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Nourishment ~ to support the rapid growth and the great changes pregnancy brings ~


I often refer to pregnancy as the time of 'great change'. I like to use the word great to imply that when we embrace the rapid changes that take place in the physical body as well as the emotional and spiritual bodies, we are absolutely transformed. We set the stage for greatness when we move gracefully into the current and flow with the natural forces set into motion with conception. Growth is the obvious mechanism at work as we gestate our children, but it is not only a child that is being created within the womb of a woman; but a mother, a father, a brother, a sister, indeed it is a family (unique in structure and make up), we are growing as we move through pregnancy. Pregnancy is the bridge into parenthood and is a great teacher of the essentials of parenting: move with change, accept what is, nourish yourself, nourish your family, and co-create your shared futures. Little remains the same as we guide our growing children through their rapid development into mature, compassionate, content children and adults.  


Nourishment is the foundation that supports the growth of a healthy baby and a healthy mother. A well nourished woman has the ability to adapt to the rapid changes and growth of pregnancy in a healthy and vibrant manner. When a mother is well nourished both before and during pregnancy, she will have the stores of energy and stamina available to her for the birthing process and for establishing an abundant milk supply. It is so very important to remember that there are many, many forms of nourishment and incorporating as many of them into your daily routine will help optimize your pregnancy and birthing experience, and will both prepare and bring into balance your body, mind, emotions and spirit for the great journey of parenting. 


I would like to encourage you to nourish yourself with good foods, herbs, teas, baths, walks, hikes, yoga, swimming, massage, dancing, writing, journaling, reading, relaxation, affirmations and stress reduction techniques. Explore any fears you may have, let go of past hurts, embrace yourself and your pregnancy, learn  about the birthing process, clear the clutter from your mind, your heart and your physical space making room for a new person, a new self, and a new baby. Nourish your relationships with a good does of time and attention, learning to actively listen, to communicate in a positive manner, to dream your futures together, discuss parenting, talk to your baby, play music for, write a welcome letter to and tell your baby you love him. 

A brief summary of the normal physiological changes which accompany pregnancy.


In order to fully appreciate how herbs can help be a part of the nourishing team of pregnancy, we must briefly visit how the systems of the body change during pregnancy. From an outside view, the belly of the pregnant women seems to be the only thing that   changes dramatically, however, when we take a look at each body system, what we see are big changes everywhere. Each body system adapts to support the uterus in its work of growing, feeding, excreting for, housing, and protecting a rapidly growing human being, not to mention evicting it when the time is right! When the whole body works well and adapts well to the added job of supporting life, the uterus does a better job and a healthier baby results. Every system in the body works harder during pregnancy and this work begins very early on, in some cases, before we are even aware of the pregnancy. The following are just a few highlights to illustrate these changes so we can greater appreciate the necessity of increased nourishment and select herbs that support the whole entire body and not just the uterus. 

· The endocrine system combined with other hormone producing organs (ovaries, placenta and pancreas) pump out an enormous amount of hormones which initiate many of the other system adaptations to support and maintain pregnancy. Progesterone (pro = for:  gestate = pregnancy), so progesterone is 'for pregnancy' its function is to support and maintain pregnancy and the necessary changes that come along with it. Estrogen promotes growth and is largely responsible for changes in the breast tissue to  prepare for lactation. Relaxin facilitates skeletal relaxation, facilitating the birthing process. All these hormones must be processed by the liver.   

· By the 4th week of pregnancy, the heart rate has increased by 15 bpm (beats per minute). There is a 50% increase in blood volume which peaks around 28 weeks, the heart enlarges to accommodate this blood volume increase, and consumes more oxygen as it works to pump all this extra blood around. The blood vessels relax during pregnancy and peripheral blood flow increases. Much of this extra blood is directed towards the uterus and into the placental circulation but all the organ systems require the extra blood, nutrients and oxygen in  order to make their adaptations to pregnancy a success. 

· In order to supply more oxygen to the hard working body, the lungs also undergo changes both in location and function. They are displaced upward by the growing uterus and thus increase in their transverse diameter (side to side). Our rib cage expands to allow for this increase (thanks to that relaxing hormone relaxin). The pregnant lung is actually capable of breathing deeper and absorbs more oxygen with each inspiration and as a result can efficiently deliver the extra O2 to the awaiting body. 

· Kidneys increase in size and change there functions in order to help maintain homeostasis (balance) during pregnancy and do this by 9-16 weeks. They are generally responsible for regulating blood volume and pressure as well as the chemical make up of the blood and composition of body fluids. They filter and excrete wastes and have a big job to do during pregnancy with the increase in metabolic functions in general as well as an increase in blood volume. 

· Metabolism greatly increases during pregnancy causing an increase  in core temperature, an increase  in appetite and combined with the increase in caloric needs of the pregnant woman means that the digestive system has to work constantly. Digestion increases due to an increase in the consumption of food. Iron and calcium are more readily extracted from foods during pregnancy meaning your body will actually utilize more of these nutrients from the foods you eat. Due to progesterone, the stomach empties slower and the entire gastrointestinal tract is slowed possibly to allow for more extraction of nutrients and water. 

