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PREFACE


After six years of clinical practice and many more years of study, my trust in the power of herbal medicine is unshakeable. Herbs aren’t miracle cures, but they do happen to be perfectly suited to complement some of the weaknesses of the conventional medical system. Week after week, my clients bring me all manner of physical and emotional woes that conventional medicine has been unwilling or unable to resolve. And month after month, I watch almost all of my clients get better. This high success rate isn’t the result of some special talent of mine; it’s made possible by the sophisticated understanding of health and disease that constitutes Traditional Chinese Medicine and guides my practice. It’s normal for our bodies to heal when they’re freed from underlying imbalances and supported with a healthy lifestyle. While it takes many years of study to know how (and when not) to use herbs to intervene in complex health challenges, the everyday practices that can sustain your health are accessible. This book is all you need to get started.


My sincere wish for you, dear reader, is already within your grasp. I want you to experience the relief, pleasure, and support that herbal medicine has to offer. That’s why I’ve set up this book so that you’ll use it, not just read it. Your own direct experience will be your best teacher. Try the remedies. Notice the scents, the subtle shifts in sensation, the way each one makes you feel as you taste it. Trust yourself. If you do, it won’t be long before you come to rely on Nature’s healing gifts. And once that happens, don’t be surprised if in addition to renewed vitality, you find yourself filled with a new sense of gratitude for this beautiful Earth we call home.





INTRODUCTION


Natural medicine works. Our thrifty, creative, no-nonsense ancestors relied on herbal remedies that offer just as many benefits today as ever. The Simple Guide to Natural Health teaches a modern version of these time-tested healing traditions and makes it easy to start using medicinal plants, healing foods, and everyday ingredients to help yourself and your loved ones thrive.


The pages of this book contain step-by-step instructions for more than 150 homemade remedies designed to be effective, economical, and easy to prepare. Each chapter focuses on one of your body’s major systems and features two kinds of recipes: remedies that relieve common complaints so you can bounce back after an illness, injury, or imbalance; and tonics (including health-supporting foods) you can enjoy regularly to nourish, strengthen, and revitalize your body.


If you’ve been using natural remedies for years, this book will inspire you with novel ways to use familiar ingredients. The recipes can even serve as templates you can customize to develop personalized formulas for yourself and your loved ones. Or, if you’re just getting started, you can rely on this definitive guide to take the guesswork out of the learning process. With this book in hand, you have all the information you need to confidently choose, purchase, and store health-promoting ingredients; understand their benefits; use them safely; and turn them into teas, tinctures, balms, and salves. Before long, you’ll be enjoying creations that will transform your home into a sweet-smelling sanctuary; pamper every inch of your skin; sneak powerful antioxidants into your meals; and relieve all kinds of everyday issues, from insomnia to menstrual cramps. Let’s get started!





Chapter 1


INTRODUCING THE WORLD OF NATURAL REMEDIES


You belong to Nature. Even amidst the noise and scramble of your busiest days, you are always being held and sustained by the Earth—just like every other creature on this planet. No matter what you eat, how you beautify your skin and hair, or what medicines you reach for when you’re suffering, you remain a child of Nature endowed with the right to receive her healing gifts. This book will show you how good it feels to know that you can lean on herbal preparations, healing foods, and natural remedies whenever you need support.


There’s a profound feeling of gratitude that comes from realizing just how abundant Nature’s gifts really are, yet the day-to-day experience of making and using remedies is entirely practical. There’s a reason for each ingredient and a rationale behind every step. Once you understand a few basic principles of herbalism, you’ll be ready to shop for ingredients, try your hand at the recipes, and experience the power of natural medicine firsthand. This chapter will give you insight into some of the special properties of herbs, the guiding principles behind natural healing techniques, and how to use natural remedies safely (and when not to use them at all).


Why Use Natural Remedies?


Traditional Chinese Medicine teaches that one way to understand the nature of illness is to picture it as a tree with many branches and a deep root system. The branches represent the various symptoms that cause a sick person to suffer while the root system is the underlying pattern of imbalance that feeds those branches to keep them alive. Cutting off a branch is analogous to treating a symptom; it might bring temporary relief, but it doesn’t cure the problem. As long as the root system remains intact, the illness will find new ways to express itself. Unless you uproot the underlying imbalance, it will be only a matter of time before symptoms return.


