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Herbal Medicine for Men: New Perspectives





In the years since I wrote my small book Herbal Remedies for Men’s Health, herbal use has skyrocketed, and the herb and natural supplements industry has burgeoned into a $9 billion business. But little has changed in regard to men’s health.




Women’s health and healing have become hot topics. In my own personal library, the section labeled “Women’s Health” has gotten rather crowded; books here are stacked so high that they have begun to topple over each other. Some of them are excellent resources, written by caring practitioners, both men and women, and they offer the reader a rich tapestry of guidance, remedies, and recipes for supporting women’s well-being.


Unfortunately, the same cannot be said for men’s health. In comparison, there are few published articles, fewer books, and not a lot of information circulating, especially on preventive care. My shelf for books about men’s health remains dismally bare, except for a few brave classics. The Male Herbal: Health Care for Men and Boys by James Green, published in 1991, was groundbreaking not only because it was the first book of its kind on the subject, but also because it presented Green’s revolutionary and rather unique views on male health. Green has since written an excellent second edition. Stephen Buhner, a well-known author, philosopher, and herbalist, has also contributed a couple of excellent references on men’s health, The Natural Testosterone Plan and The Vital Man; the latter explores the “crisis” of becoming middle-aged and the inherent problems and solutions for that stage of men’s lives. There are other books, of course, available on men’s health, but many of them focus on either the penis or the prostate — as though men didn’t have other body parts or suffer from other ailments that need attention and care.


So why isn’t more information available? Different approaches? Different views to draw upon? Aren’t men interested? Don’t they get sick? They may tell you they don’t, but when you look at the statistics on male health in the United States, they present an entirely different picture. In its first year on the market, more than one million prescriptions for Viagra were written solely for impotence, letting men’s best-kept secret out of the closet. Seven percent of men are infertile. Heart disease is the number one killer of men in America, and hypertension is rampant. More than 70 percent of men over the age of 60 have prostate problems requiring medication of some kind, and men continue to die on average 8 years before women.


Men make up slightly less than half of the total population, yet compared to women, they account for significantly fewer visits to doctors’ offices. One study by CNN and Men’s Health magazine found that while 83 percent of women would go to a doctor for chest pain and 77 percent for shortness of breath, one-third of all men would not go to a doctor even upon experiencing life-­threatening symptoms such as severe chest pain or shortness of breath. While 55 percent of women have screenings for various types of cancer, only 32 percent of men undergo screening, and even more revealing, only 23 percent have screenings for prostate cancer, the most common cancer in men. As David Winston, herbalist and author, notes, “While men are heir to many of the same problems that plague women, there is a real reluctance to get help, to act preventively, or to initiate treatment until vague symptoms have become realized pathology.”


It doesn’t present a very healthy picture of the American male, nor does it say much for a health care system that seldom addresses the needs of half of the population. Information is sorely lacking, and men seldom, if ever, talk about their emotional and physical needs. Sadly, the holistic healing community has little more to offer. It’s far easier for men to find sexual tonics to increase potency and anabolic protein powders to build mass than it is for them to learn how to support their body over time and to address health problems as they come up. Something’s wrong with this picture.


Thankfully, things are slowly but surely changing . . .






Men and Self-Care


When I was young, I thought it was natural that men don’t seem to be as interested in their own health as women are. I erroneously thought, as many people do, that men simply don’t have the same degree of physiological complexity or physical problems. After all, where were the breasts, the womb, the ability to give birth? I find this rather limited perspective sadly amusing now, and apologize for it, having since discovered how marvelously intricate and cyclic the male system is. Today, we are finally acknowledging that men’s bodies and needs are just as complex as women’s, that they go through similar seasonal and cyclic life changes, and that they have many concerns surrounding their health — men just deal differently.


Often women find it easy to talk about their problems. They seek help. They turn to other women. It’s not uncommon for women to spend a great deal of time when they are together talking about their feelings, their desires and dreams, and their health — and about men. This openness is not always the case in men’s circles. Men may talk about a wide range of subjects, but they don’t generally talk about their prostate troubles or their fear of losing virility. It’s not considered manly to be ill or, worse, to be emotionally or physically in need.


