
BASIC HUMAN ANATOMY
Knowing how your body functions is powerful
knowledge that you can apply directly to how you use
herbs. For example, perhaps you suffer from acid
reflux, which occurs at the top of the gastrointestinal
system, or maybe flatulence is the issue, which is
farther along. When you understand how the
gastrointestinal processes work, you’ll be able to
choose the best herbs to deal with each particular belly
complaint.

All bodily processes are controlled by organs that
are part of several systems that work together to keep
us alive and well. Herbalists believe that disease is
caused by system imbalance. If one bodily system is
unbalanced or unhealthy, others may be affected as
well. For this reason, herbalists treat the acute situation
and support the underlying causes to create sustained
change and health. This is fundamental to holistic
healing.

The following pages offer information on the
cardiovascular, respiratory, gastrointestinal, and
endocrine systems of the body. Although I have
separated them to help you understand their
physiological functions, they are most truly
interconnected, as are all bodily systems.



The Cardiovascular System
At one time or another, we’ve all listened to a heartbeat—the
steady thump, thump of a continuous pulsation in the
chambers inside the largest muscle in the body, equal in size to
a large turnip at 8 to 10 ounces. The heart’s chambers and
passageways pump blood to every living cell in the body. In
classical Chinese medicine, the heart is referred to as the
empress. Empress heart governs both the flow of blood and
distribution of oxygen, water, nutrients, waste materials,
immune cells, and hormones. As the ruler, the heart is where
everything begins, and as with any good leader, the heart
should be calm in spirit, gracefully guiding peace throughout
the body to create balance in all physical functions.

I love being human. Each of us is a big body of thoughts,
functions, and feelings, with an advanced brain that connects
all these sensations. No one can deny that humans have a
highly functioning limbic brain system that deals specifically
with emotions. Although our emotions can at times be
overwhelming, they are some of the unique and beautiful
aspects of living as a human being. And which organ feels and
responds to each and every emotion we experience? The heart.

Although the brain sends messages to the heart, the heart
sends far more signals to the brain, and these signals
significantly affect cognitive function such as attention,
perception, memory, and problem-solving. In reality, emotions
are an important aspect to health and particularly to the heart.
Studies have shown that anger, stress, or grief can affect a
person’s ability to think clearly and remember things correctly
as a result of erratic signals sent from the heart to the brain.
Studies with a heart rate monitor have shown that emotional
states also affect the heart’s rhythm. During times of stress and
negative emotions, heart rate patterns become erratic and
disordered, with increased or abnormal rates. These studies
also monitored the hearts of people who were experiencing a
sense of calm or positive emotions, revealing an ordered and
stable heart rate.



Extreme emotion or heartbreak, sadness, and depression
physically affect our hearts. Countless studies have shown
how depression and feelings of isolation and loneliness affect
the heart. Heartbreak can cause people to become sick, or even
die, following the death of a loved one. Modern technology
has made it easier for us to have limited physical contact with
others, yet most of us still feel the physical need to share
friendship, deep love, gratitude, values, or simple contact
through a smile. Without such contact, the heart and
cardiovascular system can undergo physical changes, such as
irregular functioning or hardening of the arteries. The
repetitive experience of negative emotions also leads to
atherosclerosis (hardening of the arteries) and inflammation in
the heart. Atherosclerosis, of course, is one of the leading
causes of heart attacks and strokes.

Although heart disease is considered a congenital or
genetic disease, many people develop heart disease without
these predispositions. By looking beyond the symptoms that
arise from heart disease to take a closer look at the causes of
heart pathologies, we may save our lives or, at the very least,
help ourselves lead more joyful lives.

So what does all of this have to do with herbs? As a
naturopathic physician, acupuncturist, and herbalist, I am
always returning to the concept of wholeness and to how herbs
can affect the physical functioning of the heart and other
organs. Although herbs may not directly address the cause of a
heart illness, they can often be helpful in improving day-to-
day health.

BASIC HEART FUNCTION
The cardiovascular system comprises the heart muscle itself, and the
arteries, veins, and capillaries that transport blood and other materials
throughout the body. The heart is divided down the middle, with two
chambers per side: a left atrium and ventricle on one side, and a right
atrium and ventricle on the other. Normally, valves between each heart
chamber ensure that blood flows in one direction only. Veins carry
blood into the heart and arteries carry blood out. After being pumped
through the heart, oxygenated blood is sent throughout the body via
the aorta (the largest artery in the body), and the pulmonary artery
carries deoxygenated blood (blood depleted of oxygen) to the lungs to
be refortified with oxygen.



