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      The healing properties of medicinal plants have been recognized since the beginnings of human civilization. Specialized knowledge about herbs has been part of the folk traditions of many of the world’s cultures, including the Indian, Chinese, Arabic, Tibetan, Russian, European, and Amerindian. Today, herbs are used by an estimated 86 percent of the world’s population to achieve and maintain good health.

      Herbs contain substances that are found nowhere else. Because most pharmaceuticals are artificially synthesized, isolated substances, the body cannot always process them as it would more natural substances. Like pharmaceuticals, herbs have a therapeutic effect on specific organ functions, body systems, and disease symptoms. Yet unlike drugs, they do not produce as many adverse reactions, especially if they are used with wisdom and common sense.

      Food—including herbs—also contains a variety of micronutrients that are not generally found in nutritional supplements. Although vitamins and minerals are essential for good health, herbs are able to address specific health problems more effectively and quickly than vitamins and minerals alone.

      Russia has one of the greatest traditions of herbal medicine and one that is also the least known beyond its borders. Blessed with a country with a wide variety of climates, geography, and flora, the early residents of Russia and other former Soviet republics developed a rich folk tradition of herbal healing that ranks among the most sophisticated in the world. Because of the unique geographic and geopolitical position of the former Soviet Union and the frequent invasions of Tartars, Arabs, Scandinavians, Mongolians, and Turks, which took place over the centuries, the Russian people were able to draw from the herbal traditions of many of these cultures as well as their own.

      Although traditional Russian herbalism has been practiced throughout the country for centuries, medical researchers did not take a serious interest in the medicinal value of plants until early in the twentieth century. Later, after the Second World War, the State totally subsidized widespread medical research in herbalism. As a result, many of the herbs described in this book have been subjected to exhaustive laboratory research and clinical trials. Many of them have been approved by government institutions in the same manner that pharmaceutical drugs are tested and approved for their safety and effectiveness in treating human diseases, and research continues in many parts of the Federation.

      Although modern Western (allopathic) medicine is practiced throughout the former Soviet republics, nearly every medical school offers courses on the knowledge and application of herbs. Many maintain a special research department that investigates the properties and practical application of herbal medicine and coordinates detailed clinical trials on human patients. The All-Union Institute of Herbs and Aromatherapy in Moscow is perhaps the largest such center in the world. It and several other research institutes (such as the Herbal Institute of Uzbekistan and others in Tbilisi, Armenia, and Harkov) are known to medical researchers in the West. Hundreds of researchers are now in the field, interviewing traditional healers and seeking to document and verify the value of both traditional Russian herbs and the thousands of remedies made from them, both alone and in combination with other plants.

      In Russia today, herbs are used as both adjuncts to and as alternatives to allopathic drugs. They are either used alone or as part of complex herbal recipes that have been developed over the years by folk herbalists, physicians, and researchers. Taken until symptoms disappear, they assist the body to heal itself. When the body is able to deal with the health problem on its own, dosage is usually reduced or stopped altogether. Herbs can also be used to help maintain good health as a refreshing relaxant or tonic or can be used as preventive therapy when the individual may be more prone to disease, such as during cold or flu season.

      At the present time, about 30 percent of all medicines used in the former Soviet Union are derived from medicinal plants, which is slightly more than the approximately 25 percent derived from plants in the United States. There is also a large body of scientific data based on both early Russian herbal traditions and the more recent findings of modern Soviet scientists. However, because of a past lack of interest in the West, as well as language and political barriers, most of this knowledge has not spread outside the country until now.

      A Russian Herbal is the first book published in the West that reveals both the ancient traditions of herbal medicine in the former Soviet Union and their modern scientific applications today. Drawn from a wealth of traditional knowledge (both from written and oral sources), this book not only examines the best-known Russian herbs, their folkways, properties, and uses but also offers simple and clear recipes for using the herbs for specific health problems in ways that have been tested and proved safe and effective by Russian medical research, both in the laboratory and in clinical practice. While many of the herbs will be familiar to Westerners, much of the information and guidance contained in this book has never before been seen by Western readers.

      In the following pages, we examine approximately one hundred different herbs that are not only found in the Russian Federation, but which can also be easily obtained in North America. We also feature an herbal “selector” for different types of health complaints. This part of the book contains approximately two hundred complex recipes using combinations of different medicinal plants that help alleviate symptoms of some forty different health problems, including specific types of heart disease, stomach and intestinal problems, skin disease, hypertension, stress, rheumatism, arthritis, respiratory problems, and tonsillitis. Special care has been taken to insure that the recipes are simple to understand, and have been proved safe and effective in Soviet medical practice.

      A goal of this book is to advise the reader of any herb that Russian scientists have found to contain poisonous compounds. Unfortunately, many herbal books and herbal preparations currently on the market still lack this information. Sometimes critics cite these poisonous substances to justify a condemnation of herbalism. They forget to mention, however, that every commercially prepared pharmaceutical drug on the market today can produce adverse side effects if not used properly.

