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Preface

Herbs and plants are some of the most amazing inhabitants of our planet; beautiful, complicated, mysterious, and extremely beneficial to humans, plants also keep us alive. And while this book is dedicated to the immense healing benefits of plants for our health and well-being, I would be remiss to say they were all beneficial and safe.

Plants have evolved with self-defense mechanisms, many of which can be turned into healing properties for humans, saving us from infections, chronic illnesses, cancers, and more. However, that is not to say that all plants are harmless bystanders, growing in dirt, just waiting to help us heal.

Many plants are extremely dangerous, not only to humans but to our pets as well, posing immense threats and danger if consumed, ingested, or even simply exposed to our skin. Just think of poison ivy. While it’s not life-threatening, no one wishes to be scathed by this annoying plant.

You might be nodding in agreement with these statements, but many people don’t realize how dangerous some innocent-seeming herbs can be to a certain percentage of the population. Plants like lavender, rosemary, mint, or aloe can be dangerous if given to the right person at the wrong time, or while they are taking the wrong medication.

I strongly urge you to consult your doctor or health care practitioner before consuming herbs or plants, especially if you’re taking certain medications. The pharmaceutical cocktails many people are currently on can make you more susceptible to reactions from plants and herbs, and you can never be too safe. While growing lavender in your home is perfectly innocuous, don’t be the one person who is sent to the hospital due to an interaction with a drug or prescription medication.

Even the most innocent plants are deadly at the right doses. So do yourself a favor and do your homework.

Outlined in the chapters to follow is a section dedicated to warnings, precautions, and possible interactions with drugs. Some of the information may seem scary, where everything may appear deadly. However, even water, at the right dose, is deadly, so don’t be fearful when you see warnings for even the most innocuous-seeming plants, like mint. Just be cautious.
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Introduction

I grew up in a home surrounded by plants; green leaves were as much a fixture of the decor as the painted walls. Ferns would drape their long fronds over furniture, lemon trees made a point of confusing my little mind as they thrived in the Chicago winter months, and jade plants would regenerate their thick green leaves into offspring on every nook and cranny in every room in the house.

My mother has what you would call a green thumb. Her gardening skills flourished in our house and backyard, creating an ambiance resembling sunny Miami rather than frigid Chicago. My mom’s mantra in the summers was, “Please, take more tomatoes, I’ve grown way too many!” Our backyard resembled a jungle rather than a suburban patio, and we got to enjoy every bright hydrangea, juicy tomato, colorful tulip, and spicy pepper she cultivated.

So it came as quite a surprise when I killed my first dozen plants after leaving for college. There must be something wrong, I thought. I was the daughter of the best gardener I knew. I must have picked up some knowledge throughout the years, or at least have some sort of innate green thumb waiting to sprout up, right? I never imagined how truly horrible a gardener I could be. I killed more plants in the next few years than I could count. I overwatered, undernourished, overfed, underwatered, and burned dozens of plants. And these incidents didn’t include the carnage caused by my cat.

I became so inept at caring for plants that I thought I was cursed. It came to the point where my mom stopped gifting me her extra jade plants and solely handed them out to my brother—that’s some real plant shame.
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Fast forward several years, and I became fascinated with health, nutrition, and herbs. I was obsessed with nature and its ability to create seemingly perfect medicinals. Plants weren’t just pretty to look at, plants helped heal the human body! This realization prompted me to enroll in a master’s program in acupuncture and herbalism. I studied traditional Chinese medicine for four years, learning about more than four hundred types of plants and hundreds of herbal formulas—and how to identify, categorize, utilize, and heal with herbs.
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It was my herbal education that really propelled me out of my plant-killing rut. I decided that if I wanted to be a true herbalist, one who utilized the plants I grew for medicinal purposes, I needed to learn how to grow them and keep them alive. It seemed like an unattainable task: How many times could I fail before I succeeded? The answer? A ton.

