
Chapter 1

History of medicinal plants

In this chapter, I will address the basics so that you can

understand what medicinal plants are and what their

relevance in today’s medicine is.

There are many questions around this type of plants; some

people relate the word "herbs" to misconceptions and wrong

ideas.

My intention is that you can have a more real approach to

what medicinal plants are, so welcome to chapter one.

Healing the body before Big Pharma

Since the beginning of humanity, plants have been used by

different cultures as medicinal methods in the face of

certain sufferings. Understanding that every living being

that has developed a central nervous system has the

possibility of feeling pain, it is logical that civilizations

sought palliatives or cures in any element of nature. For

thousands of years, plants were protagonists in this quest of

the human being to mitigate or overcome pain. All these

therapeutic modalities, far from the medicinal approach that

prevails today by the force of the pharmaceutical industries,

were used by many healers throughout the centuries and by

all the civilizations that have existed on the face of the earth

until today.

Our ancestors did not have the industrial processes that are

at our disposal today in terms of sanitation and healing, so

they had to face health problems from their most immediate

possibilities. These, of course, came from Mother Nature.

The fact that, at present, medicinal plants continue to have

a significant number of followers shows, by itself, that it is



not a wrong modality in its fundamental objective: healing.

In fact, many of the medications that are widely consumed

today, and that have been released to the market by

multinational pharmaceuticals, have their raison d'être in

some type of plant or come in some way from nature

(animal, vegetable or mineral kingdom). This is an

irrefutable demonstration of the functioning of plants in the

organism.

Why are the properties of certain medicinal plants used

within the pharmaceutical industry? All living organisms

respond to external properties. In the same way that our

body reacts to the consumption of antioxidants or to the

excess of foods high in fat, it happens with certain

properties present in plants offered by nature. In the

interests of health and well-being, the human being has

turned to all the resources at his disposal. The difference

lies in what type of elements are used. While big

pharmaceuticals produce drugs based on synthetic or

creative drugs, natural medicine bases its protocols solely

and exclusively on plants and derivatives. But at what point

did society stop using medicinal plants as a first option in

the face of health problems? Before answering this question,

I think it appropriate to delve a bit into the history of

medicinal plants.

The heritage of our ancestors

History and archaeology have made important finds dating

back several millennia before the arrival of Christ. One of

the oldest evidences of the use of plants from a healing

perspective came from India. Specifically from a slab that

was found in the city of Nagpur. After the respective

analyses, it was determined that the slab is approximately

5000 years old. But what did the specialists find in this slab?

It is one of the most important events in the history of

medicine: twelve recipes for the preparation of different



medicines through the use of 250 different types of plants.

Just to mention a few, the poppy, mandrake and henbane

stand out.

There is also ancient literature that shows the importance of

nature, specifically plants, in its use as medicine by our

ancestors. One of the most outstanding examples in this

regard is the book Pen T'Sao by Emperor Shen Nung (2500

BC). While it is true that this book is one of the most

important landmarks in the historiography of natural

medicine, it is only one of the vast list of written evidence

that accounts for the early use of plants as healing tools by

people.

The sacred books of Hinduism (known worldwide as the

Vedas) mention various healing treatments with plants. A

good percentage of the spices and plants we know today in

the Western world have their origin, precisely, in India. The

Vedas are also the oldest mystical texts or spiritual books

ever found by archaeologists and historians of the world.

The oldest of these Vedas was written approximately

between 1200 and 700 B.C.

The Ebers papyrus is another of the most representative

examples of how plants contributed to the health and

healing of civilizations long before our present. This

papyrus, dated around 1550 B.C., from ancient Egypt and

the 18th dynasty, contains a collection close to a thousand

proscriptions referring to more than 700 species of plants

used in various treatments. Some of the plants referred to in

the Ebers papyrus are: garlic, bun, castor oil, coriander,

centaur, among others.

