A hearty, cold-weather shrub just might be the bush that lays the golden fruit

By Heather Harris

“It sounds too good to be true,” I said, referring to a medicinal plant called Seabuckthorn.  

“I know it does,” said the woman on the other end of the phone. “But it is that good. Let me tell you a story. There was a 1½-year-old child who was admitted to a hospital in Seattle with burns over 90 percent of his body. After a year he was still in the hospital with an open wound under his arm. Nothing would help that wound heal. Then doctors applied the oil from Seabuckthorn seeds to the wound. Within 24 hours the wound had begun to heal.” She paused for dramatic effect, and I continued to wonder.

The sample of Seabuckthorn I had received came with horticultural and nutritional information. Seabuckthorn, a shrub that bears yellow to orange berries, produces fruit and seeds that contain high concentrations of vitamins, protein, carotene, and fatty acids. Products made from Seabuckthorn seeds and berries range from cosmetics to dietary supplements to pharmaceuticals that treat burns, infections, and ulcers. The plant also reduces inflammation, supports a healthy liver, and may even have a therapeutic effect on tumors. And as if all those things weren’t enough, it also benefits the environment: The bushes rehabilitate depleted soil with their ability to fix nitrogen and they control erosion with their extensive root systems.
 Almost sounded too good to be true, which is why I contacted Gladys Brown, the woman from British Columbia whose business card came with the sample.

Sixty-eight-year-old Ms. Brown didn’t seem to remember sending her sample my way, but she was tickled that I called. She loves talking about Seabuckthorn.

So I asked her the questions that had been weighing on my mind. “What about toxicity? Is it possible to overdose or that the concentration of something in the berries taxes the liver or kidneys?” I asked. “How much is too much?”

“No such thing as ‘too much,’” Gladys replied. “I drank Seabuckthorn juice in unlimited quantities in Germany, and the very worst thing that will happen to you is you might turn a bit orange from all the carotene. But even that never happened to me,” she continued. “I give the juice away as samples. People take some and wander away. Most come back in about 30 minutes to buy the juice because they already feel so good.”

“Good in what way?” I asked.

“More energy,” she declared. “In fact, I’d like my next Seabuckthorn product to be an energy bar.”

She explained to me how to use the sample: “Grind it in a coffee grinder to release the oil from the whole seeds in the pulp. Then sprinkle it on anything… cereal, vegetables, whatever. I just eat it by the handful. I love it.”

I thanked Gladys for her time and looked again at the sample I had received in the mail– a half-baggie full of dried rusty-brownish matter that reminded me of irregular peat moss. I opened the bag and smelled deeply. It smelled like the country in autumn, like a fresh hay field with the sour note of cherries or green apples floating above it. 

I began to wonder: If Seabuckthorn had even half as much nutritional value as Gladys claimed it did, why, in this age of highly efficient information dissemination, hadn’t I heard of it before? I began to dig for information.

Political setbacks

The answer lies behind the iron curtain of communism. The plant’s natural habitat is the mountainous regions of central Europe and Asia. During the Cold War, when much of Seabuckthorn’s habitat was in communist-controlled parts of the world, the Russian, East German, and Chinese governments tested and used the plant extensively. (It’s not the first time a revolutionary product was kept under the lock and key of a foreign government. Remember Power Adapt and Botanabol from the December 2005 issue?) 

Russian hospitals routinely use Seabuckthorn to treat skin ailments and to reduce inflammation and pain. Chinese officials added it to the country’s “pharmacopoeia” in 1977.
 (A pharmacopoeia is a government-issued book describing chemicals, drugs, and other substances and their use as medicines.) Germans drink Seabuckthorn’s juice mixed with other juices that have a higher sugar content to offset the tartness. And although I was unable to confirm this, Seabuckthorn juice purportedly accompanied Sputnik cosmonauts on their first flight. 

With the conclusion of the Cold War, Russian and Chinese findings made Seabuckthorn tempting to New World scientists, nutritionists, and farmers—especially in Canada, where the climate and terrain are similar to the areas of Central Asia and Scandinavia, where Seabuckthorn was already thriving. 

