicinal plants as invaluable tools not simply to treat illness but to optimize their health and developed the confidence and familiarity to use them daily. Many went on to become students in programs that I taught in the apothecary (and later at the farm), to deepen their understanding and extend the benefits of medicinal plants to their families and communities.


Around this time, I started a 5-acre (2 ha) farm in the hills outside of town with the intention to supply the apothecary and clinic with local medicinal plants. We began growing over a hundred species, distilling essential oils commercially and creating an educational program, called Farm to Pharmacy, that ran throughout the season. Students were taught the fundamentals of cultivating, harvesting, and processing medicinal plants through hands-on work, combined with the principles of Traditional Chinese Medicine and Ayurveda, and they ultimately learned how to administer the plant medicines they were growing to people in the apothecary. It was a one-of-a-kind immersive program that attracted students from around the country and the world, leading to the addition of several weeklong intensive programs to accommodate those traveling from a distance.


The Farm to Pharmacy program gave students the knowledge and skills necessary to reinvigorate a form of grassroots, plant-centered health care. The program was based on experiential learning: Being immersed in the elements, working with the medicinal plants on the farm, and consuming substantial amounts of them every day were the catalysts for a new way of living. All of the students would leave the program far healthier than when they arrived.


More than two decades of working in clinical practice, running the apothecary and farm, teaching hundreds of students, and formulating products, all while living a plant-saturated life myself, has convinced me that medicinal plants are an essential aspect of both individual and societal health. I was determined to transform Goldthread into something that could reach even more people and create widespread empowerment and proficiency in the use of medicinal plants. So I formulated a line of functional beverages, made with medicinal plants sourced through a global network of generational farmers, that would be a tangible expression of the power of medicinal plants, adapted for people living busy modern lives.


In our society, change often comes through the marketplace, and certain products create awareness and inspire curiosity in a way that can be transformative and beneficial. Things that people may not have recognized as having value suddenly become indispensable. Goldthread tonics are a way to bring the power of plants to places and people that I could never reach as just one person. The direct experience of consuming medicinal plants conveys their power and efficacy directly to the body in a way that words don’t.


The mission behind my clinical practice, the Goldthread apothecary, farm, educational programs, and tonic line continues with The Plant Medicine Protocol. The highest goal of medicine according to Ayurveda is for individuals to achieve optimal health so that we can actualize our potential and make a positive impact on society. When you make your life better, you make the world around you better. This book represents the synthesis of a decades-long pursuit of the most practical and effective way to create a medicinal plant–powered lifestyle for everyone who wants one, and to restore plants to the foundation of health care where they belong.
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Fields of wild aromatic herbs in Ikaria, Greece
















INTRODUCTION





I woke up this morning and drank a glass of water with a fresh slice of aloe vera gel, some basil seeds, and a splash of lemon juice mixed in, to rehydrate after a long night of sleep. After changing out of my pajamas, I made a Cacao-Reishi-Cordyceps Latte (here), with some vanilla and a dash of cinnamon powder: a delicious elixir to kick off the day with sustainable energy and immune enhancement. I diffused a little rosemary oil into the air to bring focus and clarity to the morning and had a Ginger-Turmeric Shot (here) to kindle my appetite and digestive energy. For breakfast, I soaked chia seeds in cashew milk and topped them with granola, walnuts, hemp seeds and flaxseeds, and a handful of blueberries and goji berries. Afterward, I took a small swig of aromatic bitters as both a digestif and liver tonic. As I switched into work mode, I made a strong infusion of peppermint tea to relax the gut and encourage a state of flow in the nervous system. Lastly, I took a few deep inhalations of frankincense essential oil to clear the mind. By 9:00 a.m., I was well on my way to being fully saturated with powerful compounds and phytochemicals found only in medicinal plants.


My plant-powered routine continues throughout the day, incorporating a variety of other medicinal plants for improving many more essential functions—right up to the evening’s calming dose of sleep-enhancing herbs. Then I wake up and start all over again. These rituals and habits are part of the natural flow of my life and are easy to maintain. I may miss one or two of these plant encounters on a given day, but by virtue of the number of opportunities I create to ingest them, I’m guaranteed to get the powerful phytonutrients I need to keep each key system of the body functioning at its best. This is what it looks like to live a medicinal plant–powered lifestyle, and this book offers a step-by-step guide for creating a personalized version in your own life.


If all of this seems overly complicated, time-consuming, expensive, or extravagant, trust me: It isn’t. Over the years, I’ve gotten thousands of patients, students, friends, and family members to embark on their own versions of the plant-powered lifestyle. Why? These plants represent one of the most effective, enjoyable, affordable, self-empowering, and environmentally sustainable ways to optimize health.




The Power of Medicinal Plants





We’ve all heard about traditional cultures around the globe where people routinely live long, healthy lives well into their eighties, nineties, and beyond with remarkably low incidence of chronic disease. Researchers studying these cultures often cite diet, regular exercise, deep social bonds, meaningful work, and living close to nature as clear factors in their longevity. There’s something else they all have in common: the plentiful consumption of wild and medicinal plants. In these cultures, culinary spices and medicinal herbs are both a foundational aspect of diet and lifestyle and a means for enhancing health.


My work has brought me to visit dozens of these remarkably healthy cultures around the world, and I’m always struck by the uncommon level of vibrancy, energy, and contentment among the people who live in these places. Many of the medicinal plants and recipes presented in this book are directly attributable to the inspiring people and places I have been lucky enough to visit and the ethnobotanical wisdom they shared with me along the way.


When spending time in Greece, for example, I regularly consumed pots of mountain tea alongside meals that included wild dandelion greens; fragrant salads adorned with fresh oregano, thyme, and basil; and of course plenty of olive oil. Greek mountain tea, a daily tonic that improves digestion and immunity, is part of what keeps the eighty-year-old farmers spry enough to hike the steep mountains each day with ease and enjoyment. In India, meals overflowed with savory tropical spices, like cardamom, cinnamon, turmeric, cumin, and ginger; prized for their flavors and ability to enhance digestive power, they also provide an abundance of antioxidants that keep inflammation at bay. In Kyoto, a modern metropolis steeped in ancient culture, I sipped matcha at a teahouse that had been in continuous operation for more than four hundred years—one among dozens around the city treasured as places to enjoy a moment of presence and tranquility courtesy of this Japanese “elixir of longevity.” While on a sourcing trip to Fiji, I participated in traditional kava ceremonies where friends gathered at night to celebrate around big wooden bowls full of this earthy root tonic, famous for promoting a sense of physical and mental ease and relaxation.