The most exciting thing about this papyrus is its structure

and content. The latter deals, in essence, with medical and

surgical topics, in addition to referring to notions about the

anatomy of the human body. The ancestors, according to



this papyrus, used different sources as medical treatments

to treat specific symptoms. Much is said about this in the

Ebers papyrus. Substances of animal and plant origin were

the raw material of all medicines for ancient Egypt. Some of

the animal substances mentioned in the papyrus are: bile,

liver, dry stool. Among the plants, the most used were

ebony, saffron, rose, myrrh and even lily.

The Bible, the most important mystical and religious text of

the West, also refers to the use of plants from a therapeutic

approach. The most mentioned in it: incense. The Homeric

epics, believed to have been created in 800 B.C., are

another of the most important historical documents that

record the medicinal use of plants. There is a reference to

approximately 60 species of plants from different cultures

such as the Mycenaean and Egyptian Assyrian. Multiple

investigations in this regard allowed historians to conclude

that, to cite one concrete example, our ancestors used

Artemisia plants as an energy restorer, in addition to its use

from prevention to the health of individuals.

The master of medical sciences, Hippocrates (459-370 BC),

in his works, makes various references to 300 types of

medicinal plants, explaining their physiological function in

the organism. Many of his writings are quite emphatic in this

regard, explaining the use of wormwood and common

centaury in cases of febrile patients. Hippocrates also refers

to the use of garlic in cases of intestinal parasites as well as

mandrake and opium in their narcotic function.

All these references come to form a wide and

unquestionable source of bibliographic references where

specialists so different from each other, by knowledge and

chronology, as Herodotus, Hippocrates, Homer or emperor

Shen Nung, through their chronicles, intended to leave a

historical legacy of absolute transcendence in the medical

world.



Dioscorides, on the other hand, as early as the first century,

referred to the healing potentiality of more than 300 species

of herbs, emphasizing their properties and how they

interacted with the very nature of the human body. What is

impressive about Dioscorides' work is that it remained in

force until about 1500 years after his death. Later, his work

would be expanded with the contribution from medieval

Islamic Hellenism.

Continuing with the historical evidence, it would be unfair

not to concede a place in this project to Theophrastus,

disciple first of Plato and then of Aristotle. This philosopher

is recognized as the father of botany, which he described at

length in his two most important works: De historia

plantraum y De causis plantarum . In fact, these two

projects (consisting of eighteen volumes) represent the

most important contribution of ancient botany to the

Renaissance. In this immense project, Theophrastus

classified more than 500 species of medicinal plants, much

of all the plants known at the time. All the considerations

found in these treatises give Theophrastus the epithet of the

father of botany.

Aulus Celsus, contemporary physician with Theophrastus, in

his treatise De re medica , cites approximately 250 species

of medicinal plants, including pepper, cinnamon, poppy,

aloe, among others. The significance of all these writings

lies in their estimated dates. In the case of Celsus' work, all

these bibliographic references remind us, among many

things, that medicine has always been present in people’s

lives. Our ancestors, and theirs, had to face ailments and

diseases. To believe that everyone who got sick ended up

dying is, by all accounts, unthinkable.

Pharmacology and medicinal plants



It is important, before starting, that every drug (at least for

pharmacology) is understood to be a chemical compound

with a specific chemical structure. Because of this structure,

the drug has specific properties, these are divided into:

a)                 Chemical properties.

b)                 Biological properties.

But what is the relationship between pharmacology and

medicinal plants?

The (historical, proven) fact that the resources coming from

the plant kingdom were the spinal cord of the therapeutic

processes used by our ancestors in all pre-Renaissance

civilizations should not be omitted. For that;;, it is enough to

go to a public library and browse through the history of

medicine shelves. Long before the medical sciences

developed vaccines, surgical treatments, diagnostic tests

and novel designer drugs, the oil extracted from oregano

was used as a digestive and for its antibacterial properties;

to cite just one of the endless examples documented by

teachers of different eras.

However, I believe that the development of pharmacology

gave a blow of authority on the table. The use of chemical

processes to isolate the active principles of plants was one

of the most impressive advances in modern history.

