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The word herb has usually been used to refer to any plant or plant part valued for its medicinal, savory, or aromatic qualities. For the purposes of this book, herb means any plant or plant-derived substance that is primarily used for medicinal purposes.

There are approximately 380,000 species of plants on earth that we have identified, and several hundred thousand that have yet to be discovered. Right now, many scientists are desperately trying to catalogue the plants in the Amazon rain forest in the belief that there are thousands of potential plant cures that are rapidly being destroyed by development. Of the number of known plants, about 260,000 are classified as higher plants, which means that they contain chlorophyll and perform a process called photosynthesis. In photosynthesis, plants utilize the energy provided by sunlight to manufacture carbohydrates from carbon dioxide and water. All the members of the higher plant group have the potential to offer medical benefits. Only 10 percent, however, have actually been studied for this purpose.

In this book, I usually refer to each herb by its two names: the familiar name by which it is commonly known and a Latin botanical name describing its genus and species. The genus or first name is the general grouping of plants by family. Although plants in a given genus are not identical, they have certain similar characteristics. The species is a more specific way of defining each plant’s distinctive qualities. For example, onions, garlic, and chives are all members of the Allium genus. However, each of these herbs is classified as a different species.



In rare cases, however, I do not include the botanical name for a particular herb. Some herbal products are not derived from the whole plant; rather they are biologically active extracts. A case in point is bromelain, an enzyme that is extracted from pineapple that is sold as bromelain, not pineapple. In other cases, an herbal supplement may contain a combination of herbs that are marketed under one name.



■  How Do Herbs Work?


The living cells of plants can be likened to miniature chemical factories. They take in the raw materials carbon dioxide, water, and sunlight, and convert them into useful nutrients. Oxygen is a by-product of this process. Herbs are a rich source of phytochemicals, compounds that are pharmacologically active, meaning that they exert a profound effect on certain animal tissues and organs. Therefore, they can be used as drugs in treating, curing, or preventing disease. A plant may consist of several components, including leaves, roots, fruit, flowers, bark, stems, or seeds. Any of these parts may contain the active ingredients that give the plant its medicinal properties.

The herbal pharmacy is a rich one. There are herbs that target specific organ systems, and there are herbs that are used as general tonics to promote overall health. There are herbs that soothe pain and inflammation, and still other herbs that work to reduce muscle spasm. Some herbs have a stimulating effect; others have a relaxing effect. Some kill bacteria; others activate the body’s own immune system so that it can ward off invading organisms.

Many herbs contain antioxidants, important compounds that protect against potentially dangerous chemicals called free radicals. Free radicals are produced in our bodies as a natural byproduct of energy production. If not tightly controlled, free radicals can destroy healthy cells and tissues, and are believed to be a causal factor in many different diseases, ranging from Alzheimer’s disease to cancer to heart disease. In fact, free radicals are a major culprit in the aging process itself! Our bodies produce antioxidants on their own, such as glutathione and Coenzyme Q 10. Vitamins C and E are well known antioxidant vitamins, but there are hundreds of other lesser-known but nevertheless important antioxidants found in herbs, as you will read in this book.

Thousands of years ago, when people first began using herbs, they had no idea why they worked. All they knew was that a certain plant elicited a desired result. When our ancestors first used foxglove to treat heart failure, they didn’t know that this fuchsia-flowered plant contained molecules called glycosides that stimulate heart cells. When mothers in the Middle Ages soothed a scraped knee with a comfrey leaf, they didn’t know that the plant’s astringent tannins formed a protective surface over the wound, thus promoting healing. When Chinese healers prescribed licorice for arthritis flare-ups, they didn’t know that it contained saponins, anti-inflammatory compounds similar to natural steroid hormones. When the Ancient Egyptians fed garlic to their slaves to keep them healthy, they didn’t know that it contained volatile oils that fight infection.


CAUTION!

Just because herbs are natural substances doesn’t mean that they can be used indiscriminately. Herbs can be strong medicine. Before trying any herbal remedy, be sure that you know what it does, how to use it, and the possible side effects. Never exceed the recommended dose. As a general rule, few medical problems occur from ingesting herbal remedies, but the potential for an allergic or toxic reaction is always there. In addition, about 1 percent of all plants are poisonous—mushrooms are a good example. Therefore, I do not recommend that people gather their own herbs unless they are skilled botanists. That’s not to say that you cannot use the fresh dill, chives, or aloe from your garden or window box. Just don’t consume anything that you are unsure of. Pregnant women should take herbs only under the direction of a knowledgeable physician or midwife. Not all herbs are safe for children; throughout the Herb Bible I advise parents as to which herbs can be used for children, and which should be avoided. Ideally, parents should check with a qualified health-care practitioner before giving any herb or over the counter medication to children.