Herbs for the cardiovascular system
A broad range of herbs support the heart and cardiovascular
system. Some increase the efficiency of the heart function,
while others increase the strength of the heartbeat or normalize
the heart rate. Herbal remedies nurture the heart in deeper
ways as well. Because cardiac well-being depends on spiritual
as well as physical attributes, you can drink cordials (tonics
taken in small amounts to strengthen the body, mind, and
spirit) or take nervines (tonics used to help calm the body,
mind, and spirit) to support the heart.

Cardiac herbal remedies are typically divided into two
main groups: cardiotonics and cardioactives. Cardiotonic herbs
restore tone and function to heart. They do not usually produce
a dramatic effect, but they are nourishing and tonifying to the
whole system, improving overall function and health.
Cardiotonics should be taken long-term to create sustained
positive physical change and improve heart rate and rhythm,
decrease palpitations, decrease blood pressure, and potentiate a
calm heart. Cardiotonic herbs include hawthorn berry, garlic,
linden, yarrow, motherwort, ginkgo, grand cactus, coleus
forskohlii, and guggul.

Cardioactive herbs can have a dramatic effect on the heart,
often increasing the efficiency of heart muscles without
increasing their need for oxygen. As heart disease worsens, the
heart’s ability to maintain normal circulation decreases.
Cardioactive herbs help circulation and stimulate urine
production, which lowers blood volume, lessening the load on
the heart. The presence of glycosides in these herbs enables
the heart to increase contractibility and pump more blood
throughout the body. The downside to cardiac glycosides,
however, is that they are often toxic, and because of this,
foxglove and some other herbs are no longer available for
general consumption. Cardioactive herbs include lily of the
valley, purple foxglove, Scotch broom, and squill.

Cardiovascular stimulants increase the movement of
blood and stimulate the cardiovascular system using heating
herbs such as cayenne, ginger, and cinnamon.



Vasodilators such as prickly ash and ginkgo widen the
blood vessels to decrease constriction and restriction.

Hypertensives work to decrease overall blood pressure but
seem to focus on diastolic pressure, reducing the heavy burden
on heart and vessels. Effective herbs include garlic, linden,
mistletoe, olive leaf, and rauwolfia.

Diuretics such as corn silk, dandelion leaf, and parsley
leaf increase kidney action to flush fluids that can reduce total
blood volume, easing a heavy heart load.

Vascular tonics tone and support vascular health and are
helpful for treating varicose or spider veins. Effective herbs
include butcher’s broom, collinsonia, ginkgo, and horse
chestnut.

Nervines may be helpful if heart disease worsens as a
result of negative emotions. Several herbs, such as
motherwort, skullcap, oatstraw, and linden, have an affinity
for, or association with, the heart and often calm stress and
reduce heart palpitations.



The Respiratory System
I often sit in my living room, looking out the window,
watching the giant cedars and firs sway in the breeze. I
particularly love windy days, as the air circulates around and
through these magnificent beings. I can almost see them
breathing fully and freely, as the forceful air fortifies them and
causes old leaves and limbs to drop, perhaps all for the best. In
Chinese medicine, we always look at nature as a reflection of
the human condition, and to me, these trees present a great
image of the human respiratory system—like giant lungs that
breathe in and out the life breath of our world.

Many of us are unconscious of breathing in and out, yet we
do it twelve to twenty times per minute, depending on our age.
Our lungs oxygenate our bodies, moving vital oxygen into the
bloodstream as we breathe in and removing carbon dioxide
waste as we breathe out—just as trees and other organisms
take in what they need and discard the rest. Our breath also
resonates at an emotional and spiritual level for each of us, as
we breathe in what is pure and necessary and release all that is
not in our best interest. Have you noticed that your breathing
feels restricted when you feel stress? Would it not be better to
release each breath fully and not hold on to what you don’t
need?

Over time and as we age, we tend to use less and less of
our lung potential to breathe, and our breath becomes
shallower. I often ask patients to take a deep inhalation, and I
see their bellies go in and their chests puff up. This is a clear
sign that I need to initiate breath retraining. When they are
breathing only from the top lobes of their lungs, they are not
reaching the full potential of oxygenation. Such shallow
breathing can affect cells, nerve functions, muscle action,
circulation, digestion, and their body’s long-term physical and
emotional condition.

