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Introduction

There is a certain romance to a garden. Whether it comes from a solitary basil plant on a window ledge, a potted tomato on an urban balcony, a small plot in a community garden, or a well-manicured full-scale spread, we humans take pride in growing our own food, feeding ourselves and relishing the flavor and vitality our homegrown foods bring to our bodies and spirits. 

Most of us are aware that eating five or more servings of fruits and vegetables daily can prevent and even treat a host of diseases and illnesses. More and more of us are becoming aware of the importance of eating fresh wholesome local food that can keep us healthy and literally extend our lives. Many of us are trying to save money by growing our own food. Some of us even know the secrets of treating ailments and illnesses with herbs, fruits, and vegetables.

In this book, I hope to make those secrets common knowledge. I’m here to share with you the road to good health through the freshest of fruits and vegetables. I’ll share with you what I’ve learned about health and healing with the right foods grown the right way. I’ll share with you some of my successes, failures, and insights gained from a lifetime of gardening. I don’t expect that you can or will grow every fruit and vegetable mentioned in this book. Most of us simply don’t have the time or space. But I promise to offer you the secrets of healing with everyday foods available to everyone close to home. Back in the early ’70s when I was just out of college, my friends and family thought I was a little wacky when I started talking about natural healing. They asked:

• Why brew a cup of sage tea when it was easier to take a swig of sugar-laden cough medicine?

• Why wrap an infected cut with chewed wood sorrel rather than slapping on a little triple antibiotic from a tube?

• Why chew a few fennel seeds or drink a cup of peppermint tea rather than take a Tums?

• Why compost my kitchen scraps when it is so easy to buy a bag of compost at the big-box garden center?

• Why slave away under a hot sun, watering and weeding and battling bugs and blights, when a juicy tomato was as close as my local supermarket?

• Why? Because all of these remedies and a simple lifestyle contribute to health and longevity. Even when I was in my twenties, healthy and longevity were my goals. Forty years later, they still are.

I’ve gardened all of my life. My earliest memories are of helping my grandmother weed her garden and gathering perfect roses wet with the morning dew. I’ve survived short growing seasons and harsh winters in northern New York state near the Canadian border. I’ve gardened in Asia and Africa, weathering the scorn of locals for my pitiful and often unsuccessful efforts.

Now I live in the mountains of western North Carolina and my gardens sprawl all over our one-acre lot. They’re not always neat; in fact, they’re not often neat. My compost bins are as far from scientific as you can get; nevertheless, I get “black gold” with the help of Mother Nature and Father Time. I have my share of garden failures, sometimes due to environmental conditions beyond my control, and more often due to my own shortcomings. And while I don’t grow every morsel on our plates, in the summer I grow most of our vegetables and some of our fruit. I preserve a fair amount for winter soups, sauces, smoothies, and pies. I buy local whenever I can to reduce our pesticide load, support local growers, and prevent the pollution associated with huge semis trucking produce across the country to my local supermarket.

In return, my garden has rewarded me with delicious food, good health, exercise that I enjoy, and a golden farmer’s tan. My aim in this book is to help you reap the same rewards. Because when it comes down to it, who could ask for more?


PART 1

FOOD AS HEALER

Let food be your medicine and medicine be your food.

 — Hippocrates


CHAPTER 1

The Magic of Foods You Grow in Your Garden

There’s nothing like biting into a juicy tomato, still warm from the summer sun. Many times, I am content to eat my entire meal right there in the garden. There are lots of reasons I can do this — snap off an asparagus stalk or eat a tomato without even washing it. I don’t use pesticides or herbicides in my garden.

We live on a gravel road a mile from the nearest highway. The two cars that pass by daily don’t worry me in terms of adding hydrocarbons to my crops, but it’s certainly something to think about if you garden in a city or near a busy highway. We have a deep well so we are free of worry about additives to municipal water, and because we’re at the top of a mountain very far from any agricultural enterprises, we’re confident that our water quality is as good as it gets. In all, I think we avoid adding to our toxic load just about as well as is possible in modern society. We’re not purists, but it’s a pretty idyllic life, if you love mountains and fresh air and lots of space.

