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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


BECOME YOUR OWN DOCTOR


Classical and Renaissance physicians regarded food as medicine. Paul Lloyd revives their ancient science in his guidebook for healthy eating based on understanding the four humoral types: choleric, sanguine, melancholic and phlegmatic. Different foods can have positive or negative effects, and Lloyd explains how to find the right balance for optimal health. He includes tried-and-tested recipes utilizing common household and garden ingredients to treat a range of ailments according to humoral principles. Paul Lloyd has tapped into a cornucopia of wisdom that we can apply in these modern times of conflicting health advice.
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Introduction


In the latter part of 2014, between finishing my book Food and Identity in England and starting my next university teaching assignment, I wrote a two-part article on alternative medicine for Nexus Magazine. In discussing the history of an ancient and time-honored medical theory and practice known as humorism, I showed briefly how this might be applied to modern-day living. Following the article’s publication in April and June 2015 I received many messages from interested readers who wanted to know more about humorism and medical self-help. Clearly there was enough interest for me to expand on the topic, both in breadth and depth, by writing this book for the benefit of a wide audience.


But what was new to say on the topic? After all, in recent years many works have been published on “alternative medicine” – a term that is sometimes used in a derogatory way by some doctors, but thankfully not all of them, who either ignore or choose to forget the roots of their own practice. These works on how to cure illnesses and how to prevent them from occurring in the first place, which, thanks to the internet, have been inspired by increased public awareness of medical matters and a growing interest in taking control personally over one’s own healthcare, include instructing readers on how to make and administer herbal remedies. While these books are immensely valuable, they convey only part of the story of healthcare at home. This book is different. In recognizing the stark reality that highly trained medical experts in ancient times recognized – that all foods, not just herbs, have essential medicinal properties, and that our choice in foods is the major factor in preventing and curing illnesses – I unlock the treasure chest of bygone humoral wisdom and discuss home-made medicine and personal healthcare in a broad way.


Let me make it clear from the outset that this book does not intend to critique the modern medical profession. Few people would be rash enough to doubt the very real progress that has been facilitated by scientific research in recent years. Similarly, it seems obvious that modern nutritional theory is helping some people to live longer. To people outside the medical profession, however, it is equally obvious that the latest advice (whatever that currently may be) is not, and never has been, the final word of wisdom. Conflicting advice is everywhere we look with one group of researchers questioning the findings of another. Foods that were considered conducive to good health not long ago must, we are told, be deleted from our diets right now if we are to avoid diabetes / cancer / heart attacks, etc. As we all know, sugar – considered to be a pillar of healthfulness in the early to mid-twentieth century – is one such food that has lost favor with dieticians. Alcoholic beverages taken in small quantities are good for one’s health, or bad for it, depending on which researchers you choose to believe; fresh fruit, a one-time inducer of all manner of ills, is considered essential – at least for now; and “processed meats do cause cancer” according to a recent World Health Organization report that also says meat has “health benefits,” and, in the next breath, trumpets the notion that eating “two slices of bacon” could be dangerous (http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-34615621). We are told to eat plenty of fiber; sound advice, one might suppose, but how long will it be before this pearl of wisdom is consigned by researchers to the dustbin of medical history because some future study or another declares that fiber can cause health problems? There clearly has never been a better time to reappraise where we are going by looking back at where we have come from. In so doing, we might feel that there is much to gain by adopting a back-to-basics approach to daily regimen and medicine, and at once circumvent the need to wait an increasingly inordinate length of time to consult our hard-pressed general practitioners.


Prior to physicians, apothecaries and drug manufacturers adopting mineral and chemical compounds to cure health problems, which, cynics claim, were introduced to mystify the medical profession and justify practitioners’ wealth and prestige, effective healthcare was based on an ancient system known as humorism. Within this system the body was at one with its natural environment, and bodily imbalances that brought on disease were rectified by the patient (or his or her carer) applying a set of complex but easily understandable rules. We are told by many of today’s doctors that medicine has moved on since then, and that we should trust the latest (and often controversial and/or contradictory) advice pushed by scientists and their young research assistants keen to convince us that they are the new holders of the ultimate truth. They claim we are fitter than ever before, and in any case, they say, there is no scientific evidence that half of the humors actually exist. But does this ancient medical knowledge lose its validity because of its age – even though wise sages who practiced it in antiquity had a complex (and accurate) knowledge of mathematics and astronomy, and bequeathed to us also the calendar, time measurement, bookkeeping, law-making and civic society? Is humorism unsound because some humors can neither be found nor measured by scientists? If this is so, why should we be asked to believe in astrophysicists’ “dark matter” and cosmologists’ “singularity” – neither of which have been proven to exist? Whether or not the humors “kholé” and “melas kholé” can actually be located and identified, the bottom line is that humorism was finely tuned and its medicines were used – and used successfully according to a vast number of letters, diaries and notebooks – to treat all kinds of ailments for centuries. These handwritten testaments are available for everyone to see at city and county record offices; I know because I have studied hundreds of them.


