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Bupleurum
Bupleurum chinese

By Steven Horne and Paula Perretty
The Chinese herb bupleurum (boo-PLUR-rum) is one of 

the most important ingredients used in traditional Chinese for-
mulas. It is said to create harmony between the liver and spleen 
(digestive functions) and raise the Qi (vital energy) in the diges-
tive system. This herb is anti-inflammatory, hepato-protective, 
mildly sedative, antipyretic (fever reducing), analgesic, adapto-
genic and anti-tussive. 

Bupleurum contains molecules called saponins that are a 
type of polysaccharide, a long chain sugar (saccharide) that is 
attached to a steroid hormone. These polysaccharides, or sapo-
nins are found in many plants, especially those with a waxy coat. 
The name saponin comes from its surfactant properties that give 
it a soapy characteristic. Saponins have been shown to have an 
anti-inflammatory and immune-stimulating activity as well as 
antimicrobial properties (fungi, bacteria and protozo). 

These saponins or polysaccharides are glyconutrients that 
have been found to be important to cellular communication as 
they stimulate the immune system, which helps explain bupleu-
rum’s traditional use as a harmonizing remedy. 

In clinical trials, saponins have been found to be effective 
against influenza, the common cold and feverish conditions. In 
other studies, the isolated saponins have been shown to effec-
tively address chronic inflammatory disorders, especially autoim-
mune disease involving the liver or kidneys. 

Bupleurum is used to treat acute or chronic liver disease, 
chemical liver damage, poor liver function, liver enlargement, 
hepatitis, gastric ulceration and reactive hypoglycemia. Its tra-
ditional uses include epigastric pain, nausea and indigestion. Its 
ability to protect the liver, stomach and kidneys from toxic dam-
age is attributed to the saponins nourishing the Peyer’s patches, 
which are lymphatic nodules found throughout the lumen of the 
digestive tract. It is the role of these lymph nodes to defend the 
body against bacteria and other substances that enter the body 
with ingested food or water. 

Recent research suggests a particular saponin polysaccharide 
in bupleurum improved the release and potency of cortisol from 
the adrenal cortex. This means bupleurum acts to enhance the 
body’s own anti-inflammatory processes.

Bupleurum is effective in increasing cellular communica-
tion in other ways. It increases the production of cytokines, 
biochemicals the immune cells use to signal one another. It 
activates macrophages and lysosomal enzymes that kill yeasts 
and bacteria. It also reduces the production of prostaglandins 
that cause inflammation. 

Bupleurum reduces inflammation and urinary proteins in 
the kidneys by stimulating the activity of free radical scavengers. 
It stimulates protein synthesis in the liver increasing the liver’s 
ability to deal with toxins. It improves the integrity of the stom-
ach, or gastric mucosa, decreasing the development of gastric 
ulcers. Bupleurum has also been found to lower cholesterol lev-
els. It does this by forming a bond with cholesterol in bile acids 
preventing its reabsorption in the intestines. The cholesterol is 
then excreted. This is the same mechanism by which cholesterol- 
lowering drugs, such as cholestyramine, works.

In Chinese medicine, bupleurum is used as a diaphoretic in 
treating alternating chills and fevers and as a detoxifier and anti-
microbial, especially with infections of the liver. Bupleurum has 
the ability, when combined with other herbs, to clear stagnation 
virtually anywhere in the body. It can also be helpful for irregular 
menstruation and prolapse of the uterus and rectum. 

Although Bupleurum is not considered a tonic herb, it’s har-
monizing and anti-inflammatory actions make it a useful part 
of several Chinese herb formulas, including Blood Build, Mood 
Elevator, Liver Balance, Breathe E-Z, VS-C, IF-C and Lung 
Support. It is also in Monthly Maintenance.
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Singing the 
Health Food Store Blues

My Personal Lamentations About Changes in 
the Health Food Industry and Some Practical 

Suggestions For Buying Healthy Food

by Steven H. Horne, RH (AHG)
My interest in the natural health movement started back in 

the 1970s. At that time, there were health food co-ops in many 
cities across the United States. You’d join the co-op by paying a 
monthly fee and get a discount on the products they offered. If 
you volunteered to help out at the co-op for a few hours every 
month, you’d get an additional discount. 