      When herbs are used according to established dosages, the chances of adverse reactions are rare. However, if you are presently taking medications, you will need to find out if the combination of an herb with a commercial drug can cause a problem. For example, echinacea is an immune booster. With some patients, it may cause adverse reactions when taken with a drug like cortisone, an immune suppressor. In general, pregnant women should be very careful about what they take into their bodies, including herbs. In the descriptions of individual herbs later on in the text, we have noted those that should not be taken by pregnant women.

      People often make the mistake of expecting herbs to perform miracles or, at least, to cure them of their health problem more quickly than allopathic medicines can. In many cases (though not all), herbs act more slowly than allopathic medicines and often need to be taken for a longer period of time. One advantage is an absence of adverse side effects. In addition, the herb’s natural components are easily assimilated by the human body.

      Finally, remember that the information in this book is for informational purposes only. In Russia, a good part of herbal medicine is used under the guidance of a physician. Treatment of serious or chronic conditions requires the care of a medical specialist or other licensed health professional.
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      We all have some idea about how modern medical science came into being. We know that medicine has evolved to its present state over thousands of years, not unlike the study of mathematics or astronomy. But sometimes we forget that nonsurgical medicine has almost always been based on the use of medicinal plants. In many of the world’s industrialized countries, the development of a wide variety of synthetic drugs like penicillin, tetracycline, and Valium has captured the attention of both the public and the scientific community, while interest in traditional herbal preparations has quietly slipped into the background. But recently herbal medicines have experienced a resurgence in countries like the United States, where health-care consumers are looking for low-cost, more natural preparations that are effective and have fewer adverse side effects than synthetic commercial drugs.

      In many parts of the world, herbal medicine still plays a major role in healing. Even in the United States and western Europe, 25 percent of all commercial pharmaceuticals are plant based, while in Russia the number is closer to 30 percent. As botanists increase their investigations of medicinal plants from tropical rainforests and remote places in the north, such as Siberia and the tundra, this percentage is likely to increase, especially in the United States.

      Although the present state of the Russian health-care system lags far behind those of the United States and western European countries, the level of medical research in Russian universities and medical centers has consistently remained at a world-class level. Like the development of nuclear weapons, rockets, and space stations, Russian medical research has always received far more emphasis than, for example, the development of consumer goods or building a viable free-market economy. The All-Union Exhibition of Achievements of National Industry in Moscow has a special pavilion devoted entirely to herbs and other medicinal plants in addition to exhibition halls devoted to spaceships, industrial technology, and agricultural machinery.

      In addition to advanced study in synthetic pharmaceuticals in the former Soviet republics, ongoing research has long been undertaken in examining, evaluating, and verifying the medicinal value of herbs and the wide variety of other plants that can be found throughout the former Soviet republics. Many major medical research centers have a department specifically devoted to the study of herbs, and many Russian, Armenian, and Uzbek doctors are required to complete a course of study in herbalism before obtaining their medical degrees. Many Russian hospitals create herbal preparations in their pharmacies to give to patients, and herbs are widely available commercially throughout Russia and other former Soviet republics.

      The history of herbalism traces its roots to the dawn of human existence. Like a tree with branches representing the world’s civilizations, the branches of herbalism reflect the cultures from where they came. Many of the earliest uses of herbs to treat disease were a result of trial and error—tribal healers or shamans using different plants in a haphazard fashion to treat a wide variety of health complaints. Over many generations, this trial-and-error approach gradually evolved into folk-healing traditions based on both the availability of the plants and the ever-changing needs of the population. As a result, Native Americans developed their own herbal tradition, while the Chinese, Egyptians, Indians, and Tibetans developed theirs. In the dense forests and rich meadows of what is now Russia, members of the Skif and Clavac tribes made their herbal preparations from the extraordinary variety of flowers, trees, and other plants that were found there.

      At the present time we have five major developed branches of herbalism: European, Asian-Arabic, Chinese, Indian, and Russian. Many other traditions were significantly altered by invasions from other cultures. Native American herbalism, for example, was close to extinction after the European settlement of North America because many of the Europeans brought their own healing tradition with them. At the same time, the whites embarked on a genocidal campaign to subjugate and exterminate the Native Americans. This included outlawing many of their traditional healing practices of which herbalism was a major part. As the development of Western allopathic medicine grew in the late 1900s, traditional, indigenous methods of healing became less valued, even among Native Americans themselves. European science showed little interest in native herbal healing, and few herbs were ever studied in a scientific manner. Although many native herbal traditions remain, mostly passed on from generation to generation, what exists today is primarily a mixture of both European and Amerindian traditions. Of course, few of the five major herbal schools were ever completely isolated, since traders and military invaders brought their herbal traditions with them. However, they were able to remain more faithful to their original form than others.

