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FOREWORD


You are about to take a step on a wonderful herbal journey. Plants are often overlooked, compared to the more interactive and compelling members of the animal kingdom. But these quiet beings are quite amazing—turning sunlight into energy, providing the air we breathe, the food we eat, the roof and walls around us, and medicine that heals us. Even today, in our technologically rich era of modern medicine, natural products and their derivatives are the basis for more than 50 percent of all prescription medications we use. More than a quarter of them derive from plants alone.* Quite simply, we cannot survive without plants.


My journey with herbs began more than 25 years ago, much like yours is—with a book in hand. I was fascinated with herbs and the history of using plants for medicine. Since then, I’ve been lucky enough to turn a passion into a career, and, as an herbalist and ethnobotanist, I’ve traveled the world, learning and educating about herbs. These global and diverse experiences have taught me one indisputable fact: plants and herbal medicines are essential to our health and well-being as humans, so much so that we will build our lives around herbs. I’ve watched women walk more than 20 miles a day to collect herbs; I’ve met traditional healers in Bolivia who traveled hundreds of miles to bring their medicine to rural communities, and I’ve watched women line winding, narrow streets in Morocco so that traditional healers could help reverse their infertility.


Why? Why do herbs hold center stage in so many peoples’ lives? The answer is multifaceted. One, of course, is because they are effective. All of the herbs discussed in this book have been used for thousands of years. That type of resilience comes from effectiveness; people continued to use them because they worked. Herbs are gentle on the body. This isn’t to say that there are no possibilities of harm from herbs; there are, after all, many poisonous and strong plants. But in an era when misuse and overuse of prescription medications is an ever-growing problem with deadly effects, herbal medicines are incredibly safe.


Herbs are also cost effective. As you’ll learn in these pages, many of our best herbs are found right outside your/our door. In an age of ever-rising healthcare costs, especially in the US, free and safe ways to support our optimal health are needed and welcome. This easy access and cost effectiveness mean herbs also help people feel empowered to take charge of their own health. Herbs are not only powerful allies when sickness arises, but they also offer deep, nourishing support for optimum long-term health.


In addition to all these practical reasons why herbal medicines persist, another reason has become apparent during my years as an educator: herbs are familiar. We co-evolved with plants, and our bodies, on some level—perhaps cellular—seem to remember this.


You are in good hands with Barbara Bronwell Grogan as your guide for this herbal journey. A longtime proponent and lover of herbs, she has helped birth some of our best resources on herbs as an author and former editor-in-chief for National Geographic Books. In this book you will find a wonderful beginner’s guide to working with herbs. It provides you with an introduction to 60 commonly used herbs, common ailments and herbs used for those ailments, as well as easy recipes to get you started on your herbal journey. Look for the actions of each herb to give you a quick idea of its many benefits, and find notes and cautions on known interactions with prescription medications.


Learning about herbs has many layers, and for this reason can feel overwhelming at first. Healing Herbs Handbook provides you with an easily accessible reference guide. Keep an eye out for the herbs that appeal to you the most. Those are often the best to start working with. Or go by what your body needs in this moment.


Herbalism is a living, breathing tradition. By reading these pages, trying these recipes, and beginning to use herbs, you are now part of this ancient tradition.




—ERIN SMITH is a clinical herbalist and ethnobotanist and has been working with medicinal plants for over 25 years. She teaches internationally and is the creator of Plant-Passionate Living™ (www.plantpassionateliving.com), an interactive program for greater health and vitality through a deeper relationship with plants.







* Gurib-Fakim, A. (2006) Medicinal Plants: traditions of yesterday and drugs of tomorrow. Mol Aspects Med. 27(1): 1-93.
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Part One



Introduction


What are healing herbs? Generally they are plants that are used to rid the body of unwanted illness or to enhance overall health. They are the weeds, like dandelions, that grow in your backyard, or the daisy-like echinacea, also called coneflower, waving in an open field. They are the reishi mushroom, a fungus sprouting in damp woods, and the regal sprays of violet-colored lavender holding court in your summer garden, attended by bees and butterflies.


Many herbs you may know first and foremost as culinary herbs: rosemary for roasted chicken; turmeric for curried rice; parsley for buttered carrots; cinnamon for warming hot chocolate or morning oatmeal; ginger for spicy pumpkin pie; tea for an icy, refreshing summer drink. When you look more closely at their make up and their uses in cultures around the world for thousands of years, you’ll see something more: They heal.


Quietly these and other herbs work to boost your immune system; to protect your heart; calm inflammation; crush cell-attacking, cancer-causing oxidants; pick up a blue mood; ease an aching head; soothe menstrual cramps; and so much more. Ancients such as the Greek healer Hippocrates, the Greek warrior-king Alexander the Great, the Persian physician Avicenna, Native American shamans, and healers of traditional Chinese medicine and Indian Ayurvedic tradition may not have known the complex chemistry behind the healing herbs they used; but they witnessed the positive results the herbs reaped on a consistent basis.