For the short time my wife and I lived in Spokane, 
Washington, we belonged to a food co-op—our first co-op 
experience. They had a monthly newsletter where I first learned 
that refrigerating tomatoes caused them to lose flavor. Later, we 
participated in food co-ops in Ft. Collins, Colorado and Provo, 
Utah. In fact, the guy who started the co-op in Provo was a 
friend, who I encouraged to start the co-op when he told me he 
was thinking about it. 

The co-ops gradually gave way to health food stores. Most 
of the early health food stores I saw primarily sold supplements 
(sort of like GNC). I could never figure out why they called 
them health “food” stores because they hardly had any food. 
However, I watched stores start appearing that actually focused 
on carrying food. 

For example, a guy opened a nice little health food store on 
2nd Avenue in Salt Lake City, not too far from where I grew up. 
I became friends with him and we were on a radio talk show 
together talking about the importance of eating whole foods for 
nutrition. (This was at the beginning of the 80’s.). I watched his 
small health food store grow into a chain of three or four health 
food stores. (He even opened one in Flagstaff, AZ.) Later, he was 
bought out by Wild Oats, as were many other small health food 
stores and co-ops across the country.

Although I still like to shop at Wild Oats and Whole Foods, 
there was a different feeling in those early co-ops and health 
food stores. They didn’t have the “glitz” and “commercial” feel-
ing of these big modern chains. They were an outgrowth of the 
hippie movement of the 60’s and had a rustic, back-to-nature, 
back-to-basics feeling about them—anti-establishment and anti-
big corporations. They typically featured barrels of whole grains 
and beans, jars of herbs, fresh fruits and vegetables, whole grain 

breads, soymilk, fresh juices and other fairly staple foods. They 
also had products like Bragg’s vinegar, Dr. Bronner’s soap and 
Bernard Jensen’s Black Cherry Concentrate, but there weren’t a 
lot of prepared or convenience foods in them. The new health 
food stores are big chains, and now big corporations are part of 
the “health food” movement.

The people who ran these early businesses were seeking to 
return to a more basic and simple life. The guy who ran the 
health food stores in Salt Lake brought a bunch of friends from 
California to work with him on the project. They bought an 
apartment building, in which they all lived, and bought some 
acreage in south Salt Lake to start their own organic farm to 
grow produce for their own stores.

I remember going into the health food store in Salt Lake 
after Wild Oats had taken over. The first thing I noticed was that 
all of the whole grain breads had been replaced with products 
mostly made with “organic, unbleached white flour.” I asked 
one of the managers why there weren’t more whole grain breads. 
“There isn’t enough consumer demand,” he told me. “We have 
to educate people to want them, because what most people want 
is the white breads.”

I wondered about this, seeing that the previous health food 
store ONLY sold whole grain breads and had been steadily 
expanding. So, I don’t think the change had anything to do with 
consumer demand for organic white bread. It was just the effort 
of a large corporation to appeal to a larger market segment.

Today’s health food stores are a hybrid of “health food store” 
and “gourmet grocery store.” We’ve moved from the locally-sup-
ported co-op, where you got to know other like-minded people 
by working with them to meet your co-op work requirement, to 
the impersonal world of big corporate business. Although I still 
love to shop at stores like Whole Foods and Trader Joes (Wild 
Oats just got bought out by Whole Foods), I have to read the 
labels carefully. I didn’t 20 years ago. 

The consciousness has shifted as well. Health food is now 
“big business,” and that concerns me. It’s not that I’m unhappy 
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that mainstream America is becoming more health conscious. 
I’m delighted that the local Harmon’s grocery store has a large 
“health food” section, carries lots of organic produce, recently 
opened an in-store bakery that makes tastey breads with organic 
flour and even has a lovely salad bar. I can now purchase lots 
of items here in Saint George (like organic Rainbow chard) 
which I used to get at Whole Foods or Wild Oats in Las Vegas 
to obtain. However, as “health food” moves mainstream, I also 
watch the steady erosion of the ideals on which this movement 
was founded.

