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Hello, Chanchal. Thanks for agreeing to be 
interviewed.

I’m happy to do it.

Do you find people are surprised to learn that many 
common garden plants can yield powerful and 
useful remedies? If so, what is the reason for their 
surprise do you think?

I love the question. It’s moments like this that it really 

hits me. Here we are isolated at home, potentially 

ill or frightened about becoming ill, and we’re not 

able to get some of our imported pharmaceuticals, 

yet I could go outside right now and pick ten things 

that would be helpful for this virus. I’m not really 

surprised as I am disappointed with how removed 

people are from their roots. Eighty percent of our 

pharmaceuticals are derived from plants. They came 

from plants originally; the inspiration and origin were 

from plants. About twenty to twenty-five percent of 

our pharmaceuticals are still manufactured from plant 

materials. Some of those plants are exotic and come 

from very far away, but others are ordinary and close 

to home. You don’t have to import, expensive exotics 

to have healing options. So it’s disappointing.

Why is it this way?

It’s because we’re an industrialized nation, an 

industrialized society. The knowledge has been 

lost as we’ve left the country and moved to cities. 

We purchase food instead of growing it, we’re not 

as in touch with our roots, with the natural world, 

as we once were. But it’s not like that everywhere. 

The WHO (World Health Organization) estimates 

that eighty percent of the world’s population still 

uses herbs for their primary medicine. We might be 

removed from more natural ways in our culture, but 

that’s not the case in much of the world. 

Is it realistic to think we can utilize many of these 
common plants for healing ourselves or do most 
require more professional harvesting and processing 
treatments? In other words, is using herbs for 
healing doable for the average person? 

The answer is twofold. First, it’s really important that 

people do for themselves, that people learn kitchen 

medicine, like chicken soup. We can laugh about 

it, about Grandma’s soup, but there’s good science 

behind it. It’s important that people learn to do more 

for themselves and the virus is teaching us that. It’s a 

matter of empowering people and taking away their 

fear but at the same time making sure they stay safe. 

And that brings you to your second point?

Yes, people also need to be respectful of the herbs 

and their power. You have to know you have the right 

plant and the right dose for the right situation. Some 

plants are dreadfully poisonous while others aren’t. 

You need to know which plants work best as a tea and 

which plants work better when extracted.
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As a tincture or oil or salve you mean?

Yes, and that’s why we have herbalists. They can tell 

us what we can do at home and what we need to have 

done professionally. We don’t want people going off 

and self-treating and getting ill. The rule of thumb is if 

you have a condition that you would normally self-

treat with something you would buy off the shelf at the 

drug store, you could be treating that with herbs just 

as well. However, if you have a condition where you 

would seek professional medical advice, rather than 

self-treating that, you should consult a herbalist. The 

herbalist may still send you to an allopathic doctor, but 

they may have other options for you as well.

Let’s discuss some common garden plants that are 
useful as healing allies. Let’s start with rose.

A lot of people have roses in their gardens, but they 

are cultivars, they’ve been cultivated from wild stock 

to produce bigger flowers and stronger scent. The 

cultivated roses are useful but not as potent as wild 

roses. So we want to encourage gardeners to have a 

wild patch with nettles and thistles and wild roses. 

The local wild rose is Rosa nutkana (Nootka rose). In 

England, it’s Rosa canina, the dog rose. 

So you can’t use a cultivar?

You can but it’s not going to be as strong or effective 

as a wild rose. The whole family of roses is huge but 

ideally you want a wild rose, something that’s not 

been cultivated. Something that is as nature made 

it. The medicine is found in the rose petals. They 

are astringent. That means drying and toning to the 

tissues, so that’s why you’d use rose water as a toner 

on the skin. And the rose water is the byproduct of the 

distillation of the essential oil. 

You’ve also said roses have an esoteric use as well. 
Can you explain? 

Roses can be used in helping to heal a broken heart. 

Heartache, heart break, heart sick. Loss, grief, 

and bereavement. A lot of my work is with cancer 

patients. They and their families are frequently 

dealing with loss and bereavement, so I’ll often 

have them wear rose pink clothing, have roses in the 

house, use rose petals in their teas, or work with rose 

essential oils.

Talking about roses reminds me of rose hips, which 
are also useful, am I right?

Yes, rosehips are the fruit, and they are high in 

vitamin C and good medicine, so they’re a nutritional 

supplement in that regard. They are tricky to work with 

because they have a hairy centre and you have to cut 

that out. If you try to cook them into a jam without 

removing it, it won’t work. A really simple thing with 

rose hips is to pick them when they’re bright red and 

ripe, cut them in half, remove the hairy bits, and cook 

the fruit down to the pulp and freeze it in ice cube 

trays. When you’re ready to use it, put one in hot water 

to make a drink, or put one in a smoothie or on oatmeal 

to let it melt out. It’s full of vitamin C and you also get 

the flavonoids. It’s a well-balanced supplement. 

What about hydrangea? 

When we talk about hydrangea, we don’t normally 

turn to the cultivar, I’m talking about the wild form. 

