











“Until recently Western science saw the heart as a very sophisticated pump. Over the past 30 years research has shown the heart is much more, with significant endocrine and nervous system function. Ancient cultures perceived that the heart was the source of life, emotions, bravery, the self, and spirit. Wolf D. Storl’s The Heart and Its Healing Plants is a unique book that bridges cultures, centuries, myth, and science to expand our knowledge of the heart and the plants that can be used to heal broken hearts literally, figuratively, and ceremonially as well.”

DAVID WINSTON, RH(AHG), AUTHOR OF ADAPTOGENS:
HERBS FOR STRENGTH, STAMINA, AND STRESS RELIEF

“What happens when we cross one of the most original, deep-thinking, spiritual minds of the era with one of the most complicated, least understood, important organs in the body? We get an amazing book by Wolf D. Storl on the heart, holism medicine, and herbalism. But amazing is too limiting a word. What we have here is a foundation for all future holistic work on these subjects. We want to know the deep, ancient, indigenous stories of the plants as well as the most modern pharmacology. We want to plumb the depths of the human heart in its every facet. That’s what we have here.”

MATTHEW WOOD, AUTHOR OF HOLISTIC MEDICINE
AND THE EXTRACELLULAR MATRIX

“Besides being a materia medica of useful plants for heart conditions, this book also explores the underlying psychological and spiritual causes of heart ailments. Storl views the heart as an eternal organ, connected to the universe and the divine. He calls for a return to nature’s own biorhythm and to the pulses of life and joy that can be found by reconnecting to the natural world. By paying attention to dreams, the cycles of the seasons, and to the sun and moon, we can heal the heart of our being and find calm, love, and peace in the eye of life’s storm. This is a valuable book that will help us to navigate our stressed, fast-paced, and mechanized modern lifestyle.”

ELLEN EVERT HOPMAN, AUTHOR OF SECRET MEDICINES FROM
YOUR GARDEN, A DRUID’S HERBAL FOR THE SACRED EARTH YEAR,
AND THE SACRED HERBS OF YULE AND CHRISTMAS

“A masterful synthesis of spirituality and science that is relevant to everyone who has a heart. Storl traces herbalism from its deep roots in the European herbal tradition and the vision of Hildegard to the modern use of cardioactive plants and their chemistry in cardiology. Now we need the same quality and depth of scholarship applied to all our organs!”

DAVID HOFFMANN, FNIMH, RH, AUTHOR OF
MEDICAL HERBALISM AND THE HERBAL HANDBOOK

“The Heart and Its Healing Plants gets to the core of heart health by addressing the history, folklore, spirit, science, and emotional factors that affect the cardiovascular system. It weaves a fascinating look at the deepest aspects of healing the heart from many world cultures over a span of centuries.”

BRIGITTE MARS, AHG, AUTHOR OF THE SEXUAL HERBAL,
ADDICTION-FREE NATURALLY, AND NATURAL REMEDIES FOR MENTAL AND EMOTIONAL HEALTH

“Wolf D. Storl presents a holistic view of common heart illnesses. He does not only deal with their physical causes but also tackles the harmful psychic attitudes and misdirected life goals that enable diseases. This is a great book to understand, prevent, and cure heart disease.”

CHRISTOPHER VASEY, N.D., AUTHOR OF
NATURAL ANTIBIOTICS AND ANTIVIRALS AND
THE ACID-ALKALINE DIET FOR OPTIMUM HEALTH
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PREFACE

To really know something—not simply believe or think, but to know—is only possible with the whole heart.

REINHARD FRIEDL, CARDIAC SURGEON

MOST CARDIOLOGISTS VIEW THE HEART AS A PUMP—a highly complicated one, but nevertheless only a mechanical pump that, in the event of a malfunction, doctors try to repair with the help of comprehensive high-tech medicine and synthetic pharmaceuticals. Medicinal herbs rarely play a role in any of this. Elke Mohaupt, M.D., a specialist in internal medicine, wrote to me in a personal letter:

The fact is that the knowledge of the effects of healing plants in our medicine—especially in cardiology—has not (yet?) been properly addressed. That is a shame because it is such an exciting field, especially for us doctors! I recommend herbal supplements—thank goodness they still exist—for nervous heart problems and there is a good success rate. Many of my colleagues (and particularly the cardiologists!) are unaware of these preparations. I also think a reason for the increasing deterioration of phytotherapeutic knowledge in the medical profession is the fact that all herbal medicines must be paid for by the patients themselves, and are not covered by ordinary health insurance. This has the following consequences: (1) there are practically no pharmaceutical representatives who discuss herbal medicines, which would encourage our interest in phytotherapy; and (2) there is less appreciation for plant medicine on the part of the patients themselves. Herbal medication is not based on an “official prescription” that has value because you get something—free, or at least seemingly free—when you hand it over to the pharmacist, but instead it is only a recommendation that is not covered by medical insurance, so you must pay out of pocket for it. Plant medicines are also ignored when it comes to medical research; they are seen as an aspect of medical history that has long been superseded.

