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Natural Medicine: Clinical Uses of Peppermint
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Michael T. Mutray, N.D.,

is a leading re-
searcher and au-
thor in the field
of natural medi-
cine. He 1s co-
author of The En-
cyclopedia of Natural
Medicine, and sole
author of several
books, including
his latest Natural
Alternatives to Over-
the-Counter and Pre-
seription Drugs, The
Healing  Power of
Herbs, and  Natural
Alternatives to Prozac

Peppermint is a natural
hybrid of the garden spear-
mint and the water mint.
First described in England
in 1696, peppermint now
grows all over the world.
For medicinal effects, the
aboveground (aerial) por-
tion of the plant is the most
widely used. The major
medicinal component of
peppermint is its volatile
oil. The principle compo-
nents of the oil are menthol,
menthone, and methyl ace-
tate, although analysis of
peppermint oil will typi-
cally show more than 40
different compounds.

History and folk use

Although peppermint was
not officially recognized
until the 17th century, mints
have been used for their
medicinal effects for thou-
sands of years. Records
from the ancient Egyptian,
Greek, and Roman eras
show that other members of
the mint family, particularly
spearmint (Mentha spicata),
were used. The most popu-
lar uses of peppermint for
medicinal purposes were in
the treatment of indigestion,
intestinal colic, colds, fever,
and headache.

Pharmacology

The pharmacology of pep-
permint is attributed almost
entirely to its menthol com-
ponents. The major catego-
ries of action for pepper-
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mint and menthol are car-
minative, antispasmodic,
choleretic, external analge-
sic, and nasal decongestant.

Carminative effects

Carminatives promote the
elimination of intestinal
gas. Peppermint and pep-
permint oil are well-
accepted carminatives.

Although the exact mecha-
nism of action has not been
determined, one proposed
mechanism is relaxation of
the esophageal sphincter,
leading to the released gas
pressure in the stomach.

Antispasmodic effects

The mechanism behind
peppermint oil's antispas-
modic effect has recently
been determined. Research-
ers have concluded pepper-
mint oil inhibits contrac-
tions of isolated smooth
muscles by blocking the
influx of calcium into the
muscle cells. The research-
ers hypothesized that pep-
permint oil treats irritable
bowel syndrome by inhibit-
ing the hypercontractility of
intestinal smooth muscle,
thereby returning the mus-
cle to its proper tone.

Choleretic effects

Choleretics stimulate the
flow of bile. Menthol and
related terpenes have been
shown to exert a choleretic
effect as well as improve
the solubility of the bile.

External analgesic effects

The external analgesic and
counterirritant  effects  of
menthol are well accepted.
When applied to the skin,
peppermint oil or menthol
stimulates the nerves that
perceive cold, while simul-
taneously depressing those
for pain. The initial cooling
effect is followed by a pe-
riod of warmth.

Clinical applications

Peppermint oil is the most
extensively used of all the
volatile oils. Pharmaceuti-
cal preparations often util-
ize peppermint oil or men-
thol for its therapeutic and
flavoring properties. For
example, it is used exten-
sively in antacid products
and irritant laxatives both




Shaffer’s Heath Center 1825 Chew St. Fairgrounds Market Allentown, PA 18104 (610) 439-1013

for its flavor and its therapeutic effects.
The same is true for its inclusion in
mouthwash preparations and after-
dinner mints.

The pharmacological effects of pepper-
mint and peppermint oil are useful in a
number of clinical situations. Most
notable are irritable bowel syndrome,
intestinal colic, gallstones, muscu-
loskeletal pain, and the common cold.

Irritable bowel syndrome

Peppermint oil has been used to treat
irritable bowel syndrome (IBS) for
many years. IBS can include a combi-
nation of any of the following symp-
toms: abdominal pain and distension;
more frequent bowel movements with
pain, or relief of pain with bowel
movements; constipation or diarrhea;
excessive production of mucus in the
colon; symptoms of indigestion such as
flatulence, nausea, or anorexia; and
varying degrees of anxiety or depres-
sion. One of the central findings in IBS
is a hypercontractility of intestinal
smooth muscle. As described above,
peppermint oil inhibits the hypercon-
tractility of intestinal smooth muscle,
making it useful in
cases of irritable bowel
syndrome as well as
intestinal colic.

