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Herbal Intelligence



“Herbal Intelligence is a brilliant work with surprising insights. It provides deep historical context for people’s herbalism while challenging us to take personal responsibility. As we witness the collapse of various systems—ecosystems, societal structures, health care—it urges us to ‘build a resilient medicine chest.’ David has given us a practical guide on how local herbs, herbalism, and community herbalists can play a meaningful role in survival and resilience in these increasingly uncertain times.”

J. A. BRINCKMANN, PRESIDENT OF THE BOARD OF TRUSTEES 
AT THE AMERICAN BOTANICAL COUNCIL AND VICE CHAIR OF THE 
BOTANICAL DIETARY SUPPLEMENTS AND HERBAL MEDICINES EXPERT 
COMMITTEE AT THE UNITED STATES PHARMACOPOEIA

“This book calls for a revolution, a green revolution. It delves into history, plant chemistry, synergy, new and old ideas, philosophy, ecology, and politics. It lays out the foundation for the use of herbs for personal, community, and global health, while breaking the links between the commodification and industrialization of plant medicine and our relationship with plants as our oldest allies in healing.”

DAVID WINSTON, RH(AHG), AUTHOR OF ADAPTOGENS

“This book is on the cutting edge of herbalist knowledge. It explores the subject from its Paleolithic beginnings all the way to the research results of modern analytic science, while at the same time not forgetting holistic ecological aspects and the sacredness of life.”

WOLF D. STORL, PHD, AUTHOR OF 
THE HEART AND ITS HEALING PLANTS AND 
WITCHCRAFT MEDICINE

“It’s a joy to be ensnared in David Hoffmann’s web. Want to reweave the healing cloak of the ancients? Read this book from one of the century’s brightest minds and greenest hearts. As a green witch, I’ve long admired his green man persona. As a trained scientist, I’ve long applauded his clear thinking and clear speech. Read any part of Herbal Intelligence, and you’ll applaud and admire him too.”

SUSUN WEED, AUTHOR OF THE WISE WOMAN HERBAL SERIES

“This book is infused with joy, reverence, and hope. Underpinning it all is our everlasting relationship with plants, grounded in simple daily rhythms of the herbal practice. If you haven’t explored herbalism, David tells why you need to and lays out a variety of entry paths: from the systems science that is helping us better understand the wild complexity of plant chemistry in medicine, to an ecologically grounded philosophy that suggests these plants can connect us to planetary intelligence in a meaningful way, to a basic tool kit of herbal remedies you can make and use yourself. David shows how herbal intelligence can help us today and serve as a life raft for the future.”

GUIDO MASÉ, CLINICAL HERBALIST, HERBAL EDUCATOR, 
AND AUTHOR OF THE WILD MEDICINE SOLUTION

“David Hoffmann has been present at every seminal juncture for herbalists, and with Herbal Intelligence, he once again delivers vital teachings with brilliance and bravery. From seeding true holism into our herbal work with his early books to delving deeper into the magnificence of science with Medical Herbalism, Hoffmann now guides our community and the world with grace, integrity, and uncanny tenderness through the storms and stunning possibilities of these challenging times.”

KAT MAIER, FOUNDER AND DIRECTOR OF 
SACRED PLANT TRADITIONS AND AUTHOR OF ENERGETIC HERBALISM

“David Hoffmann has once again written a masterful tome for herbalists everywhere! This philosophical and practical look into botanical medicine spans its historical roots into the 21st century and beyond. From our human relationship with the planet and its medicine all the way to an herbal primer, this is yet another indispensable classic for every herbalist’s bookshelf.”

SAM COFFMAN, RH, FOUNDER AND DIRECTOR OF THE 
HERBAL MEDICS ACADEMY AND AUTHOR OF HERBAL MEDIC

“Hoffmann shows that the use of herbal remedies, which has taken place throughout history and everywhere on earth, is not only still fully valid but also the most beneficial way to cure illnesses.”

CHRISTOPHER VASEY, ND, AUTHOR OF THE NATUROPATHIC WAY AND
THE ACID-ALKALINE DIET FOR OPTIMUM HEALTH
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Rejoice, rejoice, we have no choice but to carry on.

“CARRY ON,” BY CROSBY, STILLS, NASH & YOUNG 
(WRITTEN BY STEPHEN STILLS)

These are special times—words fail trying to express the wonder and the horror of it all. In the face of ongoing global trauma, signs of transformation are manifesting; people are bringing the change. One of the causes for hope is the reappearance of herbalism—a reemergence that is not directed by the elites of science and medicine, not promoted as mass-media headline “‘breakthroughs,” but arising from a flowering in the cracks of our culture.