But Seabuckthorn proved difficult to harvest.
 The berries do not detach easily from the branches, so the harvesting is manual and labor-intensive. Some farmers experimented with cutting entire branches off the bush to expedite the time spent harvesting, but this reduced the yields from year to year. So due to harvesting challenges, instinctive American distrust of anything associated with communism, and the United States’ more temperate climate (the plant cannot grow in much of the United States because of its need for a reliable and prolonged hard freeze), Seabuckthorn farming stayed north of the U.S. border.

But that may change as the plant’s benefits become increasingly well known. 

Between the berries and the seeds of Seabuckthorn, the plant has been demonstrated in clinical studies to reduce inflammation by retarding the growth of bacteria, to aid in the healing of burns and skin grafts (the essential fatty acids promote skin regeneration), to reduce the signs of aging (the concentration of antioxidants is very high), and perhaps to help heal gastric ulcers, treat parasitic infections, support respiratory function, and even retard the growth of tumors (though the mechanism whereby Seabuckthorn supposedly affects tumor growth is admittedly unclear).
 

“Sea-bucking” the system

Still, I felt like there had to be a drawback somewhere. So I went to the source of the research, Dr. Thomas Li. Dr. Li is a scientist who has been studying Seabuckthorn for about seven years. His Ph.D., which he earned from the University of British Columbia, is in plant breeding, horticulture, and chemistry. I called him at the Pacific Agri-Food Research Centre in British Columbia, where he works. 

I first asked Dr. Li if he used Seabuckthorn himself. He said that he does—that he began taking the oil capsules after his research convinced him of the plant’s tremendous healthful effects. I then asked the question that was really on my mind:

“Dr. Li, does Seabuckthorn show any signs of being toxic at any dose in any way?” 

He considered the question with the detachment of a scientist. He thought for a moment and then said, “Well, yes.”

I knew it.

Dr. Li went on: “If Seabuckthorn is grown in contaminated soil, which has happened in China, the plant will suffer heavy metal contamination. A human or animal that eats a heavy metal contaminated plant will be exposed to the toxic effects of those heavy metals.”

“So as long as Seabuckthorn is not grown in toxic soil, the plant is not toxic to humans in any way, at any dose?” I asked.

“That’s right,” he said. “And most Seabuckthorn is organic because chemical fertilizers and pesticides are not required with a plant that is this hearty.”

I pressed some more. “There is no strain placed on the kidneys or liver to metabolize it?”

“No,” Dr. Li said quickly. “In fact, it looks as if Seabuckthorn promotes healthy liver functioning.”

The skeptic in me is satisfied for the time being. Seabuckthorn appears to be undeniably healthy for people, animals, and the environment and seems destined to join the ranks of foods like soybeans, sustainable wild salmon, and sea vegetables. 

I looked once again at the half-baggie full of Seabuckthorn and decided it was time to try some. Following Gladys’s instructions, I spooned several tablespoonfuls into my coffee grinder and ground it for about 10 seconds. I sprinkled the substance, which now looked like fluffy sawdust, into a glass of tomato juice. The beverage resembled a Bloody Mary but tasted like thicker, tarter tomato juice. The flavor was pleasant, but the texture was too much like fiber therapy for me. So I pulled out some pumpkin-flavored granola, sprinkled on the rest of the Seabuckthorn, and added vanilla-flavored soymilk. This was better. The Seabuckthorn added freshness without over-powering the granola. Thirty minutes later, I felt good, not dramatically different, but good.

If you’re interested in trying this for yourself, call Gladys Brown—she’d be happy to hear from you. International shipping laws prohibit her from shipping the whole plant to you, but she can send you almost anything else. If you are new to Seabuckthorn, she recommends that you start with the juice. Be sure to mix it with a sweeter juice, at least initially. On its own, it has the astringency of straight, unsweetened cranberry juice. If you are interested in skin creams, energy capsules, or tea, Gladys can help you with any of these items as well.
Maybe it’s all in my head, but I’m usually pretty spent after working on an article. Today, though, all hopped up on Seabuckthorn, I feel like I could keep on going. And I must admit: I’m tempted to order some of that face cream for my burgeoning crow’s feet, and the energy capsules look like something I could use.

� Li, Seabuckthorn, 1-4.


� Xu Mingyu, et al., The medicinal research and development of seabuckthorn, 1.


� Manitoba Agricultural, Food and Rural Initiatives, Seabuckthorn Production in Manitoba, 1.


� Zeb, Alam, Important Therapeutic Uses of Seabuckthorn (Hippophae): A Review, 1.





