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Every great story has a hero, that awe-inspiring figure who overcomes all manner of obstacles to meet a challenge head-on and triumph over it. In our current medical system the hero is the doctor, the scientist, the surgeon, the specialist, the expert who rushes in to diagnose the problem and tell us how to fix it. In the culinary world the hero is the food writer, the celebrity chef, the fitness trainer, the health guru, the expert who tells us exactly what to eat and how to prepare it. In fact, as a general principle we have developed a cultural habit of outsourcing heroism, finding it anywhere but inside ourselves. That mind-set — that habit of depending on outside experts to “save” us by telling us how to live well — may be one of the biggest factors holding us back from true, deep, vibrant well-being.


It’s as if society is selling us a dream, a fantastical story in which our happiness and contentment are guaranteed if only we follow the advice of the right experts, eat the right foods, exercise the right amount, have the right stuff in our homes, live the right way. But does this expert “prescription” for a good life really feel good to us? Or is it actually an obstacle between us and an open, intimate, authentic experience of our world?




Empowerment through Herbalism
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Herbal medicine is a time-tested system of healing, practiced around the world for thousands of years, and modern science has now confirmed its efficacy for a wide range of health concerns. However, herbalism doesn’t just put forth a prescription of what herbs to take to be healthy. When applied holistically, herbalism offers us an opportunity not just to feel well but to live well — to engage intimately and authentically with our own health and our world in ways that feel fulfilling and meaningful.


At its most basic level, the work of making and using herbal medicine at home connects us to our individual needs: what sort of ailments we tend to experience, and which remedies work best for us. On a broader scale, home herbalism teaches us that each of us has different needs, that self-care requires self-knowledge, and that balance is the root of wellness. It asks us to walk the path of empowerment and self-discovery, and in this way, it positions us as the heroes of our own story.




Herbalism offers us an opportunity not just to feel well but to live well.
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Awakening to Connections


I have always loved both cooking and plants, and as a kid, I spent a lot of time in the kitchen, in the woods, and in the garden, soaking up everything I could. I began formally studying herbal medicine when I was in college in northern California. At the same time I started cooking, privately and professionally, all over the Bay Area. Eventually I started a business, Thyme Herbal, teaching cooking classes that emphasized the use of herbs and simple, good food prepared in ways that maximized their benefit to the body.


When I first started teaching classes, I realized that my students were looking at me as the expert. They wanted me to tell them what they needed to know and do to live well. I felt uncomfortable, and a little perplexed. Who was I to decide what was best for others? After all, each of us is a unique organism, and what makes us healthy is as diverse as our taste in clothing and our preferences in books and music. Being healthy is just that: a state of being, a subjective experience that varies from person to person.


This awareness helps us recognize that health and healing are acts of connection. To be healthy requires us to connect with our body — its processes and inclinations — and also with our families, our communities, our home and work environments, our food systems, and the natural world. Every aspect of our lives contributes to our physical and emotional nourishment. We all possess the inherent wisdom to nurture and heal ourselves by getting to know our own rhythms, embedded as they are in the larger picture of our lives and the patterns of the earth. We simply need to learn to listen to and connect with ourselves.


As an herbalist and healer, my role is to empower people, rather than telling them what to do. I want to help people cultivate their own skills and tune in to their own intuitive wisdom. This view of health operates outside the experts’ paradigm of “right answers” and “cures.” It allows for the possibility that we can know ourselves, and it recognizes that the process of self-knowing in itself is a large part of our well-being. It requires us to appreciate that health can be different things for different people, that each person’s healing path is unique, and that our desire to be well and to live in balance with our body and our world is our most powerful, important medicine. These concepts have become the cornerstones of my philosophies about health and healing.


There is a unique energy — a nexus of power — in the intersection of food and medicine.
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Kitchen Medicine
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There is a unique energy — a nexus of power — in the intersection of food and medicine. We are taught that each has its own place: food nourishes the body; medicine cures the body. But what if we recognized that food and medicine can be one and the same? When we learn to make use of the power of food and herbs to heal and support the body we celebrate and utilize the potent medicine found in some of our most basic ingredients.


Take herbs as an example. Our traditional culinary herbs and spices, like basil, black pepper, cilantro, and parsley, have formidable medicinal abilities. They support everything from digestion and metabolism to immune function, circulation, and the nervous system. If you’ve ever used herbs and spices in your cooking — and most of us have — you’ve been practicing herbal medicine. Right at home. With no help from the “experts.”


Herbs are not miracle cures. They don’t work like heroic medicine: instead of curing a problem for you, they almost always help you better heal yourself. A spoonful of sage honey boosts the immune system and helps the body fight off a cold. A cup of hot peppermint tea encourages the body to sweat and helps break a fever. Offer someone a cup of basil tea, and you help them relax so they can sort through their anxiety with greater ease. Put a dollop of herb pesto alongside a heavy meal, and you help the body digest fats and ease indigestion. The list goes on and on.


We can think of food in general, as well as the very act of cooking, in a similar vein. Good, fresh, wholesome ingredients have tremendous capacity to support the body and all its systems. Preparing those foods in ways that bring out their best — that make them more nourishing for the body and a feast for the senses — is a powerful form of medicine that cultivates the health of the body, mind, and spirit.


Cooking and eating are sensual and evocative experiences. Reconnecting with these aspects of food has nothing to do with experts — it is about an intimacy of experience that is born through relationship. The kitchen is a place where we can develop this relationship and unleash our own power by unlocking all of our senses. In preparing food and medicine, we can experience beauty, get our hands dirty, savor smells, appreciate flavors, connect with ourselves and others, and nourish our physical, spiritual, and emotional world. This deep intimacy of experience is the medicine of our future. It is also the medicine of the kitchen.
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The Herbalist’s Kitchen
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In my vision for the world, we all practice home herbalism, and our kitchens are places of meaningful ritual. The medicine and food we make are alike infused with intention and love, nourished by human hands, the use of herbs, and prepared in accord with age-old wisdom passed down from our ancestors. When you begin to use herbal medicine at home, making and concocting home remedies becomes an extension of other kitchen work. Making a tincture or infusing herbs into honey comes as naturally as frying an egg, and putting oregano in spaghetti sauce or basil with mozzarella is as instinctual as hunger. The line between our food and our medicine becomes blurry, as does the line between the healing power of food and medicine and the healing that is inherently wrapped up in our experience of the world. In the herbalist’s kitchen, how we live — our participation and awareness — is as important, if not more so, as any recipe we follow or any ingredients we use.