Returning your awareness to the simple rise and fall of
your breath can have dramatic positive effects on your overall
well-being. When was the last time you sat and checked in



with your breath? Try it now. Place both feet on the ground
and rest your hands in your lap. Begin by observing your
breath, in and out. Do nothing to change it. What do you
notice? Now take a deep breath, noticing how you breathe in.
Do you feel any constriction? Now take another deep breath
in, and begin the breath at the root of your belly. Fill your
abdomen, making it big and round. Draw the breath to
completion by reaching the tops of your lungs, and then slowly
exhale. Do this five times. How do you feel now?

With every breath, oxygen travels through the lungs and to
the heart, and is then distributed throughout the body in the
bloodstream. Within the lungs are little air sacs, where oxygen
hitches a ride onto red blood cells. When oxygen and blood
cells bind together, carbon dioxide is released into the
bloodstream as a by-product, carried back to the lungs, and
expelled when we breathe out. The spongy, elastic tissue of the
lungs stretches and constricts with each breath. The upper
parts of the lungs can contract strongly (which enables us to
cough) because cartilage is present. The lower parts have very
little cartilage and therefore are not able to contract as
strongly, which is often why a respiratory infection in the
lower lung area can be difficult to heal.

The respiratory system also includes the upper respiratory
tract, including the nose, mouth, and throat. In addition to
detecting odors, the nose moistens, filters, and warms the air
we breathe in. Cilia and goblet cells are the two most
prominent features of the upper respiratory tract. The tiny
hairs of cilia wave around and block foreign particles from
entering the respiratory system. They are the first line of
defense in keeping the upper respiratory system free of foreign
material. I often imagine them as go-go dancers, waving
wildly and making it difficult for others to weave through the
crowd. Goblet cells produce and secrete mucus to create a
protective barrier from irritants such as allergens and polluted
matter. Cilia can be damaged and paralyzed through smoking,
inhalation of harmful chemicals, and inflammation caused by
food, bacteria, or viruses. As a result, more goblet cells are
produced, which increases mucus in the nasal cavity, creating
chronic congestion and post-nasal drip. If you suffer constant



nasal congestion, don’t blame the goblet cells, because they
are just trying to protect you. But correcting the imbalance is
important.

Herbs for the respiratory system
With the many categories of respiratory herbs, you can
customize your needs by mixing and matching, depending on
your constitution and symptoms. Many herbs can be used to
reduce irritation, congestion, and asthma, and some can relax
or stimulate the entire respiratory system.

Respiratory tonics heal, repair, and strengthen the overall
respiratory tract and its components. I often recommend that
my patients use respiratory tonics that include thyme,
elecampane, rosemary, or mullein for a month each year as a
lung wellness program. As a culture, we are increasingly
focused on detoxing, cleansing, and purging. As an herbalist, I
focus on fortifying, toning, and improving. If we strengthen
our bodies, they will purge toxic materials on their own.
Tonics are great to use before cold, flu, or allergy season
begins, to fortify the body’s overall function and bolster the
entire respiratory system. Anyone with a history of smoking
would do well to use tonics, because they can heal cellular
damage and improve respiration. Good respiratory tonics
include elecampane, mullein, and coltsfoot.

Anticatarrhals help with stuck phlegm accompanied by
inflamed mucous membranes in the airways or body cavities,
which often occurs in response to an infection. By reducing
the inflammation, the phlegm is more likely to decrease as
well. Effective anticatarrhals include cayenne, coltsfoot, elder
flower, elecampane, eyebright, ginger, goldenrod, goldenseal,
mullein, and plantain.

Mucolytics generally break up phlegm and work well
when combined with anticatarrhals. Some dissolve mucus,
some move it out by thinning it, and some draw it out of
passageways. By the time you need a mucolytic, you want it to
work quickly, so that the cold causing your spouse to snore in
seismic magnitudes will be silenced. Effective mucolytics
include angelica, aniseed, cayenne, cinnamon, fennel, garlic,
and ginger.



Respiratory stimulants (expectorants) quicken or enliven
respiratory function. These herbs jump-start the respiratory
system and are helpful for moving gunk up and out and
mobilizing respiratory circulation. Effective respiratory
stimulants include cedar, coltsfoot, horehound, hyssop, and
thyme.