Years ago, my former husband, Karl, told me about an exciting football game he’d played while in college. He was the quarterback, had the ball, and was racing toward the goal line when he was knocked down and severely injured his shoulder. Rather than tell anybody, he played until the end of the game in severe pain with a shoulder practically pulled out of its socket. He was admired by his teammates for his tenacity, and even many years later, he would tell this story with a mixture of pride and sheepishness, because that shoulder still caused him endless pain. I found this story particularly interesting because it demonstrates the way in which our society trains men, and the characteristics they learn to pride themselves in and are admired for. Even at their own expense — often at great cost to their bodies, and certainly their feelings — their job is to be strong and keep going.


In an excellent class he gave on men’s health at a recent International Herb Symposium, David Winston described it this way: “Many men in the dominant Western culture are taught from a young age to be strong, that ‘boys don’t cry,’ and to ‘stand on your own two feet.’ Thus, from an early age, boys are encouraged by parents, older siblings, relatives, and society to be stoic, detached from feelings or pain, and to be self-sufficient. These are not all negative qualities, but they can get in the way of recognizing how [you] feel physically and emotionally. This ‘emotional underdevelopment’ keeps many men at a distance from their feelings, their bodies, their families, partners, and friends.”





Teaching Men’s Herbal Health




At the apprentice programs I offer at my home, Sage Mountain, in Vermont, we always devote a few days to discussing herbal protocols for the reproductive systems of women and men. I will be honest in saying that we generally devote a full 2 days to women’s health, while the topic of men’s health is given, at most, a mere half day. Is this discrimination? We could argue that the disparity is necessary given that there are more women in the class and a greater percentage of women will seek out herbal and complementary health care. Up to this point in time, that’s been true, though more and more men are being drawn to herbalism, and men rank high among our best herbal practitioners, educators, and authors.


Rather than teach the workshop on men’s health myself, I spend some time sharing information on the primary herbs used for men’s health problems and highlight some of the major health concerns men have. Then I invite all the men in the class to participate on a panel about men’s health, and the women in the class are invited to ask the men questions about health and healing. We did this for years, and I must admit, I learned a great deal about men’s health issues through these panels. We had men of all ages participating, from young men in their teens to men in their late 80s, and they represented a wide spectrum of experiences and concerns.


In the early years of these panel discussions, a woman would ask her question, and often, before the men on the panel had a chance to respond, another woman would answer. There were always lively discussions — usually among the women. The men might add a comment or two, when it could be squeezed in, but on the whole they listened politely as the women vied to answer the questions that were asked. The women would feel pleased with themselves for being so informed and wonder, as we often did, why the guys weren’t more forthcoming. The outcome was that we all learned what we already knew: that men didn’t care to share much about their health issues or concerns.


After a couple of tries with this failed format, we changed the rules. The women were still invited to ask questions, but they couldn’t answer or offer their perspective. This, finally, allowed the men to open up and share. Although they often answered slowly and thoughtfully, they generally answered most questions candidly and honestly. I learned a lot about men’s health concerns and issues listening to the heartfelt responses of these men as they struggled to answer deep and sensitive questions about health, communication, safety, sex, and healing. What was the most important lesson I learned? When you ask a man a question about his health — or anything personal, for that matter — give him time to answer, don’t jump to conclusions, listen carefully to what he’s sharing, and, most importantly, don’t automatically assume you have the answers.







The Male Mind-Set in Medicine


This typically male mind-set is reflected in what is still, today, male-dominated modern medicine. Western allopathic medicine, as it’s called, is often described as a “heroic” system in which the doctor is the hero, coming to the rescue and saving the day. Designed for critical situations, accidents that threaten life or limb, and acute pain, it offers lifesaving measures, crisis intervention, and powerful drugs. But until very recently it offered little in the way of preventive health care, self-care, integrated healing, or medicine that works in accordance with the body’s natural processes of healing.


