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Side ef fects of the top me dic i nal
herbs: Part 1
by Paul Bergner

Any plant with me dic i nal prop er ties has pos si ble
side ef fects; the very ac tion of the herb on the phys i ol -
ogy that is cu ra tive may pro duce an im bal ance. Me dic -
i nal plants with lit tle po ten tial to cause side ef fects are
the ex cep tion rather than the rule.

 In for ma tion on side ef fects must be gath ered from
clin i cal ob ser va tion and pa tient re ports, but dis crim i -
na tion in in ter pret ing in di vid ual case re ports is nec es -
sary. The in di vid ual as sess ing the side ef fect may be
un fa mil iar with the tra di tions or prac tice of med i cal
herbalism. For in stance, hepatotoxic side ef fects have
have er ro ne ously been at trib uted to scullcap, when its
com mon adul ter ant germander (Teucrium spp.) was
re spon si ble. Warn ings about such adul ter a tion are
avail able in stan dard herbal texts, in clud ing the Brit ish 
Herbal Phar ma co poeia  of 1983 (Tierra). The phy si -
cian re spon si ble made no men tion of the pos si bil ity. 

The symp toms seen in the pa tient may be due to
other fac tors than the herb. For in stance, a drug-herb
in ter ac tion with a benzo diaz epine drug was at trib uted
to kava (Piper methysticum), when the pa tient was also 
tak ing the drug cimetidine, a drug that is con tra in di -
cated with benzodiazepines and which in com bi na tion
with them can pro duce the coma ob served in the pa -
tient  (Almeida and Grimsley) 

Even if the ef fect is due to an herb, pre dict ing side
ef fects in other cases may be dif fi cult. The ef fect may
af fect only an in di vid ual with a par tic u lar con sti tu tion,
and could be un com mon in reg u lar prac tice. Or the ef -
fect may be id io syn cratic to the in di vid ual, and would
be rare in ac tual prac tice

The side ef fects re ported in this ar ti cle have all been 
ob served in my own prac tice, in the teach ing clinic at
the Rocky Moun tain Cen ter for Bo tan i cal Studies, or
have been re ceived as case re ports from pro fes sional

Lit tle known uses of com mon
me dic i nal plants
By Da vid Winston, Herb al ist, A.H.G.

 It is hu man na ture to be come fa mil iar with some -
thing, mem o rize its at trib utes or qual i ties, fix them in
our minds, and as sume we  know them. Un for tu nately,
this type of rote learn ing elim i nates cre ativ ity, and of -
ten pre vents us from truly learn ing about some thing-be 
it a per son, a plant, or a craft. As herb al ists, it is im por -
tant to learn the ba sic materia medica and firmly es tab -
lish the uses, energetics, and doses of com mon
med i cines in our minds. This is a pos i tive step, as long
as it is a be gin ning, not an end, to learn ing. No mat ter
how much one knows about a herb, there is al ways
more to learn. An herb al ist or cli ni cian with a cu ri ous,
and in quis i tive mind is a vi tal and nec es sary skill that
is re quired to be come a com pe tent prac ti tio ner.  In
book af ter book, I of ten see the same ba sic in for ma tion 
about a given herb; it is rare to find new in for ma tion in
most texts. Ex per i men ta tion, clin i cal re search, and
read ing about eclec tic, TCM, or ethnobotanical uses of 
a plant are all ex cel lent ways to broaden our un der -
stand ing and depth of knowl edge about our ma te ri als
of med i cine.  Our goal is to move away from
sound-bite herbal knowl edge of “saw pal metto is the
pros tate herb”, or “St. John’s wort is the de pres sion
herb”, and fully com mit our selves to ex plor ing all the
pos si bil i ties the plant king dom has to of fer to al le vi ate
and pre vent dis ease and suf fer ing.

Continued on page three

Continued on page five
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Mul lein (Verbascum thapsus)

Most herb al ists are fa mil iar with mul lein leaf and
flow ers. Few are aware of the ben e fits of mul lein root.
The first year root of this weedy bi en nial acts as a mild
sed a tive and antispasmodic. While it can be of use for
cough spasms, it seems to be most ef fec tive for fa cial
nerve pain and spasms, i.e., trigeminal neu ral gia,
Bell’s palsy, and TMJ pain. Use it with hypericum,
piscidia, and scutellaria. Ac cord ing to Maude Grieve,
the root has also been uti lized for tooth aches, cramps,
and for al le vi at ing the pain of gout and gouty ar thri tis.  

Net tle (Urtica dioica)

Net tle leaf is widely re nowned as a nu tri tive pot
herb, di uretic, antiarthritic, and an ti his ta mine, along
with many other uses. Net tle leaf is also a skin herb; its
spe cific in di ca tion is skin that looks or feels like pa per
and tears eas ily. Net tle root is widely used in Eu rope,
but is rel a tively un known in the U.S. It is an
antidyscratic agent, es pe cially for the pros tate. Net tle
root, in com bi na tion with saw pal metto (Serenoa
repens), Collinsonia (C. Canadensis), and white sage
(Sal via apiana) is a highly ef fec tive for mula for treat -
ing BPH. Net tle seed is per haps the most pro found
med i cine from this ver sa tile herb. The seed is the most
ef fec tive kid ney tropho-restorative that I have used.
Alone or com bined with cordyceps, pro cessed
rehmannia, cornus fruit (Cornus officinalis), or
pellatory-of-the-wall (Parietaria diffusa), I have
found it help ful for slow ing the pro gres sion and even
re vers ing de gen er a tive kid ney dis ease,  in clud ing 
glomerulonephritis, and chronic ne phri tis with de gen -
er a tion.