I read every book on gardening I could get my hands on, devoured every blog post, asked every person who kept a plant alive for more than three months for advice, and got back into the gardening game. I went to the nurseries and plant stores, bought myself the easiest plants to grow, and the learning began. For the first time ever I was keeping my plants alive, and, dare I say, they were thriving! I think I could say I got my gardening groove back, but to be honest I never had a gardening groove to begin with.

My herbal knowledge had somehow ignited my innate gardening abilities. They were hidden deep inside my failed gardener exterior, and I was becoming skilled. I started accumulating more plants, and utilizing them for medicinal purposes. My aloe plant wasn’t just a fixture on my windowsill, it was my ointment for scrapes, bruises, and sunburns. My chamomile wasn’t just a pretty display of white flowers and sweet-smelling aromas, it was my cure for restless sleep and anxiety. The purple lavender sitting on my kitchen table wasn’t just an added sprig of color, it was my stress relief medicinal.

I started creating my own homemade remedies and medicinals. First, it simply meant making tea out of my fresh herbal leaves, proudly sipping my boring mint tea with a grin of accomplishment on my face. Slowly I began to experiment, adding in oils, spices, and other odd ingredients to create salves for my skin, lip balm, or tinctures.

The plants in my home became more to me than just decor; they became a part of my health routine. Houseplants are amazing fixtures to any home, office, or room. They bring forth radiant displays of color, joy, and health benefits. And if you aren’t interested in cultivating plants for medicinal purposes, it doesn’t matter. They still provide us with a wide array of benefits to our health, mentally and physically. They actually might be the ultimate health supplement for the millions of us who forget to take our actual vitamins and refuse to eat kale.

It may have taken me years to cultivate my skills for growing and nurturing plants, but my love and passion for these flowering displays of nature kept me going. Houseplants are a sure way to nurture your health, decorate your home, and make you feel better without really trying. So when it comes to creating your own indoor garden, don’t let a few broken plants keep you down; you’ll grow your green thumb eventually.

—Michelle Polk, LAc
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PART I

Why You Should Care About Plants and Herbs

“If you’ve never experienced the joy of accomplishing more than you can, plant a garden.”
—Robert Brault

“I thought I was cool until I realized plants can eat sun and poop out air.”
—Jim Bugg

“Look deep into nature and then you will understand everything better.”
—Albert Einstein
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Chapter One: Houseplants for Your Health

Houseplants may conjure up thoughts of pleasant decor, added elements of design recommended by your favorite HGTV show, or background noise to an already busy home. The green and colorful flora aren’t often thought of as much more than permanent fixtures on your grandmother’s kitchen table, or some added kitsch to your neighbor’s living room. But how often do you think of your jade plant as a health supplement? When was the last time you thanked your English ivy fern for filtering your air or reducing your stress? Or when did you last look at your philodendron and thank it for helping you concentrate and focus for an exam?

Plants are some of the healthiest additions you could add to your home, and you don’t even have to ingest them. The simple act of having plants can help you heal more quickly, sleep better, focus more intently, reduce stress levels, boost the immune system, reduce depression levels, and more. And it’s possible to reap these immense health benefits just by having these seemingly innocuous displays of nature sit in your house, doing absolutely nothing but look pretty.

Forget the dreaded agony of waking up at five in the morning to run three miles or the horror of meal planning based on a point system. Health is more than just following strict guidelines that are rare to achieve. Health is the accumulation of all your lifestyle choices, which include the addition of plants to your home.
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With the advent of technology—computers, iPhones, smart homes, smart watches, smart cars, or really anything that begins with the word smart—we’ve drifted further away from the natural world in which we evolved. The “nature” we’ve become accustomed to involves trees purposely planted along sidewalks or lawns, perfectly manicured in quaint neighborhoods. Most of us live in cities with little reminders of the natural world, often going days or weeks without stepping on grass or acknowledging a tree. The concrete jungles in which we live are a far cry from the forests and natural habitats of our ancestors. And the times we purposely set foot in nature (camping, for example) we still choose to stay inside, protected from the great outdoors. Car camping has become the ultimate retreat into nature, or into our hatchbacks.