As far as the “pump” is concerned, there is even a recent, rather reluctant reassessment among the most forward-thinking of cardiologists: the heart cannot be explained in mechanistic terms alone. This organ, which gives us the rhythm of life, is there at the beginning of our existence. It is the first fully developed organ; it starts to beat three weeks after conception and is completely formed seven weeks after fertilization. The development of the cerebral cortex only begins in the eighth week, when the heart has already been in operation for some time. In other words, the functional heart, which can transport blood and nutrients, is a prerequisite for the development of the brain and all the other organs.

Researchers at the University of Montreal found that when undifferentiated embryonic stem cells are sprinkled with the love hormone oxytocin, something magical happens: they connect, transform into heart muscle cells, and start to beat synchronously (Friedl 2019, 132). The love hormone thus triggers the first of the heartbeats that will accompany us for a lifetime.

In the human organism, oxytocin is generated not only in the brain but also in the heart. And it is not just the brain, but the heart, too, which releases the hormone during a loving gaze, a hug, or during lovemaking and its climax. This biochemical messenger enables a deep heart-to-heart connection. Oxytocin has a cardioprotective effect: it lowers blood pressure, calms the pulse, and lowers cortisone levels—it makes the heart happy. Moreover, it also inhibits the release of inflammatory mediators, thus blocking the development of arteriosclerosis. The heart of the fetus produces more oxytocin than the heart of an adult. Just before birth, it releases even more of this love hormone, which prepares the mother’s organism for the birth and ultimately initiates labor. After birth, the hormone helps the uterus involute; it also stimulates the mammary glands and promotes milk flow. During breastfeeding and when a mother and her infant are in direct physical contact, their hearts begin to beat in sync.

The heart and the brain are not separated. It is now known that they communicate with one another via the autonomous nervous system, via breathing, and so on. The brain pulsates with the same rhythm of the heartbeat; craniosacral therapy is based on this knowledge. The ancient Greeks knew ten types of pulse; in Chinese medicine, twenty-eight different subtle oscillations (pulses) can be felt. Complex scientific experiments were able to detect signals in the brain that came from the heart. The brain responds to these signals that affect our perception and decisions. According to the latest research results, the traditional belief that the heart has something to do with compassion and courage no longer seems so improbable (Friedl 2019, 191). The heart has cardio-cognitive consciousness—it senses when something is coherent; it reacts to emotions.

The synchronization of heartbeats is not only restricted to mothers and their infants. A synchronous harmony of hearts also arises in other situations—for example, when people sing together in a choir, engage in group mantra singing, or conduct rituals and pujas. The same phenomenon occurs for groups of people involved in risky or dangerous situations, such as with medical teams during difficult operations or soldiers during a confrontation in battle.

Even on a biological level, the heart is indeed the organ of love and compassion, in which—as the mystics say—our divine Self resides. In antiquity, in alchemy, in the astrological plantlore of the Renaissance, and in the ancient philosophy of India the sun in the heavens was regarded as the heart of the macrocosm. The green, photosynthetic vegetation also develops and lives in harmony with the sun; it is directly connected to this cosmic pulse-generator. Therefore, plants can help us to find our own rhythm of life—and to regain it if we have lost it. In the following pages, we will take a closer look at some of the plants that are especially suited for this.






THE HEART OF THE MATTER

GIVEN THE CRISES TODAY of the technologized Western world, in which the human heart is constantly trying to keep up with a fast, usually machine-driven pace, it is not surprising that heart ailments are essentially the number one killer—indeed, they are second only to iatrogenic deaths (those that result from the activity of doctors or surgeons).* After heart ailments, the next two major causes of death are cancer and strokes.

Coronary heart diseases have become a big business. It seems obvious that the human heart is barely able to take the conditions that prevail in our modern world of machines and technology: stress and anxiety, job insecurity, pent-up anger, and lovelessness. Then there is the constant stream of terrible news on television—wars that involve us indirectly or even personally; globalized criminal networks involving things such as child pornography; young people dying from deadly drugs such as fentanyl; or the recent increase of myocarditis apparently resulting from Covid vaccinations, for instance—and the insecure feeling of having very little say in one’s own life while living under an increasing amount of government regulations. All of these things and many more take a toll on the human heart that is generally underestimated. They represent a societal-cultural problem that requires a remedy, for it also filters down and directly affects our health. Many of today’s bright minds have convincingly questioned the belief that a body is basically just a machine that needs maintenance or repair when the parts wear out. It has become more and more apparent that disease has a psychosomatic aspect and that our emotions have a very real effect on our health. In the realm of heart disease, this seems to be even more the case than with other diseases. The stress of living in a modern industrial society makes it difficult to experience great joy of life—joy that has traditionally always been perceived as experience of the heart.

