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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken that chapter.


Alternatively, jump to the index to search by ailment and recipe.


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





INTRODUCTION


There’s nothing like the feeling of making your own remedies. Whether it is the creative bliss of standing over a bubbling pot of herbal syrup, or simply the feeling of knowing exactly what to reach for to soothe a sore throat, a little herbal knowledge, wisely used, is a hugely self-empowering act. In the West until the 20th century, few people would have been able to afford access to formal healthcare, and so relied on knowledge passed down to them, or on a local herbalist to have remedies to ease their pains. Much of this herbal knowledge has faded, or been sidelined as ‘old-wives’ tales’ but, like weeds, the knowledge won’t just disappear and is bound to keep popping up when you least expect it.


Our last book, The Handmade Apothecary, focused on foraging outdoors for herbs to create your own herbal medicines. In this book, however, we have shared some simple, tried-and-tested remedies and recipes that use kitchen cupboard staples, can be ‘foraged’ from the local supermarket or products that are commonly found in health food shops or herbal suppliers. We have had lots of fun concocting and creating herbal remedies for this book and we hope that you enjoy rediscovering the art of making your own medicines, too.


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


This book is intended as a reference guide to some traditional and common herbal remedies, enabling you to treat minor ailments and illnesses at home. It provides recipes for basic herbal preparations, which can be tailored to individual needs using the recommended traditionally used herbs listed in each ailment section.


Herbal medicine is a holistic practice, meaning that it aims to understand the cause(s) of an illness rather than just treat the symptoms. A holistic approach to health is especially important where illness is chronic, severe or has very complicated origins; in these cases it is always advisable to seek advice from a medical herbalist before using herbs medicinally at home: see the ‘Finding a herbalist’ section. We also encourage you to explore the holistic herbal approach and discover more about herbs, and a list of recommended books can be found in ‘A herbalist’s library’.


The recipes in this book use ingredients commonly found in hedgerows, supermarkets, online and from herbalists and herbal suppliers: see the ‘Sourcing herbs’ and ‘Suppliers of herbs and ingredients’ sections. Throughout the book we have used the common names of the herbs, but it is important to know the scientific names (e.g. elderflower: Sambucus nigra) to ensure you have the correct medicinal plant, as sometimes different plants can share the same common name but have different uses. These can be found in the Latin glossary.


Overall, this book will provide guidance on making simple herbal preparations at home, allowing you to incorporate herbal medicines into your life for healthy, empowering self-care.
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HOW TO USE HERBS SAFELY


Herbal medicine is the oldest form of medicine. The herbs chosen for this book have a long traditional use and have stood the test of time, and some have emerging scientific research supporting their efficacy. When used correctly, herbs can offer a safe and natural form of medicine for a wide range of illnesses, acting as a preventative and to enhance general wellbeing. Although herbal medicine is a ‘natural’ form of healing, it must not be confused with being entirely harmless and appropriate and sensible care is needed when using them. Herbs have great therapeutic value; their chemical constituents have the ability to interact with and affect the cells, tissues, organs and systems of the body. They must be treated with respect and used with some caution. This is especially true for pregnant women, the very young, the very old, those who suffer from chronic or severe illness and those on medication. If in doubt, see a herbalist before embarking on a herbal healing journey.



DOSAGE



Like prescription drugs, herbs have certain doses that must be adhered to for effective and safe use. Unless otherwise instructed, the standard dosage for herbal treatments are as follows:




INFUSIONS AND DECOCTIONS 2 teaspoons of fresh, or 1 teaspoon of dried herbs to 1 cup of water, 1–2 times daily


TINCTURES AND GLYCERITES 2–5ml (½–1 teaspoon) in a little water, 1–3 times daily


HERBAL INFUSED HONEY 1–2 teaspoons, 1–3 times daily


SYRUPS 10–30ml (2 teaspoons–1 fl oz) on its own, in a cold or warm drink, up to 3 times daily





DISCLAIMER


•   The information in this book is for educational purposes, to inform the reader about traditional remedies and approaches in Western herbal medicine. It is not intended for self-diagnosis or as a replacement for professional medical advice and treatment.


•   Do not use any remedies on children under the age of two years without first checking with a herbalist.


•   Patch-test any external remedies 24 hours before using to check for any reactions or allergies.