So perhaps it shouldn’t come as a surprise that there are more male than female doctors — or that there are, at present, far more female than male herbalists . . .




Striking a Balance


Modern allopathic medicine offers amazing crisis intervention, with techniques and procedures to treat serious injuries and life-threatening illnesses, and it can aid with the early detection of disease. Herbal medicine, on the other hand, offers supreme preventive care, encourages self-care, works with the whole body, and restores and replenishes the body’s own systems. Herbs nourish the deep inner ecology of our systems on a cellular level. Having evolved with them for millions of years, our bodies have an innate familiarity with herbs and other plants; we breathe the air they create through photosynthesis, eat the food they provide for us, use the medicine they produce for us, and drink in the beauty they create around us. Their beauty in itself is a healing remedy — imagine how stark a world without plants would be!


Herbalism and allopathic medicine often seem at odds with one another. But they are, in fact, complementary and work together quite compatibly. And we don’t have to choose between them; together they form a perfect balance for many of the health problems facing men today.


There’s a health revolution sweeping the nation as men rediscover the responsibility they have for their own personal health care. We see more men than ever participating in herb classes, yoga, and other health care regimens. As herbalism and other forms of natural medicine grow in popularity, we find more and more research being done on ways to address typically male health problems with herbs and natural therapies. Many of these are protocols that can be done at home, by men themselves. And as men learn to be more proactive in supporting their well-being and addressing health issues — as they open up to their own bodies and their connections to the plant world — they may be encouraged to open up to and forge deeper connections with the world at large.


As Guido Masé, herbalist and author of The Wild Medicine Solution, states, “It may be hard for some men to acknowledge their need for love, nourishment, and connection — after all, isn’t America about the ‘individual’ and ‘making it on your own’? Allowing this realization to come, gently, as part of a nourishing herbal protocol can be the most therapeutic change of all.”






Sharing Perspectives


I want to thank you for your patience with my obviously feminine perspective on men’s health. I hope it will provide insight and balance, but I must admit that I sometimes feel a bit like one of the women on my men’s health panels, asking the men their thoughts and then, without much of a pause, proceeding on with my own ideas and opinions. Thankfully, I have had the help of many male friends in my life who have informed and taught me to understand not only what may or may not be helpful to men, but ways in which to deliver these suggestions so they can be received. As my husband often has demonstrated to me, if I tell him he should, he won’t. Most men — most people — don’t want to be told what to do, or how to do it, but would prefer to be guided toward making educated choices about their own personal health.


In writing this book, it is my hope that it will offer a unique and valuable perspective and allow men — and all of us who love them — to make better-informed choices about their health and well-being. I am venturing into a subject that I know well through the men in my life — my male clients, fellow herbal practitioners, and the place of maleness in myself. But I am a guest here, so please excuse me if I’m sometimes clumsy and don’t always know the proper protocol. Somewhere, I think, there exists a silent agreement between men and women that we are all venturing into new territory, exploring different ways to be and feel together, and creating a healthier threshold of understanding between genders that will serve all of humanity better.










Chapter 1




How to Make Your Own Herbal Remedies





You’ve never made herbal remedies before? Not to worry. The remedies recommended in this book are quite easy, and most are quite delicious. In fact, preparing herbal remedies is a lot like cooking, if not even easier. If the kitchen isn’t normally your domain, the most difficult task you might encounter is locating the “tools” you’ll need: measuring cups, mixing bowls, the right size cooking pot . . .
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Though men often say they can’t cook, many end up being very adept in the kitchen. Some of the most famous chefs in the world are men, as are many of the best herbal medicine makers, like herbalists Ed Smith (Herb Pharm), David Winston (Herbalist & Alchemist), Matthias Reisen (Healing Spirits), and Guido Masé (Grian Herbs), all of whom have created not only excellent herbal products but also very successful herbal businesses. Give a few of the recipes in this book a try, and see if you don’t enjoy being an herbal medicine maker yourself.


