Ashwagandha

What is it?

An adaptogen prepared as an extract or powder from the roots of the evergreen shrub Withania
somnifera which grows throughout India, South East Asia, Africa and the Middle East. Ashwagandha
has been used in Ayurvedic medicine for many centuries. In Sanskrit, its name translates as “smell
of a horse” reflecting the horsey smell of the root but also the vigour and vitality it imparts.The plant
has yellow flowers and red berries that grow within paper husks. Because of the red berries, the plant
is sometimes known as the winter cherry. It's also sometimes called Indian ginseng, not because
the plant is biologically relafed to ginseng, but because it has similar active constituents and
medical properties. Withania somnifera has a range of active constituents, but the most important
are withanolides which are naturally-occurring steroids. It's medicinal benefits are partly due fo its
anti-inflammatory and antioxidant properties but also because it increases brain levels of GABA.

What does it do?

The major use of ashwagandha is in decreasing anxiety and increasing the ability to cope with
stress. It promotes good quality sleep. It also helps with depression, including that associated
schizophrenia or bipolar disorder. Ashwagandha can improve cognitive function including
memory, affention span, executive function and reaction time. It's all also widely used to improve
exercise performance. It increases strength and power of muscles. It also increases VO2 max which
is the maximum amount of oxygen an individual can burn during exercise. VO2 max isnt only a
measure of exercise capability but also an indication of overall health. Ashwagandha increases
production of the hormone DHEA which in turn increases testosterone, both in men and women.
It also increases sperm number and quality in men, and therefore improves fertility. It can improve
diabetes by increasing cellular glucose uptake.

How do | use ashwagandha?

A good quality supplement will be standardised to contain at least 2.5% withanolides, 10% is better.
A typical daily dose is 200 mg to 600 mg, although up to 1000 mg may be needed to improve
exercise performance. It’s fine to fake as a single daily dose.You can take it any time of day, but it’s
most logical fo use it later in the day.The somnifera in the Latin name of the plant means sleepy! It
can usefully be taken alongside other adaptogens. It's not logical to combine it with stimulating
adaptogens like Rhodiola. Holy basil (tulsi) is a good partner herb.

Is it safe?

Very safe. Higher doses can cause abdominal discomfort, nausea, diarrhoea, drowsiness and
headache but these side-effects are seldom severe. Best avoided when pregnant or breastfeeding.
Beware of taking it with sedatfive drugs including benzodiazepines. It may also potentiate the
effect of diabetes drugs. Ashwagandha is a hormonally active adaptogen regulating cortisol and
festosterone production. It also increases thyroid hormone levels which can be useful in subclinical
hypothyroidism but can worsen an overactive thyroid.
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