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GETTING A LITTLE BITTER BEFORE MEALS.

By Colleen Kennedy

Long before the advent of science labs,
mass spectrometryfgas chromatography
and isolated compounds, the traditional
medicine man or woman relied on the art
of taste to decipher the quality and use of
a plant. Now, I'm sure there may have been
a few human casualties along the way as
some of the most potent toxins come from
the plant world, but the essence of this

art is still used today, and now, combined
with the knowledge of the science labs,
we're able to understand and utilise plant
properties without the casualties!

All of the world’s herbal traditions,
from Ayurveda to TCM, Native American
and our own Irish Herbalism use a system
of communicating through taste and
using that taste essence to return our
bodies to a state of balance. Through
scientific research, we can identify
phytochemicals that correlate to these
tastes and to justify and rationalise our

use of these plants. But we must take
our hats off to our ancestors
who had this art all figured
out long before we came
along!
There are an average
of six tastes which are used
in a medicinal way: bitter,

a flavour for
balance

“There are an average of six tastes
which are used in a medicinal
way: bitter, astringent, sour, salty,
pungent and sweet.”

astringent, sour, salty, pungent and
sweet. In this particular article, we'll be
getting bitter! Since that taste is probably
most lacking and most beneficial to the
typical Irish diet.

Bitters are a flavour and
phytochemical component in foods

and herbs that exert a very specific
action on the digestive system. We have
overloaded our taste buds with so many
synthetic additives, preservatives and
sweeteners that no one likes to taste that
bitter flavour anymore, but it’s so crucial
to the efficiency of our digestion. On

stimulation of the bitter receptors in our
tongue, a message is sent to the brain to
release a myriad of digestive enzymes
from the mouth to the stomach, panereas
and liver.

Bitters stimulate the secretion of
the hormone gastrin, which regulates the
production of gastric acid. Inadequate
stomach acid will prevent the uptake
of minerals, which in turn can rob the
body of essential nutrition, even if
those nutrients are being consumed as
foods or supplements. Low acid also
weakens stomach tissues, and is often the
foundational cause of vesophageal reflux

- though most people mistakenly believe
they have too much acid. As we age and
due to stress and eating on the run, we
have a tendency to actually produce less
stomach acid.

Bitters act on both the pancreas and
liverfgall bladder, helping to normalise
bloed glucose levels, and promote the
production and release of pancreatic
enzymes and bile, which ensure good
digestion of fats and oils. Froma
traditional energetic perspective, an
out-of-balance liver can be associated
with anger and frustration, and bitter
herbs can often be a part of a prescription
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to help balance this energetic symptom of
liver congestion.
Sowhere do we find this bitter?

Chicory, endive, mustard greens,
watercress, wild dandelion leaves,
dandelion root and rocket are all good
bitter foods and can be eaten in small
amounts with a meal to have a therapeutic
action. This is where the ‘salad before a
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main meal’ concept came from.

We also have some very bitter
tasting herbs, Gentiana lutea (G cnlian),
being one of the most bitter. Barberry,
dandelion root, centaury goldenseal,
yarrow and yellow dock are other
examples, though they have varying
degrees of bitter principles and other
synergistic attributes too.

Bitter tinctures can be used in
smaller doses 10-15 minutes before a
meal to stimulate the digestive juices,
but are also added to a formula in larger
amounts for a cooling, detoxifying and
antimicrobial effect. The cooling effect
needs to be balanced for a certain type of
constitution as it may be too cooling and
drying for some types.

It's interesting that the bitter flavour
is one we often avoid and, much like the
bitter side of our emotions, may perhaps
be better faced up to, acknowledged and
thanked for the lessonsin lifeand in
medicine we can learn from them.
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