 Echinacea (E. purpurea, E.
angustifolia, E. pallida)

 It seems that ev ery one knows that echinacea is the
“im mune herb”. Along with that knowl edge is a wealth 
of mis in for ma tion on dos age, length of  time it can and
should be taken, in cor rect data on pos si ble tox ic ity and 
con tra in di ca tions.

The Eclectics, who in tro duced echinacea into west -
ern  med i cal prac tice, used this herb not so much for
colds and flu but for  blood dyscreasias. Ac cord ing to
John King, MD, the spe cific in di ca tions  for echinacea
are: “To cor rect fluid de pri va tion, ‘bad blood’, ten -
dency  to sep sis and ma lig nancy, as in gan grene,
slough ing and phagedenic  ul cer ations, car bun cles,

boils, and var i ous forms of sep ti cae mia; foul
dis charges with weak ness and ema ci a tion; deep ened,
blu ish or pur plish col or ation of skin or mu cous mem -
branes, with a low form of in flam ma tion;
dirty-brownish tongue; jet-black tongue;  ten dency to
the for ma tion of mul ti ple cel lu lar ab scesses of
semiactive char ac ter, with marked asthenia. Of es pe -
cial im por tance in ty phoid, septicaemic and other
adynamic fe vers, and in ma lig nant car bun cle, pul mo -
nary gan grene, and cerebro-spinal men in gi tis.” For
these uses it was of ten com bined with Baptisia
tinctoria.  Dr. King also felt the root was use ful for
con trol ling can cer pain, but not for treat ing the tu mor
it self. In Eu rope, echinacea is used top i cally for pso ri -
a sis, and I have used it in prac tice along with hydrastis, 
ca len dula, and plantago for cer vi cal dysplasias with
good suc cess.  

 Saw Pal metto (Serenoa repens)

 As noted in my book Saw Pal metto for Men and
Women (Storey, 1999), serenoa is a ver sa tile herb that
has been ste reo typed as the “pros trate” herb. While it
cer tainly is ben e fi cial for BPH, it is also an adaptogen,
im mune tonic, yin tonic to the lungs and kid ney, a fe -
male re pro duc tive and uri nary tonic. Saw pal metto
was in tro duced orig i nally as a rem edy for weak,
asthenic, de pleted pa tients, es pe cially those get ting
over lung in fec tions such as pneu mo nia.  The dried
ber ries in a cap sule act as an immunopotentiator and
tonify the Wei Qi, Lungs, and Chi nese Spleen. It is ap -
pro pri ate for an orexia, cachexia, de fi cient asthma, and
chronic fa tigue syn drome. Al though thought of as a
“men’s” herb, saw pal metto is use ful for women, es pe -
cially for deep cys tic acne, pel vic full ness syn drome,
in ter sti tial cys ti tis, fib roids, and along with lic o rice
and white pe ony, for polycystic ovar ian syn drome
(PCOS).

 St. John’s wort (Hypericum
perforatum)

 Firmly en trenched in the pub lic’s mind as the “de -
pres sion herb”,  hypericum has a mul ti tude of other
uses. Hypericum has long been known as a
tropho-restorative to the nerves and nerve tis sue. It is
ef fec tive for treat ing nerve pain; pe riph eral
neuropathies, Reynaud’s dis ease, phan tom limb pain,
head trauma, and mi nor pinal in ju ries.  This herb’s rep -
u ta tion for treat ing mild to mod er ate de pres sion is well 
de served, but it is most ap pro pri ate for mel an cho lia-a
state of dis or dered di ges tion with a sour stom ach and a
sour dis po si tion. It works well for peo ple who ‘emo -
tion ally’ need some sun light to chase away the in ner

Little Known Uses   continued from page
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dark ness. This sounds like St. John’s wort would be
use ful for SAD, but in prac tice by it self it is of lim ited
use. Mixed with me lissa in equal parts it is much more
use ful for win ter de pres sion.  St. John’s wort is also
used in Eu rope as a liver herb (it stim u lates the
cytochrome P-450 en zyme path ways) for bilousness,
as a choleretic, and for jaun dice. In ad di tion, it is used
for blad der ir ri ta tion, in ter sti tial cysitis and bedwetting 
caused by ir ri ta tion. 

Milk This tle (Silybum marianum)

The seed of this plant is cer tainly the most ac tive
part and its ben e fits to the liver are well known. Less
known is milk this tle’s abil ity to af fect the spleen and
pan creas.  The tinc ture is used with ceanothus for
spleenomegaly and with ceanothus and chionanthus
for pan cre ati tis. The seed tinc ture can also be used for
dry, scaly, or crusty skin con di tions along with arctium 
seed.  Milk this tle leaf is also a use ful med i ca tion. It
can be used sim i larly to blessed this tle, as a di ges tive
bit ter, cholagogue, and galactogogue.

Black Cohosh (Cimicifuga racemosa)

The root of this herb has been pro moted as an an -
swer to the prob lems fac ing peri- and post-menopausal 
women. It does im prove hot flashes and night sweats,
but by it self seems less ef fec tive than vitex. In com bi -
na tion, cimicifuga and vitex, per haps with Dang gui or
leonurus, are vastly more ef fec tive for a wide range of
meno pausal symptomology; hot flashes, night sweats,
anx i ety, formication (skin crawl ing), and mood
swings. These symp toms re spond more quickly and
surely to this com bi na tion rather than the in di vid ual
herbs.  Black cohosh is also ap pro pri ate for uter ine
pain, dysmenorrhea, men strual back aches, pain as so ci -
ated with fib roids and testicular pain.  Black cohosh,
com bined with kava and ashwagandha, is an ef fec tive
for mula for treat ing fibromyalgia and other in flam ma -
tory mus cu lar con di tions such as bur si tis, sci at ica, and
neu ral gias.

