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THE COMPONENTS & FUNCTIONS OF THE CARDIOVASCULAR SYSTEM  
The circulatory system, also called the cardiovascular system or the vascular system, is an organ system 
that permits blood to circulate and transport nutrients (such as amino acids and electrolytes), oxygen, 
carbon dioxide, hormones, and blood cells to and from the cells in the body to provide nourishment and 
help in fighting diseases, stabilize temperature and pH, and maintain homeostasis.  
 
In the simplest terms the function of the circulatory system is to ensure that blood reaches all parts of the 
body.  
 
The Circulatory System is often seen to comprise two separate systems:  
 

• The Cardiovascular System: Distributes blood, a fluid consisting of plasma, red blood cells, white 
blood cells, and platelets that is circulated by the heart through the vertebrate vascular system, 
carrying oxygen and nutrients to and waste materials away from all body tissues. The 
cardiovascular (from Latin words meaning "heart" and "vessel") system comprises the blood, 
heart, and blood vessels. 

 
• The Lymphatic System: Circulates lymph, a fluid essentially recycled from excess blood plasma 

after it has been filtered from the interstitial fluid (between cells) and returned to the lymphatic 
system. The lymph, lymph nodes, and lymph vessels form the lymphatic system, which returns 
filtered blood plasma from the interstitial fluid (between cells) as lymph. 

 
Humans have a closed cardiovascular system (meaning that the blood never leaves the network of 
arteries, veins and capillaries. The lymphatic system, on the other hand, is an open system providing an 
accessory route for excess interstitial fluid to be returned to the blood. 
 
The Cardiovascular/Circulatory system is an intricate and complex, primary organ system needed for life. 
The Holistic Herbalism Program will provide a basic overview of this involved organ system. It is 
recommended that students take the time to review and study a physiology textbook for a deeper 
understanding of the intricacies of this system.  
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The Components of the Cardiovascular System  
 

• THE HEART & The Circulatory Loops  

• THE BLOOD VESSELS  

• THE BLOOD  
 
 
THE HEART & The Circulatory Loops  
 
The Heart  
The heart is a muscular pumping organ located medial to the lungs along the body’s midline in the 
thoracic region. The bottom tip of the heart, known as its apex, is turned to the left, so that about 2/3 of 
the heart is located on the body’s left side with the other 1/3 on right.  
The top of the heart, known as the heart’s base, connects to the great blood vessels of the body: the 
aorta, vena cava, pulmonary trunk, and pulmonary veins. 
 

 
 
 
The Circulatory Pump  
 
The heart is a four-chambered “double pump,” where each side (left and right) operates as a separate 
pump. The left and right sides of the heart are separated by a muscular wall of tissue known as the 
septum of the heart. The right side of the heart receives deoxygenated blood from the systemic veins and 
pumps it to the lungs for oxygenation. The left side of the heart receives oxygenated blood from the lungs 
and pumps it through the systemic arteries to the tissues of the body. Each heartbeat results in the 
simultaneous pumping of both sides of the heart, making the heart a very efficient pump. 
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Circulatory Loops 
 
There are 2-primary circulatory loops in the human body: the pulmonary circulation loop and the 
systemic circulation loop. 
 
Pulmonary circulation transports deoxygenated blood from the right side of the heart to the lungs, where 
the blood picks up oxygen and returns to the left side of the heart. The pumping chambers of the heart 
that support the pulmonary circulation loop are the right atrium and right ventricle. 
 
Pulmonary circulation is the portion of the cardiovascular system that carries deoxygenated blood away 
from the heart, to the lungs, and returns oxygenated (oxygen-rich) blood back to the heart.  
 
 

 
 
 
Systemic circulation carries highly oxygenated blood from the left side of the heart to all of the tissues of 
the body (with the exception of the heart and lungs). 
Systemic circulation removes wastes from body tissues and returns deoxygenated blood to the right side 
of the heart. The left atrium and left ventricle of the heart are the pumping chambers for the systemic 
circulation loop.  
 
Systemic circulation is the part of the cardiovascular system that carries oxygenated blood away from 
the heart to the body, and returns deoxygenated blood back to the heart. 
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BLOOD VESSELS  
 
Blood vessels are the body’s highways and thoroughfares that allow blood to flow quickly and efficiently 
from the heart to every region of the body and back again. The size of blood vessels corresponds with the 
amount of blood that passes through the vessel. All blood vessels contain a hollow area called the lumen 
through which blood is able to flow. Around the lumen is the wall of the vessel, which may be thin in the 
case of capillaries or very thick in the case of arteries. 
  
All blood vessels are lined with a thin layer of simple squamous epithelium known as the endothelium that 
keeps blood cells inside of the blood vessels and prevents clots from forming. The endothelium lines the 
entire circulatory system, all the way to the interior of the heart, where it is called the endocardium. 
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THREE MAJOR BLOOD VESSELS: Arteries, Capillaries and Veins.  
 
Blood vessels are often named after either the region of the body through which they carry blood or for 
nearby structures. For example, the brachiocephalic artery carries blood into the brachial (arm) and 
cephalic (head) regions. One of its branches, the subclavian artery, and runs under the clavicle; hence the 
name: subclavian. The subclavian artery runs into the axillary region where it becomes known as the 
axillary artery. 
 
ARTERIES & ARTERIOLES 
 
Arteries are blood vessels that carry blood away from the heart. Blood carried by arteries is usually 
highly oxygenated, having just left the lungs on its way to the body’s tissues. The pulmonary trunk and 
arteries of the pulmonary circulation loop provide an exception to this rule – these arteries carry 
deoxygenated blood from the heart to the lungs to be oxygenated. 
 
Arteries face high levels of blood pressure as they carry blood being pushed from the heart under great 
force. To withstand this pressure, the walls of the arteries are thicker, more elastic, and more muscular 
than those of other vessels. The largest arteries of the body contain a high percentage of elastic tissue 
that allows them to stretch and accommodate the pressure of the heart. 
 
Smaller arteries are more muscular in the structure of their walls. The smooth muscles of the arterial walls 
of these smaller arteries contract or expand to regulate the flow of blood through their lumen. In this way, 
the body controls how much blood flows to different parts of the body under varying circumstances. The 
regulation of blood flow also affects blood pressure, as smaller arteries give blood less area to flow 
through and therefore increases the pressure of the blood on arterial walls. 
 
Arterioles are narrower arteries that branch off from the ends of arteries and carry blood to 
capillaries.  
They face much lower blood pressures than arteries due to their greater number, decreased blood 
volume, and distance from the direct pressure of the heart. Thus arteriole walls are much thinner than 
those of arteries. Arterioles, like arteries, are able to use smooth muscle to control their aperture and 
regulate blood flow and blood pressure. 
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CAPILLARIES 
 
Capillaries are the smallest and thinnest of the blood vessels in the body and also the most 
common. They are minute, thin walled vessels that connect arteries with veins.  
They can be found running throughout almost every tissue of the body and border the edges of the body’s 
avascular tissues. Capillaries connect to arterioles on one end and venules on the other. 
 