Modern medical/dietary advice seems to suggest that, like a pair of stretchy socks or spandex shorts with an elasticated waistband, one size fits all: We should cut down on sugar consumption, researchers tell us. Undoubtedly this is true in some cases; but this sweeping statement apparently ignores an individual’s medical condition. Another abstraction resulting from a medical study relates to the healthfulness of eating copious amounts of fruit and vegetables (which ironically contain sugar, but the good news, we are told, is that it is the right sort of sugar!). These foods are so advantageous, they say, we should all eat at least “five a day.” On the basis of current wisdom this may be sound advice to many, but tell that to people who have had a carcinoid and part of their intestines removed! The generalizations go on… In our headlong rush to embrace new ideas and to accept every scrap of subjective medical/dietary advice as gospel, we have lost touch with traditional humoral-based healthcare that, assuredly and correctly, recognizes that one size certainly does not fit all. This book, like those published by doctors before the advent of chemical medicines, recognizes that our bodily requirements are individual, and that they can be maintained with the aid of individualistically tailored diets and easily made medicines. Indeed, reading a newspaper this morning, it seems that a few enlightened scientific researchers might agree with me as modern research, at long last, starts to catch up with ancient humoral knowledge regarding the health benefits of personalized diets (see: http://well.blogs.nytimes.com/2016/01/11/apersonalized-diet-better-suited-to-you/?smid=fb-share&_r=0).


In the first chapter I offer the reader a brief history of humorism, describing the nature of the humoral body and medicine, and discussing why for centuries it was so important in maintaining good health and preventing illnesses. I will look at its revival in Renaissance Europe and reveal some of the reasons for its enduring resilience in the face of challenges from those who thought the answer to humanity’s health problems lay in taking chemical and mineral compounds orally and applying them externally to everything from wounds to blemishes. Traditionalists who had good reason to believe that their health had been maintained effectively by eating the right foods and supplementing this by taking organic medicines, however, needed to understand their own peculiar bodily requirements in humoral terms. This was not incomprehensible science to our ancestors, and for us to embrace the theory and practice of health through humorism we must first recognize our own complexions and needs. This aspect of managing one’s own healthcare is addressed in Chapter Two, “Recognizing Your Own Bodily Imbalance.” I show my readers the signs to look for so that they can determine their own broad humoral makeup, and I explain how one can fine-tune this knowledge and use it to decide on the best lifestyle choices, dietary regimes and appropriate medicines in order to gain from improving one’s health.


Whatever a person’s humoral complexion might be, finding the right foods to maintain good health or to combat illness is not a problem. Whether one is a vegetarian or a red-blooded meat eater, or whether one has a preference for fish, fruit, cheese or eggs, optimal wellbeing is a question of performing a balancing act; thus Chapters Three to Seven discuss the attributes of a range of foods in turn. It will be seen that while several foods can be used to fight a specific illness, some might be more suitable than others depending on the patient’s humoral temperament and physical and mental disposition. Chapters Three and Four consider the properties and values of a broad range of common fresh fruits, herbs and vegetables. In addition to making nutritious and tasty primary ingredients in meals suitable for vegetarians and non-vegetarians alike, these foods have a wide variety of humoral qualities that enable the diner to achieve the ideal balance for his or her own particular need. It will be seen that these foods are also the most likely ones to be turned into medicines to treat a broad range of maladies. Another genre of foodstuffs that is ideal as ingredients in meals – not only from the point of view of subtly enhancing taste, texture and color, but also from the aspect of rectifying humoral imbalance – is the one that incorporates spices, condiments and dried fruits. These ingredients are discussed in Chapter Five. Usually but not always taking a supplementary role in meals, they differ from many foods in the herbs and fresh fruit category in that, as will be explained, they are often humorally “warmer” and “dryer” than the latter. Consequently they are extremely valuable for treating a different range of medical conditions.


In the sixth and seventh chapters I turn my attention to the specific humoral qualities and medical attributes of a range of foods commonly found in butchers’ shops, dairy stores, and on fishmongers’ and poulterers’ market stalls. The reasons for wanting or needing to abstain from eating flesh or other products sourced from animals are many and varied, and include, of course, an admirable concern for the welfare of our fellow creatures. These people are known as “vegans” or “vegetarians,” but some of them – perhaps more accurately describable as “vegaquarians” – eat fish. Whether or not one chooses to eat fish, meat or poultry, or whether one lives on fruits and vegetables, one can achieve nutritional balance and optimal health by adjusting one’s intake to suit one’s own personal requirements at any given time. Different sorts of flesh have humoral characteristics that should not be overlooked, however. As is the case for the other foodstuffs mentioned above, whether one is male or female, young or old, active of sedentary, fit or ill, there is a broad range of meats available to service every humoral complexion, to provide variety, and to suit all medical/dietary requirements.


