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Introduction
Herbs have been used for thousands of years to treat all sorts of ailments. You may think that with the scientific advances we’ve experienced in the last few centuries we’d have eradicated the need for their use, but they are still hugely popular with many people. Perhaps it’s their widespread availability, their low incidence of side-effects or their relatively low cost compared to pharmaceutical medicines that makes them ever popular. Or perhaps its that, while their efficacy has been difficult to prove in scientific studies, their benefit has been demonstrated through use over the centuries.
Herbs are particularly useful to keep by you for minor ailments and emergencies. So a tube of aloe vera is handy for minor scalds and sunburn; echinacea is useful to keep in stock in case you feel yourself coming down with a cold and lavender is your friend in many situations, from insect bites to simply relaxing after a stressful day.
If you are really serious about pursuing a herbal treatment for a more serious or ongoing condition it’s a great idea to visit a herbalist. There is a huge array of herbs out there and picking which ones to use can be confusing for a novice. A qualified herbalist will understand which herbs work best together and also which work best with you. That’s because, like many other so-called ‘alternative’ practitioners, herbalists take time to find out all about you, so they can treat you as a whole rather than just honing in on specific symptom.
Needless to say if you are suffering from anything serious you should consult your doctor first. It’s also important to note that some herbs can interact with prescription medication so you should check with your doctor or a qualified herbalist before taking any herbs if you’re already taking other medicines.
Think of this book as a guide to your herbal medicine cabinet. We hope that you find it a handy reference that you can turn to time and time again. For more information on specific ailments you may find its parent publication Helpful herbs for health and beauty valuable.



A
aloe vera

Every home should have a tube of aloe vera gel; it’s marvellous first aid for burns, scalds, sunburn and itchy or irritated skin. It can even help cool the agonising inflammation of shingles. Aloe vera soothes pain, calms inflammation, and speeds the healing process by stimulating the growth of new tissue.
In the case of severe burns – sunburn or any other kind – get professional help urgently to deal with the shock, dehydration and systemic infection that can result. Minor burns, scalds or ordinary sunburn can, however, be dealt with effectively with aloe vera. The kitchen staff of many restaurants keep a big tube of aloe vera gel handy to deal with scalds so why not make it part of your home first-aid kit?
Don’t forget that the first priority is to cool the area by spraying or soaking it with cold water. For sunburn use the gel liberally or if you live or are holidaying in an area where the plant grows (such as the Mediterranean) find an aloe vera plant, hack off a fat fleshy leaf, slice it open, and appy the gooey, green, jelly-like inside directly to the sunburnt area. The pain will easd off and, if you act quickly enough, there should be no blisters.
See also lavender
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apples

An old European fruit cure for diarrhoea is the common apple, grated raw and unpeeled (so ideally use organically grown apples) or sliced and cooked into a light purée. Apples are rich in pectin, a soluble fibre that helps soak up toxins and soothe the gut. They also supply plenty of the vital minerals, including potassium, which are lost in diarrhoea. Drink plenty of water, too; preferably bottled. If the diarrhoea isn’t any better after a couple of days – especially in the case of small children – or if there’s blood in your stool, seek medical help.
For hay fever eat plenty of apples (as well as berries and red or yellow onions): they’re rich in a flavonoid called quercetin which helps quell inflammation.
arnica

A gorgeous little yellow flower which grows in high mountain meadows, arnica has been used for centuries by country people to treat bruises, sprains, strains, swelling and fractures, and calm the pain that they cause. It’s a marvellous remedy to keep on hand in your first-aid kit. You can buy it as a tincture or cream, but the gel is easiest to apply. When using the tincture diluted one part to five of water before appling to the skin or add a little to your bath to soak away your aches and pains.
In a clinical trial, arnica gel was as effective as ibuprofen at reducing the pain and inflammation and improving the flexibility of swollen osteoarthritic hands. Use it on any joint – especially last thing at night, so that they’re less stiff on waking.
Caution: some people, especially pale-skinned redheads, can have a irritated skin reaction to arnica, so do a patch test before using it. Arnica should never be applied where the skin is broken, cut or irritated, and should not be taken internally.
arctic root (Rhodiola rosea)

This great herbal tonic comes from Russian folk medicine. For centuries the roots of Rhodiola rosea or Arctic root, were chewed to stave off fatigue and exhaustion, and boost general endurance. Studies carried out by modern Russian researchers have demonstrated this useful property in – among other subjects – sleep-deprived doctors, hard worked army cadets and students facing key exams. Try it as a tea, a tincture or herbal capsules.
ashwaganda (Withania somnifera)

Ashwaganda, sometimes known as Indian ginseng, is a key herb in Ayurveda, the thousands-year-old traditional medicine of India, and since it grows easily and happily from seed around the world, it has become increasingly popular with Western herbalists faced with deeply stressed patients. ‘An exceptional nerve tonic – one of the best remedies for stress,’ says UK herbalist Anne McIntyre. ‘From my observation of patients taking ashwaganda over a period of four to six weeks, it certainly helps to enhance energy and positivity, engender calmness and clarity, improve memory and concentration, and promote restful sleep.’
Ashwaganda is also useful for sexual or reproductive problems. US herbalist Michael Tierra describes it as ‘almost specific for impotence’. Good clinical trials that indicate this effect are yet to be carried out, but what is certainly true of ashwaganda is that it can reduce anxiety, boost the immune system generally and combat physical stress, all of which might help solve a lot of performance problems.
Infertile couples are usually deeply stressed by months of alternating hope and despair. Ashwaganda is a wonderful strengthening tonic for men and women alike, and is both safe and effective. Visit www.fertility.com.au for more on this.
Finally, ashwaganda is a great calming tonic for asthma; take a course of it before winter or if you suffer from allergies.
astragalus root

Astragalus root has been intensively studied by Western scientists. They found that it has an impressive range of immune activating properties. ‘The conclusion being drawn by most Western herbalists,’ comments leading US herbal authority David Hoffmann, ‘is that astragalus is an ideal remedy for anyone who might be immuno-compromised in any way. This can range from someone who easily catches cold to someone with cancer.’
Astragalus is extremely safe, with no known toxicity or adverse effects.



B
barley

Barley water was Victorian sick-room staple and with good reason: this marvellous grain helps restore energy, revive appetite, rebuild strength and generally speed recovery from illness. It helps heal inflammatory conditions right through the gut. And it’s also rich in vitamins and minerals, especially iron and B vitamins. To make barley water, put 50g of unrefined pot barley in a pan with 600ml of water, bring to the boil and simmer for thirty minutes. Add 1 1/2 tablespoons of honey and stir well. Cool, strain, add the juice of half a lemon and drink it, lukewarm, throughout the day.
Home-made barley water is good for cystisis too.
bearberry (Arctostaphylos uva-ursi)

Bearberry, a close plant relation of cranberries, is one of the first remedies a herbalist would think of in treating cystisis. Bearberry is an ingredient in almost every herbal remedy for cystitis on the market. It contains arbutin, plus other plant chemicals that will work to soothe, tone and strengthen your urinary tract, helping to clear up infections, as well as seeing off those E.coli bugs.
benzoin oils

Benzoin oil is extracted from resin of the Styrax Benzoin tree. For breathing problems like asthma, benzoin is warming, antiseptic and helps thin and expel mucus. Inhale an essential oil like benzoin and it goes straight to your lungs: even applied to your skin, it will be excreted via your lungs. So essential oils can be key players in the asthma field, and a lovely soothing massage by a trained aromatherapist could be a very therapeutic treat.
bergamot

Aromatherapists use bergamot oil for a range of skin problems, including chickenpox and cold sores (both herpes problems). It is trace amounts of bergamot oil that give Earl Grey tea its special taste. A Harley Street doctor found that Earl Grey was the most successful topical treatment for painful shingles. Patents are now being sought for a variety of ingenious applications: creams, sprays, lotions, etc. Meanwhile, just brew up a cup of Earl Grey tea, let it cool and swab it on – or apply the cooled tea bag.
bilberries

For bladder infections, try bilberries, a European folk remedy for cystitis long before cranberries ever crossed the Atlantic. It turns out they also contain arbutin, the wonder-working compound in cranberries, and the two berries actually belong to the same plant family – you will probably find blueberries, the bilberry’s cultivated relative, more easily. France’s Dr Jean Valnet suggested to his patients that they put a handful of bilberries in a litre of water, bring to the boil and simmer for five minutes, then let it steep for another ten minutes. The liquid was strained, pressing out as much of the remaining juice in the berries as possible, then drunk three times a day.
Dried bilberries or blueberries are a helpful fruit for diarrhoea; an old European cure involved chewing dried bilberries. Since you can buy packets of dried blueberries in supermarkets these days, it might be a good idea to keep some in hand. They contain not only tannins but also pectin, a soluble fibre which will help bulk out the watery stools of diarrhoea and soothe the inflamed and irritated gut. Take 1–2 teaspoons up to three times a day and chew them very slowly and thoroughly.
black pepper

Black pepper can be good for losing weight because it contains chromium – a mineral essential to the body’s metabolism of carbohydrates.
Black pepper, along with spices like cinnamon, cloves, turmeric, chilli and ginger is terrific for the cardiovascular system and can help to stabilize blood pressure.
blackberry roots and leaves

When Elizabeth Janos travelled through New England and New York State questioning hundreds of older people about the country cures they remembered from their childhood, she found that dried blackberry roots were the number one remedy for diarrhoea. The roots were harvested in the autumn and dried. A handful of the dried roots was simmered in water until the liquid turned brownish black, and was then given by the cupful. In her book Country Folk Medicine, she quotes one woman who suffered from ‘nervous bowels’ as a child: ‘My folks would boil blackberry roots and the tea would bind me right up.’
Blackberry root was also the chief ingredient in one herbal remedy that my family relied on for years – the aptly named Spanish Tummy Mixture made up by the old-fashioned herbal firm Potters. The root works well because it is full of nice astringent tannins to firm things up again, and soothe irritation and inflammation. Blackberry leaves have the same useful astringents, too.
Incidentally, the leaves were often used as a substitute for ordinary tea in the days when it was an expensive luxury. They have an aromatic, slightly smoky taste not unlike China tea. Both the powdered root and the dried leaves can be ordered from a herbal supplier to make a useful medicine-chest standby.
To make a tea, take 2–3 teaspoons of the dried leaves or 1–2 teaspoons of the powdered root and add 250ml of boiling water. Steep for ten to fifteen minutes and drink up to three cups a day. Even the fruit itself can work a treat: try a cupful of the berries simmered till they just begin to yield their juice. France’s Dr Jean Valnet, who was a great believer in country cures, was enthusiastic about the powers of blackberry leaves to sort out a bad sore throat.
Most people can locate that invasive pest the sharp-thorned bramble somewhere near them, if not in their own back garden. Arm yourself with stout gardening gloves, harvest a bagful of the prickly leaves and get to work. Put a good handful of leaves in a pan, cover with a litre of water, bring to the boil and simmer for two minutes. Then let them steep for another ten minutes. Strain through coffee filter paper – it’s very important to get rid of all those tiny prickles – then drink hot three times a day. From time to time, gargle with the mix as well.
blackcurrant

The blackcurrant was once used as a popular country remedy for tonsillitis. If you develop the symptoms – fever, swelling in the neck glands, increasing difficulty in swallowing or even opening your mouth – get professional help fast. Back then, a soothing, cooling, anti-inflammatory jelly was made which was spectacularly high in vitamin C. The jelly was taken in teaspoon doses three or four times a day; a remedy that any child can be easily persuaded to take. Blackcurrant bushes grew wild all over Britain, and if it was too early for the fruits, a tea was made from the leaves and used as a gargle.
For sore throats blackcurrants fight soreness and inflammation, and they’re very rich in vitamin C.
boneset see
comfrey

borage

Starflower cream – alternatively called borage cream – really takes the itch out of eczema. Eczema-afflicted skin is dry skin, and in some cases it can be caused by a lack of nourishing fatty acids. The seeds of the furry blue borage supply one of these and can be taken in capsule form.
Borage, along with skull cap and St John’s wort is a good herbal remedy for depression.
boswellia (Boswellia serrata)

The gum resin of the Boswellia serrata tree (the source of aromatic frankincense) is mentioned in Indian medical texts over 1500 years old. It is known for its antirheumatic and anti-inflammatory powers. Tests carried out at Indian government research centres have not only shown how effective it is, but have also demonstrated its freedom from such side effects as raised blood pressure or heart rate, ulcers or irritation of the gut which are sadly common with conventional anti-arthritic drugs. Boswellia relief kicks in quite fast: you may notice an improvement in as little as a fortnight.
Boswellia is also useful for the acute pain of a nasty fall, resulting in a severe strain and bruising. Take it in pill or tincture form from a reliable herb supplier, and follow the directions on the label.
buchu (Agathosma betulinai)

Buchu’s leaves contain bacteria-killing oils which will help clean up your urinary tract. It’s especially useful when urinating causes a painful burning sensation, and marshmallow can be helpful here too, soothing and calming inflammation. Make up a herbal mix of buchu and marshmallow leaves and use it for a tea to be drunk three times a day while the infection persists. To make the tea, put a good teaspoon of the herbs in a mug, fill it with boiling water and infuse, covered, for ten minutes. Then strain and drink hot.
burdock (Arctium lappa)

Burdock, a great blood-cleanser, is a traditional remedy for a whole slew of skin problems, like eczema. It calms inflammation and protects the skin from bacterial infection.
Along with dandelion, burdock is a herbal acne treatment. You can take them in the form of a tea, or as an easy-to-take tincture, made from the roots of either – or, better still, both. As with all herbal acne treatments, you’ll need to persevere; in this case for at least a month.
Burdock is also commonly used to detox. Croatian herbalist Dragana Vilinac formulates herbal blends and tinctures for one of the UK’s most popular herbal suppliers. When asked to suggest an effective mix of detox herbs, she mentioned both dandelion and nettle, as well as burdock – ‘an esteemed blood cleanser and digestive stimulant.’ Here’s her formula: burdock root, 5g; dandelion root, 5g; nettle root, 5g. Put them in a pan with 600ml of water, bring to the boil, cover the pan and simmer very gently for fifteen to twenty minutes. Take it off the heat, leave to steep for another fifteen minutes, then strain and drink a small mugful three times daily. This trio of roots, she explains, will enhance the elimination of wastes and calm any inflammation. Stock up with the ingredients from a herbal supplier, and give yourself a two-week course, cutting down on caffeine, alcohol and junk food at the same time, and drinking plenty of water.
Naturopath and herbalist Francesca Naish has been treating infertile couples for more than thirty years at her clinic in Australia. ‘Radiation can be a huge factor in fertility problems, affecting both DNA and chromosomes,’ she explains. Francesca points out. Burdock and Siberian ginseng are two herbs she finds terrific at sorting out radiation problems. Burdock is also widely used as a building block for outstanding general health and stress resistance.
Butcher’s Broom (Ruscus aculeatus)

Butcher’s broom, a shrubby little plant with bright red or yellow berries, is a great herbal tonic for congested veins and poor circulation – especially good for varicose veins and piles.
butterbur (Petasites hybridus)

The root of butterbur, is a recently rediscovered migraine herb. It is an attractive wild flower with dense cones of pink and white flowers. There has only been limited testing of this plant for safety and efficacy. However, in a recent clinical trial carried out in the US, and published in the journal Neurology, 68% of patients taking two 75mg tablets daily of a proprietary preparation experienced a drop of at least 50% in the frequency and severity of their migraines. Butterbur contains some dodgy chemicals called pyrrolizidine alkaloids, now linked with damage to the liver. Look for brands from which these ‘PA’s have been removed. And – as with all medicines – don’t take them if you are pregnant.



