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During the 1960’s Japanese scientists researching natural sweetening agents derived from plants were analysing the herb known as Gynostemma pentaphyllum. In Japanese this plant is called “sweet tea vine” (amachazuru). It has been used by the Chinese for centuries as a tonic and aid to recovery from physical work, who called it xiancao - “herb of immortality”. 

The Japanese research team were startled to find that Gynostemma contained chemicals called triterepenoid saponins, similar to the active components of Ginseng. Remarkably, whilst Ginseng has some 27 of these chemicals, Gynostemma has over 80. When they realised that they may have discovered a major tonic herb, the researchers set about testing the herb and its components on animals and humans. The results of the tests were astonishing. It was shown that extracts of Gynostemma are indeed adaptogenic, tonic and anti-oxidant, helping to strengthen the body against stressors and remove toxins. This was just the beginning though, there was much, much more to this herb! 

It was shown that Gynostemma lowers blood pressure, reduces cholesterol and blood fat levels, improves coronary artery circulation, improves blood flow in the peripheral blood vessels and increases circulation to the brain. This makes it a perfect aid for those who have had or have, angina, hardening of the arteries, strokes, high blood pressure, high cholesterol, dementia and poor blood flow to the arms and legs. It is the perfect herb to fight heart and circulatory disease - the biggest killer in the western world today. 

Perhaps the most interesting research was done in 1999 in the United States, which showed that Gynostemma increases the amount of nitric oxide in the blood. Nitric oxide relaxes blood vessel walls and allows increased flow of blood into the tissues down stream. This incidentally, is exactly how Viagra works. 

As if this wasn¹t enough, Gynostemma has also been shown to increase the life span of cells, enhance the activity of the immune system, protect the liver from toxins and fight cancer. It seems that the Chinese may have the perfect name for this plant - “herb of immortality” 
Name
Gynostemma pentaphyllum
Jiaogulan (Chinese: twisting-vine-orchid)
Xiancao (Chinese: herb of immortality)
Southern Ginseng
Dungkulcha (Korean)
Amachazuru (Japanese: sweet tea vine)

Family
Gynostemma is a member of the Cucurbitaceae or cucumber family. 

Parts used
The whole herb is used, although the leaves have the highest levels of the active saponins. In cultivation the gypenoside levels are highest in early summer, around June. In the wild gypenoside levels are highest in late summer, around August. 

History
Unlike many Chinese herbs, little early literature is available on Gynostemma. This is due to the fact that the herb grows mainly in the mountainous areas in Southern China away from the main centres of civilization and away from the areas in which traditional Chinese medicine developed. There are many anecdotal stories though, of how the local people would take a tea of Gynostemma before work to delay exhaustion. It is from these people that we get the name “herb of immortality”. 

The earliest written reference to Gynostemma occurs in the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644 AD). In 1406 Zhu Xiao describes Gynostemma in his medical text Materia Medica for Famine. Here the herb is described mainly as a dietary aid in times of hardship. Later, around 1578 Li Shi Zhen describes Gynostemma in his text Compendium of Materia Medica. This is the earliest reference to the use of Gynostemma as a drug, being used to treat blood in the urine, oedema, tumours and trauma. During the Qing Dynasty (1644-1912 AD) Wu Qi Jun again includes Gynostemma in his materia medica, Textual Investigations of Medicinal Plants, and adds a little more detail to the previous texts. 

In 1972 a team of researchers trained in traditional Chinese medicine and western medicine studied the effect of Gynostemma on 537 people with tracheo-bronchitis. The results were good and Gynostemma appeared in the Dictionary of Chinese Materia Medica, described as being anti-inflammatory and expectorant. 

Gynostemma has been recently classified in traditional Chinese medical terms as “sweet, slightly bitter, neutral, warm, enhancing yin and supporting yang” (see kidney yang tonics for fuller description of the concept of yang energy). 

