Herb of the Month: Rhodiola rosea

Rhodiola rosea is a member of the family
Crassulaceae, a family of plants native to the
arctic regions of Eastern Siberia. It grows at
altitudes of 11,000 to 18,000 feet above sea level.
Also known as “golden root” or “rose root”, it
grows primarily in dry, sandy soil. This hearty
herb grows approximately 2 1/2 feet tall and has
yellow flowers. It is a perennial with a thick rhi-
zome. When cut, its’ aroma is similar to that of
roses, thus imparting its name. Rhodiola rosea
has long been used in traditional medicine,
primarily in Russia and Scandinavia. The Vikings used rhodiola to enhance physical
strength and endurance, and it was commonly used by many Northern peoples to treat
fatigue, poor physical endurance, nervous system disorders, and infections, and to enhance
fertility.
Rhodiola was included in the first Swedish Pharmacopeia, and Dioscorides, the Greek
physician, reported on its use in his treatise De Materia Medica. In Siberia it is said,
“those who drink rhodiola tea regularly will live more than 100 years.” Chinese emperors,
always looking for the secret to long life and immortality, sent expeditions into Siberia to
collect and bring back the plant. Being one of the most popular medicinal herbs of middle
Asia, for many years rhodiola was illegally trafficked across the Russian
border to China. In middle Asia, rhodiola was considered a pre-
mier treatment for colds and flu during the severe winters

that occur there.
The presence of the phytochemical rosavin distinguishes the
species Rhodiola rosea from other rhodiolas. The

root of this species of rhodiola has a reputation for
stimulating the nervous system, decreasing depres-
sion, enhancing work performance, decreasing fatigue,
high altitude sickness. Rhodiola rosea has been catego-
rized as an adaptogen by Russian researchers due to its observed
ability to Increase resistance to a variety of chemical, biological, and
physical stressors. The adaptogenic, cardiopulmonary protective, and central nervous
system activities of Rhodiola rosea have been attributed primarily to its ability to influence
levels and activity of monoamines and opioid peptides such as beta-endorphins. There have
been claims that rhodiola influences sexual activity. Because of its adaptogenic response to
stress, it has been found to lower levels of cortisol while also optimizing levels of key brain
chemicals involved in mood, such as serotonin and dopamine, that function together to
maintain a healthy balance in stressful situations.
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