· The liver must increase in its functions to keep up with pregnancy also! Bile production, energy storage, metabolism and the increase in digestion all call for the liver. Virtually everything that is absorbed into the body must be be processed or altered in some way by the liver before being sent to the appropriate place in the body. The liver constantly recycles blood products for later use, stores, detoxifies, and re-builds everything from red blood cells, glucose, fats, proteins and hormones. 

· The skeleton of the pregnant women adapts to facilitate the growing uterus, the change of the center of gravity of a pregnant woman as well as preparing the pelvis for expansion (of up to about ½ inch) to accommodate the birth of the baby. 

Herbal Companions ~ to support and nourish the changes of pregnancy ~


Now that we have an appreciation for the incredibly vast adaptations a woman's body moves through during pregnancy, we can better develop strategies to nourish all these systems to support a healthy pregnancy. Although the body knows exactly how to change to meet the added demands of pregnancy, these changes can stress the body and that is why providing the body with extra nourishment at this time makes sense. One of the many types of nourishment available for pregnant women comes from the wonderful world of herbs. I like to call them companions as it brings a sense of friendship or at least a sense of relationship with the natural world and the plants which we consume from it. If we are also a part of the growing process, all the better,  as it only increases the energy exchange that much more. The types of herbs that we will be concentrating on for use to support pregnancy are the nourishing herbs. Nourishing herbs are loaded with nutrients in the form of vitamins, minerals, proteins, simple starches and sugars, they act as food in our bodies. They may be used on a daily bases and are considered 'herbal foods'. Aside from the nutrients, most nourishing herbs have an affinity to one or more body systems, toning and strengthening over time. The body is a connected organism, when one body system is boosted, it ripples out providing a positive effect on the rest of the body. That is the beauty of using herbs, especially broad spectrum herbs such as the nourishing ones, by using them, we will often see an overall improvement in health and wellness. Let's take a look now at specific herbs and explore wonderful ways to prepare and consume them. We can eat our herbs too!

The major nourishing herbs for pregnancy

Nettles (Urtica diocia): Nettles are packed with vitamins, minerals and trace minerals including large amounts of Calcium, Magnesium, Iron, Potassium, Zinc, B-complex vitamins, vitamin A, C, D,K and contains about 10% protein. Nettles nourish our bodies on many levels, they build healthy blood, helps maintain stable blood sugars, builds energy and supports the kidneys, adrenals, intestines, lungs and arteries. Nettles help support a healthy pregnancy and ease many pregnancy discomforts including; varicose veins, fatigue, backache, leg cramps, hemorrhoids, and anemia. Theoretically, because nettles have a  diuretic action, it may be wise to postpone use until after 28 weeks of pregnancy  when the blood volume expansion peaks. In clinical observations however, I have never seen the use of nettles during pregnancy interfere with blood volume expansion. 

Oatstraw (Avena sativa): Oatstraw is also packed with nutrients (calcium, potassium, phosphorus, iron, manganese, zinc, vitamins A, B-complex, C, E and K) and specifically nourishes our nervous system, helps calm us down, alleviates muscle cramps, spasms, and tension. Oats also help stabalize blood sugars which is a handy thing for pregnancy and beyond. Oats and oatstraw build us strong from the inside out, helps build strong and healthy bones, teeth, nails, lungs and contributes to good circulation. Oatstraw also plays a role in building our endocrine system, and gives our love life a jump start! For best results, use milky oat tops as well as the 'straw' and eat whole oats every morning.  

Red raspberry leaf (Rubus idaeous or Rubus strigosus): Red raspberry leaf is a nourishing herb with an affinity to women as it is a powerful yet gentle uterine tonic. It strengthens, tones and firms the uterus while also relaxing it. Raspberry leaf also aids childbirth by preparing the uterus for labor, helps expel the placenta, and facilitates a speedy return to normal in the postpartum as well as enriching the milk supply. Like oatstraw and nettles, raspberry leaf is also loaded with life and energy giving nutrients including high levels of calcium, iron, phosphorous, potassium, and vitamins B, C and E. 

Alfalfa (Medicago sativa): Alfalfa if yet another nutrient packed herb to drink. It has a deep, sweet, earthy flavor. Alfalfa is a good source of protein, chlorophyll, digestive enzymes and carotenes. It helps prevent mineral deficient related ailments such as anemia. Alfalfa is high in vitamin K and taken in the last 6 weeks of pregnancy can really help give you and your baby a boost, minimizing the chances of bleeding disorders. Alfalfa is very high in calcium, iron, magnesium, phosphorous and aids in their assimilation. Also high in vitamins A, C,  D,  E, B6 and K.