This is particularly evident when I go to the Whole Foods 
Expo in Anaheim each March, as I’ve done every year since mov-
ing to Saint George five years ago. The Expo has no relation to 
Whole Foods Markets—it is a trade show for health food stores. 
They feature speakers and thousands of booths offering organic 
food, vegetarian food, herbs, supplements, personal care prod-
ucts, pet products and other items that cater to the “health food” 
market. It is held in Anaheim each spring and Baltimore each 
fall. ( If you’ve never been to one, you should go. If you own a 
shop, it’s free to register.)

I go because I like to check out what’s happening in the 
industry, what the latest fads and trends are, and to look for 
interesting new products. Every year I find at least one item that 
catches my interest. Nature’s Sunshine sends home office repre-
sentatives to the Expo for the same reason. I usually bump into 
someone from home office checking out industry trends. Oh, 
and I also bump into some old friends from time to time, too.

I must confess, however, that all the reasons for attending 
this event are really just excuses to justify my main reason for 
attending, which is to sample the food. I never need to eat lunch 
when I’m at the Expo. I just head over to the food area and 
start “grazing.” There are samples of grass fed beef, all-natural 
chicken, organic ice cream, vegetarian foods, vegan foods, food 
bars, chocolate bars, teas, salsa, chips, drinks, soups, cheeses, 
breads and of course, prepared entrees.

This year, I could really see the “organic” trend. “Organic” 
is hot. In fact, it’s so hot that the giant food conglomerates are 
launching their own lines of “organic” foods. Wal-Mart, as you 
may realize, has decided to carry organic foods. Frito-Lay now 
has a line of “organic” chips. These are just a few examples, but 
organic is now big business, and that means I trust it less.

I don’t know why I’m gifted to be able to see trends, but 
maybe it’s just because I keep my eyes open. For instance, I knew 
that as soon as the Federal government took over the organic cer-
tification that the organic movement was going to be “watered 
down.” Already, big businesses are lobbying to have milk from 
cloned cows qualify for the organic label and other such non-
sense. Plus, it’s very easy for big corporations to pay regulators to 
“look the other way” for minor infractions of the regulations.

But, that’s not the only problem I see with the big-business 
organic movement. I can see the trend because I’ve been seeing 

it for years. “Organic” and “natural” are now being used to make 
highly processed convenience foods appear to be healthy. It’s 
amazing to me how many “health foods” contain organic white 
flour, organic refined sugar and even chemical ingredients like 
sucralose. The organic movement also features lots and lots of 
convenience foods. 

I don’t want to appear negative about this, because I’m not. I 
just want to clarify a few things so people aren’t misled. So, here 
are four points to consider when looking for healthy food.

1. Complex Carbohydrates are Healthy, Refined 
Carbohydrates are Not, Even if They are Organic

The good part of all this is that good sources of complex car-
bohydrates—organically grown fruits and vegetables and whole 
grains and beans are now readily available. These are the carbo-
hydrates we need, particularly the fruits and vegetables. 

But, let’s get real. Have refined sugar, white flour and white 
rice suddenly become healthy just because they were made from 
organically-grown whole wheat, sugar cane or beets or brown 
rice? Of course not!

Organic agriculture isn’t just about growing food without 
pesticides and other chemicals; it’s about learning to work in 
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co-operation with nature instead of fighting nature. Organic 
agriculture is about building up the health of the soil so that 
the foods grown on them will have more nutritional value. Our 
health begins with the health of the soil, which creates health 
in the plants and animals raised on that soil, which, in turn 
contributes to our health as we consume these healthy plants 
and animals.

One loses most of the benefit of this organic food when 
it‘s processed to strip away its nutritional content. So, don’t be 
duped. It’s not that having a little unbleached wheat flour or 
white rice once in a while is going to kill you. It isn’t. But, I still 
favor my whole grain flours, natural sugars and brown rice for 
regular use, and so should you if you’re interested in good health. 
We need whole foods, not just chemical-free foods.

2. The More Processed a Food is, The Less 
Nutritional Value It Provides Us

Obviously, this is an extension of the “complex carbohydrate” 
discussion, but what I’m talking about here is convenience foods. 
As I mentioned, there is a huge trend in the health food and 
organic movement towards convenience foods. I understand, 
we all have busy lives and sometimes we just don’t have time to 
prepare meals. 