Capillaries carry blood very close to the cells of the tissues of the body in order to exchange gases, 
nutrients, and waste products. The walls of capillaries consist of only a thin layer of endothelium so that 
there is the minimum amount of structure possible between the blood and the tissues. The endothelium 
acts as a filter to keep blood cells inside of the vessels while allowing liquids, dissolved gases, and other 
chemicals to diffuse along their concentration gradients into or out of tissues. 
 
Precapillary sphincters are bands of smooth muscle found at the arteriole ends of capillaries. These 
sphincters regulate blood flow into the capillaries. Since there is a limited supply of blood, and not all 
tissues have the same energy and oxygen requirements, the precapillary sphincters reduce blood flow to 
inactive tissues and allow free flow into active tissues. 
 

 
 
 
VEINS & VENULES  
 
Veins are the large return vessels of the body and act as the blood return counterparts of arteries.  
 
Because the arteries, arterioles, and capillaries absorb most of the force of the heart’s contractions, veins 
and venules are subjected to very low blood pressures. This lack of pressure allows the walls of veins to 
be much thinner, less elastic, and less muscular than the walls of arteries. 
 
Veins rely on gravity, inertia, and the force of skeletal muscle contractions to help push blood back to the 
heart. To facilitate the movement of blood, some veins contain many one-way valves that prevent blood 
from flowing away from the heart. As skeletal muscles in the body contract, they squeeze nearby veins 
and push blood through valves closer to the heart. When the muscle relaxes, the valve traps the blood 
until another contraction pushes the blood closer to the heart.  
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Venules are similar to arterioles as they are small vessels that connect capillaries, but unlike 
arterioles, venules connect to veins instead of arteries.  
Venules pick up blood from many capillaries and deposit it into larger veins for transport back to the heart. 
 
Hepatic Portal Circulation 
The veins of the stomach and intestines perform a unique function: instead of carrying blood directly back 
to the heart, they carry blood to the liver through the hepatic portal vein. Blood leaving the digestive 
organs is rich in nutrients and other chemicals absorbed from food. The liver removes toxins, stores 
sugars, and processes the products of digestion before they reach the other body tissues. Blood from the 
liver then returns to the heart through the inferior vena cava. 
 

 
 
 

 
Coronary Circulation  
 
The heart has its own set of blood vessels that provide the myocardium with the oxygen and nutrients 
necessary to pump blood throughout the body. The left and right coronary arteries branch off from the 
aorta and provide blood to the left and right sides of the heart. The coronary sinus is a vein on the 
posterior side of the heart that returns deoxygenated blood from the myocardium to the vena cava. The 
coronary circulation system provides a blood supply to the heart muscle itself. The coronary circulation 
begins near the origin of the aorta by two arteries: the right coronary artery and the left coronary artery. 
After nourishing the heart muscle, blood returns through the coronary veins into the coronary sinus and 
from this one into the right atrium. Back flow of blood through its opening during atrial systole is prevented 
by the Thebesian valve. The smallest cardiac veins drain directly into the heart chambers 
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BLOOD  
 
The average human body contains about 4 to 5 liters of blood. As a liquid connective tissue, it transports 
many substances through the body and helps to maintain homeostasis of nutrients, wastes, and gases.  
 
Blood is made up of Red Blood Cells, White Blood Cells, Platelets, and Liquid Plasma. 
 
 
RED BLOOD CELLS 
 
Red blood cells, also known as erythrocytes, are by far the most common type of blood cell and make 
up about 45% of blood volume.  
Erythrocytes are produced inside of red bone marrow from stem cells at the astonishing rate of about 2 
million cells every second. The shape of erythrocytes is biconcave—disks with a concave curve on both 
sides of the disk so that the center of an erythrocyte is its thinnest part.  
The unique shape of erythrocytes gives these cells a high surface area to volume ratio and allows them to 
fold to fit into thin capillaries. Immature erythrocytes have a nucleus that is ejected from the cell when it 
reaches maturity to provide it with its unique shape and flexibility.  
The lack of a nucleus means that red blood cells contain no DNA and are not able to repair themselves 
once damaged.  
Erythrocytes transport oxygen in the blood through the red pigment haemoglobin. Haemoglobin contains 
iron and proteins joined to greatly increase the oxygen carrying capacity of erythrocytes.  
The high surface area to volume ratio of erythrocytes allows oxygen to be easily transferred into the cell in 
the lungs and out of the cell in the capillaries of the systemic tissues 
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WHITE BLOOD CELLS 
 
White blood cells, also known as leukocytes, make up a very small percentage of the total number of 
cells in the bloodstream, but have important functions in the body’s immune system. There are two major 
classes of white blood cells: granular leukocytes and agranular leukocytes. 
 

• Granular Leukocytes: The three types of granular leukocytes are neutrophils, eosinophils, and 
basophils. Each type of granular leukocyte is classified by the presence of chemical-filled vesicles 
in their cytoplasm that give them their function. Neutrophils contain digestive enzymes that 
neutralize bacteria that invade the body. Eosinophils contain digestive enzymes specialized for 
digesting viruses that have been bound to by antibodies in the blood. Basophils release histamine 
to intensify allergic reactions and help protect the body from parasites. 

 
• Agranular Leukocytes: The two major classes of agranular leukocytes are lymphocytes and 

monocytes. Lymphocytes include T cells and natural killer cells that fight off viral infections and B 
cells that produce antibodies against infections by pathogens. Monocytes develop into cells called 
macrophages that engulf and ingest pathogens and the dead cells from wounds or infections.  
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PLATELETS 
Also known as thrombocytes, platelets are small cell fragments responsible for the clotting of blood and 
the formation of scabs.  
Platelets are tiny blood cells that help your body form clots to stop bleeding. If one of your blood vessels 
gets damaged, it sends out signals that are picked up by platelets. The platelets then rush to the site of 
damage and form a plug, or clot, to repair the damage 
Platelets form in the red bone marrow from large megakaryocyte cells that periodically rupture and release 
thousands of pieces of membrane that become the platelets. Platelets do not contain a nucleus and only 
survive in the body for up to a week before macrophages capture and digest them.  
 

 
 
 
PLASMA 
 
Plasma is the non-cellular or liquid portion of the blood that makes up about 55% of the blood’s volume. 
Plasma is a mixture of water, proteins, and dissolved substances. Around 90% of plasma is made of 
water, although the exact percentage varies depending upon the hydration levels of the individual. The 
proteins within plasma include antibodies and albumins. Antibodies are part of the immune system and 
bind to antigens on the surface of pathogens that infect the body. Albumins help maintain the body’s 
osmotic balance by providing an isotonic solution for the cells of the body. Many different substances can 
be found dissolved in the plasma, including glucose, oxygen, carbon dioxide, electrolytes, nutrients, and 
cellular waste products. The plasma functions as a transportation medium for these substances as they 
move throughout the body.  