The path leading to the worldview that underpins this book has been long and convoluted. When I first started planning this book, I meant to use it to lay out my personal vision of how herbalism might contribute to the twenty-first century. Since that time, my views on herbalism have not changed, but the realities of the twenty-first century have blown away my complacency. Inculcated by “new age” wishful thinking combined with the zeal of the privileged would-be intellectual, I had envisioned the twenty-first century as a time of cultural renewal and the dawn of earth-centered medicine, politics, and economics. As it turns out, that vision was a fever dream of twentieth-century idealism. An honest assessment of what is hitting the fan leads to very different conclusions.

While the elite and those in power appear to be committed to the destruction of the planet, most people don’t seem to care, having allowed themselves to be distracted by the media spectacle. Things are getting rapidly worse. I see little to have hope in, especially as it is often hope that things will get better that keeps us chained to the system that is causing the destruction. Hope of this kind is a deviously Machiavellian way of keeping us in line.

Today, the world’s rulers—political, economic, or business—have no rational analysis of or explanation for the future. A small group of people now has more concentrated power over the human future than ever before in history, and they appear to have no vision, no strategy, no plan (or none they are willing to acknowledge). Whatever hope I had for the mainstream has been ripped away by the rictus grin of capitalism and the greed it nurtures. There are many facts to review and issues to consider, each with appropriate insights and conclusions. However, wherever we look, it is ever clearer that a breakdown is coming.

Given the current state of the world, the intent of the book has morphed into an exploration of how herbalism will help us cope with a dark and uncertain future.

My path to herbalism was incubated in England in the 1950s, during a very “post” part of the country’s history. England was post war, post empire, post Holocaust, but a culture in shock, grief, and loss. The Final Solution of the Nazis had obliterated all of my father’s family, like so many others, in the death camps and slave factories. He survived because he had been interned in a French concentration camp. Active in the antifascist ferment of Europe in the 1930s, he had joined the Czechoslovakian contingent of the volunteer International Brigades fighting Franco’s fascists during the Spanish Civil War. Following Franco’s victory, the International Brigades escaped over the Pyrenees into France. All these leftists, having come from a multitude of countries, were rounded up into concentration camps and not released until the outbreak of World War II.

I had little to no experience of nature in my childhood. A five-hundred-pound World War II German bomb created the “garden” I played in. I suppose my first intimation of viriditas, the divine, greening force of nature, came while I was hanging out with the fireweed (Epilobium angustifolium) in that bomb site. Looking back, I can see that it was a very magical place!

My first upwelling of resistance, characterized by incoherent adolescence, occurred during the Cuban missile crisis in 1962. As an eleven-year-old, I found myself in shock—the adults had totally messed up the world! My “elders and betters” were going to destroy everything. That feeling of disbelief and betrayal led me to sign the Peace Pledge, created after World War II by the Peace Pledge Union, a pacifist organization based in the United Kingdom. The pledge became an affirmation and stance in life that is central to all that I am even today. In its original phrasing, the pledge stated: “War is a crime against humanity. I renounce war and am therefore determined not to support any kind of war. I am also determined to work for the removal of all causes of war and campaign to promote peaceful and nonviolent solutions to conflict.”

The young had no hope for a future unless we created it ourselves. I discovered the resistance, the cultural fringe, the oppressed I shared the planet with: my brothers around the world whom the elite would turn into cannon fodder, my sisters turned into brood hens for the machine, the workers in the “dark satanic mills” William Blake spoke of, people in the fields growing the crops that ensured affluence for their masters.

This dawning radicalization was saved from turning me into another casualty of the failed revolution by what turned into flower power—that is, revolution as celebration. My anarcho-syndicalism flowered into hippie craziness in the rich soil of the Summer of Love. The 14 Hour Technicolor Dream was on my birthday: April 29, 1967. This wild rock concert in London, a fund-raiser for the underground paper International Times, was probably as close as Britain came to matching the intensity and creativity of Ken Kesey’s LSD-fueled Acid Tests in San Francisco.

I had been introduced to the tumult of rock and roll in the 1960s through my father, who was a photographer in the music industry of “swinging London.” I had gone on tour with the Beatles in 1964 and had met the Rolling Stones, the Animals, and many others. By 1967 London was a cornucopia of raucous, transcendent, transformative music, a perfect accompaniment to the California sunshine that was then dawning. Music had become an international vehicle for change, a shared language of joyous transformation and revolution. By the end of the 1960s, I was in awe of life and Earth. The wonder of it all revealed by science was the same as the wonder of it all revealed by psychedelics. What a time to be alive!

Like so many others, I went on a personal journey to the East, following what became known as the hippie trail to Kathmandu. A story for another time. However, this transformative journey was also my first personal confrontation with fascism and the spirit of oppression. On the way out of Europe I stopped in Greece, at the time under the regime of a military junta known as “the Colonels.” On the surface they were bumbling, incompetent, would-be strongmen, saving Greece from communism and the people. Living under their rule proved that the jackboot hurts no matter how clumsily it is worn.