For many years, my husband and I lived in some of the world’s biggest cities, but when the time came that, thanks to advancing technology, we could pursue our livelihoods almost anywhere, we high-tailed it to the Blue Ridge Mountains of western North Carolina. We’ve never looked back. Our lifestyle isn’t for everyone, but I hope one or two of my thoughts here will inspire you to make even the smallest baby steps toward a more independent and healthy food supply.

In the spirit of full disclosure, there are two things you should know from the beginning:

1. I’m a lazy gardener, always looking for easier ways to keep things neat and orderly and improve my yield. As much as I love working in my garden, I don’t want to spend all my time and energy there.

2. I’m a terrible cheapskate, always searching for ways to do things cheaper or, best of all, free.

If you’re like-minded, please join me in my cheap and lazy ways. If you have a better work ethic, please write and inspire me: Kathleen@ kathleenbarnes.com.

Growing vs. Buying Local

It’s nearly impossible to grow everything you eat. But beyond what you’re able to grow, one of the best things you can do for your health and the health of the planet is to buy produce (and meat) as locally as possible. There are three major reasons why:

1. Locally grown food is fresher than anything that has been trucked in and therefore has more nutrients. Most foods begin to lose their nutrients the moment they are picked, so a tomato that grew in your backyard or in a garden three miles from you will have much more vitamin C, lycopene, beta carotene, and on and on.

The veggies I don’t grow come mostly from Crystal, who has a little ad hoc stand at the bottom of our road. They’re not officially organic, since organic certification is a long and complicated process, but she doesn’t use pesticides or herbicides and she picks many of her wares fresh in the mornings and brings them out to sell. It doesn’t get much more local than that. Many local producers follow the same way of thinking.

You probably have a farmer’s market in your town — even the smallest burgs and the biggest cities have them. Patronize your local farmers for your own health and to help boost your local economy.

2. The environmental cost of locally produced food is lower because we’re not using gas to transport the food long distances. There’s a concept called “food miles,” which translates to “how much does your food really cost the environment when your lettuce is being trucked in from California to North Carolina?” Of course, what immediately follows is that a $2 plastic carton of California strawberries — available year round, by the way — might have contributed to putting a ton of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere as it was trucked across the country.

A peripheral argument for buying local: less packaging. You’re not going to find those environmentally costly plastic clamshells or Styrofoam trays at the farmers’ market, and more often than not, you won’t even find a plastic grocery bag there, since most of us have by now been trained to bring our own shopping bags.

3. Local is almost always cheaper. When the supermarket is charging $2 a pound for California tomatoes early in our season, you can usually buy them for half that from local produce sellers who may be trucking them from 100 or fewer miles away! As summer progresses, a dozen ears of local corn can cost a mere $2, making it hardly worth the effort to grow your own and try to fight off the raccoons and other pests that are just as eagerly awaiting the exact moment of ripeness.

The obvious question that follows the “buy local” soapbox speech is “What happens when winter comes?”

Good question. If you can’t grow oranges where you live, that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t eat them — they are one of the most healthy foods available. So buy them in the winter. We can’t grow ginger here, so I buy it freely and happily, knowing it has a host of benefits for our health and knowing it cost the environment to bring it here.

If you live in a colder zone, you can grow lettuce in a cold frame during the winter and it usually survives to give you fresh greens in the winter months. Plus, you can always rely on dehydrated and frozen goodies to help you make it through the winter.

There is a delightful story of a family who decided to eat only what could be produced within 100 miles of their home for an entire year. It was a great concept, but in reality, it was extremely difficult because they lived in British Columbia and some things were simply not available, especially in winter. Among the shortfalls: no source of oil for cooking or dressings. Oil is an essential component of our nutrition, and without it we cannot survive. The wise family of locavores decided an exception had to be made for cooking oil.

We are no longer a society of hunters and gatherers. If we were, we would know enough to put away seeds and nuts and rose hips and dried, pickled, salted, and fermented foods to get us through the winter, not only to keep our bellies full, but to provide the nutrients we so desperately need.

Is Organic Better?

This is an issue that has captivated the imaginations of many for a number of years. Organic foods are invariably more expensive than nonorganic. Crop yields are smaller without all the chemicals, but whatever the reason and however great your commitment to support organic farmers, it’s hard to stomach paying $5 for a tomato in January.