 
 



 
 

© COLLEEN EMERY, RHT (BCHA) 2021 All rights reserved 

 
 

12 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

© COLLEEN EMERY, RHT (BCHA) 2021 All rights reserved 

 
 

13 

FUNCTIONS OF THE CARDIOVASCULAR SYSTEM  
 
The cardiovascular system has three major functions:  

• Transportation 
• Protection 
• Regulation  

 
TRANSPORTATION 
 
The cardiovascular system transports blood to almost all of the body’s tissues. The blood delivers 
essential nutrients and oxygen and removes wastes and carbon dioxide to be processed or removed from 
the body. Hormones are transported throughout the body via the blood’s liquid plasma. 
 
PROTECTION 
  
The cardiovascular system protects the body through its white blood cells. White blood cells clean up 
cellular debris and fight pathogens that have entered the body. Platelets and red blood cells form scabs to 
seal wounds and prevent pathogens from entering the body and liquids from leaking out. Blood also 
carries antibodies that provide specific immunity to pathogens that the body has previously been exposed 
to or has been vaccinated against. 
 
REGULATION 
 
The cardiovascular system is instrumental in the body’s ability to maintain homeostatic control of several 
internal conditions including:  
 
Temperature: Blood vessels help maintain a stable body temperature by controlling the blood flow to the 
surface of the skin. Blood vessels near the skin’s surface open during times of overheating to allow hot 
blood to dump its heat into the body’s surroundings. In the case of hypothermia, these blood vessels 
constrict to keep blood flowing only to vital organs in the body’s core 
 
pH Balance: Blood also helps balance the body’s pH due to the presence of bicarbonate ions, which act 
as a buffer solution.  
 
Regulation of Blood Pressure  
 
Blood pressure (BP) is the pressure of circulating blood on the walls of blood vessels. Blood pressure 
refers to the pressure in large arteries of the systemic circulation.  Blood pressure is influenced by cardiac 
output, total peripheral resistance and arterial stiffness and varies depending on situation, emotional state, 
activity, and relative health/disease states. 
 
Blood pressure is expressed in terms of the systolic pressure over diastolic pressure and is measured in 
millimeters of mercury (mmHg), above the surrounding atmospheric pressure.  
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What do blood pressure numbers mean?  
 
Systolic blood pressure (the upper number) — indicates how much pressure the blood is exerting against 
the artery walls when the heart beats. 
  
Diastolic blood pressure (the lower number) — indicates how much pressure the blood is exerting against 
the artery walls while the heart is resting between beats. 
 
Which number is more important? 
 
Typically, more attention is given to systolic blood pressure (the top number) as a major risk factor for 
cardiovascular disease for people over 50. In most people, systolic blood pressure rises steadily with age 
due to the increasing stiffness of large arteries, long-term build-up of plaque and an increased incidence 
of cardiac and vascular disease. However, elevated systolic or diastolic blood pressure alone may be 
used to make a diagnosis of high blood pressure.  
 
Why blood pressure is measured in mm Hg 
 
The abbreviation mm Hg means millimeters of mercury. Why mercury? Mercury was used in the first 
accurate pressure gauges and is still used as the standard unit of measurement for pressure in medicine. 
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Several functions of the cardiovascular system can control blood pressure.  
• Certain hormones along with autonomic nerve signals from the brain affect the rate and strength 

of heart contractions.  
• Greater contractile force and heart rate lead to an increase in blood pressure. Blood vessels can 

also affect blood pressure.  
• Vasoconstriction decreases the diameter of an artery by contracting the smooth muscle in the 

arterial wall. The sympathetic (fight or flight) division of the autonomic nervous system causes 
vasoconstriction, which leads to increases in blood pressure and decreases in blood flow in the 
constricted region.  

• Vasodilation is the expansion of an artery as the smooth muscle in the arterial wall relaxes after 
the fight-or-flight response wears off or under the effect of certain hormones or chemicals in the 
blood.  

• The volume of blood in the body also affects blood pressure. A higher volume of blood in the 
body raises blood pressure by increasing the amount of blood pumped by each heartbeat.  

• Thicker, more viscous blood from clotting disorders can also raise blood pressure. In the short 
term it is regulated by baroreceptors that act via the brain to influence nervous and endocrine 
systems.  

• Blood pressure that is low due to a disease state is called hypotension, and pressure that is 
consistently high is hypertension. Long-term hypertension is a risk factor for many diseases, 
including heart disease, stroke and kidney failure. Long-term hypertension is more common than 
long-term hypotension. 

 
HEMOSTASIS 
 
Hemostasis, or the clotting of blood and formation of scabs, is managed by the platelets of the blood is 
another regulatory system of the blood. Platelets normally remain inactive in the blood until they reach 
damaged tissue or leak out of the blood vessels through a wound. Once active, platelets change into a 
spiny ball shape and become very sticky in order to latch on to damaged tissues. Platelets next release 
chemical clotting factors and begin to produce the protein fibrin to act as structure for the blood clot. 
Platelets also begin sticking together to form a platelet plug. The platelet plug will serve as a temporary 
seal to keep blood in the vessel and foreign material out of the vessel until the cells of the blood vessel 
can repair the damage to the vessel wall.  
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CHOLESTEROL  

 

Cholesterol can both be produced by the body itself and obtained from food sources. Cholesterol plays an 

important part in the human body.  

Its functions are as follows: 

• Hormone production. Cholesterol plays a part in producing hormones such as estrogen, 

testosterone, progesterone, aldosterone and cortisone. 

• Vitamin D production. Vitamin D is produced when the sun’s ultraviolet rays reach the human 

skin surface. 

• Bile production. Cholesterol produces bile acids, which aid in digestion and vitamin absorption. 

• Cell membrane support. Cholesterol plays a very important part in both the creation and 

maintenance of human cell membrane. 
 

Blood Chemistry 101: HDLs, LDLs and Triglycerides 

Cholesterol is a waxy, fat-like compound manufactured by your body. It is not actually a fat, but like fat, 

cholesterol is critical for health; it contributes to normal cell function. Cholesterol only becomes a problem 

when levels of so-called "bad" cholesterol (LDL) become elevated--a condition that has been linked to 

increased risk for heart disease. 

 

Difference between dietary cholesterol and serum cholesterol 

 

• Dietary cholesterol is found primarily in animal foods such as meat, eggs and dairy products, as 

well as shellfish. In the body, dietary cholesterol serves as a structural component of cell 

membranes and contributes to other functions. Until recently, dietary cholesterol had a bad rap for 

giving people high serum (blood) cholesterol levels. This viewpoint is now changing as 

researchers reveal that the liver contributes much more cholesterol to the body's total count than 

diet does. In addition, only a small amount of cholesterol ingested is actually absorbed. 

• Serum cholesterol is a soft, waxy substance present in all parts of the body, including the nervous 
system, skin, muscle, liver, intestines and heart. It is made by the body and obtained from fatty 

substances in the diet. Cholesterol is manufactured in the liver for normal body functions, 

including the production of hormones, bile and vitamin D. It is transported in the blood for use by 

all parts of the body. 

 

Serum cholesterol is what people are talking about when they talk about cholesterol levels. A lipid profile is 

a blood analysis that measures HDL (so-called "good" cholesterol), LDL (so-called "bad" cholesterol), 

triglycerides and total cholesterol.  
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Here's a more detailed rundown of what these terms mean. 