When the movie Woodstock premiered in Athens, it triggered what the Greek media described as “confusion and public disorder,” which was suppressed by the usual “police riots.” I found myself involved in such things in Thessaloniki, in northern Greece. We happened to be there when the movie premiered in 1970 and so we went. The cinema was filled with hippies—it felt just like home—and the streets were patrolled by the police and army. When Sly and the Family Stone came on playing “Dance to the Music,” the audience became ecstatic. In the film, Sly engaged the crowd in a call-and-response chant of “Higher!” and we all joined in as the music segued into “I Want to Take You Higher.”

What we weren’t expecting was the rest of the audience taking it into the street. The celebration turned into a street party, but the street belonged to the men with guns. It became a bloody melee. The eruption of joy threatened those in power—and they made us pay with our blood. Of course, I just continued on my way east (once the authorities allowed me to), but the rest of the audience couldn’t.

The next stop, in Turkey, was even worse. The country was experiencing major internal conflict between the right and left, leading the police to patrol in groups of three for their own safety. It seemed that the only thing the various warring factions could agree on was that hippies were fair game. This was justified because our long hair was seen as an insult to women.

My next police riot was also in 1970 in Greece. The fascist Colonels had banned outdoor gatherings and restricted access to rock music, but in an attempt to attract tourists back to the country, they held music events with the classic-sounding name “Song Olympiads.” Although they were clearly state propaganda and not rock festivals, the events usually had a Western rock component. In 1970 I attended one of these Song Olympiads, as a photographer helping my father. This meant I had free access backstage. It was held in the Panathenaic Stadium, a classical cultural monument. The modern Olympic Games were revived here in 1896, and the stadium is still the place from where the Olympic flame is handed over to the country hosting the games.

What had been a relatively boring event suddenly changed when a band from Scotland, called Marmalade, performed. Back home in the U.K. they were a middle-of-the-road pop band, but that night they channeled the revolution and celebration. The white marble stands suddenly lit up with dancing and joy. I was among the military elite—medals and machine guns—and I realized they were freaking out and directing the forcible suppression of people in the stadium and outside. It was another response of violence to quell celebration. The situation got bad, but I was saved by a police bus taking “guests” back to their hotels!

In 1970 I began studying biological sciences at the University of Sussex in Brighton. My life at university was characterized by a degree of undergraduate radicalism that, looking back, is embarrassing to behold! However, my classmates and I achieved a number of interesting things. The whole campus was forced into a reevaluation of course structures, grading systems, and educational goals. (Of course, a couple of years later much of it was quietly forgotten as we graduated and moved on to cause trouble elsewhere.)

An example of radical zeal confronting science education was my involvement in frog liberation! One of my first courses was Biochemistry 101, in which students had to kill and dissect frogs to extract the diaphragm in order to gain access to mitochondria-rich cells and thus explore the biochemistry of ATP (adenosine triphosphate). Educationally, the protocol offered many meaningful teaching moments. However, for most of the students, this was their first dissection. When presented with a bucket of frogs from which they each had to choose which one to kill, the whole class indignantly refused. As it turns out, the same biochemistry could be done with potatoes. The frogs were used simply to desensitize future biologists. To learn about life, we had to kill it!

In 1973 a mass boycott prevented the U.S. military apologist Samuel Huntington from lecturing on campus. His views on the Vietnam War, and especially his work as a strategic advisor for the U.S. military, made him anathema to the student body. At the time, I opposed the boycott because of free speech issues.

Serendipitously, years later, in 1985, I found myself spending two days in a flooded airport with Huntington! He was then working with the United Nations’ Brundtland Commission. Its main achievement was the publication of a report responsible for popularizing the term “sustainable development.” We were wet and bedraggled, in the middle of a monsoon in Xishuangbanna, in China’s Yunnan province, bordering Myanmar and Laos. I was visiting what later became the Xishuangbanna Biosphere Reserve. It was a perfect opportunity to reminisce—but not to heal the disagreements. At least the monsoon created an environment of mutual respect (which lasted until the weather broke!).

Returning to my time at Sussex, the dean of biology, John Maynard Smith, had created an intellectual environment that helped students navigate through the tumult of the times. My studies introduced me to the work of scientists such as Paul Ehrlich, Lynn Margulis, and James Lovelock, showing me how the perspectives of science can lead to vision and activism. This led me to make a personal commitment to transformation, to creating the world we want to live in. For me, this meant not trying to change the system from within, but instead creating an alternative outside its embrace. Of course, such a feat is technically impossible, as all human endeavor and creativity, all art and science, are reflections of the culture that birthed them. That said, after many years my early naive perceptions have been confirmed: Everyone I have known who chose to work from within their system was changed/compromised/moderated/mainstreamed to the point that the only activism left was the language used.