[image: Image]

    Whisking a bowl of Japanese matcha (see here)



    


In these and many other cultures, there is little distinction between food and medicine. Ingesting medicinal plant compounds in moderate amounts every day adds up, contributing to a natural resilience and vitality that fortifies them for a long, healthy life.


Today, as people strive for more self-empowered ways to be healthy, there is a renewed interest in medicinal plants—and for good reason. Don’t be put off by the word medicinal, either. In some ways kale and chamomile, peppermint and carrots are not so different—all provide health benefits to the body. The distinctions between them are how, when, and for what purpose you’re using them. The kinds of medicinal plants I’m talking about in this book occupy their own lane as a fundamental tool for well-being. They are not technically food, but they do contain essential nutrients and often appear as delicious elements of the diet. They aren’t medicine per se, defined as something used exclusively to remedy a disease, though they’re full of beneficial effects that improve functionality in all our vital organs and systems. Think of them as extensions of the plants you already consume to keep you healthy and make you healthier.


We ask a lot of our bodies. Vital organs and systems accumulate wear and tear over time, requiring upkeep to extend their warranty. Medicinal plants contain a host of vital nutrients and unique phytochemicals that accelerate healing and repair while encouraging essential body systems and cellular mechanisms to function better. Enhancing digestion, calming the nervous system, increasing energy, improving sleep, promoting resilience to stress, reducing inflammation, elevating mood and cognition, increasing libido and fertility, boosting immunity, supporting detoxification, nourishing the microbiome, and rehydrating the system are among the many benefits. These are necessary prerequisites for both feeling good now and generating health in the long term.




A Plant-Powered Protocol





As a practitioner of natural medicine, I often treat advanced issues and chronic health conditions in the clinic using medicinal plants as a primary modality. I use custom-formulated herbal preparations and supplements to correct and reverse serious and intractable disease processes and bring my patients’ systems back into balance. I get the best results when I also use plant protocols to address the roots of imbalance and strengthen the terrain of the body. This involves incorporating additional medicinal plants, like the ones presented in this book, into the diet and lifestyle as various tonics, elixirs, teas, powders, fresh herbs, and culinary spices. Unlike stronger prescriptive preparations, which can be discontinued once the immediate problem is alleviated, there is no graduating from these plants—these good habits are meant to be maintained for life. The plants you’ll encounter here have universal applicability and appeal.


The big-picture goal of the Plant Medicine Protocol is to help you strategically incorporate a wide variety of medicinal plants into your routine, in moderate amounts, allowing the benefits to steadily accumulate and ultimately elevate the health of all of your essential body systems. The simple formula: Variety + Consistency + Time = Elevated Health. Though the effects of each individual plant can be subtle, once you begin infusing your days with them, you’ll experience an unmistakable improvement in your health and resilience.


If you picked up this book hoping to address a specific health issue, the protocol will lead to improvement in your symptoms. If you’re already feeling pretty good about your health and aspire to ever higher levels of wellness, this book will fulfill that purpose, too. I encourage you to think of your health as something you can achieve, unlock, and expand. There’s no top end. A lifestyle rich in medicinal plants works on multiple levels, the most important of which is optimization. Unlike approaching your health from the mode of prevention, or holding back something that is inevitable for as long as possible, setting your sights on optimization means focusing on enjoying better and better health and letting prevention take care of itself along the way. It’s a subtle shift, but an important one.




Plants + Adventure = Plantventure


One of the best parts of my work is traveling around the world, sourcing medicinal plants and learning directly from the people with a long tradition of growing and using them. These trips are a unique way to experience cultures through the lens of the medicinal plants that they hold dear. This is how the word plantventure came to me. What I ultimately realized, though, is that whenever I’m sharing medicinal plants with someone, when plants and people come together to unlock an adventure of aliveness, we’re in the midst of a plantventure. The real plantventure happens inside of us—through the novel sensations and experience of heightened vitality that only medicinal plants create.







How to Use This Book





This book is the ultimate guide to a plant-powered lifestyle: Part I offers an overview of the foundations of natural medicine, the core systems of the body, and the categories of herbs that keep these systems humming. This essential context will ensure that you’ll get the most out of the protocol. In Part II, we get down to brass tacks. The design of the Plant Medicine Protocol closely mirrors the methodology I use as a clinician to help individuals establish a medicinal plant–powered lifestyle. This simple, step-by-step process will help you find your own best ways to incorporate medicinal plants into your daily routine, and it includes the recipes and preparations I use myself. Throughout Part II, I’ll also share plantventures that explore the amazing places these medicinal plants come from and the people who live closest to them. Pour yourself an herbal tonic or inhale your favorite essential oil and experience the plants coming to life in stories and settings that you’ll want to go and see for yourself. Part III focuses on the home and creating living spaces that actualize your new plant-powered lifestyle. It includes tips on setting up a home pharmacy and a functional approach to using medicinal plants for some of the common ailments we all experience from time to time. Part IV is a deep dive into the most essential medicinal plants, covering their traditional uses, functional benefits, and how to use them. Finally, the Resources section at the back of the book contains recommended sources for herbs and products from companies that are doing a great job.


It should be said that many important factors when it comes to optimizing our health fall into the realm of diet, exercise, and lifestyle considerations that are outside the scope of this book. Medicinal plants are not a replacement for a healthy diet, good sleep, proper exercise, time spent in nature, meaningful work, nurturing relationships, and so on. Medicinal plants enhance our ability to implement and actualize all of these and other necessary fundamentals of healthy living. I say it often, and I live it: Medicinal plants separate health from super health. This is no empty promise, fad, or silver bullet—using them daily and often represents a practical, effective, achievable approach to optimizing health that has stood the test of time.