• LDL (low-density lipoprotein): LDL is a carrier molecule that transports cholesterol and triglycerides 

in the blood from the liver to the body's cells. A high level of LDL is associated with a high risk of 

heart attack because it indicates there is too much artery-clogging cholesterol in the blood. 

Although long considered the "bad" cholesterol, recent research indicates that some sub-fractions 
of LDL actually protect the heart. 

• HDL (high-density lipoprotein): Considered the "good" cholesterol, HDL is actually a carrier 

molecule that transports cholesterol in the blood. HDL is responsible for returning cholesterol and 

triglycerides (fats) from the cells and the vessels to the liver. A high HDL blood level is associated 

with a lowered risk of heart attack. 

• Triglyceride: The chief form of fat in the diet and the major storage form of fat in the body. Serum 

levels of triglycerides indicate how much fat is moving through the body, potentially clogging 
arteries. A level below 150 milligrams per deciliter (mg/dL) is considered healthy. 

 

In general, LDL moves cholesterol toward the heart, where excessive amounts can raise the risk for heart 

disease. On the other hand, HDL typically moves cholesterol away from the heart and toward the liver, 

where excess cholesterol is flushed out of the system--thus the characterizations as "bad" and "good."  
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THE IMPORTANCE OF CHOLESTEROL 
IN THE BODY 

 
Definition:  Cholesterol is a high molecular weight sterol.  Cholesterol is not a fat.  (It is fat soluble). 
 
Functions 

1. Cholesterol is an important component of the cell membranes, including organelle membranes inside the cell.  (The 
body contains billions of cells.) 

2. The right proportion of phospholipids, fatty acids and cholesterol in cell membranes allows them to be flexible while 
still holding their shape. 

3. “Cholesterol is used by the body as raw material for the healing process.  This is the reason the injured areas in the 
arteries (as in atherosclerosis)… have cholesterol along with several other components (such as calcium and 
collagen) in the “scar” tissue that is formed to heal the “wound”. 1 

4. Cholesterol is found in large amounts in brain tissue where it is needed for normal brain function.  Research has 
shown that cholesterol in eggs is helpful to older people whose memory is declining.2 

5. Cholesterol often elevates as part of a protective immune system response to chronic infection. 
6. Infants need plenty of cholesterol for proper brain development and cholesterol is normally found in large amounts 

in human breast milk.  (Infant formulas usually contain little to no cholesterol because of the widespread lack of 
understanding about cholesterol.) 

7. Adrenal and gonadal hormones are made from cholesterol.  These are the stress handling, energy producing and 
reproductive hormones.  (This is why serum cholesterol normally elevates with excessive or prolonged stress.) 

8. Cholesterol is vital for proper nerve function.  Three quarters of the myelin membrane is made from fat and of that 
nearly one quarter is cholesterol. 

9. Vitamin D is made from cholesterol in the skin. 
10. Cholesterol is converted into bile salts in the liver which are needed to break down and emulsify fats. 
11. Cholesterol is needed in large amounts in the skin where it is vital for skin health and strength. 
12. Although lowering serum cholesterol does seem to decrease deaths from heart disease, it “does not, in the least, 

improve overall mortality rates.  People who achieved the lowest cholesterol levels – 160 units or less – had 
unexpectedly higher rates of death from other causes, such as liver cancer, stroke, lung disease, alcoholism and 
suicide.”3 

 
Cholesterol Transport 

1. To perform its many important functions in the body, cholesterol is transported from the liver to the cells, tissues 
and glands on low density lipoprotein carriers (LDL’s). 

2. Reverse cholesterol transport (from the cells and tissues to the liver) is via high density lipoprotein carriers (HDL’s). 
 
Common Reported Side Effects of Statin and Cholesterol-Lowering Medications 

1. Chronic aches and pains (especially in muscles and joints). 
2. Impaired (slowed) wound healing. 
3. Progressive cognition and memory problems, confusion, mood problems, depression and dementia. 
4. Numbness, tingling, swelling and weakness. 
5. Impaired immune function. 
6. Increasing fatigue, decreased stress-handling ability and impotence. 
7. De-myelination disorders such as ALS and MS. 
8. Liver damage. 
9. Shortness of breath. 
10. Increased incidence of heart failure and increased susceptibility to degenerative processes. 

                                                 
1 Enig, Mary G., Ph.D., Know Your Fats: The Complete Primer for Understanding the Nutrition of Fats, Oils and Cholesterol, 
Bethesda Press, (2000) p57 
2 Singer, M. 1995, University of California at Berkeley. 
3 Rudin, Donald, M.D. and Felix, Clar, Omerga-3 Oils: A Practical Guide, Avery Publishing Group (1996) p18 
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Note:  Currently, these very common side-effects are routinely denied by prescribing practitioners and the pharmaceutical 
industry.  Patients reporting these side effects are often told things like “Everybody has aches and pains,” or “What do you 
expect?  You’re getting old!”  If this has happened to you, please believe your own experience and review the further 
sources of information about common cholesterol drug side effects at the end of this handout. 
 
Sources of Cholesterol 

1. The body makes most of the cholesterol needed in a day (especially in the liver). 
2. Since it is not possible for humans to eat enough cholesterol-containing foods to supply our daily needs, the 

practice of avoiding foods with cholesterol is not an effective way to control serum cholesterol.4 
3. Cholesterol is found only in animal tissues where it is a component of membranes.  “That is why there is more 

cholesterol in the lean tissue than there is in the adipose tissue.” 5 
4. “The synthesis of cholesterol is increased more from the consumption of polyunsaturated fatty acids than from the 

consumption of saturated fatty acids.”6  The reason for this is that polyunsaturated fatty acids are deposited into the 
cell membranes and the body then needs to put more cholesterol into these membranes to stabilize them and 
maintain their correct fluidity (melting point) 7 

5. Only about 50% of the cholesterol in food is absorbed. 
 
Further Information 
For other sources of information about the importance of cholesterol in health and common side effects of cholesterol 
lowering drugs see: 

! The Cholesterol Myths:  Exposing the Fallacy that Saturated Fat and Cholesterol Cause Heart Disease by 
Uffe Ravnskov, M.D., PhD., New Trends Publishing. 

! Eat Fat, Lose Weight by Sally Fallon and Mary Enig, PhD, Hudson Publishing.  A patient aimed, 
straightforward summary of the debate surrounding fats and the evidence of its necessity in health.  
Recommend to patients for recipes that will incorporate healthy fats into their meals. 

! Know Your Fats:  The Complete Primer for Understanding the Nutrition of Fats, Oils and Cholesterol by 
Mary Enig, PhD, Bethesda Press.  As the title suggests, this book is a thorough guide to the biochemistry of 
fats and their physiological function. 

! Statin Drugs Side Effects and the Misguided War on Cholesterol by Duane Graveline, MD.  Also visit his 
website at www.spacedoc.net. 

! www.cholesterol-and-health.com – A private site developed to offer a patient friendly, yet detailed look at 
cholesterols chemistry, synthesis and function. 

! www.thincs.org – The International Network of Cholesterol Skeptics website.  An organization of 
international health professionals aimed at defusing the campaign against cholesterol.  A great compilation 
of books, publications and research, both published and unpublished, as well as a discussion group. 

