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My life centers around 500 acres on a mountaintop in the northeastern part of Vermont. There are endless helping hands that make it all possible: the gardens, the trails, the small orchard, the beehives, the woodlands, the wildflower meadows, and an office that hums continuously, a hive of happy activity. There are so many people who have helped over the years, but a few people who have always been there, helping with their hearts as well as their hands. This book is dedicated to them: Robert Chartier, Jason Colvard, Melanie and Jeff Carpenter, Jennifer Temenski, Micki Visten, Amy Goodman Kiefer, Donna Bryant Winston, Katie Pickens, and Matthias and Andrea Reisen.
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Introduction


Do you recall the last time you felt really peaceful? When you felt truly, profoundly calm and content? When you woke up smiling and the world smiled back? Can you say that you have ample time for social events, get everything done in a day that you wanted to, and feel like your “to do” list is under control? Do you sleep deeply and soundly, so that waking up is a joy, not a chore?


If you’re like most of us, these feelings are pleasant but fleeting experiences — or even distant memories. Far too many of us live in a state of recurrent or chronic stress and anxiety. We’re overscheduled with work and family obligations, oversaturated with information, overwhelmed with social and personal expectations — in short, overloaded. The natural response to that overload is stress and anxiety. And for many of us, chronic stress and anxiety lead down a precipitous path to depletion, chronic fatigue, illness, and depression.


People have always experienced stress and anxiety. These important biological responses are warning signals designed to alert us of possible danger — that “fight or flight” response so essential to survival. However, we have only to look at the staggering number of nervous system disorders in our population today to sense the magnitude of the problem of living under a constant onslaught of stress and anxiety.


Modern medicine offers a variety of treatments for the symptoms of excessive stress and anxiety, which range from depression and insomnia to muscle tension, cardiac irregularities, and gastrointestinal distress. However, it places little emphasis on the need to build a strong and resilient nervous system. It may not always be possible to make our lives or the world around us less stressful, but we can create greater peace and inner calm by changing how we respond to stress. Herbs, exercise, healthy eating habits, meditation, and cultivating healthy relationships can all fortify our nervous system and help correct any under­lying imbalances. As gentle, effective therapies, these practices are well suited to relieving the symptoms of stress and anxiety and building a more resilient, adaptable nervous system. And when a serious, chronic disorder necessitates pharmaceutical intervention, these natural therapies can play an important adjunct role in helping restore balance and harmony.


This book outlines the simple steps I’ve found to be helpful in relieving stress not only in my own life, but in the lives of hundreds of other people as well. Stress is a fact of life, neither good nor bad; it’s how we respond to it that matters. And how we respond to stress is vitally dependent on the health and resiliency of our nervous system. Greater joy is the goal!





Chapter One




Understanding the Nervous System


Stress can be anything from the lash of a whip to a passionate kiss.


— Hans Selye


The nervous system (NS) is our link to our environment. It has three basic functions: to receive, to interpret, and to respond. Within the limited paradigm of modern Western science, nervous system function involves only our physical being. We have countless sensory neurons that allow us to experience our external environment and monitor our internal environment. Then there are the 12 billion or so cells that constitute our brain, the central computer of the body.


That alone would make the nervous system the most important system of our body. It is what provides integration and coordination to our lives. It allows us to see, feel, touch, act, and react. To the degree that it is impaired, the quality, tone, color, and richness of life are diminished.


But the nervous system serves in a far greater capacity than just the physical quarterback of our body. It is that place where life itself, conscious self-awareness, attaches to the physical vehicle and converts the “puppet” into the “puppeteer.” It is the interface where we can dream, think abstractly, create, and receive intuitive impressions. It is our primary connection to Universal Consciousness, or the divine in all of us.




The Final Frontier?


Western scientific culture has shed great light on the workings of the human entity and the disease processes that affect it. However, many frontiers in medicine continue to baffle the most ardent of researchers. As we discover more answers we are confronted with even more difficult questions.