One way or another, nature is the source of our health. Adopting a medicinal plant–powered lifestyle is one of the best ways to stay connected to the natural world on a daily basis. Medicinal plants are saturated with the positive, life-enhancing force of nature, and it’s my mission to get more and more of them into more and more people. Healthy individuals create a healthy society, and healthy societies in turn support healthy individuals. Medicinal plants have been nature’s universal health-care plan for tens of thousands of years. Why stop now?





The Health-Care Pyramid


The health-care pyramid shown below represents a practical, effective, economically sound, and sustainable health-care system for individuals, society, and the planet. The more we rely on the base tiers of the pyramid, the less we need to engage with the ones on top, which by and large are more invasive, are designed to suppress symptoms, often create side effects, and can be overtly detrimental to long-term health.


The base of the pyramid is essential for both maintaining and regenerating health. Barring accidents and injuries, we need fewer drugs and surgeries when we take care of ourselves with medicinal plants and natural techniques, along with the cutting-edge insights emerging from the science of wellness—taking advantage of Western medicine where it makes sense, but within a broader holistic framework. These methods address the roots of imbalance, making us less susceptible to the epidemic of chronic disease that Western medicine finds increasingly difficult to treat. And when we do require the upper tiers, medicinal plants and natural medicine are equally essential for their ability to support the body’s vitality, dramatically accelerate healing, and encourage the complete resolution or reversal of the issues at hand.
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Tier 1 Natural Medicine Fundamentals


These simple, natural methods and techniques create and sustain optimal health, prevent illness, and treat relatively common and uncomplicated conditions that don’t require a higher level of medical intervention. Specifically, we’re talking about the use of medicinal plants (including culinary herbs, adaptogenic tonics, medicinal mushrooms, essential oils, teas, tinctures, elixirs, vitamins, supplements, and a range of other preparations); a nutritious, whole-foods diet; proper exercise; good sleep; and vitality-enhancing practices like hydrotherapy, saunas, cold plunges, fasts and seasonal cleanses, yoga, meditation, tai chi, time in nature, massage, and breathing techniques, among others. Ideally, everyone learns these fundamentals of self-care and prevention from a young age.


Tier 2 Natural and Functional Medicine Professionals




Acupuncturists, naturopaths, chiropractors, professional herbalists, Ayurvedic practitioners, and integrative and functional medicine doctors diagnose and treat more-complex and challenging conditions. These professionals use tools, techniques, and tenets from Tier 1—including medicinal plants and supplements in more concentrated forms, and therapeutic and prescriptive methods—as well as general health screenings, bloodwork, and diagnostics interpreted in a holistic framework.


Tier 3 Western Medicine




This tier comprises the majority of standard modern medicine techniques, including advanced diagnostic tests, imaging, over-the-counter and prescription pharmaceuticals, and specialized disciplines. The emphasis is on managing the symptoms of chronic diseases and performing surgical interventions.


Tier 4 Emergency Medicine


This tier includes the aspects of Western medicine related to advanced technological, surgical, and pharmaceutical techniques as well as lifesaving interventions for acute trauma, rescue operations, and stabilization.


In most modern societies, the pyramid is often inverted: The strongest, potentially most harmful (and expensive) techniques are commonly used first to address many health issues rooted in lifestyle. The tendency is to turn to natural methods, such as the use of medicinal plants, only when all else fails—and to engage with them so sparingly as to often be ineffectual.


Conversely, relying on medicinal plants when Western medicine is the appropriate choice can also be problematic. Each tier of the pyramid is necessary for an intact functional approach to health care, and all have their strengths and limitations. Understanding how to use them in the proper proportions and at the appropriate times is key to empowering individuals to take greater responsibility for their own health and well-being. This model shows us how to put the information in this book to best use, and where medicinal plants fit among the range of health and wellness options.
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Part I NATURAL MEDICINE FUNDAMENTALS






Part I explores the principles of natural medicine, the essential body systems, and the categories of medicinal plants you’ll be using every day. All traditional health and healing modalities are based on a set of simple, practical principles that anyone can apply. Here I’ll introduce you to the core tenets that are foundational to all natural medicine systems, including my specialties: Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) and Ayurveda. The focus of these systems is on nourishing, strengthening, and vitalizing the body to reinforce the roots of wellness. The most direct way to accomplish this is through supporting the major physiological mechanisms that govern digestion, detoxification, hydration, and the nervous, endocrine, and immune systems. These systems are the foundation upon which health is created and sustained. Optimal health inevitably results when our essential body systems are functioning at their best. Part I sets the stage for the protocol in Part II, where you’ll learn to put the power of plants to work in your daily life to optimize each of these systems.
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Principles of Natural Medicine







    “The art of medicine consists of amusing the patient while nature cures the disease.”


    —voltaire





According to the World Health Organization, natural medicine is “the sum total of the knowledge, skill, and practices based on the theories, beliefs, and experiences indigenous to different cultures, whether explicable or not, used in the maintenance of health as well as in the prevention, diagnosis, improvement, or treatment of physical and mental illness.”


Natural medicine developed out of necessity, as a commonsense, practical way to maintain health by cultures contending with the challenges of living intimately within nature. Over time, the knowledge and practices coalesced into systems that were passed down, continuously evolving over centuries of use into the world’s great natural medicine traditions. Traditional Chinese Medicine and Ayurveda are perhaps the two most familiar and widely practiced in the world today, and are foundational to the design of the protocol.








The Body in Balance





Through careful observation of the way nature works—the movement of weather; the rhythms of the seasons; patterns of light and dark, cold and heat; and the cycles of the sun and moon over long periods of time—ancient peoples recognized that the body is a microcosm of the outside world. The underlying principles, energies, and forces within nature are the same mechanisms that animate and sustain the workings of our mind and body. We are a reflection of nature, thoroughly intertwined, interdependent, and inseparable from it. The water inside our body literally originated as clouds and rain, the heat that powers our metabolism was generated by the sun 93 million miles (150 million km) away, the minerals and trace elements that form our bodily structure come from the soil, the oxygen we breathe is produced by plants to form the atmosphere we are immersed in—and all of these elements are in a continuously circulating cycle in the space both within and outside our bodies.