We too often forget that humans evolved in nature alongside plants, and we depended on the flora and fauna for survival. Humans needed plants for their nutrition, healing properties, oxygen, and other features for clothes, shelter, resins, oils, food, and even customs and religious rites. Plants, on the other hand, are way more independent than we are—they appreciate our carbon dioxide output and possibly our ability to spread their seed, but they’d happily survive without us. As technology continually speeds up, catapulting us into space, creating for us newer and more exciting cars, homes, video games, and virtual reality, it will be humans who end up on the losing side of this reality. This alienation from the natural world is making us more depressed, stressed, chronically ill, and unhappy. And it’s only getting worse. With the effects of climate change increasing, we are seeing a decimation of the natural world, our forests and oceans, rivers and valleys, and a loss of the many plants we have so depended on for our survival.

But don’t get too depressed yet. While some issues seem so extravagantly large we can feel paralyzed, the most important thing to do is start right at home. Get one of your favorite plants out, place it next to you, and read on to understand why your beautiful ponytail fern makes you so happy. Because the only solution to mankind living inside is to bring the plants with us.

Improved Air Quality

Do you want to look younger, sleep better, reduce your stress, lower your depression, heal faster, and improve your focus? If you answered yes, there’s good news. You can get all these amazing benefits without going to the doctor! In fact, plants are so good for you, if you could bottle up all their amazing benefits into a pill, it would be a billion-dollar blockbuster. The first major benefit you receive from plants is better air. Yes, plants are able to filter contaminants and toxins out of our air, making us healthier and preventing costly long-term illnesses from appearing in the first place.

Humans spend a whopping 90 percent of their lives indoors, mostly in their homes, continually breathing in recycled air. Our cultural allergy to the outdoors is providing us with a unique experience of a myriad of physical reactions to our dirty interiors. The air you breathe inside your home could be a contributing factor to a variety of illnesses, and more damaging than the air in the most polluted cities. From frequent colds to dry skin, chronic cough, eye irritation, and memory lapse, the stagnant particles we call “air” are making us sick. There’s even a term for this phenomenon called “sick building syndrome.” Very original.
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Virtually every home is overrun with a variety of toxic pollutants, including carbon monoxide, hydrocarbons, chemicals in pesticides, paints, cleaners, deodorants, hairsprays, laundry detergents, fireplaces, rugs, clothing, sheets, off-gases from furniture, carpets, glue, and even your air fresheners. **Newsflash: Your ocean breeze–scented air fresheners are in fact synthetic, toxic pollutants, and their smell resembles the interior of your last Uber ride rather than the actual ocean.**

Air quality is pertinent to good health, and if we are continually breathing in pollutants, we’re putting ourselves at risk for serious long-term health complications such as asthma, cancer, and other chronic illnesses. While not often talked about, this public health issue is something which needs to be addressed. Luckily, going to your nearest garden center is an easy way to prevent the harms of our indoor lifestyle. A good rule of thumb is to have a clean-air plant for every one hundred square feet of your home.

The NASA Clean Air Study

Even NASA understood the importance of our leafy friends, conducting a study1 in 1989 examining their ability to clean and filter the air for space stations, and what they found was impressive. The research demonstrated that common houseplants not only recycle our air, absorbing the carbon dioxide we breathe out while releasing precious oxygen back into our atmosphere, but they also have the ability to filter out carcinogenic chemicals, such as benzene, formaldehyde, trichloroethylene, ammonia, and xylene. But how?

Plants absorb carbon dioxide and also particulates in the air, which are then processed into the life-affirming oxygen we breathe in, but that’s not the whole story. There are also microorganisms in the potting soil that are responsible for a big part of this cleaning effect. You heard it, the dirt that we so often avoid touching is the very dirt that is keeping us healthy and saving our lungs from toxic compounds. The leaves, roots, soil, and all the microorganisms of a plant have a part to play in their ability to clean our precious air, and every plant we place inside our airtight homes is another win for our air quality.
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One Japanese researcher went as far as to identify how these microbes are affecting our health, and what he found will change the way you look at tree huggers. Forests are more than just trees and dirt; they are an ecosystem filled with airborne antifungal and antibacterial compounds called phytoncides.2 It seems as though when you inhale these compounds, they boost your white blood cells, especially a type which attacks tumors and viruses. Taking a hike reduces cancer, and not in the way you’d imagine. Forget cardio, bring me more phytoncides! For those of us who don’t have regular access to a forest for a daily hike, we can still get the benefits of microbes from our indoor gardens. High five!

