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Dedication

To all of the earth’s children, small and large, young and old. May we steward the plants and the earth they grow upon in such a way that they remain in sweet abundance for future generations of plant lovers, so that when you walk upon the land with your grandchild’s hand in yours, you can share with them the same sweet medicines of the earth.

Life is not forever, Love is.

In loving memory of Jason and Andrew Colvard, beloved son and grandson;Heratch Egitkhanoff, the uncle I never met; and my generous, kind, and loving parents, Jasmine and Robert Karr

“There is no death, only a change of worlds.” —Chief Seattle
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Raising the Next Stewards of Our Earth


As I was finishing the last pages of the very first edition of this book, my young nieces Lindsey and Samantha (then ages 6 and 10) were coming over to spend a night with their “Aunt Rosie” so we could share a day of herbal delights. “I’ve been planning for the last few days the activities I wish to do with them,” I wrote in my journal. “There’s so much that’s green and beautiful and so many wonderful things to do with plants and children. We’ll make my famous herbal face cream, make lip balms, and maybe do herbal steams and facials.”

My granddaughter Lily was next in line to come to Grammy’s “Herb Camp.” Lily grew up on an herb farm and knew her herbs quite well. When she was 8, she invited her entire class on a field trip to her family’s farm, Zack Woods Herb Farm. Though her parents were there to help, it was little Lily who took her fellow students on an herb walk, proudly pointing out the wild plants and the rows of neatly growing medicinal herbs. She was in her element, instructing her friends on how to use the plants in salves, teas, and poultices, and judging by their enthusiasm and excitement, the kids were all interested—and, of course, Grammy, as one of her first herb teachers, was very proud of her. While each of these young women is fully grown now, they still have a deep love of the earth and a relationship with the healing plants that was fostered in their childhood.

Remembering these times with my sweet nieces and granddaughter, and reflecting on how those early childhood experiences with plants and nature influenced their way of being in the world as adults, reminds me of my own experiences with my grandmother. My earliest encounters with plants were with her, and they had a profound effect on my entire life journey. I am forever grateful for the lessons my grandmother taught me when I was a child in her gardens. Though I have gone on to study plants with great herbal teachers and have traveled to many parts of the world to learn ever more about plants and plant medicine, it is still those earliest teachings that I learned at the feet of my grandmother that were planted the deepest and have stayed with me the longest.

No matter how little you think you may know about the plants—or how much—that knowledge is a gift to pass on. And it’s especially important today to pass those little seeds of wisdom and knowledge along to children. What we learn to love as children, we will love, respect, and protect as adults. It is these children and this generation that are the future caretakers of the Earth, and the future stewards of our healing plants and our herbal traditions. Let’s teach them well.



Why Not an Herbal Apothecary and Herbalist in Every School?


When I had a child of my own, my dear sweet son, Jason, I drew upon my grandmother’s plant wisdom to create herbal remedies to use when he was sick. I felt good giving him remedies that are safe, cost effective, and often enjoyable to take. It got me thinking: Why not an herbal apothecary for every child?

I am inspired by my dear friend and fellow herbal practitioner William Siff, who set up an herbal apothecary in his children’s school, with help from the school nurse. Concerned by the increasing number of children he was seeing with complex and entrenched health issues, the intent was to trade over-the-counter pharmaceuticals for herbal remedies whenever possible. In his beautiful book titled The Plant Medicine Protocol: Unlocking the Power of Plants for Optimal Health and Longevity, Siff writes:

Instead of taking aspirin and NSAIDs (nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drugs), kids routinely drank cups of hot peppermint and chamomile tea with honey while they kicked back on the nurse’s couch. They sipped on elderberry elixirs and slippery elm bark instead of over-the-counter cough suppressants. They had ginger shots and nettle infusions instead of antihistamines. Children were feeling better taking the herbal remedies, and our nurse was giving out a whole lot fewer pharmaceuticals.

