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. . .. with 1% and formonetin with .01% activity. The
Clinical application amount of estrogenic activity of a particular
batch of Medicago can vary greatly; the activity
is highest in the full blooming and seeding stages,

and lowest in the spring.

Medlcago sativa extracts The practical importance of the phytoestro-
_ gens lies with their ability to alter the biological

A\ { a\ '( 1 ~ response to endogerious estrogen. Estradiol re-

ceptors will bind to a diverse group of chemical

Paul Reilly, N.D. : compounds, including other steroids, isoflavones

and phytoestrogens. When phytoestrogens bind
to estrogen receptors on cells, they translocate to
the nucleus and stimulate cell growth in a manner
INTRODUCTION similar to estradiol. Despite the apparently weak
relative binding capacity of the phytoestrogens,
Long appremated for its value as a food for they can have significant hormonal effects. This
I - ' ' SO is due to their lower affinity for the serum
estrogen binding proteins, this resulting in a net
gbe ; ‘ effect of enhancing the concentration of avail-

seeds sprouts, tablets and a varlety of extrac- able phytoestrogen at the target tissue sites.
tions. In addition to its well recognized nutri- The relative weakness of their estrogenic
tional value, Medicago sativa has several medical  action means that these compounds will have an
uses which :can be of value in a naturopathic  ‘“alterative” or ‘‘balancing” effect. Thus,
practice. §, phytoestrogens may be used therapeutically in
PO both hypoestrogenism and hyperestrogenism
MEDICAGO PHYTOESTROGENS \ﬁ\ @0\ states. It is precisely this quality that makes them
)E* so useful therapeutically, especially in a

naturopathic setting,

In conditions of hypoestrogenism the plant
estrogens will bind directly to estrogen receptors
and provide a mild estrogenic effect. This is
enhanced by the tendency of the phytoestrogens
to concentrate in reproductive tissues, in pref-
7 { ens erence to the serum proteins. This has been
were abIe t01dent1f Y S era hormonally active  clearly demonstrated both in the field (feeding
compounds in Medicago, the most important  alfalfa to dairy cows can have effects similar to
group of these being the phytoestrogens. These  parenterally administered estrogens), and in the
compounds are not true estrogens, vet they  laboratory (uterine weight assays show effects
possess molecular structures similar enough to  equivalent to estradiol when sufficient phytoe-
estrogen to bind to estradiol receptors. Medicage  strogen was used). This implies a useful role for
contains three major phytoestrogens: the phytoestrogens as adjuncts in the treatment
coumestrol, genistein and formonetin; and two  of hypoestrogenic conditions, including hot
less important ones, diadzein and biochanin A.  flashes, menopausal vaginal atrophy and treat-
Most phytoestrogens are isoflavones, while  ment or prevention of osteoporost
coumestrol! is a coumarin derivative. Althoughall 2
lack a true steroid structure, they do have atleast =difionss ] g
one phenol ring and free hydroxyl groups in en -actmg phytoestrogens will compete for
positions 7 and 12. binding sites, thus reducing the number of

Coumestrol is the most hormonally active of  receptors available to the stronger endogenous
the group, with a relative estrogenic activity 5%  estrogens and reducing net estrogenic stimula-
that of estradiol. This is followed by genistein  tion. This is most useful in estrogen excess
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conditions such as premenstrual syndrome, fi-
brocystic breasts, uterine leivomyomas, and
estrogen-responsive cancers of the breast and
uterus.

Phytoestrogens are not the only hormonally
active compounds found in Medicago extracts.
At least one author has identified an anti-

.estrogenic compound distinet from the phyto-

estrogens. This compound is chloroform=solu-
able and reduces the estrogenic activity of
phyto- estrogens, diethylstilbestrol and estra-
diol. This compound appears to have a relative
strength of approximately 12% that of the
proestrogen activity of the phytoestrogens and
would appear to have complementary effects
desirable in the treatment of hyperestrogenism.

OTHER USES OF MEDICAGO

IR 'n' V6 T 18 LJ@eﬂ miﬂ@C
l'u_ny_g_ ' RIF

hypothalmus rather than the pituitary, and has
the=additional effect of inhibiting prolactin
release. These findings would suggest that Medi-

cago extracts could be potentially therapeutic in

the treatment of secondary hypothyroidism and
conditions of prolactin excess such as polycystic

ovaries,

 Medicago extracts have been found to contain
several other b1olog1ca11y actlve com ouds

gﬁu g It isf
mtestlna tra

Ras weak estrogemc activity.
is f ound in relatively small quantities and would
not be a primary cause for prescribing Medicago.
However, its smooth muscle relaxing activity
might be a useful side effect when prescribing
M ea‘icago for other purposes.