As an antispasmodic, cimicifuga can be use ful for
spas modic coughs in clud ing per tus sis, ner vous blad -
der, blad der spasms and vaginismus.  One other im por -
tant use for this root is for ‘doom and gloom’
de pres sion. This is a hor monal de pres sion usu ally as -
so ci ated with PMS, men ses, post-partum, or meno -
pause. Black cohosh with cac tus (Selenocereus
grandiflorus) can be es pe cially ef fec tive for meno -
pausal de pres sion.

Haw thorn (Crataegus spp)

Normally thought of as a heart rem edy and cir cu la -
tory tonic, haw thorn is also a su perb nervine. In clin i -
cal prac tice, I find the solid (na tive) ex tract is ef fec tive
for treat ing ADD and ADHD. The tinc ture or tea,
along with lin den flower and cham o mile, is use ful for
mild anx i ety, white coated hy per ten sion, and stress in -
duced pal pi ta tions.  Haw thorn also strength ens con -
nec tive tis sue due to high lev els of OPCs
(Oligomeric-procyanadins) and is ap pro pri ate for
stablizing mus cle and fas cia. It can be a valu able part
of a pro to col for an ky los ing spondylitis, scleroderma,
lupus, re laps ing polychondritis, and polymyositis.
Some prac ti tio ners also have stated that it can be a use -
ful herb for sta bi liz ing mast cells and re duc ing his ta -
mine re sponse for al ler gic asthma and hay fe ver.

 

 

                     Bastyr ad
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herb al ists in cor re spon dence with Med i cal Herbalism,
or in on line re ports at  medherb.com. In as sess ing the
re li abil ity of re ports I have con sid ered: 

1) Who re ported the case. In for ma tion from a pro -
fes sional herb al ist car ried more weight than those from 
in di vid u als.

2) Is there a ra tio nale in tra di tional herbalism for the 
ef fect?  For in stance, I have recieved three case re ports
of pa tients tak ing echinacea ex pe ri enc ing joint pain
that dis ap peared af ter stop ping the echinacea. That
side ef fect is also re ported in the Eclec tic med i cal lit er -
a ture (Felter).

3) Is there a ra tio nale from sci en tific lit er a ture for
the ef fect? For in stance, de pres sion has been re ported
as a side ef fect for Vitex ag nus-castus in some pa tients. 
Vitex is known to in crease pro ges ter one, and de pres -
sion is also a side offect of pro ges ter one
supplementation. 

4) Did the ef fect re cur on rechallenge? In the ar ti cle
be low, sev eral herb al ists have ob served ex ac er ba tion
of au to im mune dis eases in them selves or in close fam -
ily mem bers un der their care. The ex ac er ba tions im -
proved with re moval of echinacea, and then
re ap peared when it was re in tro duced. 

Echinacea (Echinacea angustifolia,
purpurea)

Echinacea may trig ger an ex ac er ba tion of symp -
toms in some in di vid u als with au to im mune con di tions. 
I have ob served or re ceived first hand ac counts from
pa tients in four cases, each of them in in di vid u als
whose con di tion had been  sta bi lized with
immunosuppressive med i ca tions be fore ad min is tra -
tion of echinacea.  This in cluded two cases of sys temic
lupus, one of ul cer ative co li tis, and one of  with
glomerulonephritis due to un spec i fied causes. Seven
other case re ports have been re ceived from herb al ists,
all of them for sys temic lupus or mul ti ple scle ro sis, and 
some of these with re peated out breaks on rechallenge.
In three in stances the sub ject ex pe ri enc ing the ex ac er -
ba tion was a pro fes sional med i cal herb al ist or a close
rel a tive un der their care. Echinacea may cause tran -
sient in creases in the white blood cell count, es pe cially
dur ing the first 48 hours of ad min is tra tion (Bergner
1994) . It may also in crease  an ti body pro duc tion. Ei -
ther phys i o log i cal ef fect could pro voke an ex ac er ba -
tion of autoimmunity such as oc curred. 

The Eclec tic lit er a ture re ports that echinacea may
cause joint pain “oc ca sion ally when given in large
doses,” (Felter). Three cases have been re ported to
Med i cal Herbalism, with only mod er ate doses of
echinacea, and in each case the pain dis ap peared with
re moval of echinacea.

The most se ri ous ad verse ef fect of echinacea on
health is that its ha bit ual use can mask the symp toms
of gen eral im mune weak ness due to diet or life style
fac tors, and thus en able pro gres sive de te ri o ra tion of
the health or ex haus tion of the sys tem. I have seen
three such cases where ha bit ual use (taken to sup press
each cold for a pe riod of a year, or taken most days for
sev eral years) ap peared to have led to a deeper or more 
per sis tent in fec tion or to com plete ex haus tion with
chronic fa tigue. 