In fact, she became quite popular around the school. Her office felt more like a wellness spa—kids would visit just to drink some tea and breathe some essential oils. The ritual of taking time out to sip herbal teas and relax became an important reference point for youngsters as they began understanding the fundamentals of self-care. Taking care of themselves became associated with a pleasant experience—a great success unto itself.

Though this was just a small pilot project in one school, nurses offering children simple botanical remedies from school apothecaries could be transformative to our health-care system.


Imagine what your children might grow from the seeds that you plant now.
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Chapter [image: 1] Herbal Medicine for Children


A long time ago, when I was just a child, my grandmother took me into her gardens and introduced me to her weeds. As we walked in the scented oak forest, she rubbed my skin with fresh bay leaves, assuring me it would prevent poison oak and keep the insects from swarming over us. When I fell in the nettle patches, she soothed the painful welts with the fresh juice of yellow dock or plantain leaves. When we “weeded” our gardens, much of what other people called weeds went into my grandmother’s gathering basket to be added to her favorite Armenian stews and soups. Her teachings were without fuss. Strong and powerful, like her, her words sank deep and took root in my heart. That magic my grandmother taught me in the garden of my childhood stayed with me throughout my life and has been a guiding force as I continued my journey into the world of plants and herbal medicine.

I’ve studied the healing power of herbs with many gifted teachers, traveled to many regions of the world with rich herbal histories, come to know a great many more plants, and studied the science as well as the art of herbal healing. Still, the things I learned as a child with my grandmother, and the plants I learned with her, have remained some of the most powerful teachings of my life. It is those simple, practical, yet powerful lessons that I seek to pass on to you and your children.
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Combating Nature Deficiency

The very act of studying herbs and using plants for health and well-being instills in most people a deep appreciation for the Earth and a more balanced way of living. If we teach our children early a respect for plants and nature, they tend to grow up with a much greater sense of balance and engagement, especially in this age of technology and dissociation from the natural world. In what has been termed a “nature-deficient” society, children especially need and benefit from a close association with plants, nature, and the great outdoors. In his groundbreaking book Last Child in the Woods, Richard Louv describes the human cost of our alienation from nature, especially for children, and coined the term “nature deficit disorder.” While not meant as an actual medical diagnosis, the term serves as metaphor for symptoms that arise when we’re disconnected or alienated from nature. Louv and many others believe that nature deficiency in children will have “profound implications, not only for the health of future generations but for the health of the Earth itself,” he noted in a 2008 interview.

There are many ways to engage our children in nature and nature-based activities. I’ve included a few of these activities throughout this book. There are also several excellent books that are aimed at building relationships between children and the natural world. One of my favorites is A Kid’s Herb
Book for Children of All Ages by herbalist Lesley Tierra.



Herbal Activities for Children


	Make a flower essence with your child (see here).


	Make plant identification cards to put with the plants around your house or garden.


	Create plant note cards.


	Plant a small herb garden with your child.


	Harvest with gratitude.


	Make flower fairy houses from the gifts you gather from nature, such as flowers, bark, and seeds.







Herbal Medicine Cabinet

Here’s a list of some remedies you may wish to keep in your medicine cabinet, so that they are close at hand if your child becomes ill.


	All-Purpose Healing Salve


	Calming Tonic Tea


	Cough Be Gone & Sore Throat Syrup


	Digest-a-Tea


	Eucalyptus Vapor Balm


	Ginger-Echinacea Syrup


	Spilanthes


	Super Immunity Tincture


	Traditional Elderberry Syrup
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Growing herbs in the garden or in pots indoors can be a captivating experience for children.