C
cabbage

Losing your voice due to a cold can be annoying. Meanwhile actors and orators rely on strong voices. French actors swear by cabbage juice – especially from the dark red variety of cabbage – with a little honey added to it. They use it as a gargle, then swallow it.
calendula (marigold)

The amazing marigold, often called calendula (its Latin name is Calendula officinalis), is a true desert island remedy and one of nature’s premier healers. It soothes pain, counters inflammation and speeds healing.
It can be diluted with water and applied to a wide variety of concerns as follows: to sooth burns and scalds; to heal over acne pustules which the sufferer couldn’t resist picking open; as a comforting wash for the pain of shingles (combined with equal parts of St John’s wort); as a healing disinfectant for cuts, grazes and small infections, including newly pierced ears; to relieve the pain and swelling of varicose veins; and as a remedy for toothache and gum infections.
It takes the ouch out of mild sunburns and can stimulate your resistance to infection for blocked noses and colds.
The ointment, smeared on a plaster, stops the pain of a cut and treats wounds of any kind, calms the agony of piles, and soothes reddened baby bottoms. Since it’s also antifungal and antibacterial, it can protect your skin against the secondary infections so easily set up in scratched or weepy skin. Herbalist Sue Eldin finds it a highly successful treatment. ‘The more frequently it is applied and the better it is rubbed into the skin, the greater the improvement,’ she says.
Keep calendula handy if you’re prone to mouth ulcers. At the very first sign, coat a cotton-wool bud in the tincture and apply it directly to the spot. It may sting a little at first, but it will provide fast relief, and clear the sore in short order. Reapply it several times a day, as necessary.
In a clinical trial carried out in Australia, acne sufferers found it worked just as well as benzoyl peroxide but without the stinging, burning and redness.
For tired, overworked feet, herbalists Peter and Barbara Theiss recommend a warm footbath and a short plunge in cold water at bedtime, then a gentle massage with calendula ointment. ‘Every time’, they report in their book The Family Herbal, ‘we find that they are refreshed and fully recovered by the next morning.’
Calendula can also be used on our four-legged friends. If your pet is badly bitten, your vet needs to check there’s no serious damage needing attention. But for lesser injuries, soothe calendula oil onto the affected spot. Or add a teaspoonful of the tincture to some warm water, soak a strip of towelling with it and apply as a comforting compress. Keep it in place as long as your pet allows, and renew it from time to time.
caraway seeds (Carum carvi)

Caraway seeds are great digestive agents and a noted anti-flatulence remedy. In north-European cookery they are often added to gas producing dishes such as cabbage.
For indigestion crush 25 grammes (1 ounce) of caraway seeds, add a cupful of boiling water and infuse them, covered, for twenty minutes (or you can soak the seeds in cold water overnight). Take doses of a couples of tablespoons at intervals until the pain is gone. For cramps put 25 grammes (1 ounce) of crushed caraway seeds in a glass or china jug, pour 600 millilitres (1 pint) of cold water over them, and leave them to steep overnight. Next morning, strain off the spicy, brown-tinged water, and take a couple of tablespoons whenever you feel your cramps coming on.
cardamom seeds (Elettaria cardmomun)

Cardamom seeds have been used as natural breath-fresheners for centuries. At the end of a meal Indians often chew on such aromatic spices to help banish that whif of curry. The seeds also work as excellent aids to digestion. As one of the main ingredients in the Indian favourite, chai tea, cardamom seeds also boost circulation and help keep colds at bay.
carrots

Carrots are uniquely nourishing and soothing to the whole intestinal tract. Grated and cooked to a very thin unsalted purée, they work as a remedy for diarrhoea you can even give to babies. But please, go for organically grown carrots – most supermarkets stock them these days.
Carrots are one of a number of common plants (including garlic, carrots, lemons, fennel, parsley, leek, fresh pineapple and onions) that taken regularly will make you a lot less attractive to parasites, such as head lice, amoebas, mites and intestinal worms. (Sugar, refined foods and alcohol, on the other hand, will greatly enhance your appeal.)
Carrots are also excellent for circulation.
castor oil

Castor oil is a great skin softner and can be used to treat corns. Cover the corn with a ringed corn plaster, and apply a drop of castor oil two to three times a day.
catuaba (Erythroxylum catuaba)

The catuaba tree from northern Brazil is nicknamed ‘the tree of love’ and this most celebrated national aphrodisiac is also considered a great tonic for nerves, agitation and general weakness.
cayenne

Cayenne is a warming spice that helps to thin mucus, so can be helpful for bronchitis. It can also improve circulation for problems like varicose veins. Hot cayenne pepper delivers a terrific boost to the immune system and warms you right through.
In his book Herbal Antibiotics, US herbalist Stephen Harrod Buhner suggests the ‘Best Cold and Flu Tea’. Use 2 teaspoons of sage, the juice of a lemon (or a teaspoon of lemon balm), a pinch of cayenne pepper and a tablespoon of honey. Pour a cup of boiling water over the sage (and the lemon balm, if you’re using that) and allow it to steep for ten minutes. Then strain out the herbs, add the remaining ingredients and drink the tea hot.
For chilblains, try a country remedy: mix cayenne pepper half and half with talc and sprinkle it in your socks. Australian herbalist Robyn Kirby points out that chilblains result from poor circulation, and recommends a general tonic made up from tinctures of three herbs that all help boost it. Mix 100ml (about half a cup) of prickly ash with 100ml of ginger, then add 10–20 drops of cayenne. Take half a teaspoonful three times a day. With this tonic, says Robyn in her book Herbs for Healing, ‘I have cured forever the tendency to chilblains of many, many patients.’ To ease the agony, you could also try this blend of essential oils suggested by aromatherapist Franzesca Watson in her book Aromatherapy Blends and Remedies: 6 drops of rosemary, 3 drops of peppermint, 3 drops of lavender. Add these to a 30g (1 ounce) jar of aqueous cream from the chemist, stir well and soothe it into the chilblains night and morning.
Most traditional hangover remedies contain a shot of hot cayenne, a pick-me-up on par with chilli.
The cayenne so widely used in hot countries like India and Mexico is powerfully antiseptic, as well as a terrific tonic for stomach aches.
celandine

The modest yellow-flowered lesser celandine was nicknamed pilewort by country people: the herb for piles. As you’d expect, pilewort ointment does a grand soothing job. Put a good dollop on three to four layers of tissue, apply it to your piles and leave it in place for a few hours.
celery

Celery can help to lower blood pressure and has a diuretic effect that helps to lower arterial pressure.
The whole celery plant is rich in anti-inflammatory compounds so can be used to treat arthritis. Its seeds are especially potent. They help flush out the tiny pain-causing crystals of uric acid which can build up in joints – classically, the big toe – to cause agonising pain. So eat plenty of celery or celeriac, and drink celery seed tea.
Sooner or later the most active pets can slow down and show signs of stiffness or pain in moving. Mary Boughton recommends a daily dose of celery seeds: ‘very effective in reducing arthritic and rheumatic pain’. Soak them in warm water for a day, she suggests, then add to the feed.
chamomile

With cystisis infection can weaken your urinary tract, which makes it much more vulnerable to further assaults. Drinking chamomile tea helps; you can also use the cold tea as a cooling, soothing wash for the whole area. A Swiss-made mix of healing herbs called Bio-Strath can help cystisis. It contains: lemon balm, chamomile, elder, lavender, sage and thyme. In a number of clinical trials, it has proved its ability to boost resistance, raise energy levels and lift the spirits. It’s prepared as a pleasant-tasting liquid: a couple of good glugs a day over four to six weeks will raise your resistance and improve your general health.
A baby who can’t sleep becomes a problem for the whole family, exhausted by broken nights. To help babies sleep peacefully, put three or four tea bags of chamomile in a jug of boiling water and infuse, covered, for ten minutes, then add to baby’s bedtime bath. Or add 2 drops of lavender, chamomile or neroli essential oil to a cup of whole milk, stir well and add that to the bath instead.
Chamomile tea taken by breastfeeding mothers can help to solve colic in babies. Bottle-fed babies will benefit from chamomile in some tepid water. This will also helping with sleepless nights, especially for teething babies, and can help babies suffering from diarrhoea
Too much excitement, too much bedtime television, or just a bright and active mind can all keep children tossing and turning instead of sleeping. A small cup of chamomile tea, with a dot of soothing honey, is often all that’s needed.
To treat the pink itchy eyes of conjunctivitis, make up a cup of chamomile tea, let it cool, and gently swab your child’s eyes with the tea. Then apply the used – and now cool – tea bag to the affected eye as a compress. Remember that hands must be scrupulously clean when you’re touching eyes, and wash them afterwards. Repeat a couple of times, and at bedtime. If the eye isn’t better within a day, go to the doctor.
Chamomile is a great stress-busting herb; drink it during the day as well as at bedtime. It is traditionally recommended for those suffering from nervous complaints, depression and anxiety, but is also good for general stress. To unwind, sip slowly while having a bedtime bath to which you’ve added 10–12 drops of chamomile, lavender or neroli. (Stir the oils into a little whole milk before adding them; they will disperse better.)
Note that the average chamomile tea bag contains a dose herbalists would consider laughably small, so order it in loose form and use a tablespoonful to a cup of boiling water. Infuse it, covered, for ten minutes.
Chamomile, with its a warm, mellow, slightly apple-y flavour, will also helps to aid digestion.
Over-dilated blood vessels can produce that horrid throbbing pain associated with migraines, usually around the temples and forehead. Try cooling a chamomile tea bag right down until it’s ice cold. Then use it on a compress to calm down those blood vessels.
For acne, make up a cuppa of chamomile or yarrow tea, let it cool, then keep it in the fridge and use it as a cleansing face tonic.
Chamomile is also a great healer for sunburn. If there’s nothing else handy on that beach, order plenty of chamomile tea from the beach bar, add ice cubes to cool it and apply it to the deep pink bits after you’ve showered.
chastetree (Vitex agnus castus)

Around the Mediterranean, the berries of Vitex agnus castus or chastetree, with their heavy, powerful aroma, have acted as nature’s own hormone replacement therapy, treating menopausal woman since Classical times. It may be especially useful during the run-up to the menopause, when the monthly cycle can become wildly erratic, with cramps, breast tenderness, headaches and occasionally heavy bleeding. Vitex works not by supplementing oestrogen, but by balancing hormone levels generally. Mild nausea is an occasional side effect. Don’t expect it to work overnight, though; you’ll need to take it for up to three months before the effect kicks in.
chilli

Chilli is terrific for the cardiovascualar system and can also help to warm you up to fend off winter colds.
Strange as it may sound chilli in cream form can help with shingles. Researchers found that the cream brings genuine relief both in the acute phase of shingles and for the pain – sometimes even worse – which can persist long after the worst is over. It works, apparently, by blocking pain signals from nerve endings to the brain, so that you no longer experience the pain. Chemists can supply capsaicin cream at two concentrations: 0.025% for acute pain and slightly stronger – 0.05% – for lingering pain. Try the lowest but be warned – it may take some getting used to! And don’tforget to wash your hands after applying it, either.
For nasty hangovers hot chilli peppers are an unrivalled pick-me-up, and often feature in home-made remedies.
While ulcer-sufferers are usually warned off spicy food, chilli along with a number of other spices (such as tumeric and cumin) has actually been shown to be strongly active against the bug Helicobacter pylori, now thought to be responsible for stomach ulcers. Among them are turmeric, chilli, caraway and cumin.
Chinese angelica/dong quai (Angelica sinensis)

In traditional Chinese medicine, dong quai or Chinese angelica is prescribed for almost every female complaint in the book, from menstrual cramps, irregularity and weakness through to menopausal problems. It’s a warming, comforting herb, specially useful when you’re feeling low and fragile. Beginning to think you’ll never feel sexy again? Then this could be the herb for you, especially as it can help halt vaginal drying and thinning.
It’s often combined with cramp bark – the name is self explanatory. US herbalist Michael Tierra suggests combining equal parts of angelica, cramp bark and chamomile, plus a little grated fresh ginger root, for a calming and warming tonic for such times. Put 25g (1 ounce) of this mix into a pan with 600ml (1 pint) cold water; bring it to the boil and simmer for fifteen minutes, then strain and drink hot. Dong quai should be discontinued a week before your period starts, as it may stimulate bleeding. And don’t use if you are on blood-thinning drugs.
cider vinegar

For body odour, especially under the arms, James Duke, a leading US authority on healing herbs, suggests using cider vinegar. Swab the underarms with it. Steep several leaves of sage in it for a couple of weeks, to make it even more effective.
Cider vinegar can be used to tackle particular pongy feet. Soak your feet at bedtime in a bowl of warm water having added a good splash of cider vinegar plus a couple of spoonfuls of bicarbonate of soda and a few drops of tea-tree oil. Meanwhile an antiseptic soap containing neem, tea tree or lemon myrtle will also help.
For sore throats combine sage tea with equal parts of apple cider vinegar and drink. You can put this mixture into a little spray bottle from the chemist and spray your throat at intervals, too.
Apple cider vinegar is a terrific skin-softener. You can make up your own herbal bath vinegar by half-filling a preserving jar with fresh herbs (e.g. peppermint, rosemary, chamomile and lavender), then filling it right up with cider vinegar, closing it tightly and leaving it in a dark place to infuse for three to four weeks. Strain it through a coffee filter paper and put it in a clean stoppered jar: don’t forget to label it or it might turn up in your salad dressing! If you prefer a morning reviver simply add a good splash of cider vinegar to a basin of cold water and rinse your face in it.
The snowy shoulders of dandruff are a real turn-off. Cider vinegar will usually get rid of it fast. Before you shampoo, mix one part of cider vinegar with one part of water, pour it onto your head and massage your scalp for about five minutes. Add a good splash of cider vinegar in the final rinse water, too; that’s good for any hair. Mixed with nettle root it can also help to inhibit hair loss.
For toenail infections and other fungal foot problems combine two cups of apple cidar vinegar with a bunch of fresh thyme or sage, into a stainless steel or enamel pan and simmer, covered, for fifteen minutes. Strain the concoction and add a good dash to a warm footbath, soaking the feet two or three times a day. Dry your feet thoroughly before pulling on socks.
cinnamon

If you’re prone to bronchitis be lavish with warming spices like cinnamon, which thins mucus. It is also good for cardiovascular purposes and can help prevent varicose vains.
Up to the 1950s or 60s, any high-street chemist would have suggested cinnamon in large doses for a case of flu, because of its antiseptic and warming properties. Cinnamon is actually one of the great antiseptics. In the great flu pandemics of the early twentieth century, which killed millions of people, a Dr Joseph Ross of Manchester claimed to have saved the lives of hundreds of patients with his Cinnamon Treatment. If patients began taking it within the first day, they were usually over the flu within two days, five at the outside.
To try Dr Ross’s treatment, you will need 75g of good quality cinnamon bark and a 75cl bottle of any old brandy. Pack the cinnamon quills into the bottle and leave them to macerate for a week to ten days. At the very first ache or shiver of a cold or flu, take 1–2 teaspoonfuls in 2 tablespoons of hot water half-hourly for two hours, then hourly until your temperature is normal. If you want to avoid alcohol, heat equal quantities of the brandy and water in a pan for ten to fifteen minutes: the alcohol will evaporate off. You can also use this as prevention: when there’s flu around, take a daily dose in hot water at bedtime.
Dr JeanValnet, the French founding father of modern aromatherapy, suggested the following to rout a virus: A tot of whisky, to which is added half a squeezed lemon, a tablespoonful of honey, and a large glass of hot water in which a small piece of cinnamon and a clove have been boiled for two to three minutes. Leave to infuse for twenty minutes. Both cinnamon and cloves are warming, stimulating and antiseptic.
Cinnamon has awesome antiseptic powers but it’s also a wonderful tonic, especially for people worn out by battling a bug. Trust the French to come up with this delicious way of exploiting its powers: in a wine, to be drunk hot and comforting. To make it, take a litre (two pints) of a good, sweetish white wine, add 10 mint leaves and 25 grammes (1 ounce) cinnamon bark, broken into shavings. Stopper the bottle and leave to infuse for three days, then strain and drink an occasional small glassful, heated. If you want to stay off the alcohol, let it simmer gently for ten to fifteen minutes and the alcohol will evaporate.
cleavers

Cleavers is good for those looking to detox. In medieval times, country people would make up ‘spring drinks’ from herbs sprouting young, fresh and green in the hedgerows – dandelion, nettles and that odd clinging weed found in hedgerows, cleavers. After a winter diet of stodge and salted or dried foods, these spring drinks supplied a badly needed boost of tonic and cleansing phytochemicals.
Cleavers boosts the efficiency of your lymphatic system, that efficient drainage network that helps remove toxins from the body, and it’s good news for the skin too. Herbalists include it in prescriptions for acne, eczema and psoriasis, as well as arthritis and gout. Like nettles and dandelion, cleavers can all be gathered wild in the spring but make sure they haven’t been sprayed, either with pesticides or by a passing dog. Pick only the youngest and freshest ones, and eat them lightly steamed.
cloves