Goldenseal (Hydrastis canadensis)

John Uri Lloyd wrote that hydrastis, even with the
al ka loid hydrastine re moved, was a pow er ful as trin -
gent (Felter and Lloyd), and that its ir ri tat ing al ka loids 
could cause con sti pa tion and ap pe tite loss. Ear lier in
the nine teenth cen tury, the ho meo path Wil liam Hale
did ex per i men tal provings of hydrastis on hu man sub -
jects and stud ied it for more than twenty years. Hale
re ported that the as trin gency of hydrastis can cause
gas tro in tes ti nal dis tur bance and cracked and bleed ing
mu cous mem branes when taken in large doses. One
in di vid ual re ported to me that he had ex pe ri enced
all-night vi o lent vom it ing fol low ing large doses of
con cen trated tinc tures (con cen trated to 4:1) on two
oc ca sions; and I have ob served an iden ti cal re ac tion in 
a small-framed woman who took ten cap sules of
hydrastis as part of a failed abor tion pro to col. The as -
trin gency of hydrastis may also sup press ex pec to ra -
tion in acute con di tions, ex tend ing the dis ease pro cess
or driv ing it deeper as the pro tec tion of the mu -
cous-borne IgA an ti bod ies is lost.  Commercial pro -
mo tion of the herb as an “an ti bi otic” for actute
re spi ra tory in fec tion is more likely to cause harm than
good. 

One myth re lat ing to hydrastis states that it can, like 
con ven tional an ti bi ot ics, cause in tes ti nal dysbiosis.
This is sup po si tion only, and not con firmed ei ther in
tra di tional use or by sci en tific in ves ti ga tion. The an ti -
bi otic ef fects of berberine are sup pos edly re spon si ble,
yet one study of a seg ment of bowel flora af ter ther a -
peu tic administation of berberine sul fate (equiv a lent
to that in 26 cap sules of hydrastis) found no al ter ation
in the flora at all (Rabbani et al.). 

Adverse Effects   continued from page one
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It should be noted that tra di tion ally hydrastis was
used in rel a tively low doses -- about 15 drops of the
tinc ture. For a full dis cus sion, see: Bergner, 1997.

Dan de lion (Taraxacum off)

Taraxacum is a be nign herb with lit tle po ten tial to
cause side ef fects. Like any bit ter it may in crease di -
ges tive tract pain on con di tions of hypersecretion or
hypertonicity of the mu cous mem brane. As with many
herbs af fect ing the liver, even mod er ate doses may
pro duce mild symp toms of emo tional up set. Tra di -
tional med i cal sys tems is sue a gen eral cau tion against
tak ing herbs that are en er get i cally cool ing for pro -
longed pe ri ods. I have one case from the RMCBS
clinic where the herb al ist rec om mended dan de lion and 
Or e gon grape root for a skin con di tion; the pa tient took 
the herbs for sev eral months and then re ported feel ing
cold all the time, whereas she had previusly had a
warm con sti tu tion. 

Stinging net tle (Urtica spp.)

Prac ti tio ners of ten make the mis take of of fer ing
urtica for its nu tri tive value with out tak ing into ac -
count its ac tions on the con sti tu tion. It is di uretic and
dry ing to the sys tem, and may ag gra vate symp toms in
pa tients who are dry, whether they are oth er wise hot or 
cold in dis po si tion, if taken in suf fi cient quan tity. 
Symp toms rang ing from dry mu cous mem branes and
thirst, to dry skin and scalp and wors en ing dan druff or
dry ezcema have been re ported fre quently. 

Traditional herb al ists and food for ag ers warn
against eat ing the raw ma ture leaf af ter flow er ing be -
cause min eral “cystoliths” may cause kid ney ir ri ta tion
(Lust). This may ap ply to pow dered net tles in cap sules
if they were har vested late in the year. Two of my herb
stu dents have re ported kid ney ir ri ta tion and pain af ter
eat ing net tles that were har vested late in the year.

Panax gin seng

Panax gin seng can cause sig nif i cant dis com fort and 
side ef fects when used in ap pro pri ately. The best prac -
tice fol lows the in di ca tions for gen eral de fi ciency
with out heat signs in tra di tional Chi nese med i cine.
Med i ca tion should be dis con tin ued or the dose re -
duced when nor mal en ergy is at tained to pre vent
overtonification. The first signs are usu ally neck ten -
sion and in som nia. The pa tient, who is en joy ing the en -
ergy ben e fits of the gin seng, usu ally does not at trib ute
the in som nia to the herb. I have also ob served ex ac er -
ba tion of pain and cough, stim u la tion of ex ces sive
men ses, and wors en ing of fibrocystic breast dis ease.  I

have re li able case re ports of nose bleed and
hy per ten sion. Typically the pa tient self-medicating
with gin seng is us ing it to mask the symp toms of
chronic fa tigue due to causes in the diet or life style,
and by tak ing it al lows the chronic ef fects of those
causes to prog ress

Panax quinquefolius (Amer i can gin seng) is less
likely to cause side ef fects, but can cre ate milder
symp toms sim i lar to Asian gin seng. I have seen it in -
crease the strength of a cough, pre sum ably by
tonifying the lungs. 

Eleutherococcus senticosus

Most eleutherococcus prod ucts in the North
Amer i can mar ket place are much weaker than the
Rus sian Phar ma co poeia prod uct on which  most re -
search has been per formed. They mave mild me dic i -
nal ef fect, if any, and lit tle po ten tial for side ef fects.
More con cen trated forms, on the other hand, readily
pro duce side ef fects. I have ob served ex treme anx i ety 
with heart pal pi ta tions from a solid ex tract (con cen -
tra tion not spec i fied), and se vere heat signs in clud ing
a bright heat rash on the face and nose from an other
con cen trate. An ex treme dose of a 2:1 con cen trate,
about twice the up per dose rec om mended by the Rus -
sian Phar ma co poeia, pro duced the symp toms of ma -
nia in a pa tient, which lasted for about six hours
(Bergner, 2000)

Haw thorne (Crataegus oxycantha)

No ad verse ef fects to haw thorn have been ob -
served or re ported. Haw thorne may in ter act with
heart med i ca tions, es pe cially dig i talis glycosides.
The net ef fect is a potentiation of the drug ef fects,
which may re quire low er ing the dose of the drug
slightly. One phy si cian who has man aged sev eral
such cases us ing strong stan dard ized ex tracts of
hawthorn says the ef fect is slight. One herb al ist work -
ing in con junc tion with a phy si cian re ports no ef fect
on mea sured digoxin lev els af ter three months of reg -
u lar treat ment with hawthorne tinc tures. Stan dard -
ized ex tracts or con cen trates may thus have higher
po ten tial for in ter ac tions, but the in ter ac tions are
likely to be mild. 