So while we’re trying to inhale certain microbes and bacteria, what should we be avoiding and what are the top chemicals that our homegrown friends are able to filter away? The following is a list of the most common indoor air pollutants, ones that are easily filtered away by clean-air plants.

The Most Common Indoor Air Pollutants

Benzene: A widely known carcinogen often found in gasoline fumes, cigarettes, and car exhausts, and used in industries related to plastic, oil, gasoline, rubber, and more. What’s startling is that benzene is found at high levels in indoor air, which could be from car exhaust, paints, adhesives, and even in your new furniture. The more time you spend indoors could equal the more exposure you have to benzene. The World Health Organization states that exposure to benzene is a major public health concern, citing exposure can lead to cancer and aplastic anemia.
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Formaldehyde: Another widely known chemical, this colorless, flammable, strong-smelling gas is found in a variety of household products and building materials. Often used in glues; adhesives; wood products such as particleboard, plywood, and fiberboard; and fungicides, germicides, and disinfectants. The Environmental Protection Agency states that formaldehyde can cause short-term irritations of the skin, eyes, nose, and throat, and high levels of exposure may cause some types of cancers.

Trichloroethylene: Another chemical commonly used as an industrial solvent. Chronic exposure has been linked to cancer and other chronic illnesses.

Ammonia: One of the most widely produced chemicals in the United States, ammonia is actually found in nature and is produced in the human body. Often found in fertilizer and the manufacturing of plastics, explosives, fabrics, pesticides, dyes, and other chemicals, you’re most likely exposed to it via your household cleaning solutions. Overexposure to this chemical can cause irritation; burns; eye, nose, and throat irritation; and lung damage.

Xylene: Widely used as a chemical solvent, cleaning agent, and paint thinner, xylene has been shown to cause irritation to the mouth and throat, dizziness, headache, confusion, and liver and kidney damage.

Plants may appear docile, but their ability to filter out harmful substances and chemicals from your air proves that their strength is more than meets the eye. According to NASA, some houseplants are better than others at cleaning and filtering our air; below are the ten best plants to add to your polluted home (I’m not judging).

MY TOP TEN FAVORITE PLANTS TO FILTER THE AIR

Boston Fern

If you’re looking for a dependable presence in your life, search no further. The Boston fern is the ultimate houseplant, a favorite of indoor gardeners since the Victorian age. The good old fern ranks number nine in NASA’s top fifty air purifying plants list, and is the most efficient at removing formaldehyde from the air, not to mention its ability to remove other contaminants.

English Ivy

English ivy is a workhorse when it comes to cleaning your air, filtering out trichloroethylene, formaldehyde, benzene, and xylene. It also amazingly clears out fecal matter from the air, so you’re in luck if you have any pets or children! This vine looks beautiful in a hanging pot or around your windowsill, and will make you look way more elegant. This is a great plant for beginners and is easy to take care of. However, be careful if you have pets, as it can cause problems for both dogs and cats.

Golden Pothos

Also known as Devil’s ivy, the golden pothos is one of my favorite houseplants due to its indestructible nature. This plant thrives on neglect, and if you are new to indoor gardening, start with the classic pothos. The golden pothos also does an amazing job of filtering the air of formaldehyde, xylene, toluene, benzene, carbon monoxide, and more.

Peace Lily

The name alone should make you want to grab one of these plants for your home. What’s better is that NASA found the peace lily to be one of the top three plants for removing indoor air toxins, such as ammonia, formaldehyde, and benzene. However, the peace lily is toxic to animals and children. Keep it away from reach, as it can cause skin irritation, burning, and swelling.