The root of wild hydrangea is used as kind of a 

cleansing agent for the prostate and the bladder. It’s 

for any kind of urinary retention like stones or cysts 

in the bladder that stops it from emptying. Any kind 

of inflammation of the prostate. It’s kind of like roto 

rooter for the bladder, the urinary system. Hydrangea 

grows in the southeastern U.S. as a wild plant. In a 

pinch I would use a garden hydrangea. Dig up the 

root and dry it first or make a tincture out of fresh 

hydrangea root. 

Continued on next page
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You mentioned peony as a medicinal plant.

Ah peony, it’s such a beautiful plant. The part that’s used 

is the root, and in this case, the root needs to be dried -

Even if you’re making a tincture?

Yes, even if you’re making a peony tincture you 

want to work with the dried root. Peony is related to 

the buttercup family and it can be very irritating to 

the tissues. There are a lot of different varieties and 

they’re probably all somewhat medicinal, but the 

main one is Paeonia lactiflora (Chinese peony). What 

it has in it is a compound that is best extracted with a 

solvent, so a tincture is best way to use it. You could 

use a tea but won’t get much out of it. It has so many 

uses. It’s an incredible medicine. It relaxes smooth 

muscles, those muscles that are around the tubing 

in the body like our gut, lungs, the urinary tract, 

the reproductive organs. So that means specifically 

it helps target the uterus. It’s especially good for 

menstrual cramps, for threatened miscarriage. It 

also lowers the blood pressure, and it’s also an 

anticonvulsant for seizures like epilepsy. Peony has 

quite a lot of immune support too, especially anti-

bacterial properties. But one of its most interesting 

actions is it activates or induces an enzyme called 

aromatase. And aromatase converts testosterone to 

estrogen, which is good in menopause and for fertility 

and for a genetic condition called PCOS where the 

ovaries are damaged. Peony is a really interesting 

herb. One last important thing. Peony actually helps 

with cognitive function and memory and learning.

How about rhubarb?

Again with rhubarb the root of the plant is used. For 

people who want to harvest it, dig up your plant, cut 

off the root and plant back the root crown. It will 

regenerate. You can use garden rhubarb (Rheum 

officinale) or Rheum palmatum (Turkey/Chinese 

rhubarb) interchangeably. It’s an interesting medicine 

because it’s a laxative and actually an irritating laxative, 

so if you take a lot you’ll get crampy diarrhea. What’s 

interesting though, is that in low doses rhubarb is 

actually astringent and drying to the bowel but at high 

doses it’s a laxative. Its constituents are water soluble 

so it works as a tea and you can use it fresh or dried. 

The leaf is also interesting. While we eat the red stems 

of the leaf, the leaf itself has a lot of oxalates which 

are hard on the kidneys so it shouldn’t be eaten. And 

those oxalates are also hard on aphids. So gardeners can 

harvest the stems for stewed rhubarb and boil up the 

leaves and use the liquid as a spray for aphids. 

And then there’s honeysuckle. 

Honeysuckle is widely used in TCM (traditional 

Chinese medicine). The flower is used and it’s very 

cooling and moistening in the body. That’s why it’s 

become suddenly very popular around this virus. It 

helps to alleviate and regulate fever. As herbalists, we 

don’t discourage fever per se. If you’re ill and you get 

a fever, we maintain the fever encourages sweating 

which releases toxins. So you want to feel the heat 

but not too high or you’ll get convulsions. Classic 

honeysuckle, Lonicera japonica, can be used as a tea 

or a syrup. It’s not a risky herb so you can throw a 

handful of flowers in a cup or a pot. Always keep the 

lid on when steeping to retain the essential oils. In 

TCM, honeysuckle is also used for sore throats, for 

upper respiratory tract infections and for flu, which 

is why it’s so good right now. It has also been used to 

treat abscessed lungs and for Lymes disease. 

I was interested to learn that forsythia has 
medicinal properties.

It does, and it’s another popular remedy in Chinese 

medicine. It’s the fruit that’s used and there are 

two medicinal components – the unripe fruit and 

the ripe yellow fruit. It’s used to treat fevers and 
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inflammations and used especially where there is 

a redness of the skin, a red flushing face, that sort 

of thing. It has a very complicated chemistry, but 

it’s mostly water soluble, so probably teas would 

work. There are no reports of toxicity and it’s anti-

inflammatory, antiviral, antibacterial, it targets the 

lung, so it’s popular with the virus going around. I’m 

giving you the Coles Notes version of this, obviously. 

You can use forsythia fresh or dry, in a tincture or a 

tea. I’ve never eaten the fruit but you might be able to 

cook it down and eat it. 

Let’s talk about privet. 

It’s so interesting the stuff we see every day that can 

heal. Privet belongs to the olive family and once again, 

it’s the fruit that’s used with privet. The fruit is sort of 

popular at the moment because it’s an immune tonic. 

You would get most everything out of privet fruit 

with a tea as well, you don’t need a solvent (tincture). 

Everything will more or less come out in water. 