      Each branch or tradition of herbalism can be divided into two subtraditions: folk-herbalism, an oral tradition passed on from generation to generation, and the “official” tradition, which is based more on scientific investigation. Originally, these two subbranches were one and the same, but the development of the written word began to divide them. The evolution of these traditions varied from culture to culture. In ancient Greece, physicians like Hippocrates, Galen, and Diascorides wrote extensively on the medicinal value of herbs, many of which, incidentally, were found in the former Soviet republic of Georgia, known then as “the magic herbal garden.” Although official Russian herbal medicine came from these Grecian roots, it continued to evolve through the old word-of-mouth tradition as well.

      When the early Romans conquered much of Europe, they brought their medical literature along with them. After the Roman Empire collapsed, the tribal peoples that succeeded them seized these herbals and medical texts. Over the centuries, many of these books were translated into local languages. As the many small European states became governed by more central authorities, the old oral herbal traditions (which were often fragmented and never organized) slowly lost favor. Gradually, herbalists began to place more trust in the written word than in the folk traditions. In addition, many practices were banned by the church, and many wise women (often considered to be “witches”) were persecuted and even killed for applying their ancient herbal and other healing traditions. By the eighteenth century, folk healing in Europe was almost completely replaced by official medicine.

      In what is now Russia, the old folk-healing tradition existed independently until the tenth century, when herbal and medical literature was first introduced. At this time, a number of Greek herbals found their way into Russia and were eventually translated into the Russian language. Unlike herbal practice in other countries, however, the Russian herbal tradition was strong and well established. Some of the new translations of herbal books, in fact, were revised to include many aspects of folk healing. And because the country was larger, more isolated, and less centrally run than other European states, it was far more difficult to introduce new ideas from Greece and Rome than in many parts of western Europe.

      The long evolution of Russian herbalism also set it apart from other traditions. In addition, Russia’s enormous size, different soils, and varied topography and climates favored the growth of an extensive number of herbs, trees, and other plants. This led to active interest in locally grown plants, which stimulated serious study by traditional healers and early official physicians alike.

      Recently, an old chronicle was found that dates from the thirteenth century. It mentions that in the old city of Novgorod, Russian herbalists discovered the properties of the mold that eventually led to the development of penicillin in England some seven centuries later. The chronicle told how Russian herbalists (called “knowledgists”) were able to cure infected wounds with “banya’s mold.” This example gives a good idea of the level of Russian folk medicine at that time. It is easy to understand why Russian herbalism, developed over the centuries in isolation, has evolved to the high level it enjoys today.

      From the thirteenth to sixteenth centuries, European herbalism continued to develop, incorporating the old knowledge found in Greek and Roman texts. However, these developments were rarely shared with the Russians, as many of the political and cultural links between Russia and Europe were severed during that time. In the mid-thirteenth century, Tartars and Mongolians from the East invaded Russia and occupied it for over three hundred years. They brought their own herbal traditions, which Russian herbalists began studying and eventually incorporated into their healing practices.

      During the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the Russian empire expanded as Russian troops began capturing surrounding lands and peoples. As a result, the Asian-Arabic herbal system became known to Russian herbalists belonging to both the official and folk traditions. Because Russia now counted among her neighbors countries in western Europe and Asia, Russian herbalists were able to study and compare the herbal traditions of both the East and the West with their own. The ability of the Russians to study and adopt the best features of both traditions led to the development of the unique features and advantages of the Russian herbal system.

      The self-imposed isolation of China kept it from experiencing many of the scientific developments of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries when many medical discoveries were made by Western researchers. By contrast, many of these developments were known in Russia, which at that time enjoyed close economic, political, and cultural ties with the rest of Europe. These connections were so close that at one time the predominant language of the Russian aristocracy was French rather than Russian.

      Although the Russian aristocracy living in cities had ready access to modern European medical achievements, the common people still used their traditional folk medicine, which was almost completely forgotten in the rest of Europe. This lack of access to modern medicine was compounded by Russia’s size, as well as poor transportation and communication links in the countryside. Because even modern physicians found it difficult to have access to modern pharmaceuticals, which were easily obtainable in large cities, they tended to focus their attention on the old and established Russian healing folkways. They also used traditional medicines as the focus for their research and published their findings in early Russian medical journals. In the beginning of the nineteenth century, one such researcher, A. T. Bolotov, published a total of nearly five hundred articles about the medicinal value of herbs.

      During the nineteenth century, Professor V. M. Ambodisk-Maksimovich wrote the multivolume work Physician’s Wording, which contained much valuable information about herbs. Works on herbalism by professors of the Russian universities, such as Ioann Georgovich Gmelin (1709–1755), Peotr Simonovich Pallas (1741–1811), and Ivan Ivanovich Lepehin (1740–1802), revealed both a thorough grounding in both modern European medicine and Russian folk-herbal tradition. In contrast, European physicians had completely forgotten about the herbal folkways that once predominated in their countries, while traditional Chinese healers had almost no awareness of the medical developments in the West. Russian doctors were unique because they knew of both their own folk-herbal traditions and modern Western medicine. This later became a defining feature of modern Russian medicine as practiced today.