It is however the Japanese who are responsible for the most interesting work on Gynostemma. In the 1960’s Dr. Masahiro Nagai of Hoshi Pharmaceutical University began studying plants in search of natural sweetening agents. When analyzing the chemicals found in Gynostemma he found that the plant was loaded with chemicals called tri-terpenoid saponins some of which were identical with the active components of Ginseng. His results were presented at the twenty third meeting of the Japanese Society of Pharmacognosy in 1976, and perhaps not surprisingly there was no further work into Gynostemma as a sweetener! 

On hearing about Gynostemma, another Japanese researcher, Dr. Tsunematsu Takemoto whose interest was medicinal agents derived from plants, began looking into it. During the course of the next ten years or so Dr. Takemoto¹s team identified and named 82 saponins of the kind found in Ginseng (the so-called ginsenosides, the major active principles of Ginseng). There are only 28 in Ginseng itself. These saponins he named gypenosides. After isolating and identifying the saponins Dr. Takemoto set about testing these chemicals on animals and humans and some interesting results began to appear. 

Active constituents
As we have just mentioned the main active constituents in Gynostemma are the gypenosides - 82 in all. Technically they are triterpenoid saponins. Even though they have a basic four ring steroid nucleus (triterpenoid saponins usually have a five ring basic structure) they are not classified as steroidal saponins due to other molecular features. They are triterpenoid saponins with a dammarane skeleton belonging to the diol series. 

Four gypenosides, i.e., gypenosides 3, 4, 8 and 12 are identical with saponins found in Ginseng, i.e., ginsenosides Rb1, Rb3, Rd and F2. Again Ginseng has 28 of this kind of saponin, Gynostemma has 82! 

Let’s take a closer look at the structure of the gypenosides. The basic gypenoside skeleton is shown below. 
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Compare this to the basic steroid skeleton. This basic structure is the same in all the human steroids such as the sex hormones testosterone, oestrogen, progesterone and the corticosteroids. 
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Other constituents of Gynostemma include flavonoids, organic acids, polysaccharides and amino acids. 

Medicinal actions and uses of Gynostemma
I must admit that whenever I come across a herb with an apparent multitude of uses or one that is used as a panacea my first reaction is to ignore it. Too often in herbal medicine we are told how this or that plant can help almost every disease you can think of. Such was the case with Gynostemma when I first came across it. However, when I checked the research on this plant, I was amazed to find modern research findings backing up nearly every claim for Gynostemma. 

It is informative to list the conditions that I have found this plant used for: 

· It is an adaptogen. 

· It lowers blood pressure. 

· It stimulates blood flow in the peripheral blood vessels. 

· It lowers cholesterol levels. 

· It improves coronary artery circulation. 

· It improves circulation to the brain. 

· It makes cells live longer. 

· It enhances immune function. 

· It fights against cancer. 

· It is an anti-oxidant. 

· It is an anti-inflammatory. 

· It is an expectorant. 

· It protects the liver from toxins. 

It seems amazing, but there is research to back-up these effects. Of interest to us in the discussion of aphrodisiacs is the effect Gynostemma has on the circulation and blood vessels. Let¹s first though take a look at the other effects of Gynostemma. 

The Russian, N.V.Lazarev first introduced the term adaptogen. It refers to any herb that “causes only minimal disruption to normal physiological functioning, it must increase the bodies ability to deal with stressors and it must have an overall normalizing effect, aggravating no conditions in the process” - a new word for tonic really. 

Adaptogens or tonics are basically herbs that allow us to cope with and adapt to the stresses placed upon us both mentally and physically in our daily lives, without having any negative effect on the body or its chemistry. 

When the human body is stressed, physically or mentally, the adrenal glands sitting atop the kidneys produce a hormone called cortisol. Cortisol is great in the short term as it helps convert protein into glucose which provides energy to remove yourself from the stressful situation. However, nowadays we suffer stress on a semi-permanent basis. Over the long term, excess cortisol can lead to high blood pressure, lowered immunity, stomach ulcers, loss of appetite and weight loss. Does this sound familiar? 

During short term stress, Ginseng has been shown to cause the adrenals to produce cortisol faster in response to stress but also to cause the cortisol levels to fall rapidly when the stress is removed. During long term stress the levels of circulating cortisol is reduced and the adrenal gland weigh remains constant. The problem of course with long term stress is that the adrenals themselves may become exhausted. Gynostemma, of course, is loaded with the same kind of chemical as ginseng and probably has the same effect. 