While I’m very glad that I can get healthier versions of 
some convenience foods, I don’t make the mistake of thinking 
these convenience foods are the optimal route to health. I like 
tomato soup, but rarely have time to make my own, so I’m glad 
I can buy Pacific’s Creamy Tomato or Roasted Tomato and Red 
Pepper, instead of canned condensed tomato soup. However, we 
need to keep in mind that all processing does result in some 
nutritional loss. So, if we freeze, can or dry a food it suffers some 
nutritional loss. However, food has to be preserved some way, so 
we can put up with some of this loss.

However, when they make pre-packaged meals, they are 
starting with foods that have already been preserved through 
freezing, canning or drying and mixing them into a meal which 
is then processed again by freezing, canning or drying. So, we’ve 
lost nutritional value a second time. The truth is, that pre-pack-
aged meals will never be quite as healthy as meals we make our-
selves, but I also realize that we live in a busy world and if we 
must use convenience foods, it’s nice that we at least have more 
convenience foods made with healthier ingredients.

Still, if you take these foods and heat them in the micro-
wave, then you’re going to lose nutritional value again. It’s sad 
that people don’t realize how much damage microwaves do to 
the nutritional value of food. For example, I saw a booth at the 
Expo promoting fresh, organically grown baby food. This baby 
food hadn’t been processed through canning. It was refrigerated 
and fresh. However, the booth was advertising, “Just warm it in 
the microwave.” In other words, take this really healthy food and 

“nuke” it to kill some of its nutritional content before feeding it 
to your kid. We still have a lot of educating to do.

3. Fresh is Best, Which Means That Sometimes 
Locally-Grown May Be Healthier Than 
Organically-Grown

One of the problems the small co-ops and early health food 
stores sought to address was the environmental issues surround-
ing our food supply. For instance, why do we ship Florida orang-
es to California and California oranges to Florida? There is a lot 
of air pollution generated in this process of moving food around. 
It also means that the “fresh” produce sitting in the supermarket, 
really isn’t that fresh. Most likely it’s about 14 days old. That’s the 
average time it takes for the average produce item to reach the 
supermarket shelf after it has been picked. 

For some foods, like apples, squash, potatoes, onions, etc. 
this isn’t much of an issue. These foods store well, and so they 
ship well. However, for many fresh fruits, tomatoes, peas, green 
beans, lettuce and other more fragile foods, this means there is a 
lot of nutrient-loss during shipping. There is also a loss of flavor. 
In the case of fruits like apricots, peaches and tomatoes, the only 
way these foods can be shipped is if they are picked green. This 
means they never had the chance to develop their proper flavor. 
Plus, varieties are selected based on what ships the best, not what 
tastes the best. 

This loss of flavor is one reason why I believe many people 
don’t eat more fresh fruits and vegetables. As I write this, I’ve 
been out working in my garden. So far, I’ve planted carrots, 
beets, onions, parsnips, turnips, spinach, lettuce, radishes, 
chard, green beans, zucchini, cucumbers, cantaloupe (not the 
musk melons we buy in the store, but the actual cantaloupes that 
are grown in France), pumpkins, Jerusalem artichokes, shallots, 
potatoes, corn, tomatoes, bell peppers, rhubarb and egg plant. 
I’ve still got more tomatoes, peppers and potatoes to plant. 

I haven’t sat down and put pencil to paper, but considering 
all of the money I’ve spent on fertilizers, compost, equipment, 
irrigation supplies, plants and seeds, I’ll probably wind up 
spending more growing my own food than I would purchasing 
it at the grocery store. However, I can’t buy food that good at 
the grocery store. You can sometimes find really fresh produce 
at Farmers’ markets, but rarely at the grocery store, unless they 
stock locally grown produce. (And don’t be afraid to ask local 
farmers at the farmers’ markets about their farming and fertiliza-
tion methods!)

