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Case Studies: Herbal Medicine in 
a Nicaragua Clinic
by Paul Bergner and Tania Neubauer, ND

The fol low ing case stud ies are from the clinic of
Nat u ral Doc tors In ter na tional on the is land of
Ometepe in Nic a ra gua. Herb al ists Tania Neubauer,
ND and Paul Bergner saw the pa tients in col lab o ra tion 
there dur ing Jan u ary, 2011.   The clinic and the na tu ro -
pathic phy si cians who run it are in te grated into the
Nic a ra guan health sys tem, and can ad min is ter con -
ven tional treat ments as well as ther apy with herbal
med i cines (lo cal and North Amer i can), sup ple ments,
ho me op a thy, acu punc ture, ma nip u la tion, and other
nat u ral ther a pies. NDI has been run ning stu dent train -
ing at the clinic since 2005. Stu dents can at tend and
ob serve the clinic vis its, par tic i pate col labor atively in
the in ter view and treat ment plans, and prac tice their
phys i cal ex am i na tion and ther a peu tic skills up to the
level of their train ing.  The clinic is one of the few
places in the world where one can see herbal med i cine
and other al ter na tive ther a pies prac ticed in a full pri -
mary care med i cal set ting, with the op tion of con ven -
tional med i cines and hos pi tal re fer ral avail able when
nec es sary. Even when drugs are administered,
alternative therapies typically accompany them. Both
acute and chronic con di tions that would rarely be seen 
in the prac tice of a North Amer i can herb al ist are com -
mon. 

The North Amer i can In sti tute of Med i cal
Herbalism has sub se quently or ga nized two more trips
to this clinic in 2011 and 2012. Fac ulty in cluded the
reg u lar NDI phy si cians, as well as an ex pert  herbal
fac ulty:  7Song, of the North east School of Bo tan i cal
Med i cine; Paul Bergner and Tania Neubauer, ND, of
the North Amer i can In sti tute of Med i cal Herbalism;
and Nic a ra guan herb al ist, psy chol o gist, and
flower-es sence ex pert Natali Montoya Sequeira. De -
tails of fu ture trips may be found at medherb.com/nic -
a ra gua.html. What fol lows is a sam pling of ten cases

Continued on page sevenContinued on page three

Herbs for the Spir i tual Heart
by Paul Bergner

The con cept of or gans in tra di tional med i cal sys -
tems, such as Chi nese, In dian, or Unani
(Greek-Arabic) med i cine dif fers from the West ern
con cept of an an a tom i cal or gan. The terms of these
sys tems de scribe a broad phys i o log i cal func tion 
which may also in clude parts of the anat omy that work
in con junc tion with the phys i cal or gan, func tions not
re lated an a tom i cally to the or gan, and may also in -
clude psy cho log i cal func tions and char ac ter is tics. In
tra di tional or gan pa thol o gies, psy cho log i cal or emo -
tional states may be dis turbed, and may be brought into 
bal ance with herbal med i cines, with out any cor re -
spond ing func tional or or ganic pa thol ogy of an an a -
tom i cal or gan. The Heart, in Chi nese or  Greek/Arabic
(Unani) med i cine, in cludes the phys i cal heart and the
en tire ar te rial sys tem, but also the con scious mind. In
Chi nese med i cine, night mares or anx i ety might just as
likely be termed a Heart dis or der as would an ar rhyth -
mia or low blood pres sure. In Unani med i cine, joy less -
ness, re sent ment, and ha tred are con sid ered to be
mal a dies of the Heart. In both sys tems, the Heart is
con sid ered the seat of the Spirit, or the con scious
aware ness, and herbs in these sys tems which are for
the Heart might well be pre scribed for psy cho log i cal
dis tur bance or im bal ance and have no sig nif i cant ef -
fect on the an a tom i cal heart rate or rhythm. 