Privet is a good immune tonic, it’s an anti-bacterial 

with slight cough suppressant qualities. Generally, 

herbalists like to see a cough because it means the 

lungs are clearing but if that cough is debilitating 

or disturbing sleep, it’s appropriate to suppress it so 

privet might be useful in those situations. Privet has 

other interesting properties too. It protects the liver 

from toxins. It lowers LDL cholesterol, which is the 

bad kind, and it lowers blood sugar too. In Chinese 

medicine privet is often used for strengthening the 

liver and kidneys, especially in older people.

Any special variety?

I’m referring to the berries from common privet, 

Ligustrum lucidum.

Speaking of berries, I’ve been following the 
controversy lately surrounding elderberry, which 
is another common herb used as a tonic or to 
treat flu. When Covid made its first appearance, 

elderberry was touted as something to use. And 
then we began to hear that elderberry should be 
avoided, particularly in the case of Covid 19. Can 
you comment on that?

I have a herbal colleague in the U.S., Donald Yance, 

who has debunked the fears around elderberry and 

Covid. He has compiled a lot of information for 

anyone who is interested. https://www.donnieyance.

com/the-truth-about-elderberry-sambucus-nigra/  

My feeling is you want the elderberries now, any  

form of elderberry is useful to take as a preventative.

We’ve talked about some of the common plants 
we can use but you’ve also said there are plants to 
avoid. Can you tell us about those?

There’s a huge list of herbs to avoid. If you’re in 

doubt, always consult a herbalist. The Canadian 

Herbalists Association of BC https://www.chaofbc.

ca/ is an extremely useful resource with a referral 

directory of professional members for anyone who 

wants to find a herbalist in their area. 

When we first began talking, you mentioned that 
you could go outside right now and pick ten things 
that would be helpful in treating or fighting this 
virus. Can you talk a little more about that?

Honestly there are so many. I’m looking out my 

window. I have willow, sage and rosemary, and many 

more culinary herbs, and evergreens as well. 

What are some simple things people can do?

Sage, rosemary, oregano and thyme are all good 

antimicrobials. You can drink them as a tea. Put them 

in a basin and pour hot water over them. Inhale the 

steam. People should also keep their houses moist at 

the moment because this virus doesn’t like moisture 

and doesn’t like warmth. So staying warm and 

hydrated is quite helpful. 
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What if people don’t have the fresh herbs. 

If they don’t have fresh, they can used dried herbs to 

make a tea or a steam inhalation. Evergreens are a 

good source of healing too. That’s pine, spruce, fir or 

cedar. The only one to avoid is yew because it’s toxic.

Wild evergreens or -?

It doesn’t matter if they’re garden cultivars. Use the 

new green tips. Put them in a pan of water on the 

stove or boil them and use the water as a room spray 

or a gargle or a tea. You can also put the infusion in 

a bath or even a foot bath. There’s no disinfectant 

guarantee but spraying a strong tea of evergreens or 

culinary herbs is better than nothing. 

Can you recommend a flower or herb to help us 
with the anxiety many of us are feeling as we face 
something we’ve never seen in our lifetimes? 

Does red wine count? (laughter)

I think it might.

It contains resveratrol which has a lot of research 

around managing inflammation. (more laughter). 

Seriously, I don’t know if I have any amazing insights 

around managing anxiety. I’m also a horticultural 

therapist so my thing would be to go outside and get 

some fresh air, some exercise. I could tell you about 

skullcap and chamomile and lemon balm, or taking 

B vitamins and eating oatmeal, but going outside 

and getting fresh air can make a big difference. It’s 

interesting because one of the things they’re looking 

at with respect to Covid 19 and why children seem 

more protected is that they naturally have higher 

levels of melatonin. So it’s a good idea to get outside 

and get sun in our eyes, natural light, because that’s 

how we set our own melatonin. 

Keeping our immunity up is important to our health 
at the best of times, but even more so now. Can 

you suggest a flower or herb to help us boost our 
immunity with respect to Covid 19?

If you want to take something to boost the immune 

system, one of the best things is mushrooms. All 

of the mushrooms are useful. Some herbalists like 

reishi or lion’s mane but even your grocery store 

mushrooms are good medicine. They improve all 

aspects of your immune system. So get mushrooms 

on your grocery list. 

What about garlic? I always try to incorporate more 
garlic during cold and flu season.

Yes, onions, garlic, leeks. They are all excellent. And 

red onions are particularly good as they are extremely 

high in quercetin, which helps inhibit the virus from 

binding to our cell walls. We’re having onion pie for 

dinner tonight. 

Thank you, Chanchal. We’ve covered a lot of ground 
here this afternoon. The timing of our interview 
is especially relevant I think given the attention 
natural remedies are getting in some parts of the 
news these days.

Yes, absolutely. We know in China they’re using 

TCM with good results to treat Covid. And one 

hospital in New York is using intravenous Vitamin C 

to treat some patients and that’s looking very positive 

too. Naturopaths have been doing that for a long, 

long time. I don’t provide injectables, but if I were 

diagnosed with that virus, I’d be finding someone 

who could do that for me.

For information on Chanchal’s workshops  
and courses, check out her website at  
http://www.chanchalcabrera.com/

For information on Innisfree Farm:  
https://www.innisfreefarm.ca/
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