There have been research findings that indicate organic foods are more nutritious than conventionally grown foods. That certainly makes sense to me, but sometimes it is simply too much for the budget.

However, there are certain foods for which you should make the greatest effort to buy organic. These foods are dubbed the Dirty Dozen, the common foods that carry the heaviest chemical load. Frequently they are foods that we eat unpeeled, which in some cases increases the potential toxin load. For example, since you’re not going to eat the thick peel, buying organic oranges is less important than buying organic peaches or strawberries, where so much goodness is in the peel.

BUY ORGANIC: THE DIRTY DOZEN

• Peaches (highest pesticide load) 

• Apples 

• Bell peppers 

• Celery 

• Nectarines 

• Strawberries 

• Cherries 

• Kale 

• Lettuce 

• Grapes 

• Carrots 

• Pears

Also, if you’re a coffee drinker, consider buying organic since coffee beans are among the most pesticide-laden crops in the world, right up there along with cotton. (But that’s a subject for another book. . . .)

Aren’t Supplements Just as Good?

It’s true, our soils have been depleted of many of their nutrients, and commercially produced fruits and vegetables may not be as wealthy in vitamins and minerals as they once were. But if you’re growing your own food and know what is going into the soil, there’s no reason to believe your veggies aren’t giving you optimal nutrition. I know that many people wonder, wouldn’t it just be easier to pop a few pills and get our nutrients from supplements?

It might be easier, but it might not give you the nutrients you think it would.

Foods are extremely complex amalgamations of nutrients. Consider the lowly onion. Actually, it deserves a whole lot of respect, as it’s one of the most healing foods we know!

Here’s what’s in the onion you just chopped into your salad:

• Quercetin: antihistamine and antiinflammatory

• Allicin: antimicrobial (fights bacterial, viral and fungal infections)

• Sulforaphane: fights cancer, diabetes and microbial infections

• Chromium: key to the proper metabolism of sugars and fats; essential to opotimal brain function

• Vitamin C: boosts immune system function, improves wound healing, strengthens collagen and connective tissue, helps remove cancer-causing nitrosamines from the body, and much more

• Fiber: ushers excess fats from the digestive tract, prevents constipation and hemorrhoids, assists in weight control, helps prevent heart disease, cancer, diabetes, diverticular disease, gallstones, and kidney stones

• Manganese: aids in the formation of bones, connective tissue, blood-clotting factors, and sex hormones; plays a role in calcium absorption, blood sugar metabolism, and fat and carbohydrate metabolism

• Vitamin B6: contributes to the manufacture of the calming brain chemical serotonin, improves immune system function, breaks down carbohydrates, regulates estrogen and progesterone, reduces risk of heart disease

• Tryptophan: natural antidepressant, lowers blood pressure, reduces hyperactivity in children, relieves restless leg syndrome

• Folate: prevents birth defects, formation of red and white blood cells, maintains and repairs cell, removes homocysteine from blood, lowering risk of heart disease

• Potassium: reduces blood pressure; lowers risk of heart attack and stroke; relieves anxiety, irritability and stress; relieves fatigue

• Copper: promotes proper growth, essential for energy production, red blood cell formation, reduction of cholesterol, important in bone growth, helps regulate heart rhythm, contributes to wound healing connective tissue, eye and hair health

All this and just 60 calories. No fat. Great taste. How does that stack up to a pill? I never heard of an onion pill, but eating an onion is a lot like taking a multivitamin.

My point is this: No food is made up of just one nutrient. Not only do we need all of these nutrients, scientists are slowly beginning to realize what moms and grandmothers have known since the beginning of time: The whole is greater than the sum of the parts. There is a synergy between these nutrients that makes each one more powerful and enhances all the others.

So get your nutrients from food as much as you can. Don’t hesitate to take a multivitamin — you never know if your soil is low on selenium or boron — but look to a healthy diet for most of your nutrients. Conversely, don’t think you can eat junk food all day long and make up for it by popping a few strategic supplements. It just doesn’t work that way. 