Thanks to modern laboratory techniques, we now understand how many of these herbs function. We are able to break down each plant into its basic molecular structure and analyze its extracts. Although we know a great deal more than our ancestors did about how some herbs work, there are still many more that need to be researched. Due to the lack of scientific data for many herbs, we must still rely heavily on information transmitted through folklore, antique herbals, and word of mouth. Ironically, we are only just discovering the scientific basis for many herbs that have been used successfully for millennia.



■  How to Buy Herbs


In the past, if you wanted to use an herbal remedy, you had two choices: You could either grow your own or try to find it in the wild. And that was just the beginning of your labor. Once you found it, you had to pick it, dry it, grind it, boil it, or mix it in an alcohol solution to create a potent remedy. Needless to say, the process was extremely time consuming. In addition, due to differences in climate and growing conditions, you could never be absolutely sure that the plant you picked contained enough of the right active ingredients or that you had processed it in just the right way.

Today, you don’t have to be a gardener or a chemist to use herbs safely and effectively. Herbs are now packaged in easy-to-use forms that eliminate much of the work and the guesswork. Several companies that have been making and selling vitamins for years now have their own lines of herb products and offer a standardized, guaranteed-potency product. This means that herbs sold by these and other reputable companies contain uniform levels of the compound or compounds believed to be responsible for the plant’s medicinal activity, and that the herb is grown under safe conditions. Typically, these products are certified by an outside laboratory. There have been numerous reports in the press of packaged herbal products containing little, if any, of the herb or its active ingredients. These products will not work and are a waste of money. Therefore, it is extremely important that you buy standardized herbal extracts from reputable companies.

Look for products that have safety seals and are packaged in tamperproof bottles or boxes.

Because of the concern over pesticides and processing techniques, many manufacturers offer organically grown, nonirradiated products. There are times in the Herb Bible when I will recommend fresh herbs, but only in cases where they are easily accessible. In most cases, however, I recommend using a commercial herbal preparation.

Is it better to buy herbs in an herb shop than in a health food store? It all depends on what you’re looking for. As a rule, herb shops carry a greater selection of dried herbs and teas, including many of the more exotic varieties. Although visiting an herb shop is a wonderful way to spend an afternoon, a well-stocked health food store may actually offer a better selection of prepared herbal remedies. It is also very difficult for the average consumer to assess the quality of goods in an herbal shop. If you don’t live near an herb store or a health food store, or don’t have time to shop, it is possible to buy herbs through the mail or the Internet.


Here is a list of some of the different ways in which herbs are packaged and sold:
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CAPSULES AND TABLETS. Most of the commonly used herbs are now sold in capsule and tablet form, accounting for about two-thirds of all herb sales. The usual dose, depending on the herb, is 2 to 3 tablets or capsules, taken 2 to 3 times daily. Always follow the directions on the label.

EXTRACTS OR TINCTURES. Extracts or tinctures are liquid herbal products, typically prepared by soaking herbs in an alcohol solution. However, there are some new alcohol-free extracts on the market that may be preferable in certain instances, especially for diabetics, pregnant women, children, and other people who should avoid alcohol. The usual dose, depending on the herb, is 10 to 30 drops, 2 to 3 times daily. Use as directed. Homeopathic extracts used by homeopathic practitioners are much stronger than conventional herbal tinctures and are strictly regulated by the FDA. They should be used only in conjunction with treatment by a homeopathic practitioner.

POWDERS. Some herbs are sold in powdered form. The required dose may be mixed in water or juice. If the herb is bitter, a drop of honey may be used as a sweetener. Some people, however, may prefer the convenience of capsules. Most stores will sell empty capsules, usually in number 0 size, that hold 400 to 450 mg. of herb. Kosher, gelatinfree capsules are available for vegetarians and people on restricted, religious diets.

DRIED HERBS. Dried herbs are sold in bulk, usually in large glass bottles. They should be stored in an airtight container at home, out of direct sunlight. These herbs may be put into capsules, but are usually brewed into a tea. It’s very easy to do: Simply put 1 heaping tablespoon of herb into a tea ball or other infuser, and submerge it in 1 cup of hot water. Steep for 10 to 15 minutes. Drink the tea while it’s hot. If you double the recipe, the leftover tea can be stored in the refrigerator and reheated. If you don’t use a tea ball, you can put the dried herb directly into the hot liquid. When the tea is brewed, strain the liquid before drinking it.

PREPARED TEAS. Many herbs these days are sold in tea-bag form. Keep in mind that many of the teas you find in health food stores, especially those designated as “home remedies” for colds, are more potent than herbal tea sold in supermarkets and should only be used as directed.