Think about how you might relieve a tension headache. Popping an ibuprofen might reduce the pain, but if your head hurts because you spent a stressful day hunched over your computer with no time to eat or stretch, that ibuprofen won’t get anywhere close to the root of the problem. Unless you change something at work, the pain will keep coming back. It’s okay to take something for relief when you need it, but don’t stop there! If you take regular stretching breaks, keep a water bottle on your desk so you stay hydrated, and negotiate healthier boundaries with that challenging coworker to reduce your stress, you’ll prevent headaches—and be happier. Instead of side effects, natural interventions like these that treat you as a whole person tend to have side benefits for your body, mind, spirit, and relationships.


Natural Remedies Encourage Prevention


Even though most people agree that it’s ideal to prevent health problems before they start, only a small subset of the population is able to put their knowledge about healthy living into daily practice. It’s not always easy to make healthy choices. Living a prevention-focused lifestyle requires you to pay attention to how you feel physically and emotionally, and to prioritize your health despite all kinds of external pressures. Lack of time—and its best friend, stress—often thwarts our plans to live healthier lifestyles. Natural remedies can help—though perhaps not in the way you think.


Since natural remedies can bring quick relief with minimal fuss, they make it easier to respond to your physical and emotional needs without fear that self-care will take too much time away from other important obligations. As you experience the benefits, you’ll want to keep taking care of yourself because it feels good—not just because you know it’s good for you. And the more you learn about health and come to enjoy the pleasurable parts of a naturally healthy lifestyle, the more interested you’re likely to be in making other changes that are right for you. You don’t have to overhaul your whole life all at once. (Or ever.) A gentle, consistent investment of attention is the key to doing more of what helps you thrive and less of what makes you sick, tired, and stressed. And that’s what prevention is all about.


Natural Remedies Awaken Your Senses


Aromatic remedies can revive your senses in a matter of seconds if they’ve been dulled by stress, mental work, or too much time in front of a screen. A cup of tea or a soothing blend of essential oils can banish mental chatter and bring you into the sensory pleasures of the present moment. Over time, the practice of tuning into your senses pays dividends. The fragrance, flavor, and color of a plant are good clues as to its health benefits, and as you work with natural ingredients, you’ll be training your senses to notice these cues. The more you practice, the more you’ll find yourself reaching for the herbs, spices, and essential oils that you need without having to consult a book or check the Internet. You’ll learn to trust yourself. Sharper senses enhance your enjoyment of life’s simplest pleasures. They’ll make you a better cook, support your intuition, and maybe even open whole new avenues of enjoyment when you walk through the woods and discover that you recognize subtle sounds and fragrances that you never noticed before.


Natural Remedies Complement Modern Medicine


There’s no need to feel conflicted about the choice between natural remedies and over-the-counter or prescription medications. They complement each other perfectly. Modern medicine offers advanced diagnostics, lifesaving emergency treatments, and precise surgical and pharmaceutical interventions for conditions that are impossible to treat on your own. It also includes drug-free approaches to healing, like physical therapy and psychotherapy. Natural remedies offer safe, accessible ways to be proactive about your own health. You can use them for self-care when you get a cold, during bouts of insomnia, or to ease your digestion without worrying about serious side effects, overdose, or dependence. As long as you heed your doctor’s advice about how to avoid unwanted interactions between natural remedies and any medications you’re taking, an integrative approach to medicine that includes both paradigms is ideal.


Natural Remedies Increase Your Vitality


Conventional medicine defines health as an absence of disease. It has little to offer people who aren’t suffering from an illness if they want to feel stronger, more energetic, or less susceptible to stress. This is where natural remedies shine! Certain preparations made from whole plants are known as tonics because they can increase vitality and enhance mental and physical performance. Traditional Chinese Medicine and Ayurveda have employed tonics to support longevity, fertility, immunity, and well-being for thousands of years, and scientific research proves that many of these traditional uses are valid. Beginning in the late 1940s with the work of Nikolai Lazarev, modern science dubbed many tonic herbs “adaptogens” for their ability to increase the body’s resilience to all forms of stress. You’ll find many recipes for tonics containing adaptogenic herbs (including ashwagandha, astragalus, eleuthero, and schisandra) in Chapters 7 and 8. Conventional medicine has nothing to offer with similar benefits.


Natural Remedies Are Cost-Effective


The benefits of using natural remedies would be enticing even if they came with a hefty price tag, but you don’t need to spend a lot of money to experience the connection, creativity, and self-efficacy that comes from practicing natural self-care. Just like home cooking, home remedies are tastier and more cost-effective than their store-bought counterparts. Don’t be seduced by the marketing in the supplement aisle. With very few exceptions (taking specific vitamins and minerals when you have a diagnosed deficiency, for example) the inexpensive remedies you can make at home will be better—and safer—than even the priciest mass-produced products you’ll find at a health food store.