The most common preparations of herbs for medicinal purposes are teas, tinctures, and capsules, and in this chapter we’ll talk about how to make these kinds of remedies. But don’t limit yourself. Herbs can be prepared and administered in many creative ways. Syrups and elixirs are a delicious and effective way to get down the medicinal properties of herbs. You can also add powdered herbs to food or mix the powders into a paste with honey and spices for a delicious daily tonic. Some herbs, such as hawthorn and elder, can be prepared as tasty jams and jellies — not a bad way to take medicine. And herbal oils, compresses, and poultices apply the healing power of herbs from the outside in and are wonderful remedies for cuts, scrapes, bruises, sore muscles, rashes, and other ailments.


If making herbal products is not your cup of tea, not to worry. You can find many excellent ready-made herbal formulas these days in health food stores and herb shops. Even supermarkets generally carry a selection of medicinal herbal teas. And there are countless online retailers ready to sell you a full selection of herbal products. (See Resources for some reliable, high-quality online sources.)
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Finding Good-Quality Herbs


The single most important factor for making your own herbal remedies is obtaining the best-quality herbs available. Buy your herbs from reputable companies. Ask where their herbs come from. Are they organically grown? Are they wildcrafted? If they’re wildcrafted, are they harvested ethically, with respect for the environment? Buying high-quality herbs ensures not only that you’re getting quality herbal medicine but also that the wild herbs are being protected, that the soils are being restored, and that farmers are being treated fairly — all important factors in healing.


Whenever possible, use your herbs fresh. However, for a variety of reasons, it is not always feasible to get fresh herbs. Dried herbs, if harvested and dried properly, will generally retain all of their medicinal properties.


How do you tell if a dried herb is of good quality? Use your senses just like you would when shopping for fruits and vegetables in the market. If an herb looks, smells, and tastes almost exactly as it does when it’s fresh, it should be effective. Here’s what to look for.
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Color


The dried herb should retain almost the same color as it has when it is fresh. If you are buying green leaves, such as peppermint or spearmint, they should be vivid and bright. If you’re buying blossoms, they should be bright and colorful; dried calendula blossoms, for example, should be bright orange or yellow. Roots, though generally subtle shades to begin with, should remain true to their original color. Goldenseal should be a golden green, echinacea a silvery brown, yellow dock root a yellowish brown. If you’re just getting started with herbs, you may not always know what the correct color of a plant should be, but look for liveliness, vibrancy, and deep, strong colors. You will soon develop a knack for knowing.





Smell


Herbs have distinctive odors that serve as an effective means of determining quality. They should smell strongly, but they may not necessarily smell “good.” Herbs don’t always smell refreshing and aromatic. The scent of valerian, for instance, has been compared to that of dirty socks. Well-aged valerian smells like really ripe socks. Good-quality peppermint, on the other hand, is delightfully refreshing and will make your nose tingle and your eyes water. Some herbs, such as alfalfa, smell “green,” like freshly mown grass or newly cut hay. But in that green odor is a freshness and unmistakable vitality. Sweetly scented, refreshing, pungent, fragile, sometimes offensive — herbs have a variety of smells, but in general that scent is strong and distinctive.




Taste


Herbs also should have distinctive flavors. As with smell, their taste should be judged on potency, rather than whether the flavor is “good” or not. You will quickly learn that not all herbs taste good, by any stretch of the imagination! Do the herbs taste fresh? Strong? Vital? Or do they taste flat and flavorless? Good-quality dried herbs will arouse a distinctive response from your taste buds.


If you enjoy expanding your palate and repertoire in the kitchen, then you’ll enjoy this process. It’s not work; it’s fun. And if you’re doing this as part of a process of taking control of your own health, it’s very empowering as well.