The eighth and final chapter looks at advice handed down to us on how to make a range of medicines that can be used both to protect the members of the household from contracting illnesses and to help cure existing ones. This chapter discusses also the perceived values of home-made lotions which may be applied to the skin to treat wounds, blemishes and bites. It will be seen that making lotions and potions does not need to be complicated for them to be effective, and that this aspect of healthcare at home is just one part of an overall procedure that can be tailored to suit individual requirements. Let us start by looking at the maintenance and restoration of bodily and mental health at a time when “alternative” medicine was mainstream.





Part I – Humorism





Chapter One



When “Alternative” Medicine was Mainstream


There was a time when the practice now known as “alternative” medicine was, in fact, mainstream. Everyone from highly qualified doctors to amateur healers, and from clerics and high-ranking lords to lowly peasants, understood the needs of the body in terms of its relationship with the environment; and people who kept diaries and notebooks were convinced that humoral-based medicines worked very well indeed. In order to comprehend the workings of this system we need to start by briefly looking at the history of humorism. In this chapter I look at its roots and revival in Renaissance Europe and reveal some of the reasons for its enduring resilience in the face of challenges from those who thought the answer to humanity’s health problems lay in taking chemicals and minerals orally, and in applying them externally to treat skin complaints. I describe the nature of humorism, the humoral body and medicine, and reveal why, for centuries, humoral treatments were so important in maintaining good health and preventing illnesses.


Before more “scientific” ideas were adopted by doctors, starting with the chemical and mechanical body theories forwarded by pioneers such as Swiss alchemist Paracelsus – which supposedly necessitate the use of chemicals, minerals and distillates to cure illnesses introduced to the body – our ancestors up until around the mid-1600s clearly understood wellbeing in quite another way. Prevention and cure of illnesses that originated within the body, learned people knew, was part of the same package that had at its core respecting the so-called “non-naturals.” These are breathing in high-quality, non-polluted air; regular and timely evacuation of bladder and bowel; correct and adequate exercise; sleeping soundly; avoiding perturbation of the mind such as stressful thoughts and bad dreams; and, most importantly – because it was clearly understood that food is medicine – eating and drinking the right foods in the right quantities at the right time. Thus, lifestyle is key; and, as physician James Hart who in 1633 wrote a book called Klinike observed, this means eating humorally balanced meals. Hart was just one of many doctors who thought along these lines, for this theory had become established among medical experts and accepted by the public who applied this wisdom at the point of treatment. So where did the ideas come from?


They appear to have been known and used by people living in ancient Greece and classical Rome, but they are probably rooted in much earlier civilizations. This can be seen in the works of two ancients: Claudius Galen, a well-respected physician and philosopher who was born in Turkey and lived in Greece, Alexandria and Rome between AD 130 and AD 210; and “the father of Western medicine” Hippocrates who lived in Greece six centuries earlier. Even in Hippocrates’ time, which was four hundred years before Jesus was born, there was nothing new in humoral medicine, for this insightful and well-informed Greek physician – who bequeathed to us the still-important Hippocratic Oath – insisted that his medical knowledge was ancient even at that time. Thus, it is probable that humorism was received indirectly from exceptionally knowledgeable sages inhabiting Mesopotamia in the earliest of times – wise men who also passed down to us advanced mathematics, accurate astronomy, writing, accountancy, recordkeeping, libraries, law-making and rules for living a harmonious life within the framework of civic society.


During the Renaissance period in Europe (circa 1300 to 1650) there was a revival of interest in all things Greek and Roman, and this included art, architecture, literature and science – including medicine. Thus, the works of Galen and Hippocrates came to occupy a central position in the medical theories of late medieval and early modern physicians. Given that the Roman Empire was centered in the country that is now known as Italy, it is perhaps unsurprising that this country’s humanist scholars were at the cutting edge of reviving and analyzing classical teachings. It is equally unsurprising to find the main Renaissance medical training facility here. Prior to Montpellier in Southern France becoming the main European center for medical students, the School of Medicine at Salerno, close to Naples in Southern Italy’s Campania region, was the distinguished medical teaching facility. So much so that it attracted scholars from all over Europe. Here students learned about the theories of great thinkers who had lived in the dim and distant past – how best to cure illnesses, and even how to help prevent them from occurring in the first place – and, with critical eyes, they adapted them to suit their own environmental conditions and relatively modern ways of life. It was largely the words of wisdom of these Southern European scholars that informed the writings of medical practitioners in Northern Europe, Britain and, subsequently, North America.
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