
Herbs comprise a group of several thousand plants with widely varying actions. Some are 
nourishers, some tonifiers, some stimulants and sedatives, and some are potential poisons. To 
use them wisely and well, we need to understand each category, its uses, best manner of 
preparation, and usual dosage range.  
 
Nourishing herbs are the safest of all herbs; side effects are rare. Nourishing herbs are taken 
in any quantity for any length of time. They are used as foods, just like spinach and kale. 
Nourishing herbs provide high levels of proteins, vitamins, minerals, antioxidants, carotenoids, 
and essential fatty acids. Examples of nourishing herbs are: alfalfa, amaranth, astragalus, 
calendula flowers, chickweed, comfrey leaves, dandelion, fenugreek, flax seeds, honeysuckle 
flowers, lamb's quarter, marshmallow, nettles, oatstraw, plantain (leaves/seeds), purslane, red 
clover blossoms, seaweed, Siberian ginseng, slippery elm, violet leaves, and wild mushrooms.  
 
Tonifying herbs act slowly in the body and have a cumulative, rather than immediate, 
effect. They build the functional ability of an organ (like the liver) or a system (like the immune 
system). Tonifying herbs are most beneficial when they are used in small quantities for 
extended periods of time. The more bitter the tonic tastes, the less you need to take. Bland 
tonics may be used in quantity, like nourishing herbs. 
Side effects occasionally occur with tonics, but are usually quite short-term. Many older herbals 
mistakenly equated stimulating herbs with tonifying herbs, leading to widespread misuse of 
many herbs, and severe side effects. Examples of tonifying herbs are: barberry bark, burdock 
root/seeds, chaste tree, crone(mugwort, dandelion root, echinacea, elecampane, fennel, garlic, 
ginkgo, ginseng, ground ivy, hawthorn berries, horsetail, lady's mantle, lemon balm, milk thistle 
seeds, motherwort, mullein, pau d'arco, raspberry leaves, schisandra berries, St. Joan's wort, 
turmeric root, usnea, wild yam, and yellow dock.  
 
Sedating and stimulating herbs cause a variety of rapid reactions, some of which may be 
unwanted. Some parts of the person may be stressed in order to help other parts. Strong 
sedatives and stimulants, whether herbs or drugs, push us outside our normal ranges of activity 
and may cause strong side effects. If we rely on them and then try to function without them, we 
wind up more agitated (or depressed) than before we began. Habitual use of strong sedatives 
and stimulants-whether opium, rhubarb root, cayenne, or coffee-leads to loss of tone, 
impairment of functioning, and even physical dependency. The stronger the herb, the more 
moderate the dose needs to be, and the shorter the duration of its use.  
 
Herbs that tonify and nourish while sedating/stimulating are some of my favorite herbs. I 
use them freely, as they do not cause dependency. Sedating/stimulating herbs that also tonify 
or nourish: boneset, catnip, citrus peel, cleavers, ginger, hops, lavender, marjoram, motherwort, 
oatstraw, passion flower, peppermint, rosemary, sage, skullcap. 
 
Strongly sedating/stimulating herbs include: angelica, black pepper, blessed thistle root, 
cayenne, cinnamon, cloves, coffee, licorice, opium poppy, osha root, shepherd's purse, sweet 
woodruff, turkey rhubarb root, uva ursi leaves, valerian root, wild lettuce sap, willow bark, and 



wintergreen leaves. 
 
Potentially poisonous herbs are intense, potent medicines that are taken in tiny amounts 
and only for as long as needed. Side effects are common. Examples of potentially poisonous 
herbs are: belladonna, bloodroot, celandine, chaparral, foxglove, goldenseal, henbane, iris root, 
Jimson weed, lobelia, May apple (American mandrake), mistletoe, poke root, poison hemlock, 
stillingia root, turkey corn root, wild cucumber root. 
 
In addition, consider these thoughts on using herbs safely: 
 
o Respect the power of plants to change the body and spirit in dramatic ways. 
o Increase trust in the healing effectiveness of plants by trying remedies for minor or external 
problems before, or while, working with major and internal problems.  
o Develop ongoing relationships with knowledgeable healers-in person or in books-who are 
interested in herbal medicine. 
o Honor the uniqueness of every plant, every person, every situation.  
o Remember that each person becomes whole and healed in their own unique way, at their own 
speed. People, plants, and animals can help in this process. But it is the body/spirit that does 
the healing. Don't expect plants to be cure-alls. 