Another herb with these triterpenoid saponins also used as an adrenal tonic is liquorice (Glycyrrhiza glabra). Yet another herb that protects the adrenals and the rest of your body from stress is ashwagandha (withania somnifera). Another herb that protects the adrenals and protects us from the effects of stress is Siberian ginseng (Eleutherococcus senticosus). Put all these herbs together and you have one major stress busting combination! 

Animals given Gynostemma show improved endurance when subjected to forced overload exercise, even in low oxygen atmospheres. 

Human athletes also achieve more consistent performances and better results when given gynostemma. This of course backs up the traditional use of the tea of Gynostemma as an aid to overcoming the exhaustion of hard physical work. When we do work hard or exercise our bodies produce many wastes, the free radicals for example. Even at rest these harmful molecules are continuously produced. It is the job of our anti-oxidants like SOD (super oxide dismutase) and vitamin C to mop-up these free radicals. Free radicals basically blow holes in your cell membranes and they are now implicated in a wide variety of degenerative diseases like arthritis, cancer and they speed the ageing process. 

Research has shown that various cells such as white blood cells (immune cells), cells lining blood vessels and liver cells pre-treated with Gynostemma are able to resist the effects of free radicals and keep their membranes intact. This is particularly important for cells lining blood vessels as any damage to this lining can form a focus for the build up of cholesterol and thus lead to arteriosclerosis (hardening of the arteries). 

With regard to the liver, it has been shown that liver cells treated with Gynostemma extracts not only help them cope with free radicals but also protects them from liver toxins like carbon tetrachloride. In one trial 100 patients with hepatitis B were treated with Gynostemma and an 89% success was observed. 

Having been shown quite clearly that Gynostemma leads to an increase of SOD in cells such as brain cells and red blood cells, it is thought that this effect is responsible for the herb’s ability to make cells live longer and delay ageing. Isolated cells pre-treated with Gynostemma live longer and go through more cell divisions than untreated control cells. Even cells pre-treated with Gynostemma and then exposed to chemicals that induce ageing, live longer and are able to resist the effects of the age inducing chemicals longer. This effect is particularly useful for the maintenance of healthy skin and hair, areas with high cell turnovers. 

The importance of keeping cells intact and stimulating high levels of the anti-oxidants is particularly important in the fight against cancer. The gypenosides have been shown to both prevent cells turning cancerous and also to inhibit the growth of tumours already formed. Another interesting cross-over occurs here with Ginseng. Ginsenoside Rh2 has been shown to have anti-cancer properties. There is though only 0.001% of this saponin in Ginseng. On the other hand gypenosides 22 to 29 that are structurally similar to and have a similar anti-cancer effect are much more abundant in Gynostemma. It has been shown that the gypenosides have activity against oesophagal and lung cancer with possible activity against cancers of the breast, uterus, prostate, brain, kidney, thymus and skin. 

One of the ways the body fights cancer cells as well as bacteria and viruses, is by launching an immune attack on such cells. It should come as no surprise by now that Gynostemma has been shown to stimulate the cells of the immune system. 

Let¹s just start at the extreme! Animals exposed to gamma radiation lose their immunity due to the radiation killing all the white blood cells. Not a pleasant situation to find yourself in. However, animals that had been exposed to gamma radiation and subsequently lost their immunity, when treated with Gynostemma showed a rapid recovery in immune parameters. This effect holds good for human cancer patients who have lost their immunity due to radiotherapy or chemotherapy. Such patients given Gynostemma show marked improvement in white blood cell count anti-body levels and more specifically raised T and B lymphocyte levels. 