In this book, we will examine from the perspective of ethnobotany and cultural anthropology how old European cultures (my area of expertise) related to the heart and also touch on the views of some other indigenous peoples. We will consider various worldviews regarding the subject. How were heart diseases defined? What methods of healing were used? Why and how were they applied in treatment? Such information should not be considered as a medical guidebook. While the topic of modern medicine will not be ignored in these pages, it is not my main area of interest. It is also not my intention to preach to or discredit medical professionals with this entirely different point of view, nor do I wish to meddle in modern cardiology by suggesting which plants to use for high blood pressure, arrhythmia, angina pectoris, or heart failure. Numerous books of this sort are available. My main emphasis is on broadening our horizons with respect to how we define the heart—through ethnobotanical and ethnomedicinal explorations, we can expand our view regarding heart problems and learn about the plants that have an age-old connection to the heart. The plants will also be presented more as spiritual allies of the heart than as vehicles for active ingredients that help various heart disorders; although these aspects are not neglected here either, they are, however, not my main concern.

Often when one has burned all their bridges and stands on the threshold of a new phase in life, prophetic dreams may come to help guide the way. This was the case for me when, at age forty-four, I returned to the land of my birth and my ancestors, which I had left when I was eleven years old. After some twenty-five years spent in the United States and two years in India—which revealed itself to me as a veritable “country of the gods”—my wife and I ended up living in the moors of East Frisia in northern Germany, where I still have some relatives. It was not completely clear what I would be doing professionally, except that I planned to continue writing books as I had been doing for some years. Our savings were running low, and the future was still a mystery. I dreamed of two houses that we could live in: the first was a brightly lit modern house, Bauhaus-style, made of glass and artificial materials and full of appliances; the second was a large rustic house in the woods, with a warm fire blazing in the hearth—and not much electric light. A higher being, an angel or a god—was it Wotan?—was showing me that I could choose which house I preferred, and this would then become our dwelling place. I chose the house with the fire—I intuitively sensed that the hearth in the middle of the house had emanated a warm invitation to my own heart.

I ended up choosing the path of the heart. For the divine Self lives in the heart and will not be found on the path of external appearances. If the latter path is chosen, one will invariably be reminded at some later point that it is necessary to return to the heart. The fast pace of modern life usually takes its toll, and the heart becomes hardened, or painful, or loses its rhythm. It may even break down. The art of healing the heart—and the plants that help this to happen—is the subject of this book. For these plants must indeed know about this kind of healing, because they live day and night with the cosmic rhythm of the cosmic heart, the sun.



*“Yes, my dear colleagues, we know what the major cause of death is in the world today,” announced one of the doctors during his lecture at the ethno-medical congress that took place at the Ludwig Maximilian University of Munich in October 2007. The audience assumed the answer was obvious: coronary diseases and cancer. The lecturer continued: “We doctors are the main cause of death.” Indeed, the facts speak for themselves. According to the Journal of the American Medical Association, 106,000 patients die each year due to the side effects of properly prescribed medication, while 2,216,000 patients experience serious chronic damage. The study does not even list statistics for false diagnoses, mistakes in dosage, and the misuse of medication (Lazarou et al. 1998, 1200). A research study led by Dr. Jürgen Fröhlich, director of the Department of Clinical Pharmacology at the Medical University in Hannover, Germany, calculated that in German hospitals alone the internists recorded 58,000 patients yearly as having died due to the side effects of medication (Schnurrer and Fröhlich 2003). On top of all of this there are the mistakes made in treatment, the hospital-spawned infections, and other causes, which are responsible for hundreds of thousands of fatalities per year. Dr. Vernon Coleman comments: “Not even members of the medical establishment can deny that doctors are one of the main causes of sickness and death—to a greater extent than all accidents combined and on par with cancer and coronary diseases” (2006, 30).




THE HEART—JUST A PUMP?

The medical art is rooted in the heart.

If your heart is false, then the physician inside you is also false.

If it is righteous, then the physician is also righteous.

PARACELSUS (1530)

THE HEART, ACCORDING TO A MODERN MEDICAL dictionary, is the muscular central organ of the circulatory system; in an adult, the hollow organ made of muscular tissue, and weighing approximately 10.5 ounces, functions as a double-acting pump (Minker 1992, 124). This small high-performance motor, this “580-horsepower machine”—as Austrian heart surgeon Dr. Ferdinand Waldenberger calls it—pumps blood out of the cavities sixty to eighty times a minute. The corresponding circulatory system stretches over some 62,130 miles, or two-and-a-half times around the entire Earth. The heart beats about 100,000 times a day, more than four million times a year, and around three billion times in a normal lifetime. Four to seven quarts of blood flow per minute, or 2,000 gallons per day. During a normal lifetime, the human heart pumps enough blood to fill two oil tankers (Waldenberger 2003, 15).

From a modern perspective, this impressive pump system proves to be frail enough:

◆ The muscle can weaken (cardiac insufficiency).