      By the early twentieth century, Russian scientists had developed much original material about herbs that could have been of tremendous value to physicians in other parts of the world, especially those with a geography and climate similar to those of Russia. However, after the October Revolution in 1917, Russia became closed off from the rest of the world, and this information was never shared.

      Although the revolution brought about profound political, social, and economic changes throughout what had become the Soviet Union, the government did not discard Russian medicine and herbalism. In fact, the State devoted considerable attention and money to research about traditional folk healing and herbal medicine. While herbalism has been completely ignored in medical schools in the United States, nearly all Russian medical schools and universities include herbal studies in major courses. In a sense, the study of herbalism and folk healing became a type of state-run industry in the former Soviet Union. Research was carried out at special academic research institutes, and every college of pharmacy established a department exclusively devoted to the study of medicinal plants. The All-Union Institute of Herbs and Aromatherapy is perhaps the largest herbal research center in the world and is best known in the West as the agency responsible for the ongoing preservation and care of Lenin’s mortal remains. Herbal institutes in Armenia, Azerbadjan, Tbilisi, and Harkov, along with the Herbal Institute of the Uzbekistan Academy, are among the best of all the former Soviet Republics. Although in recent years the majority of research monies have been given to institutes developing synthetic medicines as in the West, the work done at these special institutes has long played an important role in the development of contemporary Russian medicine. In no other country have herbs been studied so extensively using contemporary research methods with modern scientific equipment.

      Russian academic herbalism began developing over fifty years ago. Before that time, medical research focused on chemical and synthetic drugs as in the West. However, when a group of antibiotics was successfully extracted from fungi and other mold-producing substances in a Russian laboratory, scientific interest in fungi and other plants grew. At about the same time, the discovery of old Russian chronicles revealed that medical discoveries related to fungi that had taken place seven hundred years before led medical researchers to campaign more aggressively for more funding to study fungi and other natural medicinals. It was also realized that many herbal and other natural remedies were the product of hundreds of years of clinical research and that their properties and side effects were quite well known. In contrast, many of the synthetically produced, chemically based medicines of the time had only been used clinically for decades at the most, and their full range of side effects was not thoroughly documented. Physicians were concerned about these negative side effects. As a result, Russian medical research focused on both modern and folk approaches to healing rather than just one.

      In one approach, Russian scientists isolated one or more of the medicinal properties of a single herb or fungus in the laboratory (and possibly enhanced them chemically) to create new medications that were often more powerful than the original plant. This approach eventually led to the development of a number of new herb-based medicines as well as to the creation of synthetic pharmaceuticals that duplicated the active medicinal element in the original plant or fungus. However, not all these efforts were successful. Scientists found that the herb itself with its unique combination of chemical components was often more effective than the chemical derivatives alone. As a result, medical science also focused on the medicinal value of the herbs themselves and how they could best be incorporated into medical practice.

      For example, it was found that the fruits of dog rose (rose hips) contain not only vitamin C, but also beta-carotene, tannin, vitamins B2, K, and P, as well as sugar and a number of valuable trace elements. Combined, these elements make up a fruit with powerful medicinal properties that could not be easily (let alone inexpensively) duplicated in a laboratory.

      In addition, many medicinal plants contained living cells that could be more easily incorporated into the human body than the components of synthetic drugs. Human and plant cells share many features in common, not only structurally but also in the biochemical processes that occur when they are combined. That may be one reason why even plants containing poisonous substances, such as wormwood, are often tolerated by the human body in small amounts and can even prove beneficial for health.

      When we consider the value of herbs and other natural medicinals, we need to remember that the evolution of plants and animals has been closely linked throughout history. Animals cannot build their bodies with nonorganic mineral substances and must eat plants either directly or indirectly via meat and other animal products. As a result, animals have adapted to consuming plants and have built their bodies with plant substances. This direct and intimate link has created a close connection between the chemical structure of plants and animals. For this reason, different plant substances can have a profound effect on the various organs and tissues of the human body.

      Scientists are continuing to learn about the many unique and subtle processes that take place in the living cell. It may take another hundred years for future generations of scientists to understand fully these complex and delicate processes. In the meantime, the laboratory of nature is constantly creating miracles every day—not in a sterile laboratory with controlled temperature, filtered air, and machines working under high pressure, but in an environment with varied temperatures, germs, fungi, and normal atmospheric pressure. While laboratory research is important and must continue, getting back to “nature’s medicine chest” is finally being recognized to be of immediate and lasting value. At least one major drug company in the United States is researching medicinal plants in the Costa Rican rainforest, while a new company, Shaman Pharmaceuticals, is completely devoted to formulating drugs from traditional herbal preparations.