As you move through the pages of this book, you will learn why, over the vast span of culinary history, we have come to cook with herbs the way we do — why we use certain herbs (and spices) in certain dishes, and why we pair certain flavors with others. Our food traditions have evolved to optimize flavor, nutrition, and digestion. When you come to understand the concepts behind these traditions, then you will be able to cook like an herbalist: you will be able to look at the ingredients you have and pick the right herbs for the season, the situation, and the ingredients. Learning skills and tools that cultivate intuition builds a deep, satisfying sense of empowerment.


It is my hope that this book can help guide you in finding your own deep, meaningful, intimate relationship with herbs, cooking, medicine, and health. There are simple principles that underpin this work. True to the tenets of holistic herbalism, they are embedded in larger life processes, they are flexible and adaptable, and they encourage empowerment.




These guiding principles for the herbalist’s kitchen are as follows:




	To revitalize rituals around homemade food and medicine, including cooking and eating together


	To cultivate and nourish herbal medicine as an empowering, intrinsic component of home health care


	To make cooking and eating nutritionally dense foods a daily practice


	To slow down and enjoy the process of growing, preparing, and eating and to embrace food as our sustenance


	To realize that, as individuals, we are the stewards of our own health, and we must learn the patterns and nature of our own body to heal







Food provides an invitation to connect and reconnect, to nourish and be nourished, to invigorate and challenge, to adapt and transform, to comfort and share. May your healing herbal kitchen embody these principles in a truly unique and empowered way. And as the story of your herbal kitchen unfolds and becomes, may you be the hero.


What if we recognized that food and medicine can be one and the same?
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chapter 1





awaken




The Healing Power of Food
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Most of us live disembodied lives  — that is, we are out of touch with our body. We are not taught how to listen to our body or how to decipher and make meaning of how we feel when our body is trying to speak to us. Awakening to that communication — to how our body speaks to us — is an essential step in the journey to health.


Herbs, whether traditionally used in culinary or medicinal preparations, have tremendous power to influence the body and its systems. We can use herbs (and all food) to support our health and well-being, but before we can truly benefit from them, we have to learn how our body reacts to them. The interplay between herbs, the body, and healing has its own language. Learn to speak that language and you will be able to communicate, problem-solve, and create better harmony within your body. Just memorizing a list of herbs and their uses is like memorizing vocabulary words: it will give you tools to use while speaking, but it won’t help you learn how to communicate. We learn to speak a language when it becomes embedded in us, natural, a part of our senses and our understandings, when we really feel comfortable in it and begin to live it. When it comes to learning the language of the body and how we can nourish and comfort it with food, medicine, experiences, relationships, and all the other factors that contribute to our well-being, personal experience is the most powerful teacher. This means that collecting ingredients, dreaming up what we want to eat, poring over recipe books, chopping, smelling, tasting, and enjoying are all experiences that help us learn to communicate and build a deep and intimate relationship with our own bodies. Personal connection to our body and our own experience is foundational for health and well-being.
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Taste as Medicine


For thousands of years, medical systems from around the world — traditional Chinese medicine, Ayurveda, Native American healing practices, and other folk and herbal traditions — have focused on the body’s response to taste as a means of understanding and applying herbal therapeutics and the ways in which diet supports health. Modern science has come to support this time-tested wisdom, providing evidence of two important points: first, that the taste of an herb can serve as an indicator of its constituents, and second, that stimulation of the taste buds by the different flavors initiates specific physiological responses. In other words, the taste of an herb both indicates and initiates an effect on the body.


Our sense of taste, then, can allow us to build a more empowered relationship with food, plant medicine, and our own body. Once you understand the medicinal actions that the different tastes have on physiology, you can begin to build a new relationship with your palate and with the herbs, foods, and drinks that you ingest. Rather than memorizing the benefits of a food or herb, you can learn to let your taste buds reveal information about its applications. You can learn to trust yourself in determining whether a particular food or herb is helpful for your particular needs. You can also begin to understand more generally which situations and contexts call for which flavors and draw conclusions about foods and herbs that may be useful.


In general, tastes can be broken down into five categories: sweet, salty, sour, pungent, and bitter. Every meal you eat should include all five flavors. You don’t need a lot; in some cases a condiment-size portion is fine. (And you’ll find lots of condiment recipes in this book, because having them made up in advance makes it easier to balance your plate!) Another important thing to remember is that herbs and foods can have more than one taste. A carrot, for example, might be mostly sweet, but with a hint of bitterness. A green apple might taste both sour and sweet. And produce can vary depending on the variety, the time of year, the crop, or the part of the plant used.


As you gain experience with using taste as a guide, you will begin to trust your instincts; you will learn to better understand the language of your body. Your experience will help you learn to balance your diet in a very direct and personal manner, rather than simply trying to get on your plate everything that you have heard is “good for you.” This awakening of your sense of taste can help guide you in the kitchen and at the table, allowing you to enjoy your meals and make food choices with a more empowered appreciation for the ways in which they nourish you.


Note: Every healing system that uses tastes and flavors as indicators of medicinal action on the body is unique, and in many cases there are large differences between how they are understood and their applications. The descriptions that follow are informed by my study of traditional healing systems and my own experience as a practicing herbalist. You will find that they do not stand in perfect alignment with any one traditional system of medicine. I am grateful to all of these systems for their knowledge and wisdom.




sweet/bland
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The sweet taste is the most nourishing. We think of sweet as being sugary, but as a category, sweet also includes bland foods. Most of the world’s staple foods, including starches and animal-based proteins, fall into this category. Most of our common culinary herbs, however, are not categorized as sweet. In fact we most often use culinary herbs to counterbalance the sweet taste of our staple nourishing foods and bring balance to the flavors of a dish.