This realization is beautifully expressed in the Ayurvedic theory that sees everything in the universe, including our bodies, as being made up of five universal elements: earth, water, fire, air, and space. Understanding the qualitative characteristics of these elements and observing how they function in nature gives us a sense of how they operate inside our bodies. Each of the five universal elements is composed of specific qualities that we experience subjectively with our own senses: the feeling of heat or coolness, dampness or dryness, stillness or movement, heaviness or lightness, and many others.


As shown in the chart opposite, each element and its corresponding qualities play a vital role in our physiology, and health results from maintaining a balance among them. The familiar black-and-white yin-yang symbol in ancient Chinese philosophy similarly illustrates this same essential point: Life is a balancing act between opposing qualities continuously acting on each other in dynamic tension. Becoming aware of these qualities and their impact on us informs our choices and helps us live in a way that supports optimal health.


The protocol will show you how to use medicinal plants to harmonize the ratios and manifestations of the five elements within the body. Using our senses to give us the necessary data in real time about how we are feeling qualitatively guides us toward medicinal plants with either opposing or similar qualities to create balance. If we are feeling cold, for example, we may use pungent herbs like ginger or cinnamon to make tea that warms us. If we are experiencing dryness in our skin or throat, we may use demulcent plants like aloe vera or marshmallow to moisten and rehydrate. Conversely, if we are already feeling hot and we consume herbs with heating qualities (like cayenne pepper), we may create an imbalance.





THE FIVE ELEMENTS OF AYURVEDA


Air


The principle of movement


Qualities: Subtle, light, mobile, changeable


Bodily systems: Nerve current, blood circulation, heartbeat, respiration, circadian rhythms, any movement in the body


Medicinal plants: Chamomile, nervines, mint, eucalyptus, green tea, yerba maté


Space


The principle of emptiness


Qualities: Cold, light, subtle, expansive


Bodily systems: Mind, consciousness, the space between everything, hollow organs


Medicinal plants: Bitters, frankincense, palo santo, sage


Fire


The principle of transformation


Qualities: Sharp, hot, bright, spreading, penetrating


Bodily systems: Digestion, metabolism, chemical reactions, cognition, eyesight, anything involved with combustion and transformation


Medicinal plants: Ginger, cayenne pepper, cinnamon, wasabi, spices of all kinds


Water


The principle of cohesion


Qualities: Cool, moist, heavy, dense, fluid


Bodily systems: Blood, saliva, lymph, sweat, and all other liquids


Medicinal plants: Aloe vera, chia seed, marshmallow root, Irish moss, all demulcents


Earth


The principle of stability


Qualities: Heavy, stable, cool, hard, dense


Bodily systems: Bones, teeth, muscles, all aspects of our structure


Medicinal plants: Adaptogens, roots, nettles, alfalfa, sea vegetables, mushrooms, goji berries, maca root
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Floral water for refreshing oneself upon entering buildings in Kerala, India






[image: Image]

An Ayurvedic therapist at a Panchakarma retreat center in Kerala









The Tenets of Natural Medicine





What follows are a set of universal principles essential to all systems of natural medicine.


01 Nature’s Healing Power


Natural medicine recognizes the existence of an intelligent, self-healing vital energy that is perpetually sustaining the health of our body. Known as qi in TCM and prana in Ayurveda, this energy flows through us and every part of nature. All physiological functions are coordinated and maintained by this vital life force.


Right now your heart is beating, blood is circulating, hormones are being manufactured, injuries are healing, food is being digested, eyes are seeing. Something like one hundred billion distinct operations are happening in the brain alone every second, without a conscious thought. Ask yourself, for example, are you involved in the myriad detoxification processes your liver is performing right now? Did you consciously manufacture the specific enzymes needed to digest your breakfast? Are you controlling the delicate balance of blood gases needed to oxygenate the body? Extrapolate this out to every other physiological system, down to the cellular level, and we find there is very little that we are directly responsible for within our physiology, and yet here we are, alive.


When this vital force is blocked or weakened in the body, the result is impaired functioning and illness. The tools and techniques of natural medicine are designed to strengthen and liberate its flow.


02 Cause and Effect


The Ayurvedic concept of prajnaparadha, meaning “crimes against wisdom,” describes the small ways we create imbalances in our health by willfully or unknowingly transgressing the wisdom of the body. As Hippocrates said, “Illnesses do not come upon us out of the blue. They are developed from small daily sins against Nature. When enough sins have accumulated, illnesses will suddenly appear.” It is the ongoing small, sometimes subtle—other times blatant—choices that subvert the wisdom of the body that eventually lead to illness. Overeating, skipping meals, burning the candle at both ends, not getting enough sleep, and being sedentary, among many other examples, are the kinds of choices that compound to the point that the body is pushed out of alignment, eventually resulting in more serious imbalances. The more attuned we become to listening to our bodies, the better our chances of acting while imbalances are slight and easily corrected.


03 Prevent and Optimize


The tools and techniques of natural medicine are intended to be used daily to enhance health and resilience. By proactively optimizing how the body functions every day, we preempt issues from developing or address them when they’re still minor and manageable.


Natural medicine views health as more verb than noun, a moving target that’s dynamic and never static. The goal of natural medicine is to actualize the highest expression of health possible for each individual moment to moment.


04 Know Thyself


There is no one-size-fits-all when it comes to health. Everyone is born with a unique constitution that has its inherent strengths, weaknesses, and tendencies. Our constitutions are impacted by age, genetics, lifestyle habits, dietary choices, socioeconomic factors, and the physical environments around us. Understanding and honoring our own unique constitution informs the choices we make to ensure a lifetime of good health.