For the Love of the Garden

The health benefits of spending time in the garden go far beyond the nutritive value of the foods you grow. Gardening is a wonderful form of exercise. Exercise physiologists say it is at least as effective in calorie burning as jogging, but in my humble opinion, it’s much more fun!

You’ll feel the burn as you lift baskets of compost, till the soil, carry water, and pull weeds.

Exposure to fresh air and the elements also make gardening an effective stress reliever. Since I work from home, I’m lucky I can take gardening breaks throughout the day. Spending just ten minutes pulling weeds or pruning an overgrown oregano plant allows my mind to rest and the stress to simply flow into the earth, leaving me refreshed and ready to return to the task at hand with renewed enthusiasm and focus.

Whether reducing stress is your goal, or keeping your weight in an optimal range, inside this book you’ll find everything you need to know and grow to help you stay on track, healthy and happy. Treating your garden as your doctor can make your life full. I know that’s how I feel.


CHAPTER 2

101 Ailments You Can Prevent and Treat with Food

Most of us don’t think of the food on plates quite literally as medicine, but when you’re finished reading this chapter, you’ll know you can treat and prevent a wide range of ailments simply with powerful healing properties of the fruits of your garden labor.

ACNE

YOUR GARDEN RX: dried beans, berries, watermelon, walnuts 

When you were as teenager, your mom probably told you that chocolate and those yummy greasy French fries caused acne, but for once, she was wrong. Hormone fluctuation is the major cause of acne, which is why it rears its ugly head at puberty, often during the menstrual cycle in a woman’s childbearing years, and again at menopause if you’re a woman or andropause if you’re a man. Stress is also a factor, as can be those harsh products you use in a vain attempt to make the zits go away.

Conventional medicine often treats acne with long courses of antibiotics, a risky plan because it can reduce your body’s ability to respond to antibiotics when you really need them — to treat a serious infection, for example. Your best defense is healthy, clean, hydrated skin. And, of course, a few healers from the garden.

YOUR GARDEN TO THE RESCUE

Beans are a good source of B vitamins and zinc that nourish your skin and keep it healthy. Berries, especially blueberries, raspberries, and cranberries, are rich in phytochemicals that help protect skin cells.

Watermelon rind (that’s right) rubbed on your skin may help move the lymph through your skin and keep those zits from erupting. It also exfoliates your skin and adds healthy vitamins A, B, and C, which are absorbed right through your skin.

Walnuts are rich in healthy omega-3 fatty acids, oils that help keep your skin cells plump and flexible.

ADRENAL FATIGUE

YOUR GARDEN RX: sunflower seeds, parsley, beets and beet greens, broccoli

The adrenals are two tiny glands that sit on top of the kidneys and play a vital role in the manufacture of more than fifty hormones, including the stress hormone cortisol.

When your body loses its ability to respond appropriately to stress, adrenal fatigue sets in. People with adrenal fatigue or a more serious condition called adrenal exhaustion (also called Addison’s disease) feel tired, weak, and cold.

Some key signs and symptoms of adrenal fatigue include salt cravings, increased blood sugar under stress, increased PMS, perimenopausal or menopausal symptoms, low blood pressure, mild depression, lack of energy, decreased ability to handle stress, muscle weakness, absentmindedness, decreased sex drive, mild constipation alternating with diarrhea, as well as many others.

The most effective treatment for adrenal fatigue is stress management. Conventional medicine treats adrenal fatigue with a variety of hormone and glandular extracts and, in extreme cases, with hydrocortisone, a steroid that can actually make the adrenals weaker rather than stronger.

YOUR GARDEN TO THE RESCUE

Sunflower seeds are a great source of the B vitamins that are depleted when we are overstressed.

Parsley is mineral-rich, so it helps restore the natural store of minerals depleted during adrenal fatigue. It is high in vitamin C (300 mg per cup), which promotes the production of stress-reducing hormones.

Beets and beet greens are high in organic sodium, so they can help bring low sodium levels back to normal in order to improve adrenal function.

Broccoli has, among many other nutrients, high levels of pantothenic acid, which promotes the production of calming hormones to neutralize the stress hormones.


RX from Outside Your Garden

Wild yam promotes the natural production of progesterone, another adrenal function that falters with adrenal fatigue.



