Side Effects
The Side-Effect Challenge: Whole Plant Medicines Vs. Drug Counterparts 

(NaturalNews) Quinine was first isolated from Peruvian Bark (aka: Chinchona, Quina) in 1820. It took until the early 1900's for it to really become a world-wide popular drug for malaria. It was a wonderful drug for a while. It cured malaria and took the danger out of this disease.

It really only lasted as a wonder drug for malaria for about 50 years. Malaria became quinine-resistant and quinine may not work at all today. The malaria germ adapted to quinine.

Today, it is more likely that you will be prescribed quinine if you have leg cramps. If you get malaria, they will probably look at other drug options.

The interesting thing about this is that Peruvian Bark works as good today as it did 1000 years ago. There are no strains of malaria resistant to Peruvian Bark, only to the isolated quinine.

In addition to this apparent disadvantage of the stronger isolated drug, there are no known side-effects of Peruvian Bark.

According to (www.Drugs.com) , quinine can cause life-threatening side-effects, including: uneven heart rhythm, weak pulse, fainting or collapse, fever, confusion, weakness, pale or yellowed skin, dark colored urine, unusual muscle weakness, purple spots under the skin, urinating less than usual or not at all, severe blistering, peeling, rashes, sore throat, fever, severe nausea, vomiting, stomach pain, diarrhea or hearing and vision problems.

You are likely to be warned about the dangers of both drugs and herbs by a medical profession that is trained to believe in atomism. In order to understand the following discussion, we need to define that word and its opposite.

Atomism is the idea that the body can be reduced to its parts and manipulated. This is built on the idea that any action upon the body must be the action of an isolated chemical.

The opposite of this is vitalism. Vitalism is the concept that the body is a synergistic intelligence that learns and has learned the art of interacting with intelligent nature in the most beneficial way that is always more than the sum of the parts (or the sum of actions of isolated chemicals).

Vitalists believe that there is an enormous difference between manipulating the body using isolated chemicals (drugs) and using whole plant foods that are also intelligent entities with all the complexities of life.

Underlining the theory of vitalism is the belief that the intelligent human body has the capacity to recognize and intelligently use the symbiotic gifts of nature. Since humans and plants exist as symbiotic opposites, plants are used by humans with as much physiological intelligence as the modern-day human possesses. Therefore, atomistic medicine (which is western medicine) tends to disbelieve the potential of herbs and exaggerate the dangers of herbs.

Your doctor might tell you to never risk Lobelia inflata (discussed later in more detail), for example, but might tell you to use baby Aspirin or Tylenol -- both thousands of times more dangerous than Lobelia.

Some Statistical Evidence of the Harmfulness of Drugs

I was unable to come to any ballpark figure on how many deaths there are each year due to drugs and medicine. Instead, what I came up with is more like a range of estimates.

The most conservative figures I found varied close to 30,000 deaths per year due to unwanted side-effects from medications that are correctly prescribed and taken. I found estimates for the same thing at 100,000 and upwards of 150,000.

The Stanford Daily Journal reported that about 125,000 deaths occur per year due to people taking prescription drugs incorrectly.

Total unexpected deaths from the western medical profession in this country (USA) was estimated as high as 800,000 per year (this would include all malpractice, iatrogenic disease, surgery and anesthesia problems, drug overdose, drug misuse and abuse and drug side-effects).

It is possible that part of the problem with researching something like this is that it often goes unreported. The lower estimates were specifically talking about reported incidents and may have been talking about only a certain category of drugs (non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs, for example). The upper end figures might be taking into account estimates from small groups that have been studied to try to catch deaths that would normally not be reported.

While my research into the matter certainly did not reveal a very clear picture of how many people were really dying due to drugs, it did reveal enough to make the point, which is that herbs are far, far safer on their worst day.

Now let us look at herbs. The very worst year for herbs came during the rampant abuse of Ma Huang by those trying to lose weight with it (this is not one of its clinical actions when used by responsible herbalists).

They were doing two really extreme things: first, they combined it with caffeine sources; second, they made standardized extracts that were standardized only to ephedrine (the strongest alkaloid) mixed in with questionable quality herbs (making something more like a drug than an herb).

Then this was taken in large doses by people who were desperate. I am not blaming them for being desperate, but I am saying this is an extremely unwise behavior. The results of that behavior with a drug would have been devastating (and were devastating if you remember the publicity about Fen-Phen).

What were the results of that abuse that year? An estimated 50 deaths. 50! That is about 1/1,000th, at best estimate, of the deaths due to drugs.

On average, herbs kill a grand total of 5-6 people per year and herbs get abused all the time. People use herbs in a crazy, out of balance way without even consulting a qualified herbalist and we still get 5-6 people per year.

There are a few more medical conditions blamed on herbs but believe me when I tell you that the most dangerous herb still in use is far safer than the safest over-the-counter drug.

Actual Side-Effects of Herbs Examined

So let us take a real look at the actual side-effects and legitimate dangers of herbs that you do have to watch out for and know about in order to get the best and safest possible results.