Gar lic (Allium sativa)

Al though pro moted as a be nign car dio vas cu lar
tonic, gar lic is powerully heat ing and dry ing to the
sys tem. In tra di tional Eu ro pean med i cine is was clas -
si fied as hot and dry “in the fourth de gree,”  mean ing
that it is ca pa ble of pro duc ing tis sue de struc tion
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(Culpepper). This ap plies pri mar ily to top i cal use. I
have ob served the per ma nent scar of the third de gree
burn pro duced in a pa tient who at tempted to re move a
wart with a gar lic ap pli ca tion. Fre quent re ports of sec -
ond de gree burns in food han dlers ex posed to gar lic
ap pear in the med i cal lit er a ture. Al though I have no re -
ports in hand, this calls into ques tion the prac tice of us -
ing raw gar lic sup pos i to ries for vag i nal or rec tal use.
Gar lic, whether raw or cooked, may ex ac er bate the
whole ar ray of “heat” symp toms and con di tions. It is
tra di tion ally con tra in di cated in the dry pa tient,
whether hot or cold (Culpepper). Gar lic can pro duce
pow er ful nau sea and vom it ing in strong un di luted
doses. 

Va lerian (Valeriana off.) 

Al though va lerian is of ten clas si fied as a sed a tive,
in some in di vid u als it causes in som nia, anx i ety, or
overstimulation of dreams and imag i na tion. This may
be due to its warm ing en er getic prop er ties. Felter de -
scribes it first as a “ce re bral and spi nal stim u lant”
(Felter)  Ellingwood states that in large doses va lerian
“stim u lates the brain, caus ing head ache, gid di ness,
per verted vi sion, rest less ness, ag i ta tion, and nau sea
(Ellingwood).”

Eclec tic writ ers were unan i mous that the in di ca -
tions for va lerian are “de fi cient ce re bral cir cu la tion”
in di cated by a pale face and cold skin. I am in the habit
of ask ing dif fer ent groups that I lec ture to find out if
they have ever ex pe ri enced the stim u lat ing ef fects of
va lerian, and typ i cally 5-10% of the au di ence in di cates 
that they have. In some classes I have the in di vid u als
stand up, and they al most uni ver sally have red faces or
other ev i dent signs of heat in the con sti tu tion. I had
two pa tients who had taken va lerian re peat edly
through out the night, and stayed awake all night long
as a re sult. 

Milk this tle seed (Silybum marianum)

This is an un usu ally be nign herb, even in the
concetrated ex tract form.  I have ob served head aches
in two pa tients, and in one of them the head ache re -
turned on rechallenge. 

Bensky and Gam ble
Almeida, J.C., Grimsley, E.W. Coma from the health
food store: in ter ac tion be tween kava and alprazolam.
Ann Int Med 1996;125(11):940-941

Bergner, P. Echinacea: Eclec tic Re search: Its ef fect on
the nor mal in di vid ual; with spe cial ref er ence to
changes pro duced in the blood pic ture. Med i cal
Herbalism 07-31-94 6(2): 4-5

Bergner, P. Hydrastis: Goldenseal and the com mon
cold: The an ti bi otic myth. Med i cal Herbalism
01-31-97 8(4): 1, 4-6

Bergner, P Eleutherococcus phar macy and ad verse ef -
fects. Med i cal Herbalism 2000;11(4):16,18

Brit ish Herbal Med i cine As so ci a tion. Brit ish Herbal
Phar ma co poeia. Lon don, 1983

Culpepper, Nich o las. Culpepper’s Com plete Herbal
Con sisting of a Com pre hen sive De scrip tion of Nearly
All the Herbs With Their Me dic i nal Prop erties and Di -
rec tions for Com pounding the Med i cines Ex tracted
From Them. Lon don: W. Foulsham Com pany, 1995

Ellingwood, F. Amer i can Materia Medica, Ther a peu tics,
and Pharmacognosy. Port land, Or e gon: Eclec tic Med i -
cal Pub li ca tions, 1983 (re printed from 1919 orig i nal). 

Felter, H and Lloyd, J.U. King’s Amer i can Dispensatory.
Port land, Or e gon: Eclec tic Med i cal Pub li ca tions, 1983
(re printed from 1898 orig i nal).

Felter, H. The Eclec tic Materia Medica, Phar ma col ogy,
and Ther a peu tics. Port land, Or e gon: Eclec tic Med i cal
Pub li ca tions, 1985 (re printed from 1922 orig i nal). 