ALCOHOLISM (ALSO SEE DEPRESSION)

YOUR GARDEN RX: spinach and dark green leafy vegetables, cabbage, asparagus, dried beans

Alcoholism is a terrible disease that can cause malnutrition and brain and liver damage as well as emotional turmoil. Primary among the effects of alcoholism is severe thiamine deficiency marked by wasting, appetite loss, nausea, and other digestive troubles as well as loss of muscle mass, nerve disorders, and depression.

Since few people recognize they are on their way to alcoholism until they are already in trouble, treatment is more often needed than prevention. During the time of withdrawal from alcohol, it’s a good idea to eliminate simple carbohydrates as much as possible, since these sugars are similar to the alcohol sugar and may trigger alcohol cravings.

Most of us know someone who is an alcoholic and we know the toll it can take on families. Treatment is difficult and is of uncertain effectiveness.

YOUR GARDEN TO THE RESCUE

Spinach and other dark green leafy vegetables and asparagus are good sources of folates, a group of B vitamins that are often depleted when someone is alcohol dependant. These foods, eaten freely, can help restore nutritional health.

Cabbage and other brassicas or cruciferous vegetables like broccoli, cauliflower, and bok choy help detoxify the system and act as a diuretic to flush out toxins. Cabbage is also an excellent liver tonic, so it may help the liver recover its function.

Dried beans have a high fiber content that will help stabilize blood sugars and reduce alcohol cravings.


RX from Outside Your Garden

Kudzu. Unless you’re a Southerner, you may not be familiar with The Vine That Ate the South, but this Asian native is well known for its ability to reduce alcohol intake. Although you wouldn’t grow it in your garden, since it is incredibly invasive, kudzu root can be very useful in treating alcoholism. You won’t have to dig beside the highway; it’s available as a supplement.



ALLERGIES

YOUR GARDEN RX: garlic, onions, apples, chamomile

Allergies are your body’s response to what it perceives as an invader. With allergies, your immune system reacts or overreacts to a stimulus — whether it’s triggered by a particular food (eggs and peanuts are common food allergens), penicillin, pollen, dust, bee stings, mold, pet dander, or latex or some similar substance — even though in reality that stimulus may not be at all threatening to you.

When this happens, your body releases histamine, a chemical that can cause a wide variety of symptoms ranging from hives and frantic itching to sneezing, sinus congestion, swelling, and, in serious cases of food and drug allergies, lowered blood pressure, unconsciousness, and even death.

YOUR GARDEN TO THE RESCUE

Garlic and onions save the day! Add apples in the same category because all three of these common garden foods contain a flavonoid called quercetin, which controls the release of histamines during an allergic reaction. Quercetin also reduces the production of leukotrienes, compounds that cause even more severe inflammation than do histamines.

Chamomile is a daisylike herb whose flowers make a calming and soothing tea. In addition, chamomile is a source of natural antihistamines and quercetin. It may also be helpful in an anaphylactic (severe allergic reaction) episode, but it shouldn’t ever take the place of a visit to the emergency room if you know you are severely allergic to peanuts, bee stings, or other allergens and have been exposed to them. Drinking a cup or two of chamomile tea daily can help suppress the histaminic reaction, and over time, may make your allergic reactions less irritating or even help them disappear.

ALZHEIMER’S DISEASE, MEMORY LOSS, AND DEMENTIA

YOUR GARDEN RX: black-eyed peas, lentils, avacados, red grapes, blueberries, sunflower seeds, spinach, asparagus, celery, sage As we age, many of us become a “little forgetful” and for some, the problem is much worse than a little forgetfulness from time to time.

Alzheimer’s disease is the most common cause of dementia, and a diagnosis is a terrible blow both to the patient and family. However, there are many foods and herbs that can help.

YOUR GARDEN TO THE RESCUE

Black-eyed peas are a good source of B vitamins, especially folic acid, B12, and B6, and those B vitamins are excellent ways of reducing high levels of an amino acid called homocysteine that is linked to heart attacks and strokes. Research also shows us that as we age, our B12 levels drop, and memory loss is one of the earliest symptoms of B12 deficiency. So it makes sense to load up on foods rich in B vitamins, including lentils, avocados, sunflower seeds, spinach, and asparagus.