I entered the field of medical herbalism in the 1970s. It was a different world: pre-Thatcher, pre-Reagan, pre-punk, Afghanistan was still a kingdom, there was no internet, no social media, no i- or e- anything! Interestingly, it was also before evidence-based medicine became a thing. Attitudes toward clinical herbal medicine by the mainstream ranged from a patronizing paternalism mansplaining how wrong herbalism was to aggressive condemnation of its dangers. The main criticism was that herbalism was based on tradition, not science, and therefore had no credible evidence. It was claimed that using alternatives such as herbalism stopped people from seeking real medicine, and as such was dangerous. Ironically, such statements were themselves not supported by any evidence.

My education, and the culture it served, told me that herbalism had been relegated to the compost heap of history. I was told that the traditional use of plant medicines was over in the U.K. (and, in fact, in all other “civilized” countries), with no living tradition. From behind my overeducated privileged blinkers, I did not conceive of looking for an herbalist to apprentice with and learn from. Instead, I studied to become a consultant medical herbalist. At the time this term described practitioners trained in both herbalism and medicine, sidestepping concerns about misleading the public and avoiding perceptions of practicing medicine without a license. My intense education in the safe and effective use of plant medicines in health care was probably the best available anywhere in the Western world during those days of herbal drought.

The word phytotherapy had not yet entered the English lexicon, and its science-based attitudes and perspectives were still on the student fringes. The older members of the National Institute of Medical Herbalists were practitioners of the old-school American physiomedical and eclectic herbalism through the filter of the industrial world of the North of England. In their terms, I suppose it was “no-nonsense herbalism.” Little attention was given to concerns that might illuminate holistic treatments; the major focus lay on the plethora of diagnostic, materia medica, and formulation issues that enable individualizing prescriptions. I am deeply thankful for this authentic training in Victorian clinical herbalism. In a way it was a very allopathic approach. English medical herbalism was empirical—we were using herbs to treat illness based on generations of observation of outcomes and formulation criteria originally developed in nineteenth-century America but further developed in twentieth-century Britain. There were minimal philosophical underpinnings, unlike the fundamentally holistic systems of Asia, like traditional Chinese medicine and ayurveda.

My exploration of herbalism beyond the clinic soon highlighted the limitations of this medical worldview.

Classical Greek had a diversity of terms for herbalists of various kinds. Rhizotomoi, “root cutters,” gave rise to rhizomatist, a name used to describe the modern herbalist. Sellers of herbal medicines were the pharmacopuloi, whereas ointments came from the unguentii. All of these were stored in apothecae, or warehouses, where they were sold by the druggist, or apothecarius (Kremers, Sonnedecker, Urdang 1986, 17).

Rather than rhizomatist, perhaps a better descriptive name for an herbalist today would be radicle. This term traditionally refers to the growing tip of the root, which is perhaps one of the strongest forces in the natural world—just think of little shepherd’s purse cracking sidewalks! Radicle as a name for an herbalist pairs nicely with its homonym, radical, one of whose definitions in Webster’s dictionary is “favoring extreme changes in existing views, habits, conditions, or institutions.”

Consider this example of radicle herbalism: how herbal health care leads to cultural change. It’s change on a small scale, but what more can we really hope for? I had a practice in the city of Port Talbot, South Wales, which at the time was at the heart of post-industrial-revolution dereliction. Here one could find vast hills of mine and factory waste that were so polluted with heavy metals, such as cadmium and lead, that no plants could grow. Researchers at what was then called University College of Swansea developed grasses and other plants with the ability to absorb the metals without being poisoned. The hills are now green in the spring, with flowers in the summer, but no animals are allowed to graze on the grass because of toxic levels of heavy metals.

The Port Talbot Steelworks, one of the biggest steel production plants in the world, combines with other heavy industry and an urban motorway to gift the city with air pollution—a 2005 study ranked it the worst in Wales, measuring particulate pollution at 31 micrograms per cubic meter (BBC News 2005). The World Health Organization’s recommended limit is 15 micrograms per cubic meter. Of course, there are more kinds of pollution in the air of Port Talbot than particulate emissions, but it gives a sense of magnitude of the problem. (Nevertheless, as the site of the Baked Bean Museum of Excellence, Port Talbot may still be worth a visit!)

I had a patient from Port Talbot with black lung disease (pneumoconiosis), or scarring of lung tissue caused by inhalation of coal dust, making it difficult to breathe. It’s an occupational ailment common in miners. He was in his early fifties, unable to work, and receiving disability pension. At our first meeting, I could hear his distressed breathing as he struggled to climb the few stairs into my building. Over the next few months his breathing capacity improved, but I know of no successful herbal treatment for curing this debilitating condition. There are, however, herbal approaches to easing the symptoms, yet his therapy and its benefits are not the point here.