At the end of the day, herbal medicine is the use of plants—their flowers, stems, leaves, roots, or extracted oils—to make you a healthier person. While modern pharmaceuticals often act like guided missiles, homing in on and blotting out a disease (sometimes with side effects and addiction), herbal medicines take the silent guerilla route, infiltrating and strengthening the body’s system to maintain and shore up health and build barriers against disease. While unwanted reactions can sometimes occur—such as an allergic sneezing response to an herb in the Aster family—herbs are safe and effective, especially when taken with expert guidance, and addiction is rare.


Over the past two decades scientific research supports and confirms the healing powers of herbs, including fighting bacterial and viral infection, soothing cramps, boosting circulation, calming nerves, and so much more. While the story of healing herbs is old, the science is young—and promising.


Erin Smith, MSc, CCH, an herbalist and ethnobotanist, has researched and taught internationally about plants and herbal medicines for more than 25 years. She brings her expertise as a consultant to this book. Find her guiding words throughout, as well as several of her own recipes.


USING THIS BOOK


Healing Herbs Handbook was created to give an overview of herbs for beginners. Its purpose is to reveal the wonder of herbs, to give you insights into their healing powers, and to share recipes that are easy to make and enjoy. If you can boil water and steep tea, you’ll quickly concoct most of these. Keep in mind that Healing Herbs Handbook is not prescriptive. Only a health care professional trained in the use of herbs can give you that guidance. It is, however, intended to expand your world.


We hope you find its four sections useful, easy to access, and enlightening:




INTRODUCTION: In this section you will learn the basics: a history of herbs; how they work for us today; safety practices; herbal healing actions; how herbs are consumed; how to make your own herbal recipes; and guidelines for buying, growing, and wildcrafting herbs.


HERBS: Here you’ll discover 60 favorite herbs, from aloe to yarrow. Each profile includes a simple identification, the herb’s use through time, its healing attributes, and the ailments for which it is most used today. Bullet points give you cautionary measures, the herb’s healing actions, and how the herb is delivered and consumed.


AILMENTS AND RECIPES: Discover herbs that have been used through time—and especially now—to strengthen the body and ease 60 ailments and conditions from acne to obesity. For each ailment you’ll find a few recipes you can try at home, often with alternatives.


[image: ] OTHER: These are quick “try-it” remedies using other herbs not in the top 60, as well as foods.


[image: ] ORIGINS: Throughout the book at intervals, look for fun facts about herbs through time.


[image: ] CAUTION: For a number of herbs you will find cautionary notes. These warnings are not comprehensive and definitive. Only your health care professional can give you that final guidance.


APPENDIX: Find a glossary, index, and further reading section.





Now, turn the pages in good health.
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HERBS THROUGH TIME


The use of healing herbs may be as old as humans themselves. Research shows that as early as 60,000 years ago, Paleolithic hunter-gatherers supplemented their game-rich diet with grasses, leaves, nuts, and fruits—many with healing powers.


Fast forward to 3000 BCE. The oldest known written record of healing plants appears on a clay tablet inscribed by the Sumerians. It holds 12 recipes for healing preparations and names some 250 medicinal plants, including the poppy.


About that time, Chinese Traditional Medicine (TCM) was taking hold in the Far East. It combined herbs, foods, and acupuncture to address ailments and strengthen the mind and body together, in a holistic way, to achieve full health. Around 2500 BCE Emperor Shen Nung in his book Pen T’Sao profiled some 365 medicinal plants including camphor, ginseng, and cinnamon—all used today. In India, Ayurvedic medicine—ayur meaning “life” and veda meaning “science”—used herbs, diet, and mind-body exercise for holistic health. The celebrated turmeric, an ingredient in curry that fights inflammation, is universally valued today.


A millennium later, the Egyptian medical text Ebers Papyrus recorded 700 prescriptions using hundreds of herbs—including aloe, garlic, honey, and juniper—to treat ailments ranging from crocodile bites to ingrown toenails.
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The power of herbs passed into more recent ancient history with the Greek healer Hippocrates (430 to 360 BCE). Often called the Father of Modern Medicine, his approach, too, was holistic, centered on supporting whole-body health by boosting the immune, circulatory, digestive, muscular, respiratory, nervous, other systems. Through time, herbs have been swallowed to support healthy digestion, massaged into skin to soothe aching joints and muscles, inhaled to calm nerves, and so much more.


As the use of healing herbs spread from Europe and Asia to the Americas, it melded with extensive, time-honored herbal practices of the ancient North Americans. And so herbs have grown in a symbiotic way across the continents: by sharing knowledge over centuries, herbal practitioners have come to rely on certain herbs for certain healing powers. The World Health Organization (WHO) tells us that today some 80 percent of the world’s population relies on herbal medicine as their primary healing agent.


Over time, galvanized by emergency treatments developed on battlefields around the world, humans have made extraordinary advancements in modern medicine. Today, healing pharmaceuticals treat millions each year suffering from acute illnesses and life-threatening conditions. But these medicines are less effective when treating chronic conditions, daily health, and overall individual wellness. This is where herbs shine.


The holistic healing properties of the herbs featured in this book are supported by millennia of use by herbal practitioners. In many cases, 21st-century scientific research seconds that information. But often, while an herb has been shown to have certain effects, scientists do not know exactly why.