      While the science of synthetic medicine moves ahead, perhaps Western scientists and healers will take another look at the value of herbs and partake of the highly developed and unique Russian herbal medical tradition largely unknown in the West.
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      Many people discover that searching for and collecting their own medicinal herbs in the fields and forests can be a highly rewarding experience. On the following pages, we will offer general guidelines for herb collecting and drying according to the Russian herbal tradition.

      
        Collecting Herbs

        When we speak of herbs, we usually mean the leaves, stems, and flowers. With some herbs, such as everlasting, the roots are included as well.

        In Russia, herbalists collect the stems at the time of blossoming, before the seeds or fruit are mature. Generally speaking, the herb is cut with a sharp knife at the base of the plant, just above ground level. Before cutting, the herb should be examined carefully to make sure that it contains no brownish or yellowing areas, and is free from foreign particles.

        Place the entire herb in a thin layer on clean cloth. Allow to dry in the open air or in a clean, well-ventilated room. Russians often devote a room in a barn for this purpose; rooms containing fiberglass insulation are usually avoided. As a general rule, the ideal temperature for drying herbs is between 104 and 128 degrees Farenheit (°F) (38 and 53 degrees Celsius [°C]), which approximates the temperature in the sun during the summer, or under strong fluorescent lighting. Some herbs that contain ether oil should be dried at lower temperatures, ranging from 86 to 100°F (30 to 38°C).

        With some herbs (such as thyme, wild marjoram, and St. Johnswort), the thick stems are removed after drying. The dried herb should consist of flowers, leaves, and short thin stems and should retain the plant’s original taste, smell, and color.

      

      
        Collecting Flowers

        In general, flowers should be collected while in full blossom. The primary exceptions are chamomile flowers and everlasting flowers, which are collected while the flower is blossoming. Pick the flowers by hand or remove carefully with a sharp knife.

        Make sure that the flowers you select are free of defects (such as dead petals or brown edges) and are similar to flowers on neighboring plants of the same species. The flowers should also be free from foreign matter such as insect eggs.

        Dry the flowers in a well-ventilated room. Spread them in a thin layer on a paper towel or brown wrapping paper. The dried flowers should be whole and retain the natural color and aroma of the fresh flowers.

      

      
        Collecting Leaves

        Leaves can be collected right before and during the time of blossoming. Carefully remove leaves from the plant, making sure that you do not remove more than a third of the plant’s leaves. Make sure that the collected leaves are free from any defects, such as insect bites, discoloration, or the presence of growths or fungi. Generally speaking, leaves should be whole and of uniform color and aroma. Place the leaves on a clean, dry kitchen towel in a well-ventilated room.

      

      
        Collecting Roots

        For the most part, roots and rootstocks are best collected in the fall when the plant is preparing itself for winter. Some roots, however, are collected during the early spring when the plant contains more medicinal substances than it does in the fall.

        The roots are gently dug up with a small spade or shovel. They are then washed in running water to remove soil and other extraneous matter. The roots of certain plants (such as licorice) are not washed, because washing reduces their medicinal potency. Some roots should be shorn of their tiny accessory roots.

        Large roots are usually sliced into two or three thin pieces to speed up the drying process and to prevent the formation of molds. Like other parts of the herb, roots should be dried in a well-ventilated room and should maintain their original smell, taste, and color.

      

      
        Collecting Berries

        Berries or fruits should be ripe at the time of collection. Some plants drop their fruits before they are ripe, so it is best to collect these fruits before they are fully ripened. The best time for collection is in the mornings or evenings. With some plants, the branches that hold the fruits are cut with a sharp knife and tied into small bundles for drying. After drying, the fruits are removed from the branches and cleaned.

        Juicy fruits (such as raspberries) are collected when they are ripe. The best time for harvesting is on dry, cloudy days or in the mornings or evenings on hot days. Bruised or imperfect fruits should not be used for medicinal purposes.

        Make sure that all foreign particles, including pieces of stems or leaves as well as unripened fruits, are removed before drying. Place the berries on a piece of clean, thick paper, a clean, dry cloth, or cloth stretched on a frame. Russian collective farms often have special drying machines for berries and herbs. The ideal temperature for drying berries is between 75 and 90°F (25 to 32°C) at low humidity.

        After drying, carefully examine the berries for defects and clean them of foreign particles. Though dry, the berries should possess their natural smell, taste, and color. Dark, moldy berries or berries with dry spots should be composted.

        Generally speaking, seeds are collected and dried in a similar manner. However, the exact method will vary with the type of plant.