05 Mind-Body Connection


Natural medicine sees no separation between the mind and body; they exist as a mutually interdependent whole. How we feel mentally, emotionally, and spiritually has a direct influence on the physical body, for good or ill. Likewise, our physical state will impact our mind, emotions, and spirit. Integration of body and mind is how we stay connected to the present moment, allowing us to feel what is actually occurring and make informed choices that promote health. Therefore, developing a stable and present mind that is relaxed and at ease—even in the midst of stimulation and activity—is an essential consideration when it comes to optimal health.
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Shen Nong & the Transparent Body


A mythological figure in Traditional Chinese Medicine, Shen Nong is credited with categorizing the effects of hundreds of medicinal plants and compiling them into the first compendium of herbal medicine, the Shen Nong Ben Cao Jing, or the Divine Farmer’s Classic of Materia Medica, more than two thousand years ago. The method he used was to taste each medicinal plant and patiently observe the effects it had on his body. (He was said to have such an advanced contemplative practice that his body was transparent, enabling him to see the actual effects of the herbs in real time as he was consuming them.) After repeating this experimentation over and over, he was able to describe the specific actions each plant had on individual organs and physiological systems.


The lesson of Shen Nong is that we can learn a lot by using our body (transparent or not) and senses as a scientific instrument. By paying close attention to how plants make us feel through their flavors, aromas, and other qualitative characteristics, we can begin to know experientially the effect they have on our own unique constitution—and thus when and how to apply them (and in what quantities) to promote optimal balance in our system.
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Our Essential Body Systems





The body has a number of essential functions that are a nonnegotiable foundation for achieving optimal health. The Plant Medicine Protocol focuses on five of these, chosen for their large impact on the body as a whole: digestion, detoxification, hydration, the nervous system, and core energy. These systems are interrelated and interdependent. Like gears on a clock, each one affects the functioning of the rest.


Understanding and appreciating the importance of these critical systems starts with regaining a feel for how they are supposed to function when working optimally. We often don’t notice the beginning stages of declining health, or we dismiss or normalize them. Before a problem becomes diagnosable, it manifests in these signs and symptoms that we choose to ignore. Slight deviations from optimal functioning build on each other over time until they turn into chronic diseases.


The plant-powered approach works synergistically, strengthening all of the body’s core systems to create the foundation of optimal health. In the pages that follow, I’ll give you the diagnostic framework that will build your confidence and capacity to enhance each system using medicinal plants.








The Digestive System Metabolize & Nourish







    “If you have a good diet, you don’t need doctors and drugs; if you don’t have a good diet, you don’t need doctors and drugs.”


    —Ayurvedic saying





All systems of traditional medicine recognize good digestion as the most essential requirement for health. The primary function of digestion is to break down the components of what we eat into smaller molecules that are absorbed by our cells for energy, growth, and repair. All aspects of physiology depend on the nutrients made available through digestion. The vast majority of chronic health problems originate with poor digestive functioning, and their resolution depends on correcting it.


Many people haven’t experienced good—let alone optimal—digestion for so long that they forget what it feels like. Of the thousands of patients I have seen over the years, the vast majority experience some type of digestive disharmony, sometimes without even knowing it. It’s easy to ignore poor digestion in its early stages and adjust to it as somehow “normal,” but anything less than optimal digestion invariably has a cumulative negative effect on the rest of our health. In other words, having a digestive system that’s working at 75 percent efficiency means that the other 25 percent is creating problems down the road.


Restoring digestive function if it isn’t working well (and improving it if it is) begins with familiarizing and sensitizing ourselves to the workings of our digestive system. This means paying attention to how we feel before, during, and after every meal. Are you satisfied or feeling overly full? Are you bloated and gassy, or feeling fiery and acidic? Are you often tired and lethargic after you’ve eaten or light and energized? How about your thinking: Is it clear or muddled?


The body is a finely tuned instrument, always sending us signals that let us know when something is off. Experiencing occasional symptoms of poor digestion is one thing; if they occur with frequency over a long period of time, that’s another. Listening to our body’s early-warning signs is key: It’s a lot easier to restore balance to digestion when issues are minor and manageable. And improving digestion is the quickest and most direct way to experience positive benefits in all aspects of health.


The digestive system takes up a lot of real estate in our body, and the process of digestion requires a considerable amount of energy. We want an efficient, clean-burning system that uses the least amount of energy to extract the maximum amount of nutrients while producing the smallest amount of residual waste. The functions of our gut act like a furnace. The glowing warmth of metabolism liberates energy from our food to fuel our cells. It should operate like a factory running on clean, renewable energy, not a smoggy smokestack.


The gastrointestinal (GI) tract starts in the mouth and moves down into the esophagus, stomach, and small and large intestines; it also includes the workings of the liver, gallbladder, and pancreas. Food mixes with saliva, then travels down the GI tract at just the right pace, combining with cascades of digestive enzymes, acids, bile, and hormones along the way. These fluids break food down to its constituent parts, making it easily assimilable by the millions of tiny villi lining the small intestine. This nutrient essence is absorbed into the bloodstream and filtered through the liver, where any remaining toxins are disposed of before it moves on to feed hungry cells. Farther down the GI tract, primarily in the large intestine, our beneficial bacteria continue breaking down proteins, complex carbohydrates, and fiber, while synthesizing key vitamins and short-chain fatty acids. When the microbiome is finished assimilating all remaining nutrients, the waste left over is removed from the body.
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A Greek café overlooking the Aegean Sea






In Ayurvedic medicine, the transformative power of metabolism is called agni, meaning “fire” in Sanskrit. While agni functions throughout the body, the gut and digestive system are the core reactor, where it’s most concentrated. The stronger our agni, the more efficient our digestive system is at breaking down food and liberating the nutrients it contains, resulting in greater nourishment and fewer residual wastes. “Weak agni” describes a gut that is essentially undercooking the food we ingest, due in part to lowered amounts of digestive acids and enzymes. This prevents us from becoming properly nourished and leaves behind an accumulation of wastes and toxins that is the basis for inflammation. It’s like a fireplace that doesn’t burn logs efficiently, leaving behind soot and black smoke that clogs everything. The old axiom “You are what you eat” should be more like “You are what you digest.”