Lust, J. The Herb Book.  New York: Ban tam, 1974

Rabbani G.H., But ler T., Knight J, et al. “Ran dom ized
con trolled trial of berberine sul fate ther apy for di ar rhea 
due to enterotoxigenic Esch e richia coli and Vibrio
cholerae. J in fect Dis 1987;155(5):979-984

Tierra, M. Plan e tary Herbology. Santa Fe: Lo tus Press,
1988



Vol. 12  No. 3 Medical Herbalism Page 8

Gaia garden

Kava Up date and Cor rec tion
By Paul Bergner

The Ger man gov ern ment has pro posed in the last
two weeks to ban stan dard ized kava (Piper
methysticum) ex tracts from com mer cial sale in Ger -
many, and at least one com pany there has pulled its
kava prod ucts from the mar ket place.  The gov ern ment
states that it has re ceived 24 re ports of liver tox ic ity in
pa tients tak ing the kava stan dard ized ex tracts.  We
cov ered the is sue of po ten tial hepatotoxicity of kava in 
our last is sue (Bergner) in clud ing de tails of sev eral
pub lished cases of hepatotoxicity, and a re view of re -
ported hepatotoxicity or other ef fects in the South Sea
Is lands.  That ar ti cle con tained sev eral er rors in the
dis cus sion of sol u bil ity of kavalactones. Al though
kavalactones are dra mat i cally more sol u ble in ac e tone
or al co hol than in wa ter, this is ir rel e vant to to tal dose
in tra di tional brewed forms in the South Pa cific, be -
cause the kavalactones are sus pended as an emuslion
in tra di tional bev er ages. It re mains un clear why in di -

vid ual tak ing doses via stan dard ized ex tracts sim i lar to 
those in tra di tional use would de velop some times se -
vere liver dis ease when this has not been re ported in
the South Pa cific de spite reg u lar and of ten life long use
of kava by in di vid u als there. 

Bergner, P. Ad verse ef fects to kava (Piper methysticum)
Med i cal Herbalism, 12(2):12-13

Vet er i nary Bo tan i cal Med i cine
Association formed

The Vet er i nary Bo tan i cal Med i cine As so ci a tion
has been formed “to en cour age in ter na tional in ter ac -
tion be tween vet er i nar i ans, herb al ists, phar ma col o -
gists, and bot a nists.” Full mem ber ship is avail able to
vet er i nar i ans, and other qual i fied in di vid u als may join
as as so ci ates. Cer tif i ca tion will be avail able to qualifed 
reg u lar mem bers or as so ci ates. For in for ma tion, con -
tact  the  VMBA at  http://memers.fortunecity.com/s
wynn/VBMA
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The energetics of some herbal
pairs in Unani Tibb
by Paul Bergner

Unani Tibb (Arabic: “Med i cine of the Greeks”) is
the de scen dant of the Greek Four Hu mors med i cal sys -
tem, the dom i nant med i cal sys tem of the Eu ro pean civ -
i li za tion through out most of its his tory. The Greek
sys tem, fur ther de vel oped by the Romans,  was even -
tu ally adopted by the Arabs, de vel oped even fur ther,
and spread through out the Mid dle East, North Af rica,
Cen tral Asia, and part of South Asia. Un der Brit ish
rule, Unani Tibb largely sup planted Ayurveda as the
dom i nant med i cal sys tem in North ern In dia, where it is 
still prac ticed to day. Its sphere of in flu ence has

reached all the way from the Brit ish Isles to the bor ders 
of China, and south past the Saraha Desert into Af rica. 

Unani is ex pe ri enc ing a re-examination among
herb al ists in the West, through such texts as Hakim
Chisthi’s The Tra di tional Healer (Healing Arts Press,
1988) and  Graeme Tobyn’s Culpepper’s Med i cine
(El e ment Books, 1997.) The re-publication of Book I
of Avicenna’s Canon of Med i cine in a new trans la tion
by Laleh Bakhtiar in 1999 has made key source ma te -
ri als for the sys tem avail able. Unani med i cine ex ists as 
a liv ing sys tem in Pa ki stan and north ern In dia, and re -
sources from that part of the world have gen er ally been 
over looked by West erners seek ing to res ur rect the
Four Hu mors sys tem. The Hamdard Foun da tion and
Hamdard Uni ver sity in Pa ki stan and In dia of fer med i -
cal de grees in Unani Tibb, pub lish the Hamdard
Medicus Jour nal, and also pub lish a num ber of books
on Unani Tibb. [Hamdard Foun da tion, Nazimabad,
Karachi-74600, Pa ki stan; or Hamdard Dawakhana

Traditional Medicine

Ta ble 1

   Latin Name Com mon Name Temperment Corrigent (bal anc ing agent)