After some months, he started talking about his grandson, who was finishing up school and looking for work, but the only job available was “going down the mines.” My patient obviously didn’t want his grandson getting black lung. When next we talked, he had been mulling over the coal mine and its waste, his improving breathing, and the herbs that were helping him—herbs that were no longer growing locally because of the pollution.

Through the very personal experience of plants helping him, it seems, his perspective changed. Coal caused his illness, and mining waste destroyed the soil on which the herbs that helped him grew. He wanted to see changes, and the situation had become personal. His self-interest had started him along the path of becoming an eco-activist.

A few years later I saw him on TV debating a representative of the U.K. National Coal Board. Every time the politician tried to minimize the problem of air pollution and industrial dereliction, my patient would start wheezing. He always won the argument!

An appropriate perspective for a modern herbalist would be to be both radicle and radical. Question authority, and especially herbal authority. This does not mean denying facts or simply disagreeing, but always assess validity. Deconstruct the plethora of belief systems that underlie many of the assumptions of modern herbalism. Be aware of the way meta-context subtly conditions perception and vision. However (and isn’t there always a however?), do not mistake the herb industry as being synonymous with the herb community. On good days, I see the industry as facilitating herbalism; on bad days, it’s a parasite sucking on herbalism’s lifeblood.

For my part, I am not celebrating the dominant culture embracing herbalism. I am instead affirming the fundamental nature of grassroots resistance: a timeless expression of the green in the face of humanity’s tendency to pillage the natural world’s resources. Nevertheless, celebrating the planetary perspectives emerging in human consciousness is not to deny the reality of the fascist last gasp. The toxicity of the resurgent extreme right cannot be overemphasized. But herbal practitioners treat the signs and symptoms of toxicity every day!

This book is at heart one herbalist’s affirmation of the power of grassroots herbalism—an affirmation of the ancient, multicultural, scientific, yet magical planetary family we are rooted in. As we keep nurturing the herbs, we keep being nurtured by them. Herbalism cannot, on its own, heal the world; it will not ride in to save us in our time of need. It is not special and is no more unique than any other path. But perhaps, if all those multitudinous paths converge in the same direction, if they point the rising wave of human self-interest in the direction of planetary consciousness, we might stand a chance.
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The word herb means different things to different people, with definitions varying according to areas of interest and personal bias. What, then, is herbalism? Just saying that it is the study of herbs begs the question. The lack of clarity reflects the changing fortunes of herbalism in English-speaking cultures over the centuries. At one time herbalism was an honorable profession that laid foundations for modem medicine, botany, pharmacy, perfumery, and chemistry, but as these fields developed and our culture’s infatuation with technology and reductionism took over, herbalism was relegated to the history books or pleasantly quaint country crafts. This left herb as a word with a variety of uses but lacking a cultural core. As herbalism develops afresh in what has been called the “herbal renaissance,” it is time for this little word to be reclaimed.

The Shorter Oxford English Dictionary, fourth edition, gives the primary definition of herb as follows: “A plant of which the stem does not become woody or persistent (as in a shrub or tree), but remains more or less soft and succulent, and dies down to the ground (or entirely) after flowering.” A second definition says that the term herb is “applied to plants of which the leaves or stem and leaves are used for food or medicine, or in some way for their scent or flavor.”

Botany views herbs as nonwoody plants—that is, plants without woody lignin fibers. The science of ecology has a very specific definition; in descriptions of complex communities such as forests, herbs are plants that are less than twelve inches high that live their life cycles in the “herb layer.” But this would suggest that even trees and shrubs such as sarsaparilla and cramp bark, though long known as sources of healing remedies, are not herbs.

In the various branches of medicine, the word herb usually implies plants that are sources of healing remedies, whether in their “crude” form or as extracts of physiologically active chemicals. But this can lead to only physiologically potent plants being recognized as herbs, ignoring the gentle tonic remedies.

From the perspective of an herbalist, an herb is any plant material that may be used in the field of health and wholeness. The term may refer to an herb in the strictly botanical sense with a remedy such as horehound, or it may refer to a part of a plant as in the flowers of calendula, the heartwood of the lignum vitae tree, the seeds of chasteberry, or the roots of echinacea.

One general definition that is often given states that an herb is “any useful plant.” However, what plant is not useful? Indeed, it could be argued that poison oak is exceptionally useful as it encourages people to avoid certain places on the land. This plant has its ecological niche on disturbed soil, deterring animals with its extremely irritating oil. Up until the recent past, disturbed ground would have been mainly the result of landslides and earthquakes. Today it is largely the result of human activity. Poison oak acts as an ecological vulnerary (wound healer), deterring human irritants and the damage they cause. The wholeness of the environment is vital for individual human health, implying that all plants in our environment have a medicinal role to play in planetary terms.