◆ The valves, which close the atria and the veins so that no blood flows backward, can fail (cardiac valve insufficiency).

◆ The tubes can calcify, clog, and become constricted (arteriosclerosis).

◆ A blood clot (thrombus) can completely block an artery, causing a heart attack and ending in sudden death. Another term for this is an acute myocardial infarction.*

All sorts of things can, of course, go wrong with this little machine. Fortunately, we have a veritable heart industry—full of highly qualified health engineers and “mechanics”—that can keep the pump going. State-of-the-art diagnostic methods, such as the electrocardiogram (ECG or EKG) and, depending on the symptoms, a cardiac stress test, provide a factual diagnosis. Coronary angiocardiography, cardiac catheter examination, and/or an ultrasound examination (echocardiography) may follow. Other procedures ensure repair, good maintenance, and the optimal functioning of the stressed body machine. Magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) and computer tomography (CT) may also be used before a transplant or for clarifying rare problems. Here are a few interventions:

◆ For cardiomyopathy (disease of the heart muscle) and dangerously high blood pressure there are beta-blockers, calcium antagonists, and ACE inhibitors, which lower the blood pressure. There are so-called antiarrhythmic drugs for alleviating disturbances in heart rhythm. Even better for tired hearts is the cardiac pacemaker, an implanted electrical device that generates pulses which stimulate a regulated heartbeat. There are also heart medications derived from plants, such as foxglove (digitalis), lily of the valley (convallaria), hellebore (helleborus), genista (genista; cytisus), climbing oleander (Strophanthus gratus), or laurel rose (Nerum oleander). Many of them contain positive inotropic cardiac glycosides, which are so poisonous they basically scare the body into making the heart pump stronger to rid itself of the toxins via the liver and kidneys.* These cardiac glycosides are now produced synthetically and are a billion-dollar-a-year business.

◆ Specialists can replace problematic valves with an artificial valvular prosthesis or a bio prosthesis, such as from a donor heart or a pig’s heart.

◆ In the case of vasoconstriction, operative measures are also taken in the form of a bypass—for example, like alleviating a traffic jam by rerouting the traffic, the constricted section of the coronary blood vessel is bypassed by using a vein from the leg or arm. In the United States approximately 300,000 patients a year undergo a bypass operation. Moreover, there is also percutaneous transluminal coronary angioplasty (PTCA), in which a tiny rubber hose is placed into the coronary blood vessel and then inflated to widen the constricted vessel. Commonly called stents, small tubes made of metal or artificial material are also placed in the blood vessels. In modern Western countries, this expensive procedure is carried out on an average of 250,000 people per population of 80 million each year.

◆ In the case of patients with end-stage heart failure who remain symptomatic despite optimal medical therapy, the heart itself can be surgically removed and a donor heart transplanted in its place, similarly to how a worn-out car engine can be replaced with a new one.

These treatments all sound well and good and give the impression that the experts have everything well under control. Nevertheless, there are more than a few issues that arise. Even though they are effective, many heart medicines have undesirable side effects. Beta-blockers, for example, can constrict the blood vessels and cause sleeping disorders and impotence. Antiarrhythmics can cause tinnitus, impaired vision, sensitivity to sunlight, and even weaken the heart muscle (Maxen, Hoffbauer, and Heeke 2005, 343). The most dangerous side effect of antiarrhythmics, which include beta-blockers, is irregular heartbeat—meaning they can cause the very symptoms that they should be alleviating.

Pacemakers are not as sensitive to electromagnetic fields (such as those generated by microwave ovens, for example) as they were at first. However, there are still warnings that caution should be exercised near very strong electromagnetic fields and when carrying cell phones; a cell phone should be kept at a distance of about twelve inches from the pacemaker, which is usually implanted under the right collarbone.

Artificial heart valves last for a few years at most, and they result in numerous red blood cells being crushed each time they close. They also provide ideal conditions for blood clots, which is not the case with natural heart valves. If a mechanical prosthesis is used as a heart valve, the recipient must regularly take medication (blood thinners) that has severe side effects; she or he remains a permanent patient.

A bypass operation can cost anywhere from 50,000 to 100,000 dollars. It doesn’t take a mathematical genius to recognize that this is another huge, billion-dollar business (Chopra 2001, 19). In industrialized countries, 70,000 such surgical interventions per population of 80 million occur yearly. The cost-benefit ratio is dismal when one considers that for 10 to 15% of the patients, the valve fails after only one year. Studies have also shown that these expensive operative practices are barely capable of significantly extending a patient’s life (Blech 2005, 179). The American doctor Harvey Bigelsen wonders whether the sense of feeling better after a bypass operation might not actually be a result of the nerves that register pain having been cut (Bigelsen 2011, 70).