Sweet foods are staples of the human diet for a reason: the sweet (or bland) taste indicates a high nutrient content, with fat, protein, carbohydrates, and often good quantities of vitamins and minerals. In other words, sweet/bland foods are high-calorie foods — they provide short- and long-term energy for the body. They are nutritive and regenerative; they provide all the building blocks for growth and help the body build, repair, and sustain energy. They supply nutrients that strengthen muscles, bones, nerves, and connective tissues and build body fluids including blood, semen, and milk. They are mostly demulcent, emollient, moistening, softening, and soothing, having a gentle and nourishing effect on the system.


Too much sweet food in the diet can cause dampness in the system, leading to sluggish digestion, poor absorption of nutrients, reduced appetite, bloating, stagnant circulation and elimination, increased mucus production, low energy, and difficulty focusing. Refined carbohydrates and foods sweetened with refined sugars are most likely to aggravate the body and cause such symptoms.


When you find yourself craving sugar, turn to high-quality unrefined carbohydrates and naturally sweet foods like fruit, and balance them with protein-rich foods. The combination will satiate the craving, provide the body with sustained energy, and help reduce sugar cravings overall.


In addition to being the most nourishing, sweet foods are the heaviest. You may be able to sense that fact by the list of symptoms that occur when you eat too much; slow and sluggish seems to be the theme. That heaviness also means that sweet foods are grounding and comforting; they help the body relax and are great for people who often feel cold, dry, nervous, and restless. After all, what could be more comforting than feeling nourished?


Since these foods are the most nourishing, they should comprise a significant portion of most people’s diet — but make sure you’re getting good-quality, unprocessed sweet/bland foods. Because sweet foods are heavier and can be more difficult to digest, it is important to dress them up with herbs, spices, and other flavorful accompaniments that are more stimulating and help improve their digestibility. In other words, sweet foods alone or in excess can have negative consequences, but when combined with all the other wonderful flavors that are more stimulating to the system, they become more nutritious and easier for the body to process.










	

Sweet/Bland Foods




	Animal fats


	Eggs


	Fruit juices


	Fruits (pears, figs, dates, apricots, mangoes, bananas, prunes, peaches)


	Grains (wheat, oats, barley, rice, corn, quinoa, millet)


	Meat and fish


	Milk and cream


	Milk substitutes (except soy)


	Nuts and seeds


	Root crops (sweet potatoes, beets, parsnips, carrots)


	Sweeteners (cane sugar, honey, maple syrup)


	Winter squashes







	

Sweet/Bland Herbs




	Astragalus


	Cinnamon


	Codonopsis


	Fennel


	Goji berry


	Licorice


	Marshmallow


	Shatavari


















salty
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The salty taste is heavy, grounding, moistening, soothing, and warming. In moderation the salty taste promotes digestion and appetite and improves our absorption of nutrients. But too much can overstimulate digestion and irritate acid reflux, heartburn, and indigestion. It can also irritate other symptoms of heat in the body, including inflammation, tissue irritation, nerve irritation, and skin rashes. Too much salty food can even make some people feel irritable and agitated.


Salt causes the body to retain fluids. Healthy fluid levels are necesary to hydrate the cells, dilute phlegm, and soften hard and dense materials that can clog the body’s channels and cause stagnation. It helps move fluids, cleanse, moisten, and detoxify; it can help dissolve fatty or fluid-filled cysts and can be useful for cleansing the blood, lymph, liver, and kidneys. Too much salt, however, can lead to excessive water retention, edema, swelling, stagnant blood, and increased blood pressure.


Salt increases and enhances our taste buds’ experiences of other flavors, which makes it a valuable asset in cooking — and also explains its overuse in fast food and processed, packaged foods. Because the salty taste is grounding, salty foods in moderation can be beneficial for people who have a lightness of being that leads to ungroundedness, anxiety, or feeling flustered. It is good for nervous people or people who are prone to dryness, including dry skin, hair, or nails. It may also be good for those with weak digestion or low appetite. It is important for detoxification protocols, hydration, and general good health.


There are different kinds of salt, and the quality is important. Unrefined, unprocessed salt is the best, most nourishing salt for the body. Rather than just sodium chloride, unrefined salt contains minerals and trace minerals that are nutritionally important. The minerals tend to give unrefined salts a bit of color, ranging from gray to pink, green, or any shade in between. The body metabolizes and utilizes this salt better than refined, simplified sodium chloride. Unrefined salt can be sourced from either land or sea. Both forms are wonderful — it’s the unrefined quality that’s important.


While the saltiest flavor comes from true salt, whether refined or unrefined, many foods and herbs have a naturally salty flavor to them. Foods that taste naturally salty generally have high levels of minerals. Sea vegetables are a great example because they have both true salt and mineral salt flavors. The first taste will be salty from ocean water, but once that subsides you will taste the salty taste of minerals. Celery, Swiss chard, and spinach are other examples of naturally salty, high-mineral vegetables.


Foods that display the mineral salt flavor are deeply nourishing to the musculoskeletal system, including the bones, muscles, and ligaments, as well as the blood and nervous system tissues. These tissues need sodium, potassium, calcium, and magnesium for proper functioning — minerals that these herbs and foods often contain in high amounts.