Spider Plant

The ever interesting spider plant will eliminate formaldehyde and xylene from your air and grows very quickly indoors. If you’re lucky, it’ll even produce beautiful white blossoms. This plant is nontoxic.

Snake Plant

Despite its name, I truly love the snake plant for its ease of care and very unique look. A classic houseplant often used in offices for its ability to survive in low light or artificial light environments, the snake plant has been found to clean out benzene, formaldehyde, trichloroethylene, and xylene.

Chinese Evergreen

The Chinese evergreen is one of the most beautiful and unique-looking houseplants around. Native to tropical forests in Asia, these plants can filter out benzene, carbon monoxide, formaldehyde, trichloroethylene, and more! However, this is toxic to dogs, so make sure to keep it out of their reach.

Flamingo Lily

One of the more unique and beautiful houseplants, the flamingo lily is easy to grow and will thrive for many years on your kitchen table if provided with ideal conditions. It should be kept away from pets, children, or any adult who acts like a child, as it contains calcium oxalate crystals, which can be harmful if chewed. Flamingo lilies been found to filter formaldehyde, ammonia, and xylene.
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A flamingo lily in full bloom.

Aloe Vera

Not just for your skin anymore! Aloe vera has been found to filter out formaldehyde from the air. Aloe is also very easy to maintain, only requiring watering when the soil is dry. The leaves hold a fluid which is known to be an anti-inflammatory and to possess wound healing properties!

Bamboo Palm

An overachiever when it comes to filtering formaldehyde out of the air, the bamboo palm can grow to be as tall as twelve feet high, making it one of the most efficient air filters around. The bamboo palm also removes benzene, as well as trichloroethylene, and is a pet-friendly plant.

With so many options, our air doesn’t have to make us sick anymore. It’s clear now that we can’t live in the vacuum of our tidy, chemical-laden homes. It’s not possible to thrive indoors without plants, and in order to live healthy lives, we must bring nature with us. Luckily for us, many plants can thrive indoors with us, helping us breathe cleaner air and making our homes beautiful representations of health and wellness.

Plants Lower Stress and Depression

Stress is all too common in our contemporary lifestyles. From traffic jams, long and boring commutes, the twenty-four-hour news cycle, and the constant pings of emails and cell phones to the never ending break of social media and the Internet, it’s no wonder we’re all about to burst a communal blood vessel. Life may be getting more efficient, but it sure isn’t getting any easier, or happier. Don’t get me wrong, we are living in very exciting times, but Dancing with the Stars is not a cure for depression, it’s just a distraction from our hectic lives.
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When asked about stress many people reply with “I’m fine” or “I have no more stress than anyone else!” This is not a good sign. Our criterion of stress should not be how you compare to your next-door neighbor, Joe, who works seventy hours a week and drinks five gin and tonics to unwind. In fact, forget everyone you know because chances are they’re all stress balls who don’t know the definition of relaxation.

Let’s get dramatic for a second: stress is killing you. It’s one of the main causes of 60 percent of all human illnesses and disease, such as heart attack, stroke, and heart disease. How is this so? Well, the body can’t distinguish between the stress of getting cut off by another BMW on your way to work, or the stress of being chased by a mountain lion. This means your body reacts just as strongly to a seeming annoyance as an actual life-threatening situation.

The problem with this scenario is that these stressful occurrences are happening on a daily basis, constantly pinging your nervous system and flooding your body with hormones meant to be used only in times of actual, dire need. Long-term and chronic exposure to stress disrupts nearly every system of your body, suppressing the immune system, increasing heart rate and blood pressure, contributing to infertility and irritable bowel syndrome (IBS), and even rewiring your brain to be more prone to anxiety and depression.

And stress isn’t the only cause of depression. There are many variables that contribute to depression, including genetics, life circumstances, grief, changes in hormone levels, and newer research pointing towards the gut biome and nutrition. According to the National Institute of Mental Health, 16 million adults had at least one major depressive episode in 2012, or around 6.9 percent of the population. And that’s reported cases. According to the World Health Organization, more than 350 million people suffer from depression worldwide.
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