Despite the billions that are spent to keep the pump-and-tube system functioning smoothly, coronary diseases remain number one among the deadly diseases in the modern world. Approximately half of the deaths in industrialized Western societies can be chalked up to coronary disease. In 1996, the German medical journal Ärztezeitung cited approximately one million heart attacks per year in Germany alone, with 200,000 of them resulting in death. In the United states in 1997, nearly one million people died of coronary diseases (Schmertzing 2002, 72). In addition, some 600,000 new patients in Germany develop coronary disorders each year—a typical statistic for a modern Western country.

HEART REMEDIES OF INDIGENOUS PEOPLES

With regard to heart health problems, things have not always been like they are now—neither for our ancestors nor for any traditional and indigenous peoples. In either case, heart ailments were hardly known. Of course, the heart pounds wildly in the face of danger, or becomes pain-ridden through suffering and sorrow, or stands still in extreme shock, or can even be broken. A heart might also be stolen, charmed, or bewitched. But heart diseases as we know them in the modern, industrialized age were—and still are in so-called developing countries—essentially unknown. When ethnopharmacologists search through the healing lore of indigenous peoples, they find very little that pertains to any kinds of heart ailments.

Indigenous peoples—hunter-gatherers as well as hoe-farmers—have always made use of a wide range of healing herbs, barks, and roots. These medicinal plants reflect the health problems of the people. Many of these cures involve hemostatic plants, which are used to stop bleeding, heal wounds, and fight topical infections. There are also numerous healing plants for gastrointestinal illnesses, stomach cramps, diarrhea, worms, and skin rashes; and many purgatives are found that induce vomiting, diarrhea, sweating, or urination—bodily reactions that help rid oneself of toxins, including such afflictions as “magic arrows,” “worms,” and “evil spirits.”

In colder northern climates, indigenous peoples made use of various plants for the lungs, such as colt’s foot, angelica, witch hazel, heath milkwort, burnet, and thyme. Lung problems were fairly common due to the cold climate and the smoke from the open fires in the houses. Healing plants containing salacin—such as willow bark or meadowsweet—helped with rheumatism and arthritis, which were common ailments in places where people slept on cold, damp earthen floors. Painkillers, diuretics, anti-inflammatory agents, and plants for healing broken bones were also found in abundance among European indigenous peoples. In addition, a profound knowledge regarding consciousness-altering natural drugs, which were used in a sacral-cultural context (and mainly by the men), was, and is, present. The women possessed a wide spectrum of gynecological healing plants for menstrual difficulties and various female disorders, as well as plants that supported fertility and birth (Lipp 1996, 21; Wolters 1999, 79). There were also plenty of plants used by women to bewitch men. But cardiac medicines are hardly found in indigenous herbal lore. If one does come across a cardiac medicine, it will most likely be a plant with glycosides, which strongly affect the heart and can be used to poison the tips of arrows. For instance, the Celts applied the poisonous juice of hellebore to the tips of the spears and arrows used for hunting deer. The African Pygmies made a decoction of the seeds and roots of plants containing strophanthin (such as the aforementioned climbing oleander or laurel rose) and soaked their arrow tips in it for hunting elephants. No matter where the animal was hit with the arrow, it would die of catalepsy and heart failure. In modern cardiac medicine, strophanthin is regarded as a kind of wonder drug; in very exact and controlled doses, it is administered as an injection for acute heart insufficiency (bradycardia) and cardiac decompensation.

I became quite aware how native people did not have a tradition with cardiac medicine when I was undertaking ethnobotanical excursions in the Bighorn Mountains in Wyoming and Montana with my Cheyenne friend Bill Tallbull. The Cheyenne had been forced onto a small reservation. They had to endure the authorities making harsh demands on them, religious fanatics trying to convert them, teachers punishing them for speaking their own language, social workers snooping into their family matters, and do-gooders questioning the old Cheyenne ways and values, all of which was especially confusing for the younger generation. And then there was the daily struggle to survive amid a lack of employment opportunities and the unscrupulous actions of the big mining corporations that disregarded traditional land-use rights and moved in with loud machinery, scraping away the sacred soil. The culture of these once-proud bison hunters was further threatened by hopelessness, violence, alcoholism, social disintegration, and the loss of their native tongue. The old medicine man had taken all this so much to heart that his heart was in pain.

“But you native Americans have so many healing plants,” I said. “Don’t you have healing plants for heart ailments?”

“Before we were forced on to a reservation and we took on the lifestyle and eating habits of white people, we had no heart ailments,” he answered. “Diabetes was also unknown, which is now a big problem for our people. We had no tooth decay, cancer, or extreme obesity. Those diseases were unknown to us, so we have no healing plants for them. We drink Mo e’-emohk’ shin [Elk mint]* as a tea when we have intense pain in the chest due to coughing or if someone has a weak, dispirited heart. We pray for help, but sometimes it takes a long time before the plant spirits take pity on us and show us their healing powers.”