Certainly, introducing children to plants is an important way to introduce children to nature. As you often hear, “When you tug at a single thing in nature, you find that it’s connected to everything else.” Plants are one of those threads that are connected to every other living entity; when we introduce our children to plants, we are connecting them to the marvelous “inner web” of nature. Plants connect us to the birds who live in their branches and feed on their berries and seeds. They connect us to the wild animals who thrive in the forests, grasslands, deserts—all the biomes that are dependent on plants to provide food. They connect us to the soil and all of the millions of microbes and insects and other living entities who make their home in the living earth. Plants provide us with food, shelter, clothing, and, lucky for us, a green cloak of the most exquisite beauty for our planet. Through the complex biological process of photosynthesis, plants absorb sunlight and transform it into energy-rich organic compounds that feed and sustain not only the plants but every other life-form that lives off plants. An important by-product of this energy exchange is the oxygen-rich air we breathe; each in-breath is a gift from the plant communities that surround us. That in itself is no small miracle, and a poignant reminder of our interconnectedness and interdependence with plants.

Plants also form the base of the oldest system of healing known on Earth, and one that’s universally shared by every culture, ethnicity, and nationality. No matter who you are, you can be sure that your ancestors cultivated a rich tradition of herbalism. The herbs and the various ways they were used might differ from region to region, of course, but across all of human history, we have relied on herbs for our health and healing. This ancient system of herbal medicine is one of the practical and eminently useful ways we can connect, and connect our children, with nature.


Using Herbs for Children’s Health Care

Not only do herbs serve as wonderful teachers for our children, but they also provide an effective, gentle system of healing for them. Children’s bodies are sensitive and respond naturally and quickly to the healing energy of herbs. Administered wisely, herbs do not upset the delicate ecological balance of children’s small bodies (as does much of modern medicine) but rather work in harmony with their systems.


Herbal vs. Allopathic Medicine


Contrary to popular opinion, herbs and allopathic (modern) medicine are not at odds; they are two systems of healing that can complement one another. Herbs work effectively to help resolve the simple aches and ailments of everyday life, to nourish the body so that it’s better able to ward off and fight infection, and to help restore constitutional wellness. Allopathic medicine, in turn, is a superior system for life-threatening illness, for pain management, and for acute symptoms that need to be brought under control rapidly.

Though allopathic medicine can work quickly, effectively, and efficiently, it is single-minded in its healing approach: Rid the body of the symptoms quickly, before they do harm. Unfortunately, as we are learning, the harm is often in the medicine itself. Pharmaceutical medications are strong, especially so in the small bodies of children, and can have unhealthy and long-lasting side effects. A better approach is to use allopathic pharmaceuticals when they are really needed, and to rely on the gentler, time-tested remedies that nature provides the rest of the time. Herbal medicine is not only effective but also ecologically sane (it doesn’t pollute the waterways and soil as modern drugs are known to do), and it can be very cost effective. You can actually grow and make much of your own medicine once you learn a few simple steps (see Chapter 5).
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A warm cup of tea can soothe and uplift the spirits.


If you intend to use both herbal and allopathic medicines in caring for yourself and your family, make sure your health care provider has some familiarity with both systems of healing. Consult with them whenever you’re in doubt about whether it’s appropriate to use herbs and pharmaceuticals together. The herbs mentioned in this particular book generally have no unwelcome interactions with pharmaceuticals; they are considered gentle and safe to use even with very young children. However, each individual is different, and it’s important to always pay attention to individual reactions. For instance, while most children can eat strawberries and peanuts with no ill effect, there are those who can go into anaphylactic shock after eating just one strawberry or peanut. The strawberries or peanuts aren’t the actual problem; it’s the idiosyncratic reaction of the individual. If you are planning to use herbal remedies with children whose systems tend to be sensitive, or if you want to use herbal remedies in conjunction with pharmaceutical medication, it is always wise to consult with a knowledgeable holistic health care provider or doctor who is familiar with herbal remedies. Consulting with a doctor who is unfamiliar with the use of herbs is often unproductive simply because of lack of understanding and training.


Children’s bodies are sensitive and respond naturally and quickly to the healing energy of herbs.


When to Use Herbs

Herbs can be used with confidence for the simple, mild complaints common among babies and toddlers such as colic, rashes, and teething, as well as the common illnesses that children contract, such as ear infections, colds and flus, and stomach bugs (upset tummies). They can also be used for everyday bumps and bruises. If herbal remedies don’t give the results you were hoping for in a reasonable time frame, then consider allopathic treatment as the next step.