Today, hundreds of scientific papers and the results of global clinical trials supporting herbs as healers can be found in the National Institutes of Health (NIH) Library of Medicine—open to everyone. To learn more about the science behind the herbs that interest you, go to www.nlm.nih.gov and search for herbs from aloe to witch hazel.


Modern herbal practitioners echo the philosophy of early healers—to treat the whole body for optimal health. In the following pages, explore the stories of 60 herbs and try their recipes. Find out if you agree. Perhaps we have come full circle.



HOW WILL HERBS WORK FOR YOU TODAY?


Even as our ancestors found herbs soothing and healing, so today we acknowledge them for their medicinal powers. By searching the NIH website mentioned above, you can explore 21st-century clinical studies from the NIH Library of Medicine, which support so many herbs’ healing powers.


As modern medicine took hold in the Western world, herbs in many cases lost their standing in medical circles as effective healers, often set aside as folk medicine applied by the uneducated. Actions over the last century, however, have brought us around. Pharmaceutical advancements have been extraordinary: for infection, pain, depression, diabetes, cancer. But side effects and the potential for addiction have also risen, compromising the health and quality of life the pharmaceuticals were meant to boost. Once again, scientists are looking to herbs as a serious healing counterpart to pharmaceuticals.


That’s not to say that pharmaceuticals and herbs should be taken on an either/or basis. While pharmaceuticals are often created to strike and fix an acute situation, herbs treat acute situations and also strengthen and support the body systems, allowing you to stay healthy and heal more quickly when ailments come your way. To take prescriptions and herbals in a balanced, synergistic way can bring long-term health and healing—the best of both worlds.


If you are thinking about starting an herbal regimen, speak with a trained herbalist, a doctor with an herbal background, or another qualified health professional who is a proponent of herbal healing to determine which herbs are best for your current condition or the long-term effect you want, and check how they may balance with any prescriptions you take. For instance, some herbs, such as cranberry and evening primrose, are natural blood thinners and are not recommended while a person is taking the blood-thinning prescription warfarin.


Be sure when buying an herbal product to read the label carefully. It should give you the general recommended dosage; an herbalist can help you find the dose that is right for you. Some herbs are standardized extracts: the manufacturer lists the amount of active ingredients in the manufactured herb and guarantees that this amount is consistent from batch to batch. While standardized extracts are often preferred by doctors because they offer easy-to-measure and controlled amounts of known constituents, most herbalists prefer to use whole herbs and whole herb extracts. These contain all of a plant’s health-promoting constituents that work together for optimal healing effect.


Then step into this new world. You’ll connect to the earth, to ancient healing powers, and to yourself.


HERBS AND SAFETY


For this book we have chosen herbs that are considered safe when using the recommended recipes and guidelines. They have been documented for centuries as traditional healers in communities around the globe and have a long history of safe usage with positive effects. In most cases their effectiveness is underscored by 21st-century scientific research. In preparing this book, we have consulted the research and expertise of trained herbalists whose practice is grounded in the time-honored use of these herbs, as well as the latest research—both clinical studies and compilations of longstanding usage published in medical journals and documented in the NIH National Library of Medicine.


For millennia, herbs have soothed, healed, and strengthened body systems. Follow these guidelines to be sure you use them safely and reap their greatest benefits.




[image: ] Find out as much as you can about the herbs you wish to use from reliable books and other sources. Speak with an herbal practitioner in your area. This is particularly important if you are also taking pharmaceuticals or are pregnant.


[image: ] Begin slowly. Review “Taking Herbal Extracts,” page 17—recommended for adults—and you’ll see that herb doses are usually in ranges. For instance, 1 tablespoon of herb steeped in 1 cup of water for 30 or more minutes may be taken three or four times a day. To begin, try 2 teaspoons of herb in 1 cup of water steeped 20–30 minutes and drink it one or two times a day. Gradually build up as you feel that more herb is needed to be more effective. Consult with your doctor or herbal practitioner if an increased dosage seems ineffective. The effects of herbs increase with age, so it is especially important for anyone over 65 to consume herbs slowly and stay in touch with a practitioner.


[image: ] Manufactured herbal preparations, including capsules, tablets, tinctures, and ointments, vary in strength. Read each label carefully and follow the manufacturer’s recommendations for use.


[image: ] You may be sensitive or allergic to the herb you wish to take. If an allergic reaction occurs, discontinue use and contact your doctor.


[image: ] If you are pregnant or breastfeeding, be sure to work closely with an herbalist or other qualified health practitioner. Some herbs can stimulate uterine contractions. And any herb a mother takes will enter her bloodstream and milk supply and will affect the fetus as well.


[image: ] Many herbs are safe for children. Consult an herbalist or other qualified health practitioner on proper dosing for smaller bodies.


[image: ] If you take prescription medications, herbs can be a wonderful support, but a qualified herbal practitioner should guide you in taking them. While healing herbs have been used safely used for thousands of years, we know relatively little about their use in tandem with high-powered pharmaceuticals.