The con cept of herbs af fect ing dis turbed emo tional
states or fa cil i tat ing a nor mally re laxed cen tered
aware ness is not for eign to West ern herbalism, and has 
a much more rich and di verse con text than sim ply tak -
ing sed a tives or nervines to re lax. This may be seen es -
pe cially where West ern herbalism in ter sected
his tor i cally with ho me op a thy. In the hey day of Eclec -
tic herbalism, au thors such as Wil liam Scudder, Her -
bert Web ster, Harvey Felter, and Fi nley Ellingwood
used low doses of bo tani cals and freely ex changed
materia medica ci ta tions with the homeopaths of their
day. They cited emo tional states as in di ca tion for
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herbs, al though for the heart herbs dis cussed here, they 
were mostly lim ited to Cac tus and Crataegus.  In Wil -
liam Boericke‘s clas sic ho meo pathic materia medica
from the early twen ti eth cen tury (Boericke) about
one-sixth of the herbs are used some times in tinc ture
doses. For many, men tal and emo tional in di ca tions are
given. A list ing of Boericke’s in di ca tions for herbs
used in un di luted tinc ture form, in clud ing such men tal
and emo tional in di ca tions, can be found on the
internet (Boericke).   See the in di ca tion there for Mind
or Head for some of the herbs. Boericke rec og nized
men tal as pects of sev eral of the most im por tant car diac 
rem e dies, in clud ing: 

    Cac tus grandiflorus

Mind: Mel an choly, tac i turn, sad, ill-hu mored. Fear 
of death. Anx i ety. 

    Crataegus oxycantha

Head: Ap pre hen sive, de spon dent. Very ner vous
and ir ri ta ble, men tal dull ness  

I was in spired to be gin ex per i ment ing with West ern 
herbs for the “spir i tual heart” by two ar ti cles writ ten by 
Deborah Fran ces ND, pub lished in Med i cal
Herbalism in 1996 (Fran ces), one on Crataegus (haw -
thorn) and the other on Oplopanax (devil‘s club). She
re corded the ef fects of these herbs on the sub jec tive
men tal state of pa tients in a se ries of case stud ies. 
Since that time I have ex per i mented in my prac tice, but 
more sig nif i cantly with many hun dreds of low-dose
herbal ex per i ments in the stu -
dent bod ies of sev eral schools
where I have taught. North
Amer i can In sti tute of Med i cal
Herbalism fac ulty mem ber Sheri 
Hupfer and I have sam pled and ex per i mented with
about twenty herbs over a pe riod of five years, on our
own, and also through stu dent provings. This re search
cul mi nated in a pre sen ta tion on this topic at the South -
west Con fer ence on Bo tan i cal Med i cine in Tempe, Ar -
i zona in April of 2010. At the con fer ence, I passed
around the room four for mu las for var i ous as pects of
the spir i tual heart, to ob serve re sults on the group.
Over the course of the sam pling, the en tire at mo sphere
of the room was trans formed from one of a late-af ter -
noon post-lunch sleep i ness with  phar ma co log i -
cally-ori ented men tal chat ter to one of a re laxed
aware ness. The ex pe ri ence was later re pro duced by an

at ten dee at the lec ture who back in her own home town 
re pro duced the for mu las ex actly, and gave them in the
same or der to a group of herb al ists. In per sonal cor re -
spon dence, she said the same calm but height ened
aware ness and cen tered state was achieved with low
doses of the for mu las. 

CHI NESE MEDICINE

His tor i cally a Heart School of Chi nese Med i cine
arose at a time of so cial dis rup tion from ur ban iza tion
and in creas ing trade and com merce in China, when
Bud dhism was grow ing in prom i nence in the cul ture.
The med i cal prac ti tio ners in that time ob served that
anx i ety and men tal ag i ta tion had be come ob sta cles to
cure and to the free ex pres sion of the vi tal ity of the pa -
tients. This was seen as a dis tur bance of the shen, the
Spirit or con scious ness that re sides in the heart. They
ob served that the stressed pa tients were too ag i tated to
make wise health and life style de ci sions.  They de -
vised sed a tive for mu las, not to be used on an on go ing
ba sis, but to help an in di vid ual es tab lish bal ance and
make wiser de ci sions about their lives and be hav ior.
Most of these for mu las that we have to day are heavily
sed a tive.