Cloves, along with other warming spices like ginger and cinnamon, can treat stomach aches. They help boost circulation to aid digestion, and dispel gas from the stomach and intestines.
To fight bronchitis use cloves lavishly – they are warming and antiseptic and help to thin the mucus. They are also is terrific for the cardiovascular system.
Clove oil is especially helpful for toothache, since cloves work both as anaesthetic and as antiseptic. Put a little oil of cloves on your finger and apply it directly to the aching tooth or gum. If you don’t have any oil of cloves, pick a clove or two from the jar in your spice rack and chew it gently, as near as you can bear to the throbbing tooth. Keep the clove in your mouth and replace it when it doesn’t seem to be working any longer, but two cloves is enough of this potent medicine and should do the trick.
coconut oil

Coconut oil is great for tackling spots. Washing your face with soap and water, or worse, alcohol-based toning lotion will just leave you with bone-dry skin. Why? Because your skin has its own protective coating, a sheen of fine oil secreted non-stop by millions of tiny glands. This coating doesn’t just keep your skin moist. It also fights off harmful bugs. Instead of washing this away, use virgin coconut oil as a cleanser and makeup remover at night; apply it all over your face, then gently tissue off to leave your skin smooth and soft. In the morning, give your face a cold splash of water, then re-apply just a touch of coconut oil. There are anecdotal accounts of acne yielding to just weeks of the coconut treatment.
Bone-dry, lifeless hair? Give it the coconut oil treatment of the tropics for wonderfully glossy hair. Warm the oil first, then apply it to dry hair and scalp, combing it through your hair to the tips. Massage your scalp for five minutes, then wrap a warm towel round your hair and leave as long as possible – at least thirty minutes. Then apply neat shampoo to the scalp, massage it in and rinse off.
coltsfoot

If you are one of the growing number of asthmatics, coltsfoot works to relax constricted airways, and help your lungs expel all that clogging mucus. Make a tea out of it – a teaspoon of dried coltsfoot infused for ten minutes in a cup of boiling water – and drink it regularly.
comfrey (Symphytum officinalis)

Comfrey’s various names leave you in no doubt at all: knitbone, knitback, bruisewort, boneset. It does in fact contain a substance called allantoin that speeds the healing of bone and tissue by upping cell proliferation. Comfrey, a tall, rough, hairy plant with big leaves, has been valued for centuries as an unparalleled remedy for wounds, cuts, sprains, aches of every kind. It is a marvellous first aid for cuts and messy grazes. It also helps prevent nasty bruising after a fall..
It can be used in the form of creams, oils, ointments, hot infusions of the dried leaves applied as compresses or simply the fresh green leaves pounded and used as a poultice. It should be stroked gently into sprained or strained muscles or fractured joints. It’s a rapid healer of both flesh and bone because of its power to boost cell-proliferation. It should not be taken internally.
German-born herbalists Peter and Barbara Theiss also recommend a comfrey root paste as ‘the best kind of treatment for all types of traumatic damage to bones, tendons, and muscles… such as fractures, bruises, sprains, strains, contusions’. To make the paste, they instruct, put 3–4 heaped tablespoonfuls of the powdered root in a bowl and add enough hot water, plus a little vegetable oil, to stir it into a paste. Apply it as hot as bearable to the affected area, cover it with a piece of cotton, bandage it into place and leave it for several hours or overnight. Then remove the compress and massage with comfrey ointment. I can’t imagine why this wonderful herb isn’t used more often.
Keep some tincture of comfrey on hand when the flu season looms; it’s one of the first herbs a herbalist would turn to. This was a remedy learned by settlers in North America from the natives, and it earned the nickname boneset because it helps relieve the bonedeep aching of classic flu. Take it at the first signs; it’s a wonderful remedy for the assorted aches, pains and general misery, and it’s a mild stimulant to the immune system as well. Boneset promotes gentle perspiration to help you throw off the infection and it needs to be drunk hot, so add the suggested dose of tincture to a nice comforting hot drink – perhaps freshly squeezed lemon in a mugful of boiling water with a little honey. Drink it in bed three times a day.
coriander

Coriander,beloved in the Middle East, is a cooling spice that can help treat indigestion and stomach aches.
cramp bark (Viburnum opulus)

As the name suggests, cramp bark, often combnied with Chinese angelica is good for almost every female complaint in the book, from menstrual cramps, irregularity and weakness through to menopausal problems. US herbalist Michael Tierra suggests combining equal parts of angelica, cramp bark and chamomile, plus a little grated fresh ginger root, for a calming and warming tonic for such times. Put 25 grammes (1 ounce) of this mix into a pan with 600ml (1 pint) cold water; bring it to the boil and simmer for fifteen minutes, then strain and drink hot. Dong quai should be discontinued a week before your period starts, as it may stimulate bleeding. And don’t use if you are on blood-thinning drugs.
cranberries (Oxycoccus palustris)

The star of tried and trusted herbal remedies for urinary tract infections (UTI) is undoubtably cranberry, the shiny red berries most of us only see as a sauce for festive roast turkey. But cranberry was a North American folk remedy for bladder infections long before scientific researchers took a close look at it. Now we know that cranberries contain a compound called arbutin. Once it enters the urine, arbutin splits into other compounds, one of which, hydroquinone, has a direct antiseptic action on the kidneys, the urinary tract and the bladder. Hydroquinone also plays a neat little trick on those E.coli bugs: it stops them anchoring to the wall of the urinary tract and, instead, they are washed away with the urine. For similar reasons cranberries are also good for prostatitis. In clinical trials, even drinking a commercial, highly sweetened cranberry juice helped clear infections. You can also buy unsweetened – very tart and rather pricey – cranberry juice, or tablets containing concentrated cranberry.
No other fruit is higher in wonderworking antioxidants than the cranberry. While they’re in season, stew them with apples, add them to frozen frutti di bosco mixes for great winter puddings or throw a small handful in the juicer along with half a dozen carrots and chunks of peeled raw beetroot for a wonderful tart pink pick-me-up. You’ll be protecting yourself from urinary tract infections at the same time. And while they’re in season and cheap at your greengrocer, why not toss two or three packs into your freezer?
cumin

Cumin, with its deep sweet pungent flavour, is a favourite anti-wind spice that can help alleviate indigestion and flatulence. It is chewed in India at the end of a meal in order to freshen the breath following spicy food.
While ulcer-sufferers are usually warned off spicy food, a number of spices, including cumin, have actually been shown to be strongly active against the bug Helicobacter pylori now thought to be responsible for stomach ulcers.
cypress essential oil

Cypress essential oil is particularly good at treating smelly feet. Take a warm footbath once a day, with 5 drops of cypress essential oil. This produces a nice manly smell, very popular in aftershaves. Its astringent action will help keep feet dry and deodorized. As a morning splash, produce a bottle of either sage or cypress hydrosol by distilling these essential oils.
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dandelion (Taraxacum Spp.)

Dandelion is a bitter-tasting root that aids liver function. It boosts excretion of wastes, which can have a beneficial effect on the skin, especially useful for eczema and acne sufferers. Go for the peppery young leaves in salads or stews, or combine it with burdock to make a tea. Dandelion also offers support to a body recovering from the night before. It stimulates liver function and tops up the minerals depleted by boozing.
Dandelion can also work wonders for the digestive system, especially if you are suffering from constipation, due to its a mildly laxative action. Herbalist Penelope Ody suggests this formula for constipation. You can order all the ingredients from a herbal supplier, mix it in the proportions given here, and make a day’s supply at a time. You’ll need 10g dried dandelion, 5g dried yellow dock root, 5g dried liquorice root and 5g dried anise seeds. Put them all in a pan, add 750ml of water, bring to the boil and simmer until the volume is reduced by a third. Pour into a jug, cool, and take a wineglass dose three times a day before meals.
Dandelion is typically on herbalists lists for detoxing. In medieval times, country people would make up ‘spring drinks’ from herbs sprouting young, fresh and green in the hedgerows. ‘A course of dandelion treatment in the spring,’ wrote the modern French herb enthusiast Jean Palaiseul, ‘will tone up your whole body, cleansing it of the waste matter deposited by the heavy clogging food of winter.’ The French obsess about the health of their livers, and if you eat in any French bistro in the springtime, you will find their favourite dandelion salad on the menu: salade de pissenlit. Snippets of bacon are fried until crisp, a little vinegar is swished around the pan, and then its contents are poured over a dish of the sharp-tasting fresh young leaves. A very enjoyable way to do your liver a bit of good.
devil’s claw (Harpagophytum procumbens)

Devil’s claw offers relief from arthritic ailments. It’s a sprawling plant that grows in the baking hot Kalahari desert of southern Africa. The natives nicknamed it devil’s claw on account of the curved barbs on its roots which often maim their cattle, but an extract of its root tubers is now an effective treatment for many joint problems. In clinical research patients have reported relief of pain, increased mobility and general improvement in well-being, with very few side-effects. It doesn’t work for everyone, but it is fast-acting when it does: its benefits are usually felt within ten to fourteen days. Don’t take it if you are on prescription drugs. Mild gastrointestinal upsets are an occasional side-effect.
dong quai (Angelica sinensis)

see chinese angelica
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echinacea

Dozens of studies have demonstrated the power of echinacea to prevent, or at least diminish, the force of an oncoming cold. It works as a valuable boost to your immune system, and can also set you in good stead to fend off other attacks on your system, such as hay fever when taken in advance of the summer months.
For colds you need to take it at the very first sign of symptoms – and in a high dose. The test of a good strong echinacea is that it makes your tongue tingle a bit. If you’re especially prone to colds and other bugs making the rounds in winter, consider taking echinacea in a lower dose throughout the season; it’s not true, though widely believed, that you need to take regular breaks while doing so. The company founded by Swiss naturopath Dr Alfred Vogel, who pioneered the use of echinacea in Europe, makes a tincture from the fresh plants organically grown in its own gardens, as well as a chewable tablet form, handy for the desk drawer or for travel.
Dragana Vilinac suggests a nice warming protective tea involving echinacea. Here’s her suggestion. Stock up on dried elderberries and echinacea root from a herbal supplier, keep fresh ginger on hand, and you can drink it throughout the long dark days of winter. Great for convalescents, too, says Dragana. To make the tea, put 5g of elderberries, 5g of echinacea root and 5g of grated fresh ginger root in a pan, cover with a mugful of water, bring to the boil and simmer, covered, for ten minutes. Strain it and add a little honey before drinking.
Children and babies can also benefit from taking a dose of the echinacea specially formulated for children available at herbalists. If your child develops an alarming fever, a nasty cough or a lingering sore throat, and you decide to visit the doctor, you can still begin immediate treatment with echinacea.
elderberries (Sambucus nigra)

Elderberries have a long reputation for fighting viruses, so keep a bottle handy and start taking it at the first shiver of flu. Dr Madeleine Mumcuoglu, an Israeli virologist, decided to test this reputation, pitting extract of elderberry against the flu virus. She discovered that the influenza virus invades cells by puncturing their walls with the tiny spikes of hemaglutinin that cover its surface: the active ingredient in elderberry disables the spikes by binding to them. A study published by the Journal of Alternative and Complementary Medicine found that nearly 90% of flu patients given the elderberry preparation were completely free of symptoms within two to three days, compared to at least six days with a placebo. It’s important to note that the elderberry patients were taking 15ml doses four times a day: just a glug or a single pill of even the most potent remedy isn’t going to see off a persistent virus. Dr. Mumcuoglu’s elderberry extract is now widely on sale. A protective tea can be made to fend off the miseries of winter, containing elderberries, echinacea and ginger (see
echinacea).
elderflower (Sambucus nigra flos)

Elderflower, available in tea bags is mildly laxative, and makes a delicious remedy for constipation.
Elderflower is also a tried and tested country remedy for colds. It gently stimulates the immune response, and has antiviral activity. Combined with peppermint, it makes a delicious and warming bedtime tea. Put a teaspoon – or a tea bag – of each in a mug, fill with hot water, strain and drink hot, adding honey to taste. You’ll probably sweat the cold out overnight and have a sound, sweet sleep.
Use cooled elderflower tea bags as a ten minute eye compress to sooth the irratated itching of hay fever.
eucalyptus

The leaves of the eucalyptus tree contain an essential oil which is strongly antiseptic. Eucalyptus oil not only helps see off bacterial and viral infections, but also soothes irritated mucous membranes and helps expel mucus.
You can use dried eucalyptus leaves to make a tea effective for both acute and chronic bronchitis. Put 3–4 dried leaves in a pan, add a cupful of cold water, bring to the boil and simmer for a minute, then take off the heat, cover and let it steep for ten minutes. Strain, add a little honey and drink hot two to three times a day.
Alternatively lean over a bowl and inhale the following mixture to help loosen mucus in the lungs. Put 2 drops of eucalyptus, 1 each of pine and thyme and 1 drop of lavender in a big bowl of boiling water. Let it cool just a little and then, using a towel round your head and the bowl, inhale for two to three minutes. Do this twice a day.
evening primrose (Oenothera biennis)

Evening primrose offers an oil that is high in gamma-linolenic acid (GLA), a fatty acid that can remedy a number of complaints. Its yield of GLA was demonstrated in the early 80s, and a bunch of Harvard medical students figured that this might make the stuff good news for a hangover. In an informal little trial they all swallowed half a dozen 500mg capsules of the oil after a heavy evening, and reported that they didn’t feel nearly as bad as they deserved to next morning. Better still, take a couple of capsules before you start the evening, and another two before you go to bed – if you remember.
Other problems that can be helped by upping intake of evening primrose include Eczema and PMS. Eczema-afflicted skin is dry skin, and in some cases it can be caused by a lack of nourishing fatty acids. Taken in capsule form, evening primrose can meet this need. For women the GLA also helps regulate hormone balance in the body, and controls the production of certain compounds called prostaglandins which may be responsible for a whole slew of PMS symptoms including mood swings, depression and – in particular – the extreme breast tenderness that some women experience. So striking is the relief it can give for this symptom that doctors in the UK are allowed to prescribe it to sufferers. Look for a good brand (the market is awash with cheap ones) and take 500mg once or twice a day.
eyebright (Euphrasis officinalis)

Eyebright has been valued for centuries as a sovereign remedy for the eyes. It helps clear accumulated mucus, reduces the irritable sensitivity of tissue in the nose and sinuses, and calms inflammation in and around the eyes. Dioscorides, the author of the first Western herbal and a surgeon with the Roman armies, used it to treat his soldiers’ eye infections. It also strengthens an oversensitive mucous membrane. Modern herbalists prescribe it to help relieve the burning, itchy eyes of hay fever. Take it in pill form or as a tincture.



F
fennel

Fennel tea is so mild that Italian mammas give it to their colicky babies, but it’s highly effective for griping pains and wind, especially drunk just after a rich or heavy meal. You can get it as tea bags, or you can try this wonderfully warming brew suggested by the nineteenth century German herbalist, Abbe Kneipp: ‘A spoonful of fennel seed cooked in a cup of milk for five to ten minutes… and drunk as hot as possible.’
fenugreek seeds

Fenugreek seeds can offer benefits for women during the menopause. They help sort out vaginal dryness, soreness and inflammation and are also thought to have aphrodisiac qualities. Use them in your favourite curry or add a spoonful to a mug of boiling water, let it stand for fifteen minutes, then strain and drink at bedtime and for breakfast.



feverfew (Tanacetum parthenium)

Feverfew is one of the main go-to herbal remedies for headache and migraine sufferers. There’s nothing new about migraine, so it’s not surprising that this popular herbal remedy has been used in folk medicine for centuries. An eighteenth-century English doctor wrote of one lady he knew ‘that having in the younger part of her life a very terrible and almost constant headache, fixed in one small spot, and raging at all times almost to distraction, she was at length cured by a maidservant with this herb’. Like many brilliant herbal remedies, feverfew was forgotten – until trials at the London Migraine Clinic in the 1980s gave impressive results, and other research carried out since has confirmed the findings. Feverfew seems to work for about two in three sufferers and it works best when it’s taken fresh – a lot of its fans simply grow this attractive plant and eat a few (one to four) of the fresh leaves a day in a sandwich. However, they taste offputtingly bitter and they can give you nasty little mouth ulcers and a sore tongue, so you might prefer the tablet or tincture form or the freeze-dried fresh leaves, taken first thing in the morning. You need to take it regularly as a preventive but pregnant or breastfeeding women should avoid it.
frankincense (Boswellia serrata)

Francensense is an essential oil that can help deepen and slow the breathing and generally calm you down, making it especially helpful for asthma sufferers.