	

Salty Foods




	Anchovies


	Celery


	Hard cheeses


	Nettles


	Olives


	Sea vegetables (kelp, alaria, dulse, wakame)


	Smoked meats and fish


	Spinach


	Swiss chard







	


Salty Herbs




	Celery seed


	Cilantro


	Coriander seed


	Cumin seed


	Dill seed


	Lovage


	Parsley

















sour
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The sour flavor is toning, contracting, cooling, and moistening. It causes contraction of tissues and strengthens and tones mucous membranes. This has an astringing effect that prevents leakage of fluids and energy and helps firm up tissue integrity. It can tonify and build up the tissues of the GI tract, urinary tract, lungs, and liver. It has a refreshing effect, stimulating the mind, enhancing metabolism, and stimulating the liver and gallbladder. It increases the flow of saliva and other digestive juices, which stimulates the appetite, improves digestion and absorption, and regulates peristalsis. It is particularly helpful in the digestion of fats, oils, and protein-rich foods. It also works to break up and improve assimilation of minerals; this may be the reason, in part, that traditional preparations of mineral-rich dark, leafy greens — think of kale and collards — so often include citrus or vinegar.


The sour flavor comes from a variety of acids, including citric acid, tannic acid, and ascorbic acid. Fermented foods, with their acetic and lactic acids, are also sour, as are many kinds of fruits, from grapes to citrus. Of course, sour foods can have other flavors as well, as is the case with many fermented foods, which are also salty, or many fruits, which are also sweet.


While the sour flavor is cooling in small amounts, large amounts, whether consumed all at once or over time, can cause heat, aggravating excessive acidity in the upper GI tract (acid reflux, heartburn, indigestion). In folks with an already fast metabolism, it can spur hunger and symptoms of low blood sugar, possibly leading to irritation and agitation. Too much sour can also lead to skin issues, including acne, boils, eczema, and psoriasis, and it can aggravate arthritic conditions and cause oversensitivity of the teeth.


According to Chinese medicine, the sour flavor is said to promote balance between the heart and the mind, steadying a scattered mind and emotions. In Ayurveda the sour flavor is said to lead to the desire for more — more food, more thoughts, and more inquisitiveness, for example. In people who lack motivation or have undirected energy, the sour taste may provide some inspiration and focus. Too much can lead to overanalysis of thoughts and emotions, jealousy, competitiveness, and envy.


Sour foods are great in spring because they stimulate the release of bile from the liver and gallbladder, which has a detoxifying and stimulating effect on overall liver metabolism. They’re also helpful in fall; because they have a contracting nature that pulls energy inward, sour foods encourage the body’s natural turn inward and help the body preserve heat in preparation for the colder months.


With their digestion-enhancing effects, sour foods are great complements to fatty foods, proteins, and mineral-rich vegetables. I like to include a sour condiment, often a fermented one, at each meal. Condiment-size portions are enough to introduce the health benefits of the flavor — and to introduce the probiotic bacteria in the case of the fermented foods — without overdoing it, which could cause irritation or aggravation.










	


Sour Foods




	Berries (raspberries, blackberries, blueberries, strawberries)


	Citrus (oranges, grapefruits, lemons, limes, pomelos)


	Fermented dairy (yogurt, sour cream, kefir, aged cheese)


	Fermented sausages (salami, linguiça, chorizo, prosciutto)


	Some fruits (green apples, green grapes, plums)


	Kombucha


	Miso


	Pickled and fermented vegetables


	Pomegranates


	Tomatoes


	Vinegar


	Wine







	

Sour Herbs




	Hawthorn berry


	Hibiscus


	Rose hips


	Rose petals


	Schizandra berry


	Sorrel



















pungent
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The pungent category includes spicy, acrid, and aromatic flavors. Pungent herbs and foods are warming, drying, light, and dispersive. They are stimulating, and like sour and bitter herbs and foods, they are used in cooking for balancing heavier flavors like sweet and salty. Consider, as examples, Indian curries with meats and cheeses, cinnamon added to applesauce, ginger in cake, sage or rosemary with roasted meats, or hot peppers in chili and other bean dishes.


The warming nature of pungent herbs and foods stimulates digestion and assimilation. Those pungent herbs that are also aromatic, like most culinary herbs (think of black pepper, ginger, and sage), help relax the GI tract and relieve gas and bloating. This makes them especially helpful in digesting more astringent-tasting foods that are often gas forming, like beans and brassicas.


Spicy, pungent foods and herbs warm and thin body fluids, stimulating their movement — particularly the circulation of blood and lymphatic fluids. They move blood from the core to the periphery of the body, opening the pores and promoting a sweat. While they warm the body by stimulating metabolic actions and encouraging circulation, sweating can create a cooling sensation because as sweat evaporates, it cools.


The pungent flavor helps reduce mucus production, making it beneficial for those who often find themselves stuffy-nosed or who often have mucus in their throat or lungs. They also help thin and make it easier to expectorate mucus from the sinuses and lungs and will often make the nose and eyes run. Though they are helpful for mucousy, damp conditions, they are less appropriate for hot or dry conditions, like dry coughs, since they are themselves hot and dry.


Most pungent herbs are antimicrobial, with some spectrum of antibacterial, antiviral, or even antifungal activity. By stimulating circulation of blood and lymph, many of them also improve the body’s immune response.


Pungent and spicy flavors give clarity to the senses and are associated with excitement and stimulation. Too much can tax us emotionally, leading to overstimulation, overintensity, irritability, and exhaustion. Too much will do the same thing to the tissues of the body, overstimulating muscle, nerve, and mucous membrane tissues and creating a dried-out environment. An abundance of spicy, pungent food at any one sitting or over time will also aggravate acidic stomach conditions such as acid reflux, heartburn, and indigestion.


The pungent category includes all the classic spicy foods, like hot peppers and ginger. In some foods, pungency is transformed through cooking — raw onions are pungent, for example, but cooked onions are sweet, and the same is true of radishes and cabbage.








	


Pungent Foods




	Arugula


	Cabbage


	Coffee


	Horseradish


	Hot peppers


	Mustard greens


	Radishes


	Raw onions, raw leeks, raw garlic


	Watercress







	

Pungent Herbs




	Basil


	Black pepper


	Cayenne


	Cinnamon


	Clove


	Cumin


	Ginger


	Mint


	Nutmeg


	Rosemary


	Sage


	Thyme


	Turmeric















bitter
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The Astringent Flavor


In Ayurveda the astringent flavor is separated out as its own category, while in many other traditions it is included in the sour category. While both flavors tonify tissues, astringent foods are lighter than sour foods and can be more drying. Astringent foods will usually cause the mouth to pucker, reduce saliva, stop diarrhea, and reduce bleeding. They have a similar healing effect on mucous membranes, reducing irritation, inflammation, and infection and promoting healthy tissues. Examples of astringent foods include green and black tea, dry red wine, green banana, pomegranate, rose, beans and legumes, brassicas (including cabbage, broccoli, Brussels sprouts, and cauliflower), cranberry, and sunchokes.