•   If you have any pre-existing conditions, are trying to conceive, are pregnant or breastfeeding, are on any medication including, but not limited to, the contraceptive pill, painkillers and antidepressants, seek advice from a qualified medical practitioner and herbalist before you try herbal remedies.


•   The authors and publishers do not accept any responsibility for loss, harm or damage from the use or misuse of this book, or your failure to seek proper medical advice.





SOURCING HERBS


Sourcing good-quality herbs is an essential part of creating your own remedies. Here is a brief guide to growing, foraging or buying the best herbs.



GROWING HERBS



Ideally, grow your own herbs if you can – that way you know they are the best quality possible. Even if you don’t have a garden, herbs, particularly culinary ones, grow well in pots that can sit on windowsills. Well-established herbs from a garden centre, or from cuttings from friends’ plants, will be better than those sold in the supermarket, which tend not to last long. If you don’t have a garden, then garden shares, community gardens or allotments are great options for getting involved with growing your own.



FORAGING FOR HERBS



Foraging is a popular way to source local herbs. However, for safety reasons, it is vital to gain the right skills before heading out to gather your own. Correct identification is important to ensure that your herbs are, at the minimum, suitable for the purpose you wish, and most importantly are not poisonous. Buy a good guidebook or two, then find a local plant identification group or walk and test out your skills with an expert. Also check out how to forage legally, sustainably and safely. Ensure you pick from safe areas (free from animal faeces, heavy metal contamination and pollution), and of course protect and preserve precious areas of wildlife. Once you have been initiated into sensible foraging practices, it is a wonderful way to get outside and reconnect with nature – with plants, their histories and uses.



DRYING HERBS



Herbs are seasonal and best harvested in their prime. Drying herbs enables them to be kept for year-round use. Delicate plant parts such as flowers and leaves can be dried by laying them out on a tea towel or piece of muslin, or on a drying rack; or for herbs on long stalks, tie them with a piece of string and hang them up. For thicker plant parts such as sliced roots and berries, lay out the plant material on a baking tray lined with baking parchment and place in an oven on the lowest setting with the door open slightly. Alternatively, use a dehydrator. (Depending on the plant material, this may take up to a few hours. They are ready once the item is completely dry. You can check this by seeing if the stems will snap.)


Flowers, herbs and ‘lighter’ plant material are at their best stored for up to one year. ‘Tougher’ material such as seeds, bark and roots can be kept for up to two years. But use your senses – if things no longer smell fresh or herby, are a shadow of their former selves or musty, it is time to discard them. Store herbs in an airtight container in a cool, dark place.



BUYING HERBS AND OTHER INGREDIENTS



As a rule of thumb when buying herbs, choose those that retain a good colour from the original plant and smell fresh and herby, not musty. Dried leafy herbs for culinary use from the supermarket are not always sufficient quality for medicinal use, and are expensive in the amounts required. Spices are usually of a fairly good quality from supermarkets.


Trusted herbal sellers should be sought and will be recognised by their transparency on where the herb was sourced and how they ensure sustainable practice. They should also be able to tell you the scientific name of the herb, to ensure you get the plant you expect. A suggested list of places from which to source herbs can be found here, which also provides sources for basic ingredients such as oils, clays and waxes.
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INTERNAL REMEDIES


INFUSIONS & DECOCTIONS


Turning fresh herbs into remedies and preparations is a great way to extract their beneficial properties, preserve them for year-round use and convert them to a form that can be easily used. Internal remedies include infusions, tinctures and honeys; for external remedies, see  here.


Infusions and decoctions are water-based preparations. Infusions are ideal for the more delicate parts of a herb, such as the leaves and flowers. Tougher plant material like bark, dried berries, mushrooms and roots require more time to extract plant compounds via a process that creates a decoction.






Long/overnight infusions


Long/overnight infusions are used to extract heavier molecules, such as minerals from herbs. This method is great for nutritionally dense herbs such as nettle, red clover, oatstraw and horsetail. They also extract astringent tannins very well from, for example, lady’s mantle and raspberry leaf. They are made in exactly the same way as a standard infusion, except the herbs are left to steep for 4–12 hours.


Use 1–2 teaspoons of fresh or dried herbs to 1 cup (240ml/9fl oz) of boiling water. Place the plant material in a teapot or lidded vessel, cover with the hot water and a lid, and leave to infuse for 4–12 hours. If leaving this mix to infuse for more than 4 hours, it is advisable to allow it to cool, then keep it in the fridge for the remainder of the infusion period. Strain out and discard the herbs and drink.