When you are dealing with more complicated and serious health issues, herbs can also be used often as a supplement to allopathic treatment. However, in this case be sure to check in with your health care practitioner to ensure you are using the right herbs in the correct dosage for the situation.


When to Seek Medical Help


Allopathic medicine is an excellent emergency- or crisis-oriented system, and it is by far the best system of medicine for serious and life-threatening situations. It’s wise to establish a relationship with a pediatrician, preferably one who is holistically minded, while your child is well so you’ll be better prepared if ever there is a situation that requires medical attention.


Seek medical help if a child:


	Is not responding to the herbal treatments you are using.

	Shows signs of serious illness, such as acute fever greater than 102°F/39°C, persistent low-grade fever, hemorrhaging, delirium, severe dizziness, unconsciousness, or severe abdominal pain.

	Is lethargic and weak, unresponsive, or difficult to awaken.

	Complains of a stiff neck and headache and is unable to touch their chin to their chest, or, in babies, the fontanel (the soft spot on top of the head) bulges. These are possible early signs of meningitis, which requires immediate medical attention.

	Contracts recurring ear infections; this can indicate more serious issues.

	Has difficulty breathing or turns blue around the lips.

	Becomes dehydrated. Warning signs are dry lips, dry mouth, and absence of urination for over 6 hours.

	Shows signs of a severe allergic reaction, particularly after a bee sting or ingestion of a new food. Warning signs include difficulty breathing or swallowing, flushing or redness of the face, swelling of the face or tongue, nausea or vomiting, severe abdominal pain, palpitations, anxiety, or other unusual responses.

	Has red streaks on the skin emanating from a point of infection; this could indicate blood poisoning.

	Has a severe burn, a burn extending over an area twice the size of their hand, or any burn that appears to be infected.




While the above situations are rare, and hopefully will never occur for your child, it’s always important to be prepared and know what to watch for.

As mentioned previously, it’s prudent to establish a relationship with a pediatrician or holistic health care professional in advance, so that if an emergency situation should arise, you’ve already established a trusting relationship.


Getting Perspective on the Safety of Herbs

“Rather than herbs being too weak, many drugs are too strong, causing side effects ranging from annoying to insufferable. Do no harm is the first axiom of medicine. This means that the treatment should begin at the lowest possible effective dose. Why use a bulldozer if a broom suffices? . . . We don’t need medicine that’s stronger. We need medicine that’s smarter.”

—Michael Castleman, The New Healing Herbs


Interestingly, parents are often willing to use herbal remedies for themselves, and they are even comfortable recommending them to others, but when it comes to their children, they become hesitant. While herbal remedies can be just as effective as pharmaceuticals in many cases, as well as being safer, with fewer side effects, parents often choose allopathic medication because “that’s what the doctor ordered,” and when it comes to the health of their children they’re reluctant to look outside the traditional medical establishment.


How safe are pharmaceuticals? According to some estimates, Americans experience more than 2 million serious adverse reactions from legally prescribed drugs every year, and more than 100,000 of these cases lead to death. The pharmaceutical industry also contributes to ecological damage by releasing vast amounts of synthetic compounds into the environment, many of which have negative effects on the environment and wildlife. Herbs, on the other hand, have a long history of use, their safety has been tested (on humans) and documented for centuries, and their environmental impact is more often than not of a positive nature. While there are certainly herbs that are toxic and/or can cause strong physiological reactions, they are well documented and time tested. We know to avoid them, or to use them only sparingly.
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Broadleaf plantain (Plantago major), a common weed, is highly effective at relieving the pain of bee stings and insect bites.