[image: ] Know your poisonous plants and never ingest any part of poisonous herbs, such as foxglove, nightshade (belladonna), water hemlock, white snakeroot, castor bean, rosary pea, oleander, tobacco, and the delicate daffodil.





HOW HERBS WORK


Each herb has various properties and multiple ways of working in the body—that is part of their beauty! The following are some common terms used to describe these actions. Look for these terms after each herb profile on the following pages.




ADAPTOGEN: enhances the body’s ability to deal with stress; strengthens the immune system; builds the endocrine system, which aids in hormone production, mood, sleep, sexual function, and reproduction


ALTERATIVE: cleanses the blood; that is, aids in elimination of wastes, supporting such filtration and elimination organs as kidneys, lymph, liver, digestive tract, and skin


ANALGESIC: relieves pain


ANTI-ALLERGENIC: helps the body deal with allergens, such as ragweed, and lessen symptoms, such as sneezing


ANTI-ANXIETY: calms anxiety


ANTIBACTERIAL: fights bacteria


ANTIDIARRHEAL: stops diarrhea


ANTIDEPRESSANT: helps lift mood


ANTIFUNGAL: fights fungus


ANTI-INFLAMMATORY: acts against chemicals that cause inflamed tissue, whether in arthritic joints or from insect stings or poison ivy


ANTIMICROBIAL: acts as an antibacterial, antiviral, or antifungal


ANTINAUSEA: quells stomach upset


ANTIOXIDANT: prevents harmful molecules from oxidizing, or breaking down, cells and contributing to cancer, arthritis, and other diseases


ANTIPARASITIC: fights parasites


ANTISEPTIC: prevents the growth of organisms that cause disease


ANTISPASMODIC: calms muscle spasms and cramps either for the smooth muscles of the gastrointestinal system or for skeletal muscles


ANTIVIRAL: fights viruses


ASTRINGENT: binds and tightens tissue, such as on the skin


BITTER: stimulates gastric juices and liver function; improves nutrient absorption


CARMINATIVE: eases gas, bloating, and indigestion


CARDIOVASCULAR HEALTH: supports and improves heart and circulatory system function; modulates blood pressure


CHOLESTEROL LOWERING: lowers the level of LDL (low-density lipoprotein) cholesterol


DEMULCENT: coats and soothes inflamed mucous membranes via mucilage


DIAPHORETIC: causes sweating, usually to help relieve fever


DIGESTIVE: aids in all parts of the digestive process; a bitter is a kind of digestive aid


DIURETIC: helps rid the body of excess water; most herbs have diuretic qualities, but we are listing this action only for herbs that are especially used for that function


EMOLLIENT: moistens and heals skin


EXPECTORANT: loosens and expels mucus from the respiratory tract


GALACTAGOGUE: increases the flow of a mother’s milk


HORMONAL: supports hormone balance and endocrine system function


HYPOGLYCEMIC: lowers blood sugar


IMMUNE MODULATOR/STIMULANT: strengthens and modulates the immune system


LAXATIVE: loosens contents in the bowels


LIVER STIMULANT: supports a healthy liver and liver function


MEMORY ENHANCING: aids in sharpening recall


NERVINE: supports, relaxes, or stimulates the nervous system


NUTRITIVE: is packed with vitamins and minerals and is nourishing to the entire body


REPRODUCTIVE SUPPORT: supports male or female reproductive organs, such as female uterine tonic to strengthen and tone the muscles of the uterus


SEDATIVE: induces sleep


STIMULANT: delivers full-body alertness, like caffeine


STYPTIC: stops bleeding


TONIC: supports proper functioning of body systems or organs; often paired with the name of a body part such as liver, heart, etc. These are safe to take long-term and often work best when taken for months at a time.


VASODILATOR: widens the veins and arteries through relaxation of cells in the muscle walls; includes cerebral vasodilator, which increases blood flow to the brain


VULNERARY: heals wounds and inflammation, including skin lesions and burns and stomach ulcers





USING HERBS


If you grow an herb garden or have a yard with weeds like dandelion or ornamental plants like Oregon grape root, you’ll have direct access to plucking your favorite herbs and using them directly in teas, tinctures, and foods. Or you can make herbs into topical applications to be applied directly to the skin. Herbs also can be bought as capsules, tablets, and tinctures at a supermarket or health food store. In the next pages, after each herb profile you’ll see the following terms, listed as delivery methods for the herb:


Teas


TEAS (infusions): Making a tea infusion is as simple as making a regular cup of tea. It just takes a little longer. Use fresh or dried herb leaves, flowers, or stems, or a combination. A basic recipe is to cover 2 teaspoons of dry herb with 1 cup of boiling water and allow it to steep for a minimum of 20–30 minutes; strain and drink. Steeping extracts the herb’s active healing ingredients. The longer you steep, the more healing properties you will get. Many herbalists steep their infusions overnight. When you strain out the herbs, be sure to press all the water from them with the back of a spoon.