Hot infusions


This is similar to making a cup of tea. Hot infusions are great because they are fast. Using boiling water speeds up the breakdown of plant cell walls to release the plant’s medicinal effects and allows you to have a remedy ready for use within as little as 10 minutes. Green leafy herbs and flowers are best suited to hot infusions, as are those high in aromatic oils, as the heat helps to extract volatile oil compounds. It is important to use a teapot or a cup with a lid, as volatile oils escape into the air with the steam, condense on the lid and run back down into the infusion, meaning they are in your cup rather than floating away (a saucer on top of a mug will do the trick).


Use 1–2 teaspoons of fresh or dried herbs to 1 cup (240ml/9 fl oz) of boiling water. Place the plant material in a teapot or lidded vessel, cover with the hot water and a lid and leave to infuse for 5–10 minutes. Strain out and discard the herbs and enjoy.


TO USE Drink 1–3 cups a day.






Cold infusions


As the name suggests, cold infusions are made in the absence of heat. So to break down plant cell walls and allow them to release their medicinal chemicals, they need a bit of persuasion in the form of a good bashing. These are best suited to nutrient-rich, leafy green plants, and some flowers, such as cleavers, nettle and oatstraw. Other herbs that are well suited to cold infusions are demulcent herbs, which release their soothing mucilaginous properties (in the form of goo) when left to soak in cold water; these include psyllium husk, slippery elm powder and marshmallow root.


Bash a small handful of your herb of choice in a pestle and mortar or in a strong bowl with the end of a rolling pin, place in a jug and cover with 600ml (20 fl oz) of cold water. Place this in the fridge and leave to infuse overnight or for a minimum of 4 hours. Strain out and discard the plant material and flavour the drink with a slice of lemon, if preferred.


TO USE Drink 1–3 cups a day.


SHELF LIFE Cold infusions can be kept in the fridge for up to 2 days.






Decoctions


Decoctions are similar to hot infusions, but instead of just steeping the herb in hot water, the plant material is simmered for a while to break down tougher plant cellulose. Decoctions are best suited to berries, seeds, mushrooms, roots and bark.


Place 1–3 teaspoons of fresh or dried plant material in a saucepan, pour over 2 cups (480ml/18 fl oz) of water and cover with a lid. Bring to the boil, then reduce to a gentle simmer for 10–20 minutes. Strain out and discard the plant material and drink.


TO USE Drink 1–3 cups a day.
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TINCTURES


A tincture is a hydro-alcoholic extract of a herb: both water and alcohol are used to extract the medicinal qualities of a plant. This allows for both water-soluble and some fat-soluble plant chemicals to be extracted. Herbalists use varying amounts of alcohol to water ratios depending on the compounds they want to extract, but for home use most spirit alcohols, such as brandy, rum or vodka, will work as long as they have at least 40% ABV. Vodka is a good choice as it is clear in colour and has a neutral flavour.


Tinctures can be made with fresh or dried herbs, although fresh is usually the best option, especially when using aromatic herbs, which lose some of their aroma in the drying process. For leaves and flowers, a simple macerated (steeped) tincture will do. For tougher, woodier plant parts, such as dried roots and bark, it is a good idea to make a strong decoction first to break down cell membranes.






For leaves, flowers, fresh roots & berries


Finely chop fresh herbs or crumble dried herbs, place in a wide-mouthed jar and cover with your alcohol of choice, ensuring all plant material is submerged. Label and date the jar and leave for 2–4 weeks in a cool, dark place, shaking the jar every few days.


After 2–4 weeks, strain out and discard the plant material, and pour the liquid tincture into a dark glass bottle. Label and date again.






For tough dried roots, bark & berries


Place the plant material in a saucepan and pour over just enough water to cover. Bring to the boil, then reduce to a gentle simmer for 10–15 minutes. Do not allow the liquid in the pan to dry out completely, but instead reduce to half of the original liquid.


Pour the liquid and plant material into a measuring jug and add 100ml (3½ fl oz) of alcohol for every 100ml (3½ fl oz) of plant and decoction mix (so a 50:50 alcohol to decoction ratio). Pour this into a wide-mouthed jar, label and date and leave to macerate (steep) for 2–4 weeks, shaking every few days.


After 2–4 weeks, strain out and discard the plant material and pour the liquid tincture into a dark glass bottle. Label and date again.