The astringent flavor has more of the air element than the sour flavor and is therefore lighter. This lightness makes astringent foods more gas forming, hence the status of brassicas, sunchokes, and beans as promoting gassiness.







The most metabolically active of the five flavors, bitter is, unfortunately, the flavor most absent in the modern Western diet. It is cooling, drying, detoxifying, and anti-inflammatory. The bitter flavor stimulates the entire digestive process through a reflex via the taste buds. The bitter taste on your tongue activates those taste buds, and they, in turn, stimulate the enteric nervous system, which orchestrates the digestive process. Specifically, the bitter taste stimulates the secretion of hydrochloric acid, pepsin, and digestive enzymes in the stomach, the release of bile from the liver and gallbladder, the release of pancreatic juices and enzymes, and peristalsis (the muscular action that moves food through the digestive system). It is a powerful metabolic stimulant: it improves sluggish digestion, supports a healthy appetite, and helps with weight management and blood sugar balance.


Because the bitter flavor supports the entire digestive process, bitter foods and herbs can be of help with many types of digestive issues. They are a great remedy for upper GI irritations, including acid reflux, heartburn, and indigestion. They improve our digestion, especially of fats, and our absorption of nutrients. And when taken as a predigestive, before meals, they can reduce nausea, cramping, bloating, and other discomforts sometimes associated with eating.
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The bitter flavor stimulates metabolic function in the liver, promoting detoxification, nutrient metabolism, and hormone regulation. It is also excellent for the heart, clearing heat and blockages in the cardiovascular system, reducing cholesterol levels, and supporting cholesterol utilization. It reduces inflammation of the GI tract, musculoskeletal system, and skin (including skin rashes and acne), supports healthy tissue integrity for the skin, and reduces water retention. With its cooling effect, bitterness also helps clear hot emotions like anger, frustration, and irritation.


The bitter taste tends to diminish cravings by helping to balance the tastes and our desires for them. It is particularly good at helping to address sugar cravings, which many people experience strongly, by improving metabolism and helping the liver balance blood sugar levels, which are often the root cause of those cravings.




Incorporating the bitter flavor into the diet is so important for health, but that doesn’t mean you have to consume large quantities. Bitter foods and herbs are rarely meant to be consumed in large amounts; they are great as side dishes, condiments, sauces, garnishes, and so on. Many common culinary herbs have bitterness to them, so just cooking with herbs introduces this important medicine to the diet. The light, cooling, stimulating bitter flavor improves the digestibility of starches, proteins, and fats, boosting nutrient absorption and utilization. This is the wisdom of traditional cookery and why so many of our classic culinary herbs have strong bitter flavors. Many of the recipes in this book call on this wisdom of using bitter herbs to make sweeter, nutrient-rich foods more digestible. You can also serve a salad or other side dish of bitter herbs to incorporate this important flavor into a meal.


Like all the flavors, bitter can be overdone, especially in those who already have a fast metabolism. People who are cold, dry, nervous, deficient, or weak may find the bitter taste to be irritating. They should focus on bitter foods and herbs that are also sweet, like a salad of bitter greens with herbal balsamic vinaigrette, for example, or just a small taste of a bitter condiment alongside heavier, more grounding foods. In addition to incorporating bitter foods and herbs into the diet, you can also introduce the flavor through herbal bitters; see the recipe for Basil Bitters for one that focuses on culinary herbs.
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Bitter Foods




	Artichoke


	Bitter lettuces and salad greens (radicchio, endive, frisée)


	Cocktail bitters


	Coffee, black and green tea


	Dark chocolate


	Dark leafy greens (kale, collards, dandelion greens)







	

Bitter Herbs




	Burdock root


	Caraway seed


	Chamomile


	Coriander seed


	Dandelion root


	Fenugreek seed


	Orange peel


	Rosemary


	Sage


	Thyme


	Yellow dock
















Healthy Fat


In the last 50 years, our culture has spent a great deal of time focusing on avoiding fat, forgetting that fat is healthful and nourishing and has historically been a very important part of the human diet. In fact, many traditional cultures prized fat as the most nutritious food available. It is incredibly nutrient dense and a rich source of fat-soluble vitamins and other compounds essential for tissue, joint, brain, and endocrine health. Though we should avoid some fats, like hydrogenated oils and corn and soy oils, plant-based fats from sources such as nuts and seed, olives, and coconut as well as animal fats from healthy pastured animals are all wonderful for the body.


Fat is heavy, dense, and sweet. While these qualities tell us that fat contains a huge amount of nourishment, they also indicate that fat can prove hard to digest. When we eat fat with herbs and spices that support digestion and assimilation, the body can access and process its vital nutrition more effectively and efficiently. Put some rosemary on your chicken or thyme on your beef, sprinkle cardamom and cinnamon on your milk or over your yogurt — these simple, and delicious, additions make the fats and proteins easier to digest and all the more nourishing. Certain cooking techniques can improve the bioavailability of the fats and proteins found in meats; braising, stewing, and roasting are all examples. You can also improve the digestibility of fat-rich nuts and seeds by soaking and roasting them, and you’ll see these techniques often in my recipes.








Culinary Herbs as Medicine




Herbs have been a central component of culinary traditions around the world for hundreds and thousands of years. While many of us may cook with herbs simply because they taste good or because that’s what the recipe or the tradition calls for, herbs have actually become culinary superstars for important health reasons. In fact, culinary herbs tend to be among the most useful of medicinal herbs. If you have ever cooked with an herb or spice, even just cinnamon or black pepper, you have engaged in the practice of using herbs medicinally. When we cook with diverse flavors and use herbs and spices, our goal may be to make our food taste good, but that simple intention makes our food easier to digest and assimilate and therefore more nutritious.