How to Store Dried Herbs


Light, heat, air, moisture, and age are the major factors that destroy the essence of herbs. Insects also can be a problem. The ideal storage containers for dried herbs are glass jars with tight-fitting lids, though other airtight containers work well too. Store your dried herbs away from direct light and heat; a cool, dark kitchen closet or pantry is excellent. Dried herbs stored this way will last for several months or even years.
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Determining Dosage


Even in conventional (allopathic) medicine, correct dosage is often less precise than we’re led to believe. With herbs, be aware that determining dosage involves some skill, a healthy touch of “inner knowledge,” observation, and a bit of guesswork. While strong, they tend not to be as concentrated or potent (or potentially harmful) as many pharmaceutical drugs. This doesn’t mean herbs aren’t as effective; it just means they are generally safer.


Dosages for herbal formulas are given throughout this book and on most commercial preparations that you might purchase. However, in determining the proper dosage of an herbal preparation, you should also consider your weight, height, size, overall constitution, and any food sensitivities or allergies that might make you react to herbs. The general rule is to start with a smaller dose and work up. However, if the dose is too small, you may not feel or see any effects. Ultimately, we must each learn to trust the wisdom of our own body and listen to what it is telling us. The following chart shows typical dosages for a variety of remedies. Remember that dosage may also vary based on the potency of the herb.










	

Dosage Chart









	

Chronic problems are long-term imbalances such as hay fever, arthritis, and long-term bronchial problems. Chronic issues usually develop slowly over a period of weeks or months and generally require a long-term commitment to correct the imbalance. Chronic problems can flare up and manifest acute symptoms, but the underlying problem is long-standing.









	

Acute problems come on suddenly, reach a crisis quickly, and need immediate response and attention. Examples of acute problems include toothaches, wounds, stomachache, and the sudden onset of cold or flu. Pain is often an acute symptom, though it can be caused by either an acute or chronic problem.









	

Dosages will differ depending on whether you are experiencing a chronic or an acute problem.









	

Remedy




	

Chronic




	

Acute









	

Tea




	

3–4 cups daily for several weeks




	

1⁄4–1⁄2 cup throughout the day, up to 3–4 cups, until symptoms subside









	

Extracts/tinctures




	

1⁄2–1 teaspoon three or four times daily for several weeks or until the problem is corrected




	

1⁄4–1⁄2 teaspoon every 30–60 minutes until symptoms subside









	

Capsules/tablets




	

2–3 capsules/tablets three times daily for several weeks




	

1–2 capsules/tablets every hour until symptoms subside
















The Simpler’s Measure


While many people are converting to the metric system, I’ve reverted to the simpler’s method of measuring. Many herbalists choose to use this system because it is extremely simple and versatile. Throughout this book you’ll see measurements referred to as “parts”: 3 parts sarsaparilla, 2 parts dandelion root, 1 part eleuthero. A “part” is any unit of measurement you want it to be: cups, ounces, pounds, tablespoons, teaspoons — as long as you use that unit consistently throughout the recipe. The formula is then a ratio of ingredients, and you can prepare it in the amount you need.









	

Sample Formula Blended in the Simpler’s Method










	

Formula




	

Parts as Tablespoons




	

Parts as Ounces









	

3 parts sarsaparilla




	

3 tablespoons sarsaparilla




	

3 ounces sarsaparilla









	

2 parts dandelion root




	

2 tablespoons dandelion root




	

2 ounces dandelion root









	

1 part eleuthero




	

1 tablespoon eleuthero




	

1 ounce eleuthero















Herb Safety


Herbs have a long history of safe use. While there are, of course, some herbs that are highly toxic and shouldn’t be used by novices, those herbs are generally illegal to sell or otherwise unavailable, or they are used only by the pharmaceutical industry, not by individuals. Most of the herbs mentioned in this book all have a long record of safety and can be used with confidence. Those few that should be used with caution or that may have side effects are clearly indicated. However, it’s always possible to have an idiosyncratic, or individual, reaction to an herb, just as you could to any particular food. If upon taking an herb you experience an allergic-like reaction — itchy skin, eyes, or throat, or an upset stomach — discontinue use of the herb immediately. Drinking several glasses of water and/or water with lemon in it may help, but if symptoms persist, consult with your health care professional.