Natural Remedies Connect You to What Matters


The most important benefit of a natural, homemade approach to self-care is also the least obvious: it’s a way to reconnect with the simple things that make life feel meaningful. Modern life is full of obstacles to nurturing authentic connections with each other, the land, and our own hearts. As a result, many people experience painful feelings of disconnection, isolation, and meaninglessness that have been proven to increase the risk of physical and mental illness. The act of making remedies and cooking healing foods is a powerful antidote for this distress. Every time you make one of the recipes in this book, you’ll deepen your connections with Nature, the people you love, and your own creative spirit.


Simple Remedies Are Best


There’s a lot of power in the little word simple. In Western folk herbalism “a simple” is a remedy made from a single plant chosen to match the specific needs of the person seeking relief. While not all of the remedies in this book are simples, the formulas throughout the book are as straightforward—and as simple!—as possible, using a minimal number of versatile ingredients. Once you’ve stocked your cabinets with herbs, essential oils, and natural ingredients, you’ll be able to recombine them in nearly endless ways to create elegant solutions for a wide range of health needs.


An elegant solution achieves maximum effect with minimum effort. It’s simple without cutting corners or dumbing things down. Scientists and mathematicians puzzle over a problem for years in order to find the simplest, most elegant solution. They follow a famous guideline called “Occam’s razor.” It goes something like this:


“All other things being equal, the simplest solution is best.”


This guideline is similar to the way that modern medical science seeks the minimum effective dose for a course of treatment. Far from being lazy, the minimum effective dose is safest—and simplest. As different as the remedies in this book might be from scientific medicine, they share a commitment to the principles of simplicity and seeking the minimum effective dose. As you experiment with natural remedies and make decisions about how to take care of yourself, remember: the simplest solution is probably best.


Do Natural Remedies Work?


Plants are genius chemists. They rely on their ability to manufacture chemical compounds for every single aspect of their survival. A plant with juicy leaves can’t run away to avoid being eaten. It relies on its own chemical defenses to kill microbes, deter pests, or poison would-be predators. Plants also need to reproduce. They can’t impress a potential mate with a fancy dance, a victory in horn-to-horn combat, or a well-constructed nest like animals do. Since plants need to attract pollinators to accomplish sexual reproduction, they’ve evolved intoxicating scents, sweet nectar, and pheromones that send signals that bees and butterflies can’t resist. When you consider that plants solve almost all of their problems by making chemicals, and that there are nearly 400,000 species of plants on Earth, it’s no wonder that the plant kingdom is a source for a dazzling array of useful substances.


It’s more than a sentimental notion to think of plants as our brothers and sisters. We grew up together over the millennia. At the same time that plants were evolving an amazing array of compounds and survival strategies, our animal ancestors were coevolving right alongside the plants. As plants developed their arsenal of phytochemicals (phyto = plant) to protect themselves from pests and predators, mammals developed the ability to use those same phytochemicals to their advantage. That’s why so many of the chemicals that plants make for their own purposes have such beneficial effects on human health. For example, plants make chemicals that can:


• Relieve anxiety and depression


• Kill bacteria and fungi


• Combat viruses


• Stimulate the immune system


• Heal wounds


• Stop bleeding


• Restore normal heart rhythm


• Relieve pain


• Stimulate or sedate the central nervous system


• Affect hormone levels


• Relax muscle spasms


• Prevent cancer


If you drink tea or coffee to perk up, crave chocolate when you’re sad or cranky, or eat fruits and veggies to stay healthy, you’re already relying on the efficacy of plant compounds in your everyday life. The remedies in this book will teach you simple ways to extract beneficial compounds from a variety of helpful plants so you can harness their power. Our human ancestors were doing something similar before the start of recorded history. It worked for them, and it will work for you too.


Are Natural Remedies Safe?


You’re on the right track if you’re wondering about whether or not natural remedies carry risks of side effects, overdose, and dependence like pharmaceuticals. Your instinct might be telling you that anything that’s powerful enough to heal is powerful enough to have the potential for harm. It’s true. Natural remedies are no exception to this rule. The good news is that the risks of using natural remedies are low and easy to minimize if you apply common sense.


The most famous part of the Hippocratic Oath is also my rallying cry to anyone embarking on a self-care journey: first, do no harm. Whenever you reach for a remedy for yourself or someone you love, you’re acting from one of the most beautiful aspects of human nature: compassion. It’s a vital ingredient that supports healing, but it’s not enough to ensure safety. Supplement your compassion with a protective dose of critical thinking by following the simple guidelines in the next section before you decide to use natural remedies. They’ll help you differentiate when it’s safe to take care of yourself at home and when you need to seek professional care.