! www.price-pottenger.org – Price-Pottenger Nutritional Foundation is a non-profit educational resource 
offering a library of over 10,000 books and publications on health and nutrition.  This site contains volumes 
of journal archives on fat and health (a few are available online). 

 

                                                 
4 Enig, Mary G., Ph.D., Know Your Fats: The Complete Primer for Understanding the Nutrition of Fats, Oils and Cholesterol, 
Bethesda Press, (2000) p50 
5 Ibid. p50 
6 Ibid. p57 
7 Ibid. p104 
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THE FOUNDATIONS OF PREVENTATIVE WELLNESS: Cardiovascular System   

For each body system we learn about in Holistic Herbalism we study ways to which we can keep this 
system well and improve wellness by engaging in preventative strategies. Everybody system and all the 
levels of wellness will benefit from the following preventative wellness strategies. We will add specific tools 
in for each body system during that month. 

THE FOUNDATIONS OF PREVENTATIVE WELLNESS: A REVIEW  

 
THE FOUNDATIONS:  
 
1) WATER: Daily intake of healthy water  

2) NUTRIENT BUILDING BLOCKS: Daily intake of nutrient dense foods that are traditionally prepared 

through fermentation, sprouting and/or soaking that is culturally and geographically appropriate.  

3) SUPPLEMENTATION: Inclusion of supplementation of the nutrient building blocks if one’s diet is 

limited, health is compromised, or active, outside concerns make it necessary.  

4) MOVEMENT PRACTICES: Daily intake of physical activity that is enjoyable and not stressful.  

5) BALANCING STRESS: The Hidden Cost of Stress: Understanding Stress Impact on Immune Function 

6) RESTFUL SLEEP: Balanced Sleep Patterns and Sleep Hygiene  

7) REDUCTION OF EXPOSURES TO ENVIRONMENTAL TOXINS: Reduction of exposure to wireless 

radiation and other sources of impactful concerns.  

8) ACKNOWLEDGING HABITS & ADDICTIONS: Reduction/Elimination of negative habits and/or 

behavior   

9) LIFE PURPOSE: Daily goal setting and/or life mapping.  

10) TIME IN NATURE: Forest Bathing and Spending time in Nature 
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Preventative Wellness for the Cardiovascular System  
 
Cardiovascular conditions, malfunctions, diseases and acute concerns can be very stressful, dangerous 
and demand emergency intervention. Focusing on preventative care and lifestyle choices that promote 
cardiovascular wellness and balance yields strong overall heart health. By keeping the heart well and vital 
in its functioning, the vessels of the system intact and strong, the blood, itself, rich with vitality and the 
flow of the overall system functioning smoothly and effectively one will bring wellness to not only this 
system but the body’s overall wellness in general.  
 
BASIC GUIDELINES FOR HEALTHY CARDIOVASCULAR HEALTH  
 
Similar to our digestive and immune system modules the components of a healthy diet and lifestyle 
contribute to a healthy cardiovascular system as well.  
 

Balanced Daily Nutrition: What to Include, What to Avoid  
A Heart Healthy diet is easy to follow if you include colourful veggies and fruits, a good source of fibre, 
healthy fats, and avoid refined foods, chemical additives and deep fried foods. Include Garlic, Onion, 
Turmeric, Ginger, and Cayenne as additions to daily meals.  
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Hydration  

Dehydration specifically contributes to the top two risk factors: high blood pressure and high blood 

cholesterol. 

When your body is fully hydrated, your blood is about 94 percent water. When dehydrated, especially 

over a long period of time, the blood becomes thicker, which causes resistance to blood flow and 
raises blood pressure. 

In addition, when your body is dehydrated, it will increase the production of cholesterol to prevent 

further water loss from the cells. 

Thus, your body, believing it is in survival mode from a lack of water intake, will essentially use the 

cholesterol as a plug to seal off the cells from too much water loss 

 

Daily Enjoyable Aerobic Exercise  

Moving the body helps keep the circulatory system healthy; remember the lymphatic system needs us 

to be involved to stay well. Exercise should be enjoyable and bring about a sweat, dispersing waste 
through the elimination channels allowing for healthy blood and lymph to build. As well exercise helps 

to maintain a healthy weight.  

 

Maintaining a Healthy, Steady Weight  

Carrying too much weight is hard on the cardiovascular system, putting strain on all the components 

of the circulatory system. Yo-Yo dieting, weight fluctuations are equally as straining to the system, 

effecting healthy metabolism and HDL cholesterol levels.  

 

Adequate Rest and Sleep  

The body repairs itself when we rest and sleep. Sleep is involved in healing and repair of 

your heart and blood vessels. During this time, the brain activates certain chemicals that help the 

body lower its heart rate and blood pressure. Sleep is a time for the body to recover and even though 

your heart is still pumping away, it also uses this time to rest. This time of rest and the accompanying 

reduction in blood pressure is crucial to your heart’s health. Ongoing sleep deficiency is linked to an 

increased risk of heart disease, kidney disease, high blood pressure, diabetes, and stroke. 

 

Healthy Breath and Respiration  

Deep, slow, yoga breathing reduces the workload for the heart, making it stronger, reducing blood 

pressure and preventing heart disease. Deep breathing leads to more efficient lungs, which means 

more oxygen is brought into contact with blood sent to the lungs by the heart. So, the heart doesn't 

have to work as hard to deliver oxygen to the tissues. Deep breathing leads to a greater pressure 

differential in the lungs; which leads to an increase in the circulation, thus resting the heart a little. 
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Limit Alcohol consumption & Quit Smoking  

Research has shown that smoking and excessive consumption of alcohol increases heart rate, 

tightens major arteries, and can cause an irregular heart rhythm, all of which make your heart work 

harder. Both smoking and alcohol consumption can also raise blood pressure, increasing the risk of 

stroke.  

Although nicotine is the main active agent in cigarette smoke, other chemicals and compounds such 

as tar and carbon monoxide are also harmful to your heart in many ways. These chemicals lead to 

the build-up of fatty plaque in the arteries (atherosclerosis), possibly by injuring the vessel walls. And 
they also affect cholesterol levels and levels of fibrinogen, which is a blood-clotting material. This 

increases the risk of a blood clot that can lead to a heart attack or stroke. 

There is no "safe" amount of smoking. Even people who are light smokers or only smoke occasionally 

damage their heart and blood vessels. 

 

Stress Management  

Emotional and physical stresses have a negative impact on the heart and the vascular system. Acute 

stress happens all at once; chronic stress occurs over a longer time period. Stress hormones 
including epinephrine, which is also have damaging effects if the heart is exposed to elevated levels 

for a long time. Stress can cause increased oxygen demand on the body, spasm of 

the coronary (heart) blood vessels, and electrical instability in the heart's conduction system. 

Chronic stress has been shown to increase the heart rate and blood pressure, making the heart work 

harder to produce the blood flow needed for bodily functions. How stress is managed and coped with 

greatly affects how the cardiovascular system is impacted.  

 

Embody compassion, caring and loving respect, open your heart.  