TO USE Take 2–5ml (½–1 teaspoon) of tincture diluted in a little water, juice or tea 1–3 times a day.


SHELF LIFE Up to 2 years in a cool, dark place.
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INFUSED HONEY


Honey can extract both water-based and some oil-based plant compounds. Good-quality raw honey contains antimicrobial propolis and healing enzymes and is a medicine in its own right – great for mild infections of the skin and for preparations for sore throats.


Chop your herb of choice finely and place in a sterilised jar. If the honey is set or too thick to pour, gently heat it up by placing its jar in a bowl of warm water. Pour the honey over the herb, ensuring all of the herb is covered. Label and date then leave to infuse for one week, shaking or stirring daily.


After one week, strain out and discard the plant material, reserving the infused honey. Pour or spoon the honey into a wide-mouthed jar. Label and date again.


For a quick method, heat the honey and herbs gently over a low heat for 1 hour and then strain.


TO USE 1 teaspoon can be taken straight off the spoon for sore throats and coughs. Alternatively, mix 1–2 teaspoons into a hot drink.


SHELF LIFE Up to 6 months in a cool, dark place or in the fridge.
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GLYCERITES


Glycerites are made in the same way as standard tinctures, but instead of using alcohol they use glycerine, a sweet-tasting, viscous liquid extracted from vegetable sources. They are ideal for children or those who are unable to take alcohol. Glycerites are much thicker than standard tinctures, so are best made using fresh plant material or you will end up with a mass of sticky dried herbs. Because glycerites are high in sugar, they may not be suitable for diabetics.


Finely chop fresh herbs or crumble dried herbs, place in a wide-mouthed jar and cover with glycerine. Label and date the jar and leave for 2–4 weeks in a cool, dark place, shaking the jar every few days.


After 2–4 weeks, strain out and discard the plant material and pour the liquid into a dark glass bottle. Label and date again.


TO USE Take 2–5ml (½–1 teaspoon) in a little water, juice or tea 1–3 times a day.


SHELF LIFE Up to 6 months in a cool, dark place.






SYRUPS


Sugar has long been used to preserve food and medicine for year-round use. There are pros and cons to using sugar for medical preparations. In a world where we massively overconsume sugar-rich foods, the obvious disadvantage is the high calorie content. However, sugar preparations can be beneficial when it comes to those who have lost their appetite due to illness – for instance, with a severe case of tonsillitis, where swallowing solid food is difficult. A herbal syrup will deliver both the medicinal properties of the herb and a few extra calories, giving the body much-needed extra energy to fight off bugs.


Another benefit of syrups is that they are thick – they help to coat irritated membranes, for instance, when the throat is dry from a hacking cough. Sugar also has a slightly demulcent effect, encouraging water to pass through the cell walls in the digestive tract, helping to ease constipation. Honey can be used in place of sugar for this recipe, but it does not preserve as well and is pricey!




SYRUP HERBS


Some herbs need decocting first to make a syrup. These include some tough roots, seeds and fruits, such as elderberry, rosehip and liquorice.


For aromatic and delicate plants, such as elderflower, rose and lemon balm, it’s best to make the syrup first and then steep the herbs in the prepared syrup.









Herbal syrup


This recipe can be used for any type of herbal infusion or decoction. Syrups are particularly effective preparations for soothing sore throats and coughs and to relieve constipation.


50g (1¾ oz) fresh or dried herbs


600ml (20 fl oz) water


250–500g (9oz–1lb 2oz) unrefined brown sugar


1–3 teaspoons citric acid (optional for preservation and flavour)


Infuse or decoct your herbs as described here. Strain out and discard the plant material. Measure out the strained liquid, and for every 10ml (2 teaspoons) liquid, add 5–10g (⅛–¼oz) sugar. Return to the pan and simmer gently for 10–20 minutes until thickened. The more sugar you add, the longer it will preserve, but watch out: if you boil it for too long with the higher amount of sugar, you may make a sticky jam instead.


Add the citric acid, if using; this balances out the sweetness of the syrup and helps with preservation. Allow to cool and pour into sterilised bottles, label and date.


TO USE 10–30ml (2 teaspoons–1 fl oz) in a cold or warm drink up to 3 times a day, for occasional use.


SHELF LIFE 6–12 months in a cool, dark place. Once open, use within 2 months and store in the fridge.






