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Butterbur has not heen a common ingredient in modern herbal blends in the U.S. Also
called sweet coltsfoot and purple butterbur, an interest in this herb is beginning to increase,
thanks in part to a number of positive studies that have been done in the last few years. Most
of the uses for butterbur revolve around its antispasmatic and anti-inflammatory actions.
Historically, the rhizome has been used in Europe to treat skin conditions, pain, and muscle
spasms, such as menstrual cramps, irritable bladder and urinary tract spasms, and even
some types of stammering. It has been recommended for coughs, asthma, stomach ulcers,
and as a heart tonic. During the Middle Ages, butterbur was used to treat plague and fever
and was considered a poison antidote. Traditional Chinese medicine occasionally recommends Japanese butterbur
(P. japonicus) for similar uses. Homeopaths use it tor neck, head, and back pain and to ease urinary tract irritation.
Butterbur now grows wild in the northeast U.S. into Michigan and Illinois and in the Pacific Northwest. The
roundish leaves that appear after the plant has flowered are sometimes confused with coltsfootfTi/ssj/rt^'O farfara).
but they are much, much larger, sometimes attaining a diameter of three feet. (Supposedly, the large leaves were
once used to wrap butter, and thus the plant's name.) Both are members of the large Asteraceae family and were
originally in the same genus.
The active compound is primarily petasin (sesquiterpene esters), which seems to be mostly responsible for
the anti-inflammatory and pain relieving properties. Petasines inhibits leucotrienes, which are responsible for
inflammation in the body, and decrease concentration ot calcium between cells which helps to explain butterbur's
anti-inflammatory and spasmolytic properties. Another, unidentified compound in butterbur inhibits COX-2, one
of the substances in the body responsible for inflammation.
Several commercial products are manufactured in Germany, such as
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and itchy eyes. The participants took one tablet, fourtimesdaily, for two weeks. In a two-month study with 64 adults
and 16 children, their asthma attacks decreased when they took butterbur. In addition, there was a more than 40%
reduction of having to take asthma medications by the end of the study. The participants in other studies have even
reported improvementinqualityof life after taking butterbur along with having their hay fever symptoms impro\'e.
The leaves of butterbur have also been used medicinally, mostly to treat headaches, muscle cramps, and
colic, but are rarely used in commercial preparations because they contain pyrrolizidine alkaloids. These alkaloids
aresimilartothecompoundsthatmadecomfrey root so controversial.|swy4H/l 6:4 & 19:1.] There have been four cases
of hepatitis, which was eventually cured, possibly associated with long-term use of butterbur, although these
alkaloids have not been recorded in the rhizome.
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