G
garlic (Allium sativum)

Garlic is a true miracle plant, with legendary antiseptic powers, working against bacteria, viruses and fungi alike. It has remained famous in folk medicine since antiquity for its protective and immune-boosting powers. It’s also been more closely scrutinized by scientists than any other medicinal plant. It was brought to Britain by the surgeons of Roman legions posted from sunny Italy to damper, colder northern climates and has retained its reputation as an infection-fighter. Compounds in raw garlic have antibiotic action but some of garlic’s efficacy – though not all – is lost in cooking. So eat plenty of raw garlic chopped in salads, or a clove crushed into soup at the last minute. Some friends of mine chop up and eat two or three fat fresh cloves in a thickly-buttered sandwich at the first shiver of a cold or flu – and they haven’t had a cold since they started doing this some six years ago. A Russian cough remedy which I used many times for our two daughters is made with two or three fat cloves of garlic. Slice them into a small glass, add a couple of tablespoonfuls of honey and leave overnight, covered with cling film. Give teaspoon doses of the runny liquid that will result three or four times a day. To fight acute infections, take garlic in pill form and high doses – but do remember that it can irritate your stomach.
Onions, close cousins of garlic, share many of its wonderful healing powers. You could exploit both in this recipe sent to my husband by a friend in Angola: he swears it will see off both cold and flu bugs in short order, especially if you take it at the first suspicion of either. Peel and chop up an onion and a fat clove of garlic. Put them in a pan with the juice of a lemon, a dessertspoonful of honey and a mugful of water. Bring to the boil and simmer very slowly, covered, for forty to fifty minutes. Drink it red hot and, if you’re feeling really chilled, add a spot of dried chilli powder.
French aromatherapist Dr Jean Valnet suggests the following to be taken at the start of winter to avoid chesty coughs. Peel and bruise 4–5 fine fresh garlic cloves, put them in a jar with an airtight screw top and add 50ml (2 ounces) of alcohol (such as vodka). Close the jar and leave it to macerate for three weeks. Take 20–30 drops two to three times a day. If you want to avoid alcohol, add the drops to a cup of boiling water; the alcohol will evaporate off.
Meanwhile, asthma sufferers can benefit from garlic, taken raw. It’s very rich in a plant chemical called quercetin that damps down the inflammation that constricts airways and the antibacterial quality helps to lessen bacterial build up in accumulated mucus.
For earache, keep a little dropper bottle of mullein oil handy. It has for centuries been a popular country cure, usually combined with garlic. Dropper it into the affected ear at the first symptom of heat and pain.
For stomach infections, like the infamous Dehli belly, a garlic pill a day can help lessen its effects. Garlic is a potent bactericide, working to prevent any infection starting up in your gut – and beefing up your immune defences into the bargain. For less drastic purposes it also aids digestive problems, helping the body to deal with rich, fatty foods.
Garlic helps to keep blood pressure down. Its benefits for the heart and circulation have been studied in literally thousands of research projects. Just what can it do? Well, its chief role is to help keep your aorta – the body’s chief artery – young and supple, to avoid the dangerous stiffening that often comes with age. It helps prevent the blood clotting that can be a forerunner of dangerous strokes and, once clots have formed, it can help break them down in the blood. It can also help gently lower blood pressure, though it may take time to do this. The best way to take garlic is to eat it raw – what foodie would want to replace this fantastic stuff with a mere capsule? But if you really can’t bear the taste, take it in pill form. Because of its blood-thinning tendency, people taking anticoagulants or anti-platelet drugs should avoid garlic: your doctor will advise you on this. And prolonged heavy dosing should be avoided in pregnancy – though breastfed babies seem to love the taste.
Garlic has anti-parasitic properties. Dr Valnet, the Frenchman who virtually invented medical aromatherapy last century, suggests this cure: grate or crush 3–4 cloves of fresh garlic into a cupful of boiling water or milk. Let it steep all night. Strain it and drink it – fasting – the next morning, and repeat daily during the following three weeks.
The well-known French herbalist Maurice Messegue, who used to prescribe an infusion of garlic, onion, savoury and mint for his patients with low libido. Hard to believe it worked, but one actor who consulted him tried it out, according to Messegue, and after a while came to see him again. ‘I have a new problem,’ he said. ‘We can’t seem to stop. Don’t you have something to calm me down?’
Garlic can also be of benefit to animals. If you give your pets only one herb make it garlic. It boosts their resistance to infections by strengthening the immune system, cleanses the whole system and helps repel any kind of parasites. A regular daily dose will help protect them from infections and viruses such as kennel cough. Cats in particular can be harmed by too much garlic so only use garlic tablets that are especially formulated for dogs and cats, and observe the dosage-per-size directions.
gentian

Gentian is a bitter herb from the roots of a pretty blue Alpine flower with a number of herbal uses. It’s bitterness is helpful for stimulating the digestive system. Our modern Western diet is predominantly sweet, salty or bland in taste: what’s missing are foods with that stimulating bitterness which is beneficial to the entire digestive process, all the way down the gut. Selective breeding over centuries has eliminated most of this from our vegetables, though it’s still found in some of them – kale, endive and watercress, for example. Herbalists turn to plants like gentian to help get gastric juices flowing again and boost production of digestive enzymes. Famous European aperitifs containing gentian are drunk before meals to sharpen the appetite and improve digestion. Gentian can also do wonders for stress, exhaustion and the post-flu blues.
Gentian is the main ingredient in Angostura Bitters, a herbal remedy for hangovers. Confusingly, the bitters are not made from the bark of the Angostura tree, medicinal though it is, but from the bitter gentian, together with some gut-soothing spices. (The bitters were so-called because they were devised by a German doctor based in Angostura, Venezuela, for his dyspeptic patients.) The British naval favourite of pink gin is made healthier for livers by the dash of Angostura Bitters it contains, and US herbal expert James Duke suggests making an anti-hangover drink by adding a few drops of Bitters to a glass of hot water.
ginger (Zingiber officinale)

Ginger is most well-known as a natural remedy for nausea of all types, including travel sickness and the declicate stomach of a hangover. If you have fresh root ginger to hand, grate a plump inch of it into a mug, fill it with boiling water and let the ginger steep, covered, for ten minutes. Then strain and drink. Dried ginger works well too: stir half a teaspoonful into warm water with honey. This warming drink is wonderfully stimulating for the cardiovascular system and can be used as a first line of defence against a winter cold. It also has benefits for bronchial complaints. US herbalist Stephen Harrod Buhner points out in his book Herbal Antibiotics that ginger’s anti-cough action rivals that of codeine. It will help thin all that clogging mucus, and move it up and out of the body. ‘Ginger,’ he adds, ‘relieves pain, stimulates immune activity, reduces inflammation and stimulates sweating, thus helping lower fevers.’
Staying with the winter theme, ginger can also tackle that familiar festive complaint of indigestion. Like other warming spices that feature in rich festive fare, ginger boosts circulation to aid digestion, and dispel gas from the stomach and intestines. In the Far East a dash of ginger is added to almost every fish or meat dish for this purpose. It also works to counter toxicity and fire up the taste buds.
Women are encouraged to employ ginger to soothe the menstrual cramps. US herbalist
Rosemary Gladstar suggests a hot ginger poultice. ‘Make a pot of strong ginger tea by grating fresh ginger and adding it to cold water. Bring it to a low boil and simmer (with the lid tightly on) for ten to fifteen minutes. Allow it to cool just slightly. Dip a clean cotton cloth in the tea and wring out any excess liquid. Put a dry towel over the pelvic area and then place the hot poultice over it. Cover it with a thick towel, leave it on till it begins to cool, and repeat till the pain is eased.’ At the same time drink a cup of warm ginger tea sweetened with a little honey and with a little added rosemary. That’ll help ease the cramps, too.
There’s no hard evidence, but some Danish researchers reckoned that since, in the traditional medicine of India, ginger has a high reputation for counteracting neurological problems, it might work against migraines. So they suggested powdered ginger to a woman who had had severe migraines for sixteen years. Take it, they suggested, at the first sign of one. It stopped her migraines so successfully that she began eating a daily dose. I passed on this tip to a colleague who suffered regular agonising migraines. She found that if she took a big dose of ginger (in capsule form) at the very first sign of a migraine, it simply stopped. The dose that worked for her was 500–600mg of powdered ginger in capsules. Worth a try?
Enjoy ginger in your cooking as often as you can. It is rich in antioxidants, to combat the oxidative stress that may be putting your heart at risk. It can also work to protect your arteries from the inflammation which researchers now believe may be the trigger for many a heart attack.
Ginger boosts circulation to ease inflamed joints. When you’re stiff and aching all over at the end of a long day take a bedtime ginger bath. To prepare it, peel and slice a three-inch chunk of fresh ginger root into a pan of water, bring to the boil and simmer until it’s a strong dark yellow. Add some Epsom salts to enhance the effect. Strain, add to a warm bath and soak in it. Afterwards, do a little gentle stretching, then slip into bed.
ginkgo (Ginkgo biloba)

An extract from the leaves of the ginkgo biloba tree has made a name for itself as a protector of the ageing brain. It tops herbalist lists as a key answer to the mental deterioration of old age and for this reason is a global bestseller. The ginkgo biloba is the oldest living tree and has been around for an estimated 200 million years. Individual trees live for up to 100 years, perhaps making it empathetic towards the elderly of other species. Twentieth-century research in Germany revealed its power to increase blood flow in the human brain and thus help boost memory, concentration and mental performance. So impressive are its powers that in just one year – 1988 – German doctors wrote over five million prescriptions for it. It doesn’t just help improve memory: it can also help reduce the absentmindedness, anxiety and confusion so often experienced by elderly people along with that fading recall.
It also appears to delay the onset of full-blown dementia. In 2002, the UK’s Alzheimer’s Society published the biggest ever comprehensive review on the use of ginkgo for the treatment of dementia, examining thirty-three previous clinical trials dating back to 1976. The survey, they concluded, provided promising evidence that taking ginkgo can improve memory and overall function for people with dementia. But it’s not just the elderly who can profit from its memory-boosting powers: herbal students have been known to dose up on it before exams, and claim they feel sharper, more alert. In a small study, participants given a single quite large dose of ginkgo found their general alertness and speed of reaction had sharpened quite noticeably two and a half hours later – an effect still noticeable six hours afterwards. Most people seem able to take ginkgo, even over long periods of time, without serious side effects. But if you are taking aspirin, prescription or blood-thinning drugs, consult your doctor or a medical herbalist. And don’t take it if you are pregnant or breastfeeding.
Ginkgo biloba works because it stimulates the peripheral circulation to the brain. For the same reason, it can be a real ally in the battle to keep circulation steady and effective in the legs, and dozens of studies have shown its ability to do this, as well as to reduce discolouration. By the same token, it’s good news for heart health too. Very rich in antioxidants to protect against oxidative damage to the heart, it helps keeps veins relaxed and open and protects against stroke. It’s an excellent supplement for the elderly, for both reasons, though you shouldn’t check with your doctor first, especially if you already have a heart problem.
ginseng

The supreme Chinese tonic herb is ginseng. It improvies general health and resistance to infection and is safe to take long term. It acts to correct deficiencies and enhance general vitality and resistance. In this age of superbugs and terrifying new plagues, what could make more sense?
A popular application of panax ginseng in traditional Chinese medicine is to stimulate the ‘yang’ deficiency that is thought to cause impotence. The Chinese call ginseng the man-root, and consider it an all-round stimulant. There have been two small trials of its use in impotence, both of which came up with a success rate of around 60%. Ginseng is thought to work by dilating blood vessels, boosting blood supply to the penis and stimulating areas of the brain involved with sexual function. One snag: you may need to take ginseng for several weeks before the results show up, and genuine ginseng is expensive. Those who are on drugs for high blood pressure, and pregnant women, should not take ginseng at all.
Siberian ginseng (Eleutherococcus senticosus)

Siberian ginseng is a great friend to the immune system. Numbers of studies, carried out over several decades with thousands of subjects, have shown how it can boost resistance to disease, combat stress in any form and aid convalescence.
In one study, 1000 factory workers were given a daily dose of Siberian ginseng for two winter months; they had almost two-and-a-half times fewer flu or acute respiratory infections than a matched group of controls. Siberian ginseng can safely be taken for as long as six weeks, but then you should take a fortnight’s break before starting up again.
Many people these days are beleaguered by too much stress which leaves them worn out and exhausted. Great ‘adaptogenic’ herbs like Siberian ginseng – so-called because they help you ‘adapt’ to stress by increasing your general resistance and vitality – help you cope better with both physical and mental stress. Russia’s athletes and cosmonauts are among its biggest fans. ‘An ideal all-round energy tonic,’ says UK herbalist Penelope Ody, ‘ideal to take whenever extra energy is needed… before a particularly busy period at work, during exams, or before long distance air travel, for instance.’ Don’t use in an acute infection or if you’re on digoxin.
Since stress can be a major factor in fertility problems in both genders, Siberian ginseng is often presecribed by herbalists to couples struggling to conceive.
gotu kola (Centella asiatica)

Gotu kola, a little creeping waterside plant, works to boost memory and concentration. Incidentally it a was the favourite forage plant of the Ceylon elephants, whose long memories are proverbial. The plant works to strengthen blood vessel walls and improve blood flow through them. It is often combined with ginkgo, both herbs seemingly even more effective when used together than when working singly.
grindelia

Grindelia is herb that works to relax constricted airways, and help your lungs expel the clogging mucus of asthma. Make up a regular grindelia tea, perhaps including one or more of similarly acting herbs, such as coltsfoot, mullein, marshmallow, thyme and hyssop, to benefit from it.
guarana (Paullinia cupana)

If you’re burning the midnight oil, if you need to stay sharp and focused for an exam or if you’re battling a long, demanding job, guarana is the herb for you. This extraordinary tonic from the Amazon rainforest (it’s gathered sustainably by local people) is popular with long haul aircrews because it can help keep you going cheerfully for hour after hour, with a clear mind, even on minimal sleep – though when the job is done, you’ll need to crash out in earnest. It contains some caffeine – a daily dose has less than one cup of tea – but other ingredients slow down and cushion its impact. Don’t drink coffee when you’re taking it. Faced with an implacable deadline for delivering a book, I once sailed through three days of intensive work on just four hours’ sleep a night and a twice-daily dose of this wonder-working herb. Then I collapsed… I
Gymnema sylvestre

If you’re looking to shed excess pounds, try Gymnema sylvestre, an Indian herb whose common name of gurmar actually means ‘sugar destroyer’. When you take it you lose your taste for sugar, as well as the craving for sweet foods. It’s sometimes combined with black pepper which contains chromium – a mineral essential to the body’s metabolism of carbohydrates.
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hawthorn (Crateagus spp.)