This realization can be liberating, helping us to learn that we can indulge in and truly enjoy food and still have it be healthy — that eating right and taking care of ourselves does not require deprivation or boring food choices. This knowledge can help us find deeper meaning in our relationship with food: letting our senses guide us, learning to listen to our body — desires, tastes, smells, and more. Ideally this can make our food choices come from a place of excitement, empowerment, and self-assurance rather than guilt and worry. Spending your time wondering what you should buy or eat, or what is good for you or not, is stressful and one of the worst things you can do for your health.


Once we learn to tune in to our body and speak its language, we can use food and herbs — with their nutrients, flavors, energies, and healing qualities — as tools to respond and help our body get what it needs. Communicating with the body in this way is easy and intuitive. We just need to learn to listen. With this communication in place, your kitchen can be a place of confidence, joy, and true nourishment. Health is a process, a language, and an experience that largely follows your own attitude and disposition. Give yourself the chance to tap into this wisdom and craft a few kitchen creations, or at least to just follow the recipes and know why they are the way they are!


Though each herb has its own particular flavor, its own long list of bioactive constituents, and its own unique effect on the body, most culinary herbs have in common three main medicinal categories of action:




	
Support for digestion and assimilation. Food is only as good for us as our ability to digest it. Even the healthiest, most nutrient-dense foods are of little use to the body if we cannot absorb their nutrients. By providing diverse, complex, and stimulating flavor profiles, all culinary herbs improve digestion and the absorption of nutrients.



	
Antispasmodic properties. Culinary herbs are almost always aromatic. Aromatic herbs help open up the nervous system, relax smooth muscle tissues, stimulate blood flow, and relieve tension. In the GI tract, this can alleviate gas, bloating, and cramping. In the rest of the body, it soothes tight muscles and may ease such conditions as anxiety, restlessness, and headaches.



	
Antimicrobial action. Before refrigeration and modern food-processing techniques, food preservation and safe storage was a big deal. Cooking with antimicrobial herbs and spices helped to preserve food by preventing the growth of organisms that cause food to spoil or that cause food-borne illnesses. Antimicrobial herbs also kill harmful organisms in the GI tract, helping to balance gut flora and support the health of the microbiome. They can help the body combat bacterial or viral infection as well, making them great allies for common ailments such as cold and flu.








You may wonder how much of an herb you have to eat for it to have a medicinal effect. As we discussed earlier in this chapter, flavor is a powerful force driving physiological reactions. So as long as you can taste an herb, it is having a medicinal effect.






That being said, if you want to use rosemary to improve circulation or cilantro to help detoxify your body of heavy metals or mint to clear the sinuses or thyme to prevent a lung infection or parsley as a diuretic — if you want an herb to have a deep impact on your body — you will need to use more than just a taste. In these cases you will need a larger amount, or what I refer to in the descriptions that follow as a “medicinal dose.” This does not mean that small amounts of an herb in food are not medicinal or that they do not influence the body; it just means that the ability of that herb to act specifically and significantly on the system is limited with smaller doses. So, for example, cooking with thyme is great for stimulating digestion, but it won’t act as a lung tonic unless you are eating a tablespoon or so of thyme three times a day. And it would likely be even more effective as a tea than it would be if you just ate it plain — the hot water activates the volatile oils and accentuates the medicinal properties of the herb.


You might ask yourself, why culinary herbs? Why not just write a book about cooking with any and all herbs? Culinary herbs are powerful because they have an embedded history in our culture that is already part of a common language. Most people are familiar with culinary herbs and may have them in their kitchen already; they are widespread and accessible. As we learn to understand the uses of these herbs and apply them in the home kitchen/pharmacy, we are adding to and participating in a shared history. When we bring our own experiences to that history, we feed our common heritage and renew our connections with age-old cherished traditions.
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Cooking for a Medicinal Dose


If you’re looking to get a medicinal dose of an herb through your food, you have some good options. Pestos are one of the best ways to incorporate a large amount of herbs into your diet, and you can make pesto from any fresh herb, not just basil — try recipes using parsley, oregano, or cilantro, or just experiment on your own. Using fresh herbs and other ingredients (like citrus, berries, and other fruit) in blended beverages can provide a medicinal dose of an herb; Cilantro Lemonade is a good example. These medicinal beverage blends are refreshing, delicious, and potently supportive of health and well-being.


You can also use culinary herbs to make teas, syrups, tinctures, and infused oils for home remedies. You’ll find instructions for making these classic forms of herbal medicines later in this chapter. With these simple remedies at your disposal, you can use your culinary herbs as so much more than just food, bringing them to your bathing and self-care rituals, your first aid remedies, and your home medicine chest.
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basil


Ocimum basilicum




Flavor: Pungent, bitter
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Basil has high levels of volatile oils, which make it very aromatic, and as is the case with many culinary herbs, these oils are responsible for many of its medicinal properties.


When taken hot, basil is an effective diaphoretic (makes you sweat) and can help fight off bacterial or viral infection and purge toxins from the system through the skin. For these reasons, it can be an important herb for promoting detoxification and stimulating the release of heat and tension in the body. These diverse actions make basil both warming and cooling. Its stimulating function creates an initial warming effect, yet in many cases this improvement to metabolic function can clear heat and blockages, resulting in a cooling effect.


Basil is an important and often overlooked rejuvenating tonic that supports the mind, body, and spirit. It helps relieve fatigue and exhaustion and restore energy in cases of deep depletion. Basil seems to first stimulate and then relax the nervous system, making it a great herb for promoting mental clarity and cognitive function while helping you to stay focused, grounded, and calm. Long revered as an antidepressant, basil lifts the spirits and lightens the load on the heart. Simply smelling fresh basil can bring a sense of calm and peace. A cup of basil tea or a few drops of tincture can trigger the same sunny effect.