NUTRACEUTICALS. Nutraceuticals are foods that have been fortified with herbs, vitamins, minerals, or other nutrients. Some herbs are sold in juice, nutrition bars, cereals, and even chips. They should be used according to package directions. The problem is, however, that the herbal ingredients may be so diluted, that they aren’t effective. I would not use these products unless they specify the precise dose of the herb, and the active ingredients on their labels.

COMBINATION HERBAL PRODUCTS. A wide range of herbal remedies combining two or more herbs that work well together are available in capsule, tea, and extract form. For example, several herbs that are good for maintaining heart health, or herbs good for immune function, may be combined in one easy-to-use product. Use as directed.

CREAMS AND OINTMENTS. Many herbs that are commonly used externally are now sold commercially as creams and ointments. These preparations may have potent ingredients and should be used only as directed.

ESSENTIAL OILS. These are primarily used for bath oils, perfumes, massage oils, and for aromatherapy, the practice of using certain fragrances to promote health and relaxation. Essential oils are for external use only.

PERSONAL CARE. Several personal care product lines sell natural, pure, herbal products without any synthetic ingredients. These include herbal shampoos (not the herbal-scented shampoos you find in the supermarket), facial cleansers, deodorants, moisturizers, toothpaste, and even herbal mouthwash. There are also herbal cosmetic lines. These are excellent alternatives to chemical-laden products that can be potentially irritating for many people. An added plus is that many of these product lines are cruelty-free; that is, they are not tested on animals.

Shelf Life of Herbs

Dried herbs should be as fresh as possible. Try to buy them in a store with frequent turnover. Some packaged herbal products will have an expiration date printed on the package that will tell you when the herb is too stale to be useful. Unopened containers of tablets and capsules are usually good for up to two years. Keep your herbs in a cool, dark place out of direct heat or light. Once they are opened, dispose of them after one year.

Be an Alert Consumer

Unfortunately, there have been several disturbing stories in the natural food industry press about unscrupulous manufacturers or retailers who use a minute quantity of a particular herb and then market the product as a true herbal remedy or mislabel the product altogether. To ensure the quality of the product you are buying, purchase herbs sold by reputable companies. Look for the words “standardized herbal extract” on the label. If you have questions about a particular product line, call the manufacturer. Reliable companies welcome consumer inquiries. Get to know the owner of your local health food store or herb shop, and don’t be afraid to ask questions. If you’re buying herbs in bulk, find out who is supplying the store. If you don’t understand the ingredients in a particular product, ask the owner to explain; most will be more than willing to share their knowledge and information with you.

New Labels

Recently, the Food and Drug Administration issued new labeling requirements for dietary supplements. Similar to the Nutrition Facts panel on food labels, nutritional supplements—all herbs, vitamins, minerals, and amino acids—must now have a Supplement Facts label. These new labels will detail the quantity of the main supplement or supplements included in the product, as well as a complete list of other ingredients. In the case of herbs, manufacturers will have to specify what part of the plant (root, leaf, or stem) has been used in the product.

Under the 1994 Dietary Supplement Health and Education Act, manufacturers of non-FDA-approved products like herbs are not allowed to make specific health claims. Therefore, manufacturers can only make vague references as to how to use these products. For example, manufacturers cannot say that a supplement is an effective treatment against arthritis; however, they can say that it promotes joint health. Clearly, it is more important than ever for supplement users to become educated consumers!

You may not see the new labels for some time. Manufacturers are allowed to sell out their existing stocks before being required to use the new labels.





■  Take the Right Amount


The amount of herb required for desired results may vary from person to person, depending on a number of factors. For example, a heavy person may require a larger dose than a very thin person. An older adult usually requires a smaller dose than a younger one. Regardless of age or weight, a person who is highly responsive to medications may require only a small amount of herb. To accommodate these differences, the recommended daily dose usually allows for some flexibility. For example, if, in the Hot Hundred, I advise you to mix between 10 and 30 drops of herbal extract in a cup of liquid, start with the lowest dose first to test for any adverse reaction. If the herb agrees with you, you may gradually work your way up to the maximum dose, if need be. However, if you are taking an herb for a particular problem, such as arthritics pain, and you find relief with the lower dose, there’s no reason to increase it. Be very careful not to exceed the recommended dosages stated on the labels. Also, be aware that some herbs should be taken only for brief periods of time for a particular problem and are not safe for long-term use. Make sure that you learn as much as possible about any herb before taking it.

The Best Time to Take Herbal Remedies

Some people may feel nauseated if they take herbs on an empty stomach. If you use herbs on a daily basis, wait until after meals to take them. If you’re using an herb for a specific problem, such as menstrual cramps or headache, take the herb as needed.