Red grapes and their powerhouse antioxidant resveratrol help keep free radicals from building up the biological equivalent of rust in our systems, including in our brains. In addition to resveratrol, grapes are good sources of a number of nutrients that help thin your blood, reduce cell inflammation, and protect your brain cells.

Blueberries are the king of antioxidants, and studies show that blueberries can help improve mental performance.

Celery is a rich source of luteolin, a compound that research says may help lower levels of the proteins that create plaque in the brain characteristic of people with Alzheimer’s.

Sage has been shown to improve memory, even in young people taking tests as well as in patients with Alzheimer’s. Scientists think sage may help acetylcholine production to improve nerve communication that is often lacking in people with various types of dementia.


RX from Outside Your Garden

I can’t close this section without mentioning turmeric, the curry spice that I’m sure you won’t be growing in your garden but that has so many health benefits it is considered a superfood. People in India, where turmeric is used in daily cooking, rarely suffer from Alzheimer’s. Scientists believe it can prevent the buildup of Alzheimer’s-related plaque in the brain.



ANEMIA

YOUR GARDEN RX: potatoes, dried beans, pumpkin, arugula, spinach The most common type of anemia is caused by low iron levels in the blood, but there are other more complicated types. For our purposes here, we’ll be talking about iron deficiency anemia that occurs when your red blood cells aren’t carrying enough life-giving oxygen.

If you’ve been diagnosed with iron deficiency anemia, you are not getting enough iron in your diet or you are losing blood, perhaps through heavy menstrual periods. You’re probably thinking about seafood and red meats as the best sources of iron, but you may be surprised to learn that many foods from your garden are also iron-rich.

In general, adults need about 15 mg of iron a day. It requires special attention to get enough from vegetable sources in an absorbable form, but you can do it. If you’re a vegetarian and getting your iron solely from vegetable sources (which include dried beans), you’ll find that you’ll improve the absorbability of iron by including foods with vitamin C in the same meal. 

YOUR GARDEN TO THE RESCUE

Potatoes are a good combo vegetable, containing a modest amount of iron (2.8 mg) with vitamin C (20 mg). Pumpkin is also a good source of iron, with 1.7 mg per half-cup serving, and pumpkin seeds are even better with 4.3 mg per one-ounce serving. Dried beans and lentils are also good sources of iron.

Spinach and arugula and dark green leafy vegetables are good sources of iron (for those of a certain generation, think of Popeye and his energygiving can of spinach), minerals, and vitamin C.


RX from Outside Your Garden

If you’re a beekeeper, your own honey may also be helpful. Because your allergic reactions may be caused by local pollens, the honey that results from bees collecting those pollens may act as the antidote to the perceived immune system threat caused by the allergens. If you don’t keep bees, try to find honey made from local pollens not more than a few miles from your home.



ANXIETY

YOUR GARDEN RX: lettuce, peaches, raspberries, blueberries, borage, lavender, basil

All of us have experienced anxiety at one time or another. For some of us, it can be debilitating as we scroll through seemingly endless past grievances and possibilities of disaster in the future.

Anxiety can have deep effects on the rest of your system if it keeps your body too long in the fight-or-flight response (see Adrenal Fatigue). It often is also the flip side of depression. Severe anxiety is also sometimes called anxiety disorder, posttraumatic stress syndrome, or panic disorder. It interferes with sleep and causes high blood pressure and irritability.

Calming foods and herbs will help in the short and long term.

YOUR GARDEN TO THE RESCUE

Lettuce has traditionally been used as a calmative, often in juice form. It is considered a natural tranquilizer and also calms stress-related headaches.

Peaches are soothing to the entire nervous system and are helpful for a host of stress-related problems, including digestive issues, skin irritation, and heartburn. They may promote healthy sleep.

Nerve-soothing vitamin C and other beneficial nutrients that counteract the excess cortisol released during an anxiety attack are plentiful in raspberries and blueberries. Teas made from the leaves of these plants are also very soothing.

Basil is an age-old calmative that has been used to reduce anxiety, lift spirits, and improve concentration. Holy basil, a different variety of the familiar herb usually grown in India, is also good for soothing anxiety.

