DO HERBAL REMEDIES REALLY WORK?
                           CLINICAL, EVIDENCE BASED, HERBAL MEDICINE

From traditional to modern medicine.

While physicians of old and modern practising medical herbalists depend on traditional knowledge – based on observation on patients and information passed on through teaching, modern medicine demands evidence derived from controlled clinical trials (CCT) before prescribing.

Only a few of the herbs in this garden (less than 10%) have been investigated in this way. Since many people are turning to herbal remedies in the 21st century there are new initiatives to conduct controlled clinical trials. Funding for such trials is hard to obtain since for obvious reasons the pharmaceutical industry is not interested – they cannot patent a herbal extract unless it is in some way modified and taking any single chemical through to clinical trials requires major preclinical testing (eg animal research).

Controlled clinical trials

A controlled trial of a new medicine consists of enlisting people, with a disorder diagnosed according to strict criteria, into a study in which two similar randomised groups of patients are given either the agent to be tested or a placebo (an inactive agent). Neither the patient or the clinician are aware of which group is on which (double blind). The trial is conducted on sufficient numbers to give statistical power (ie to allow for significant data) and for long enough to override the placebo effect (generally more than three months and up to a year).  Positive results from one such trial are not generally considered sufficient to provide guidance /regulatory approval, and ultimately evidence is gathered from several independent clinical trials providing a meta- analysis.
Herbs in the garden with positive results in CCT
Herbs growing in this garden which are considered to have reached or are moving towards this standard of clinical evidence (for whole herb preparations – dried herb capsules or essential oils for example) are as follows:

Ginkgo for memory disorders

St John’s wort for mild to moderate depression.

Feverfew and butterbur for migraine.

Horse chestnut for vascular insufficiency.

Hawthorn for heart disease.
Sage and rosemary for memory loss

Lemon balm for memory enhancement and to reduce anxiety/agitation.
Peppermint for irritable bowel syndrome.
Aloe vera for burn wounds and ulcerative colitis.

Butterbur for asthma and allergy.
Cedar for cold symptoms.

Chamomile for insomnia and anxiety.

Clary sage and rose for menstrual cramps.
Dogrose and nettle for osteoarthritis.

Echinacea for respiratory infections.

Fennel for colic and flatulence.
Fenugreek for diabetes.

Flax, rhubarb and hops for menopausal symptoms.

Garlic for common cold and to reduce cholesterol.
PTO
Greater celandine and skullcap for some cancers.

Lavender for sleep and calming.
Mahonia for psoriasis.

Oats, tomato and onion for blood pressure.
Plum for osteoporosis.

Primrose for bronchitis.
Radish for kidney function.
Valerian for insomnia.

Witch hazel for skin disorders.

Vervain- analgesic

NOTE – it is advisable to consult a medical herbalist before taking  herbal medicines and to check, if you are also using any licensed drugs, about possible interactions

Drugs from medicinal plants, growing in the garden, used in medicine today

In addition there are a number of plants growing in the garden from which the active chemicals have been isolated and clinically proven, and are used as licensed drugs.
       For example
digoxin from foxglove (cardiac disease), morphine from opium poppy (analgesic), salicylate chemicals from willow (anti inflammatory and analgesic), taxol from yew (ovarian and breast cancer), atropine from belladonna (ophthalmic, cardiac), scopolamine from mandrake, datura or scopolia (anti-emetic, anesthetic), camphor from balsamita (colds), galantamine from daffodil and snowdrops (Alzheimer’s).
The Medicinal Plant Research Group (based in universities in the North East of England   - Newcastle, Northumbria, Durham , Sunderland), which is closely linked to the Dilston Physic Garden, is currently conducting research on the several herbal extracts: 

sage for memory loss and Parkinson’s disease, Melissa for improving attention and reducing agitation and stress reactions, and Valerian for inducing calm.
The Physic Garden is setting up as a charitable organisation and we intend to apply for funds for further trials conducted by our local medical herbalist.
 If you know of any organisation that would support this kind of research let us know!
                     Contact : e.k.perry@ncl.ac.uk or rossmenzies.herbalist@btinternet.com 