Use your common sense: Don’t take a stimulating herb at night when you want to wind down. Don’t take an herb that makes you sleepy before going to work or driving.



■  A Brief History of Herbal Medicine


The practice of herbal medicine may predate the human race. Animal behaviorists have observed that many animals instinctively seek specific plants when they are sick. As anyone who has ever cared for a dog knows, when the dog eats grass, it means that he probably has a stomachache. Early humans may have learned about the healing power of plants by mimicking this kind of animal behavior.

The first herbal guide dates back five thousand years, to the Sumerians, who used herbs such as caraway and thyme for healing. Ayurveda, the traditional medicine of India, still practiced today, may be even older. Herbal prescriptions were written in hieroglyphics on papyrus in ancient Egypt. Onions and garlic were favorite remedies. The first Chinese herbal, the Wu Shi Er Bing Fang (Prescriptions for Fifty-two Diseases), was compiled somewhere between 1065 and 711 B.C.E. It included herbs such as licorice, ginger, and astragalus root, which are all listed in the Hot Hundred! The Bible is full of references to herbs such as aloe, myrrh, and frankincense.

The Greek physician Hippocrates, who is believed to be the first practicing physician, recorded between three hundred and four hundred plant remedies in his writings. In the first century, another Greek physician, Dioscorides, listed five hundred plant medicines in his herbal, De Materia Medica, which was used until the seventeenth century. Galen, a famous physician who ministered to a Roman emperor and his gladiators, used a blend of herbs and magic to cure patients.

During the Middle Ages, ancient herbal remedies were passed on from generation to generation, but there was no uniform system of healing. A woman with a gynecological problem might seek help from the village wise woman, who had learned the art of herbal healing from another woman. The more affluent might seek care from a doctor who would prescribe his own homemade concoction made from plant or animal parts. Although the Catholic Church emphasized faith healing over other forms of healing, local monks preserved many of the early Greek and Roman medical texts. Many monasteries grew their own herbs and used them to treat their parishioners.

In the fifteenth century, the development of the printing press made information more accessible to the masses. John Gerard, a physician to the Tudor family, published The Herball or General Historie of Plantes in 1597; it was one of the first English herbals. It was quickly followed by Nicholas Culpeper’s The English Physician Enlarged, an interesting blend of folklore, astrology, and botanical medicine. Both books became extremely popular and are still quoted by herbalists today.

When English settlers arrived in the New World, they exported their knowledge of herbal medicine, which they shared with the Native Americans. Native Americans, in turn, introduced the settlers to many local herbs that were then brought back to Europe, such as echinacea and goldenseal.

By the 1800s, the Western medical establishment began to turn to chemotherapy, the use of chemical drugs such as mercury, arsenic, and sulphur to cure disease. Herbal medicine, however, continued to be practiced by people who either couldn’t afford conventional medical care or who preferred it over modern medical practices. In the United States, the Eclectics, a group of physicians who were prominent until the 1930s, still favored plant medicines, but they were a dying breed. Only homeopathic physicians, who follow the teachings of eighteenthcentury physician Samuel Hahnemann, and a handful of other holistic practitioners continue to rely primarily on drugs derived from plants or animals.

Today, herbal medicine is still the primary source of healthcare for 80 percent of the world’s population. As Westerners become more global in outlook, there is renewed interest in the traditional healing practices of other nations.

Hippocrates: The Father of Modern Medicine

Historians know surprisingly little about the man who is revered as the father of medicine. In fact, we’re not even certain of the exact dates of his birth and death. All we know is that Hippocrates was born sometime in the fourth century on the Greek island of Kos. He died around 377. During his lifetime, he was a well-respected physician and teacher. Hippocrates rejected the idea that evil spirits were responsible for disease, the prevailing notion of the day. Rather, he proposed the radical theory that illness was a result of the improper balance of bodily fluids that he called the four humors, blood, phlegm, yellow bile, and black bile. According to Hippocrates, the real culprit was a poor diet, which left residues in the body. The father of medicine advocated the use of diet and plant medicines to prevent and cure disease. The Hippocratic oath, which doctors still take today, was probably composed by a follower of Hippocrates in the fourth century.

The First “Wonder Drug”

The Ebers Papyrus, named after Egyptologist Georg Ebers, is a papyrus written around 1600 B.C.E. that refers to more than seven hundred plant medicines including peppermint, myrrh, and castor oil. This early medical text recommends applying a moldy piece of bread to open wounds. In 1928, thousands of years later, Sir Alexander Fleming noticed in his laboratory by pure happenstance that bread mold was a potent antibiotic. His observation led to the development of penicillin and spawned the era of “wonder drugs.”

