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The Respiratory System



Herbal Actions of Interest
The Respiratory System

Decongestants 
Demulcents 

Antihistamines 
Expectorants 

Cough Suppressants 
Anti-Spasmodics 

Febrifuges 
Immune Stimulants 

Anti-Virals



Decongestants
Herbal Actions of Interest 

Sinus congestion and 
inflammation can progress 
to headaches and sinusitis.   

Decongestant herbs can 
help to get things moving 
again.

Sinuses



Decongestants
Herbal Actions of Interest 

Cayenne pepper is a wonderful decongestant. 



Other Decongestants

Anise
Peppermint

Oregano
Thyme

Horseradish



Demulcents
Herbal Actions of Interest

Demulcent herbs contain a 
slimy, soothing substance 
called mucilage which is 
soothing to sore throats, 
irritated bronchi, and any 
other grumpy mucus 
membrane in the body.

Marshmallow



Demulcent 
Herbs

Slippery Elm
Any other Elm!
Marshmallow
Mallow
Hollyhock
Comfrey

Elm Seeds



Antihistamines
Herbal Actions of Interest 

Histamines released by the 
immune system generate 
allergic reactions as well as 
the runny noses, watery 
eyes and sneezing of head 
colds. 



Antihistamine 
Herbs

Brigham Tea
Nettle leaf
Eyebright
Chamomile
Gingko
Basil
Thyme

Brigham Tea



Expectorants
Herbal Actions of Interest 

Expectorant herbs help to 
move mucus from the 
airways by increasing the 
action of the cilia, 
decreasing the thickness of 
the mucus or both. 

Cilia



Expectorant 
Herbs
Elecampane
Gumweed
Cayenne
Comfrey
Licorice
Red Clover
Mullein
Hyssop
Fennel
Anise

Elecampane



Cough Suppressants
Herbal Actions of Interest 

A number of herbs are 
useful for calming coughs. 



Cough Suppressant 
Herbs

Wild Cherry Bark
Mullien
Licorice
Thyme
Fennel

Wild Cherry Bark



Anti-Spasmodics
Herbal Actions of Interest 

Anti-spasmodic herbs 
relax smooth muscle fibers 
in the respiratory tract to 
ease symptoms of asthma 
and relieve coughs. 



Anti-Spasmodic 
Herbs

Lobelia
Gumweed
Cramp Bark
Black Cohosh
Mullein
Angelica
Hyssop

Gumweed



Febrifuge Herbs
Herbal Actions of Interest 

Febrifuge is the funky 
herbalist word for a plant 
that reduces fevers. Some 
plants do this by 
suppressing the fever like 
aspirin does. Others, the 
diaphoretic herbs actually 
improve and expedite the 
fever so it ends sooner. 



Spirea
Willow
Poplar
Birch
Aspen
Cottonwood
Diaphoretics:
Yarrow
Calendula
Basil
Boneset
Hyssop
Rosemary

Spirea

Febrifuge Herbs



Immune Stimulants
Herbal Actions of Interest 

Immune stimulant herbs 
can help to fight off 
infections from bacteria 
and viruses.



Echinacea
Black Eyed Susan
Olive Leaf
Astragalus
Garlic
Pau D’ Arco
Ginseng
Lonicera

Echinacea

Immune Stimulants



Anti-Virals
Herbal Actions of Interest 

Some herbs have 
specific actions that 
kill viruses or inhibit 
their replication.



Elder
Lomatium
Garlic
Ginseng
St. John’s Wort
Hyssop
Cinquefoil
Yarrow

Elder

Anti-Viral Herbs



Intermission



Doc’s Ten Favorites!  
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Brigham tea has excellent anti-histamine properties. 
It can be used with good effect for runny nose, 
scratchy throat and itchy eyes associated with colds or 
allergies. It’s a good addition for asthma cases as well.

It is also mildly stimulating…not as much as caffeine 
but enough to get you past 3 o’clock in the afternoon. 

It’s full of minerals as well…good stuff.

Don’t bother trying to grind it up. Just break it into 
small pieces and throw it into the pot.

It grows very slowly. Harvest kindly knowing that 
whatever you take from one plant will take a long time 
to grow back.

Brigham Tea / Mormon Tea 
Ephedra spp.



Cayenne pepper is a powerful tonic and stimulant to the body. It is excellent for 
warding off colds and for breaking up mucus in the chest once the cold has settled in. 

In my experience cayenne will also nip a sore throat in the bud if taken early. 

A bit of cayenne in the mouth (and held there as long as tolerable) will also clear the 
sinuses.

For the respiratory effects of cayenne, don’t encapsulate it…be tough. 

Cayenne
Capsicum annuum



Elderberry is a premier herb for colds & flu. Taken 
at the first signs, it will prevent most respiratory 
infections from ever taking hold. The leaves, flowers 
and berries are medicinal. I usually use the leaves on 
adults and the gentler flowers on children. Avoid the 
berries of the red elder (Sambucus racemosa) as they 
can be slightly toxic (the leaves and flowers are fine). 

