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The herbalists of ancient times knew about the powers of St. John's wort, and they used it for 
a wide variety of ailments. However, Western medicine discarded the ancient knowledge, 
dropping the study of herbs from medical school curricula. In its assumption that the old 
teachings were unscientific old wives' tales, the medical profession lost touch with these gifts 
of the natural world.  

In this chapter, we'll first look at the history of this fascinating plant. I'll then discuss St. John's 
wort's antidepressive effects and its numerous other benefits.  

The Many Active Ingredients in St. John's Wort 

While hypericin has received most of the attention in scientific research, 
there are other chemicals in St. John's wort that may contribute to its 
antidepressant effects. These ingredients have a number of additional 
properties, as well. Here are some of the herb's primary chemical 
constituents and their actions: 

 
 Hypericin and other 

dianthrone derivatives 
 

Antidepressive and antiviral 

 Flavonols 

 

Astringent, anti-inflammatory, and 
antiviral  

 Flavonoids 

 

Anti-inflammatory, sedative, diuretic, 
tumor inhibiting, antidiarrheal, 
capillary strengthening, and 
coronary- artery dilating  

 Xanthones  

 

Antidepressant, antimicrobial, 
antiviral, diuretic, and cardiotonic  

 Phloroglucinol derivatives 

 

Antibacterial  

 Essential oil components 

 

Antifungal  

 N-Alkanols  

 

May help neurological disorders  

 Carotenoids  

 

May explain burn-healing activity  

 Phytosterols  

 

Can help reduce cholesterol levels  

Source: HerbalGram No. 18/19, 1997, p. 10 (selected information only). 
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An Ancient Medicine Rediscovered  

St. John's wort presents a wonderful paradox. Known to healers for thousands of years, it has 
become an overnight sensation in the modern media. No doubt utilized by some of the 
earliest civilizations, the oldest records of its use come from Greek and Roman times, 
according to herbalist Christopher Hobbes. Dioscorides, the foremost Greek herbalist, 
recommended it for sciatica and malaria relief, and as a diuretic and female tonic. Pliny the 
Elder, the Roman naturalist, found it effective against snakebite when mixed with wine. (We're 
not sure whether the wine was to be mixed with the herb, or just drunk to take one's mind off 
the pain!)  

The botanical name Hypericum comes from the Greek words yper, meaning upper, and 
eikon, or image. The Greeks and Romans believed that St. John's wort protected them from 
evil spirits and witches' spells, and often placed the herb in their homes and above statues of 
their gods. Perhaps the spirits and spells referred to depression and anxiety, mental disorders 
with no obvious physical cause.  

The early Christians incorporated many ancient beliefs into their new religion. Preexisting 
spring rituals, for instance, were renamed as saints' feast days. In this tradition, Christian 
mystics named Hypericum after St. John the Baptist. It was traditionally collected on St. 
John's Day, June 24, and soaked in olive oil for days to produce a blood-red anointing oil, 
said to symbolize the blood of the saint.  

By the thirteenth century, belief in the herb's mystical power was well established. People 
brought the flowers of the plant into their houses on Midsummer Eve, or St. John's Eve (June 
23), to protect them from the powers of evil. In another common practice, they put the plants 
under their pillows on St. John's Eve. According to legend, the saint would appear in a dream, 
give his blessing, and protect the sleeper from dying during the following year. St. John's wort 
was also burned in bonfires on St. John's Eve to drive away evil spirits, purify the air, and 
protect crops.  

According to the traditional doctrine of signatures, an herb's physical appearance gives an 
indication of its specific healing power. Red plants, reminiscent of blood, were felt to be good 
for wound healing. The red oil in St. John's wort was no exception. Crusaders not only carried 
the plant to protect themselves from sorcery, but also used the soaked flowers and leaves as 
an ointment to help heal the wounds of battle. Physicians in the sixteenth century found the 
herb to be very effective for treating deep wounds. The first London Pharmacopoeia, 
published in 1618, recommended that the flowers be placed in oil and allowed to stand for 
three weeks. The resulting tincture was used for wounds and bruises. Other traditional folk 
uses for St. John's Wort include the treatment of gout, rheumatism, and jaundice.  

When the first European colonists arrived in North America, they found that the Native 
Americans were already familiar with the herb. The latter used it for diarrhea, fevers, 
snakebite, and wounds and other skin problems. It later served as a valuable medicine for 
treating soldiers' wounds during the Civil War. St. John's wort was also prescribed by the 
homeopaths of the period for a variety of ailments, as it is to this day. (For a list of the active 
ingredients in St. John's wort and their effects, see "The Many Active Ingredients in St. John's 

Wort" )  

Unfortunately, toward the end of the nineteenth century, the medical establishment in the 
United States turned its back on traditional folk remedies. Teachings that had been passed 
down through the ages were dismissed as primitive superstition. Medical researchers 
considered most of the complex chemical constitution of a plant to be extraneous, and their 
objective was to isolate the plant's so-called "active ingredient." Now, of course, we realize 
these "extras" are often the ingredients that hold the secret to a plant's strength and healing 
power.  

Medical authorities established what we now know as conventional medicine, focusing their 
attention on medical and surgical techniques, and manufactured drugs. They lobbied 
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Congress and the state legislatures for the prohibition of herbal medicine, which had a chilling 
impact on the legitimate use of herbs to promote health. Current laws still restrict the use of 
specific healing claims on herbal medicine labels. Only recently has conventional medicine 
begun to explore once again the potential contributions that herbs can make to health.  