Since its establishment, pharmacology and medicinal plants

have developed a total synergy, based on a common

objective: people’s well-being. A pharmacologist is

understood to be a specialist who, through a series of

studies, determines the functionality of certain elements in

the human or animal body. In contemporary medicine, the

cure is inconceivable without the presence of pharmacology

and its various applications in the life of any living being.

While it is true that we cannot deny the advances of science

(and with it, pharmacology) in contemporary medicine, I



consider it pertinent to define that this was not always the

case. All historiographical studies confirm the healing of

people through different methods and substances long

before pharmacology became a specialty derived from

medicine.

All historical records precede the universal proliferation of

pharmacology, which had its golden moment in the late

18th century, through the proliferation of botany and

organic chemistry respectively. It was the rapid

development of organic chemistry that formed the basis of

what is now known as pharmacology. This is because it was

through this medical origin that chemistry facilitated the

isolation of the active principles of plants. From this moment

in history, pharmacology is one of the pillars in the creation

of medicines and curative therapies for the human being.

However, it is known that drugs ultimately come from

nature. The classification of these is established from the

kingdom of origin.

Mineral drugs: these are substances in their

most basic form. These include sulfur, salts (magnesium

sulfate), iodine, iron, acids of various types, potassium,

sodium chloride or calcium.

Animal drugs: This includes all drugs that have

been formed from the animal kingdom. Generally,

animal organs in the form of dried powder. Among the

most common examples are thyroid powder and liver

extract. From the latter, active elements such as insulin

or L-tyrosine are obtained.

Plant drugs: in this case, practically all parts of

a plant are usable in medical terms. Stems, leaves,

roots, flowers, fruits, among others. Ingredients such as



morphine, acetylsalicylic acid, strychnine or the alkaloid

galantamine. Many of these elements will be dealt with

in greater depth in subsequent chapters.

Synthetic drugs: Also called “designer drugs”,

these are characterized by having their raison d'être in

laboratories. All of its ingredients or elements come

from a series of chemical processes. In other words,

these are obtained by total synthesis. Structurally, they

have no relation to the various kingdoms of nature.

At present, things have not changed much in this regard:

laboratories continue to profit from the wonderful healing

power of certain plants, in different ways: either through the

use of the entire plant or through the isolation of its healing

particles from a chemical process called hemisynthesis,

which works on the basis of a digital molecule.

There are thousands of possible examples to explain why

the use of medicinal plants has been indispensable

throughout history as much as now. The pharmaceutical

industry has made a great effort to enhance its work in

medicine, although to the detriment of little or no

recognition of the role that medicinal plants have had in its

growth. However, every day, in different parts of the world,

many investigations are carried out to continue discovering

new properties and principles of plant origin. Hence the

importance of understanding that any stigmatization related

to the use of medicinal plants arises from ignorance or blind

prejudice.

All these investigations have an immediate consequence:

the use of medicinal plants in large pharmacological

projects is becoming more and more frequent, to end up

being commercialized on a large scale in all the latitudes of

the planet. These processes can be carried out in different

ways, but the result is always the use of large laboratories



to capitalize on all the natural benefits that our ancestors

already used for the healing of humanity.

In this regard, I think it is essential to mention two facts that

are not minor and that demonstrate how necessary

medicinal plants are in the pharmaceutical industry, despite

the growing stigmatization of some sectors of society that

question its therapeutic and palliative efficiency.

1. 

There are 250,000 plant species in the world. However,

only the biological and therapeutic properties of 10%

are known. That is, 25,000 species officially recognized

as medicinal plants for their main active elements and

their applicability to the human body. This does not

mean that the remaining 90% have no curative

elements but that the medical sciences lack sufficient

research to verify their functioning and subsequent

inclusion in the pharmaceutical market. These numbers

are, in a way, encouraging to those of us who believe in

the transformative power or medicinal plants in a world

increasingly exposed to the toxic consequences or

effects of synthetic drugs.

2. 