Hawthorn is especially high in healing compounds that work to tone and strengthen the connective tissue that supports veins and can thereby be of use to remedy varicose veins or piles. Take a teaspoon of a 1:5 tincture twice daily for three months, then give it a break for three weeks and repeat for another three months. If you’ve been working to improve your general circulatory health for those seven months, you should see a real difference. (Check with your doctor, though, if you are being treated for a heart condition.)
Hawthorn is also an invigorating and nourishing tonic for the heart, improving function generally and working as a protection against heart attacks. For the last two centuries, doctors the world over have been prescribing this beautiful hedgerow herb for heart problems, and no wonder: it lowers blood pressure by relaxing and dilating artery walls, and although it’s no quick fix for dangerously high blood pressure, it will work gently over months and years to improve matters. In Germany, where they are much more open to herbal medicine than anywhere else in the West, hundreds of doctors routinely prescribe it for their hypertensive patients. It’s an outstandingly safe and nontoxic herb. According to herbalist Dr Ann Walker, ‘it is possible that taken for a long period of time, hawthorn may even regress established atheromas – those fatty plaques in your arteries which spell trouble. And if you don’t have a heart condition, and you’re getting on and feel you should be doing something for your heart, hawthorn is an excellent preventative.’If you’re already on medication, though, discuss it with your doctor before starting to take it.
hibiscus

Hibiscus is a lovely dark red colour, and it has a full, pleasant taste, further improved by a spot of honey. In one small study, subjects drinking hibiscus tea for breakfast for some weeks had significant reductions in their blood pressure: controls taking a conventional vasodilator drug did only slightly better. The tea was made with 2 teaspoons of dried hibiscus covered with 500ml boiling water and allowed to steep for ten minutes. You can also buy teabags.
honey

Throughout history, honey has been revered as a healing remedy for wounds and injuries of every kind. And that includes burns. In a study reported in the British Journal of Surgery in 1991, the efficacy of honey as a treatment was compared with one of the standard medical treatments for minor burns, silver sulphadiazine cream. Most – 87% – of the patients treated with honey were healed within fifteen days, compared to only 10% in the silver sulphadiazine group.
A friend rang me to say that her mother was deeply depressed because the wounds left after a mastectomy operation were refusing to heal. The hospital had tried everything. I suggested she asked her nearest health-food store for a tube of ManukaCare 18, specially sterilized for hospital use. Manuka is a New Zealand plant and the bees feasting on its pollen produce a honey with extraordinary antibacterial powers. ManukaCare 18 – a specially sterilized form for medical purposes – certainly worked for my friend’s mother. Manuka honey is increasingly being used in hospitals to treat badly infected ulcers, mastectomy wounds and bedsores resistant to antibiotics. It is even proving effective against the dreaded superbug.
Honey itself has also been credited with mild aphrodisiac powers: why else would we talk of honeymoons? In the Arab world, a rich sweetmeat, halvah (made from pounded sesame seeds and honey), was eaten to enhance sexual vitality and prowess.
Honey may also help hay fever. A In 1937 Captain Dr George McGrew, a military surgeon in the US Army, quizzed a number of hay-fever sufferers among his men on the home remedies that had worked for them. He reported in a medical journal that ‘one alone seemed of real value… the eating of honey produced in their vicinity and particularly from the chewing of the comb wax’. In fact this treatment was a long-established traditional remedy: take a teaspoonful of honey or chew a teaspoonful of honeycomb three times a day, starting at least four months before the start of the season. The honey should be pure, unprocessed and unheated; try your local farmers’ market. Why does the honey treatment work? The jury is still out, but the plant pollens in honey are rich in anti-inflammatory bioflavonoids and there are reports of the successful use of honey as a treatment for asthma.
hops (Humulus lupulus)

Lots of ready-made herbal remedies for sleeplessness contain hops, a natural sedative. Alternatively you can make up your own tea if you get hold of some dried hops. Infuse a teaspoonful of the dried heads in a cupful of boiling water, covered, for a few minutes, and drink at bedtime. There’s a caveat about hops: if it’s depression that’s wrecking your slumbers, avoid them – they might make it worse. The same applies to valerian.
horehound (Marrubium vulgare)

To calm that irritating cough, here’s a useful combination: dried horehound herb and marshmallow leaves. Mix together and put a good teaspoonful in a mugful of boiling water in which you have already simmered a stick of liquorice, very soothing to the throat. Infuse for ten minutes, strain and drink.
horse chestnut

Horse chestnuts, those glossy brown conkers that schoolchildren love, have for centuries been a popular European folk remedy for circulation problems. Their efficacy has been confirmed in a number of studies, which have shown that horse chestnut not only reduces pain and swelling, but actually works to tone and strengthen the veins, so that blood flow gradually improves. Horse chestnut can be toxic in overdose, so choose your brand carefully, and follow the directions on the label. It’s also available as a gel that you can stroke gently upwards into your legs every day for a local boost to the circulation.
horseradish

Horseradish is an age-old remedy for colds and sinus infections and now we know why. Studies carried out at the California University School of Medicine, quoted in Jean Carper’s great book The Food Pharmacy, demonstrated that horseradish, like many other spicy foods, triggers a flash flood of fluid in air passages which thins congested mucus so that it is easily expelled; hence the watering eyes. In his lovely collection of herbal remedies, The Green Pharmacy, US herbal authority James Duke suggests making up a ‘Sinusoup’: ‘Begin with your vegetable minestrone and add heaped helpings of garlic and onions, plus horseradish, hot pepper and ginger. On a cold winter day, it warms the soul as it opens the sinuses.’
A regular supply of sulphur along with a healthy diet can help to nourish your hair from the inside. Sulphur is found in horseradish, as well as onions, watercress, cabbage, horseradish.
hypericum see St John’s wort

hyssop

hyssop can be beneficial for asthma sufferers, along with grindelia, coltsfoot, mullein, marshmallow and thyme. These herbs work to relax constricted airways, and help your lungs expel mucus. Make up a tea from one or more of these, dried – a teaspoon infused for ten minutes in a cup of boiling water – and drink it regularly.
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jasmine

Jasmine, with its heady,fragrance is an essential oil with a reputation as an aphrodisiac. Put a few drops in a burner in your bedroom, or add 5 drops to a cup of whole milk and tip into a lover’s bath. Remember, essential oils should not be taken internally or applied undiluted to the skin.
jojoba oil

Bone-dry, lifeless hair? Give it the oil treatment, using the jojoba oil beloved of Mexican women, which gives their hair a glossy shine. Warm the oil first, then apply it to dry hair and scalp, combing it through your hair to the tips. Massage your scalp for five minutes, then wrap a warm towel round your hair and leave as long as possible – at least thirty minutes. Then apply neat shampoo to the scalp, massage it in and rinse off.
Jojoba oil can also be used as a natural sunscreen as it has a natural SPF of around sixteen. Add lavender oil for pleasant aroma and extra anti-burning action (it’ll also help keep the insects away). Jojoba oil is also rich in antioxidant vitamins, and a wonderful moisturizer for any skin type; it’s not an essential oil, so you don’t have to worry about applying it directly to your skin. Price-wise, even the best pure organic jojoba oil compares favourably with some of the pricier sunscreens.



K
kudzu

Kudzu is a herb from the Far East and is the chief component of an ancient Chinese formula popularly known as the ‘drunkenness dispeller’ because of its ability to inhibit the craving for alcohol, slow consumption, and diminish the morning-after effects. In a recent double-blind trial at a US hospital researchers found that moderately heavy drinkers, given a kudzu extract in capsule form for a week before taking part in a drinking experiment, consumed significantly less alcohol than those given dummy pills. All the subjects except one reduced their intake. On average, alcohol consumption was cut by almost 50% and researchers also noted that subjects drank more slowly, taking longer to finish each beer.
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lavender

Lavender is one of the great stress-busting herbs, relaxing to mind and body. Take lavender tea for headaches, hangovers, anxiety, stress or sleeplessness. It is quite powerful, so I usually add just a pinch of the flowery tops to a cup of chamomile or limeflower tea.
The essential oil of lavender also offers wonderful relief for sore, stiff and aching muscles, and varicose veins, soothing pain and reducing inflammation. Add 5–6 drops of the oil to a teaspoonful of almond oil and stroke it into the affected area. It also soothes the pain of burns, scalds and sunburn. The French chemist Robert Gattefosse was one of the founding fathers of aromatherapy – the healing power of essential oils. In the 1920s he burned his hand badly in a laboratory experiment, looked round for treatment and plunged the hand into a jar of pure lavender oil. The pain was gone in minutes, there were no blisters and no scarring, either. I tried the lavender oil treatment on a neighbour of mine when she picked up a frying-pan by a handle she hadn’t realized was red hot. After holding her red and throbbing hand under a running cold tap till it cooled, I gently dried it with sterile lint, then poured a teaspoon of neat lavender oil onto the burned area. The relief astonished us both: a day later there was little sign of the nasty burn.
After a long, tiring day, why not try a hot lavender footbath, adding 5 drops and a little milk to a bowl of hot water? Soak your feet for ten minutes while you sip a calming chamomile tea for maximum relaxation. Better still add a dozen drops of it to a bedtime bath to help you wind down and one more drop on your pillow to help you sleep.
This calming quality can be beneficial to soothe insect bites, applied neat to the affected area and a few drops in a bedside burner will repel the mozzies while helping you sleep. If taken on holiday that bottle of lavender oil should be wrapped up tight in cling film before packing, by the way, unless you want your entire holiday wardrobe to smell of lavender!
In my occasionally misspent youth, I once came across a herbal tea which actually helped soothe a hangover quite quickly. It was formulated, I discovered, by herbalist Jill Davies, and it was made with equal parts of limeflower, spearmint, rosemary leaf, lemon balm, lavender flowers and a dash of peppermint oil – a wonderful mix of calming, cheering and reviving herbs, with the peppermint oil doing wonders to soothe your tormented gut. If you don’t have the original blend to hand, an infusion of lavender to which you add 2–3 drops of peppermint oil will still help.
In fact practically any sort of physical ache of pain can be soothed with the essential oil of lavender thanks to its muscle relaxant qualities. Smooth it into your tummy during cramps or rub it on your chest for chesty coughs that make you wheeze while sleeping.
lemon balm (Melissa officinalis)

Lemon balm has a centuries-old reputation as a feel-good mood-lifter for when you’re feeling cold, down and miserable. It’s also got a long reputation as an aid to memory. The seventeenth-century diarist John Evelyn was quoting contemporary doctors when he wrote that ‘Balm is sovereign for the brain, strengthening the memory and powerfully chasing away melancholy’. It’s a great remedy for nervous tension, especially the kind that gets to your guts; these effects are recognized by Commission E, for years the official German advisory body on herb safety and efficacy. Keep a pot of lemon balm on a sunny windowsill. Crush a leaf and smell that warm, uplifting, citrussy fragrance. Put a small handful of leaves in a mug, fill with boiling water and steep, covered, for ten minutes. Drink this three times a day. Lemon balm is sometimes combined to great effect with valerian, the stress-buster and muscle-relaxant, together they make an ideal herbal cocktail for chronic stress.
Lemon balm is good for your digestive system, calming a nervous stomach that might otherwise contribute to constipation. It can also help calm the stress IBS sufferers so often feel. Put a large handful of leaves from the fresh plant (or a heaped teaspoonful of the dried herb) in a cup, fill it with boiling water and infuse it, covered, for five to ten minutes.
A German study looked at a cream containing 1% lemon balm extract applied five times a day, used by people suffering from both cold sores and genital herpes. The results were interesting; 60% reported that their lesions had healed within four days; by the eighth day 96% were lesion-free. To make your own, add a teaspoonful of lemon balm tincture, or a few drops of the essential oil, to some aqueous cream from the chemist – and apply it.
lemon juice

Lemon juice is cleansing, antiseptic, a fine tonic for the liver and rich in vitamin C, just the thing to protect you against a cold. But if you want to make the most of the lemon’s staggering healing powers, you need to know that even more of them, especially the valuable antioxidants, are concentrated in the skin and pith. So instead of simply juicing a lemon and binning its most valuable bits, slice a whole unwaxed lemon into a mug and fill with boiling water and let it steep, covered, all night. Strain and drink the next morning – it’s got a much more interesting taste, too.
Lemon juice on its own can help dry out and heal the pimples: paint them with freshly squeezed juice at bedtime, leave on overnight, then rinse off in the morning. It can also aid body odour problems In a study conducted by a French naturopath, Eric Nigelle, twenty-seven people afflicted by body odour – five of them severely so – tried out this lemon juice treatment over twelve months. Every morning, they applied 10 drops of freshly squeezed lemon juice to each armpit. Afterwards, twenty-five of them had no further problems, and the remaining two were much improved. Definitely worth a try.
lemon verbena

Lemon verbena can be made into an uplifting cup of tea. It is a gentle calmer of nerves and Stomach with a clean, fresh lemony taste, which is also good for anxiety and mild depression.
lettuce

The famous French herbalist Maurice Messegue once treated a wealthy American woman for chronic insomnia. She had tried everything, she told him. Messegue advised her to eat three lettuces for dinner every night. That Christmas she sent him a greetings card with the words ‘I sleep… I sleep…’ In fact lettuces contain a milky latex with a known soporific effect, so try making lettuce soup for dinner.
limeflowers

Limeflowers have a reputation for effective stress-busting and help relax you when you feel strung up, soothing those nervous jitters. They are often combined with chamomile in tea bags or ready-made herbal remedies. As a tea limeflowers make a wonderfully calming bedtime drink. Any health-food shop will offer a range of tablets, tinctures or teas featuring limeflower in combination with other mood-lifting and relaxing herbs like hops, lemon balm, chamomile, skullcap and valerian.
linseed (Linum usitatissiumum)

Linseed oil is made from the seeds of the little blue flax flower (and is also called flaxseed oil). It is a great source of omega-3 fatty acids. These are a class of essential fatty acids that are critical to the health of every single cell in our bodies. If nerve and brain cells are starved of those vital fatty acids, depression can be one consequence. Dozens of studies have shown how vital the omega 3s are as prime treatment for mental and emotional well-being. Make linseed a regular part of your daily diet and feel your mood lift. One thing: linseed oil is extremely unstable so buy a reliable brand in a dark bottle, keep it in your fridge and use it up quickly.
The omega-3 essential fatty acids in linseed are also good for helping to subdue the inflammation which produces the streaming eyes and nose and the general irritation of hay fever.
Linseeds are a wonderful soother for your gut and provide relief from both diarrhoea and constipation. They swell in your intestines to bulk and soften your stools, and trigger peristaltic movement in the gut walls and are loaded with mucilage, nice slippery stuff which relieves diarrhoea and also helps soothe and heal the inflamed gut lining. Crush a tablespoonful of the dry seeds and swallow it down with a big glass of water. The water is vital, or the seeds might simply pile up and block your gut. Do this two to three times a day.
Dry and eczema-afflicted skin can in some cases be caused by a lack of nourishing fatty acids. Grind linseeds and eat them on cereal, or sprinkled on salads or by the spoonful, washed down with plenty of water, to keep your skin well-nourished from within. Linseed also plays a part in healthy hair. If you want a gorgeous head of hair, eat a healthy diet with plenty of vitamin E and the essential fatty acids found in fish oils or linseeds (also known as flaxseeds), and all the B-complex vitamins.
Linseed oil is particularly rich in phytoestrogens, the weak hormone-like chemicals found in a huge range of foods, and nature’s own HRT. In cultures where diets are based mainly on foods rich in phytoestrogens, breast cancer is rare and the menopause a non-event. The natural oestrogen in your body is around a hundred times stronger than plant hormones, but as your in-house production plummets at menopause, phytoestrogens can gently bridge the gap – usually without the problems common with HRT. There is some evidence that they can even protect us against hormone-linked cancers.
In one study scientists measured the amount of linseed phytoestrogens a group of women were eating by studying the breakdown products in their urine. They found that women with the lowest phytoestrogen count were four times more likely to develop breast cancer than the women with the highest intake. Buy a reliable blend of linseed oil, refrigerate immediately after opening and finish it off within two weeks. Take it by the spoonful, add it to smoothies or use it in salad dressing. Like most of the other parts of us, the prostate, too, benefits from those much-celebrated omega-3 fatty acids so regular intake of linseed can help with this too
Linseed can also be beneficial to pets. Sooner or later the most active pets can slow down and show signs of stiffness or pain in moving. Make sure their diet is super-healthy, complete with the linseed omega-3 essential fatty acids (many pet foods now add omega-3s).
liquorice

Liquorice is a wonderful root for stomach aches caused by acid. It foams in the gut and puts a protective layer on the stomach, allowing healing to take place from underneath.
Russian women have used liquorice tea for centuries as a home remedy to sort out their hot flushes and help them cope with the general stress of menopause. Don’t overdose on it, though, if you have a tendency to water retention – and forget it if you have high blood pressure.
Try some liquorice tea to soothe that painfully inflamed and aching throat. Put three or four liquorice root sticks in a pan and cover with water. Bring to the boil and simmer for twenty minutes, then strain and enjoy. By the way, this has to be the brownish root – that popular black confectionery won’t do the trick.
Bill Clinton’s hoarseness was often obvious to his audience. On the campaign trail, according to reports, he relied on a throat-coating tea which soothed his throat enough to let him carry on speaking. Many professional singers follow his example. Key ingredients in the tea? Herbs rich in mucilage that provide a protective coating to inflamed or irritated mucous membranes, among them liquorice root and slippery elm bark.
Teething? Give your baby a liquorice stick or a long piece of marshmallow root to chew on, or rub the gums with diluted marigold lotion. At bedtime, give chamomile or catnip tea to help a teething baby sleep.
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maca root (Lepidium meyenii)

Peruvians eat maca root like a vegetable and feed it to their livestock, but its fame as a sexual tonic is rivalled by its reputation as a terrific boost to energy and general health.
Manuka