A fresh-picked tomato, or green pepper or carrot or green 
bean from my own garden tastes completely different than any-
thing I can buy at the grocery store. Plus, I love to grow variet-
ies that you don’t often see at the grocery store. I’ve planted 11 
varieties of potatoes, four varieties of carrots (orange, red and 
yellow), three varieties of beets (yellow, red, and red and white 
striped) which are all doing well.
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I’m very glad that the owners of the Whole Foods chain has 
decided to dedicate part of the store to locally grown food. It’s 
a sign that even big businesses are starting to acquire some of 
the values that made the early co-ops and health food stores so 
appealing to me. But, the bottom line for me is this—if I have 
my choice between locally grown, conventional produce and 
organically-grown produce that’s been shipped half-way across 
the country, I’ll buy locally-grown and wash it to remove pesti-
cide residues. You don’t know what produce is supposed to taste 
like if you haven’t eaten it right after it’s been harvested.

4. Home-Cooked Food is Better than 
Pre-Packaged Foods

By now, this should be obvious, but I wish to reinforce the 
concept by telling you a little about my personal experiences. I 
love to cook. I never grew up, so I still like to “play” with my 
food. Chopping vegetables, mixing up a cake or cookie dough 
and other kitchen activities are fun for me.

However, for a time, I just didn’t have time to do much 
cooking. So, I relied on more convenience foods. I did buy 
these convenience foods as much as possible from the health 
food store or at least the health food section of my grocery store. 
And, even though I was eating healthier versions of these con-
venience foods, I still didn’t have the energy that I did when I 
was fixing my own food. The same thing happens when I travel 
and have to eat in restaurants—I notice a drop in my health and 
energy levels.

Recently, I’ve decided that enough is enough. I decided I 
didn’t care if it takes extra time—I was going to start fixing more 
fresh food, and I did. I broke out the juicer and started making 
fresh fruit and vegetable juices instead of drinking the bottled 
ones. I’ve made my own stock and made soups in a crock pot. 
I’ve steamed more fresh vegetables. I’ve packed my own lunches 
instead of eating out. And, as I previously indicated, I’ve been 
expanding my garden, which is giving me both fresh food and 
exercise.

Already, my energy level is improving. My supplements are 
working better, and my head is clearer and I’m being more pro-
ductive with the time remaining. 

But, there is another thing I notice. It’s a more subtle, per-
haps even spiritual benefit—a greater sense of connection with 
the food I’m eating. Food preparation for me is an act of love. 
If you believe in the intangible (as I do), then there is a subtle 
energy in a home-cooked meal that was lovingly prepared that’s 
different from something made in a factory.

That sense of relationship is even deeper when I’ve grown the 
food myself. When I pluck a fresh carrot from my garden, I not 
only get food of a quality that I cannot buy, I also have a sense 
of connection to the forces that produced my food—the earth, 
the water, the sun. For me it is a “rich” feeling to harvest food 
my own garden, a sense of “wealth” greater than a high balance 

in my checking account. I just don’t get the same feeling when I 
open a can. (The exception to that being opening a jar of food 
I bottled myself.) 

I feel sorry that so many people in our society are missing 
the wonderful feeling of satisfaction that comes from growing, 
harvesting and preparing fresh food. It’s not just healthier for the 
body, it’s healthier for the soul.

5. Unless You’re Bankrupt, Finances Shouldn’t 
Stop You from Eating Healthy

Many people look at the increased cost of “health food” and 
feel they just can’t afford it. Well, if they are looking at conve-
nience foods, that is a valid issue. However, if they would stop 
buying the soda pop, chips and other processed convenience 
foods and just purchase fresh fruits and vegetables and bulk 
grains, beans and nuts from the regular grocery store, they 
would save money on groceries. They should just wash the fruits 
and vegetables in a little Sunshine Concentrate (or other natural 
soap) to remove pesticides. 

If time is a problem, buy a vegetable steamer and a crock 
pot. They are great investments for being able to prepare healthy 
meals without spending a lot of time in the kitchen. Many 
times, I’ve put various chopped vegetables and some meat into 
a crock pot in the morning to come home to a tasty soup in 
the evening. You can also soak beans overnight, then rinse them 
the next morning, add some veggies or meat and let them cook 
through the day. Again, you’ll come home to a healthy, ready-
to-eat dinner.

With the vegetable steamer, you can cut up your veggies, set 
the timer on the steamer and work on other things. The steamer 
automatically shuts off and you have some perfectly steamed 
vegetables that are both tasty and healthy.