UNANI MEDICINE

Arabic prac ti tio ners in the Greek tra di tion rec og -
nized the im por tance of the spir i tual heart, and de vel -
oped herbal, di etetic, and con sti tu tional strat e gies to
re store bal ance to the ag i tated heart. They de scribe pa -
thol o gies of the pneuma of the heart, a con cept iden ti -
cal to the shen in Chi nese med i cine. For in stance, the 
pneuma could be de pressed, or could ex press with too

much vigor and heat. Hakim
Ibn Sina (Avicenna) de scribed
the herbal ac tion exhilarant -- a 
cat e gory of herbs said to
arouse the pneuma of the heart

and up lift the vi tal cen ters of the heart and brain.  See
the ac com pa ny ing ar ti cle on page four. A num ber of
ex hila rants are de scribed in his clas sic Canon of Med i -
cine, and more in al-adwiyat al Qalbia.  a trea tise on
car diac herbs (Hameed). 

 I do not pres ent the herbs and for mu las in this ar ti -
cle as a sub sti tutes or ad di tions to the for mal Chi nese
Heart School or the Unani rem e dies, al though there is
sig nif i cant over lap with the Unani heart materia
medica. But our ex per i ments here were in spired by the 
same his tor i cal kind of cir cum stances that gave rise to
the Chi nese Heart School.  To day, as then, the sense of
loss of cen ter, loss of tra di tion and sense of place,  lack

Herbs for the spiritual heart (from page one)

“When the heart is not healthy, the
en tire sys tem is dis eased”

--an aph o rism of Unani med i cine  
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of safety, fun da men tal heart break and loss, hur ried
anx i ety and the in abil ity to tap the deeper wis dom of
the heart are pre dom i nant. These make up a dom i nant
form of sub jec tive suf fer ing which is in many cases
over looked be cause it is so endemic in the so ci ety.
Now, as then, this state of the ag i tated heart in many
cases pres ents the dom i nant ob sta cle to cure – if the pa -
tient could find their cen ter and tap their own wis dom
and in ner vi sion, many of their life style im bal ances
would be cor rected by the re sult ing in sights. In a clin i -
cal set ting I have used these rem e dies in stages dur ing

a long in ter view, and to ward the end, af ter dis cuss ing
the case and op tions, sim ply asked the cli ent, "What do 
you think is most im por tant for you to do now?" Of ten
they know ex actly what course to take for their re cov -
ery, what needs to be let go of or added in their life. So
the points be low are de rived and in spired by the
ap proaches to the spir i tual heart in Chi nese and Unani
med i cines, but to not du pli cate them, with some new
con cepts and materia medica aris ing from our ex pe ri -
ence. 

Avicenna and the spir i tual
Heart

Greek med i cine was de vel oped to a higher de gree
by Arab phy si cians from about 800 to 1400 AD. Prom -
i nent among these phy si cians was Hakim Ibn Sina
(Avicenna), who in tro duced con cepts of breath and its
con nec tion to the spir i tual heart as a cen ter of vi tal ity.
He is most fa mous world wide for his five vol ume
Canon of Med i cine, which was once a stan dard med i -
cal work from the bor ders of China to the far reaches of
Eu rope, and is still in use in South and Cen tral Asia. He
also pub lished a tract spe cif i cally on dis eases of the
heart and herbs af fect ing it. How ever, his  Al adwiyat al 
Qalbia (Hameed) cov ers top ics and rem e dies un heard
of in the prac tice of a mod ern car di ol o gist. The trea tise
fo cuses on the spir i tual heart, and is as much a dis ser ta -
tion on psy chol ogy as it is on phys i cal med i cine. From
the pref ace of the ed i tor: “He has held the heart as the
source of spir i tual dis ease in volv ing good and evil, joy
and grief, love and ha tred, ill-will and en mity,  ha tred
and jeal ousy, an ger and cun ning, etc. These, ac cord ing
to him, are caused by the struc ture of the heart and its
flu ids and hu mours which can be rec ti fied only by an
ex pert phy si cian.” (Hameed). Ibn Sina de scribes one of 
the pri mary pre sen ta tions of dis eases of the spir i tual
heart as the in abil ity to ex pe ri ence joy. 