Making Medicinal Herb Tea


There are whole books devoted to the art of making tea. In fact, I’ve written many pages myself on this subject. But suffice it to say it’s probably the easiest preparation you can make in the kitchen. If you’ve never cooked a thing in your life, trust me, you can make a good cup of medicinal tea. There are two basic methods used for brewing herbs for medicinal purposes: infusions and decoctions.




Method I: Infusions


Leaves, flowers, and other plant parts rich in aromatic oils and other heat-sensitive constituents require infusing or steeping, as opposed to simmering, because simmering them would cause rapid loss of those constituents. Simply boil 1 quart of water per 1 ounce of herb (or 1 cup of water per 1 tablespoon of herb), pour the hot water over the herb, cover, and let steep for 30 to 60 minutes.




That’s the general idea, but the exact proportion of water to herb and the required time to infuse varies greatly depending on the herb. Start out with the above proportions and then experiment. The more herb you use and the longer you let it steep, the stronger the brew. Let your taste buds and your senses guide you. And remember, for medicinal teas you want a stronger brew.
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Method II: Decoctions


Decoctions are used to make tea from the more tenacious parts of the plant, such as roots, barks, and hard seeds or nuts. These plant materials require more direct heat and longer exposure to the heat to release their healing constituents. Using the same proportions as for infusions (1 quart of water per 1 ounce of herb, or 1 cup of water per 1 tablespoon of herb), place the herbs in a pot of cold water, cover tightly, bring to a low simmer, and let simmer for 30 to 45 minutes. For a stronger decoction, simmer the herbs for 30 to 45 minutes, then turn off the heat and let the herbs sit overnight in the water.







Some Infusion Tips


While every herb is different, here are a few tips for making the perfect infusion:




	Let the tea infuse for the length of time necessary to extract the medicinal constituents from the herbs. Generally the proper steeping time is anywhere from 30 to 45 minutes; the longer the stronger. The brew is done when the mixture tastes distinctly herbal. For a strong tea, let the herbs infuse overnight and strain the next morning.


	Make your tea in quart jars with tight-fitting lids.


	A French coffee press is great for making medicinal teas, but don’t use the same one for coffee and herbs; the flavors will mingle. Cover the spout with a towel to keep the steam from escaping; it will carry away some of the vital medicinal properties.
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Herbal Capsules


Herbal capsules are among the most popular ways to ingest herbs. They’re quick and easy to take, as well as being virtually tasteless.


The powdered herb in a capsule should be of high quality. Open a capsule to test for quality. Does the powdered herb taste and smell potent? Does it retain some of its color? If not, it may be past its prime and not effective. Be sure that the capsules you use are vegetable based; they generally are of much higher quality than gelatin capsules made from animal sources, and they also dissolve quickly and are easy to digest.


There are many excellent ready-made herbal capsules on the market, but it’s best to know your sources (see the resources at the end of this book for a list of reputable suppliers). You can also easily make your own capsules. It’s a bit time consuming, but it’s a nice meditative process. You open the empty capsules, pack powdered herbs in each half, and join the halves together. You can also find inexpensive encapsulating “machines” that quicken the task.
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Herbal Electuaries


Though capsules are quick and easy, powdered herbs can be used in far more creative ways. A great way to take herbs — and a very simple method of preparation — is to mix powdered herbs with honey and/or maple syrup, forming a thick paste, known as an electuary. By mixing sweeter spices such as cinnamon, cardamom, and nutmeg with less tasty herbs, you can make these blends quite delicious.


Add a tablespoon of this electuary paste to hot water for an “instant tea,” spread it on crackers and toast, or eat it plain. Or you can roll the paste into small pea-size balls and swallow these “pills” straight, if you prefer. Because honey is a natural preservative, they last for weeks, even months, on the shelf.
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The Standardized Extracts Debate


An herb’s constituent profile can vary depending on where it was grown, when it was harvested, and growing conditions. An extract of eleuthero, for example, may contain more or less eleutheroside E, considered by many to be eleuthero’s principle active constituent, depending on the particular eleuthero root the extract was made from. Standardized extracts are extracts that contain a specified amount of certain constituents. A standardized eleuthero extract is generally 0.5 percent eleutheroside E.