By far the most interesting effect that Gynostemma has on human physiology is its effect on the heart and circulatory system. This is where the aphrodisiac effect occurs. It has been demonstrated that Gynostemma given to animal and human subjects leads to a decrease in systolic and diastolic blood pressure. This happens because the peripheral blood vessels open up reducing pressure to flow. Interestingly, blood vessels to the brain and heart (the coronary blood vessels) open up in this process thus improving circulation to these organs. This may explain why Gynostemma is said to increase intelligence and awareness. Combine this effect with the earlier mentioned effect of increasing SOD levels in brain cells and what you have is a kind of herbal brain cell vacuum cleaner! (WARNING: A rambling aside by Stuart: Another herb that raises SOD levels in the brain is Ashwagandha. A drug that does this is Deprenyl, for all you smart drug people out there). But more seriously, Gynostemma is perfectly poised to treat the biggest killer in the western world, heart and circulatory disease. 

Not only does Gynostemma increase coronary circulation, it also encourages the heart muscle to beat in a more oxygen efficient manner. This makes it a perfect herb for all angina sufferers, but also for people who have had heart attacks, high blood pressure, strokes (cerebro-vascular accident), intermittent claudication, or for those who just want to avoid these problems 

As if that was not enough, Gynostemma also lowers cholesterol levels in the blood along with LDL and VLDL levels whilst leaving HDL nice and high. So there we have it, this herb reverses the factors that lead to circulatory disease! 

So what about the aphrodisiac effect? I must admit I came across this by accident, it is the very latest research. Those of you who know me or visit this site regularly will soon realise that I have a great interest in the herbal treatments for male and female sexual dysfunction and infertility and I am always looking for new herbs to add to my dispensary for these conditions. One thing that I have had in my mind for some time is that I wanted to find a herb that does exactly what Viagra does. Viagra, to cut out the chemistry basically increases the levels of nitric oxide in the blood. Nitric oxide causes the blood vessels to relax and open up allowing blood to flow rapidly into the tissues down stream. 

When I looked at the very latest research on Gynostemma I was amazed. First of all the research was carried out in the US, in October of 1999. The team working on Gynostemma was Tanner, Bu, Steimle and Myers of the Vanderbilt University Medical Centre, Nashville, Tennessee. The team were interested in how Gynostemma exerted its effects on the circulatory system. What I will do here is edit an abstract of their tests and results, picking up only on the most relevant statements. The researchers reported; 

“Herbal medicines are increasingly being utilised to treat a wide variety of disease processes. Gypenosides are triterpenoid saponins contained in an extract of Gynostemma pentaphyllum and are reported to be effective in the treatment of cardiovascular diseases; however, the mechanism underlying the therapeutic effect is unknown. We tested the hypothesis that gypenosides extracted from G. pentaphyllum elicit vasorelaxation through the direct release of endothelium derived nitric oxide......The G. pentaphyllum extract elicited a concentration dependant increase in nitric oxide production from cultured bovine aortic cells. At the concentrations utilised there was no evidence for cellular toxicity. These results demonstrate that extracts of G. pentaphyllum directly stimulate nitric oxide release.....Nitric oxide release in response to gypenosides may be one mechanism whereby this herbal medicine elicits its therapeutic effects”. 

So then according to a major world centre of learning, Gynostemma works in a way that is identical to Viagra, but it is perfectly safe. 

Dosage
Gynostemma extract is the usual form encountered. It should be standardised to 85% gypenosides. 20mg of this extract should be taken two or three times daily. 
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The author is Dr. Barbara Starfield of the Johns

Hopkins School of Hygiene and Public Health and she 
desribes how the US health care system may 
contribute to poor health.

Doctors Are The Third Leading Cause of

Death in the US, Causing 250,000 Deaths

Every Year

This week’s issue of the Journal of the American 
Medical Association (JAMA) is the best article I have 
ever seen written in the published literature 
documenting the tragedy of the traditional medical 
paradigm.

ALL THESE ARE DEATHS PER YEAR:

12,000 -----unnecessary surgery 8 

7,000 -----medication errors in hospitals 9 

20,000 ----other errors in hospitals 10 

80,000 ----infections in hospitals 10 

106,000 ---non-error, negative effects of drugs 2 

These total to 250,000 deaths per year from 
iatrogenic causes!!

What does the word iatrogenic mean? This term is 
defined as induced in a patient by a physician’s 
activity, manner, or therapy. Used especially of a 
complication of treatment.