Achillea millefoliumyar row cold 3 dry 3 an ise

Allium cepa on ion hot 3 dry 1 vin e gar, honey 

Allium sativum gar lic hot 4 dry 3 fried in al mond oil with co ri an der

Althea officinalis marsh mal low neu tral - moist 2 honey and fen nel

Berberis vulgaris bar berry cold 2 dry 2 sugar and cloves 

Cap si cum spp. Cay enne hot 3 dry 3 milk, ghee 

Centella asiatica gotu kola hot 2 dry 2 co ri an der 

Cichorium intybus chic ory cold 1 moist 1 honey, vin e gar, vi ola 

Coptis spp. gold thread cold 3 dry 3 honey  

Curcuma longa tur meric hot 3 dry 3 cit rus juice 

Glycyrrhiza glabra lic o rice hot 1 moist 1 rose 

Gynmena sylvestre gymnema hot 2 dry 2 black pep per and salt 

Inula helenium elecampagne warm 2 dry 2 an ise and rose petal syrup 

Juniperus communis ju ni per hot 2 dry 2
honey and but ter 

Lavendula off. Lavendar hot 1 dry 1 lemon juice, sour ar ti cles

Matricaria cham. Cham o mile hot 1 dry 1 honey  

Mentha piperita pep per mint hot 2 dry 2 honey, rose, vi o let

Paeonia off. Pe ony hot 2 dry 2 rose pet als with sugar,
fresh milk

Plantago lanceolata plan tain cold 2 moist 2
honey and lemon

Rosa spp. rose petal cold 1 dry 2 an ise

Salix alba wil low bark cold 1 moist 1 rose

Valeriana off.  va lerian warm 1 dry 2
rose

Vi ola spp. vi o let leaf cold 1 moist 2 pond lily and mar jo ram

Zingiber off. gin ger warm 3 dry 1 al mond oil, honey

Zizyphus jujuba ju jube dates bal anced - moist 1 honey, rose, sugar
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(wakf), Hamdard Marg, New Delhi - 110006].
Indusyunic Med i cine: Tra di tional Med i cine of Herbal, 
An i mal, and Min eral Or i gin in Pa ki stan, pub lished by
Uni ver sity of Karachi in 1997, con tains on over view
of Unani Tibb, and a materia medica of about 300
herbs. 

Indusyunic Med i cine con tains an in tro duc tion to
the prin ci ples of Unani med i cine, and for each plant in 
the materia medica gives the tra di tional energetics of
the plant (hot, cold, moist, dry), its ma jor uses, herbs
or sub stances that com bine well with it, and herbs that
may be sub sti tuted for it if it is not avail able. The
herbal com bi na tions and their use ful ness for de vel op -
ing for mu las is the sub ject of this ar ti cle.  Ta ble 1
shows the tra di tional pairs of some of the herbs listed
in the book. Ta ble 2 shows the energetics of some me -
dia for de liv er ing herbs.  The en er getic ef fect and its
de gree of ac tion ap pears in col umn three of that ta ble.
The con cept of energetics in Unani med i cine is some -
what dif fer ent than that in Chi nese med i cine or
Ayurveda in some ar eas. The foot note in Ta ble 2
gives an ex pla na tion of the de grees of ac tion (1st, 2nd,
3rd, or 4th) As is ev i dent from the list and ta bles, Unani
med i cine has a wide va ri ety of me dia for de liv ery of
herbs. One most in ter est ing is a honey paste. The
herbs in a for mula are first pow dered and mixed well.
Then honey is sim mered un til it just be gins to boil.
The herbs are placed in it suf fi cient to make a thick
paste, and the mix ture is al lowed to cool. The paste

Ta ble 2 

Some me dia for de liv er ing herbs or
bal anc ing their energetics

al mond oil warm 2 moist 1

cit rus juice cold 1 moist 1

ghee warm 2 moist 2 

honey warm 2 moist 2 

milk warm 1 moist 1 

ol ive oil warm 1 moist 1 

sugar warm 1 moist 2

vin e gar cold 1 dry 1

ice wa ter cold 4 moist 4

warm wa ter cold 2 moist 2

salt wa ter warm 2 dry 2

wine warm 2 dry 2

yo ghurt cold 2 moist 2

Ta ble 3

Unani Tibb Signs of Intemperament
 

Ex cess of heat
Feel ings of un com fort able heat

Great suf fer ing with fe ver

Easily fa tigued (ex er cise makes heat)

Ex ces sive thirst

Burning or ir ri ta tion in pit of stom ach

Bit ter taste in mouth

Pulse weak, rapid

In tol er ance of hot food and drinks

Re lief from cold foods and drinks

Fewer lay ers of cloth ing

Throws off bed cov ers

In tol er ance of sum mer heat

In flam ma tory con di tions

Fa tigue

Ex cess of cold

Weak di ges tion

Di min ished thirst

Phlegm and ca tarrh with fe ver

Worse with cold drinks or food

Better with hot drinks or food

De sires more cloth ing or bedcovers

In tol er ance of win ter cold

Key dis tin guish ing clin i cal signs for hot or cold:
pulse, thirst, cloth ing, bedcovers, likes and dis likes

Ex cess of dry ness
Dry, rough skin

In som nia
Wasting
In tol er ance of dry ing food (vin e gar, salt)
Worse in dry wind or cli mate
Hot wa ter, oil, ab sorbed through skin

Better with moist en ing food

Ex cess of mois ture

Signs sim i lar to cold

De sire for dry ing foods

Worse with moist en ing foods

Ex cess sleep

Puffy eye lids

Tis sues ex ces sive (mus cle, fat)

Puff i ness or edema

Ex cess sal i va tion

Ex cess na sal mu cous

Ten dency to di ar rhea

Key dis tin guish ing clin i cal signs for dry or moist:
skin, tis sues, mem branes, sleep, likes or dis likes

Continued on back page
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Study with Chris to pher Hobbs, L.Ac., A.H.G. Foun da -
tions of Herbalism, The Cor re spon dence Course. A blend 
of tra di tional west ern and Chi nese en er getic prin ci ples
with sci en tific phytotherapy and na tive herbs. In cludes
ex ten sive in for ma tion on herbal ther a pies, in struc tions for 
mak ing your own med i cines and for mu las, CDs of live
lec tures, mul ti me dia pre sen ta tions and more. In ter ac tive. 
For in for ma tion, send email to bethbaugh@chatlink.com
or write to 4731 East Fork Road, Wil liams, OR  97544

New Bach e lor of Sci ence in Herbal Sci ences De gree
at Bastyr Uni ver sity. Ac a demically rig or ous bach e lor’s
com ple tion pro gram within Bastyr’s multidisciplinary, sci -
ence-based nat u ral health cur ric u lum. First bach e lor’s
de gree in herbal stud ies at an ac cred ited in sti tu tion in the
United States. Of fers solid foun da tion and prep a ra tion for 
ad vanced de grees and em ploy ment. Fi nan cial aid avail -
able. Cam pus just north of Se at tle. 425-602-3330.
Www.bastyr.edu.