The heart from a TCM point of view:  

It is essential to view the heart not only as a physical life sustaining organ system but also a vessel of 

emotional wellness. In Traditional Chinese Medicine, TCM, the role of the heart is known as the ruler of 

the other organs and has exceptional importance.  

 

Its function in traditional Chinese medicine parallels its Western anatomic function of pumping blood 

throughout the body to maintain life, but in the Eastern tradition it is also intimately involved with 

mental and emotional processes. 

 

Considered the residence of the mind and spirit, the heart is the organ most often involved in 
psychological imbalances. Properly nourished and balanced, the heart maintains our innate wisdom, 

contentment, and emotional balance. 
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The heart controls the blood and blood vessels. When the heart is healthy, it pumps blood normally 

through the vessels to all parts of the body, nourishing the organs and maintaining vitality. A 

deficiency in this function can appear as pale complexion, cold hands and feet, palpitations, insomnia, 

and emotional disturbances. 

The heart manifests on the face. When the heart is strong and possesses sufficient blood, the 
complexion is rosy, and the individual looks robust and healthy. When the heart blood is deficient, the 

person may look pale and unhealthy. 

 
The heart houses the shen (spirit) and mind. This function encompasses the full range of human 
consciousness, including emotional health, mental function, memory, and spirituality. When the yin of 
the heart is deficient, a person can experience symptoms such as palpitations, anxiety, insomnia, and 
restlessness. 
 
When the heart blood is deficient, poor memory, depression, and a tendency to be “spaced out” or “in 
the clouds” can result. 
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COMMON CONDITIONS, MALFUNCTIONS AND IMBALANCES OF THE CARDIOVASCULAR SYSTEM       

      

Overall Cardiovascular health can be compromised when the various components of this system become 

imbalanced; resulting in the holistic integrity of this front line, life sustaining system malfunctioning.  

 
Some concerns and/or conditions within the cardiovascular system are minor, easily influenced with 

holistic measures to bring the system to balance.  

However, it is essential to emphasise that the primary function of the cardiovascular system is to keep the 

physical body alive and functioning. Knowing when you are able to address concerns with a holistic 

approach versus when it is time for health management to step in will be a valuable asset in your health 

approach tool box.  

 

Common Conditions, Malfunctions and Imbalances can be identified within 4 main categories:  

 

• Blood Health  

• Circulatory Flow  

• Blood Vessel Strength, Integrity and Flexibility  

• Heart Health  

 

 

BLOOD HEALTH  

 

The vitality and balance of our blood can serve as a predictor of health and provide an indication of 

various conditions and imbalances well before symptoms appear. The bloodstream is like a river; it 

transports oxygen, nutrients and other nourishing agents throughout your body to maintain health. It is 

also the medium for detoxification, delivering cellular waste to the liver and kidneys for elimination. For the 

body to remain healthy it must be constantly moistened, nourished, and detoxified by an abundant supply 
of clean, fresh blood. 

 

When the blood become deficient or imbalanced this can result in blood related conditions such as 

Anemia (also known as blood deficiency) and Blood Impurities/Toxins often referred to as Blood 

Heat. Blood conditions are classified in Ayurveda as a Pitta imbalance.  
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CIRCULATORY FLOW  

 

How easily the blood flows in the body results in how nourished and fed the body systems will be. Our 

blood system flows everywhere in the body, nourishing and strengthening our overall holistic wellness. 

When circulatory flow becomes impaired there can be many contributing factors.  

 

When the blood does not circulate freely, known in Chinese Medicine as blood stagnation and stasis, the 

body begins to show signs of imbalance. These signs could include stabbing pain that is worse when 
pressed upon, fixed masses on the surface of the body, dark complexion, rough scaly dry skin, dry hair, a 

purple colour to the lips and finger nails, a dark purple tongue, possible signs of bruising, and a sluggish 

feeling pulse. 

 

Blood stasis or circulatory flow concerns of stagnation present in numerous combinations with other 

imbalances. When the body demonstrates blood stasis signs, dizziness, palpitations, insomnia, but the 

tongue is pale rather than purple, this is indicative of blood stasis with underlying blood deficiency. In 

this case the body does not have enough blood to properly circulate, so the blood becomes sluggish and 
stagnates. 

 

Blood stasis that is accompanied by heat symptoms such as fever that is worse at night, bleeding gums, 

bloody nose, coughing blood, rectal bleeding, etc., is called blood heat with blood stagnation. According 

to theory there are two types of blood heat with blood stagnation. First, the internal heat of the body 

“burns” the blood causing it to thicken and become sluggish, and second, when the stagnation of blood 

results in the formation of internal heat. Somewhat of what came first the chicken or the egg however, the 

type is determined by the progression of the symptoms. The first scenario is more often seen in cases of 

disease with high fever leading to signs of stasis and bleeding, while the second scenario comes on after 
long term blood stasis. 

 

Blood stasis (impaired circulatory flow) can also be paired with energy, or qi stagnation. When this occurs 

when one experiences stuffiness in the chest, indigestion, swollen mass in the abdomen with stabbing 

pain, irregular menstruation, distention in the breast, purple tongue with bruising, and sluggish pulse. 

 

BLOOD VESSEL STRENGTH, INTEGRITY AND FLEXIBILITY  

 

Blood vessels are flexible tubes that carry blood, associated oxygen, nutrients, water, and hormones 
throughout the body. When the walls of the blood vessels become damaged, flaccid or inflexible certain 

conditions can result. There are two main categories of imbalance: Capillary Fragility and Chronic 

Venous Insufficiency.  
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Capillary Fragility 

A condition of fragility in the capillaries occurs when the capillaries weaken to a great degree. Bruising 

occurs easily on the skin and can occur randomly due to the weakened capillaries. Over the course of a 

few days the skin will turn a yellow tinge or even dark brown from the bruises that initially were blue to 

purple-colored patches.  
 

Several factors can contribute to capillary fragility and may include injury or trauma, adverse effects of 

medicaments like cortisone and aspirin, poor blood circulation (blood stasis), remaining in a standing 

position for prolonged periods, and allergic or inflammatory conditions. In addition, broken capillaries may 

also be an inherited problem in some people. 

 

Chronic Venous Insufficiency  

Chronic venous insufficiency occurs when venous system valves become damaged, allowing the blood to 

leak backward. Valve damage may occur as the result of aging, extended sitting or standing or a 
combination of aging and reduced mobility. When the veins and valves are weakened to the point where it 

is difficult for the blood to flow up to the heart, blood pressure in the veins stays elevated for long periods 

of time, leading to CVI. 

 

CVI most commonly occurs as the result of a blood clot in the deep veins of the legs, an imbalance 

known as deep vein thrombosis (DVT). CVI also results from pelvic tumors and vascular malformations, 

and from general blood stasis.  Failure of the valves in leg veins to hold blood against gravity leads to 

sluggish movement of blood out of the veins, resulting in swollen legs. CVI tends to result in varicose 

veins in the legs, hemorrhoids in the anus.  
 

HEART HEALTH  

Heart health is very essential to overall holistic wellness. The heart is the muscle that pumps blood 

throughout the body and hence its efficient and healthy function is essential.  