Herbal pastilles


Herbal pastilles use powdered herbs bound with honey or syrup. Because they are sweet-tasting, they are also a good way of getting herbs into fussy eaters and children.


They are great for sore throats, coughs and digestive problems. Mucilaginous herbs, such as slippery elm or marshmallow root powder, make a great soothing base to which you can add other herbs in a 50:50 ratio. There are two methods to prepare them: either by adding powders to the liquid or vice versa.


herbal powders


honey or glycerine


METHOD ONE
Heat the honey or glycerine gently in a bainmarie until runny, then add finely ground herbal powders little by little until a firm paste is formed. Roll into hazelnut-sized balls, place on a baking-parchment-lined tray and and leave to dry fully. You can also speed the process along by drying them in a dehydrator or low oven.


METHOD TWO
Place the herbal powders in a bowl, then add the honey or glycerine little by little until a stiff paste is formed. Roll into hazelnut-sized balls, place on a baking-parchment-lined tray and and leave to dry fully. You can also speed the process along by drying them in a dehydrator or low oven.






Herbal steam inhalations


Steam inhalations lie somewhere between an internal and an external remedy. They are a great way to deliver aromatic, antimicrobial herbs direct to the sinuses and airways, so are perfect for respiratory conditions such as coughs, colds and sinusitis.


Chop or crush 1 handful of fresh or dried herbs and place in a large heatproof bowl. Boil the kettle and have a large towel at hand. Pour the hot water over the herbs and create a tent over your head with the towel, inhaling the aromatic oils that are lifted into the air through the steam. Alternatively, 5–10 drops of essential oil dropped into the hot water can be used in place of the herbs (see here).





[image: illustration]





EXTERNAL REMEDIES


COMPRESSES & POULTICES


Compresses and poultices are easy-to-use herbal remedies, ideal for easing aching joints, sprains, strains and skin conditions.


To make a compress, soak a clean cloth such as a bandage or muslin in a warm or chilled herbal infusion, wring out the excess fluid and place it on the affected area.


Poultices are similar to compresses but involve fresh, soft plant material such as leaves. These can be either crushed and used raw, or crushed and placed in a pan with a little boiling water to cover. The latter will help break open the plant cells, especially if dried herbs are used. Allow to infuse in the water for 5 minutes, then remove from the pan, pour off the excess water and place the herbs between two pieces of muslin or bandage. Place the poultice onto the affected area (as warm as possible, but avoid scalding the skin). Cover with towels to retain the heat and leave on for up to an hour. You can place a hot water bottle on as well to keep the area warm. A traditional poultice uses vinegar and sage.
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BATHS


Herbal baths, immersions, washes and soaks are a relaxing and healing way to use herbs, although they have fallen out of popular use in recent years. Many indigenous societies use herbal washes in ritual and medicine for their healing properties, such as the use of eucalyptus by the Australian Aboriginal peoples for treating cold and flu symptoms. The famous French herbalist Maurice Mességué treated people with local herbs using hip baths and hand and foot soaks to deliver the medicinal constituents to the body through the skin. Mustard powder foot baths are a European tradition for treating colds and flu; they stimulate circulation to warm and soothe the patient.






Baths & soaks


For relaxing baths and soaks, scented herbs such as lavender, rose, linden and culinary herbs are ideal. However, many other medicinal plants can be used for treating skin, muscles and joints.


1 litre (1¾ pint) water


2–4 handfuls of your herb of choice


Bring the water to the boil in a large pan. Take off the heat, add your plant material and close the lid. Allow to infuse for 15–20 minutes.


TO USE Add the mixture to a bath and soak in it for at least 30 minutes. Alternatively, use part of the liquid in a bowl to soak the hand, wrist or foot for up to 30 minutes, twice a day.


SHELF LIFE The liquid can be kept for up to 4 days in the fridge.






HERBAL INFUSED OILS


Medicinal infused oils are for external use only.


Infusing oils enables the plant’s therapeutic benefits to be transferred to an oil that can be stored longer than fresh plant material and in a way that can be conveniently applied to the body. Using an oil also adds moisturising and warming properties that stimulate and soothe when rubbed into the skin. These infused oils are the base to many other external remedies, such as massage oils, bath oils, creams and ointments.


There are a variety of ways to infuse oils with herbs, depending on time constraints. They include infusing slowly using the sun, or using a heat source to extract the plant’s properties more quickly.
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