APPETITE CONTROL

YOUR GARDEN RX: apples, potatoes, grapes, cabbage, leafy greens like boy choy and arugula

Trying to rein in an overenthusiastic appetite is extremely difficult. Sometimes stress triggers overeating and sometimes there are lapses in brain chemistry that fail to register when you are full.

Vegetables and fruits high in fiber will really help dial down your hunger and stay with you long enough for you to feel satisfied for hours.

YOUR GARDEN TO THE RESCUE

Not only are apples high in fiber, they also contain nutrients that help you feel full quickly and then turn off food cravings for hours.

Potatoes (baked, please, and with a small amount of butter or sour cream, since fats help trigger those fullness hormones) are another great source of fiber, as is cabbage.

Grapes have a high sugar content, but just a few will help bring your appetite under control, precisely because of their intense sweetness.

Salad greens like bok choy, arugula, mesclun, and endive stimulate your taste buds, helping you feel satisfied while the fiber actually helps slow the flow of glucose into your bloodstream, keeping blood sugars steady and controlling sugar swings that trigger cravings.

APPETITE LOSS

YOUR GARDEN RX: tomatoes, peaches, apricots, red currants, dill, caraway

Loss of appetite is a symptom of a variety of illnesses, but the most common cause in today’s high-pressured society is stress. While some people eat more when they are stressed, others eat less or lose their appetites entirely. 

People who are ill or are recovering from an illness often experience loss of appetite, as do frail elderly people.

Lifestyle choices that cause appetite loss include heavy alcohol consumption, smoking, and heavy sugar consumption, especially in soft drinks. Low vitamin C levels can cause loss of appetite, so eating foods rich in vitamin C may help.

Small, frequent meals may encourage greater food intake.

YOUR GARDEN TO THE RESCUE

Tomatoes and other garden foods high in vitamin C, such as green peppers, are often used to stimulate appetite.

Dill has natural calming properties, so adding dill to your foods can help relax you and relieve stress. In addition, its strong flavor can help make food more appetizing.

Caraway, those pungent seeds often found in rye bread, helps stimulate appetite by increasing the flow of digestive juices and encourages a better appetite. Chew a few seeds before eating for an appetite stimulant. 

Some sources say that tangy fruits like peaches, apricots, and red currants will also stimulate appetite.

ARTHRITIS

Arthritis is divided into osteoarthritis, an inflammatory condition, and rheumatoid arthritis, an autoimmune disease, These two most common types of the disease have very different causes.

OSTEOARTHRITIS

YOUR GARDEN RX: hot peppers, cantaloupe, broccoli, strawberries, bell peppers, grapes

Often called “wear and tear” arthritis, this type of joint pain results from the deterioration of the cartilage, which acts as a cushion in the joints. This can be the result of aging — ironically, it’s more prevalent among those who have been very active as runners, tennis players, or athletes of almost any type — and it can also be caused by injury and the gravitational effects of obesity. Osteoarthritis affects as many as 10 percent of Americans. It most commonly occurs in the hips and knees, although it can also be a problem in the neck, spine, elbows, wrists, hands, ankles, and feet — virtually any major joint. The deterioration of cushioning between joints leads to stiffness, pain, and inflammation. The pain and inflammation cycle can be controlled naturally without the dangerous prescription and over-the-counter drugs, which can have serious side effects. Some foods may actually help rebuild damaged cartilage.

YOUR GARDEN TO THE RESCUE

Hot peppers can offer fast pain relief because they are loaded with salicylates, which are anti-inflammatories that act like aspirin, and capsaicin, the actual “heat” of the peppers, which blocks the chemical in nerves that transmits pain. You can get the same effect from eating hot sauces made from peppers and cayenne pepper. Topical poultices made from hot peppers can also be helpful, if you can take the heat!

Vitamin C–rich foods like cantaloupe, broccoli, strawberries, grapes, and bell peppers can also help keep the remaining cartilage strong by reducing inflammation and enhancing production of collagen, which strengthens soft tissue.

Red grapes are an excellent source of resveratrol, quercetin, and saponins, all highly effective anti-inflammatories.