 

Our Heart may potentially show us when its struggling to keep balance through two symptoms: Raise in 

blood pressure and Irregular Heart Rhythm.  

 
RAISE IN BLOOD PRESSURE  

 

Continuous tissue state of heat excitation can tire, weaken and damage the heart muscle resulting in the 

heart struggling to pump the blood throughout the body easily, the outcome being higher than health 

blood pressure. Calming and strengthening heart health by responding to stress well, modest cardio based 

exercise and a healthy diet can assist along with nourishing cardio tonic herbs and other herbal supports 

(discussed in the materia medica).  
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IRREGULAR HEART RHYTHM  

 

An irregular heartbeat can mean that the heart beats too fast, too slow or with an irregular rhythm. 

Premature or extra beats are the most common type of arrhythmia. This usually feels like a fluttering in the 

chest or a feeling of a skipped heartbeat. Atrial fibrillation is the most common type of heart arrhythmia. 
This occurs when the normal beating in the upper chambers of the heart is irregular and blood doesn’t 

flow as well as it should from the atria (upper chambers) to the lower chambers of the heart. 

 
When a heartbeat is too fast, this is called tachycardia.  A heartbeat that is too slow is called bradycardia. 
When the heart beats, an electrical signal spreads from the top of the heart to the bottom, causing it to 
contract and pump blood. A problem with this process, such as it being delayed or blocked as it travels 
down into the lower branches of the heart, can cause an irregular heartbeat. This can happen if the 
special nerve cells that produce the electrical signals don’t work properly.  
 
Premature beats that occur often or in rapid succession may feel like a fluttering sensation in the chest or 
neck.  
Random moments of irregular heartbeat are typically harmless, but when arrhythmias last long enough to 
affect how well the heart works, more serious symptoms may develop, including: 
 

• fatigue 
• dizziness 
• light-headedness 
• fainting or nearly fainting 
• rapid heartbeat or pounding 
• anxiety  
• shortness of breath 
• sweating 
• chest pain 
• collapse and cardiac arrest (in extreme cases) 

 
During an arrhythmia, the heart may not be able to pump enough blood to the body, which can damage 
the brain, heart and other organs. 
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CARDIOVASCULAR SYSTEM MATERIA MEDICA ACTIONS AND EXAMPLES 
 
Every body system/organ system has a group of herb energetics/actions that help refine the herbs to 
utilize to promote wellness, resolve health concerns and bring vitality to that system.  
Please keep in mind that every herb has several energetics or actions to its ability and should not be 
reduced to being categorized. The following information is being offered in an effort to provide a 
framework for this module.  
 
The most common Herb Energetics and Actions associated with the Cardiovascular System include:  
 

• Adaptogen 

• Antispasmodic (Also Nervine)  

• Cardiotonic/Cardioactive 

• Circulatory Stimulant 

• Diuretic  

• Hypo/Hypertensive 

• Hemostatic/Blood Styptic  
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ADAPTOGEN 
 
The word and concept of an “adaptogen” is a relatively new way of describing a type of remedy 
commonly found in traditional Chinese (Qi tonic) & Ayurvedic (Rasayana) herbal medicine. However not all 
Qi Tonics and Rasayanas are adaptogens.  
 
The actual word adaptogen was first used by a Soviet scientist, Dr. Nikolai Lazarev, who under grants 
from the military, was researching substances which produced a “state of nonspecific resistance (SNIR) 
 
Adaptogens must exhibit 5 specific characteristics to be classed as an actual adaptive herb:  
1. The Herb must be non-toxic. 
2. Exhibits “non-specific” state of resistance to stress (physical, emotional, mental).  
3. Be a systemic amphoteric. ** 
4. influence the Hypothalamic, Pituitary, Adrenal Axis as well as the Sympathetic Adrenal System Axis (HPA 
and SAS)  
5. Work at the cell level to upregulate certain mitochondrial substances (4-heat shock proteins, FOXO and 
neuro-peptide Y) and downregulate cortisol.  
 
Adaptogen herbs are building herbs that improve the body’s adaptability, enabling the avoidance of 
reaching a point of collapse or over stress. Taken over time they build up overall health and wellness and 
creating more resiliency to the negative effects of stress.  
 
The core of the herb’s action is helping the body deal with the physiology of stress, as a poor ability to 
cope with external pressures leads to internal repercussions and the manifestation of many diverse forms 
of illness. Each Adaptogen herb has its own specific indications and herbal energetics. Some adaptogens 
are nourishing and building, some more stimulating, not all are created equal.  
  
There are 8 confirmed adaptogen herbs (6 of which we will study in our materia medica of the program). 
There are several probable and possible adaptogen herbs. Adaptogen herbs work well with nutritive, 
nervine and nootropics. 
 
Examples of Adaptogen Herbs  
 

• Ashwagandha Withania somnifera) 
• Eleuthero Eleutherococcus senticosus 
• Rhodiola Rhodiola rosea 
• Schisandra Schisandra chinensis 
• American Ginseng Panax quinquefolius  
• Red Panax Ginseng Panax ginseng  

 
** Amphoteric:  
Also known as correctives, can normalize function (hypo or hyper) of an organ or tissue by nourishing and 
strengthening it. This allows the organ to regain its normal self-regulatory control.  
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Examples:   

• Ganoderma – Immune System 
• Shatavari – Female Reproductive System 
• Hawthorn – Cardiovascular System 

 
Most adaptogens are not specific cardiovascular tonics, however many have numerous effects that are 
beneficial, including normalizing blood pressure, vascular protection, mild blood thinning qualities. Some 
can lower level of low-density lipoprotein (LDL, the ‘bad’ cholesterol), raise the high-density lipoprotein 
(HDL, the ‘good’ cholesterol) and protect against damage caused by cardio toxic drugs.  
 
Adaptogens tend to enhance cardiac oxygen use and mildly strengthen cardiac mitochondria.  
 
Examples:  
 
Astragalus Astragalus membranaceus  
A Probable Adaptogen  
Known to protect the heart (cardio-protective), regulate the blood pressure, useful at treating angina and 
congested heart failure.  
 
Ashwaganda Withania somnifera  
Known to be cardioprotective, treat iron-deficient anemia when taken in milk or mixed with molasses. 
 
Reishi Gandoderma lucidum  
A probable Adaptogen  
Known to regulate blood pressure, improving cardiovascular function, lowers LDL cholesterol levels, 
inhibits clumping of platelets, reduces cardiac pain (angina), arrhythmias (irregular heartbeat), and helps 
prevent arteriosclerosis (hardening of the arteries)  
 
Rhodiola Rhodiola rosea 
Known to be cardioprotective, prevents stress-induced cardiac damage, arrhythmias and improves the 
strength of heart muscle.  
 
 
ANTISPASMODIC  
 
Synonymous with spasmolytic, antispasmodic herb prevent or ease spasms or cramps in muscles, to 
which we know the heart is a very large one. They reduce muscular tension and many antispasmodics 
are also nervines, reducing physiological tension as well.  
 