The gut is also the most concentrated area of immune activity in our bodies. The lymph glands lining our GI tract, known as the gut-associated lymphoid tissue (GALT), contain 60 to 70 percent of the body’s total immune cells. GALT filters out toxins and harmful pathogens so they aren’t absorbed into the bloodstream. Gut immunity is designed to screen for and burn up the inevitable toxins and microbes that ride in on the food we eat. Incompletely broken-down proteins in our diet can trigger the immune system, making even healthy diets a potential source of inflammation when not digested properly. Not to mention the artificial and processed ingredients, refined sugars, hydrogenated oils, and other weird things we call food these days that are indigestible even in the best of circumstances.


If this pattern becomes chronic, inflammation builds up, irritating the gut lining and making it more permeable, which allows more incompletely digested proteins to slip through. Eventually the inflammatory process in the gut lining can no longer be contained and spreads like a brush fire, negatively impacting the entire body. This hyperactive immune response and subsequent breakdown of the gut lining caused by weakened agni is what is called “leaky gut” syndrome.


This pattern of gut dysfunction and its resulting systemic inflammation impacts virtually all body systems and has implications for most every chronic disease and condition, from joint pain and skin issues to low energy, anxiety, insomnia, migraines, cardiovascular and autoimmune issues, cognitive decline, obesity, and diabetes. If the pattern smolders for years, inflammation begins impacting fundamental metabolic processes and the health of our organs. In medical science, it’s now well established that most of the debilitating conditions affecting us at epidemic levels today are built on a foundation of chronic inflammation, and the gut is the primary site where it all begins.


One of the most effective ways to strengthen and support the digestive fire is through the regular use of digestive-supporting medicinal plants. Getting antioxidant-rich culinary herbs and spices (here) into our diet on a consistent basis is a valuable and time-honored means of improving and maintaining good digestion. Aromatic oils and other constituents in culinary spices enhance the production of the acids and enzymes needed to break down and assimilate what we eat. Consuming culinary spices with our meals is like preheating the digestive system to ensure food is cooked (digested) properly.


Bitter herbs (here) are another essential plant category that contributes to optimal digestion. Bitters enhance the liver’s capacity to break down fats and proteins while promoting the elimination of wastes and toxins.


Moisture-rich demulcents (here) act as a soothing balm, neutralizing excess gastric acids, hydrating, lubricating, and restoring the protective mucous membranes lining the GI tract.


Finally, fragrant relaxants (here) calm the nerves in the gut, easing tension and creating the space necessary for our food to mix and churn and allow for complete assimilation.




When Your Digestion Is Out of Balance





Poor digestion exists on a continuum, usually starting with minor, intermittent signs of imbalance that sometimes go unnoticed. Depending on the individual, some signs and symptoms of poor digestion include frequent belching and feeling bloated, gassy, nauseous, or hyperacidic after meals. If digestive agni is low, one may have a diminished appetite or feel excessively full or fatigued after eating. Poor digestion can also lead to foggy, muddled thinking; headaches; and cravings for sweets and sugar.


When our bodies don’t digest well, we may experience congestion often soon after eating. We may become puffy, gain weight, or experience borborygmus (the sound of water rumbling around in the gut). Irregular elimination is another sign of poor digestion—whether a tendency toward loose, sometimes urgent or frequent bowel movements or the opposite, constipation.


In general, there is always a reason for not digesting well. Before you can resolve the issue, you may need to become a digestion detective of sorts. Ask yourself: What were the circumstances when I was eating—did I feel rushed, was I eating fast, or not chewing enough? Was I feeling stressed or paying attention to other things? Most important, What food might I have eaten that didn’t agree with my system? It may take a few experiences to narrow down and remove the cause. Improving eating habits along with consuming medicinal plants that improve agni is a highly effective combination for optimal digestive health.




8 Signs Your Digestion Is Out of Balance


1) Inconsistent appetite


2) Bloating and fullness after meals


3) Acidity and reflux issues


4) Brain fog and significant fatigue after eating


5) Excessive sweets cravings


6) Unexpected weight gain


7) General discomfort in your gut


8) Intestinal disorders, like irregular bowel movements or constipation
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Detoxification Cleanse & Renew







    “Illnesses do not come out of the blue. They are developed from small daily sins against Nature.”


    —Hippocrates





The desire to detoxify makes intuitive sense. All of the body’s metabolic processes naturally create residual waste. The idea that cleansing ourselves of this toxic junk will make us feel better isn’t all that different from the impulse to keep our house clean and take out the trash on a regular basis. Everyone feels better living in a neat, uncluttered home compared to one where the garbage needs emptying, dishes fill the sink, and laundry has piled up. Similarly, we feel better when our bodies aren’t burdened with excess metabolic toxins and wastes clogging our systems. Thankfully, the body has developed specialized mechanisms to transform waste into inert substances and remove them through various pathways.


Detoxification happens every minute of every day inside our bodies through the collective action of the lungs, kidneys, colon, skin, lymphatic system, immune system, and liver, which work as a team to remove and transform wastes and toxins. The lungs filter out carbon dioxide and other impurities from the air we breathe. The kidneys are the body’s internal water filter, charged with removing urea and nitrogenous wastes from the blood. The dirty work of removing solid waste falls, of course, to the colon. The skin provides the largest avenue for the removal of toxins via sweat, and the lymphatic vessels are a vast network of drainpipes for transforming and eliminating cellular wastes. The LeBron James of detoxification is the liver, which uses enzymes and bile to disassemble harmful chemicals, ammonia, fat-soluble toxins, and cholesterol. On top of all of that, the body’s innate immune system is constantly clearing out old or damaged cells to make room for new, healthy ones.


If the organs and mechanisms charged with detoxifying become overwhelmed and fall behind in their tasks, common metabolic wastes can accumulate and turn toxic. The detoxification process is like the regularly scheduled trash pickup in your neighborhood: It happens as part of the ordinary course of living, and you usually don’t think much about it. Now imagine that your neighborhood just hosted Mardi Gras. After days of thousands of people parading through the streets, piling up empty beer cups and strands of beads, there are now heaps more trash to deal with. That’s fine for one week of the year. The sanitation department puts in for overtime, and it’s all good. If our bodies are dealing with the aftermath of Mardi Gras every single day, however, the usual mechanisms of waste removal, as excellent as they are, invariably fall behind, and impurities pile up.