TEAS (decoctions): A tea decoction uses tougher plant parts—fresh or dried root, seed, bark, or berries. Simmering, rather than steeping, is more effective in extracting the hidden ingredients embedded in these parts. In a pan, pour 2 cups of water over 1 tablespoon of crushed herb. Bring it to a boil, lower the heat, simmer for about 15 minutes, or until the liquid is reduced by half, strain thoroughly, as for infusions, and drink.


Syrups


These extracts are sugary and thick, often used for coughs and sore throats. Simmer herbs into a decoction, strain thoroughly, and stir in sugar or honey to create a thick, coating substance. Syrups are usually made in 1:1 ratios—one part decoction to one part sugar (honey is sweeter than sugar, so you will want to use less).


Tinctures and Elixirs


A tincture uses alcohol instead of water to extract an herb’s active ingredients. Alcohol is especially effective in extracting key plant components, so if a person can consume alcohol, it is recommended. The amount and type of alcohol used for tinctures changes from plant to plant. However, in general for most herbs you can place 1 part dried herb in a glass container and cover it with 2 parts (or more as needed to cover all the plant material) of 80- or 90-proof vodka or other spirit of choice, such as brandy, whiskey, or rum. Allow the mixture to steep for at least 2 weeks, but ideally 4 or more weeks, in a dark place at room temperature. Shake it occasionally and top it with more alcohol if needed to keep the herb covered. Fresh herbs and resins need stronger alcohol (140–190 proof), such as Everclear. When strained thoroughly, the resulting liquid, or tincture, is used for digestive and other conditions. A sweeter version of a tincture is called an elixir. Use the basic tincture recipe, replacing a quarter or half of the alcohol with honey, maple, or agave syrup.


Glycerites


Instead of alcohol, the sweet-tasting, colorless liquid called glycerine can be used to extract plant ingredients. While the result is less potent than an alcohol tincture, a glycerite is safe to use for children and those who cannot drink alcohol.



Vinegars and Oxymels


For those who cannot use regular alcohol, vinegar can be used to extract an herb’s active ingredients. Fill a jar halfway with herbs and cover with your vinegar of choice (apple cider is the most common; do not use distilled vinegar). Make sure all plant material is covered, then let it steep for 2–4 weeks. Use as you would a tincture, or use it for cooking. To soften the bitter vinegar taste, add honey; this creates a more drinkable extract called an oxymel. A quicker, less concentrated vinegar extract with fewer health benefits can be made by covering an herb, steeping it for a day or two, straining it thoroughly, and mixing it with oil for salad dressing—it’s delicious!


Capsules


Powdered herb is packed into gelatin or vegetable-based capsules. Some herbalists purchase empty capsules, grind their own herbs into powder using a coffee grinder, and pack their own capsules.


Tablets


Usually purchased at a health food store instead of made at home, tablets are made from herb powders, sometimes with added sweeteners, molded into a digestible form.


Topical Applications


INFUSED OILS: Often massaged into painful joints and muscles, infused oils are made by placing herbs in a clean jar and covering them with olive, almond, or other carrier oil. The jar is capped and the herbs are allowed to steep for 3–4 weeks. Then the herbs are strained out, and the remaining oil is used. For a jumpstart, the herbs can be heated in the oil first, then poured into the jar to steep. A similar technique can be used to make culinary infused oils that can be used in foods.


BALMS, SALVES, AND OINTMENTS: For diaper rash, bug bites, cracked scabs, and chapped lips, some go-to remedies are balms, salves, and ointments. For all three, beeswax is melted in olive or other natural vegetable oil (or an infused oil, as mentioned above) over low heat. When cooled and poured into a jar, a mixture with a considerable amount of beeswax hardens into a solid to make a balm. A semi-solid version, called a salve, uses slightly less beeswax. Still less beeswax makes a spreadable ointment with a consistency similar to petroleum jelly.


COMPRESSES AND LINIMENTS: A simple herbal compress calls for a tea infusion or decoction and a clean cloth. Dip the cloth into the liquid and apply it to the ailing area: cool liquid works for sprains and arthritic joints; warm for swollen glands and congested chests. For a liniment, dip the cloth into a tincture or infused vinegar or rubbing alcohol, then apply, or simply drop a few drops on the skin and rub into sprains and sore muscles.


POULTICES: This may be the easiest herbal application you’ll use: pluck and apply. If the plant is fresh, just bruise the leaves or chew and put them directly over the wound. Fresh or dried, they can be mashed and dissolved into a paste, spread on a clean cloth, and wrapped around a wound.


Essential Oils


Available at most health food stores, essential oils are highly potent. To make them, manufacturers distill many pounds of herbs into pure, concentrated extracts. Only small amounts are used at a time. They can be diluted in almond or other carrier oil for soothing massage, and small amounts bring relief in baths or from bowls of steam for stuffy noses. All essential oils, with the exception of lavender and tea tree, must be diluted before use. Essential oils should never be taken internally except under the guidance of a qualified aromatherapist. Store them safely.


Foods or Food Additives


Food is another delivery system for herbs, and throughout the book you’ll see recipes for herb-rich foods featuring parsley, garlic, rosemary, and other time-tested culinary herbs. You can also buy powders to add to smoothies, cereals, and more. (In the Ayurvedic tradition powders are commonly mixed with honey to form an edible paste.) In addition, you can use many of these herbal concoctions as food additives: the infusions, decoctions, syrups, elixirs, vinegars, and oxymels.