Standardized herbal extracts are made through two basic methods. Whole-plant standardized extracts are made from the whole plant; they contain a broad range of the plant’s constituents, and they are modified as needed to guarantee that they contain a certain amount of the plant’s primary active constituent. The second method isolates and concentrates the single active component, giving you one constituent rather than the whole range of plant chemicals.


The problem lies in the fact that no one knows for sure which constituent is the primary active ingredient. In fact, a plant’s medicine may lie not in any single constituent but in the interactions among its many constituents. One particular chemical component may have a measurable physiological effect, but science has yet to discern how that action is guided and moderated by all the many other chemical components in a plant — and there are hundreds upon hundreds. Needless to say, if you’re using standardized extracts, I’m in favor of whole-plant standardization.


As we study herbs further, we are reminded that it’s the whole plant — the complexity of all the chemicals and the spirit of the plant — that makes a medicine active.








Making Tinctures


Tinctures are concentrated liquid extracts of herbs. Once prepared, they are taken simply by diluting the desired amount (usually a few drops) of the tincture in warm water, tea, or juice. Most tinctures are made with alcohol as the primary solvent or extractant. Though the amount of alcohol is very small, some people choose not to use alcohol-based tinctures for a variety of sound reasons. As an alternative, you can make effective tinctures using either vegetable glycerin or apple cider vinegar as the solvent, but they are not as strong as alcohol-based tinctures.


If they are stored in a cool, dark location, tinctures have a very long shelf life, lasting almost indefinitely. Because they are concentrated, follow the dosage chart carefully.


While there are several methods for making tinctures, the traditional or simpler’s method is the one I prefer, especially for beginners, since it is easy and reliable. All that is required is the herbs, the solvent, and a jar with a tight-fitting lid.


Step 1.  Chop your herbs finely, or mix the herbs with some of your chosen solvent (see step 2) and blend in a blender. I recommend using fresh herbs whenever possible because one of the advantages of tincturing is the ability to preserve the fresh attributes of the plant. But either fresh or dried herbs will work, and you can even use both in a single tincture.


Step 2.  Place the chopped herbs in a clean, dry jar. Pour enough solvent over the herbs to cover them by 2 to 3 inches. If you’re using alcohol as your solvent, select one that is 80- to 100-proof alcohol, such as vodka, gin, or brandy. If you’re using vegetable glycerin, dilute it first with an equal amount of water (1 part water to 1 part vegetable glycerin). If you’re using vinegar, warm it before pouring it over the herbs to help facilitate the release of the herbs’ constituents. Cover the jar with a tight-fitting lid.


Step 3.  Place the jar in a warm place and let the herbs and solvent macerate (soak) for 4 to 6 weeks. The longer the maceration time, the better. Shake the jar occasionally during this period. Shaking keeps the herbs from packing down on the bottom of the jar. It is also an invitation for some of the old magic to come back into medicine making: while you shake the jar, empower your herbal remedies with prayer, song, or just a simple thought of gratitude.


Step 4.  At the end of the maceration period, strain the herbs from the solvent by pouring the mixture through a large stainless steel strainer lined with cheesecloth or muslin and placed over a large bowl or pitcher. Reserve the liquid, which is now a potent tincture, and compost the herbs.


Step 5.  Rebottle and label. Labeling is more important than it seems. If you don’t label your tinctures with the date, the herbs, and the type of alcohol, you will, if you’re like most people, soon forget what’s in your tincture jar. Especially if you have more than one jar of tincture! So label, label, label . . .
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Simpler’s Method for Making Tinctures


	

Step 1: Chop herbs.
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Steps 2–3: Add solvent and macerate.
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Step 4: Strain.
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Step 5: Bottle and label.
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Infused Oils


Herbal oils are made by infusing herbs in oil. It’s that simple. They can be used on their own or as a base for making salves. Though any high-quality vegetable oil will do, the oil of choice for medicine is olive oil; there is no finer oil for this purpose.