Know When It’s Safe to DIY


It’s generally okay to use a home remedy when:


• Symptoms are mild.


• You are not running a high fever, having severe pain, having trouble breathing, or losing control of basic bodily functions.


• The situation is something that you could address with a trip to the drugstore for an over-the-counter remedy. Herbal remedies make great substitutes for many over-the-counter medications.


• Symptoms haven’t been present for very long. This varies by condition, but generally if symptoms persist for two weeks, or worsen despite your self-care efforts, it’s time to see a professional.


Always seek medical care in any of the following situations:


• Symptoms come on very quickly and/or are severe.


• You’re experiencing chest pain or difficulty breathing.


• You have unexplained bleeding or bruising (including black tarry stools, blood on the toilet paper, or any vaginal bleeding after menopause).


• You’ve experienced unintentional, unexplained weight loss or notice a hard lump anywhere in your body that wasn’t there before.


• Flu-like symptoms begin after you’ve traveled to a new locale, had sexual contact with a new partner, or gotten a bug bite.


• You’re concerned that you might harm yourself or someone else. These are serious mental health symptoms that you should never ignore in yourself or in someone you love. Call 911 if necessary.


• You have a complex health history, have a chronic illness, or are taking medications that require close monitoring.


• Your intuition tells you that something is wrong. Even if you’ve seen a doctor before, if your intuition is nagging at you, don’t ignore it.


When in doubt, seek qualified medical care. In many cases, the greatest harm you can do to yourself or your family is to delay obtaining a diagnosis until it’s too late. Don’t take that risk.


Know Yourself


Self-care is not a one-size-fits-all practice. Learning about yourself and your needs will point you toward the remedies in this book that will work best for you. Information about any illnesses you have, including the triggers that exacerbate your symptoms and any interventions that bring relief, will help you figure out how to take the best possible care of yourself. Your doctor and patient advocacy organizations can guide you toward trustworthy sources of information.


Know Your Family History


Knowing your family history is important too. If you know you’re at higher risk for a certain condition, you can both prioritize the preventive measures most relevant to you and watch for warning signs so you can get treatment as quickly as possible if a problem starts to develop. For example, if there’s a strong history of type 2 diabetes in your family, use that knowledge to motivate yourself to be proactive with good nutrition, regular exercise, and remedies like the Simplest Apple Cider Vinegar Tonic (see Chapter 6) to support balanced blood sugar. You can’t do every single beneficial self-care practice, but you can apply your self-knowledge to help you choose the ones that will have the greatest impact.


Understand Your Medications


If you take medications, understanding how they work may help you to avoid potential interactions and side effects. The best general advice for avoiding herb/drug interactions is: don’t treat a symptom with a home remedy and a pharmaceutical drug at the same time. (For example, don’t use St. John’s Wort along with prescribed antidepressants.) This book mentions some of the most common potential interactions for each remedy, but those lists are not exhaustive. Check with your doctor or pharmacist for personalized advice about which remedies are safe for you and which you should avoid.


If You’re Pregnant and/or Nursing


Since there are strict ethical limits to conducting experimental research on pregnant women, patients and providers have to rely on less conclusive information about historical use, case studies, and in vitro research to make tentative determinations about the safety of herbs during pregnancy. Your choice to use any given remedy during pregnancy is a personal decision based on how you and your healthcare team evaluate the risks and benefits. While there are plenty of gray areas, a vast majority of herbalists and physicians agree that you should avoid the following during pregnancy:


• Remedies that cause strong intestinal or uterine contractions


• Remedies that affect hormone levels


• Remedies capable of bringing on a menstrual period


• Using any remedies during the first trimester unless advised to do so by a healthcare provider


The herbs mentioned in this book that are never safe during pregnancy are yarrow, mugwort, poke root, and red clover. Most essential oils are safe to use if they’re diluted (at half the strength used for adults who aren’t pregnant) in a carrier oil and applied to the skin. Aloe vera is safe to apply to your skin but not safe for internal use during pregnancy.


Many compounds in natural remedies can pass through breastmilk from mother to baby, just as compounds from food and medications do. Sometimes this can pose a serious risk to a developing baby. Other times it’s possible to treat an issue that the baby is having by having the mother drink the appropriate remedies so she can pass them on to the infant through her breastmilk. An herbalist or midwife who specializes in women’s health can help you to do this safely. To be on the safe side, avoid herbal remedies while nursing unless you’ve cleared them with your midwife, pediatrician, or other qualified practitioner.