Dis cover herbal med i cine with Wise woman Ways. You 
will love Susun Weed’s heal ing phi los o phy. Work shops
near you, live-out ap pren tice ships, sha man ic ap pren tice -
ships, cor re spon dence courses, books, and vid eos. In -
for ma tion $1. P.O. Box 64MH Woodstock, NY 12498

Healthcalls.net website for herbal ed u ca tion and pro to -
cols for to day’s most chal leng ing health is sues:
porphyria, Lyme, de tox ing, bal anc ing Th1 and Th2
cytokines, an ti bi otic al ter na tives us ing es sen tial oils, and
train ing vid eos. Hart Brent, HealthCalls, 4287 Bayley
Hazen Rd. West Danville, VT 05873 (802) 684-2570

North east School of Bo tan i cal Med i cine. Com pre hen -
sive, prac ti cal train ing in clin i cal herbalism. Four
pro grams of fered. A six-month three days per week pro -
gram; a seven month one week end monthly course; Ad -
vanced West ern Herbalism In ten sive, and a tra di tional
ap pren tice ship. Main in struc tor is 7song. Classes fo cus
on con sti tu tional di ag no sis, plant iden ti fi ca tion, materia
medica, first aid skills, stu dent clinic, field trips, med i cine
prep a ra tion and for mu la tion, anat omy and phys i ol ogy,
and com mu nity cen tered herbalism. P.O. Box 6626.
Ithaca, NY 14851. 607-539-7172. Www.7song.com

Robyn’s Rec om mended Read ing. A quar terly re view
of lit er a ture re lat ing to herbalism and phytotherapy. Keep 
up to date with books, jour nals, news let ters, mag a zines,
web pages, and other sources of in for ma tion. $15/yr for 4 
is sues; $20/yr In ter na tional. U.S. funds only. RRR, 1627
W. Main, Ste. 116, Bozeman, MT 59715

Australasian Col lege of Herbal Studies, USA   Home
Study and Res i den tial Courses in Aromatherapy, Nu tri -
tion, Herbal Med i cine, Ho me op a thy, Flower Es sences,
Homeobotanical Ther apy, and Iridology. State Li censed. 
CE Credits avail able to RNs, Phar ma cists, Vet er i nar ians, 
and LMTs. Sal lie Mae Stu dent Loans. Vet erans fund ing

for on-campus pro grams. Free Pro gram Cat a log.
800-487-8839, achs@hrbed.com, www.herbed.com

The Herb Growing and Mar keting Net work The Herb
Growing and Mar keting Net work.  An in for ma tion ser vice
for herb busi nesses and se ri ous hob by ists.  In cludes The 
Busi ness of Herbs, a 40 page trade jour nal; The Herbal
Green Pages, an nual re source guide with over 6000 list -
ings; free clas si fied ad ver tis ing and lots of other ben e fits.  
En tire pack age $95/yr.  Sam ple jour nal $6.  HGMN, PO
Box 245, Sil ver Spring, PA 17575-0245; 717-393-3295;
herbworld@aol.com; http://www.herbworld.com and
www.herbnet.com

HerbalGram. Highly ac claimed quar terly jour nal is now a 
ben e fit of mem ber ship in the Amer i can Bo tan i cal Coun cil 
start ing at $50/year for in di vid u als. Call 512-926-4900 or
visit www.herbalgram.org

The Herb Quar terly. A beau ti ful mag a zine ded i cated to
all things herbal—gar den ing, medicinals, crafts, folk lore,
al ter na tive uses of herbs, and more. Rates: $24/1 yr,
$45/2 yrs, $60/3 yrs. Box 548MH, Boiling Springs, PA
17007.

Clas si fieds are $1 per word, $35 min i mum
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can then be taken di rectly, or made into pills. Highly
vol a tile sub stances can be added to the honey at the last 
min ute. Other sub stances, such as cit rus juice or vin e -
gar may also be used to di lute the honey. Fol low ing are 
two ex am ples of how the herbal pair ing might be used
to con struct a for mula. 

A di ges tive for mula

Herb Corrigent

Mentha honey, rose, vi o let

Matricaria honey

Glycyrrhiza rose

Fen nel cel ery seed

Althea honey, fen nel

A pos si ble for mula

Mentha 4 parts

Matricaria 4 parts 

Glycyrrhiza 4 parts 

Fen nel 4 parts 

Althea 2 parts 

Rosa 2 parts 

Vi ola 2 parts 

Cel ery 1 part

An ise 1 (corrigent for rosa)

Take as pow der in honey. The main in gre di ents
may be in creased or re duced in pro por tion ac cord ing
to the con sti tu tion and state of the pa tient. 

An anti-inflammatory for mula

Curcuma longa, tur meric, has a wide va ri ety of
med i cal ap pli ca tions. One of them is as a sys temic
anti-inflammatory. The dose is about a half-teaspoon
three times a day. Com pli ance is dif fi cult, how ever,
be cause of the bad taste and the strong dry ing ef fect. 

Herb Corrigent

Curcuma cit rus juice

Glycyrrhiza rose

Plan tain honey, lemon

A pos si ble formula

Curcuma 3 parts 

Glycyrrhiza 2 parts 

Plan tain 2 parts 

Rosa 1 parts 

An ise 1 parts 

Take as pow der in syrup of honey and lemon juice.
Af ter honey is melted and fluid, add one-fourth part of
lemon or lime juice. Warm un til the honey is com -
pletely liq uid, and then add the pow dered herbs. 

Unani   continued from page eighteen