Many people prefer to make oils using fresh herbs, and you certainly can. But I find that in most cases high-quality dried herbs, which are more concentrated and don’t contain water that could spoil the oil, make better oils and salves. I do enjoy making herbal oils from fresh herbs, going outside and collecting fresh plantain, yarrow, comfrey, and chickweed, but I usually dry-wilt these herbs before adding them to the oil. Dry wilting — spreading out the herbs on a towel or rack and letting them sit at room temperature until they are fairly well wilted, which can take a few hours — allows some of the moisture to evaporate, so there’s less chance of spoilage due to the water content of fresh herbs.




Double Boiler Method


This is the classic method of preparing an infused oil. It is quick and simple.


Step 1. Chop the herbs, if necessary, and put them in the top part of a double boiler. I strongly recommend a double boiler over a regular cooking pot because the oil can overheat quickly, destroying the herbs and oil. You don’t want deep-fried herbs or burned oil, and believe me, it happens very quickly unless you’re using a double boiler.


Step 2. Cover the herbs with an inch or two of olive oil.


Step 3. Fill the bottom part of the double boiler with a couple inches of water. Set the top part (with the oil and herbs) over the bottom part (with the water) and slowly heat until the oil reaches a very low simmer, with just a few bubbles. Keeping the heat low, gently simmer for 30 minutes to 1 hour, checking frequently to be sure the oil is not overheating. When the oil looks and smells “herby” — it will become deep green or golden and smell strongly of herbs — then you know the herbal properties have been transferred to the oil. The lower the heat and the longer the infusion, the better the oil.


Step 4. Remove the oil from the heat and let cool. Then strain the herbs from the oil, using a large stainless steel strainer lined with cheesecloth. Discard the spent herbs.


Step 5. Bottle and label your herbal oil. A quick hint: Don’t put the label on until after you have poured in the oil and cleaned the outside of the jar to avoid staining your labels.
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Making Infused Oils: Double Boiler Method




Steps 1–2: Chop herbs and cover with oil.
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Step 3: Fill double boiler and heat.
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Step 4: Cool and strain.
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Step 5: Bottle and label.
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Solar Infusion Method


This, I must admit, is my favorite method for making herbal oils. I learned how to make oils this way from one of my earliest teachers, Juliette de Bairacli Levy. She would place her jars of infusing oils in sandboxes to concentrate the heat, a technique used in the Mediterranean. In this solar extraction method you use the great luminary energy of the sun to extract the herb’s properties into the oil. There must be something healing about that.


Step 1.  Place the herbs in a widemouthed glass jar and add enough olive oil to cover the herbs by 1 to 2 inches. Cover tightly.


Step 2.  Place the jar in a warm, sunny spot and let steep for 2 weeks. (For a super double-strength infusion, at the end of 2 weeks strain out the herbs, add a fresh batch of herbs, and infuse for 2 more weeks. This will give you very potent medicinal oil.)


Step 3.  Strain the herbs from the oil, using a large stainless steel strainer lined with cheesecloth. Discard the spent herbs and bottle your herbal oil.


Because oils generally go rancid quite quickly when exposed to heat and light, you would expect these solar-infused oils to spoil within a couple of weeks. However, so long as the herb is infusing, the oils don’t go rancid. Once poured and strained, they are as susceptible to rancidity as any oil, but during the actual process of maceration they remain stable. I’ve never met anyone who can explain this phenomenon to me, so I have to assume it’s something to do with the antioxidant properties of the herbs? I just know that this is the way our ancestors did it, and it has worked wondrously for the centuries that herbalists have been making medicinal herbal oils.
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Watch for Condensation


Occasionally, in a moist climate like New England, where I live, condensation will gather on the inside top of the jar as the oil infuses in the sun. Since water can introduce bacteria to the oil, if you see this happen, open the jar and use a clean, dry cloth to wipe up any water. Alternatively, some people prefer to use thick layers of cheesecloth as the covering rather than a tight-fitting lid, so any condensation can evaporate. But this happens only occasionally, and only in a moist climate.
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