      

      
        Collecting Buds

        It is better to collect buds in the spring when they are swelling, but not when they are still green. Birch buds can be collected earlier, usually from mid-February through the first week in March. Pine buds are collected from October through May. Cut the tip of the stem no longer than 1¼ inches. Pine and birch buds should be dried in a cool, well-ventilated room to prevent blossoming. Remember to harvest only small amounts from each tree so that the tree can reproduce properly.

      

      
        Collecting Bark

        In Russia, herbalists usually collect bark in early spring when the sap begins flowing through the tree. To find out if the sap is flowing, make a small cut through the bark of the tree or bush; a small amount of sap will soon appear. At this time it is easy to remove the bark. Harvest the bark from young branches of trees between three and four years of age. Cut two rings on a branch, 10 to 12 inches apart, with a sharp knife. Make two more cuts along the length of the branch, connecting the two ring cuts. Pull up at one end, and the bark will peel off the tree.

        Be sure the bark is thoroughly cleaned (a firm-bristled toothbrush can be used) and free of any foreign matter. Any rotted areas should be discarded. Upon returning home, place the bark on a dry cloth in the open air with the pieces lying apart from each other. After drying, inspect the bark and be sure that it is free of defects or discoloration.

        The process of collecting and drying some herbs will differ from the general guidelines described here. These exceptions will be noted in the herb descriptions later on.

        Although many readers will decide to purchase their herbs directly from herbal suppliers (a listing of some of them is included in the resources section), I encourage readers to collect their own herbs in the field or grow them in their gardens.

        If at all possible, it is best to venture into the countryside to collect herbs yourself. This should be done with the aid of a good field guide to native plants that contains color drawings or photographs of the featured plants. However, the best way is to search for herbs with an experienced herbalist or person with a good knowledge of plants. From my own experience as a young man learning about herbs in Byelorussia (now Belarus), I appreciated having a more knowledgeable person point out species of herbs to me when I visited fields, forests, and botanical gardens in my search for herbal knowledge.
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      Methods of making herbal preparations depend on several factors: the ability of the herbal substance to dissolve in cold or hot water, the type and character of the herb, and the diseases or other health problems the herb is to be used for. It can also depend on the personal taste of the patient.

      Russian herbalists usually recommend adding 1 tablespoon of fresh herb or roots to 1 cup of water. A similar ratio is recommended when dried, crushed herbs are used. Most herbalists use dried herbs, which are gathered, dried, and stored until they are needed. This is why many of the recipes in this book call for dried herbs. Generally speaking, the dried herbs are crushed just before making an herbal preparation and are measured in their crushed state. If store-bought herbal teabags are used, I recommend two teabags per 1½ cups (375 ml) of water. However, this should not be a rule, since we need to consider the type of herb and the way it is to be used.

      
        Infusions

        Nearly all plants are water soluble, which means that their chemical and medicinal compounds can be dissolved in water. Hot infusions are made by pouring boiling water over the fresh or dried herb and letting it steep for a specific amount of time, usually fifteen minutes or more. Most herb teas are prepared as hot infusions, many of which are described later in this book.

        Herbs whose medicinal value is destroyed by heat are prepared as cold infusions. Generally speaking, infusions work best with the soft, above-ground parts of plants, such as the flowers, leaves, and soft fruits.

        Most infusions are taken when they are cool enough to drink. If you need to save a medicinal infusion for future use, strain the liquid, pour the infusion into a bottle, close with a tight stopper, and store in the refrigerator for up to three days. Some herbal preparations can be stored for longer periods of time, which will be noted in the text.

        Many Russian herbalists consider that fresh herbs, gently crushed, are more effective than dry, although there are many herbs which should only be used when dried. When describing herbal preparations later in the text, measurements are given both by weight and by volume. Either measurement can be used for dried herbs that are gently crushed. However, if fresh herbs are used, the weight measurements are best.

      

      
        Decoctions

        Decoctions are made by boiling the fresh or dried herb in water for a specified amount of time to extract its medicinal value. This method is often used with the stems or roots of plants, as well as the bark of trees and certain types of dried fruits. In making a decoction, the ingredients are often finely chopped or crushed and either added to cold water and boiled or added to water that is already boiling. Although most herbs are boiled from 10 to 15 minutes, different herbs may require more or less time. The decoction is then filtered and allowed to sit until cool enough to drink.

        Most decoctions are consumed like tea, but they can also be used as compresses by soaking a cloth in the decoction and applying it to affected body parts.

      

      
        The Water Banya

        One of the best-known methods of preparing medicinal herbs in Russia is the water banya or bath. It was developed by Russian herbalists, and it has generally not been known outside Russia until now.

        This method is especially popular with experienced herbalists when they need to prepare complex recipes. The water banya uses steam to dissolve substances that lie deep in the plant and allows several plants to be blended without losing their individual identity. In addition, the water banya avoids burning the herbs and also helps maintain their aroma.