HEART AILMENTS IN OLD EUROPEAN TRADITIONS OF FOLK MEDICINE

For the various old European cultures—whether in the Mediterranean regions or in the northern woodlands of the Slavic, Germanic, and Celtic peoples—heart disease was as little known as it was among Native Americans. The heart was perceived as the place where vitality and courage originated; it was never understood as a mechanical pump. Its rhythmic heartbeat was the very pulse of life—just like how in nature the cycles of day and night, or the ocean tides, represent life’s natural rhythm. According to older Germanic traditions, a heart was either big or small: a coward had a small heart, whereas a courageous person had a big one. The heart was seen as either warm or cold, hard or soft; if someone was greedy, haughty, arrogant, or merciless, this was associated with a cold and hard heart. By contrast, a good person had a soft and warm heart, capable of sympathy, kindness, and compassion. Heart ailments were therefore seen as sicknesses of the soul and not as organic or functional maladies.

In the old folk medicine that had its roots in earlier Celtic, Germanic, and Slavic traditions, heart ailments were seen as having supernatural causes. When the chest and the diaphragm were in actual physical pain—such as with what we call “heartburn,” gastric discomfort or nausea (which the French call mal au cœur, literally “heart sickness”), or pleurisy—this was also attributed to the heart.* If the heart was beating violently, or experiencing cramps or stabbing pain, it was believed that “nagging” or “pissing” “worms” were the culprit, or other invisible disease-causing evil spirits and demons, or perhaps malicious elves. Witchcraft or sorcery might also be the source of the problem. Here we will consider a few of the common diagnoses from quite old traditions of European folk medicine.

A Heart Full of Straw

When someone’s heart became increasingly weak, to the point that the person had practically lost all strength and zest to live, it was assumed that a witch or sorceress was tampering with the victim’s heart at night while he or she was sleeping.† It was imagined that such entities sometimes “cut the heart out and ate it, then stuffed straw or wood into the chest cavity” (Bächtold-Stäubli 1987, III:1811; Grimm 2003, 875). The following question is cited in a penitential and confessional book belonging to Bishop Burchard of Worms (died 1025) and is one example among many that reflects the disdain the church held toward the older, traditional beliefs. It is to be used for interrogating a suspected witch.

Do you believe what many women believe and hold true, women who have reverted to Satan? Namely that in the silence of restless nights, although you lie in bed and your man is asleep at your bosom while you are physically behind closed doors, you are able to depart and cross the spaces of the world with others laboring in the same deluded state, and with invisible weapons slay baptized Christians who are redeemed through the blood of Christ, boil their flesh and consume it, and stuff straw or wood or other things in the place where their heart was, and reanimate those you have eaten and extend their lease on life.

This is an archaic belief, which can also be found among the North Germanic peoples—for example, in the Laxdœla Saga from Iceland (Hasenfratz 2011, 87).

A Worm in the Heart

A person who suffered from a chronic cough or who had to constantly gasp for breath or breathe heavily was seen as being afflicted by a “heart-worm.” It was believed that heart palpitations or a racing heart (tachycardia) were caused by “thickness of the blood,” a heart-worm chewing on the heart, or a stone hanging on the heart. The leeches (physicians) of the olden days,* who also healed with incantations, visualized this kind of worm as a being with antler-like horns on its head. Heartburn was also thought to be caused by the “pissing” of a heart-worm. Moreover, this heart-worm could be a worm of hate or envy, or some sort of “aetheric” worm that wears a person down. The leeches of the times used various anthelmintic plants, such as allium species like bear leek or alpine leek (Allium victorialis), which were known to repel demonic spirits. Smudging with special plants such as mugwort, juniper, or nightshades such as henbane for their healing smoke was also effective against these worms. Other plants used as “worm medicines” included valerian, blackberry, stinging nettle, gentian, fir needles, ground ivy, St. John’s wort, carrot leaves, tansy, sorrel, plantain, wood fern, and wormwood. All of these plants continue to turn up in the old herbal manuscripts that were produced in later times. Enlightenment doctors scoffed at these cures as being superstitious, since it was obvious that these plants generally did not cure a case of roundworm or tapeworm. However, the worms that these plants were meant to repel were not physical creatures but rather “spirit worms” or “elf worms.” If during a serious illness the heart-worm comes out of the mouth, they claimed, death is very near.

Nightmares (Demons of the Night)

When a night-demon called an Alb torments a sleeper and sits on their chest, the victim has trouble breathing and is overcome with feelings of dread.* These are conditions that, from a modern perspective, might be seen as having some connection to a heart or circulatory dysfunction. In earlier times, the belief was that elfish spirits of a malevolent kind cause frightful nightmares. Sometimes, a spirit of this sort rides the sleeping person like a horse so that he or she wakes up the next morning sweating, exhausted, and panting with a wildly pounding heart. The Alb robs its victims of their vitality, and in the worst case, they can even suffer a sudden stroke (Apoplexia = “paralysis”) and die. Harmful elves like the Alb are spirit beings that can appear in many and shifting shapes, as a tomcat, a marten, a black dog, a fiery horse or bird, or in a human shape as a woman with bird’s feet or toad’s feet or a little man with bulging eyes and a fat head. Folk medicine had many cures for such beings. Pentacles carved into the bedposts were believed to protect the sleeper from bad spirits; scissors were strategically placed in the bedstraw or inserted into the keyhole (facing outward) of the door to keep the bad spirits at bay;* or a hatchet was placed near the bed with the sharp end upward, the person was covered with a wolf’s pelt, and incantations were chanted like the following “elf blessing” from Bohemia:



Alb, Alb, du bist geboren wie ein Kalb,

Alle Wasser musst du waten,

Alle Bäume musst du blaten,

Alle Berge musst du steigen,

Alle Kirchen musst du meiden,

Und ob du das wirst tun,

Derweil will ich gut ruhn.