Detoxification is interconnected with all of the other essential systems that maintain our health, especially digestion, which is often the largest source of metabolic wastes. Subpar functioning in one or more of these systems burdens the organs of detoxification, and compromised detoxification in turn weakens other systems. The following are simple examples of how detoxification and the essential body systems affect one another.


Endocrine system. All hormones are chemicals that must be broken down and removed like other waste products. It’s the liver’s role to deactivate and detoxify these endocrine messengers once they have served their function. If the liver falls behind in its detoxification duties, hormones like cortisol and adrenaline will continue to circulate, prolonging the stress response and disrupting vital systems. The sluggish breakdown of hormones like estrogen and progesterone can disrupt ovulation, leading to irregular menstruation, PMS, and fertility issues.


Sleep. During sleep, the body redirects its energy inward toward detoxification, regeneration, and renewal. The organs of detoxification do most of their work during our deepest sleep cycles. Blood returns to the liver to be filtered, lymphatic vessels drain toxins and inflammatory proteins from the brain, and deeper, slower breathing allows the lungs to discharge more carbon dioxide and other waste gases. If our sleep quality is poor or we aren’t getting enough, the critical work of cleansing the system of impurities is compromised.


Hydration. Detoxification requires a well-hydrated system. Water is essential for diluting and dissolving toxins, flushing them through the liver, kidneys, and lymphatic system, keeping the intestines moist, and removing wastes from the body.


Nutrition. The enzyme systems and biological pathways that break down wastes and toxins at the cellular level depend on a variety of specific micronutrients to function properly. Deficiencies in our micronutrient reserves diminish the capacity of detoxification organs to do their job.


Digestive system. Poor digestion creates an excess accumulation of wastes and toxins in the GI tract. This congests the gut’s lymphatic drainage, causing inflammation and an imbalanced microbiome, contributing to a range of systemic issues over time (see below).


Never before in human history have our systems of detoxification been under such constant strain as they are today. We are exposed to literally tens of thousands of novel human-manufactured toxins in the air we breathe, the food we eat, and the water we drink. Add to this alcohol, tobacco, pharmaceuticals, preservatives, and artificial ingredients in food, and what you have is a real mess. When our bodies are inundated with both normal metabolic wastes as well as these potent external toxins, our detoxification organs are being asked to go way above and beyond what they are designed to do.


Supporting these overburdened organs is essential. Using plants to help cleanse the body of wastes and toxins is a key strategy for prevention and healing in all traditional medicine systems. Bitter herbs (here) are especially helpful for enhancing the body’s ability to break down and remove wastes and toxins.




When Our Detoxification System Is Out of Balance





Ayurveda considers the accumulation of toxins, called ama in Sanskrit, to be the basis for inflammation, immune dysfunction, and the underlying cause of chronic disease and metabolic disorders. Traditional Chinese Medicine has a similar concept, referring to excessive wastes and toxins as an accumulation of “dampness” in the body. As in the external environment, dampness weighs things down, making us feel heavy, lethargic, and fatigued. It’s frequently associated with sluggish metabolism, weight gain, “brain fog,” poor memory or concentration, and other cognitive issues.


Some telltale signs that you may be experiencing an overload of toxins include inflammatory reactions showing up in various parts of the body: random aches and pains in the muscles and joints; rashes or skin conditions like psoriasis or acne; constipation, gas, and other digestive imbalances. Microbiome imbalances can also develop over time due to excess toxins and are a major contributing factor in yeast infections, candidiasis, and inflammatory bowel issues, such as irritable bowel syndrome (IBS) and colitis. One of the liver’s main jobs is to remove excess cholesterol and break down fats during digestion. If it’s not working well, triglyceride and cholesterol levels rise, both risk factors in cardiovascular disease. When the immune system is continuously dealing with an excess of toxins, vulnerability to common pathogens increases as well as risk of developing more serious and entrenched illness.




12 Signs Your Detoxification Is Out of Balance


1) Low energy


2) Constipation, bloating, and other digestive issues


3) High blood sugar, cholesterol, or triglycerides


4) Weight gain


5) Acne, rashes, cysts


6) Mood issues, muddled thinking, fogginess


7) Dental cavities


8) Strong-smelling body odor, urine, bowel movements, or breath


9) Menstrual irregularities and PMS


10) Inflammatory joint issues


11) Chronic colds, coughs, headaches


12) Weakened immunity








The Nervous System Ease & Flow







    “Be formless, shapeless, like water.”


    —Bruce Lee





Physiologically, our nervous systems are more or less the same today as they were fifty thousand years ago. Immersed in the sounds, sights, and smells of nature (and nothing else), they developed a tempo and rhythm that reflected those environments. Most of what occurs in nature is pretty chill. A butterfly floats around a flower, clouds drift across the sky, the sun rises and sets, ocean waves lap against the shore. Sure, there were hurricanes, tornadoes, forest fires, and the proverbial saber-toothed tiger to contend with, but those were intermittent interruptions in a world that was otherwise moving quite slowly. Fast-forward to now and the modern world around us is filled with car alarms, artificial lights, sirens, and smartphones. Our ancient nervous system is being forced to adapt, in an extremely short period of time (evolutionarily speaking), to a cacophonous backdrop of near-constant stimulation. Absorbing all of this sensory data creates chaotic vibrations in the nervous system, and assimilating it in real time is a big challenge.


Imagine one of those old telephone switchboard rooms, with rows of operators receiving and connecting calls in a complex system of plugs and wires. It may look like chaos from the outside, but somehow all the information gets sorted and calls are connected properly. In a similar way, our nervous system sends information as electrical impulses and chemical neurotransmitters through a vast network of nerve fibers, syncing our bodies with the outside world.


With 37 miles (60 km) of nerve fibers containing more than 7 trillion neurons, our nervous system is more 5G internet than a switchboard. The nervous system consists of the brain, spinal cord, all the nerves that branch out through the rest of the body, and all the associated neurotransmitters they generate. It has two basic modes that counterbalance each other: sympathetic and parasympathetic. The sympathetic, or “fight or flight,” mode prepares the body for action and perceived threats. The parasympathetic, or “rest and digest,” mode keeps things on an even keel and promotes relaxation and restoration. Optimal nervous system health occurs when the majority of our time is spent in a steady parasympathetic state, with the occasional bursts of sympathetic activity when needed.