RECIPES IN THIS BOOK


Recipes for making your own herbal remedy range from simple (plucking and crushing a plantain leaf and applying it to an insect bite) to more complex (concocting a salve with multiple steps).


Our goal in this book is to give you quick, easy things you can do at home using accessible herbal remedies. To start your herbal adventure, on the following pages look for easy recipes for teas, tinctures, food additives, and more.


A few prep tips for using herbs:




FRESH: You can either grow fresh herbs in your garden or pluck them from your backyard or other wild area. Be sure they are free of pesticides and herbicides.


DRIED FRESH: Dry your own herbs. Simply bundle fresh herbs together with twine and hang them upside down in the shade or in a paper bag (see steps on “Drying Herbs for Future Use,” page 21).


DRIED STORE-BOUGHT: Instead of buying powdered herbs, buy dried herbs in bulk at a health food store or from an online retailer. Purchase the leaves, roots, or flowers (or a combination) in whole form, then store them in clean glass jars.


FOR RECIPES: Crush the leaves and flowers, and use a clean coffee grinder to grind the seeds and softer roots (some roots are too hard to grind at home and are best purchased powdered). The herbs should be ground fine to powdered and easy to measure.


MEASURES: When preparing a recipe, be sure to know whether it calls for dried or fresh herbs. If it calls for dried and you wish to use fresh, just double the amount of the fresh plant. That’s because the fresh herb contains water and shrink to the required dried amount. In this book we are using dried herb unless “fresh” is specifically noted. Some measures will be given in parts. This allows you to adjust the recipe to the quantities you want. For example, if making a larger batch of an herb tea blend, you might decide that 1 part equals ¼ cup. You can then follow the recipe, adjusting as needed: if it says ½ part, then you would use ⅛ cup.


In order to have a healing effect, the herbs will need to have a certain concentration. For instance, steeping a commercial chamomile tea bag for 3 minutes will not deliver the same benefits as a tea infusion that has been steeped for 20 minutes to 1 hour or overnight.


As food additives, herbs are generally not as high-strength as concentrated teas and tinctures (unless you snack on a raw garlic clove!). The food recipes in this book are intended to help you become comfortable with using healing herbs on a daily basis and taking the step toward making stronger solutions.





[image: ]
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TAKING HERBAL EXTRACTS (Adult Doses)


Here are a few basic guidelines for consuming the herbal extracts discussed in “Using Herbs” on page 11.


Droppersful are based on 1-ounce tincture bottle droppers, which hold approximately 1 ml or 30 drops or ¼ teaspoon.







	
Recipe




	
Starting Dose




	
Optimal Dose









	
Tea (infusion)




	
2 teaspoons herb in 1 cup water, steeped 20–30 minutes, 1–2 times a day




	
1 tablespoon herb in 1 cup water, steeped 30+ minutes, 3–4 times a day









	
Tea (decoction)




	
1 tablespoon herb in 2 cups water, simmered 15 minutes, 1–2 times a day




	
2 tablespoons herb in 2 cups water, simmered 30 minutes, 3–4 times a day









	
Tincture/glycerite/elixir/vinegar/oxymel




	
30 drops or ¼ teaspoon, 1–3 times a day




	
60–90 drops or ½–1 teaspoon, 3–4 times a day












THINGS YOU’LL NEED:


To make many of the recipes that follow, you’ll need these items:




[image: ] Coffee grinder: to grind herb parts (or a mortar and pestle if you hold to apothecary tradition!)


[image: ] Pint or quart glass jars with tops: for making extracts and storing salves


[image: ] Dark glass bottles with droppers: for delivering and storing extracts


[image: ] Strainer, cheesecloth, or fine muslin cloth for straining out herbs


[image: ] 80–90 proof alcohol


[image: ] Essential oils


[image: ] Beeswax






BUYING, GROWING, AND FINDING HERBS


Most herbalists will tell you that when it comes to herbs, organic and wild are best. When you are planning your herbal future, it’s good to know the basics of purchasing commercial herbal products. But it’s also good to try growing your own. Besides having a continual supply of healing herbs, you’ll have a sweet-smelling, eye-pleasing home or outdoor garden.


Purchasing Herbal Products


Herbs can be purchased in a store or online. In either case, buy only from reputable dealers. The herbs you purchase in capsule, tablet, tincture, salve, or other commercial preparation may be labeled as standardized extracts. This means that each batch the manufacturer makes contains consistent levels of one or more of an herb’s active ingredients listed on the package. A doctor may recommend standardized extracts because the measures are consistent; however, most herbal practitioners do not recommend using standardized extracts. While standardized extracts are often preferred by doctors because they offer easy-to-measure and controlled amounts of known constituents, most herbalists prefer to use whole herbs and whole herb extracts. These contain all of a plant’s health-promoting constituents, which work together for optimal healing effect.