Ibn Sina de scribes ther a peu tic ap proaches to re -
stor ing bal ance in the heart, based on bal anc ing the
con sti tu tion, build ing or cor rect ing the com po si tion
of the blood, cor rect ing humoral im bal ances, or
purg ing sub stances which in hibit the ex pres sion of
vi tal ity. Also in the trea tise, Ibn Sina in tro duces the
herbal ac tion of exhilarant – a sub stance which
arouses the vi tal ity in the spir i tual heart and in clines
the spirit to ward joy – within a materia medica of
sixty-three herbs which can af fect on the heart. In ad -

di tion to ex hila rants are herbs which strengthen the
heart, which mod er ate heat or over-ex cit abil ity, or
which purge sub stances which can cause humoral
ob struc tions. Ibn Sina de scribes over all meth ods of
treat ment, in clud ing ad just ing the diet and the en vi -
ron ment to avoid ag gra va tion of im bal ances in the
spir i tual heart, such as mel an choly or ran cor. He also 
gives a group of for mu las, with sug ges tions for mod -
i fi ca tion for var i ous con sti tu tions. Be cause a large
per cent age of the herbs in the for mu las are not avail -
able to day, these for mu las would be dif fi cult to ap -
ply. 

Some ex hila rants from Ibn Sina

Ba sil (Ocimum basilicum, O. sanc tum)

Cassia (Cinnamomum cassia)

Cin na mon (Cinnamomum zeylanicum)

Co ri an der (Coriandrum sativum)

Fir (Abies alba)

Frank in cense (Boswellia glabra)

Lavender (Lavandula officinalis)

Lemon Balm (Me lissa officinalis)

Lemon peel (Cit rus medica)

Mint (Mentha arvensis)

Rose (Rose damascena)

Saf fron (Cro cus sativa)

San dal wood (Santalum alba)

From Ibn Sina’s al-adwiyat al Qalbia (Hameed)
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THE SPIR I TUAL HEART IN 21ST CEN TURY UR BAN LIFE

So in our own West ern lan guage and par a digm, we
can say of the spir i tual heart: 

• It is the foun da tion and seat of the con scious
mind, of con scious ness of the ex ter nal or the
in ter nal senses. 

• It has bound aries and a heart-pro tec tor as pect
that es tab lishes safety from abuse.

• The pro tec tor as pect also may in flu ence
per sonal in teg rity and cour age. 

• It ex presses, when on safe ground, feel ings of
love, kind ness, com pas sion, and connectedness. 

• It pos sesses a way of know ing and wis dom
with out logic or men tal ac tiv ity.

• It senses truth and can use this sense to re ceive
spir i tual in spi ra tion and guid ance. 

Be low we de scribe some herbs that af fect these dif -
fer ent fac ets of the heart.

UNANI EX HILA RANTS

Here is a list of exhilarants  from a con tem po rary
Unani text from Pa ki stan (Usmanghani). See also a
lon ger list on page four. Some clas si cal Unani herbal
pair ing ex am ples are in cluded here.  

• Cinnamomum cassia,  com bine with Valeriana;
heart and brain

• Cinnamomum zeylanicum (verum), com bine
with Co ri an drum

• Centella asiatica, com bine with Co ri an drum;
all vi tal or gans

• Ocimum basilicum, sanc tum, com bine with
Vi ola

• Hi bis cus rosa-sinensis, com bine with small
amount of Piper nigrum

A sam ple exhilarant tinc ture for mula: 

Centella asiatica 2 parts

Ocimum basilicum or sanc tum 2 parts

Coriandrum sativum 2 parts

Cinnamomum cassia 1 part

Vi ola odorata 1 part

Dose: 3-5 drops, re peat as de sired. 

Dur ing a prov ing at the NAIMH, a stu dent's mother
came at the end of a class, and we in vited her to sit
down and take the above herbs and dose, then asked

her how she felt. Af ter 20-30 sec onds of sa vor ing the
herbs, she said "de lighted."  

HEART CEN TER ING, RE LAX ING

Dose is im por tant. Most of these herbs are sed a tive
in higher doses. In low doses, 1-5 drops, they re lax
with out dull ing the con scious ness. 