Manuka is a plant native to New Zealand. The bees feasting on its pollen produce a honey with extraordinary antibacterial powers. ManukaCare 18 – a specially sterilized form for medical purposes – is increasingly being used in hospitals to treat badly infected ulcers, mastectomy wounds and bedsores resistant to antibiotics. It is even proving effective against the dreaded superbug.
marigold see
calendula

marshmallow (Althaea officinalis)

The leaves, flowers and especially the root of marshmallows, closely related to hollyhocks, are rich in mucilage making it good for sufferers of ittitable bowel syndrome. Try a tea made from the dried herb: 30 grammes to a litre of boiling water (1 ounce to two pints), infused covered for ten minutes, and drunk over the course of the day. Or add 30 grammes (1 ounce) of the powdered root to a litre of tepid water, leave for two hours, then very gently warm to just above body temperature. Add a little honey to this wonderfully soothing goo.
Often combined with marshmallows are buchu and bearberry, which have a specific action in the urinary tract to help clear up infections. You can buy this in a ready-made formula which has a soothing effect on the inflamed mucous membrane in the urinary tract.
Make up a herbal mix of buchu and marshmallow leaves and use it for a tea to be drunk three times a day while the infection persists. To make the tea, put a good teaspoon of the herbs in a mug, fill it with boiling water and infuse, covered, for ten minutes. Then strain and drink hot.
To calm an irritating cough and relax constricted airways try a combination of dried horehound herb and marshmallow leaves. Mix and put a good teaspoonful in a mugful of boiling water in which you have already simmered a stick of liquorice – very soothing to the throat. Infuse for ten minutes, strain and drink.
meadowsweet (Filipendula ulmariai)

Meadowsweet is the pretty flower from which asprin was originally derived. Unlike aspirin, which can cause gastric ulcers if overused, the mix of chemicals in meadowsweet work to protect and heal the mucous lining of the stomach. When herbalist Dee Atkinson’s father was forbidden tea and coffee because of his painful gastric ulcer, Dee blended a special tea for him starring this helpful herb. Like asprin, a tea made with equal parts meadowsweet, lemon balm and lavender can help to solve a throbbing headache. ‘Meadowsweet,’ says US herbalist David Hoffmann, ‘is one of the best digestive remedies available… it protects and soothes the mucous membranes of the digestive tract, reducing acidity and easing nausea.’ To make a tea from this pretty wild flower with its clouds of fragrant creamy blossoms pour a cupful of boiling water over 2 teaspoons of the dried herb, let it steep for ten to fifteen minutes then drink hot three times a day. You can take it in pill or tincture form, too.
This common wild flower is also great for diarrhoea. It reduces excess acidity, protects and heals the irritated gut, and soothes away pain. It’s often combined with agrimony, another mild astringent. Put a dessertspoonful of the dried flowers and leaves (from a herbal supplier) in a cup, fill it with boiling water, cover and infuse for ten minutes, then strain and drink. Repeat two or three times a day.
milk thistle (Silybum marianum)

Milk thistle is one herb all regular drinkers should get to know if they value the health of their poor long-suffering livers. Its seeds exert a protective and regenerative effect on the liver, stimulating the production of enzymes which help speed recovery from that hangover and aiding general detoxification.
In German folk medicine, the seeds of milk thistle were used for jaundice and other liver complaints. Modern researchers have found that it can actually protect and regenerate liver cells, good news for overworked, hungover livers. Take a ten-day course of it. Women on the contraceptive pill, or those who are pregnant or breastfeeding, should avoid it, though.
mint

Mint is a soother for the entire gut, effective against gas, cramps, colicky pains. In Morocco, early morning sees the mint vendors appear at street corners, their little carts loaded with the fragrant bright green mint which will be stuffed into teapots and glasses for every Moroccan’s favourite cuppa: mint tea. They make it with green tea, plenty of the variety of mint called Mentha spicata, and a lot of sugar – but almost any of the dazzling variety of mints will do. Nicholas Culpeper, a particularly savvy English herbalist, claimed that mint was ‘useful in all disorders of the stomach’, so try it for gripes, cramps, spasms, nervous ‘butterflies’ in the stomach. It’s also worth a try for morning sickness, and give children a little honey-sweetened mint tea to sip when their tummy hurts. To make it, put a small bunch of the fresh leaves in a mug, fill it with boiling water, cover and infuse for five minutes, then strain and drink. And don’t forget the mint sauce when you enjoy hard-to-digest roast lamb; the Ancient Romans also made mint sauce for pork, for fish – and for ‘wild sheep’.
motherwort

Motherwort is a helpful herb remedy for palpatations. It is a superb sedative for the nerves and heart. ‘Drink motherwort tea’, runs an old saying, ‘and live to be a source of continuous astonishment and frustration to your heirs.’ Motherwort is often combined with limeflowers and lemon balm in equal parts. Stock up on all three and brew yourself a cupful of hearty health two or three times a day. To make it put 2 teaspoons in a cupful of boiling water and infuse, covered, for fifteen minutes.
muira puama (Ptychopetalum olacoides)

Muira puama is a famed Brazilian aphrodisiac, locally known as ‘potency wood’ and prized for its power to zizz up sexual performance. It’s also valued as a central nervous system tonic, useful in stress and fatigue.
mullein (Verbascum thapsus)

For harsh, sore coughs, use the grey woolly leaves of the tall golden-flowered mullein, a soothing and anti-inflammatory expectorant and a prized traditional remedy. It works to relax constricted airways, and help your lungs expel all that clogging mucus. Infuse 1–2 teaspoons of the dried leaves in a mug filled with boiling water, and strain through coffee filter paper to get rid of all those tiny hairs. Drink it three times a day.
If there are children in the house, keep a little dropper bottle of mullein oil. It has for centuries been a popular country cure for earache, usually combined with garlic. Dropper it into the affected ear at the first symptom of heat and pain.
Mullein is also one of a number of herbs that are nature’s own hair colour enhancers. The bright yellow mullein flowers enhance fair hair; it will last for up to a few weeks, and will be a lot better for your hair than chemical dyes. Make a strong infusion using a good handful of the fresh or dried herb – or three to four tea bags where appropriate – in 400ml of water. Use it as a rinse, leaving it on as long as possible.
mushrooms

Three mushrooms from Asia – reishi, maitake and shiitake – may not be magic, but they’re pretty marvellous. They won’t give you a high but these three are used in medicine in China and Japan, and they are considered powerful tonics for the immune system. Researchers in these countries and in the US have identified compounds in these magic mushrooms that beef up the immune system in a number of important ways. One of the three – shiitake – can be found at plenty of greengrocers and supermarkets. Enjoy these dark brown mushrooms with the distinctive up-front taste in soups, stews, salads, omelettes or pasta sauces.
mustard

To nip colds in the bud try a mustard footbath at bedtime. It revs up the circulation to warm you right through, and it helps check mucus build-up in the lungs. In pre-antibiotic days, a mustard plaster on the chest saved many a child stricken by whooping cough. To make the footbath, mix a heaped tablespoonful of ordinary mustard powder with hot water, stir it into a deep bowl filled with water as piping hot as your skin can stand, then sit with your feet in it for about ten minutes, topping up with more hot water from time to time. Towel your feet dry, put them into warm socks, and then straight into bed. Sweet dreams…
myrrh (Commiphora myrrha)

The powerful resin, myrrh, extracted from a small shrubby North African tree, was prized by ancient civilizations as perfume, incense or medicine.
Tincture of myrrh is a great healer and antiseptic, perfect for sore throats. Add a teaspoonful to a small glass of warm water and gargle with it. Don’t swallow this one afterwards – but it’s so bitter tasting that you won’t be tempted.
It’s also good for other oral complaints, helping to clear up mouth ulcer infections and relieve inflammation. Apply the tincture neat to your mouth sores using a cotton-wool bud. It makes a useful mouthwash too, which will make your breath more fragrant: add a teaspoonful of the tincture to a little warm water, and swish around your mouth for a minute or two. Regular use will help firm up your gums if they are in poor shape and protect your teeth from decay, so it’s a frequent ingredient in good herbal mouthwashes.
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nasturtium

To add colour to your herb garden, fill a big pot with nasturtiums, which are wonderfully easy to grow. These dazzling edible flowers are high in antioxidants, with mild antibiotic powers into the bargain. Add them to salads as a gentle boost to your immune system.
French herbalists recommend sulphur-rich nasturtiums for every kind of hair problem including weak, thinning hair or hair loss. If you have them in your garden, pick a handful of the leaves and the bright yellow and orange flowers, simmer in 400ml water for twenty minutes, then strain and use for the final rinse.
neem (Azadirachta indica)

Neem, the wonder tree from southern India, has been used for centuries for pest control as well as skin problems, oral hygiene and fungal infections. Head-lice treatment shampoos based on neem have a pleasant, clean smell, are as easy to use as a normal shampoo, can be rinsed out in minutes, and you don’t have to ply the nit comb afterwards. So far, there have been no cases of head-lice resistance to neem. You can use tea-tree oil, too.
Neem, along with tea tree and propolis, can be used as a natural mouthwash thanks to its antiseptic qualities. These herbs provide alternatives to the mouthwashes available at most chemists, which are usually alcohol-based – very drying for the mouth – and packed with dodgy colouring and flavouring additives.
Dandruff resulting from a fungal infection can be cleared with a teaspoonful of neem oil added to a bottle of your ordinary shampoo. Similarly it can work wonders with athlete’s foot. Paint the oil onto the infected bits at night; in the morning, wash and dry your feet thoroughly, then dust powdered neem between the toes.
nettles (Urtica dioica)

Nettles are an excellent natural mineral supplement, rich in the iron, calcium and silica needed for strong bones and shiny hair. They come high on herbalist lists of cleansing, detoxing herbs. Much of your body’s garbage ends up in your urine, filtered by your kidneys. Nettles stimulate both kidney and bladder function, and are rich in cleansing, nourishing minerals. Flushing out excess uric acid, nettles can help alleviate gout. They also supply natural antihistamines that help quell allergic reactions, including hayfever and eczema. In a double blind randomized study, 98 hayfever sufferers took 300mg of freeze-dried nettle three times a day for a week. Of these, 68% rated it moderately or highly effective, while 48% also found it as good as, or better than, the antihistamine medication they had been taking.
Arthritic patients sometimes practise ‘nettle-sting therapy’. This consists of flogging swollen joints with nettles and was originally developed by Roman soldiers suffering the miseries of Britain’s damp climate. In a small study carried out at the UK’s Southampton University, stinging nettle leaves were applied to the hands of twenty-seven osteoarthritis sufferers daily for a week. At the end of the trial, fourteen of them said they preferred nettle relief – even with the stings – to their usual drugs, and seventeen said they’d continue with it. Nettles work just as well inside you, too, especially for gout victims: they help cleanse irritating wastes from joints. They also supply a mineral, boron, which is especially helpful in arthritis. In one trial, 70% of a group of 1257 arthritic patients showed improvement after taking a daily dose of 1.5g of dried nettle for three weeks.
The last thing you’d want to apply to a stinging burn, you might think, is anything like a stinging nettle. Not so, according to a British herbalist, the late John Evans, who in a herbal magazine told the story of how he treated his badly sunburnt daughter on holiday, when he had none of his usual tinctures and ointments to hand. He dumped an armful of roadside nettles in a panful of boiling water to make a pale green infusion. As soon as it had cooled, he laid pieces of linen soaked in the infusion on the sensitive sunburnt skin and within a few minutes the pain was subsiding. By the morning his daughter was perfectly comfortable and the angry red inflammation had completely disappeared. You can use a diluted tincture of nettle in the same way and you can buy a lotion that combines nettles with arnica flowers from a homeopathic range.
Nettles are a fantastic overall pick-me-up; their rich minerals make them a great tonic if you’re feeling run down and low in energy. Your body needs those minerals to carry out its own ongoing detoxing, and nettles stimulate both liver and bladder. In springtime, don rubber gloves to harvest plenty of the tender, fresh young plants, then cook them like spinach. At other times, buy a packet of the dried leaves, brew up a pot of nettle tea and drink it two or three times a day. The tea is so mineral-rich it’s better than any pill, and a great calmer of allergic problems into the bargain. It can be an acquired taste, however; mix it with zesty peppermint, though, and it slips down a treat.
Enjoy a nettle bath for arthritis, sunburn, aching muscles or inflamed, itchy eczema. To make it, put a couple of generous handfuls of nettles in a big pan, pour over 2 litres of boiling water. Simmer for five minutes then take off the heat and infuse for another ten minutes. Strain the liquid and add it to your bath; keep it warm rather than hot. Make sure the nettles you pick haven’t been sprayed, either with pesticides or by a passing dog. Pick only the youngest and freshest ones, and eat them lightly steamed.
Excess levels of testosterone have been linked with hair loss in both men and women. In clinical studies, nettle root has been shown to inhibit the action of this hormone. Steep a handful of the roots (you can order them from a herbal supplier) in 500ml of cider vinegar, as above, and use it, first, for a regular scalp friction, and then in the final rinse. Dilute the vinegar with equal parts of water. Treat your hair from the inside too: drink nettle tea (you can buy it in tea bags). Nettles are particularly rich in minerals, including silicon, vital for hair health. For a great hair tonic, boil up a good handful of nettles in a litre of water, strain the nettles out and rinse the liquid through your hair.
Pets that live on dry processed food could also benefit from nettles. Additives in dry food can irritate the skin. To give immediate relief from itching, sneak some dried or pureed nettle into your pet’s food.
niaouli (Melaleuca viridiflorai)

Niaouli is related to the tea tree; it works work exceptionally well on the respiratory system. French aromatherapist Dr Jean Valnet combined it with lavender, Scots pine, peppermint and thyme – in a blend that he christened Climarome and packaged in atomizer bottles. For congested sinuses, he suggested spraying two to three bursts into a pocket handkerchief, then inhaling the marvellous pine-forest smells from it for a couple of minutes four times a day. For extra effect, spray it all around your pillow and bedding just before you go to bed.
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oats (Avena sativa)

The famous German herbalist Abbe Kneipp described oats as ‘an excellent restorative for convalescents exhausted by serious illness’, and no modern herbalist would disagree. When you’re feeling too knackered to cook a proper meal, go for a bowl of porridge, with a little cream and honey. It’s made in minutes, is highly nourishing, easily digested, high in B vitamins, rich in useful minerals like iron and zinc, and a wonderful pick-me-up to the whole nervous system. Herbalists use a juice or tincture made from the whole green plant when it is just flowering for an even better nerve tonic: look for Avena sativa in blends at a herbal supplier.
Oats also pose a simple answer to mild depression, nervous prostration and exhaustion: they’re wonderfully nourishing for the nervous system.
Oats are often combined with skullcap or passionflower, which is wonderful for insomnia, easing you into restful sleep.
Oats may even help to gee up a man’s performance in bed! You could hardly imagine a more unlikely aphrodisiac than a bowl of porridge, but think big glossy oat-fed stallions raring to go, and eat plenty of porridge and muesli. Wild oats may be even more effective: look for the tincture and follow the dosage directions on the label. Oats may not work instant magic, but because they are a wonderful all-round tonic and a great strengthener of the nervous system they could help sort out the root cause of the problem.
olive leaf and oil

Olive leaf is thought to be good for people with high blood pressure. There’s no hard evidence from clinical trials in human beings that this is so, although there has been some research in animals suggesting that it might be. But olive leaf has other benefits: it’s high in antioxidants, among other things, so you might try taking it for a couple of weeks before you next have your blood pressure measured, to see if it improves matters at all. However, it can be irritating to the gut lining, so take it with a full meal.
Olive oil on the other hand has very real benefits for the skin and long before the cosmetic industry invented itself, women the world over were using such natural oils from local plants to cleanse and nourish. Olive oil works best with normal skin (as opposed to particularly dry or greasy) to peel off dirt, dead cells and old make-up, while preserving the skin’s natural acid mantle which protects and lubricates it. It is also filled with natural antioxidants that counter the free-radical activity which can age and damage skin, and essential fatty acids to feed your skin. Just film a tiny amount of it all over your face and very gently massage it in. Leave it for a couple of minutes – or while you soak in a bath – then remove with damp cotton wool. It will leave your skin clean, smooth and moist, and needing no extra moisturizer. Choose the best-quality cold pressed and organic oil, and use it up while it’s fresh.
onions