As is often the case with aromatic herbs, basil opens up the nervous system, dissolves tension, and thus stimulates the circulation of blood and other fluids. It can provide relief from mild headaches, especially tension headaches.


Relieving tension not only helps the musculoskeletal system and our state of mind but is excellent for the digestive system. Basil is a carminative: it eases intestinal cramping, gas, and bloating. It also warms the “digestive fire,” which promotes the breakdown of food into absorbable nutrients and improves the absorption of those nutrients. It can help relieve nausea and vomiting.


Basil is also good for respiratory conditions, helping to expel mucus and relax the lung tissues, easing bronchial spasms and coughing. It has strong antimicrobial properties and is a wonderful herb to use to both prevent and nurse the symptoms of cold and flu. A hot tea will open up the pores, promote a sweat, and stimulate the immune system. In a steam, basil provides great support for the lungs (helping to expel mucus and ease other symptoms) and helps disinfect the mucous membranes of the eyes, nose, throat, and lungs.


Basil-infused oil can be applied externally to the back and chest to support the lungs during times of congestion, infection, spasms, and stress- or panic-induced shortness of breath. A strong tea can be used as a disinfectant wash or added to the bath to relieve muscle tension and cramping and promote relaxation and spiritual clarity.
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Use in the Kitchen


Basil, both fresh and dried, should be used freely in cooking to support digestion. Basil generally tastes strongest and is most potent when it is fresh, rather than dried or cooked. Add it at the end of cooking to preserve its volatile oils and flavor.


Notice the use of basil in large quantities in rich, heavy dishes like pasta, pizza, cream sauce, and meat. The basil helps us digest the starches, fats, and proteins found in these dishes. Large doses of basil in pesto, salads, teas, or other preparations not only support digestion but also have calming and soothing effects on the nervous system.


Basil is an important example of how our culinary herbs can be powerful tools for healing yet are often reserved for sprinkling on pizza. Today, an Ayurvedic variety of basil called tulsi (or holy basil) receives a lot of attention for its health benefits and tonic properties. While tulsi is undoubtedly a very special herb, in my opinion it should in no way outshine the magic of our everyday garden-variety basil. I suggest we take basil’s common nature as a sign of its longstanding wisdom.









cilantro




Coriandrum sativum




Flavor: Sweet, bitter, astringent, pungent






[image: ]





Cilantro has an overall detoxifying, cooling, and grounding effect. Like many common culinary herbs, it has been used for thousands of years as a digestive aid. Cilantro increases the secretion of gastric juices, stimulates the appetite, and alleviates nausea. As a carminative, cilantro improves digestion and assimilation and helps relieve gas and bloating. It is great for easing indigestion and diarrhea.


This herb has also been shown to help the body process and utilize cholesterol, reducing cholesterol and triglyceride levels and increasing levels of high-density lipoproteins, which help transport fats like cholesterol and triglycerides. These benefits are most likely due to cilantro’s effects on the liver: cilantro supports liver function and stimulates the secretion of bile, which the body uses to break down and digest fats and oils.


Cilantro is an excellent anti-inflammatory, particularly when inflammation is accompanied by heat. Medicinal doses of cilantro can ease inflammation and heat associated with hives, rashes, flushed or red skin, and excess sweating. It can also help balance inflammatory emotions of a hot nature, like rage, frustration, anger, or irritation. Cilantro can also be used externally as a poultice to reduce heat (redness and inflammation) on the surface of the skin, such as sunburn, rash, or acne. Internally or externally, it can be used acutely to address a specific situation or consistently as a tonic for people who have a “hot” constitution (perhaps they are hot to the touch, they always feel hot, or they are prone to inflammatory reactions).


Cilantro and its seed, coriander, are both mild diuretics. Medicinal doses can increase urination and relieve burning sensations associated with cystitis or urinary tract infections (UTIs). (Note that cilantro is not a strong enough antiseptic to treat a UTI and will not replace the need for medical attention, but it can reduce symptoms. It can also help prevent recurrence of chronic UTIs.)


Extracts of cilantro leaf have been shown to help balance blood sugar levels, and the herb may be of benefit in preventing metabolic syndrome and type 2 diabetes. Cilantro increases the amount of insulin released from cells and has insulin-like qualities, which both work to remove excessive amounts of glucose from the blood. Cilantro also aids the liver in converting glucose (available in high amounts when blood sugar is high) into glycogen, a storable energy source that the body can convert back into glucose as needed. Adequate stores of glycogen allow the body to balance its own blood sugar, helping to reduce sugar cravings. If you can’t quite seem to kick the sugar habit, consider adding cilantro into your diet as a support.


Last, but certainly not least, cilantro can be used as an effective natural chelator. Chelators are substances that bind with heavy metals in the body so they can be carried out. One study showed that cilantro reduced lead counts in mice, and I suspect that it is effective in reducing levels of other heavy metals, such as mercury and cadmium, as well. When you eat seafood, consider also eating a medicinal dose of cilantro in a salad, pesto, or herbal drink to ensure that any heavy metals deposited in the seafood from polluted ocean waters do not get stored in your body.




Use in the Kitchen


The volatile oils and aromas that give cilantro much of its unique, refreshing flavor dissipate once the plant is heated, dried, or frozen. For this reason, it is often used as a garnish or served raw in salsas, chutneys, sauces, and salads. When I want to put cilantro in a stew or other slow-cooked dish, I add the fresh leaves at the very end or save them for a garnish on top. Or I use the root — it imparts an unusual earthy and cilantro-rich flavor, holds up better to cooking, and offers many of the same benefits as the leaf.


You may have noticed that cilantro is commonly used with spicy foods, like salsa and chili. Cilantro has an overall cooling effect, helping to relieve heat in the body, which makes it a nice complement for dishes with heat. It is also used heavily in cuisines from hot climates. The next time you need a refreshing drink at the end of a long, hot day, try a glass of Cilantro Lemonade!