If the holistic context is taken in its broadest sense, then an herb is a plant in relationship with humanity, and herbalism becomes the study and exploration of the interaction between humanity and the plant kingdom. Such a stance highlights the range and depth of human dependence on plants. This relationship is at the core of agriculture, forestry, carpentry, construction, clothing, medicine, and so on.

Herbalism is common to all peoples and cultures of the world. This shared experience of alleviating suffering through the use of plant medicines bridges cultural divides, religious differences, and racial conflicts. A relationship exists between each culture and its plant environment, in which the herbalist plays a pivotal role. Herbalism is more than knowledge about healing plants—it encompasses all of the experience and wisdom born of this relationship between humanity and plants.

Herbalism is reappearing in many varied ways, but they all can be seen as part of a broader and deeper embrace of the “green.” Most manifestations are clearly positive contributions to the quality of the lives of people, health care, and so on. Others are part of the seemingly endless battle between belief systems conveniently called the culture wars. Some aspects of the herbal renaissance are becoming relevant to mainstays of the dominant culture, while others might be characterized as resistance to the dominant culture. However, many expressions of this movement are simply manifestations of capitalism at work. The implications and meanings are contextual, entirely dependent on philosophical or political context, in the same way that a single economic statistic might be interpreted as a sign of the end of capitalist oppression or as evidence of an attractive profit stream.

How do all these conceptual changes affect herbalists? The scientific developments and paradigm massaging in play raise many questions and issues, but to quote the Talking Heads from their song “Once in a Lifetime”: same as it ever was!

Although our modality has developed and grown in the past forty years, the practice of herbalism, in all its multifaceted manifestations, has not changed in any fundamental way. There has been no essential change in the clinical realities, in protocol development, or in the criteria for herb selection. My limited observation of traditional Chinese medicine and ayurvedic practice seems to show similar affirmation of their traditions. Of course, there have been remarkable strides in clinical competence and expertise, educational excellence, and the availability of medicines of the highest quality and reliability.

It is in the world of mainstream medicine that insights about herbs and traditional herbal approaches are bringing about profound changes. We are dealing with new regulatory environments, as well as the expectations of evidence-driven medicine.

This book offers a brief retrospective on herbalism, and writing it has either illuminated some insights or confirmed my biases—the reader must decide. My main conclusions go beyond the new science, as the path of the herbalist is so much more than a scientific one! Throughout the world and across all of history, humanity has based its many approaches to health care on the use of medicinal plants. This has led to a wonderful mosaic of healing traditions that reflect the rich diversity of human culture that gave them birth. This diversity mirrors the many differences of environment, history, and human needs around the world. However, this diversity can also obfuscate the shared botany, the fundamental similarity of humanity, and the aspiration to alleviate suffering.

Recognition of the value of herbal medicine has come from various directions. Crucial among them has been the people’s positive response to good herbal medicine because it works. As explored in the following chapters, a solid scientific basis has been demonstrated from which valid therapeutics have been developed. This is an expression of ecology as healing, with a progression from the soil to the home medicine chest, the clinic, the laboratory, and eventually recognition by the World Health Organization.

The richness of the herbal traditions of the world reflects the diversity of human cultures, healing traditions, spiritualities, and belief systems combined with the cornucopia of herb diversity. This means herbalism is a place where the realities of nature get mixed with human hearts and minds, so it can get messy. The very success of herbalism necessitates a road map. Let’s start with a look at the structure of this book.

Chapter 1 introduces ideas and concepts that provide a language and map for all that follows. This material, developed in more depth later, offers an overview of the wide range and culturally diverse nature of herbalism. We’ll look at the origins of herbalism from an Earth-centered perspective, using the lens of ecology and evolution rather than the usual cultural, medical, or botanical viewpoints. We’ll borrow the concept of deep time to explore the paleolithic evidence for herbalism and the origin of herbal traditional ecological knowledge (TEK). More context comes from a brief review of herbal history from the perspective of social activism, focusing on a few examples.

Chapter 2 attempts to put the use of medicinal plants in the context of relevant therapeutic systems from around the world. The abundance of culturally and regionally specific traditional healing approaches, or folk medicines, is most immediately insightful. We’ll also examine the ancient and inherently holistic systems of ayurveda (from India) and traditional Chinese medicine in comparison to the Western biomedical model, which is now the dominant system worldwide.

Chapter 3 examines the nomenclature of herbalism, beginning with the not-so-simple question of what is meant by the word herb! Much disambiguation and context are needed to justify the relevance of herbal perspectives. In a culture that is so ambivalent about herbs and herbalism, finding herb-related words with multiple meanings, used in multiple ways to say different things, can be perplexing. Can sense be made of the confusion of names in folk herbalism? It is not simply words that need defining, but numbers, too, that need measuring and evaluation. Further, in the process of making sense of herbal diversity, a daunting question is posed: How many herbs are there?