The preferred delivery
of peppermint oil in the
treatment of IBS util- #%
izes enteric-coated
preparations,  which
prevent the oil from
being released inside
the stomach. Without
enteric coating, pepper-
mint oil tends to pro-

relaxes intestinal muscles. Several
clinical studies have demonstrated that
enteric-coated peppermint oil is quite
effective in reducing the abdominal
symptoms of irritable bowel syndrome.

In one study, 16 patients with irritable
bowel syndrome were given either en-
teric-coated peppermint oil capsules or
placebo for three weeks and then
crossed over. During each treatment
period, patients kept a daily record of
the severity of abdominal symptoms-
graded from 0 (a-symptomatic) to 3
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duce heartburn. With e GELS
the coating, the pepper-
mint oil travels to the
small and large intestines, where it

(severe symptoms); stool frequency
and side effects were also noted. Over-
all symptoms were graded on a 5-point
scale ranging from +2 (terrible) to-2
(much worse).

Results showed a statistically signifi-
cant advantage for the treatment period
when the enteric-coated peppermint oil
was used.

Gallstones
In several studies, a formula containing
menthol and related terpenes

(menthone, pinene, borneol, cineol, and
camphene) has demonstrated efficacy
in dissolving gallstones. This non-
surgical approach to gallstone removal
offers an effective alternative to sur-
gery and has been shown to be safe
even when consumed for prolonged
periods of time (up to four years). Ter-
penes, like menthol, help dissolve gall-
stones by reducing bile cholesterol
levels in the gallbladder. As menthol
was the major component of this for-
mula, peppermint oil, especially if en-
teric-coated, may offer similar benefits.

The common cold

Menthol and peppermint oil
are often employed in the
treatment of the common cold
as components of topical nasal
decongestants, cough and
throat lozenges, ointments,
salves, and inhalants. Whether
the use of these products is of
= benefit

I has not been proven in clinical
= studies. However their popu-
larity appears to reflect their
ability to help make breathing
¥ casier during the common
cold. The best method of use
for menthol or peppermint oil
may be applying commercial
preparations on the upper
chest during periods of rest; the vapors
can be inhaled continuously.

Peppermint tea may also help during
the common cold. Peppermint as well
as other members of the mint family,
has demonstrated significant antiviral
activity. The most active antiviral com-
ponents, the polyphenols, are concen-
trated in the tea. Peppermint oil has
shown antiviral activity against New-
castle disease (viral disease of birds
that involves respiratory and nervous
symptoms; humans can catch it), Her-
pes simplex, and vaccina infaction in-
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duced by smallpox vaccine.

Menthol is also a commonly used in-
gredient in many over-the-counter
cough remedies. A recent study was
conducted to determine just how effec-
tive menthol is as an antitussive (cough
suppressant). In the study, 20 healthy
subjects received a cough challenge
consisting of five inhalations of 33
micromol citric acid from an air-driven
dosimeter. The challenge was repeated
at hourly intervals for five hours. Five
minutes before each challenge, subjects
inhaled, in a randomized design, either
menthol (75 percent in eucalyptus oil)
or one of two placebos (pine oil or air).
The mean number of coughs was sig-
nificantly lower for menthol (1,734)
compared to pine oil (2,293) and air
(2,509).

Other studies have shown applying
menthol as a chest rub also produces a
significant reduction in citric-acid-
induced cough 30 and 60 minutes after
application.

Unlike other common cough treat-
ments such as dextromethorphan and
codeine, which act on the whole sys-
tem, the mechanism of menthol is
probably localized to the airways.

External analgesic

Menthol and related substances can be
used as counterirritants in the treatment
of arthritis, fibromyositis, tendinitis,
and other inflammatory conditions
involving the musculoskeletal system.
Toxicity

Peppermint herb is generally regarded
as safe when used as a tea; however,
hypersensitivity reactions have been
reported. Adverse reactions to enteric-
coated peppermint oil capsules are rare,
but can include hypersensitivity reac-
tions (skin rash) and heartburn. When
applied to the skin, peppermint oil or
menthol can cause an allergic reaction.
The likelihood of developing such a
reaction is enhanced when heating pads
are used in conjunction with the pep-
permint oil.