Idiosyncratic Reactions

Herbs are among the safest medications available on Earth. This does not mean that there aren’t any plants or herbal remedies that are toxic or can cause harmful reactions. But the herbs we use today have been used for centuries by people around the world, so we have a pretty good idea of how they work on the human body, the reactions they cause, when they are appropriate to use, and how to use them. (And, again, this book includes only the safest herbs that have a long and proven history of use.)

Occasionally an herb will stimulate an idiosyncratic reaction in an individual. This doesn’t make the herb toxic; it’s just a poor choice for that particular individual. For example, strawberries, a perfectly delicious fruit, are sweet nectar to some and a toxic substance to others. Yet strawberries aren’t classified as poisonous or labeled as toxic. They are sold in the supermarket produce section along with all the other fruit and vegetables.



Thankfully, we don’t have to choose between these two systems of medicine. Both traditional herbal medicine and modern allopathic medicine offer tremendous gifts of healing, and each system can complement the other when used wisely. Together they form a comprehensive system of health and healing. We just need to learn how to choose the most effective and safest system(s) for the situation and the individual.


The Patch Test

Some children are more prone to allergies than others. If you’re worried about how your child will react to a particular herb, try a patch test. Make a tea with the herb (see the instructions), and then “paint” a small amount of the tea onto the skin of your child’s inner arm. Wait 24 hours, keeping an eye on that spot. If you notice any adverse reactions—skin rash, itchy eyes, throat swelling, itchiness—discontinue use immediately.

If the child does not experience an adverse reaction, have them drink a very small amount of the tea. Again, observe for 24 hours. Discontinue use if any signs of allergic reaction appear.

I’ve found that, often, what appears to be an adverse reaction to an herb is actually caused by something else—another food or drink, a new laundry detergent, and so on. So, if your child does have a reaction to an herb, to rule out the possibility of another cause for the symptoms, you may wish to try the herb again, prepared in the same manner and administered in the same amount, after a few days. If the child experiences discomfort again, then you can attribute the effects to the herb and look for a different, more compatible herb or other remedy.


Avoiding the Hysteria: Using Herbs Wisely

There are many reports surfacing these days about the toxicity of herbs. Even perfectly benign substances such as ginger, chamomile, and peppermint are winding up on the “black list.” The reason for this is not only that more people are using herbs, but people are using herbs in ways that allow for more concentrated dosages, far beyond what common sense would dictate. In the past, herbs were most often taken as teas, syrups, tinctures, electuaries (herbal powders), or honey. These preparations contained modest doses of the whole herb. Today’s herb capsules, which pack concentrated amounts of herb into small pills, allow for larger doses, while standardized preparations contain concentrated extracts of particular plant constituents—often not even the whole plant but isolated chemical components—that range far beyond the normal concentrations found in nature. Until recently, herbs were not available in such concentrated forms, so people were less likely to take more than a recommended dose.

With not centuries but millennia of experience behind the use of medicinal herbs, you can be assured of their safety for your child—indeed, for your whole family. But be a wise practitioner of herbal remedies and follow these simple guidelines:


	Use only those herbs that have an established record of safety.

	Follow the appropriate dosages outlined in this book.

	Discontinue use of an herb if you suspect it to be the cause of an idiosyncratic response.

	Whenever you’re in doubt or when your child isn’t responding to herbal remedies, consult with your holistic health care professional.




While the internet is an incredible resource providing access to untold amounts of information, there’s also a huge amount of misinformation out there. And, unfortunately, it’s difficult to discern what’s authentic factual information and what’s misinformation, especially if you’re unfamiliar with a subject. When looking up information about herbs and herbal remedies, especially if you are new to this topic, I suggest that you rely on herb books written by herbal practitioners, rather than gathering your information from the web. Thankfully, there are many excellent herb books available today that are written by qualified practicing herbalists, some written specifically for addressing children and family health issues. I’ve included some of my favorites in the Recommended Reading section. That said, there are definitely reliable online sites for herbalism, and as you become familiar and competent with herbs, you can more easily determine which sites offer trustworthy and well-documented information. I’ve included a few reliable sources for online herbal information in the Resources section.
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