By far the most common complaint and recorded side-effect of taking herbs is gastrointestinal. This is because herbs frequently cause the liver to dump bile (something herbalists are happy about) or stimulate peristalsis (which they are also happy about) or contain strong bitter elements that stimulate a surge of digestive juices (again, happy!).

This cocktail of actions is beneficial to the digestion and overall health of the body, but it can lead to things like nausea, diarrhea, gas, indigestion or other similar complaints. This is particularly true when herbs are just started.

Then there are herbs that are irritant. This is probably second in line to gastrointestinal complaints. This is partly because a slight irritation is part of how herbs operate. Let's take the blood cleansing herb: Red Clover Blossoms.

Red Clover contains coumaric acid. This acid functions to purify the mucus membranes, clean the congested mucus off of them, get them producing healthy mucus and supplied with adequate blood (which means better immune response) all by irritating the mucus membranes.

The irritation can be uncomfortable, but most herbalists would tell you that the discomfort is a healing "crisis" and that it is desirable. The terminology might need some work, but the action usually is beneficial and almost never harmful.

Poke root is used for a similar ability that it has to irritate the lymphatic ducts and nodes. It causes them to activate and eliminate wastes in places you might never otherwise reach, even on a good cleanse.

One of the ways that herbalists have mediated the strong action of herbs like poke root, is by putting them in a formula that includes some herbs that create protective barriers in the body. Some examples of barrier-producing herbs are licorice, slippery elm, calendula and marshmallow.

This is particularly important when using something that is a kidney irritant like juniper berries or chaparral. These herbs are not really harmful by themselves, and yet it is customary for them to be combined with other herbs that will help ease or change the irritating action. Irritating action of juniper berries, for example, can be eased with marshmallow or it can be changed with ginger, or (more frequently) both.

Then there are some herbs that are supposedly "dangerous" (we are told), because they have the potential to hurt you. Many of these are not harmful at all in the way they are usually used.

For example, Lobelia is safe, even by itself by any standards I know, and yet when the primary alkaloid (lobeline) is isolated and injected hypodermically into rats, it can kill them.

Of course, we are back to the quinine discussion and no responsible herbalist is going to inject an herbal isolate into the blood. Incidentally, when the above study was done the volume needed to kill the rats would have been about 4 pounds of lobelia per 150 lb adult human. This would have to then be injected hypodermically - not very likely.

Comfrey is another story we hear about periodically. Comfrey contains what are called pyrrolizidine alkaloids. These alkaloids are known to cause liver cancer when isolated and fed to study animals. They also have the potential to cause veno-occlusive disease. The reality in the whole plant, however, is quite different.

While comfrey root contains enough of the pyrrolizidine alkaloids to cause liver failure in a very rare, select few, the leaf (which is what gets used about 99.9% of the time) really does not. The adult leaves contain only trace amounts of the pyrrolizidine alkaloids and in volumes usually used, this is unrealistic to label as a danger.

Certainly none of the above herbs are dangerous enough to really get compared to any known over-the-counter drug.

In Dr. Duke's book, The Green Pharmacy Herbal Handbook, he discusses herb dangers and rates them aggressively. He makes every effort to err on the side of caution and yet even he says that several commonly used culinary herbs and foods are arguably as dangerous as any herb on the market. He notes black pepper, basil, artichokes, chamomile, Echinacea, peppermint, spearmint and green and black tea.

The reality is obvious to anyone who is paying attention: our bodies have adapted or have been created for the remedies nature offers. That is why, with all the abuse and almost criminal carelessness with which herbs are used by many people, there are still only about 5-6 deaths per year due to herbs.

Then we have the issue of herb-drug interactions. Now this is a legitimate concern for one of two reasons. Either the herb will detoxify (make less potent) the drug, as happens with some drugs and St. John's Wort, or the herb will potentiate (make more potent) the drug, as happens with grapefruit.

A few interactions have developed a history. This list includes the ability of ginseng, particularly (and maybe only) red processed ginseng to potentiate blood thinners and detox blood pressure drugs; the ability of St. John's Wort to detox MAO inhibitors and indinavir; and the ability of saponin-containing herbs (yucca, licorice, sarsaparilla and others) to slightly strengthen or weaken various drug actions.

While a wide variety of herb-drug interactions are possible, the biggest issue is not the reality of it, but the fear of it. This is particularly true because most physicians have little or no training in herbs. Like all of us, they tend to fear what they do not understand and scorn what they fear. Fortunately, the awareness of physicians is slowly changing so that they are more objective to natural options than they once were.

It is much more likely that the drugs you take will kill you or hurt you. There is not an herb in use today that is nearly as dangerous as the most benign of drugs. Generally, the action of herbs on drugs is neither desirable or undesirable simply because it usually goes entirely unnoticed.

In today's world of informed consumers, it seems prudent to take the position of wanting your physician to respect your intelligence. It seems that if you want to take an herb or several herbs, then your physician should offer the same respect to herbs that she/he offers to drugs, which is to watch and monitor you and see if any problems appear to be arising that are consistent with what is known about the herbs and the drugs.