In general, herbalists prefer to use whole herbs because there may be many different active ingredients working together to support and heal. And they prefer organic and wild herbs, which are free of pesticides. Store-bought capsules and loose herbs can lose their potency over time. By having your own herb garden or pesticide-free collection sites, you can keep your herbal remedies fresh and effective.


[image: ]
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GROWING HERBS OUTSIDE AND INSIDE


You can grow herbs outside or inside.


OUTSIDE: Plant seeds or starter plants in a sheltered location. Most herbs like sunlight, although some, like peppermint, thrive in shade. You may want a dedicated herb garden, or use herbs to line your flowerbeds. In any case, be sure the soil drains well. Rich, moist soil is often preferred. Sometimes loam—a mixture of sand and clay—is the soil of choice. If soil is heavily red clay, you may want to add compost, chopped leaves, or other organic matter to boost drainage. Be sure to read the instructions for planting the herb to determine how deep the seeds or cuttings should be placed in the ground.


INSIDE: You can grow seeds or starter plants year-round using individual containers that are the right size for each herb and have drainage holes. Consult the staff at a garden store for guidance on pot choice. Then follow the instructions on the seed packet or plant label. Here are some basics:




[image: ] Use potting soil, not heavy garden soil.


[image: ] Be sure herbs get plenty of sunlight during the day.


[image: ] Bathrooms and kitchens are good growing sites because they hold humidity.


[image: ] Don’t overwater (and don’t water the leaves)—check each day by sticking your finger into the soil and, if moist, put down the watering can.


[image: ] Be sure to empty standing water from saucers.


[image: ] Fertilize at intervals, with guidance from your garden store staff.





Then enjoy! Use the herbs often in foods and other recipes: harvesting leaves regularly will keep them growing. If you can’t use them all, dry them (see “Drying Herbs for Future Use,” page 21).


Herbs to Know and Grow


It is a joy to grow herbs and to fill your home or outdoor area with their luscious scents. In this book we name 60 herbs with healing qualities. Here are six to know and grow. These tips are for planting outside. If you’re growing the herbs inside, remember to use potting soil in containers that drain well. Remember: annuals must be planted yearly; perennials thrive from year to year.


CALENDULA (Calendula officinalis)



This herb doubles as an ornamental with its cheery bright yellow or orange flowers. Calendula builds the immune system, helps heal wounds, and fights infection. The blossoms are delicious in salads and for making a healing infused oil. Grow it from seed in a sun-filled place, and water regularly. Calendula is a short-lived perennial and can be planted as an annual.


GERMAN CHAMOMILE (Matricaria recutita)



A true daisy look-alike with yellow center and white florets, German chamomile is considered one of the world’s most soothing teas. It calms gastric upsets and soothes skin outbreaks. Grow it from seed in most soils with good drainage. It thrives in spring and early summer full sun but shrinks from summer heat. This annual self-seeds, so it is sometimes mistaken for a perennial.


LEMON BALM (Melissa officinalis)



Heart-shaped, ridged, and bright green to yellowish in color, the leaves of bushy lemon balm infuse the air with their intoxicating, lemony scent. Bees love it. For humans, lemon balm calms cold sores and herpes lesions, promotes relaxation, and more. Grow it from seeds or cuttings, in sun or shade, in soil that is rich, moist, and well-drained. Lemon balm is a perennial.


PARSLEY (Petroselinum crispum)



Recognize it by its curling or flat leaves and fresh smell as a restaurant garnish—then welcome it into your home garden. It is favored for treating high blood pressure, weight retention, urinary tract infections, and more. Plant parsley seeds in early spring, preferably in well-drained loam—soil with sand and clay content. Then be patient: germination time is 4–6 weeks. Parsley is an annual.


PEPPERMINT (Mentha x piperita)



With its long, graceful, toothed leaves opposite flower stalks, peppermint’s scent and flavor are distinct. It is a healing herb for congestion, muscle aches, nausea, and more. Grow peppermint from cuttings planted in rich, moist soil. It thrives in shade in moderate to cool climates and grows wild along riverbanks. Peppermint is a perennial.


[image: ]
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ROSEMARY (Rosmarinus officinalis)



With spiky, pine-like leaves, rosemary also emits a luscious, piney scent. This culinary herb is known for easing digestive and respiratory ailments and aiding memory. Rosemary is hard to grow from seed; a potted plant is the best starter. Then it will thrive in well-drained loam. Rosemary likes sun, air, and dry conditions; if overwatered, its roots will rot. Rosemary is a perennial.


DRYING HERBS FOR FUTURE USE


While using fresh-picked herbs is ideal, an herb’s contents and effectiveness can be preserved if it is dried properly, sealing in precious oils and flavors. While it’s quicker to dry herbs at a low temperature in an oven or microwave, that process will steal away oils and flavors and degrade the plant’s active components. Instead, dry herbs in a clean, warm, shaded place with good circulation—or use the paper bag process. Erin Smith uses this method:




[image: ] Pick the herb while the plant is dry. If there is any moisture, lay the herb pieces out on a paper towel and let them dry fully. Wash the roots thoroughly and cut them before laying them out to dry; otherwise they may rot.