Lymphatic herbs support the lymphatic system and
swollen glands throughout the body. Using lymphatic herbs for
a day or so not only mobilizes white blood cell circulation, but
helps to flush away the waste overload accumulating in the
lymph glands. Effective lymphatics include echinacea, blue
flag, poke root, red clover, and wild indigo.

Demulcent herbs are soothing and protective to irritated
or inflamed tissues. They release soothing fluids that calm
such tissues. These herbs can help soothe the respiratory tract
any time there is repetitive coughing or pain with breath.
Cooling by nature, they can lower the heat level that is often
caused by accumulated phlegm in the lungs. Effective
demulcents include fennel, licorice, marshmallow, and
slippery elm.

Respiratory relaxants also assist in calming irritated
tissues of the respiratory tract, but unlike demulcents that
secrete soothing fluids, relaxants cause restricted tissues to
relax. Think about a full day of coughing when you are sick,
when your lungs have had the workout of a lifetime and are
tender and sensitive. Taking just a bit of an herbal respiratory
relaxant is like slipping into a warm bath. In fact, go ahead and
get into that bath and sip herbal tea at the same time. Effective
respiratory relaxants include coltsfoot, mullein, pleurisy root,
and thyme.

Bronchodilators are masters at opening the respiratory
pathways to assist with breathing, whether resulting from
asthma, bronchitis, pleurisy, COPD (chronic obstructive
pulmonary disease), or smoker’s cough. In my opinion,
Mormon tea is the best herbal remedy for opening the airways.
Unfortunately, the herb ma huang, the active component of
Mormon tea and the source of ephedra, is difficult to find
because of past abuse of ephedra in weight-loss products.



Nevertheless, ma huang is one of the best herbs for opening
airways quickly when breath is restricted. Effective
bronchodilators include coleus forskohlii, grindelia, lobelia,
ma huang, and red clover.

Antimicrobial herbs specialize in attacking the body’s
invaders by stimulating positive cellular forces such as white
blood cell defenders. Bacterial and viral elements can be
prevalent particularly in closed spaces such as offices and
schools. Using antimicrobial tinctures regularly in small doses
(3 drops) will sustain the defensive barrier and help rid the
body of potential illness. Effective antimicrobials include
lavender, red root, rosemary, usnea, and yarrow.



The Gastrointestinal System
I love food, but food doesn’t always love me back. As I tell
my 3-year-old, our taste buds can be tricksters, and they love
to trick us into eating all sorts of things that our body doesn’t
really like. Habits are hard to break, and some of the hardest
are dietary related.

In some cultures, people’s lives revolve around mealtime
and food preparation. I wish I could spend hours every day
cooking and eating and taking herbs to stimulate digestive
juices and ensure digestive success. To create sustained
change, we need to be mindful of what and how we eat.
Unfortunately, we grab food on the go, skip meals, and often
work while we eat. I’d like to say that herbs can heal any
gastrointestinal complaint, but they are only one part of the
equation. Nevertheless, when you know how the
gastrointestinal system works and you use bitter, demulcent,
carminative, laxative, and antispasmodic herbs appropriately,
you can heal most gastrointestinal upsets.

In many cultures around the world, aperitifs and digestifs
are included as part of the meal. Aperitifs and digestifs are
herb-based infusions or extracts made with or without alcohol.
Tradition shows the benefits of both on digestive functions.
Aperitifs eaten before a meal prepare the body to receive food
and jump-start digestive juices. They can also help stimulate
an absent appetite. Digestifs are taken after a meal to help
reduce gas and bloating and to aid in successful digestion.
Some take digestifs directly prior to the main course of a meal,
as it is often the richest part. I encourage you to try both
aperitifs and digestifs. After consuming them with meals,
check in with your body. Does your digestion change, and if
so, how? Are you more comfortable after a big meal?

As you work in the kitchen preparing a meal, you may pull
items out of the cupboards and the refrigerator, and then
perhaps cut up meat and vegetables before turning on the
stove. These actions provide the necessary visual and olfactory
cues to your brain. The stimulated brain sends messages to



your central nervous system to switch to the parasympathetic
(rest-and-digest) mode, which dilates all the blood vessels in
the body, particularly those in the gastrointestinal tract. This
stimulates the secretion of stomach acid, or hydrochloric acid
(HCl). You’ll know you are on track when you begin to
salivate.