The continuing exploration of the biological sciences provides us with a gross understanding of the human body and how it interacts with its environment. This progress has carried us to the exploration of ever more subtle areas of human metabolism. In these more elusive areas the psychologist, the physicist, the microbiologist, the physiologist, the biochemist, and others must combine their thinking to push back the boundaries of our understanding. The foremost physicists of the world are now adding mystics and metaphysicians to their think tanks because particle physics has revealed that, no matter how much you dissect and reduce something, you cannot get to an understanding of the whole by learning only about its tangible physical parts.




Interpreting the Signals


This, in part, is why the nervous system is such an exciting aspect of humankind. We cannot understand consciousness by dissecting a brain, or how logical, rational thought occurs, or, even more baffling, how creative ideas spontaneously form in our minds.


Though it can be demonstrated which autonomic nerves control which involuntary body functions, how neurochemical transmitters function and which sites they target, and what part of the brain controls these processes, can anyone explain where the original awareness occurs that understands the need to send the message in the first place? And how does this awareness transmit its desires or needs to the physical brain so the impulses can be sent?


We don’t even really know what pain is, or why similar impulses can be interpreted as either pain or ecstasy. Nor can we define and explain emotions and feelings, where they originate, and the effects they have on our systems.


Why does the heart keep beating and the breath continue to flow without our “conscious” intervention? And what causes them to eventually stop these functions, likewise without our apparent conscious intervention?




Asking the Right Questions


As much as we have learned about the nervous system, we are only scratching the surface. There comes a point where deductive and inductive reasoning and dissection arrive at an impasse. Without including the idea of a higher consciousness or higher order of the universe in their theoretical constructs, right-brain scientists are completely stymied at giving answers to what many of us consider the real questions about life, how it works, and what its purpose may be.


With these thoughts in mind, it is important with the nervous system, perhaps more so than with any other system of the body, to address health and lack thereof from more than just a perspective of physical symptoms and treatments. Allopathic (conventional) medicine, however appropriate for certain circumstances, treats NS disease primarily with drugs that interfere with or block the system’s transmission and interpretation of impulses, or by surgical removal of unhealthy tissue. Considering how limited our knowledge in this field is, along with its irreversible nature, surgery, while necessary at times, should always be a last resort, after every other option has been explored.




Treating the Nervous System


The proprioceptive aspect of the nerves, the sensory receptors that respond to stimuli, provides feedback to the brain and consciousness about vital body information. If we are suffering pain or distress, it is a warning to us of imbalance or danger. Such a warning is only the symptom, not the originating cause. If the smoke detector in your house goes off, the solution isn’t to “deaden” it with a hammer. Wouldn’t you be better advised to go look for a fire somewhere?


To continue the analogy further, it is often appropriate to shut off the alarm and stop the noise while searching for the source of the smoke. Allopathic medication often functions beautifully to alleviate acute pain. Unfortunately, for many, when the immediate pain subsides we forget to continue to “search for the fire.”




Using Natural Therapies


The approach presented in this book is to use tried-and-true natural therapies to strengthen and build a healthy nervous system. These holistic treatments can be used in conjunction with conventional allopathic treatments to augment healing at all levels of life: physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual. In the great circle of holistic healing, all systems — herbs, natural therapies, allopathic medicine, shamanic healing practices, massage, counseling, and so on — are part of the whole and should be used when appropriate.


The healthier the nervous system is, the better equipped it is to provide sensory input and motor response that facilitate optimum quality in our lives. Herbs and natural therapies play a vital role in the health and well-being of the nervous system. Not only are herbs full of concentrated nutrients that are important both nutritionally and medicinally, but herbs also help us to form a direct link with our intuition and higher intelligence.


Far more than just “green matter,” herbs have an inherent ability to channel life energy and to connect with those places in us that are “disconnected” and in need of healing. Herbs contain chemicals that have no apparent function for the life processes of the plant. However, these very chemicals have a direct and positive influence on the human body. Is there some divine plan at work here? Perhaps it is true that humankind’s oldest system of medicine offers a form of healing that transcends the physical and connects us directly with a higher consciousness.