The vagus nerve, an essential part of our parasympathetic nervous system, is a bidirectional pathway connecting the brain to the lungs, heart, and GI tract. When properly toned, it helps regulate stress, deepen breathing, relax muscles in the gut, lower blood pressure, and promote good digestion. The vagus nerve also communicates with the more than 100 million neurons lining our GI tract—often referred to as our “second brain.” Enteric nerves in the gut produce 80 to 90 percent of the body’s neurotransmitters (serotonin, dopamine, and gamma-aminobutyric acid, aka GABA) responsible for an alert, happy, and stable mood. By calming enteric nerves in the gut, both vagal nerve tone and heart-rate variability (HRV) are increased—two key metrics that indicate a balanced nervous system.
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HRV is another good indicator of nervous system function and a way to measure tension, in an objective way. Heart-rate variability measures the variation in time between heartbeats, which is controlled by the autonomic nervous system. A higher HRV is associated with increased activation of the parasympathetic branch of the nervous system, which leads to deeper sleep, faster recovery from exercise, improved cardiovascular and immune functioning, better mental health, and enhanced resilience to stress. Studies show that people who have a high HRV have increased cardiovascular fitness and greater resilience to stress.
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The term brain wave is a measurement of the way electrical impulses flow in the brain. Neuroscientists generally recognize five distinct types of brain waves ranging in frequency, from fastest to slowest: gamma, beta, alpha, theta, and delta. The higher the frequency, the more active the brain and therefore the nervous system. The lower frequencies occur when we are relaxed, sleeping, and experiencing states of flow. Good health requires access to all these different frequencies; each one has its purpose, and ideally we fluctuate seamlessly between them throughout the day.


The beta brain wave state is characterized by an alert, active logical-thinking and problem-solving mind. Spending too much time in the beta state can feel like there’s a Tasmanian devil spinning around in our head. Modern life makes it hard to transition out of this state. If we are worried and anxious all the time, multitasking with devices in both hands, drinking way too much caffeine, and getting too little sleep, our hyperstimulated nervous system starts short-circuiting like a flickering lightbulb with faulty wiring. This leads to a chaotic and intermittent supply of nerve force flowing into our vital organ systems, like rolling blackouts, weakening and disrupting their functioning. This is a problem because, as we’ve said, the nervous system is the communications network that directs the flow of life energy.


The nervous system is the maestro conducting the orchestra of our physiology, and it must maintain a harmonious tempo for our bodies to function at their best. Nerve currents should flow through the system unimpeded, in a slow, steady, rhythmic Bob Marley reggae beat, to balance circadian rhythms related to mood, cognition, sleep, digestion, energy levels, and reproduction, among many others. In Traditional Chinese Medicine, there is a strong emphasis on keeping qi, or life energy, flowing smoothly as a major determinant of health. Flowing qi closely corresponds to the way nerve impulses move throughout the nervous system. Occupying an internal stance of nonresistance allows qi energy to flow through the nervous system rather than accumulate inside as residual tension. In TCM, a healthy nervous system is akin to bamboo, a plant that bends and flexes in the wind, withstanding harsh elements without breaking.


Encouraging a balanced nervous system that promotes flow, ease, and mind-body integration, as well as the capacity for deep rest and renewal, is an essential aspect of achieving optimal health and happiness. Incorporating nervine herbs, fragrant relaxants, and euphoric floral essential oils into our lifestyle can enhance the body’s ability to achieve this state of balance.




When Your Nervous System Is Out of Balance





We want to become aware of the subtle signs of nervous system imbalance before we end up like cartoon robots with steam coming out of our ears and sparks flying everywhere. Because our thoughts and emotions have such a strong influence on the state of our nervous system, chronic mood imbalances and/or cognitive issues are among the first indicators that something is awry. Having excessive, unproductive thoughts driving emotions like anxiety, chronic worry, anger, and depression can mean we are spending too much time in higher-frequency brain wave patterns and not accessing other states of being to balance them.


The disruption of normal physiological patterns like sleep is another early consequence of nervous system imbalance. Truly restorative sleep occurs only when we are fully relaxed and immersed in the most stable low-frequency brain wave patterns. Difficulty falling and/or staying asleep, diminished REM or deep-sleep cycles, and restlessness all point to an imbalanced nervous system.


The overall level of tension in our bodies is also a clear indicator of nervous system stress. Nerve and muscle fibers are intertwined like a cable-knit sweater. A chronically overstimulated nervous system builds up more electrical charge than can be circulated. The muscles act like a reservoir, storing excess energy as tension. Tight neck and shoulders, the urge to crack our joints, intermittent dull headaches, and general stiffness often reflect an accumulation of potential energy getting stuck in our body.




8 Signs Your Nervous System Is Out of Balance


1) Chronic muscle tension


2) Difficulty falling or staying asleep and/or waking up feeling unrested


3) Inability to breathe deeply and rhythmically


4) Gut tension leading to digestive symptoms including poor appetite, indigestion, frequent belching and hiccuping, bloating, hyperacidity, elimination issues


5) Frequent mood swings, anxiety, depression


6) Poor concentration


7) Irregular menstrual cycles


8) Fatigue








Hydration Moisten & Replenish







    “When the well’s dry, we know the worth of water.”


    —Benjamin Franklin





Traditional Chinese Medicine views health as the successful balancing of opposing forces continuously acting upon one another, as depicted by the yin-yang symbol. According to TCM, water is the cooling, moistening, lubricating yin counterpart to the hot, active, drying yang aspects of life. Water’s cooling (yin) properties act to balance the body’s heat-generating metabolic processes (yang). One of the main reasons dehydration is so prevalent (yin deficiency) is because our fast-paced modern lifestyle is so excessively yang. Like a car, the faster we rev, the hotter we run. Sympathetic (“fight or flight”) dominant nervous system states, characterized by chronic stimulation and stress, dramatically increase our rate of water usage and cause our systems to become dried out.
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