After all the preparation is completed and the food is
cooked, you sit down and begin slowly chewing your food (the
key here is slowly). Again you’ll notice the increased saliva in
your mouth. Within your saliva is the first phase of digestion,
a little enzyme called amylase. As you chew your food,
amylase coats it and begins breaking it down. As the
swallowed food travels to your stomach, stomach acids are
waiting for it. Your stomach turns on like a washing machine
and heats up like an oven, tumbling the food with the acid to
break it down to a recognizable molecule: a protein, a
carbohydrate, a sugar, and so on. Then the stomach sends cues
to your pancreas to release the appropriate pancreatic enzymes
to break up the molecules into nutrients or waste. And that’s
how it should reach your small intestine. Ideally, everything
that enters your small intestine is either useable energy
(nutrients) or waste. Its main job is to return the nutrients to
your body and send the waste out to the large intestine (colon).

Many of us fail to eat slowly enough to digest our food
properly. Or, perhaps by the time we remember to eat, we
simply grab whatever is close by and gobble it down. When
we don’t slow down, we never transition to that rest-and-
digest phase and we remain in a tightly sympathetic (go-go-
go) state. After we swallow, no stomach acids are awaiting the
food in our stomach, because it hasn’t had time to prepare. As
the stomach tries to secrete enough acids to begin breaking
down the food, the body works hard to catch up, but instead of
the pancreas getting involved, the food arrives at the small
intestine in a rather whole form. The small intestine therefore
has to take on a second job and attempts to break down
nutrients and waste. Incredibly, this can take up to three days,
as the small intestine tries to salvage any nutrients it can. At
some point, everything left is condemned to waste and is sent
to the large intestine. As a result, intestinal irritation and



malabsorption issues arise. This process also takes an
exorbitant amount of energy, leaving us feeling tired and worn
down.

Herbs for the gastrointestinal system
The good news is that herbs can help at each point along the
gastrointestinal journey, and if our bodies can absorb food
nutrients and successfully eliminate wastes, we have more
energy, leading to a positive sense of well-being. If you don’t
have the luxury of being able to cook every meal and of
stimulating the digestive process before a meal, herbs can
help.

Bitter is one of the five flavors recognized by our taste
buds (along with sweet, sour, salty, and umami, or savory).
Unfortunately, bitters are lacking in many diets, and this may
be a contributing factor to the indigestion epidemic. When
bitter-tasting compounds touch their taste receptors on the
tongue, a signal is sent to trigger the entire gastrointestinal
system to get ready to eat. Bitter flavor says to the body, “Hey!
Wake up! Food is on the way!” The positive effects of bitter
herbs and foods are endless. They help the stomach secrete
hydrochloric acid, and when sufficient acid is present, the
stomach can break down food more efficiently and signal the
pancreas to start its job. This improves the digestion and
metabolism of dietary fats and increases the peristalsis (the
movement action) of the small intestine. As a result, less
burden is placed on the liver and gallbladder, so fewer toxins
build up in the system, and acidity decreases throughout the
body. Effective herbal bitters include dandelion, gentian,
goldenseal, hops, horehound, wormwood, and yarrow.

Carminatives relieve gas and can be consumed
preventatively before meals or consumed after eating to
relieve discomfort. Carminatives are sweet in flavor and
highly aromatic. One of my favorite examples is the small
bowl of mukhwas often served at Indian restaurants. This
after-meal snack or digestive aid is created primarily of fennel
seeds, aniseeds, coconut, sesame seeds, and peppermint
essential oil. Take a pinch next time you go out for Indian food
and chew it up after the meal. Carminatives combat flatulence



in two ways: by suppressing the formation of gas in the
intestines, which reduces the amount that needs to be expelled,
and by promoting gas expulsion, essentially clearing out the
intestines to help stop the flatulence. Effective carminatives
include angelica, aniseed, basil, catnip, cinnamon, cumin,
fennel, gentian, oregano, peppermint, spearmint, wintergreen,
and wormwood.

Digestive demulcents soothe and reduce irritation of the
gastrointestinal tract. Anyone who experiences chronic
heartburn or intestinal cramping most likely has inflamed
gastrointestinal tissues. These herbs can soothe and heal
damaged tissue. Effective demulcents include comfrey,
goldenseal, Irish moss, oats, marshmallow, and slippery elm.