Stress in the Modern World


Svevo Brooks, author of The Art of Good Living, pinned down one of the Western world’s largest problems when he observed, “As the pace of life quickens, we more deeply need calm, uninterrupted moments for the renewal they impart to our spirit. Leisurely walks, afternoon naps, the opportunity to stop and inhale the fragrance of a flower — these small interludes, once commonplace, are increasingly rare.” Taking time for ourselves can do wonders for this most modern of problems.







Reaping the Benefits


There are numerous physical ways that herbs benefit the nervous system. Because they serve as a source of nutrients, energy, and vitality for the entire body, herbs benefit the whole body while directly influencing the nervous system. There are many excellent herbs and herbal formulas used for relieving stress, anxiety, depression, pain, and mental tension. But unlike drug therapy, herbs don’t target one area of the body, but rather influence the entire matrix of our body, mind, and spirit. For instance, drinking a warm cup of chamomile tea or immersing yourself in a warm, soothing herbal bath after a stressful day at work is a simple and rewarding way to relax not just your nervous system but your entire being. Though herbs are generally not as effective or as fast-acting as allopathic medicine in dealing with acute pain, they can help relieve and soothe pain by toning and strengthening the nervous system, rather than blocking or deadening nerve response.


Using herbs and natural therapies on a regular basis helps maintain a healthy, strong nervous system. In this way, herbs serve as preventive “medicine” — truly the best medicine of all.






Ancient Wisdom


The wise words of an ancient physician spoken in 1200 B.C. still apply: “First the word, then the plant, lastly the knife.”










Chapter Two




Natural Remedies for Stress and Anxiety


The mind-body connection is fraught with controversy and mystery. How do physical experiences affect the mind, and how do mental experiences influence the body? No one really knows for sure, but we do know that an intricate link between body, mind, and spirit exists.


Whatever our philosophy of life, the nervous system is our primary connection to our world. That part of us that can’t be measured or quantified, that part that understands these words and makes rich associations from them, that part that can transcend physical boundaries through the creative thought process — all this is encompassed within the nervous system. The nervous system is our instrument of creation, and we alone get to decide what kind of music we wish to play, and what dance we wish to dance.


Until recently, the majority of Western scientists were unwilling to recognize the connections between the physical, spiritual, and mental worlds. These forces were seen as separate and were treated separately. But today, in the face of a host of modern research and because of the episodic number of nervous system and depression-related disorders, people everywhere are turning to the natural world to heal themselves from the inside out: physically, spiritually, and mentally.


This chapter contains information on and remedies for common nervous system ailments. Though the emphasis is on herbal remedies, there are a host of complementary treatments and lifestyle changes that can benefit the nervous system (see chapter 3). Massage and various body therapies, counseling, yoga and exercise, hydrotherapy, light therapy, flower essences, healthy food and good nutrition, and allopathic medication, when appropriate, can all be beneficial when treating the nervous system.


When you abuse or neglect your nervous system, the music of life turns into a cacophony of sound, the colors fade and run, and your joy and zest for life drain away into indifference. If you treat your nervous system like the sensitive instrument it is, however, it will play back the finest music to enrich your being. Keep it tuned and healthy, feed it well, and protect it from overuse and exploitation, and your reward will be a life of exquisite quality.




Anxiety, Stress, and Panic Attacks


We’ve all felt anxious at some point. Talking in front of a group of people, a first date, a car coming at you on your side of the highway — these are all reasons for anxiety. Occasional apprehension and anxiety are normal and sometimes the sanest response to a situation; frequent and incapacitating feelings of anxiety are not. The physical symptoms of anxiety include accelerated heartbeat, rapid breathing, restlessness, and difficulty concentrating. Living in a constant state of anxiety is a sign of major NS stress and should be attended to immediately.