The big challenge facing the pharmaceutical industry

today is that, little by little, the options for synthesizing

new drugs are running out. It must be said that all the

synthetic drugs that dominate the drug market today

are due to a series of chemical processes conceived

from the different variations of the same family of

molecules. These are: prazoles, statins, coxibs and

priles. This circumstance has forced the pharmaceutical

industry in an obvious direction: to return to medicinal

plants and their imposing medicinal capacity. While it is

true that this is a complex crossroads, laboratories have

had to choose as an immediate solution the rediscovery



of new uses of old molecules such as fluoxetine,

thalidomide and clonazepam.

Relevance of plants in ancient medicine

Today, despite the exponential growth of the pharmaceutical

industry and its resulting multinationals, plant-based natural

medicine continues to be in significant demand across the

globe. Every year, millions of people keep intact their beliefs

that medicinal plants represent a much healthier alternative

for the treatment of certain diseases or ailments.

There are two possible reasons to explain this behavior,

especially considering the voracious campaign of the

pharmaceutical companies and their resonance at the

advertising level. One of the possible reasons is that they

fear the (proven) excessive use of synthetic drugs in current

medicines. Another possible reason is that, in short, they

have personally felt the efficacy of medicinal plants in

specific pathologies. It is clear that the high demand may

also be due to a hybrid between the two options mentioned

above. Whatever the motive, there is no evidence to detract

from the healing power of plants in every living thing.

Fifty per cent of the medicines marketed in pharmacies have

at least one plant-based component. This is not an

insignificant fact because it allows us to infer the

transcendence of medicinal plants in the growing creation

and distribution of medicines by the pharmaceutical

industry. Like the ancient civilizations mentioned here,

society today continues to benefit from the healing

properties of all medicinal plants provided by nature. For its

part, today we have a diverse collection of treatises and

records from past times; these bibliographic possibilities are

of great help because they represent a testament of

teachers on the use of medicinal plans.



While it is true that the use of this type of plants is often

stigmatized and questioned, there is an undeniable reality.

The number of cases in which the scientific community has

confirmed the healing properties of certain plants is

superlative. Proof of this is that there is such a high

percentage of medicines in modern medicine with at least

one herbal component.   Adolfo Perez Agusti, in his book El

gran libro de la medicina natural or The great book of

natural medicine, refers to the stigmatization of the use of

medicinal plants as follows:

"The omnipotence of the doctor is in decline, as evidenced

by the thousands of complaints and demands that are made

against them each year, and this is essentially because we

have begun to assess only the results and not the medical

doctor’s academic qualifications. It could also be because

we are all now taking responsibility for our health, making

our own decisions and administering the recommended

treatments according to our instinct or knowledge. This

means that every day we are better informed about health

issues and although the essential material on body care is

not yet in the schools, something that will come very soon,

citizens try to read and instruct ourselves".

The legacy of medicinal plants, from

antiquity to the present

How were people cured in those days when there were no

designer drugs, synthetic drugs, or pharmaceutical

companies that produced them en masse? All these

chronicles are a very important testimony of how people

recovered their health at a time when there were no drugs

or medical prescriptions.

However, there are quite illustrative examples.

White Willow Bark



The willow is one of the most striking. Ancient Egyptians

used the bark of the willow to relieve pain. This analgesic

treatment was mentioned by both Hippocrates and Egyptian

doctors of the time. Throughout history, different companies

and specialists have tried to overthrow this belief. It was not

until 1915 that the giant Bayer, having confirmed its

effectiveness, began to sell it around the world. The studies

continue: at present, the functionality of the willow bark

goes far beyond its analgesic properties, as it has been

proven to significantly reduce the risk of bloodshed. Who

hasn’t cured a terrible headache with the popular

acetylsalicylic acid? Well, actually, the famous aspirin is

made up of an acid that you get from the bark of the white

willow. Amazing, isn’t it?