Onions, close cousins of garlic, share many of its wonderful antiviral powers when it comes to a winter cold. They are very rich in a plant chemical called quercetin that damps down the inflammation that constricts your airways. They are a powerful antimicrobial too, helping to fight infection: bacteria flourish in accumulated mucus. You could exploit both in this recipe sent to my husband by a friend in Angola: he swears it will see off both cold and flu bugs in short order, especially if you take it at the first suspicion of either. Peel and chop up an onion and a fat clove of garlic. Put them in a pan with the juice of a lemon, a dessertspoonful of honey and a mugful of water. Bring to the boil and simmer very slowly, covered, for forty to fifty minutes. Drink it red hot and, if you’re feeling really chilled, add a spot of dried chilli powder.
Onions also help you digest rich fatty foods so adding them to recipes can lessen the effects of indegestion.
orange blossom

Orange blossom was traditionally strewn around honeymoon bedrooms to relax first-night nerves: its essential oil, neroli, has the same calming anti-anxiety effect. Like all essential oils it should not be taken internally or applied undiluted to the skin.
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papaya (Carica papaya)

Dr Alfred Vogel, the great Swiss naturopath and herbalist, travelled extensively in the tropics in search of new remedies for his patients. Some Amazonian Indians suggested he chew a leaf of the papaya plant to protect himself from the dangerous parasites – hookworms, amoebas and whip worms among them – that were rampant in the region. He followed their advice and was never troubled by parasitic infestation in all his travels. The leaves and unripe fruit of the papaya contain an enzyme, papain, which actually digests intestinal parasites in your gut. Cut down on meat, eggs and fish and take a bottle of papaya pills with you when you’re travelling in exotic countries.
passionflower (Passiflora incarnata)

If sleep eludes you, even when you retire at a virtuously early hour, try my favourite cure for insomnia – passionflower. I usually take a dose of the tincture an hour or so before bedtime.
It’s a sedative and a great calmer of female hormonal mayhem too and can really help beat the blues. Take it in tincture form, and follow the maker’s directions. It’s often combined with oats, a nourishing tonic for your poor nerves, so get into the porridge habit at breakfast time.
pennyroyal

Pennyroyal can play a part in pet health by keeping fleas at bay. Careful, regular grooming to remove fleas is is of course vital for successful prevention. Dogs should be washed with a gentle pennyroyal shampoo which repels fleas without any risk of irritating a their sensitive skin. Keep baskets or kennels clean, and strew them with dried herbs like pennyroyal, rosemary, mint, lavender, sage, wormwood ot southernwood, whose strong odour will make fleas think twice before moving in.
peppermint (Mentha piperita)

A nice cup of refreshing peppermint tea might just do the trick for that throbbing headache. Steep a few sprigs of peppermint in boiling water, covered, for five minutes, then drink. Cool the rest, soak a cloth in it, and use it as a compress on your forehead or the back of your neck, wherever the pain is worst. You can also find roller balls with helpful essential oils to apply to forehead and neck: look for peppermint, rosemary or chamomile. Peppermint tea will also come to the rescue of an unhappy gut. It works by relaxing hyperactive stomache muscles, and it helps if you’re nauseated too. Peppermint oil is especially popular with IBS sufferers, and in tea form peppermint is so popular that many restaurants will offer it to you instead of an after-dinner coffee. Those suffering from the night before will also benefit from this soothing tea.
A strong infusion of peppermint, thyme, bay or rosemary, can help with dandruff. Put a good bunch in a basin of boiling water, then infuse, covered, for ten minutes. Cool and apply this to your hair and scalp; leave it on for as long as possible before shampooing.
Need a quick pick-me-up for greasy or dull-looking skin? Make up some peppermint tea, using just half a cup of boiling water to a tea bag. Cool it with ice cubes, then spritz it onto your face.
Tired and weary, but no time for a therapeutic bath? Try soaking up the herbal remedy via your feet. If you’ve been rushing or, worse still, standing around all day and your feet are killing you, soak them for ten minutes in a warm footbath to which you have added 4–5 drops of peppermint essential oil or a mug of very strong peppermint tea made using three tea bags.
Peppermint can offer an alternative herbal remedy for our four legged friends. When ill, dogs always rush to nibble the tough couchgrass which makes them heave and vomit minutes later. Don’t ever stop them: Juliette de Bairacli-Levy calls it ‘an admirable intestinal cleansing herb’. It’s your dog’s very own year-round detox. For a more thoroughgoing one, you can buy special detox pills formulated for dogs, with cleansing peppermint and parsley among their ingredients. They’re specially formulated not only to remove toxins from the system, but also to neutralize that antisocial doggy reek that comes from an unhappy gut.
pine

The French aromatherapist Dr Jean Valnet formulated a special mix of lung-friendly oils including pine, thyme, rosemary and lavender; you can spray this around your bed to help keep night-time wheezes at bay, use it in a burner beside your desk, or simply inhale it three to four times a day from a handkerchief.
plantain

Herbalists recommend plantain for a blocked nose; it helps stem mucus output and reduces swelling in the nasal passage.
prickly ash (Zanthoxylum clava-herculis)

Prickly ash, made from the bark and berries of a North American shrub, does wonders for circulation problems. Chilblain sufferers could try a country remedy: mix 100ml (half a cup) of prickly ash with 100ml (half a cup) of ginger, then add 10–20 drops of cayenne. Take half a teaspoonful three times a day.
Poor circulation can also be a factor in impotence; sufferers usually complain of cold extremities. The wonderfully warming prickly ash can help to speed things up a bit. It is available in capsule, powder or tincture forms. Buy reputable brands and follow the dosage instructions on the package.
propolis

Propolis is amazing stuff. It’s composed of resins, from various aromatic trees, harvested by hardworking bees and plastered all around their hives to safeguard them from the infections that might otherwise sweep through their warm, crowded homes. Dozens of studies have shown propolis to be extraordinarily effective against infections of the mouth and throat. It’s one of a trio of herbs (the others being tea tree and neem) with outstanding antiseptic qualities, making it a great plant-based mouthwash. The mouthwashes available at most chemists are usually alcohol-based and packed with dodgy additives. Instead add 10 drops of propolis to a couple of tablespoons of water, and swish it all around your mouth and teeth for a couple of minutes.
Next time you have a mouth ulcer or a cold sore, apply a few drops of neat propolis on a cotton-wool bud, and for sore throats, gargle with a few drops of it in a little warm water. Propolis is dark sticky stuff supplied as a tincture and in dropper bottles available at good health food stores.
psyllium

When afflicated by constipation get things moving again, with either flax seeds (linseeds) or psyllium – the little dark seeds of plantain. Taken dry with plenty of water, both swell into a soft mass in your gut that not only helps produce bulky stools, but soothes and heals down under, and helps nudge lazy gut-wall muscles into action again. Look for a good brand and start with a teaspoon each morning, well-crushed and swallowed down with a full glass of water. After a week or so, add another teaspoon last thing at night. Finally, double the morning dose – and use even more water. The water is very important; without it the seeds could pile up to cause a bit of a blockage. Herbalist Dee Atkinson of Napier’s makes up a mix of equal parts of psyllium seeds and the intriguingly-named slippery elm powder – the dried inner bark of an elm tree – and suggests to her patients that they sprinkle it onto their breakfast cereal. Or take a couple of teaspoons three times a day, drinking plenty of water at the same time.
pumpkin seeds (Cucurbita pepo)

Zinc is vital for male health, especially in the prostate zone, and pumpkin seeds – those little dark green ones – are a super source. The zinc also boosts male virility.
Shelled pumpkin seeds also have a long history of folk use for expelling worms. As occasional protection, grind a tablespoonful of them, add to a glass of carrot juice and take before breakfast, repeating the dose twice during the day. Mix a tablespoonful with a bowl of muesli: add water to cover, soak overnight, and they’ll be chewy by breakfast time; or grind them and add them at once. Use pumpkin seed oil for salads, too.
pygeum (Pygeum Africanum)

Pygeum is one of the Big Three in herbal prostate treatment, along with saw palmetto and nettle. Pygeum africanum is an African evergreen tree that early nineteenth-century travellers found natives using for ‘old man’s disease’. Plenty of double-blind studies have proved its efficacy at reducing those annoying symptoms, and in France many doctors consider it the treatment of choice for benign prostatic hypertrophy (BPH). It works especially well when combined with saw palmetto. However, pygeum is, sadly, on the way to the endangered list.
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rhodiola

Rhodiola, a little plant grown in the Arctic mountains of Siberia, is a relative newcomer to Western herbalists, but it has already made a name for itself as a great tonic for people in demanding, high-pressure jobs. When you’re tired, depressed and low in energy, rhodiola might be the one for you. It’s been little studied in the West, but Russian researchers tested it successfully in exhausted young doctors working impossible hours and stressed students facing exams, among other subjects. It can also help young men with impotence problems. Peter Conway suggests both Rhodiola rosea and Siberian ginseng: ‘They’re both effective, but I find Rhodiola rosea slightly has the edge on Siberian ginseng,’ he says. With adaptogens like this, look for a reliable brand, and follow the manufacturer’s dosage suggestions.
rooibos

Trying to cut down on your caffeine intake? Try rooibos or red bush tea from South Africa. It is caffeine free, great for the digestion, rich in minerals and loaded with antioxidants. It has a slightly odd aroma, but a nice round rich taste. Comfortingly, you can drink it with milk like ordinary tea. And while it works as a great pick-me-up during the day, it will help you calm down and sleep well at night-time. What more could you ask of a cuppa?
Rosa mosqueta

Rosa mosqueta oil is a pale yellow miracle that is building itself a dazzling reputation on the western market for its ability to reduce scarring, wrinkles and sun spots, and improve the skin’s natural elasticity. It comes from the seeds of a wild rose growing high in the Chilean Andes. Applied regularly, the oil has an extraordinary ability to rehabilitate damaged skin, smoothing away even stretch marks and surgical scarring. Use it regularly as a daily moisturizer and save that concealer stick for special occasions. This will leave your skin free to get on with healing itself the rest of the time, too. Chilean researchers tested it on 180 patients with scars from injuries, burns or surgery, and discovered that it has unbelievable regenerative powers, restoring much of the skin’s natural softness and texture. In another study, it reversed much of the damage done to complexions by long months spent at the beach.
rosemary

Down the centuries, rosemary has had an awesome reputation, both among doctors and in folk medicine, for its power to boost both memory and general alertness. ‘There’s rosemary, that’s for remembrance,’ says Shakespeare’s Ophelia to Hamlet. Modern research has pinpointed why rosemary deserves its age-old reputation. It helps preserve levels of a brain chemical called acetylcholine, a key worker in the area of the brain where memories are created and stored: it transports information between brain cells. If your acetylcholine levels are inadequate, or the chemical is broken down too quickly, then you too could start to become dozy, forgetful and absentminded. Low levels in the brain are a key indication of Alzheimer’s. Almost all the famous plant boosters of brain function – and most of the new drugs – work to conserve this chemical, so regular doses of rosemary could help sharpen you up amazingly.
It’s also a great tonic to kick-start a busy day and a marvellous pick-me-up when you’re feeling dog-tired at the day’s end, or at moments of great stress or fatigue. To make rosemary tea, put three or four of the fresh green tops in a mug, fill with boiling water, cover and infuse for ten minutes, then strain and drink with a little honey. A rosemary bath is a great way to start the day, too: dump a couple of handfuls of rosemary in a stainless steel pan, fill with cold water, bring to the boil and simmer, covered, for twenty minutes. Strain and add to your bath.
The essential oil of rosemary is wonderfully warming and analgesic. It’s a great general tonic, which improves general digestion, the cardiovascular system and liver function. It’s extremely rich in antioxidants too and can protect vulnerable sperm or egg cells from free-radical damage. Interestingly, the young flowering tops of rosemary and sage are much richer in antioxidants than the older, woodier leaves and stalks further down. Plants are like people; our ability to make and store antioxidants declines with age.
If you face of hours of taxing mental desk work, put some rosemary essential oil in a burner next to your desk. It will help keep you calm and alert. It can also come to the rescue for tension headaches. Most people store their stress in tightened muscles in the neck and shoulders or in the scalp. Its easy to work out if your headache is this kind: just soak a cloth in scalding hot water and apply it to the aching area. If this feels comforting, try soaking the cloth in a hot tea made by steeping 5–6 sprigs of fresh rosemary in a big mug of boiling water, covered, for ten minutes. Then strain the liquid and drink half; use the rest for your compress. Internally, rosemary helps dilate constricted blood vessels. Strange as it may sound a footbath can also help to solve a headache. Make a strong infusion of rosemary – pour 500ml of boiling water over 3–4 sprigs of rosemary and infuse, covered, for ten minutes before straining the liquid and adding it to the footbath.
Make a massage oil to relieve the pain of varicose veins: add 10 drops of cypress, 10 of lavender or geranium and 5 of rosemary or juniper to 28g of a good carrier oil such as almond, and mix well. Stroke the oil gently onto your legs using upward strokes – and no pressure – two or three times a day. Two drops of rosemary in a teaspoon of almond or olive oil can also solve leg cramps. Massage it into the affected leg just before you go to bed, stroking it gently upwards.
As a great circulation booster, rosemary is good for your scalp and hair. Good circulation in the scalp is critical for hair health. Whenever you shampoo your hair, give your scalp a mini-massage. Tense your fingers as though you were clutching a tennis ball, and hold the scalp firmly while you make gentle rotating movements all over your head. Try adding a teaspoon of rosemary essential oil to half a cup of vodka, and using it as a scalp friction. If your hair is looking tired, choose a rosemary shampoo, or make a strong infusion of rosemary and use it for the final rinse.
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sage (Salvia officinalis)

Sage, wrote a sixteenth-century English herbalist, ‘is singularly good for the head and quickeneth the nerves and memory’. For centuries this observation was written off as just the sort of rubbish you’d expect to find in quaint old herbals. But researchers at the Universities of Northumbria and Newcastle recently took another look at sage, and found that it did indeed improve memory: in a small clinical trial with healthy, young adults, those who had taken sage performed significantly better in a word recall test.
Sage is also powerfully antiseptic making it a great country cure for sore throats: put 2 tablespoons of the fresh leaves into a pint of cold water, bring it to the boil, then leave it to steep, covered, for ten minutes. Then strain and gargle with it, two to three times a day and again at bedtime, warming it up each time. If you can’t get hold of fresh sage, use a teaspoon of the dried version from your herb rack, as long as it’s still fresh enough to have a good strong smell. Even better, combine the sage tea with equal parts of apple cider vinegar. You can put this mixture into a little spray bottle from the chemist and spray your throat at intervals, too. I once recommended sage for sore throats in a newspaper article. I had a letter from a reader a week later saying that she had been having antibiotic treatment for her chronic laryngitis for over six months. On reading my suggestion she had rushed into her garden, picked a bunch and started dosing herself with sage tea. Her laryngitis had cleared in days.
Choose a sage-based deodorant if you’re worried about the amount of aluminium in shop-bought offerings (excess aluminium in the body has been linked to Alzheimers). As an efficient antiseptic with drying powers, sage is a useful treatment for night sweats as well as common or garden perspiration. Sage also helps dry up secretions of all kinds, so although nursing mothers must avoid it, it’s a boon to menopausal women, who find that an infusion of sage drunk cold can ease the misery of hot flushes. James Duke, a leading US authority on healing herbs, suggests steeping several leaves of sage in cider vinegar for a couple of weeks, and swabbing it under the arms.
A sage footbath alternated with the tea-tree oil treatment can help remedy athlete’s foot. To make it, put a handful of the fresh herb, or a good tablespoonful of the dried, in a stainless steel or enamel saucepan, fill it with water, bring to the boil and simmer, covered, for twenty minutes. Then strain, add the liquid to a warm footbath and soak your feet for ten minutes. Dry your feet thoroughly before pulling on socks and use up the liquid within a day.
In cooking, Sage is traditionally paired with pork to protect against bugs and parasites; it also aids the digestion of rich, heavy food.
saw palmetto (Serenoa repens)

Saw palmetto is an amazing little berry grown in Florida and used for centuries by the natives to alleviate prostate problems: more than seventeen studies have proved its efficacy. One of these, incidentally, compared it with the standard drug treatment, finasteride, and found that it worked just as well but with fewer side effects. Several studies suggest that saw palmetto can be effective in 80 to 90% of cases. It can also be used as prevention, in courses of two to three months a year, once you’ve hit your fifties. Get your doctor to check you for prostate cancer before starting, as it can mask symptoms.
scutellaria root (Scutellaria baicalensis)