Purgatives and laxatives are used to eliminate waste from
the large intestine. A purgative’s main job is to begin intestinal
contraction quickly to get out whatever is inside—think food
poisoning. Laxatives, on the other hand, offer a gentler
approach to moving the bowels and help to expel stool.
Laxatives are perhaps a good choice after you eat a heavy
meal that causes slight constipation. Effective purgatives
include cascara sagrada, rhubarb, and senna. Effective
laxatives include barberry, buckthorn, dandelion root, and
yellow dock.

Astringent herbs help knit tissues together. When chronic
inflammation occurs in the bowels, tissues begin to pull apart,
which can lead to leaky gut syndrome, irritable bowel disease,
and diverticulosis. Astringent herbs can help reduce and stop
this destruction. Effective astringents include agrimony,
bayberry, nettles, plantain, raspberry, white oak bark, and
yarrow.

Antispasmodics can quickly provide relief for pain and
spasms in the large or small intestinal tract. They can also
reduce nervous tension held in the abdomen that may be
causing pain. Effective antispasmodics include black cohosh,
chamomile, crampbark, fennel, hops, lobelia, skullcap, and
valerian.



The Endocrine System
The endocrine system includes a number of glands that secrete
hormones that communicate with the body to regulate bodily
functions. As the body’s chemical messengers, hormones
transfer information and instructions from one set of cells to
another. Many different hormones move through the
bloodstream, but each type of hormone is designed to affect
only certain cells.

Using herbs to bring health to the endocrine system can
balance the body and ease symptoms. Insomnia is a good
example of an issue that results from disharmony in the body,
when long-term stress is the true cause of sleepless nights.
Although you can take many herbs for acute sleep issues, such
as hops, valerian, and kava, to balance the entire body, you
need to treat the root cause of the issue. Alleviating and
healing the underlying stress response by supporting the
endocrine system through herbal medicine can cure insomnia
and other stress-related issues.

The top complaints I hear at The Herb Shoppe and in my
private practice regard stress and fatigue. The most common
symptoms that accompany it are anxiety, insomnia,
inflammation, blood sugar issues, and digestive upsets. Many
of these problems result from an underfunctioning endocrine
system. Fortunately, an abundance of herbs is available to help
with such complaints, whether they are experienced acutely or
constitutionally.

If someone has been on the go for a long time or
experiences recurring stress, the adrenal glands can be
overworked. These two little endocrine glands, about the size
of almonds, sit right above your kidneys. One of the adrenal
glands’ main functions is to secrete and balance hormones
within the body, including cortisol, which is largely
responsible for regulating blood sugar, reducing inflammation,
and moderating stress. When blood sugar is low, cortisol helps
you maintain physical function, so you don’t get lightheaded
and pass out. Cortisol is also released when acute or chronic



inflammation is present in the body—whether it’s a sprained
ankle or an old football injury that flares up. Cortisol acts to
keep the inflammatory fires from rising too high. Another
trigger for cortisol release is emotional stress, such as that
which occurs with performance anxiety or during a difficult
conversation with a co-worker or loved one.

THE SYMPATHETIC AND PARASYMPATHETIC STATES
The central nervous system, which controls many functions of body
and mind, is always in one of two states: the sympathetic or the
parasympathetic. The sympathetic nervous system is the fight-or-flight
state that prepares us for action, when surges of adrenaline direct the
body’s energy toward survival. Although we all need our sympathetic
system, some people thrive on it—they like the buzz. They
continuously push themselves, fueling up with caffeine and sugar to
maintain a constant sympathetic state, or what I refer to as
sympathetic dominance.

On the flip side, the parasympathetic state is known as the rest-
and-digest state, and when the body is functioning properly, the
parasympathetic balances the sympathetic state. In this state, the
body relaxes, and blood and oxygen flow increases. This is the best
state for mealtimes and sleep.



GLANDS OF THE ENDOCRINE SYSTEM
The endocrine system includes the hypothalamus, pituitary gland,
thyroid, parathyroids, adrenal glands, pineal gland, reproductive
glands, and pancreas, which all secrete hormones at various rates.