        First, the herbalist crushes or chops the herbal material before combining it with others. Generally speaking, leaves and flowers are no longer than ¼ inch, while stems and bark are no larger than 1/8 inch, and fruits, berries, and seeds are crushed or cut to sizes no larger than 1/8 inch.

        The crushed or chopped material is then placed in a pot made from ceramic, tempered glass, or stainless steel. Many herbalists prefer an enamel pot with a wide bottom and a narrow neck and a lid with a small hole. For one preparation, the pot can accommodate up to 2 tablespoons of dried herbs and 1 cup of water. The mixture should take up approximately three-fourths of the volume of the pot. Professional herbalists often use a pot that is four to five times larger than the mixture in order to prepare three to six doses at once. They usually refrigerate what they do not immediately need for future use. If the herbal formula needs to be reheated, it is usually done in a covered enamel pot over low heat.

        The herbalist places a small plate upside down inside, on the bottom, of a larger pot. The smaller pot is placed on the plate. The larger pot is then filled with water so that the level is three-fourths of the depth of the smaller pot, as shown in figure 1.

        Usually, boiling water is poured into both pots. The smaller pot is often of a heavier gauge than the larger pot. It is topped by a heavy lid or the lid is weighed down by a heavy object.

        The water in the larger pot is boiled again over a low flame for 10 to 15 minutes. Extra water may be added every 5 minutes as it evaporates. The water in the smaller pot is boiling as well, but since it is covered, most of the water does not evaporate: it circulates through the pot. The smaller pot also maintains a uniform temperature. This keeps the herbs from burning and allows them to mix more easily.

        
          [image: image]
        

        Figure 1. The Water Banya

        After boiling for 15 minutes, the herbalist turns off the heat and lets the herbs steep for approximately 45 minutes. The smaller pot is then carefully removed and the infusion is filtered.

        This is the traditional Russian method for infusing complex recipes. The water banya can also be used to make decoctions, but the boiling process continues for 30 minutes or more. In some cases, extra water is added to the small pot, since 30 minutes of boiling will cause more water to evaporate. After the boiling process is complete, herbalists allow the herbal mixture to steep for 10 minutes before the decoction is strained.

        As can be imagined, assembling the equipment for the water banya takes some time, and the actual process requires practice to make it successful. However, using this method will enhance the medicinal value of the recipes, so it is well worth the effort.

      

      
        The Thermos Method

        A simpler alternative to the water banya employs a thermos bottle in making complex herbal formulas. This method involves adding 1 tablespoon of the herbal mixture to 1 cup or so of water, bringing the water to a boil, and then simmering the decoction for several minutes. The liquid is then poured into a thermos bottle, where it is sealed and allowed to steep for several hours or more, depending on the recipe. The liquid is then strained and used.

        Some Russian herbalists use a thermos bottle that can be heated in a special oven while it is steeping. Since this may not be easily available here in the West, we recommend reheating the decoction to a comfortable drinking temperature.

      

      
        Tinctures

        Tinctures are concentrated herbal preparations made with alcohol. They are made by steeping 2 to 4 ounces (57 to 113 g) of herbs in alcohol for a period of two weeks. Use a glass bottle with a tight lid. The bottle should be kept at room temperature and shaken once a day. Strain the tincture before using.

        Herbalists recommend using at least 90-proof spirits for most tinctures. In Russia, vodka is commonly used for this purpose, although other types of spirits can be used as well. One advantage that tinctures have over decoctions and infusions is that they have a longer shelf life: the alcohol acts as a preservative. Generally speaking, tinctures are very concentrated, so only a few drops need be used at a time.

      

      
        Juices

        Fresh herbal juices can be used externally or internally to treat a variety of conditions. To prepare a basic juice, wash freshly picked aerial parts in cold water and rinse in hot water. Process the herb in a food grinder and strain the resulting pulp in cheesecloth, squeezing well to extract as much of the juice as possible. Dilute with 2 parts of water for every 1 part of juice. Heat to boiling and then simmer gently for 1 or 2 minutes. Remove from heat and allow to cool to a comfortable temperature before using. The juice can be stored in the refrigerator in a tightly closed container for a week.
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        A RUSSIAN MATERIA MEDICA
      

      
        

        
          ALOE
        

        Botanical name: Aloe vera.

        Family: Liliaceae.
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        Although aloe is not native to Russia, it has long been studied and used in both official and traditional Russian herbal medicine. Preparations of aloe were first processed in the 1900s by the famous Russian academician V. P. Filatov to heal human tissues. He proved that aloe’s biogenical stimulators exert a strong influence on the human organism. His preparations were used primarily in treating eye problems.

        Although native to desert areas, aloe vera is a good indoor plant, requiring full sun or light shade. Russians have grown aloe in their homes since the 1930s and use it for treating cuts, scrapes, minor burns, cold sores, sunburn, and other types of skin inflammation. They cut off a leaf and split it into two parts, applying the gel from the center of the leaf to the wound. Sometimes a bandage is placed over both the leaf and the wound, but aloe works best when the skin is exposed to the open air.