Medi ago sattva also contams ar la
Sotoomlkisiayg

When app e ocrops1 mcreases

e grow g d
yield of several species. Applying 117kg of
Alfaifa to a hectare of tomatoes increases yields
by 10 metric tons per hectare. This is relevant
to medical practice only in the sense that it

indicates the wide diversity of biologically active
compounds present in the plant. With further
study we will no doubt identify even more. In
addition to phytoestrogens, plant analogues of
hormones have been identified in gluten, which
exerts opioid-like activity, and Avena sativa,
which contains- 2 substance with leutinizing

" hormone releasing factor-like activity.
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USE OF MEDICAGO IN HYPER-
CHOLESTEROLEMIA

Cardiovascular disease is the number one
killer in this country. Approximately half of all
deaths are related to some form of this condition,
One of the goals in treating cardiovascular
patients should be to reduce their cholesterol
valués, while also addressing other issues as
necessary, such as mmerals, anti- ox1dants life~
style, etc. whliguzmyexiyag

used in one or MoOTe & ues and 10 each study
the component tested whether 1t be the seeds

veﬁ'/ bw h:e‘.lisst m:w@t@‘im (r\vm m i
a4 n@?@ﬂj J0G (uﬁ, Sk

zirdhy ' “total cholesterol/HDL ratios,
one of the ma_|0r predlctors of cardlovascular

e mechanism behind this reduction appears
to be related to the phytosterols, and to a lesser
extent the saponins, present in alfalfa.
Phytosterols are plant sterols which have limited
intestinal absorption but compete cholesterol for
binding sites, thus decreasing total cholesterol
absorption. The primary pytosterols in alfalfa are
f-sitosterol ans stigmasterol, with lesser amounts
of campestrol and alpha spinesterol. Animal
studies using rabbits, chicken rats and monkeys
have shown a reduction of cholesterolemia and
arteriosclerosis when plant sterols were fed in
conjunction with a diet equivalent to the average
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American intake of cholesterol.

The saponins in Alfalfa also have an anti- ‘

cholesteroclemic effect. A diet of 1% alfalfa-top
saponins added to the diet of rats significantly
reduced cholesterol and triglycerides. This level
of saponins had no deleterious effects on growth,
survival, serum glucose, BUN, creatinine, so-
dium, potassium or chiorides, calcium, total
protein, bilirubin, hematocrit or liver enzymes.
At post mortem animals fed these levels of
saponins for 6 months showed no differences in
gross or microscopic pathology from controls on
a similar diet without saponins.

CANAVANINE AND AUTO-IMMUNE
DISEASE

Although the seeds of alfalfa have an anti-

cholesterolemic activity they are a less desirable
treatment for hypercholesterolemia because they
aIso contain s:gmfxcant amounts of canana

HLA haplotypes and acetylater phenotypes ap-
pear to be more susceptible to this condition, as
well as almost everything else known to go wrong
with the human body. Canavanine is known to
be present in the seeds of many leguminous
plants, but alfalfa is one of the few which is
consumed in large quantities in this country. In
order to avoxd the risk of developmg this con-

NUTRITIONAL EFFECTS OF MEDICAGO

Alfalfa is a good source of vitamins and minerals
due to its deep roots which extract nutrients from
the substrate even when surface soils are de-
pleted due to poor agricultural methods. Alfalfa
contains vitamins A, B1, B6, B12, C, E, niacin,
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Condition Desired affect
HYPOESTROGEN, Will benefit from the phyloestro-
MENOPAUSE, HOT ~ 9ens present in Medicago.
FLASHES;

HYPERESTROGEN, The alterative effects of phytoestro-
FIBROCYSTIC gens competing for cell receptors
BREASTS, PMS, wili decrease estrogenic stimula-
BREAST CANCER: tion and benefit these conditions.
AUTOIMMUNE Because many autoimmune con-
DISEASE: ditions such as Systemic Lupus
Erythemalosus are aggravated by
estrogens, patients may benefit
from the hypoestrogenic effects of
Medicago extracts.  Clinicians
should verify that the medication
used is not formulated from alfalfa
seeds which contain canavanine
which would be contraindicated in
these conditions.
HYPER- The sterols and saponins in Medi-
CHOLESTEROL- cagowill reduce the uptake of cho-
EMIA: - lesterol from the gut, lowering total
cholesterol, triglycerides, LDL and
VLDL without lowering HDL. .
POLYCYSTIC The TRH and antiprolactinemic
QOVARIES: properties of alfalfa, combined
with the estrogen balancing capac-
ity of the phytoestrogens, make
Medicago an excellent addition to
treatment protocol for this condi-
tion.
NUTRITIONAL By providing asource of many vita-
SUPPORT: mins and minerals Medicago ex-
tracts are an important source of
alternative nutritiona! supplemen-
tation for patientswho object philo-
sophically to taking synthetic vita-
min pills but who are in need of
concentrated nutritional support.

TABLE 1. Summary of conditions in which Medicage extracts
may be indicated

E

pantothenic acid, folic acid, biotin, vitamin K1,
amino acids, carotenes, chlorophyll, and most
trace minerals. This high nutritional value of
alfalfa explains its frequent use as a food source
for livestock and as a favored ““health food” since
the turn of the century.

With the use of herbs such as alfalfa, itis truly
possible to *let our foods be our medicines” and
to learn to appreciate the power inherent in the
wise use of our natural medicines. With the
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proper selection of dietary and botanical medi-
cines we can treat many conditions without the
need for more invasive therapies. When we use
these plants medicinally as an alternative to
synthetic drugs, it is essential to remember that
we are utilizing the specific plant components in
order to produce pharmacological actions. Thus,
we would be well advised to utilize the most
concentrated sources available. In the case of
Medicago the preferred forms are solid extracts,
fluid extracts and concentrated tinctures. Teas
and tablets may not deliver enough active
ingredient to be effective. Suggested doses are:

1/4 to 1/2 tsp of solid extract BID AC,
or
1 to 2 tsp of fluid extract or tincture
concentrate BID AC

The author acknowledges the support of Scien-
tific Botanicals Co., Seattle WA.
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