Safety Guidelines for Children under Twelve


Many, but not all, of the remedies in this book are safe for children, but it’s best to check with your pediatrician to be certain about what’s appropriate for your child. Avoid giving children any of the stronger sedative herbs (skullcap, passionflower), any herbs with potential for side effects (lobelia), and remedies containing cayenne pepper, unless your practitioner recommends it and advises you how to adjust the dose. The topical remedies in this book are safe for children over one year of age as long as you dilute remedies containing essential oils to 50 percent of the strength recommended for adults. Lastly, remember never to give a remedy that contains honey to an infant under one year of age to prevent the risk of a rare but serious bacterial infection that only affects infants.


Safe and Effective Dosage


Except for a few plants (none of which are included in this book!), it’s much more difficult to take a toxic dose of a plant-based medicine than of a pharmaceutical drug. The fiber, water, nutrients, and other components of whole plants dilute the concentration of any compounds that could prove dangerous if taken in large amounts. Our long evolutionary history of eating plants and using them for medicine has given us some built-in safeguards too. Most highly toxic plants taste bad. If a plant tastes terrible, or if your stomach feels queasy after taking a small amount, you’ll automatically stop drinking or eating it! When you’re working with safe plants, like the ones used in these recipes, the risk that you’ll “overdose” is about as high as the risk of overdosing on spinach or blueberries—as long as you’re following the other safety guidelines outlined in this chapter and any cautions listed for each remedy, of course.


All of the variables involved make herbal dosage more of an art than a science. The dosage instructions accompanying remedies in this book are guidelines to help you get started, not hard-and-fast rules, so don’t be afraid to work your way up to large doses. For acute conditions, like anxiety or a cough, start with the dose recommended in the recipe, wait to see how you respond, and feel free to increase the next dose if you don’t notice much improvement. For chronic conditions, like fatigue or acne, wait at least a week to see if your body responds before increasing the dose. If your symptoms worsen or persist for more than two weeks, it’s best to discontinue natural remedies and consult a professional.


Learn Through Experience


There aren’t any experts who can give you the gift of self-care. That particular power rests only with you. All of the benefits mentioned in this chapter are yours for the taking as soon as you put this book into practice.


The path to becoming an adept self-care practitioner resembles the path to becoming a confident cook. Get your hands and your heart involved in making something that appeals to you. Give yourself permission to make mistakes, and remember that mistakes sometimes lead to breakthrough discoveries. Make a recipe once or twice as it’s written, then give yourself permission to experiment. You’ll learn best by putting this knowledge into practice little by little, rather than trying to implement too many changes all at once. Just work your way through this book a little at a time and soon you’ll have familiar routines that support all aspects of your health. The knowledge of how to care for yourself and your family with natural remedies can become an effortless part of your life, a reliable source of comfort that you can offer to yourself and the people you love. If you look back a few generations, you’ll see that this knowledge has been part of your lineage before. Reclaiming these simple practices is your birthright. This book is just here to jog your memory.





Chapter 2


STOCKING UP


The quality of your homemade remedies depends on the quality of your ingredients. Whenever you’re making a remedy, you’re doing chemistry. Even the simplest cup of tea is technically a water extraction of herbal compounds; it can only taste good and offer medicinal benefits if the herbs are potent. Proper harvesting, processing, and packaging procedures yield high-quality ingredients that will be easy for you to spot when you apply the knowledge in this chapter. Once you know how to identify trustworthy suppliers and high-quality ingredients, you’ll be well on your way to making safe and effective remedies.


You can find many natural ingredients at your regular grocery store, though others will require a trip to a natural food store or a shop specializing in medicinal herbs. Even if you can’t find everything you need locally, online suppliers (see my favorites in the Suppliers List in the Conclusion) make it easy to shop for everything you need. If you’ve never purchased bulk herbs or natural ingredients before, this chapter is all you need to demystify the process.


This chapter includes everything you need to know to stock up on the ingredients you’ll need to make the recipes in this book. You’ll learn how to tell a good-quality ingredient from one that’s old, denatured, rancid, or weak; how to store and organize your remedies to maximize shelf life; and how to get the most value for your dollar when shopping for natural ingredients. A great way to approach this chapter is to choose a handful of recipes (no more than ten) you’d like to try and use them to create a shopping list. If you apply the knowledge from this chapter as you shop for that first batch of ingredients, the information will be more likely to stick. Besides, the sooner you source some ingredients, the sooner you’ll get to the fun part—making remedies!
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		Fenugreek Hilbe for Lactation Support



		Cabbage Leaf Poultice









		Conclusion: Next Steps and Resources
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		Appendix B: US/Metric Conversion Chart
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