When my Dutch husband – a long-term hay-fever sufferer – went to his Amsterdam gym one summer morning, he spotted an interesting suggestion on the notice board. A fellow member had found that a Chinese herb called Scutellaria baicalensis had been extremely effective for his own severe hay fever; he urged fellow sufferers to give it a go. Curious, my husband tried it as recommended, with a gram of vitamin C and some vitamin E. He found it worked even better than his favourite antihistamine. Word has got around in Holland, and most health-food shops in Amsterdam lay in stocks of scutellaria root capsules come summer. Almost certainly, it owes its new Western reputation to well-known Australian herbalist Kerry Bone, who studied Chinese and Japanese research on this traditional Chinese remedy, noted that it seemed to have striking antiallergic and anti-inflammatory effects, and began prescribing it for his hay-fever patients. He found it to be very successful, mentioned it in his book Chinese and Ayurvedic Herbal Medicine, and the word spread. The root, Kerry points out, is very rich in flavonoids which actually inhibit the release of histamine by cells.
senna

There are a number of powerful herbal laxatives, such as cascara, aloes, rhubarb or buckthorn, or the senna which appears in dozens of different forms on any chemist’s shelves. But most of them work by irritating the gut wall into action, and taking them is counterproductive in the long run, since your body will ‘forget’ how to operate properly without them. Keep them for the occasional emergency. For obstinate or chronic constipation, consult a herbalist, who will know how to blend these active agents with other herbs that can offset some of the damage they can cause unaided, and help tone and nourish the digestive system.
sesame seeds

Sesame seeds are zinc-rich making them a cheaper alternative to oysters for boosting male sexual performance. The Arab world has a rich sweetmeat, halvah, made from pounded sesame seeds and honey, eaten to enhance sexual vitality and prowess.
shatavari (Asparagus racemosus)

Naturopath and herbalist Francesca Naish often prescribes the indian shatavari root to women trying to conceive. In Ayurvedic medicine it is considered the supreme rejuvenating tonic for women, reputed to nourish and strengthen the whole reproductive system. Not for nothing, perhaps, does its Indian common name translate as ‘she who possesses a hundred husbands’.
Siberian ginseng (Eleutherococcus senticosus)

See under
ginseng
silver birch leaves

The leaves of the beautiful silver birch have always been a popular cleansing spring tonic in northern Europe. They’re specially good at dealing with that heavy, bloated, lethargic sensation that winter often leaves behind. The young leaves are harvested fresh in the spring, and made into a juice or elixir that will really help shift that winter rubbish, and leave you feeling clearer and brighter.
skullcap (Scutellaria lateriflora)

If you suffer from depression and have tried St John’s Wort without success, a good alternative might be skullcap. It’s one of the first plants a herbalist might consider when treating patients whose depression comes chiefly from exhaustion and nervous debility, as well as the post-flu blues which most of us have experienced. Made into tea it can also be relied upon as a general stress-buster. Skullcap is one of the most widely used nerve tonics, almost specific for severe nervous tension.
Stress and exhaustion are nothing new; nineteenth-century Edinburgh herbalist Duncan Napier saw plenty of patients suffering from just that. He made up for them what he called his Nerve Debility Tonic, in which oats were a key ingredient. You can still buy it today from the herbal shops named after him. Now renamed Skullcap, Oat and Passionflower, it’s an all-round tonic for nerves, digestion and the immune system – all likely to be in need of a little something to buck them up after a bout of flu.
Firework season can take its toll on nervy animals but skullcap works wonders to calm pets down. You can buy special veterinary tablets which combines it with another calmer, valerian.
slippery elm (Ulmus rubra)

Slippery elm is wonderfully soothing to an irritated gut, and has a useful antiseptic action too. The inner bark of the elm tree is loaded with mucilage, a smooth slippery substance that coats the walls of the intestines to soothe, protect and heal the irritated gut. It’s nourishing too with a useful antiseptic action, and will help clear up both diarrhoea and constipation. Buy it in pill form or as a powder. To prepare it, take a teaspoon of the powder, make it into a paste with cold water, and pour on a cupful of boiling water, stirring all the time. You may find it a bit bland, in which case add a little honey and powdered cinnamon.
Slippery elm is of benefit to your pet too. If he suffers diarrhoea, fast him for a day, and then give him a teaspoonful of the powder mixed with enough water to make a liquid. Once swallowed, the slippery elm will work to calms and heal his irritated gut. If the diarrhoea persists, consult your vet.
St. John’s wort (Hypericum perforatum)

St John’s wort blooms at midsummer, producing those gorgeous bright yellow flowers which seem to have sunshine locked into them. For centuries it has been used as folk medicine for the blues, and a huge volume of modern research has proved it to be a strong rival for drugs treating minor depression. Unlike drugs such as Prozac and Seroxat, it is generally safe, with few side effects: in one study of 3250 patients taking St John’s wort, only 2.5% reported side effects, and those were milder than with conventional drugs. It may be more effective, too. In a German study reported in the British Medical Journal in February 2005, 571 patients were treated with the drug paroxetine (Seroxat) or with a standardized extract of St John’s wort. Half of those taking the extract reported an improvement, compared to a third taking paroxetine.
Lack of the bright daylight in which humankind evolved is another factor that in itself can tip people into the form of depression aptly known as SAD – seasonal affective disorder – which strikes as the days shorten into winter. Appropriately, this sunshine herb is also effective for SAD patients.
In another study of 111 menopausal women, symptoms such as irritability, broken sleep and depression diminished or disappeared in over 75%. As a welcome side effect, over 60% of the women reported a revived desire for sex.
St John’s wort needs to be taken for up to six weeks before the effects show up. And don’t take it if you are on any prescription medication, including the contraceptive pill, or pregnant or breastfeeding, without consulting either your doctor or a professional herbalist. One added caution: St John’s wort can have a very rare side effect – that of sensitising the skin to sunshine. So don’t take it if you are having any kind of laser treatment.
starflower cream
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tea-tree

If young Christopher Dean hadn’t picked up a severe infection in a toenail thirty years ago, tea-tree oil might not be so widely popular today. After five months of treatment, the London School of Tropical Medicine declared the infection incurable, with surgery the only option. At which point his brother arrived from Australia with a small sample of tea-tree oil and suggested he give it a try. Within ten minutes the pain eased, within four hours the swelling subsided, within four days his feet were normal. Christopher went back to Australia to help found the first tea-tree oil company, and today it has an annual turnover of over $20 million.
For fungal toenail infections, after a thorough wash, dry off your feet and paint the oil directly onto the affected bits. Do this last thing at night. Keep your feet dry, wear cotton socks and shoes made of natural fabrics so that your feet can breathe. Fungi just love the warm, moist sweaty atmosphere of trainers and nylon or acrylic socks. If the infection persists, alternate the tea-tree oil treatment with footbaths of thyme or sage.
Tea-tree is also a great skin-healing agent and one of the rare essential oils that can be applied direct to the skin. The common antiseptic Dettol was based on this oil, which is effective against viruses, bacteria and fungal infections alike. It doesn’t sting, it eases pain and it boosts local circulation to speed healing. Wash cuts or sores then apply neat tea-tree oil. Very rarely, ultra-sensitive skin may become irritated by it, however.
Applied neat with a cotton wool bud tea-tree oil can help clear up spots. Patch-test first, though. In a clinical trial carried out in Australia, sufferers found it worked just as well as benzoyl peroxide but without the stinging, burning and redness.
Add a teaspoonful of tea-tree oil to a tablespoonful of olive oil and comb it through lice-infested hair. Leave it for ten minutes and then shampoo with a tea-tree shampoo before nit-combing. The treatment can be repeated as often as necessary – but patch-test the oil on the skin before applying it to the scalp.
thyme

Drink lots of thyme tea in the winter when you have a heavy chesty cold or bronchitis; it’s particularly good for people with chronic bronchitis as it can work to relax constricted airways.. Add a good sprig to a mug, fill it with boiling water and steep, covered, for ten minutes. Strain and drink it hot two to three times a day. Thyme thins all that lung-clogging phlegm and helps you cough it up. It’s also a terrific tonic to the immune system and has noted antiseptic powers – just what the doctor ordered. To take a thyme bath: put a big bunch into a large pan with 4 litres (8 pints) of water, bring to the boil and simmer for ten minutes, covered. Then strain it and add the water to a warm bedtime bath. Alternatively combine with pine in in a burner next to your desk or your favourite armchair, or inhale them from a hadkerchief.
For sinus problems too, try this wonderful aromatic sniffer. French aromatherapist Dr Jean Valnet combined thyme with lavender, niaouli, Scots pine and peppermint in a blend that he christened Climarome and packaged in atomizer bottles. For congested sinuses, he suggested spraying two to three bursts into a pocket handkerchief, then inhaling the marvellous pine-forest smells from it for a couple of minutes four times a day. For extra effect, spray it all around your pillow and bedding just before you go to bed.
tomatoes

In a six-year study of prostate cancer, researchers looked at the levels of lycopene – a potent antioxidant – in the blood, and found that the risk of developing prostate cancer decreased with higher levels of lycopene. Men taking 50mg of lycopene daily had significantly higher levels in their blood. In tests for lycopene, sun-dried tomatoes in oil had the highest content. The next best source of this great stuff is processed ripe tomatoes, as found in ketchup and pasta sauces. Organically grown tomatoes, incidentally, had almost double the lycopene content of those more conventionally grown.
Tomatoes are also a known hangover remedy: they’re rich in vitamin C and wonder-working compounds called flavonoids. Hot chilli peppers are an unrivalled pick-me-up and most traditional hangover remedies contain a shot of hot cayenne. Try stirring a good dash of cayenne into a glass of tomato juice.
tormentil (Potentilla tormentilla)

Collywobbles after that curry dinner? Touch of food poisoning? Bad case of the runs? I keep on hand a Swiss-made extract of the little yellow-flowered wild plant tormentil, which has exceptional binding powers in the gut. Relief is usually fast. These astringent chemicals work to calm diarrhoea by reducing inflammation in your inflamed and irritated gut – though if disagreeable symptoms persist, see a doctor.
Tribulus terrestris leaf

For men trying to conceive, Tribulus terrestris leaf is an outstanding herb which has been shown to raise testosterone concentration, restore libido and up both sperm count and sperm motility.
turmeric

In Indian traditional medicine turmeric, the spice that gives curries their lovely deep yellow colour, is a popular remedy for sore throats. It is in fact pain-relieving, anti-inflammatory and antiseptic. It is also often combined with boswellia for arthritic disorders, because it contains inflammation-fighting compounds called curcuminoids. This spice has been nicknamed the aspirin of India, so widespread is its use in family first aid.
When detoxing and to protect against high blood pressure risks, use turmeric, as well as ginger, in your cooking as much as possible. Both are rich in antioxidants, to combat the oxidative stress that may be putting your heart at risk. And both work to protect your arteries from the inflammation which researchers now believe may be the trigger for many a heart attack.
If you want to try the turmeric treatment add half a teaspoon of turmeric powder and half a teaspoon of salt to a small cup of hot water, stir well, and gargle with it. One thing: those pretty little jars of spices often hang around the kitchen for years, losing both flavour and medical usefulness. Make sure your turmeric is still fresh, bright and strongly scented.



V
valerian (Valeriana officinalis)

Tired through lack of sleep? Valerian, every GP’s favourite tranquillizer a century ago, doesn’t suit everyone, but when it does, it works brilliantly: it’s often combined with sedative hops and wild lettuce. Herbalists use it as a general calmer and muscle-relaxant, useful for anxiety, stress or sleeplessness, as well as for the terrible tensed muscles of chronic stress. It works on the central nervous system, and researchers have rated it as effective as the chemical tranquillizers developed last century, though it has few or none of their dodgy side effects. Unlike conventional tranquillizers, it will help you relax both physically and mentally without blurring your ‘edge’ or making you feel drowsy. To enhance its effect, it’s sometimes combined with lemon balm, a wonderful herb for calming frazzled nerves and untying tension knots. In one clinical study, 89% of the subjects reported improved sleep, and 44% ‘perfect sleep’. It is available in health shops in a range of tablets, tinctures or teas. If valerian doesn’t work for you – and if you’re suffering from depression, don’t even try it – another great muscle-relaxant is skullcap, which works particularly well with feverfew.
It’s even handy for anxious pets: if you have a cat terrified by fireworks give them a sniff of valerian – most cats calm down quite quickly.
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white willow (Salix alba)

Centuries ago, people observed the white willow tree’s preference for damp, boggy sites, and figured that it might help conditions made worse by damp climates. They were right: an extract of the tree’s inner bark effectively reduces pain and inflammation in gout or rheumatoid arthritis. Scientists identified a chemical called salicin as the wonder-working ingredient in willow’s make-up: chemically tweaked in the laboratory, this evolved into everyone’s favourite painkiller, aspirin. But the downside to aspirin is its irritant effect on the stomach. The salicin in willow may not work as fast as aspirin, but it’s kinder to your gut, although you should avoid it if you have a serious gastric problem.
It can also be of help if you experience accute pain after a nasty fall, resulting in a severe strain and bruising. Along with devil’s claw and boswellia, white willow has established a reputation in the treatment of arthritic ailments, too. Take it in pill or tincture form from a reliable herb supplier, and follow the directions on the label.
wild pansy (Viola tricolor)

wild pansy (Viola tricolor), is considered by herbalists as practically specific for acne. You can buy it in tincture form, often combined with other cleansing and helpful herbs such as nettle, cleavers, dandelion and red clover.
willow bark

In a 2004 German study, 4731 patients with arthritis or back pain took doses of willow bark over six to eight weeks. Most of them had given up on their nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAIDS) either because they weren’t very effective or because of the side effects. By the end of the trial, average pain intensity across the group had fallen from 6.4 to 2.7, with 18% reporting no pain at all, while only 1.3% reported minor side effects. Don’t take it, though, if you’re on warfarin or aspirin. Arthritis is a complex condition with any number of possible contributing factors. Consult a medical herbalist who, after taking a detailed medical history, will tailor a herbal prescription for your specific needs and problems.
wintergreen

Wintergreen is a great plant remedy for pain and inflammation, which turns up in a lot of liniments and massage creams for sports injuries.
witch hazel

The distilled extract of witch hazel is marvellous stuff. It’s a North American shrub, and the distilled preparation is on sale cheaply at any chemist. It cools and calms inflammation and contains ‘vitamin P’ – bioflavonoids – that protect capillaries and small veins. As such it’s great for varicose veins. Keep a big bottle of it in your fridge, and apply it at the end of long, tiring days. Add a little witch hazel to marigold tea and it will be even more effective when you use it to bathe your legs. An ice-cold swab of witch hazel is helpful for piles, too.
Hard knocks can produce painful bruises, which show up as blood rushes to the site under the skin. To relieve the pain fast, apply ice-cold compresses of distilled witch hazel, renewing them until the pain has subsided. If the streaming, itchy, irritated eyes of hay fever are driving you to distraction, keep a bottle of distilled witch hazel in your fridge. From time to time soak cotton-wool pads in this soothing, icy liquid, and use them as eye compresses for ten minutes.
Next time you get a nasty big blister on your heel or toes, resist the urge to pop it and risk a nasty infection. Instead, dab it as often as possible with distilled extract of witch hazel. It will dry out the blister and relieve the pain, too. Once it has flattened, apply marigold cream on a plaster to speed the healing process.
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yarrow (Achillea millefolium)

yarrow is a top stress-buster and a cleanser too. For zits, make up a cup of yarrow tea, let it cool, then keep it in the fridge and use it as a cleansing face tonic. Another idea is to take a yarrow bath. Pour a litre of boiling water over a good handful of dried yarrow and let it steep for twenty minutes, then strain and pour it into your bath. This will sooth the mind and body, and is especially good for cramps.
Yarrow has an antiseptic and antiinflammatory action, so can be combined with other herbs like eyebright, plantain and calendula to remedy a blocked nose, or taken as a tonic for the circulation, playing a useful role in lowering blood pressure. Make up your own half-and-half mix of dried yarrow and limeflower, and infuse a teaspoon in a mug of boiling water, covered, for five minutes, then strained. A daily cup could make a serious contribution to keeping your blood pressure normal.
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