RX from Outside Your Garden

Ginger and turmeric are powerful anti-inflammatories that you’re unlikely to grow in your garden but will be helpful in relieving the pain caused by inflammation.



RHEUMATOID ARTHRITIS

YOUR GARDEN RX: green grapes, green beans, celery, cucumbers, lettuce, butternut squash, peas, dried beans

This form of arthritis is an autoimmune disease, which means that the body’s defense system attacks its own cartilage as though it is a foreign invader. Rheumatoid arthritis (RA) can be crippling, and it is immensely painful. The symptoms of both kinds of arthritis are similar, and the treatments for osteoarthritis sufferers will also be of benefit to those with the immune type. In addition, there is some evidence that rheumatoid arthritis may be aggravated by certain foods. Many people with the disease have been able to determine which foods are their individual “triggers” and eliminate them from their diets. Most commonly, these trigger foods are milk products and gluten.

YOUR GARDEN TO THE RESCUE

Green grapes, green beans, celery, cucumbers, lettuce, and butternut squash are excellent sources of a pigment called beta-cryptoxanthin, a carotenoid found in brightly colored fruits and vegetables that lowers the risk of rheumatoid arthritis.

In general, it’s a good idea to increase your intake of all types of fruit if you have been diagnosed with RA, even to the point of drinking an 8-ounce glass of juice a day.

The zinc found in all kinds of peas and dried beans may also help restore immune system health, bringing an overactive immune system back into balance.


RX from Outside Your Garden

Going a little afield here, I’m guessing that most of my readers aren’t fish farmers or olive grove owners, so you won’t literally be growing these foods in your garden, but among the most effective treatments for both major types of arthritis is the regular consumption of inflammation-fighting foods like olive oil and salmon and tuna. 



ASTHMA

YOUR GARDEN RX: strawberries, broccoli, tomatoes, citrus fruits, onions, garlic, horseradish, spinach, borage, dill

Acute asthma attacks can be life-threatening, so please don’t stop the prescription medications your doctor has given you. However, over time you may find your need for inhalers will diminish with the help of foods from your garden. Asthma causes inflammation of the airways (bronchial tubes) making it hard to breathe and causing chronic cough, wheezing, and shortness of breath. It can also cause a buildup of mucus in the bronchial tubes, making it harder and harder to breathe. The onset of a full-blown attack when the bronchial tubes spasm can be truly frightening and, without emergency care, can be fatal.

YOUR GARDEN TO THE RESCUE

Vitamin C is a natural antihistamine, meaning it stops the extreme inflammatory response that triggers the wheezing and runny nose, so eating all foods high in vitamin C will be helpful, including strawberries, broccoli, tomatoes, and citrus fruits, if you’re lucky enough to live in a place where you can grow them. Some research also suggests that eating lots of vitamin C–rich foods can reduce the severity of asthma attacks. Note: If you’re eating citrus fruits, try squeezing the peels and inhaling the aroma. A substance called limonene, which is found in the citrus peel, helps soothe the airways. You can also eat the peels, but wash them well to sure to remove any contaminants that might be present.

Onions and garlic are rich sources of two major antiinflammatory and anti-asthmatic compounds, quercetin and cepaene, that can help soothe irritated airways.

If you’ve ever taken a big breath of horseradish, wasabi, cayenne, or other spicy foods, you’ve probably noticed that your airways immediately open up if you’ve been experiencing any stuffiness. This holds true for asthma as well. I don’t recommend regularly inhaling the fumes of these pungent foods, but adding them to salads, or better yet to hot soups and stews, will have the same effect.

Leafy greens like spinach are good sources of vitamin E, which helps your body release soothing compounds to relax muscles in the lungs.

Borage is a natural decongestant and expectorant, so it can help reduce the mucus in the airways, and dill is a traditional relaxant of the bronchial system.

BACK PAIN

YOUR GARDEN RX: chili peppers, cherries, red grapes, mint 

Back pain is the most common pain complaint among Americans, with about 25 percent of us saying it regularly affects our work, sleep, and ability to function in normal daily activities. Back pain can have a wide range of causes including injury, muscle spasm, deterioration of joints, and nerve entrapment.
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