At New York University, Dr. Daniel Meruelo and Dr. Gad Lavie are researching the use of 
hypericin in fighting the human immunodeficiency virus (HIV), the virus associated with 
acquired immunodeficiency syndrome (AIDS). In mice, hypericin has been shown not only to 
inactivate the virus, but also to shield the membranes of healthy cells from attack. No other 
current antiviral drug is able to do this. It is also possible that hypericin, if added to donated 
blood, may protect transfusion recipients from becoming infected with HIV.  

In Cooper and James's study of thirty-one AIDS patients, the researchers found a 13 percent 
increase in counts of T helper cells (T cells), an important component of the immune system, 
after one month of supplementation with St. John's wort. This higher level was maintained 
after four months. In a study by Stenbeck and Wernet, sixteen patients saw their counts of 
CD4, another immune-system component, either improve or remain stable when they took St. 
John's wort over a forty-month period. Only two of the sixteen developed the kinds of 
opportunistic infections that often affect people with faulty immune systems. These studies 
indicate that St. John's wort may very well play an important role in the fight against AIDS, 
and research is continuing in this area.  

It is worth noting that, so far, the antiviral research has been done using refined synthetic 
hypericin, identical to natural hypericin but lacking the other medicinal compounds found in 
the whole herb. Unrefined St. John's wort extract has been shown clinically to have antiviral 
properties, but no study has yet been done comparing the two forms.  

Wound-Healing and Antibacterial Actions  
Several studies have confirmed the traditional use of St. John's wort in wound healing. 
Hyperforin and novoimanine, antibiotic chemicals found in the plant's flowers and leaves, are 
at least partly responsible for these antibacterial and healing properties. One German study 
showed that an ointment containing the herb reduced healing time dramatically and resulted 
in less scarring. First-degree burns healed within forty-eight hours, and third-degree burns 
healed three times faster without the usual formation of scar tissue.  

A friend of mine verified St. John's wort's healing powers through personal experience. When 
her four-year-old son accidentally scalded his hand with boiling water, she immediately 
applied St. John's wort oil to the site. The pain ceased, and he stopped crying. The redness 
cleared in a few days, with none of the blistering or scarring that generally follows such a 
burn.  

St. John's wort acts against a wide variety of bacteria. In one study, it was found to be more 
effective than the antibiotic sulfanilamide against the Staphylococcus (staph) bacteria 
responsible for many hospital epidemics. The bacterium that causes tuberculosis, the fungus 
Candida, and the gastrointestinal parasite Shigella have all responded to St. John's wort. 
These findings are particularly important because of the increasing incidence of antibiotic-
resistant strains of bacteria.  

Anti-Inflammatory and Immune-Enhancing Actions  
St. John's wort has been used for centuries to reduce inflammation and to stimulate the 
immune system. Ointments containing the herb have been valuable tools for medics on the 
fields of battle until this century, when they were replaced by synthetic drugs. It appears that 
the flavonoid component in the herb is the main anti-inflammatory agent, although others 
contribute to its immune-enhancing activity. Russian researchers recently discovered that this 
complex herb contains substances that both stimulate and suppress immunity. This allows St. 
John's wort to boost the ability of the immune system to fight infection, while at the same time 
decreasing the immune processes that promote inflammation in wounds and other injuries. 
Substances that can perform such balancing acts are called tonics, or adaptogens. A 
synthetic drug only has one active ingredient, so it simply can't manage such a harmonious 



balancing of the body's immune response. This is one of the main advantages of herbal 
remedies.  

 

Someone who has learned about St. John's wort's immune-boosting powers is Renata.  

Renata, a 38-year-old woman with severe chronic fatigue syndrome, was depressed and 
constantly exhausted. She consulted a doctor at a major university medical center, who 
simply recommended that she rest. Then, a clerk in a health food store suggested St. John's 
wort in 300-milligram capsules. Renata took a capsule twice a day before increasing her 
intake to three times a day. Within a few weeks, her depression lifted and her energy began 
to return. By six weeks, not only was she free of symptoms, but she noticed that she did not 
get her regular attack of herpes in conjunction with her period, a common occurrence in 
susceptible women. Moreover, a year later, Renata is still taking St. John's wort and remains 
completely symptom-free.  

This case is a great illustration of St. John's wort's multiple functions. Renata's experience is 
particularly remarkable considering the usual difficulty in treating herpes.  

St. John's wort and Cancer  
There is promising research showing that St. John's wort has anticancer effects. It also has 
been shown to be effective in preventing cell damage from radiation, including damage to 
delicate intestinal lining and bone marrow cells in test animals. I believe that if these results 
can be replicated in human beings, this herb could be used during radiation therapy as an 
additional, or adjunctive, treatment for the cancer itself, as well as for protection from radiation 
damage.  

St. John's wort is an excellent antidepressant that also provides a remarkable range of other 
healing properties. Its ability to fight viruses is giving new hope to patients with diseases as 
varied as herpes and AIDS, while its wound-healing and antibacterial actions can offer 
protection against the multitude of potentially dangerous organisms in the world around us. 
Even better, its complex structure allows it to balance the immune system, helping to control 
inflammation as it boosts the body's ability to fight off disease. In the next chapter, I will 
explain how to use St. John's wort. 

 