Antispasmodics relax the autonomic nervous system, but not necessary the central nervous system, yield 
a relaxing outcome for the muscles without a sedation effect.  
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A SPECIAL NOTE ABOUT NERVINES  
 
Many nervine herbs also possess cardioprotective and cardiotonic effects, especially hawthorn, rosemary, 
linden and motherwort. 
 

 

  
 
Examples:  
 
Motherwort Leonurus cardiaca 
A gentle cardiotonic is specific to cardiac disorders related to nervous origin. Has a vasodilation effect.  
 
Passionflower Passiflora incarnata 
Useful for hypertensive conditions of smooth muscles, has cardiotonic ability, lowers blood pressure, and 
soothes tachycardia.  
 
Skullcap Scutellaria lateriflora  
Useful for muscular tension, tension and stress 
 
CARDIOTONIC & CARDIOACTIVE   
 
Cardiotonic herbs have a beneficial action on the heart and blood vessels but do not contain cardiac 
glycosides. Cardiotonic herbs primary action is contributed to their higher levels of flavones. These are 
herbs that can be taken long term to build cardiovascular wellness. 
 
Cardio active herbs have a marked effect on the cardiovascular system due to their glycoside content. 
This class of herbs is to be used only by a qualified health practitioner and with extreme caution. The main 
danger is that glycosides accumulate in the body; elimination rates are low; hence toxicity levels are 
reached quickly. We will not be covering these in detail in this program.  
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Examples:  
Hawthorn berry and flower Crataegus spp.  
Acts in a normalizing fashion for the cardiovascular system, either stimulating or depressing cardiac 
activity, can be included in a long term treatment protocol for coronary heart disease, palpitations, 
hypertension, angina, treatment of blood vessels including varicose veins, improves integrity of blood 
vessels and capillaries.  
 
Linden flower Tilia europea 
Excellent herb for nervous tension, heart palpitations, can lower blood pressure. 
 
Bugleweed Lycopus spp.  
Being a nervine and a sedative as well Bugleweed is a helpful cardiotonic for heart palpitations brought on 
by anxiety, stress etc. Bugleweed can mimic cardioactive herbs but doesn’t contain any cardio glycosides.  
 
Gingko Ginkgo biloba  
Gingko’s influence on the cardiovascular system is well documented. Gingko is an anti-coagulant with 
strong antioxidant effect useful in peripheral vascular disease and restricted blood flow, can inhibit platelet 
aggregation, relax blood vessels and improve tone. Isolated extracts are preferred  
  
Horse Chestnut Aesculus hippocastanum  
Horse Chestnut is a specific to the venous system; being a venotonic and vascular protective. Is a cell 
restorative (trophorestorative) for venous tissue, it stimulates contraction of venous valves, increase 
venous pressure, improve tone and circulation, will remove venous congestion.  
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CIRCULATORY STIMULANT: DIRECT OR DIFFUSIVE  
 
Stimulants produce a temporary increase in the functional actively of the human body or any one of its 
parts. Stimulants are herbs that can quicken or enliven the physiological activity of the body. Circulatory 
Stimulants are valuable in they help equalize circulation and blood pressure; they are indicated and can be 
safely employed in congestion and inflammation.  
 
There are two main types: Direct and Diffusive.  
 
Direct Stimulants are those that begin their action on the heart and have their effects spread out from 
there.  
 
Diffusive Stimulants are those that start their stimulative action at the capillary peripheral area and work 
inward.  
 
Examples:  
Cayenne Capsicum minimum  
This stimulant herb employs both the ability of being a diffusive stimulant as well as a direct stimulant. 
Cayenne combines well will almost any other herb and act as a carrier herb to support the actions of other 
herbs in the formula. Cayenne is also used to stop bleeding (hemostatic).  
 
Ginger Zingiber officinale  
Ginger is a diffusive stimulant, starting at the capillaries and working its way back to the heart via the 
venous structure. Ginger’s diffuse action often leads to its application for poor circulation in the peripheral 
regions, aka cold hands and feet.  
 
Prickly Ash Xanthoxylum americanum  
The bark of prickly ash has a positive diffusive stimulant effect inducing free capillary circulation. It is very 
effective at removing obstructions in every part of the body, useful at resolving stagnant peripheral 
circulation.  
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DIURETIC  
 
In general, diuretics are herbs that increase production and elimination of urine from the body, however in 
traditional herbal medicine diuretic may refer to any herb that has a beneficial effect upon the urinary 
system. Diuretics are used to reduce metabolic wastes through the urine in many heart, liver or kidney 
disorders.  
Specifically, in addressing cardiac/circulatory diuretics work to increase cardiac output and thus increase 
renal blood flow.  
All diuretics that help remove water from the body can be of benefit for the cardiovascular system.  
 
Examples:  
 
Hawthorn berry and flower Crataegus spp. 
Hawthorn is a powerful diuretic. It can reduce fluid build-up and the plant’s nutrients increase urinary 
excretion and flow.  
 
Dandelion leaf Taraxacum officinale 
Enhances kidney function and increases renal output without potassium loss  
 
Yarrow leaf and flower Achillea millefolium  
Yarrow helps rid the body of excess fluids in two ways: as a diuretic and as a diaphoretic – by inducing 
sweating.  
 
These combined properties make it a common choice to increase urine flow and combat inflammation. 
 
HEMOSTATIC/BLOOD STYPTIC  
 
Herbs that have the ability to staunch excessive bleeding are considered hemostatic. Primarily rich in 
tannins these herbs have a drying, tightening, and astringent effect, which helps to prevent blood losses.  
 
Examples:  
 
Yarrow leaf and flower Achillea millefolium  
Yarrow’s hemostatic, blood-staunching properties come from the bitter sesquiterpene lactones specific to 
yarrow, achillian and achillicin. Like chamomile, yarrow also contains asulenes, which contribute to its anti-
inflammatory actions. Several essential/volatile oils lend yarrow its antiseptic qualities: pinine, borneal, 
camphor, eugenol, saponine and terpineol. With loads of polyphenol flavonoids, yarrow is great as a tonic 
for depression and memory maintenance as well as blood vessel integrity. 
 
Shepherd’s Purse Capsella bursa-pastoris  
Shepherd’s purse can stop bleeding or oozing from wounds when applied locally, or internal 
haemorrhaging if used systemically. This herb has a particular affinity for the uterus and is one of the most 
effective for the treatment of uterine haemorrhage. It is an excellent herb for haemorrhaging due to 
miscarriage, post-partum, or for excessive menstrual bleeding. 
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HYPOTENSIVE 
 
Herbs in this category have the ability to reduce elevated blood pressure, tending to normalize both 
systolic and diastolic pressure. As mentioned above in several other categories, many herbs contain 
hypotensive abilities alongside other actions.  
 
Mild Hypotensive Herbs  
Nettle Urtica dioica 
Vervain Verbena officinalis  
 
Moderate Hypotensive Herbs  
Yarrow Achillea millefolium  
Motherwort Leonurus cardiaca 
Skullcap Scutellaria laterifloria  
 
Strong Hypotensive Herbs  
Garlic Allium sativum  
Hawthorn Crataegus spp.  
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