Panic attacks almost always begin with anxiety and pro­gress to extreme, uncontrollable fear, often agoraphobic in nature. The fear frequently stems from unknown causes. Panic attacks may be a sane reaction to life in an insane world, the body’s attempt to sound a loud, clear alarm (though sometimes they may also be triggered by an allergic response). Panic signals the flight-or-fight response, which can prove lifesaving for a limited period of time. Unfortunately, panic attacks often do more harm than good to the people experiencing them, eroding their confidence, leaving them shaken and scared, and often with feelings of inadequacy and fear of recurrence.


Panic attacks tend to be preceded by periods of stress, insomnia, poor dietary habits, or overuse of stimulants and/or drugs. It is essential when addressing a panic attack to seek out the reason behind it and work from there, correcting the underlying problem.




What to Do


In anxiety, what you eat is as important as what you don’t eat. Follow the dietary guidelines for NS health (see here). Avoid stimulants and foods that irritate and deplete the nervous system, such as those that contain caffeine, high levels of sugar, or chemical preservatives, food colorings, or other unnatural substances. (Negative reactions to chemical additives can be the underlying cause of panic attacks and anxiety.) Use nervine tonics and sedatives with kava, oats, lemon balm, California poppy, skullcap, or valerian. Kava in particular is especially helpful for those who experience anxiety and panic attacks. Drink three to four cups of relaxing tea a day. If you’re feeling particularly stressed, take valerian tincture every hour until the feeling subsides.


Flower essences (see here) are excellent for relieving feelings of anxiety. If you find yourself feeling anxious, carry the flower essence appropriate for your particular problem with you. Use it at the first sign of anxiety. For panic attacks, keep a bottle of Rescue Remedy on hand at all times.


Often high levels of noise or sudden movement agitate the sensation of fear and uncertainty. Though it’s not always possible to control noise in the world, make your home or a room in the house a quiet safe haven, a place where you can retreat when you begin to feel stressed.


Watch for symptoms of anxiousness in children and treat them with the same remedies and therapies you would use for adults, but adjust the dosages accordingly. (See my book Rosemary Gladstar’s Herbal Remedies for Children’s Health for instructions on using herbs for children.)






Hops Tincture


This tincture is an excellent remedy for nerve stress and debility.




	2 parts hops


	1 part passionflower


	1 part skullcap


	Brandy or vodka (80 proof)









	
1. Place the herbs in a wide-mouth jar. Add enough brandy or vodka to completely cover the herbs by 2–3 inches. Cover the jar tightly and place in a warm (about 85°F), shaded area.


	
2. Let sit for 4–6 weeks, shaking occasionally to prevent the herbs from settling on the bottom. Strain and rebottle for use. Take 1⁄2–1 teaspoon 3 times a day.












Melissa Tea


Melissa, or lemon balm, is a wonderfully relaxing yet gently stimulating herb. It increases energy in the system by helping to release energy blocks and stress.




	3 parts lemon balm


	1 part chamomile


	1 part hawthorn (berries, blossoms, and leaves)


	1 part lemon verbena


	1 part St. John’s wort





Combine the herbs. Following the directions here, prepare as an infusion. Drink at least 2–3 cups daily, or as needed.







Other Recommendations for Panic Attacks


From the treatments in both this section and the section on depression (see the next page), choose a few suggestions that seem best suited for your situation. Because panic attacks often evolve from unconscious fears that are especially challenging to understand, it is often helpful to seek a counselor who is able to guide you on this journey. The best, most effective therapy I’ve found is Jungian Gestalt dream work and/or soul retrieval work. Plant spirit medicine, a shamanic herbal practice taught by several well-known herbalists, works by connecting the spirit of the plant with the spirit or life force of the individual and is very effective for these types of situations. There are several excellent books on the subject, including Plant Spirit Medicine by Eliot Cowan, Plant Spirit Healing by Pam Montgomery, and The Secret Teachings of Plants by Stephen Harrod Buhner.
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