Eating these whole foods and preparing them yourself will 
save money for two reasons. First, these foods are much cheaper 
than prepared foods, and secondly, because you’ll eat less. Whole 
foods are more satisfying and filling. But, there’s an even bigger 
bonus—you’ll have more energy and think more clearly, too. 
This will help you financially because you’ll be able to be more 
creative with earning money and managing it, too. So, the bot-
tom line is—you can actually save money by eating healthy 
foods as long as you aren’t going for the convenience items. 

I guess there’s really no reason for me to be “singing the 
blues” about the changes that have taken place in the “health 
food” industry. But, I do like to keep my eyes open and not 
blindly trust something just because the label says it’s “natural” 
or “organic.” One thing hasn’t changed since those early co-op 
days, however, and that is my firm conviction that whole, natu-
ral, properly grown foods are vitally important to our health and 
well-being. You just have to look closely to make sure you’re 
getting the real thing. 
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Kimberly Balas’ Clinician’s Corner

Herniated Disk, Sodium Channel 
Blockers and Other Questions

Herniated Disk
 My 75-year-old Dad has a herniated disk and is wearing 

a back brace to relieve some of the pain. Surgery is the last op-
tion. He also has a condition involving a collapsed or pinched 
tube that carries the nerves up the spinal column. It makes his 
right leg tingle. Do you have any suggestions?

Ray

Use Nature’s Fresh topically over the affected area. You 
can also apply goldenseal tincture. Use Collatrim and Nerve 
Eight internally. You may also want him to get some body 
work to help align his posture better.

 Sodium Channel Blockers
Do you have suggestions for herbs that would block sodium 

channels?

 Nicole

First, I would look for the root cause of why sodium 
isn’t being transported. It relates to the adrenals and the 
mineralcorticoids they produce to move minerals. When 
there is adrenal exhaustion and excess chlorine in the body, 
sodium transportation is compromised and there is reduced 
energy. If you support adrenals, you open up the pathways 
in the liver for the sodium to move. 

E-Tea helps with sodium transport. Some single herbs 
that open sodium channels include the following. 

Aconite (monkshood or wolfsbane), a toxic botanical, 
contains aconitine. Aconitine-containing Chinese herbal 
medicine compounds have been used to treat chronic pain 
syndromes. Steven and I have access to aconite through our 
consulting partnership, Vital Solutions. If you want to try 
it contact our office at 435-627-1682.

Veratrum species contain veratrum alkaloids. These tox-
ins open sodium channels in cardiac myocytes, resulting in 
conduction blockade, bradycardia, ventricular dysrhythmias 
(especially bidirectional tachycardia), and refractory cardio-
vascular collapse. 

Absorption Problems
I have this new possible client who wrote me the following: 

“I’m at a loss. Hoping you have something that tells my stomach 
that it has had enough to eat. I am never full and cannot resist 
eating. Need to do something this fall to get rid of some weight. 
I so not want anything that has caffeine in it as I get migraine’s 
and they think that caffeine contributes to them.”

Am I correct to assume this is a situation where she is not absorbing 
anything and would enzymes be the answer? I’ve never dealt with 
this area before. I am seeing her tomorrow so any help you can give 
me would be appreciated, even a handout of some sort. 

Marie

I would use the Small Intestine Detox on an empty stomach.

Dialysis
I have a 60-something-year-old man whose doctor put him 

on dialysis. His doctor says that he is otherwise healthy. The 
man’s wife is offering to give him a kidney. Is there anything 
that can be done to help this situation and perhaps get him off 
the dialysis?

Laura 

There are some things that can be done, but as long as he 
is on dialysis then they will not want him taking any miner-
als. It is a strange concept because electrolytes (minerals) are 
needed for kidney health, but minerals clog the machines 
and make them harder to clean. Interesting priority?!

Nettle seed helps halt renal failure. I would use it with 
Kidney Drainage Formula and the single herb pipsissiwa. 
Pau D’arco tea is good to sip too.

Kimberly Balas is a board certified 
naturopath and clinical nutritionist. 
She is currently head of the research 
department and a certified instructor 
for all Tree of Light courses. She is 
available for consultations by phone 
or at her Wyoming office. For more 
information on scheduling a consult, 
please phone 307-277-2466.