• Leonurus cardiaca motherwort

• Lycopus virginicus   bugleweed

• Paeonia officinalis  pe ony root 

• Ver bena spp. vervain

• Pulsatilla spp. pasque flower 

• Populus spp. flos pop lar flow ers 

• Succinum resin  (am ber, as small doses of
pow der)

Sam ple for mu las: 

Tinc ture

Leonurus cardiaca

Pulsatilla patens, spp.

Paeonia alba

Equal parts

Pow der

Rosa  rose flower pet als

Leonurus leaf and plant

Succinum resin powder

Equal parts rolled with honey into pea-sized pills. 

HEART PRO TEC TION

Tonic with out overstimulation in low dose forms. 

Crataegus spp. haw thorn

Rosa damascena rose petals

Oplopanax horridum devil's club

Sam ple for mula

Tinc ture

Crataegus spp

Rosa damascena

Oplopanax horridum

Leonurus cardiaca

One stu dent ending a long term re la tion ship took a
for mula of herbs with the heart pro tec tor as pect, and
then en gaged in a con ver sa tion with her soon-to-be
ex-part ner. To her sur prise, in stead of just feel ing pro -
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tected, she ex pressed freely many of her per cep tions of 
what she thought were prob lems in the re la tion ship.
The pro tec tor as pect es tab lished enough feel ing of
cen tered in teg rity that she could ex press her self hon -
estly. 

An other woman re lates her story: “I had ex pe ri -
enced a deep heart wound from re jec tion by some one I
had fallen in love with. I took the Heart Pro tec tor for -
mula (Oplopanax, Crataegus, Rosa) on the day of a
par tic u larly pain ful fi nal con ver sa tion with this per -
son, and for a few weeks af ter I took it daily. I felt
strong, ra di ant, sure that my bound aries were cor rect.
About three weeks later I be gan to doubt my self, wor -
ried I had not han dled the sit u a tion well, guilty and re -
jected. I re al ized I had stopped tak ing the for mula for a
few days! I started again and my pre vi ous con fi dence
re sumed.” 

HEART PER CEP TION, WIS DOM

More re lax ant in ef fect

Stachys betonica wood betony

Scutellaria lateriflora (tinc ture) scullcap

 (Skullcap de coc tion is more sed a tive, the tinc ture
more sim ply re lax ant.) 

More tonic in ef fect

Ocimum basilicum, sanc tum ba sil

(spe cies used in ter change ably in Unani med i cine)

Centella asiatica gotu kola

Ex am ple for mula

Stachys betonica

Centella asiatica

Ocimum basilicum, sanc tum

Rosa damascena

Coriandrum sativum

MIXED FOR MU LAS

For mu las for the var i ous as pects of the heart can be
com bined to af fect the whole heart “sys tem.” The pro -
por tions of herbs in each category can be changed, by
ei ther the num ber of herbs from that cat e gory or the
num ber of parts,  to em pha size one or sev eral as pects.
For some sim ple pairs and trip lets, this would look
like: 

Crataegus  2 parts  heart pro tect ing

Leonurus   1 part heart cen ter ing 

Em pha sizes the pro tec tive as pect and is more
tonic

Leonurus 1 part cen ter ing

Pulsatilla 1 part cen ter ing
Crataegus 1 part pro tect ing 

Scutellaria 1 part wis dom 

This for mula em pha sizes cen ter ing and is more re -
lax ant. 

More com plex for mu las 

Pulsatilla 2 parts cen ter ing 

Leonurus 2 parts cen ter ing

Rosa 2 parts pro tect ing

Ocimum 1 part wis dom 

Cinnamomum 1 part exhilarant

This for mula em pha sizes re lax ant ef fects.

An other for mula: 

Crataegus 3 parts pro tect ing

Oplopanax 3 parts pro tect ing

Leonurus 2 parts cen ter ing

Scutellaria 1 part wis dom

Cinnamomum 1 part exhilarant

Coriandrum 1 part exhilarant

A for mula with strong heart-pro tec tion, but bal -
anced by the other herbs. 
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