Nicholas Culpeper: A Man for All Seasons

Nicholas Culpeper earned the wrath of the English medical establishment after the publication of his two works, The English Physician People’s Herbal and an English translation of the Latin Pharmacopeia, which, up until then, was not widely available to the public. A medical school drop-out, Culpeper opened an apothecary in 1640, where he dispensed his low-cost botanical medicines. Culpeper’s iconoclastic approach to medicine and his willingness to share information with the people made him very popular with the public, but he was despised by the medical establishment. Critics were quick to dismiss Culpeper as a quack, because he incorporated astrology with healing. Despite the astrological references, Culpeper’s knowledge of plant medicines and their uses showed a great deal of sophistication for his time. In 1927, Mrs. C. E Leyel, founder of the Society of Herbalists in London, opened a shop called Culpeper’s in memory of the great herbalist. To this day, Culpeper’s is probably the best known herbal shop in the world.






The Hot Hundred

Almond

Aloe vera

Apple

Arnica

Artichoke

Ashwagandha

Asparagus

Astragalus

Basil

Bee propolis

Bilberry

Bitter melon

Black cohosh

Boswellia

Bromelain

Burdock

Butcher’s broom

Capsicum

Carrot

Cat’s claw

Celery

Chamomile

Club moss tea

Comfrey

Cordyceps

Cranberry

Dandelion

Devil’s claw

Dong quai

Echinacea

Elderberry

Ephedra

Evening primrose

Eyebright

Fennel

Fenugreek

Feverfew

Fo-ti

Garcinia cambogia

Garlic

Ginger

Ginkgo

Asian ginseng

American ginseng

Siberian ginseng

Goldenseal

Gotu kola

Grapeseed extract

Green tea

Guarana

Guggulipid

Hawthorne

Horse chestnut

Kava kava

Kudzu

Lavender



Licorice

Maitake mushroom

Marigold

Marshmallow

Milk thistle

Muira puama

Neem

Stinging nettle

Oat Fiber

Olive leaf extract

Onion

Oregano

Osha

Papaya

Parsley

Passionflower

Pau d’arco

Peppermint

Pine-bark extract

Psyllium

Pygeum

Raspberry leaves

Red clover

Red yeast rice

Reishi mushroom

Rosemary

St. John’s wort

Sarsapaiilla

Saw palmetto

Shiitake mushroom

Skullcap

Slippery elm bark

Soybean

Spirulina

Suma

Tea-tree oil

Turmeric

Uva ursi

Valerian

Vitex

White willow bark

Yerba santa

Yohimbe

Yucca
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Literally thousands of herbs are used throughout the world, far too many to list in a single book. In this chapter, I have narrowed the number down to the Hot Hundred, the herbs that I feel have the potential to make the most significant contributions to our lives. Many of these herbs offer treatments and remedies for the ailments that most concern us today. You may already be familiar with a number of these herbs, and some may even be in your kitchen cabinet. Others may seem a bit strange at first, but, as you learn more about them, they will seem no more exotic than the rows and rows of synthetic chemical remedies found in any modern pharmacy. All of these herbs can be found in herb shops or health food stores in easy-to-use forms. After reading this chapter, you will see how simple it can be to incorporate herbs into your life.



■  How to Use the Hot Hundred


For each of the herbs listed in the Hot Hundred, I have included specific instructions as to appropriate use. However, the capsule or tablet size, or strength of a particular herbal product, may vary from manufacturer to manufacturer. Therefore, if you buy a packaged herb that recommends a different dose, follow the directions on the label. Unless otherwise specified, herbal extracts and powders can be mixed in juice, water, or made into tea. (For information on how to make herbal tea, see page 162). They can be sweetened with honey to taste. Warm beverages are the drink of choice for colds, coughs, menstrual cramps, and at bedtime.

Under “Personal Advice” I have listed any experience I may have had with a particular herb myself, or other pertinent anecdotal material.


CAUTION

Some of the Hot Hundred herbs are reputed to have anticancer properties, and may even be used to treat some forms of cancer in the United States and abroad. Anyone who is receiving treatment for cancer should not discontinue conventional treatment or use any herbs in conjunction with their treatment unless they are under the direction of a qualified physician. Parents should not give herbs to children without first checking with a pediatrician. Pregnant women should not take any herbs without asking an obstetrician.