Chapter 4 is a brief exploration of the new science that has revolutionized the perspectives through which herbalism can be seen. For once, the use of the phrase paradigm shift is actually appropriate. So an old herbalist looks at the new science, with a brief introduction to some of the transformative changes in the life sciences subsequent to the Human Genome Project. This chapter examines systems biology and “omics” sciences (especially metabolomics), which are greatly relevant to the use of herbs, as well as network pharmacology, which tantalizingly promises the marriage of omics, systems biology, and herbal complexities.

Chapter 5 explores the concepts of bio- and chemodiversity. Invoking the ideas ecological theater and evolutionary play, it presents the diversity of herbal secondary metabolites as being ecologically and therapeutically related. The core concept is that secondary metabolites facilitate ecological interfaces. This insight resonates on all levels—therapeutically, personally, socially, and politically. The chapter examines the roles played by secondary metabolites in ecology, revealing interactions of all kinds and discussing a few particular examples, such as terpenes and sesquiterpene lactones, in detail. Integrating all of these concepts, we finish by looking at the planetary ecology of aroma.

The same secondary metabolites that do so much for plants and their environment are involved in many kinds of interactions within cells. Chapter 6 considers the pharmacology of secondary metabolites, using herbal examples to illustrate the multitude of ways in which they affect metabolism, making both the therapeutic and the coevolutionary implications clear. This chapter also examines the foundational role of medicinal plants in both historical and modern drug discovery.

Chapter 7 takes us in a different direction, examining the role of herbalism in the face of the existential crisis now threatening humanity. Itself a human endeavor, herbalism is as distorted and in need of becoming “woke” as all else in this culture. As an example, we examine the herb industry in North America, which fulfills the irreplaceable role of supplying herbs to the ever-growing herbal marketplace. But rather than affirming herbal tradition, it has commodified medicinal plants and introduced herbalists to the joys of the supply chain. Today, the freedom of choice we encounter when buying an herbal product is not actually freedom—it’s corporate bread and circuses. So maybe there are parallels between the tulip mania of the seventeenth century and the marketplace explosion of CBD and marijuana today.

In the face of this trend, modern herbalism must work to turn back to the people rather than professional elitism or marketplace commerce. Herbalism is now present in our culture, having come out of the garden shed (instead of the closet), and is now playing an ever-increasing and more visible role. Nevertheless, the questions need to be asked: in what role, in what reality, and to what end? Medicinal plants do not come with an ideology or belief system, and we can look to the embrace of herbalism and natural medicine by the Nazis in the mid-1900s for cautionary lessons in these times of reawakening fascism.

Chapter 8 is a reality check. Any attempt to identify a role for herbalism in the future needs to be based in clarity and honesty about the nature of what humanity is facing. It gets dark. The planetary crisis of climate change and subsequent environmental change lead to global catastrophic risks. The nature of the Anthropocene, with climate tipping points and biodiversity loss, threatens not only societal collapse but also an unprecedented ravaging of Gaia. Any response to what is now called the polycrisis needs to be on a planetary scale, but there is little meaningful change from governments, corporations, or elites. Meanwhile, the UN is calling for an end to the “orgy of destruction,” and the worldwide science community has issued warning after warning, publishing the data, the facts, the predictable outcomes.

Chapter 9 poses the question: What is a simple herbalist to do? This last chapter is an affirmation of simplicity and the gift of viriditas—greening power—in the form of herbalism. Leaving the disaster speak behind, how might herbalism, with its roots in deep time, help us reach a future? At its heart, herbalism is a repository of ancient TEK. It facilitates the empowerment of people through grassroots medicine, letting botany cross cultural divides. This chapter explores some of herbalism’s many contributions to community resilience. The use of herbs in emergency response, for example, can be seen as human-scale mitigation and resilience building. Emphasizing the importance of an herbal first aid kit, the chapter discusses how to create one and offers a brief guide to what types of herbal medicines might be useful, how to make them, and how to select herbs to get to know. It finishes by reviewing the self-created, self-directed education field of the modern herb world in North America and various examples of successful community herbalism, which are an ever-growing and increasingly appreciated presence in many places and often find a role in supporting underserved communities.
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Human perceptions and understandings change and evolve over time, yet herbalism is still here! Was a dead Greek military doctor, Dioscorides, really the father of herbalism? If so, who was the mother (let alone the midwife)?

The use of herbs in healing did not start with the names history has given us—Ashurbanipal, Shen Nung, Dioscorides, or others. While these names are central to any historical perspective on how herbalism developed over time, and we will reference them later, these towering figures from the mainstream narrative are potentially a distraction from the perspectives of an Earth-centered history. They wrote it down but didn’t create it. History as perceived by the dominant culture is distorted by written records because the only people who wrote down records were those with the opportunity (the time, tools, and education) to write. This may be obvious, but for there to have been something to write about, it would have to have been experienced first. So can we trace the origins of herbalism?