Ginkgo

It’s one of the most popular plants in the world of medicinal

plants. It is one of the oldest species of trees; the millenary

ginkgo is one of the most important plants which medicinal

use comes from the Chinese tradition. It is well known that

ginkgo has interesting properties in terms of people’s brain

health. It is, in turn, a protagonist plant in the treatment of

patients with mild or moderate dementia. Its use, at

present, is recognizable as the most efficient cerebral

oxygenator among the great variety offered by Mother

Nature. In order to continue delving into its healing

properties, current scientific studies focus on the possibility

that its components contribute positively to improving the

health of diabetic patients or people with bone pathologies.

Evening Primrose Oil

The primula is a plant originally from North America. This

flower, of a vibrant yellow color, has properties that have

been of great help in different symptoms. Mainly, its

popularity is due to the effects to relieve the symptoms of

PMS, however, this is not its only utility. Although this plant



has been subject to many studies, all confirm its palliative

properties. One of the most recent studies records that

primula (or evening primrose, by its Latin name Oenothera

biennis and Oenothera lamarkiana) has anti-inflammatory

properties; in addition, it has been found to contribute

significantly to conditions such as atypical dermatitis and

diabetic neuropathy. Other common and proven uses are

related to patients with multiple sclerosis. What makes this

oil a very important element is its ability to interact with

other substances, which increases its appeal to the

pharmaceutical community.

Echinacea

The narrow leaf echinacea (or coneflower) is a plant

characterized by its beautiful purple petals. However, it is

much more than an aesthetic demonstration of nature.

Throughout many civilizations in the form of tea or hot

drinks, its first consumers were the Native American tribes,

who applied it to heal wounds from arrows or snakebites. It

is now mainly used as powder supplements. Its most

frequent use is as a palliative of common flu symptoms.

Today, its properties are still being researched; however

there are hundreds of testimonies of its efficacy as a

treatment for virus or respiratory infections.

In fact, a quick stroll through your nearest drugstore is

enough to discover how important the use of medicinal

plants has been in the processing of new drugs for the relief

and healing of various diseases. Now, here’s a small (but

relevant) sample of the importance of the vegetable world

in the medicines that are marketed today with considerable

success and credibility throughout the planet. All these

molecules come from the plant kingdom and are used today

in a huge number of new chemical formulas. I am sure that,

on more than one occasion, you have used drugs that

contain some of the following molecules:



Caffeine: as a central nervous system

stimulant and even as a respiratory stimulant. Its most

common use is as an adjuvant analgesic for acute pain.

Codeine: one of the most well-known opiates

today, codeine is usually used to relieve mild or

moderate pain; soma laboratories, in cohesion with

other particles, market it for allergic cough.

Digoxin: used in the treatment of heart

conditions such as heart rhythm failure and

irregularities.

Homatropine: mainly applied for spastic

colitis, biliary spasms and tympanites.

Carbenoxolone: its origin is found in the

licorice root and is recognized for its anti-inflammatory

properties.

Pilocarpine: although this drug can be applied

for different purposes, the most common is to treat

glaucoma.

Podophyllin: this solution, concentrated at

10% or 25%, is marketed as a drug that significantly

helps in the treatment of genital warts.

Aspirin: the analgesic and antipyretic

properties of the white willow bark are recognized

worldwide.

Quinine: from the quinine tree, the World

Health Organization (WHO) describes the functionality of



this plant as follows: “It is administered intravenously to

people with severe or complicated malaria who cannot

take medication because they are in a coma or have

seizures or vomiting.”

Metformin: properties associated with insulin

resistance. Its application in patients with diabetes is

increasing in all countries.

Ergotamine: applicable in primary migraine

treatments for its analgesic properties.

Medicinal plants, the future we need

These are just a few examples that seek to illustrate the

importance of plants in modern medicine. Its chemical

diversity, coupled with man’s own creations, has meant a

real revolution in the field of medicine. Laboratories are well

aware of the potential of medicinal plants, mainly from their

inclusion to other drugs. If for so long they were the only

means to survive or survive various circumstances, it is

completely understandable that today heir healing

properties are beginning to be taken seriously. Although

there are still some groundless prejudices about medicinal

plants, it is only a matter of time before arrogance gives in

to the true priority: the well-being of all living beings.