        Parts used: Leaves.

        Actions: Antibacterial, antiseptic, emollient, laxative, moisturizer, purgative, vulnerary.

        Medicinal virtues: The aloe vera plant contains salicylate, which is the same pain-killing and anti-inflammatory compound found in aspirin. Used externally, aloe breaks down the dead tissue in a wound and helps regenerate new tissue. It has been used to treat radiation burns and frostbite. Russian dermatologists, ophthalmologists, and gynecologists use aloe to treat burns, wounds, boils, and other skin conditions and irritations, including sunburn, wrinkles, and insect bites.

        Taken internally, fresh juice is used to treat stomach and intestinal ulcers, diseases of the digestive tract, and gastric hyperacidity. It is also used in Russian official medicine to stimulate appetite. Dr. Filatov has used an aloe extract to stimulate the body’s immune system when treating ulcers and other debilitating conditions, as well as to treat problems in the respiratory system.

        Aloe juice is also a strong laxative. For this reason it is better to drink the juice in the morning on an empty stomach (the laxative action starts after 8 to 10 hours). However, using aloe internally has been linked with a number of adverse side effects, including hemorrhoidal and uterine bleeding. In addition, some people who are hypersensitive to aloe can develop a rash if it is taken internally.

        Habitat and collection: Aloe is cultivated primarily as an indoor plant, since it does poorly when the temperature falls below 41°F (5°C). Grow in a sunny place or one with full shade. Cut the leaves from the plant when needed.

        Preparation and dosage: To use aloe externally, cut open the leaf and apply the gel directly to the wound. You can also use the gel as a moisturizer on dried or chapped skin.

        Fresh aloe vera gel is an excellent hair conditioner. Break open the leaf and rub the gel through your hair. Leave for 15 minutes and then shampoo thoroughly.

        For internal use, aloe juice can be made by squeezing the finely chopped leaves through a piece of cheesecloth. Take 1 teaspoon (5 ml) 2 to 3 times a day before meals. Dr. Filatov suggests that you wash the leaves in water and keep them in a refrigerator for 2 weeks before preparing an extract.

        You can also preserve the juice in honey. The Russian herbalist N. Kovaliova’s recipe follows: Take 5¼ ounces (150 g) of fresh leaves, being sure to trim the leaves of spines. Chop by hand. Heat 1 ounce (30 g) of honey and ½ cup (125 ml) of water to boiling. Pour the honey over the leaves. Squeeze the mixture to make an extract and strain. Take 1 to 2 teaspoons (5 to 10 g) every morning one hour before meals.

        
          
            	
              Caution:
            
            	
              Internal aloe preparations should be used only under the supervision of a qualified health-care professional. Taken internally, aloe vera can stimulate uterine contractions, and therefore should be avoided during pregnancy.
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          ALTHAEA
        

        Botanical name: Althaea officinalis.

        Family: Malvacae.

        Also known as: Marshmallow, mallards, mortification root.
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        Althaea is a perennial plant that grows in the wild. It is also cultivated by herbalists throughout Russia and northern Europe. A popular Russian folktale about the healing power of althaea dates from the Mongol invasion over a thousand years ago, which was often marked by extreme and irrational cruelty. It seems that the son of a Tartar warlord had a severe cough, which no one in the village was able to heal. The father announced that he would kill one villager a day until the child was cured. The villagers were mad with grief over this terrible announcement and prepared themselves for the worst. But a local wise woman, who had an extensive knowledge of herbs, decided to help. She pulled up several althaea plants and mashed the roots. That afternoon she brought them to the warlord to give to his son and told the boy to chew the roots every few hours. By the next morning the cough was gone, and the villagers were spared their terrible fate.

        Althaea has been a part of Russian, European, and Greek herbal traditions for centuries. The German emperor Karl the Great (who ruled during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries) issued written recommendations to the citizenry to cultivate althaea in their gardens. It was also grown extensively in the gardens of Russian monasteries.

        While the Russian folk tradition has always used the roots, leaves, and flowers, official Russian medicine has focused primarily on the medicinal value of the roots because the flowers and leaves do not contain as much mucilage and essential oils as the roots do.

        Parts used: Flowers, leaves, roots.

        Actions: Anodyne, demulcent, emollient, expectorant.

        Medicinal virtues: Because althaea contains mucilage and starch, it is used to soothe the mucous layers of the body and protect them from irritation. Russian scientists have found a direct correlation between hydrochloric acid of the stomach and viscosity (stickiness) from the mucilage of althaea; when the acidity of the stomach increases, the viscosity increases as well and protects the mucous layers of the stomach. For this reason, the herb is used to treat gastritis, stomach ulcers, and irritations in the intestines and colon, such as enterocolitis.
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