Elder inhibits replication of the influenza virus but 
may increase cytokine production. Avoid use during 
cytokine storms. 

Elder also has some soothing, demulcent qualities 
and is good for sore throats.

Elder also inhibits swelling and inflammation of the 
mucus membranes particularly in the sinuses. Use if 
for sinusitis cases.

Elder
Sambucus spp.



Gumweed can be found in dry, gravelly waste 
places. The flowers, buds and (to a lesser degree) 
the leaves are medicinal. 

Gumweed is a great expectorant. It also has a 
strong anti-spasmodic effect which relaxes 
spastic bronchial muscles. The combination of 
these properties makes gumweed an excellent 
asthma medicine. It is also good for any 
respiratory illness where clearing the lungs or 
decreasing cough are desired. 

Gumweed also has good antibiotic and 
vulnerably properties for killing pathogens and 
healing damaged mucus membranes.

Gumweed
Grindelia spp.



Mullein is a wonderful plant for sore throats and 
irritated bronchi. It is a mild sedative to the lungs and 
decreases pain and coughing. A tea of the leaves is 
best employed early in the disease process before an 
expectorant is needed. The flowers are also excellent 
and are better than the leaves in hotter, more active 
infections where bronchial spasms are causing 
discomfort. Be sure to strain the tea as the little hairs 
can be irritating.

An infused oil of the flowers is helpful for earache 
though I prefer the easier-to-prepare onion juice for 
this.

Mullein can also be smoked to control bronchial 
spasms and cough and aid expectoration. Add a bit of 
Lobelia and it’s even bette.

Mullein is very safe but some people are allergic to it.

Mullein
Verbascum thapsus



These delightful little blue flowers are commonly grown in 
gardens as ornamentals. Its red cousin Lobelia cardinalis hails 
from the Southwestern states and is slightly weaker but still 
wonderful medicine.

Lobelia is a powerful anti-spasmodic and a good expectorant. 
It is wonderful for asthma and often works when nothing 
else will. It relaxes the smooth muscles lining the airways and 
improves air flow almost immediately. I have several clients 
that no longer depend on pharmaceuticals to control their 
asthma since discovering this pretty little flower. The entire 
upper portion of the plant is medicinal. 

Be careful not to overdose this plant or you’ll discover why 
the common name is “puke weed”. 

Do not take during pregnancy, lactation or in cases of low 
blood pressure. 

Lobelia
Lobelia inflata, L. cardinalis



The inner bark of the choke cherry tree is 
an excellent cough suppressant and anti-
spasmodic for irritated lungs. 

The green inner bark is the medicine.

Harvest it in the summer or fall after the 
fruit has set. Like all members of the family, 
it contains some cyanide which diminishes 
after fruiting. 

Wild Cherry Bark
(Choke Cherry)
Prunus virginiana



Lomatium/Biscuit Root
Lomatium dissectum
Lomatium is in the parsley family 
(apiaceae). The root is the medicine and is 
best harvested in the fall. 

It has powerful anti-viral properties 
particularly against the influenza viruses.

It also inhibits bacteria and fungi and 
mycobacteria (tuberculosis).

Don’t exceed 70 drops of tincture per day. 
Some folks get pretty exciting rash if they 
over do it. The herb

Combines well with balsamroot.



Elecampane is an excellent expectorant and is very 
useful with productive coughs. Excellent for 
bronchitis.  

It is a perennial plant. Harvest the root in the fall.

Elecampane also contains high levels of inulin, an 
insoluble fiber which support the positive microflora 
of the gut (pre-biotic). 

Its mucus-moving abilities also make elecampane a 
good wormer. 

Avoid use during pregnancy.

Elecampane
Inula helenium



Yarrow (like all the rest) has a number of important 
medicinal applications. For respiratory complaints, 
yarrow’s most important attribute is its diaphoretic 
effect. Diaphoretics cause a warming of the body and 
induce sweating which is useful for breaking fevers. 

The flowering upper plant is the medicine. The native 
flower is white and is common throughout the West. 
The colored cultivars found in nurseries are medicinal 
as well. Grow this one in your garden. As you’ll see in 
future modules, it’s good to have around.

Do not take yarrow during pregnancy. 

Yarrow
Achillia millefolium



OK…
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Rehmannia root has the unique ability to reverse that feeling of 
miserable, achey weakness that accompanies colds and flus. It also tastes 
lovely which is an added bonus. 

Rehmannia 
Rehmannia glutinosa



Last one…
I Promise!



Balsamroot grows on hillsides all over the Great 
Basin. The root is the medicine. Digging them up 
and processing them is a bit of a project but the 
medicine is worth the work. 

Balsamroot is very like Echinacea in it’s immune 
stimulating effects. However it has a warming 
energy that Echinacea lacks. It also has some 
beneficial expectorant qualities. The Indians used 
it to ease childbirth. So don’t take it during 
pregnancy. 

Arrowleaf Balsamroot
Balsamorhiza sagittata
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