ALMOND
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• Prunus amygdalus •

FACTS

If you find commercial soap products too drying, check your local health food store for facial soaps and cleansers derived from almond. The kernel from the almond plant provides us with one of the best cleansers Mother Nature has to offer. It is also an excellent emollient. A recent study suggests that almond oil may also help prevent heart disease. At the Health Research and Studies Center in Los Altos, California, almond oil was shown to lower serum cholesterol levels in people who consumed it in place of saturated fat. According to this study, almond oil was a more potent cholesterol-reducing agent than olive oil! More studies are needed to determine if almond oil should be part of a hearthealthy lifestyle.



POSSIBLE BENEFITS


	Cleansers made from almond help to remove excess oil and dirt from skin.

	Almond butter and oil can moisturize and soften skin.

	Almond oil shows promise as a potent cholesterol reducer.



HOW TO USE IT


A handful of almond meal makes a good face scrub.

Rub a few drops of almond oil directly into rough areas, such as hands and heels of feet.





ALOE VERA
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• Aloe barbadenis •

I have perfumed my bed with myrrh, aloes and cinnamon.

—PROVERBS 7:17

FACTS

For more than 3,500 years, healers and physicians have touted the benefits of this fragrant desert lily. There are about two hundred species of this amazing plant, but the aloe vera, “true aloe” in Latin, is considered the most effective healer. The leaf of aloe contains the special gel or emollient that is often used in cosmetics and skin creams. Aloe gel is regarded as one of nature’s best natural moisturizers. The bitter juice, which is extracted from the whole leaf, may be taken internally for digestive disorders. Two thousand years ago, the Greek physician Dioscorides wrote that aloe vera was an effective treatment for everything from constipation to burns to kidney ailments. Queen Cleopatra regarded the gel as a fountain of youth, and used it to preserve her skin against the ravages of the Egyptian sun. The Egyptians were also believed to have used the aloe plant in their embalming process. The Bible is full of references to aloe, and it is still widely used in Africa to heal burns and wounds. A recent study in the Journal of Dermatological Surgery and Oncology shows that aloe vera significantly speeded the healing process of patients who underwent facial dermabrasion (the removal of the top layers of skin to remove scars). It is excellent for sunburns and other mild burns. Although most people have no adverse reactions to aloe vera skin products, people with highly sensitive skin may find aloe irritating. Always test an aloe product on a small patch of skin for 24 hours before using it on a larger surface.

A recent double-blind, placebo-controlled study performed in Sweden found that aloe vera cream (.5 percent strength) significantly improved symptoms in 83 percent of psoriasis patients when used three times a day for sixteen weeks. This is good news—psoriasis is not only difficult to treat, but since many of the conventional treatments for psoriasis are steroid based, they can only be used for a short time. If you have psoriasis, talk to your dermatologist to see whether aloe is a good choice for you.

Taken internally, aloe is a strong laxative. Frankly, I think there are kinder and gentler natural laxatives, such as psyllium, so I don’t recommend aloe for this purpose.

Recently, acemannan, a compound extracted from aloe, has been shown to increase disease-fighting immune cells in mice whose immune systems had been compromised by exposure to radiation. Other studies suggest that acemannan may enhance the effect of AZT and acyclovir in blocking the spread of the AIDS virus. Obviously, a substance that both boosts immunity and helps prevent the spread of HIV would be an ideal treatment for AIDS patients along with other therapies. Time will tell whether this ancient herb can be an effective treatment for this modern-day ailment.

Researchers at Baylor College of Dentistry in Texas have reported that a gel made from acemannan helped promote the healing of oral ulcers better than conventional treatments.

POSSIBLE BENEFITS


	Soothes and promotes healing of sunburn and other minor burns.

	Useful for bug bites and mild skin irritations.


	Helps keep skin soft and supple.

	Acemannan, a compound from aloe gel, is an immune booster.



HOW TO USE IT


Aloe vera gel may be used liberally as needed.

Squeeze the fresh leaf and apply the liquid directly to affected area.

CAUTION: Do not take aloe internally during pregnancy. Aloe should not be used internally by children or the elderly.



Personal Advice

There are many so-called aloe vera preparations on the market that contain very little of this precious herb. Some contain only a minute quantity of aloe; others contain aloe extract, or reconstituted aloe vera, watered down versions that are not as beneficial as bonafide aloe gel. A true aloe product should list aloe vera as a primary ingredient (the first or second ingredient listed on the label) or state that it is 97 to 99 percent pure aloe vera.



APPLE

[image: image]

• Pyrus malus •

FACTS

The adage “An apple a day keeps the doctor away” may very well be true. In the second century, Galen, the famous court physician to emperors and gladiators, prescribed apple wine as a cure-all for nearly every ailment. While I wouldn’t go quite that far in endorsing this fruit, I believe that apples can be an important part of your daily diet.