Sometimes, physicians will go on a witch hunt with herbs. If anything goes other than expected and you own up to taking an herb or supplement, the physician will tend to blame the herb. This is certainly not helping the issue or clarifying real concerns. This can happen without even investigating whether it is likely to be true. It happens that physicians are specifically taught that no one knows what drugs and herbs might do together.

Fortunately, well trained herbalists will know the interactions and can guide you responsibly. Many physicians are also receiving training in botanical medicines as well and the understanding is growing.

In addition, there is a phenomenal amount of information on that subject and about ten minutes of internet study can give you the most cautious and the most extravagant opinions about the dangers of a specific herb.

The Use of Herbs During Pregnancy

Just about every herb on the market gets a super-caution to not use during pregnancy. This is worth an article by itself, but basically every caution I read is greatly exaggerated and then the realistic concerns are not mentioned at all.

Ginger, for example, can cause uterine contractions and therefore it is possible that it could cause miscarriage. The reality is, however, that ginger will help pregnant women enormously and the dose needed for ginger to stimulate contractions is quite high (about the equivalent of 20 capsules).

I had a client who was very sick during pregnancy and had gone to the doctor who told her that she would need to go to the hospital to be intravenously re-hydrated if they could not draw her blood the next day (her veins had shrunk). She called me wanting an option.

I told her to mix 2-3 tablespoons of ginger root powder into a couple cups of distilled water and take it as an enema. The enema came out as dry powder because her lower colon had done what only that part of the human anatomy can do -- it had absorbed all the water and had completely re-hydrated her in seconds. The next day she went to the doctor and they could draw her blood and said she was fully hydrated.

It should be noted that I usually repeat this until the enema comes back out as watery as it went in, signaling that the body has absorbed all the liquid it can at that moment and is fully hydrated.

Pennyroyal, on the other hand, does not get much media attention, but it is a very real concern during pregnancy and can really cause premature abortion of the baby.

Sassafras is also a legitimate concern, causing a variety of problems due to the oils in the plant that are burdensome and difficult to eliminate and slightly toxic to the tissues.

Most of the time, herbs are very helpful and supportive of pregnancy. If there is one thing nature honors, it is reproduction. I have five children and have used herbs freely for mother and child and have been singularly impressed by the ease with which the process of pregnancy and delivery can be carried out when you use the proper herbs properly.

The final area to address is the area of patterns and humors. Humors refer to whether the client is dry, wet, cold or hot. Patterns refer to whether an area of the body tends to have good circulation, eliminate well, accept good nourishment and accept vital energy.

When the person is too hot, cooling herbs are given. When too dry, moistening herbs are given. This can be done in any combination of hot, wet, cold or dry.

The problem arises when a strongly cooling herb is taken in large doses over a long period. This forms a pattern of coolness that can stick in the body and the person can develop cold hands and feet, for example. This can happen also with patterns.

One of the magical properties of herbs is that they can establish a new pattern in the body. For example, if you have poor circulation to your brain and the resultant function is poor, it is likely that you could completely correct the problem by using herbs that improve circulation to the brain. Eventually, the new pattern would continue on its own and herbs might only need to be used on occasion when stress or something else has interrupted the new pattern.

Irritant herbs (like cayenne, red clover, cascara sagrada, black pepper, etc.) can cause a condition of irritation that continues. Over a long period of time, if taken in large enough doses, irritant herbs can cause the tissues contacted to get irritable and stay irritable.

Of course, the natural thing to do is to take a soothing herb thereafter for long enough to change the condition. It is not damage, per se, it is simply a pattern that has stuck and to which the body really is susceptible, but which can be changed back.

The final thing to notice about this subject is that a person on a really good dietary program, like that found in Traci Sellers' Traci's Transformational Health Principles, and Traci's Transformational Kitchen Cookbook, will find that they are highly resistant to both the humoral or pattern damage discussed last, and the dangers of herbal chemistry discussed first.

This is a testament to the fact that as humans have diverged more and more from nature they have become out of harmony with it and resistant to its aid. We know this because when a natural diet is adopted, the person becomes more easily and reliably healable with the appropriate botanical medicines.

To form a conclusion, it is my advice that no one use herbs carelessly or without some thought about why they are using them, what their goals are and whether those goals are something that they can approach with strength and focus or whether they are desperate and out of control.

If the latter is the case, I definitely recommend finding a qualified herbalist or a naturopathic physician to help you. If the prior is the case, I say pay attention, use only whole-herb preparations and have an idea of what you are doing so that you don't waste these wonderful gifts.

Finally, I recommend no one be afraid of herbs. Herbs contain natural checks and balances for their strong chemistry and mechanisms to aid the elimination of unused parts. They also contain enzymes and protective chemistry to help your body deal constructively with the actions they bring about. They exist symbiotically with us and have, therefore, an interest (at least an energetic interest) in our well-being.

It is always interesting to see someone eating at McDonald's, drinking alcohol and taking Advil and then explaining that they don't want to use herbs because they think they are dangerous.

That there is what you call ironic!
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