Coriander seed is also popular in the kitchen and shares many of the same medicinal properties as cilantro.










dill




Anethum graveolens




Flavor: Pungent, bitter
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The feathery dill leaves most commonly used in cooking are sometimes called dill weed. The seeds are the strongest part of the plant (flavorwise and medicinally) and can be used in cooking and home remedies. I also like to use dill flower and the immature seeds as well as the pollen. The pollen can be collected during the flowering stage by tapping the flower umbel inside a brown bag or over a bowl. The pollen makes a lovely flavorful garnish.


Dill is an all-around fabulous digestive remedy, carminative, and digestive stimulant. It’s great for gas, bloating, and indigestion, and it eases nausea, vomiting, and diarrhea. It has long been revered as a remedy for halitosis (bad breath), which makes sense given that dill supports proper digestion and metabolism. It is also excellent for soothing fever from bacterial or viral infection.


This gentle herb lends itself well to use with children. Dill is a famous old European remedy for colic, often administered to infant children in a weak tea called dill water. Like its cousin fennel, dill is a galactogogue, meaning that it helps increase the flow of breast milk. One of the best ways to administer herbs to infants is through the breast milk of the nursing mother. So while dill water is appropriate for infants, it can also be given to those who nurse them, infusing their milk with anti-colicky compounds!


Dill-infused vinegar is another common European remedy. Dill is rich in minerals, and because vinegar is an excellent solvent of minerals, dill vinegar makes a great tonic for both digestion and the structures of the body, like the hair, nails, bones, and nerves. This remedy is delicious!




Use in the Kitchen


Dill’s complex flavor profile gives rise to mixed feelings for many. If you love dill, fabulous, enjoy it! If you’re less enamored, start with small bits — a little goes a long way. Dill is in the same family as anise and fennel and shares some of their flavoring. Combining dill with sweet flavors helps bring out that anise- and fennel-like character. In fact, dill is a traditional flavoring in French cakes and pastries. It pairs well with citrus, cream, and yogurt, which all bring out similar subtle notes of anise and fennel. In addition, I love dill with boiled eggs, in salads, on potatoes, and with fish.









	


garlic




Allium sativum




Flavor: Pungent (when raw), sweet (when cooked)
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Garlic contains highly medicinal sulfur compounds, including alliin, which, when acted upon by an enzyme called alliinase, is converted into allicin. A powerful antioxidant, allicin has attracted a lot of attention from researchers because of its potent antibacterial, antiviral, antifungal, antiprotozoal, and anticancer activity. Garlic just happens to contain both alliin and alliinase; they are stored in different parts of the bulb, kept apart from one another by cell membranes. When you cut, crush, or juice garlic, these compounds come together and produce allicin. This is just one more reminder of why using whole plants for medicine, rather than isolated constituents, is so powerful; garlic teaches us that the medicine is locked up in the ecosystem of the plant in its whole form. Because the enzymatic reaction that forms allicin takes time, it is best to let freshly chopped or pressed garlic sit for 5 to 10 minutes before using it.


As a vasodilator, bronchodilator, and decongestant, garlic has long been used as a remedy for asthma and other respiratory issues. Garlic infused in vinegar with honey is a classic and effective tonic for upper respiratory congestion, asthma, and seasonal allergies. If you find the garlic too harsh for the stomach, try adding fennel seed to this remedy to soothe and soften that pungent flavor.




Garlic offers incredible tonic properties to the cardiovascular system as well. It thins the blood, reducing blood pressure and preventing blood clots. It supports elasticity of the arteries and blood vessels, preventing and addressing hardening of the arteries (arteriosclerosis). It can have a beneficial effect on cholesterol levels, helping the body better synthesize and utilize cholesterol compounds.


The sulfur compounds in garlic, notably allicin, are immune stimulants that work to raise white blood cell counts. And its powerful antimicrobial compounds act on mucous membrane tissues and can be of assistance in cases of everything from intestinal bugs and parasites to cold, flu, and sore throat. Garlic has even been shown to fight off some strains of antibiotic-resistant bacteria. It can be effective against fungal infections as well, including candidiasis and oral thrush.


As an antiseptic and circulatory stimulant, garlic disinfects the blood throughout the body, including in the brain. When there is no infection to deal with, this has an effect of blood cleansing, making garlic an effective alterative (blood purifier) and anti-inflammatory. It can be used to reduce inflammation of the joints and improve joint mobility.


Chopped or crushed garlic can be preserved in oil, which keeps it isolated from oxygen and seems to preserve the active compounds. Externally, the infused oil, water-based infusion, or fresh plant poultice can be used on fungal or bacterial infections of the skin or nails, inflammatory conditions such as aches, sprains, and bruises, and mild skin irritations. A drop of warm garlic-infused oil in the ear can prevent and treat infection.


While garlic oil is considered a delicacy that people make and enjoy all the time in their cooking, I feel obliged to at least mention that the food safety field warns of the risk of botulism from garlic oil. I don’t worry about this too much myself, but you should know the word on that side of the street.
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Use in the Kitchen


Both cooked and raw garlic should be used freely in the diet. While cooked garlic contains many wonderful health benefits, raw or lightly cooked garlic contains more, particularly those antimicrobial and immune-stimulating compounds. Raw garlic is lovely in salad dressings and other condiments; if you want to use it in a cooked dish, add it at or near the very end of cooking to preserve its volatile constituents. Adding garlic in the early stages of cooking a dish will develop deeper flavor profiles, so often I add it at both the beginning and the end.


Many folks find raw garlic to be harsh on their stomach but still want to incorporate it into their diet. Consider garlic-infused honey or garlic-infused vinegar with honey; the honey mellows and softens the harsh, pungent compounds. Eating lightly cooked garlic alongside carminative culinary herbs is also helpful. And fermented garlic in kraut or kimchi has all the same health benefits of raw garlic, with a more mellow flavor and energy. Pickled garlic, like that left over at the bottom of your Thyme and Jalapeño Pickled Carrots or Lactofermented Dilly Beans, is also often mild enough for those with a sensitive stomach. If raw garlic continues to bother you, just eat it cooked!
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