Apples are rich in flavonoids, disease-fighting compounds found in plants. Since 1965, researchers at Finland’s Public Health Institute followed the dietary habits of 9,959 then cancer-free men and women between the ages of fifteen and ninety-nine. By 1991, 997 cases of cancer had been diagnosed, 151 of which were lung cancer. On close examination of the dietary differences between those who developed cancer and those who remained cancer-free, there was one striking difference. People who routinely ate foods rich in flavonoids were 20 percent less likely to develop cancer than those who did not. In fact, flavonoid eaters were at a 46 percent reduced risk of developing lung cancer. Of all the flavonoid-rich foods included in the diet, apples were found to be highly protective against cancer.

Quercetin is a type of flavonoid found in apples that may protect against cataracts. In animal studies, quercetin protected animals against cataracts even when they were exposed to chemicals that induce cataract formation.

Apples are also good for digestion. Depending on how they are used, they can relieve both constipation and diarrhea. Apples are also rich in soluble fiber, a substance that helps regulate blood sugar, preventing a sudden increase or drop in serum-sugar levels. Pectin, a type of soluble fiber found in apples, has received much attention lately because of its ability to lower blood cholesterol levels, thus reducing the risk of heart disease. Apples also are a traditional remedy for rheumatoid arthritis.

POSSIBLE BENEFITS


	May protect against cancer in general and lung cancer in particular.

	Helps regulate normal bowel function.

	Helps prevent both diarrhea and constipation.

	Reduces cholesterol and normalizes blood sugar.

	Traditional remedy for joint pain and stiffness due to rheumatism.



HOW TO USE IT


For diarrhea, eat a grated, peeled apple. Dried apple peels simmered in warm water help regulate digestion. For maximum benefit, eat 1 to 2 medium apples every day.







ARNICA
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• Arnica montana •

FACTS

The flower and root of this plant have been used by natural healers as a pain reliever, expectorant, and stimulant. Modern herbalists, however, believe that arnica is very strong medicine, and should not be taken internally unless it is in the much weakened homeopathic form (Dose 10-30X) under the supervision of a homeopathic physician. An overdose can be fatal. Rubbed on the skin, however, arnica is wonderful for healing bruises or other skin irritations. Use only on unbroken skin. Commercially prepared liniments may also be used for muscle soreness or arthritis.

POSSIBLE BENEFITS


	Soothes and heals skin wounds and irritations.

	Relieves pain due to muscle spasm or joint inflammation.

	Used internally, it’s good for coughs, but use only under the supervision of a homeopathic physician.



HOW TO USE IT


There are several commercially prepared salves or ointments that are safe to use externally as needed. An ointment that is too strong will cause further irritation. Therefore, I do not recommend that people prepare their own salves.

CAUTION: Never apply arnica to broken skin. If further irritation develops, discontinue use. Never take arnica internally unless it is under the supervision of a physician.







ARTICHOKE
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• Cynara scolymus •

FACTS

The flower or head of the artichoke, commonly known as the heart, is reputed to be an aphrodisiac, although this claim has never been scientifically proven. Even if this popular vegetable is not good for affairs of the heart, it is certainly good for the heart itself. Through the years, various studies worldwide have shown that people’s blood cholesterol levels dropped after eating artichoke. In fact, an anticholesterol drug called cynara is derived from this herb. In 1940, a study in Japan showed that artichoke not only reduced cholesterol but it also increased bile production by the liver and worked as a good diuretic.

Artichoke concentrate is now available in capsules at natural food stores. In a recent multicenter study involving more than 550 patients, those taking an average of 1.5 grams of artichoke leaf extract daily showed a major decline in both total cholesterol and triglycerides within six weeks. Other studies have shown that artichoke extract boosts levels of HDL or “good” cholesterol. Researchers suspect that artichoke works by both reducing cholesterol production by the liver and helping the body better eliminate excess cholesterol.

Similar to its relative, milk thistle, artichoke also appears to have a protective effect on the liver.

POSSIBLE BENEFITS


	Relieves excess water weight.

	Promotes heart health by reducing cholesterol.

	Enhances liver function.



HOW TO USE IT


Take four 500 mg. capsules daily.

To make a delicious, heart-healthy treat, rub an artichoke with olive oil and tuck a few slices of garlic in the leaves. Steam for 30 to 40 minutes. Remember that the benefits of this vegetable will be lost if you douse it in melted butter, which is high in saturated fat, or in margarine, which is high in calories.