If we go beyond the classical tomes and look toward evidence from nature, a very different picture appears out of the past. Rather than the historical perspective usually applied in discussions of herbalism, we’ll examine an ecological/evolutionary context. From this vantage point, connections and correlations that are otherwise obscure become clear, revealing the deep roots of modern herbalism—roots in the natural world and a shared human experience.

The biological reality of comprehensive integration among organisms (plants, fungi, bacteria, and animals) has been a characteristic of life for billions of years. For example, the land was colonized by the ancestors of modern land plants about 500 to 470 million years ago. Land plants first appear in the fossil record in the mid-Ordovician period (about 470 million years ago), and by the middle of the Devonian period (about 390 million years ago), many of the features recognized in land plants today were present, including roots and leaves. As we shall explore later, cooperative interactions with fungi were fundamental to this development (Heckman et al. 2018).

The concept of deep time was originally applied to the vastness of geologic time but is also used in archaeology. Paleoarchaeologists study fossils ranging from fifteen million to ten thousand years ago, exploring human evolution and adaptation to the environment in the past few million years. However, finding evidence of medicine use is challenging because plant remains rarely survive, and evidence showing the deliberate medicinal use of plants is even more rare. This means looking for links and correlations. A good example is assessing the evidence from remains showing long-term survival following disease or physical trauma.

Consider skeletal remains from 1.7 million years ago, from the subspecies Homo erectus, found in Georgia. These remains show that this individual lived for several years despite having lost all their teeth to periodontal disease, which can cause brain abscesses as well as cardiovascular disease. To quote prehistory archaeologist Karen Hardy, “The survival of this individual may have been down to extraordinary luck, but the use of antibacterial plants may well have saved them” (Hardy 2021).

Consider also the seven-thousand-year-old skeleton of a person who survived having their left arm amputated, as demonstrated by healed scars. In fact, recovery from amputation was fairly common in prehistory. Postsurgical recovery generally requires prevention or treatment of infection, suggesting that our ancestors had a deep knowledge and skill in the use of medicinal plants.

These and many other examples imply a high level of plant-based medicinal knowledge extending deep into human evolutionary time. The increasing evidence for self-medication in animals suggests a shared evolutionary behavior that stretches back to a time before humans.

Plants Used as Medicines by Animals

The science of zoopharmacognosy studies animal self-medication—that is, how animals select and use plants, soils, and insects for healing. Chimpanzees, for example, exhibit a great degree of botanical knowledge, including where to find specific plants, when and how much to eat, the correct part of a plant to use, and, if necessary, how to prepare it. Of the two hundred to three hundred species of plants they regularly eat, at least thirty-six are medicinal (Hardy 2021).

Some of the best-studied self-medication practices in animals are the way chimpanzees deal with intestinal parasites. In one example from the 1980s, researchers in Africa observed a sick female chimp build a nest in a tree. She then sought out bitter leaf (Vernonia amygdalina), a plant chimps do not normally eat, broke off branches, and sucked juice from the tips. This plant is poisonous in high dosages but at low dosages is rapidly effective for digestive problems caused by parasites. The chimp rested for a day in the nest she had built for the occasion. She then seemed to feel better and left to catch up with her troop (Velasquez-Manoff 2017).

Bitter leaf contains a number of constituents that are quite effective against parasites. Their efficacy was reflected in the rapid decline in the number of parasites found in the chimp’s stool, a decrease of more than 90 percent in one day. The herb could easily kill a chimp, and so the dosage is crucial, implying great skill in using the right amount that was almost (but not!) dangerous but still killed the parasites.

Another example comes from chimps’ use of Aspilia, a distant relative of daisy. When chimps eat plant leaves, they generally stuff the leaves into their mouths as fast as they can pull them off the plants and then chew them rapidly. They treat Aspilia leaves differently, though. A chimp will carefully close its lips over an Aspilia leaf—sometimes pausing for a few seconds—and often reject it without even pulling it off the branch. When a leaf meets with its approval, the chimp rolls the leaf around in its mouth, swallowing it whole before selecting the next one (Fowler, Koutsioni, and Sommer 2007).

Chimpanzees don’t normally eat Aspilia leaves, but when experiencing abdominal distress they seek it out. Examination of the chimps’ feces found that the whole-swallowed leaves remained intact and were accompanied by expelled worms. In one feces sample, twenty worms were found, along with fifty undigested Aspilia leaves. The mechanism appears to be the presence of stiff hairs on the leaves. When swallowed whole, rather than being chewed up, the leaves retain their rough, hairy surface, which is thought to help physically extract worms from their intestines. Aspilia is also widely used for human medicine in Africa. Local Tongwe people make a tea of the leaves to treat a number of things, including stomach disorders caused by worms.
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