Alb, Alb, you were born like a calf,

All waters must you wade,

All trees must you leaf,

All mountains must you climb,

All churches must you shun,

And while you do these things,

I will rest well.





It was believed one could command bad spirits to do tasks that are impossible and then have one’s peace. One saying in Baden, Germany, went: “Doggeli, wenn du chunnst, so bätt!” (Doggeli, if you can, pray!) Of course, an evil spirit cannot pray. It was not only possible to banish such a spirit in this way, but one might also appease it by giving it some offerings, such as food that had been censed with holy smoke, a small bowl of oil or milk, or “three white gifts” (salt, flour, and egg).

Someone who had been attacked or ridden by a nightmare could be helped with certain herbs that protect against the cruel elves of the night, either by drinking a tea or wearing an amulet. One plant that can be used against nightmares and which is safe to drink as tea is yarrow (Alchemilla vulgaris). Others are dried and put into satchels for protection, such as holy rope (Eupatorium cannabinum); black nightshade (Solanum nigrum); woundwort (Stachys alpinum); bittersweet nightshade (Solanum dulcamara); mistletoe (Viscum album); the spores of stag’s-horn clubmoss (Lycopodium clavatum), which are called Alp-flour; southern wormwood (Artemisia abrotanum), also called Alp rue; and fumitory (Fumaria officinalis) (Marzell 1943–1979, V:10).

Nervous Heart

Another descriptive term with deep roots in folk medicine is for the illness that was known as Herzgespann or Herzgesperr (anxious heart or heart palpitations; literally “heart-cramps” or “heart-lock”) and which could befall humans and animals, especially horses. The term described pains and unease that started in the stomach and spread toward the heart. These unpleasant feelings were often accompanied by a tremulous and palpitating heart and tension that constrained the breathing and the elasticity of the diaphragm. The condition occurs when the “heart sac”—or the “heart ribbon” (the pericardium), the “little sac in which the heart hangs in the body”—is strained (Hovorka and Kronfeld 1909, 67). This “heart sac” can lay in a hampering way against the ribs. The Allgemeines Oeconomisches Lexikon, a home encyclopedia from 1731, states that Herzgespann

[occurs] in people, but mostly small children, [and] consists in a swelling of the body under the short ribs, which causes difficult and anxious breathing, as comes about from cold air; severe gas in the stomach; and similar such things that hinder the motom diaphagmatis (movement of the diaphragm). (Grimm and Grimm 1877, X:1246)

For this disease, the healing plant motherwort (Leonurus cardiaca) was used. In German this plant is itself also called Herzgespann.

The heart could also break due to grief in love, disappointment, or shock, or it could shrink to the size of a bean (Bächtold-Stäubli 1987, III:1803). The breaking of a heart could even be heard: it cracked like a dry branch being broken. In a song written in the sixteenth century, we read: “Krach, jungh Hertz, und brich nicht, / Die ich will, begert meiner nicht. (Crack, young heart, but do not break, / The one I want, wants me not). The Grimm’s fairy tale The Frog King, or Iron Harry, tells how the prince’s loyal servant rides back with him and the new princess in a carriage. Three times they hear a loud crack, and the prince asks what the sound is. The servant tells them that he had three tight bands wrapped around his heart so that it would not break during the time the prince was enchanted and was a frog. As they rode back home to the castle and the first of the three bands broke, the following conversation ensued (which then repeats two more times):



“Harry, the carriage

Is falling apart.”

“No, sir, from my heart

An iron band fell;

For my heart grieved sore

When you were a puddock

And sat in a well.” (Grimm and Grimm 2004, 274)





Heart-Stroke, Elf-Stroke

A heart attack, a sudden cardiac death (Apoplexia cordis), as well as a stroke (Apoplexis cerebri), were literally seen as the “stroke” of hostile otherworldly beings, especially elves. Traditionally, elves—or similar types of beings such as the Alb, the Elbbütz, or the Scandinavian hulder (the “covered” or “enshrouded” ones)—are not at all like the light, fairylike, friendly creatures with dragonfly wings we find described in romantic nineteenth-century literature and which are still gushed about today by New Age enthusiasts. Although these supernatural beings are occasionally benevolent to humans, they often lead them astray or put them under a heavy spell. Elves can be seductively beautiful, unpredictable, and have a luciferian intelligence. A normal human being is hardly able to withstand their magic. In his Table Talk (Colloquia Mensalia), Martin Luther relates that his mother suffered from the influence of a neighbor woman who practiced black magic; because of this contact, she suffered from an “anxious heart and malevolent elves” (Bächtold-Stäubli 1987, II:759). Some magicians, sorceresses, and shamans know how to communicate with such beings.