[image: ] Put together a loose pile of the herb. Do not make the pile too thick; airflow is key to keep the herb from rotting.


[image: ] Use a sizeable paper bag that will hold the stems loosely; label the bag with the name of the herb you are drying.


[image: ] Place the herbs in the bag, making sure they are not crowded. Include any loose leaves.


[image: ] Close and tie the top of the bag. Store it in a dark, dry location and shake it a few times over a period of 2 weeks. Roots will take longer.


[image: ] After 2 weeks, begin checking weekly until your herb is dry and ready to store.


[image: ] Store the herb in airtight glass jars with labels.





WILDCRAFTING HERBS


In addition to growing your own herbs, you can enjoy collecting them in the wild—better known as wildcrafting. It’s exciting to hike along a trail and identify the wild pharmacy springing up around you. But wildcrafting is not to be taken lightly. In recent years, precious herbs such as goldenseal, American ginseng, and black cohosh have been overharvested to the brink of endangerment. Do not harvest at-risk plants. To stay current with at-risk plants, check the United Plant Savers website at www.unitedplantsavers.org and the United States Department of Agriculture website at http://plants.usda.gov/threat.html.


Not only must certain herbs be left alone at all times, but many potential gathering spots must also be avoided if they are private property or restricted by the government. If you wish to collect on private land, check with the owners first, then follow these rules:




[image: ] Take only what you need. Never take more than 5–10 percent of the plants you see around you. When you leave the harvest area, it should appear untouched.


[image: ] Harvest roots only after the herb has gone to seed, and learn ways to harvest that allow the plant to continue to grow.


[image: ] We recommend taking a course on ethical wildcrafting to learn key steps to collecting in a respectful and sustainable manner.


[image: ] When starting out, harvest abundant “weedy” plants, such as dandelion, plantain, red clover, mullein, and so on.





[image: ]
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While protecting the plants is important, so is protecting yourself. Gathering plants to consume is serious business, and poisonous plants can be healing herb look-alikes. Follow these steps:




[image: ] Take a basic course with a trained plant expert or herbalist, and join guided wildcrafting missions.


[image: ] Use a guidebook with clear photographs, and take abundant notes in it as you find each herb.


[image: ] Learn the poisonous plants in your area.


[image: ] Know your desired plant 100 percent inside and out before picking any of it. Keep notes on what distinguishes the herb you want to gather from poisonous look-alikes.


[image: ] After you are comfortable gathering herbs near your home, look in other areas where the plants are free of pesticides and herbicides.






Herbs to Wildcraft


When learning the ropes of wildcrafting, start by identifying these six common and useful healing plants. Always double-check your IDs.


DANDELION (Taraxacum officinale)



In springtime bend down and pluck the yellow-flowered weed that many scorn as a backyard blight. You won’t be disappointed. The leaves and roots, while diuretic, also restore potassium. The root aids digestion, calms inflammation, and supports liver health. Double-check your ID: break the central vein in the leaf to see the milky sap.


HAWTHORN (Crataegus spp)



Along its thorny branches, this plant grows five-petaled flowers that are dainty and white like apple blossoms. Look for its green lobed leaves and bright red berries, called haws. The berries are used for digestive and heart health. Find hawthorn on hillsides and in sunny wooded areas, as a backyard tree or shrub or as a garden’s ornamental hedge. It thrives in moist soil. Double-check your ID: The leaves are shiny and grow in a spiral pattern on the branches.


MULLEIN (Verbascum thapsus)



The downy oval-shaped leaves of the mullein plant are soft to the touch. Healing teas made from the leaves and flowers treat congestion and upper respiratory ailments. Mullein can be found along roadsides, thriving in gravelly soil. The leaves form a rosette pattern in their first year, then relax outward and sprout a long stem of yellow flowers in year two. Double-check your ID: The leaves are gray in color, with branched hairs.


PLANTAIN (Plantago major, Plantago lanceolata)



This is easy to spot in your backyard, in parks, or on roadsides where the soil has been disturbed. Look for the round cluster of wide, oval leaves at its base, and long, thin spikes of flowers rising from it. The leaves can be bruised and applied to a cut or insect bite. Double-check your ID: Leaves are wide in Plantain major, narrower in Plantago lanceolata.



RED CLOVER (Trifolium pretense)



Look at any field or roadside from May to September to find these cheerful, sweet-smelling, reddish-purple flowers. Their ball-like flower heads rise on long, branched stems, with rounded leaflets clustered in threes (four if you’re lucky!). This nutrient-rich herb bolsters the immune system, tames coughs, has estrogen-like benefits, and more. Double-check your ID: The leaves have little white Vs.


STINGING NETTLE (Urtica dioca)



The stiff, stinging hairs on its tall stem and long, heart-shaped leaves are a challenge: wear gloves and long pants and sleeves. The challenge is worth it. The stingers calm when dried, and herbal tea is used to soothe hay fever, support prostate health, and relieve inflamed joints. Found in moist soil along water or in fields, it is topped by green flowers. Double-check your ID: The flowers grow in branched clusters.


[image: ]
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