If there is one undeniable fact, it is that medicinal plants

cure . Hundreds of studies are conducted each year to

define the functionality of these resources, so that any

information or opinion that seeks to contradict this comes

from a bias without any foundation. It has been proven,

from multiple reliable sources, that there are herbs that

fight infections, others with antibacterial, diuretic, digestive

and nervine properties, and like that, an endless inventory

of options for the human being to mitigate illness and return

to the natural state of well-being, optimal health.



The great Chinese tradition, the Pakistani, the Indian; every

civilization, from the now extinct to the one that lives today,

needs to relieve its pain and heal its body and soul. For

centuries, humans lived without drugs; in order to do this,

Mother Nature had infinite resources. How was it possible

that these civilizations survived viral illness, febrile spasms,

wounds, infections, among other obstructions of the health

of their people? The truth must overcome all those

obstacles born of prejudice. One of the purposes of this

book is to contribute precisely to the victory of truth.

Likewise, the essential objective of this chapter is to bring

you a little closer to the history of medicine and, ultimately,

to what our ancestors recorded as medicinal plants.

There were civilizations before the rise of modern medicine

and pharmaceutical multinationals. The vast record we

inherit from those doctors and philosophers is a more than

clear demonstration of how human beings have many

alternatives to cure their various ailments or diseases. The

influence of all those doctors on what is now considered

modern medicine is clearly significant. The good news is

that there are indications that allow me to infer that there is

a change in people’s judgment on everything related to

their own health and how to take care of themselves. A

study by Isabel Martinez Solis and Encarna Castillo (Manual

de Fitoterapia or Phytotherapy Manual) showed the

following numbers:

We can get an idea of the consumption of medicinal plants

through the results published after carrying out surveys of

patients in the field of primary care, 19.6% of them

recognize their consumption; in external digestive

consultations, 34.7% of those surveyed had used medicinal

plants at least once, and in the pre-anesthetic consultations,

35.73% of patients consume some type of medicinal plant.

57% of patients take phytotherapeutic preparations to



replace conventional medical treatment, and 37.5% do so as

a supplement to the medical treatment prescribed by their

doctor.

So, contrary to what many may believe, the basis of much

of the drugs that are now marketed in every drugstore on

the planet has at least one plant-based component. The

importance of the vegetable world in different therapeutic

treatments has been recognized by entities of superlative

prestige in recent years. It is no longer just a group of

scholars who have proposed to define the validity of the

medicinal use of certain plants. The fact that today the

plants are used, partially or totally, for the processing and

subsequent creation of multiple drugs is a fairly solid

demonstration of their efficiency.

Andreas Michalsen, German internist, professor of clinical

naturopathy at the Charité University Hospital (Berlin,

Germany), in the conclusion of his book Heilen mit der kraft

der natur (Healing with the force of nature), sets out what

he considers to be the future of medicine as follows:

"One goal is to preserve herbal therapies, instead of

condemning them to disappear because of over-regulation.

The European market is closing its doors precisely to the

remedies of traditional medicines (which are often mixtures

of various active ingredients), despite their enormous

potential. Producers of plant preparations do not have the

possibility of patenting them and therefore cannot afford to

undertake such costly research programs that are

increasingly required by the authorities. That is why it is

necessary for the independent bodies to help this sector

more".

This represents the purpose of those of us who have

devoted much of our lives to accumulate knowledge and

certainties in the world of phytotherapy (known in some



countries as herbology). For those of us who share this

approach, natural medicine is one of the keys to the future.

It is the ideal path for those who aspire to relieve their pain

or cure their diseases outside the world of synthetic drugs

and their enormous consequences in the human body. The

information contained throughout this book is born of a

purpose that I have proposed from my passion for natural

medicine: to facilitate as much knowledge as possible so

that you, as a reader, acquire a new perspective of the

world of nature, which is capable of offering us health and

well-being at unsuspected levels. Take this chapter as an

invitation to delve into the vast and wonderful world of

natural medicines.