For Holger Kalweit, a German psychologist and researcher of shamanism, these are not fairy tales or primitive, prescientific fantasies. His research has convinced him that the occult beliefs of the pre-Christian Europeans have a thoroughly real basis. According to him, elves live in an invisible parallel world—a timeless, spaceless, nonmaterial, and magical “plasma-dimension.” They appear to humans in dreams and visions. They play with mortals and find it entertaining to manipulate and enslave them, to befuddle them or drive them crazy, but also to occasionally send them inspiration for new works of art or mystical inspiration. They instigate adventure and bloody wars, send diseases and plagues, but also sometimes healing and healing knowledge (Kalweit 2006, 76). This is how the pagan forest peoples in northern Europe saw it as well, especially the Celtic and Germanic peoples. Elves often kill people with their magic arrows, which are called elf-shot (Old English ylfa gescot, Norwegian alfskud, Danish elveskud). They are often jealous of especially beautiful children or youths, gifted singers and musicians, and kidnap them into their ethereal realm—meaning they die young.* The breath of the elves (Norwegian alvgust, elfblaest) was also feared, which would bring sickness or death; it was feared as much as their “shots,” which could bring on sudden death (Storl 2005a, 270; Storl 2018b, 179).

Fens and marshes were believed to be favorite places not only for witches but also for elves, such as the elf king and his bewitching daughters.* A Danish traditional ballad reworked into German by Johann Gottfried von Herder (1744–1803) and titled Erlkönigs Tochter (The Erl King’s Daughter) tells us about Sir Olf, who was on his way to his bride when elves waylaid him. The charming Erl (Elf) King’s daughter offers him her tender, white hand: “O, welcome, Sir Olf, to our jubilee! / Step into the circle and dance with me.” Young lord Olf declines because the next day is his wedding day. He then declines the pile of gold the beautiful elf maiden promises, the two golden spurs, and the shirt “so white and fine, / was bleached yestreen in the new moonshine.” Still, he answers: “I dare not tarry, I dare not delay, / To-morrow is fixed for my nuptial-day!” “Then, since thou wilt go, even go with a blight! / A true-lover’s token I leave thee, Sir Knight.” She “lightly struck her wand on his heart, / And he swooned and swooned from the deadly smart. / She lifted him up on his coal-black steed; / ‘Now hie thee away with a fatal speed!’” He arrives “haggard and wan” and dares not get off his horse for fear he will drop dead. When his mother tells the bride what has happened, she cries out: “O, woe is me, Sir Olf is dead.” The elf-shot, the heart-stroke, had hit him. (Translation from Mangan 1870, 215–18.)

HEALING INCANTATIONS AND HEART PLANTS

It was the task of the shamans, magicians, and leeches to ward off danger from the otherworld. They were visionaries; they could travel to the home of the elves and see the enshrouded elf being, or the “worm” or “evil spirit” of the disease, and they knew the powerful chants and magical, healing words. Sometimes they were able to bring back a stolen soul or ward off elf-shots.

Even after the conversion to the new religion of guilt and atonement, there were still healers who continued to work in this way, only now they did so in the name of Christ. One of the important methods was to wipe off, or pull off, disease. There were women who had healing hands with which they could wipe off what had been conjured onto, or into, someone. There was also the method of pulling someone through a tree split explicitly for this purpose to “wipe the disease off.” The tree then absorbed the disease. One could also hang diseases on the branches of trees, especially the elder tree. When doing this, it was important to recite a blessing, a healing charm. In Austria, there was a magical charm for a condition when the blood rushes to the head, accompanied by a fever, “when the blood surges from the heart into the head.”* Whoever was suffering from this should say the following, while looking at a living tree branch on St. John’s Day (June 24):

OEBPS/images/fig-6.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg-i.jpg
THE

HEART

AND ITS HEALING PLANTS

)





OEBPS/images/fig-14.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg-4.jpg





OEBPS/images/tit-img.jpg
THE

HEART

AND ITS HEALING PLANTS

Traditional Herbal Remedies
and Modern Heart Conditions

Wolf D. Storl, Ph.D.

Translated by Christine Storl

Rochester, Vermont





OEBPS/images/pg-1.jpg
INTRODUCTION,






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
THE

HEART

AND ITS HEALING PLANTS

Traditional Herbal Remedies
and Modern Heart Conditions

. :
TS W)

£ ®
* WoLF D. Storw, PH.D.
Pt N






OEBPS/images/pg-v.jpg