Dandelion root and fresh leaf (Taraxacum officinale): Dandelion root decoction is a nutritious drink that strengthens the liver and stimulates bile production, strengthens the kidneys and bladder (preventing bladder infections), aids digestion (stimulates probiotic activity) as well as elimination. It will help alleviate morning sickness, regulate blood sugar levels, make iron available to the body, keep you regular and help with the normal swelling in pregnancy due to a slowed venous return. Dandelion also helps regulate and normalize hormonal productions not to mention helps prevent cancer. You may eat the roots in stir fry's, and either lightly sautée dandelion leaves or add them to your evening salad. Dandelion is high in calcium, iron, potassium, vitamin A and many other vitamins and minerals.

Burdock root (Arctium lappa): Burdock grows its roots deep and retrieves the wealth of minerals that are nestled below the surface of the earth. Burdock strengthens the lymphatic system, liver, kidneys and urinary system, pancreas, skin and uterus. It aids digestion and elimination and helps regulate blood sugar. It purifies the blood acting as a 'sweep' to the body. Infuse burdock or eat it in stir fry's, roasted or in stews (it tastes great). Burdock root is also known as 'Gobo' in oriental market places. 

Yellowdock (Rumex crispus): Yellowdock is another herb that nourishes the liver (which works very hard in pregnancy), and can use some extra nourishment as well as love and attention. High in iron and other minerals, yellowdock prevents anemia and constipation, and gives strength to our blood. Yellowdock also assists with digestion making the nutrients in the food we eat more available to our bodies. It helps balance hormones (that tend to run a little wild during pregnancy), through aiding in elimination. Yellowdock also promotes healthy skin. It can be a very bitter tasting herb is best not included in your daily infusion but is best when taken in the form of a decoction cut half and half with molasses which improves the taste immensely as well as making the iron stored in this herb more available to the body for absorption. Take 2-4 TBL  up to two times daily.

How to get the most out of your herbs.


Making herbal infusions are one of the best  ways to extract the nutrients from the herbs. There is a big difference between a tea and an infusion in both preparation methods and nutrient value. Infusions are a highly nutritional, water based method of preparing herbs. Basically, an infusion contains a lot of herbs which are steeped in boiled water for a long time while a tea is made from a small quantity of herbs, steeped for only a few minutes. 

To Make an Infusion

· Put herbs in a quart jar (refer below for proportions).

· Bring water to boil

· Pour boiling water over the herbs, filling the jar and put a lid on it

· Let stand for four to eight hours (for most nourishing herbs)

· Strain and enjoy several cups a day!

Alternate method

· Put herbs in a pot and pour cold water over them and put a lid on.

· Bring to boil, immediately turn the temperature down to low and simmer for 20 minutes (this is a particularly good method to use for roots) 

· Let steep for 2-4 more hours

· Strain well, squeezing herbs and enjoy!

Amounts of dry herbs/parts and water to use

Flowers: (1/2 cup/quart) soak 30mins. - 1 hr. 

Leaves and stems: (¾ to 1 cup/quart) soak 4-8 hrs.

Roots and barks: (¼ - 1/2 cup / quart) follow alternate method of preparation.


You may choose one herb making what is called a 'simple' preparation or you may combine them making what is called a 'mixed' preparation. For combined herbs, follow the above proportions. Hibiscus (1-2 tsp/quart) is a nice herb to add for flavor giving the infusion a fruity taste, just a tiny pinch of licorice root also adds a sweet flavor that many people like. A pinch of peppermint can also be used but I suggest not using it consistently as it may weaken the sphincter leading to your stomach making heartburn (a common complaint of pregnancy), more likely. You may combine the root with the cut herbs also, just follow the cut herb directions in this case. Dosage for herbal infusions is 2-3 cups a day. After straining your infusion, you may refrigerate for up to three days. 

Pregnancy Infusion Recipe:

1 part Raspberry leaf

1 part Alfalfa 

1 part Oatstraw

1 part Nettle leaf

½ part dandelion root

½ part burdock root

1 tsp of hibiscus per quart

½ tsp licorice root per quart

You can eat your herbs too! 

Chickweed, dandelion leaf, and violet leaves and flowers may be added to salads for added flavor and to increase the nutrient value. I like to cut them up small and slip them in unnoticed. Dandelion leaves may be sauteed with other greens. Chickweed may be used to make a green spread for breads and dips. Place as much chickweed as will fit in a food processor, add about ½  cup of olive oil, a few handfuls of nuts (almonds or sunflowers work well), 1-2 Tbls of fresh lemon juice, salt and pepper to taste. A spoon of miso may also be added for flavor but be sure to use less salt if you use miso. This is an absolutely delicious spread on bread, or may be used to flavor pasta just like a pesto would be. Alternately, you may  mix it with cream cheese and use as a spread or dip. 

Nettles are a delicious food and can be prepared several ways. My favorite is to sautee with onions, garlic and butter until they are cooked. Add several spoonfuls of  goat cheese or other cheese, continue to cook for a few more moments and enjoy! Another way to prepare is to make a pesto like the chickweed one, the only difference is that the nettles need to be steamed first to tame their sting!

Burdock root make a  tasty addition to stir fry's and also taste wonderful in stews. 
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