The hypothalamus is a small but powerful gland in the brain that
secretes hormones to maintain homeostasis (equilibrium) in the body.
It is responsible for regulating body temperature, thirst, hunger, sleep
cycles, and mood.
The pituitary is regulated by the hypothalamus but is considered the
master gland of the endocrine system. Located at the base of the
brain, this gland probably produces more hormones than any other
gland in the body, acting as prime minister, constantly evaluating
what is occurring in the body and responding to it. It regulates
growth, blood pressure, body temperature, and pain relief. It also
controls some functions of the sexual organs.
The thyroid gland is situated in the neck by the Adam’s apple. The
thyroid regulates the metabolism and controls how quickly the body
uses energy. It also creates proteins and controls the body’s
sensitivity to other hormones. In the clinic, I have often noticed
thyroid dysfunction caused by digestive imbalances.
The parathyroid glands regulate blood calcium levels in the body.
The adrenal glands produce cortisol and adrenalin. They also
support the thyroid and reproductive glands. Underfunctioning
adrenal glands pull energy from the thyroid and reproductive glands,
reducing their function.
The pineal gland secretes melatonin, which aids sleep patterns. It
also converts important nervous system messages into endocrine
system responses.
The reproductive glands include the ovaries, uterus, and testes. They
secrete myriad hormones, all focusing on the varying elements of
reproduction and reproductive cycles.
The pancreas is considered a glandular organ and resides in the
upper cavity of the abdomen. It has two main functions: it secretes
enzymes that break down food into components such as proteins,
lipids, carbohydrates, and nucleic acids; it also secretes hormones
that help control blood sugar levels.

If any of these symptoms continues for too long, cortisol is
constantly being released. At this point, two things occur. First
the body stops releasing cortisol as it senses that you are trying
to establish a new order. For example, if you continue skipping
meals, disregarding inflammation and stress, your body will
stop trying to compensate. Second, the body reaches a
critically low level of cortisol, because you’ve used so much
of it. When this happens, all cortisol is retained in case a
physical trauma were to occur and cortisol would be necessary
to keep you alive during shock. When you are no longer
releasing cortisol in response to daily needs, you are no longer



compensating. This often leads to a rise in day-to-day
complaints of dizziness, insomnia, blood sugar disorders,
inflammation, anxiety, and pain.

Herbs for the endocrine system
Fortunately, many wonderful herbs can be used to tone the
endocrine system. The four best types of herbs for treating the
endocrine system are the adaptogens, bitters, alteratives, and
nervines.

Adaptogen herbs can be viewed as tonics. They are the
best class of herbs for treating the endocrine system and stress.
Plants contain amazing mechanisms to help them deal with
stress, whether it involves a soil disturbance or an
environmental or pathogen attack. Plants release hormones,
much like humans, to adapt to the issue. When we take
adaptogens, they modulate and rewire our response to cortisol
needs, increase our endurance for stress, and help us respond
to it. Effective adaptogens include ashwagandha, borage,
eleuthero, holy basil, rhodiola, and schizandra.

Bitters get everything moving by producing a generalized
force of motivation that improves the functions of the entire
endocrine system. Bitters help the body increase production of
hormones when underproduction is the problem, and they
decrease production when overproduction occurs.
Hypothyroidism, for example, is the underfunctioning of the
thyroid gland. Gentian, a strong bitter herb, is a good herb for
treating underactive thyroid and helps increase its hormone
production. Bugleweed, another strong bitter, is used for
hyperactive, or overactive, thyroid function, helping to
decrease the overproduction. Effective bitters include barberry,
boneset, bugleweed, gentian, goldenseal, hops, horehound, and
yarrow.

Alterative herbs cleanse and promote proper blood
functioning. They assist the hormones to travel more easily
through the bloodstream by increasing the assimilation of
nutrients and fortifying eliminative functions. They are best
when used long-term, because they work slowly and gradually.
Effective alteratives include burdock, cleavers, dandelion root,
Oregon grape, red clover, sarsaparilla, and yellow dock.



Nervine herbs help to calm the body, mind, and spirit.
They also fortify frayed nerve endings that result from chronic
stress and unrest. Whether your monkey mind is keeping you
awake at night or you’re jumping from fright at the slightest
sound, nervines can help. In my opinion, everyone needs
nervines, and I recommend them often. Effective nervines
include chamomile, lemon balm, lavender, linden, oatstraw,
passionflower, wood betony, skullcap, St. John’s wort, and
vervain.