ASHWAGANDHA
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• Withania somnifera •

FACTS

In Sanskrit, ashwagandha means “that which has the smell of a horse.” The root of this herb does indeed smell like a horse, but that hasn’t stopped it from becoming one of the most sought-after herbs in India for more than 1000 years, or from gaining a newfound popularity in the United States. Known as Indian ginseng, ashwagandha is used as a tonic, primarily for men. It is reputed to restore energy, vitality, and mental function. Ashwagandha is a well-known aphrodisiac, touted for its ability to enhance sex drive and improve erectile function. Animal studies show that, similar to ginseng, ashwagandha can increase stamina and bolster physical performance in mice, which suggests that it may have a similar effect in humans. Laboratory studies show that ashwagandha contains potent immune boosters that bolster the body’s ability to weed out cancerous cells.

Ayurvedic physicians prescribe ashwagandha to men and women who suffer from chronic or debilitating illness. A natural antiinflammatory, ashwagandha is also used to treat arthritis, usually in combination with other anti-inflammatories, such as boswellia (see page 50).



POSSIBLE BENEFITS


	Increases strength and vitality.

	Helps the body to fight disease.

	Sexual rejuvenator for men.

	Relieves symptoms of arthritis.




HOW TO USE IT


Take up to three 4.5 mg. standardized tablets daily.





ASPARAGUS
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• Asparagus officinalis •

FACTS

Asparagus is a highly regarded herb worldwide. Chinese pharmacists save the best roots of the asparagus plant for their families and friends in the belief that it will increase feelings of compassion and love. In India, this herb is used to promote fertility, reduce menstrual cramping, and increase milk production in nursing mothers. In the Western world, it has been touted as an aphrodisiac. These customs and beliefs are not mere superstition: Asparagus root contains compounds called steroidal glycosides that directly affect hormone production, and may very well influence emotions. An excellent diuretic, asparagus is also very nutritious. It is high in folic acid, which is essential for the production of new red-blood cells. Many herbal healers recommend asparagus root for rheumatism, due to the anti-inflammatory action of steroidal glycosides. Powdered seed from the asparagus plant is good for calming an upset stomach.

POSSIBLE BENEFITS


	Stimulates hormone production.

	Helps rid the body of excess water and salt.

	Helps prevent anemia due to folic acid deficiency.

	Soothes pain and swelling of joints due to rheumatism or arthritis.



HOW TO USE IT


Eat the young shoots and seeds. The seed is available in powder form. Take 1 teaspoon powder daily in juice.






CAUTION: Do not use if your kidneys are inflamed; asparagus increases the rate of urinary production.





ASTRAGALUS
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• Astragalus membranaceous •

FACTS

Asian herbalists have used astragalus, grown in China for centuries, for a wide variety of ailments, including diabetes, heart disease, and high blood pressure. Westerners, however, are just beginning to discover its many benefits. Recent studies in leading Chinese medical journals suggest that astragalus may help activate the immune system, thus enhancing the body’s natural ability to fight disease. Astragalus may also prevent the spread of malignant cancer cells to healthy tissue. Researchers at the University of Texas in Houston found that an extract from this plant helped restore normal immune function in cancer patients with impaired immunity. Although chemotherapy and radiation kill cancer cells, in the process, these treatments can leave the body weakened and more susceptible to infection. Some herbalists routinely give astragalus to people undergoing chemotherapy and radiation. In particular, astragalus boosts the production and effectiveness of immune cells, which fight viruses and tumors. More research is underway to explore the full medical potential of this ancient cure-all. Modern herbalists recommend taking astragalus to help ward off colds and flus.

POSSIBLE BENEFITS


	Promotes resistance to disease.

	Mild stimulant.

	May reduce blood pressure by helping to rid the body of excess water weight.


	May help improve immune function for cancer patients.



HOW TO USE IT


Take up to three 400 mg capsules daily.

CAUTION: If you are undergoing chemotherapy, do not take astragalus (or any other medication) without first consulting a doctor who is familiar with this herb.





The Heart Herb

In 1775, English physician William Withering diagnosed a patient with congestive heart failure as hopeless and sent him home to die. A short time later, he learned that a local folk healer had cured the patient using a bunch of mysterious herbs. Amazed by the man’s miraculous recovery, Withering investigated the herbs used by the healer and isolated foxglove Digitalis purpurea as the main ingredient. After performing several experiments, Withering discovered that this purple-flowered plant was a potent cardiotonic, that is, it improved the heart’s pumping action, helping to rid the body of the excess fluid causing the congestion. Withering also learned that in the wrong dose, foxglove could be lethal, triggering a fatal arrhythmia or irregularity in the heartbeat. For the next decade, Withering conducted numerous experiments to determine the precise amount of this drug needed to treat heart failure. He published his results in 1785, informing other physicians of this amazing new cure. Today, digitalis, the drug derived from foxglove, is a highly regarded treatment for heart failure. Due to its unpredictable effect on the heart, the herb should never be consumed without a doctor’s supervision.
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