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The formula for Essiac tea, derived from the O]lbwa / U‘VL
Indians, and the healing ability attributed to it,
have long been steeped in controversy.
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The formula for Essiac tea, derived from the Ojibwa /\-"

Indians, and the healing ability attributed to it, -
have long been steeped in controversy.
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e drinks the herbal tea,
and it makes him sleepy,
so he naps for about a
half-hour.

“But when I wake up,
it’s like somebody hit me with an elec-
tric charge of energy,” says Byll Ma-
heu of St. Petersburg.

The tea is similar to an Ojibwa Indi-
an formula made famous earlier this
century by a Canadian nurse who used
it to treat cancer patients. With an en-
during mystique and a controversial
history, it remains a popular alterna-
tive to traditional medicine.

Twenty-seven-year-old Maheu be-
gan taking the tea after being diag-
nosed in November with HIV, human
immunodeficiency virus, which leads
to AIDS.

He was prescribed AZT, the drug
azidothynidine, he says, but he doesn’t
believe it works and didn’t want to take
it.

He had heard a doctor in California
was treating AIDS patients with Es-
siac tea. So Maheu is attempting to
treat his own HIV with a recipe said to
be like Essiac.

Mayheu says his cancer-fighting T-
cell count had plunged to 267 but regis-
tered almost 900 last month.

He’s feeling more enthusiastic
about his studies at Eckerd College,
where he's majoring in business an-
thropology and minoring in manage-
ment and marketing.

“I now want to graduate, and I've
started planning things for 10 years
from now,” Mayheu says. “I can’t say
it’s a cure, but it’s working right for
me.”

After a Herald-Tribune story about

alternative treatments for cancer ap-
peared on Feb. 13, numerous readers
called to ask for more information
about Essiac tea. In the article, Sandy
McKelvey of Siesta Key reported suc-
cessfully using a recipe like Essiac to
treat her own cervical cancer.

he story of Essiac, and formu-
las said to be based on it,
reaches back decades and cov-

ers years of power struggles
and alleged government suppression.
“It’s still here, if not more so,” says
Sheila Snow, author of “The Essence
of Essiac,” which she published in
April 1993.
From 1974 to 1977, Snow conducted

‘interviews with Rene Caisse, the
‘nurse who made Essiac known. “Es-
:siac’’ 1s Caisse’s last name spelled
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jerbs used in Essiac and similar teas are burdock root, sheep sorrel, slippery elm and turkey rhubarb root.
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backward. Caisse died in 1978 at age 90.

The tea is made of legally available herbs, al-
though it’s illegal in Canada and the United States
to promote it as a cure for cancer or anything else.

Usually the products are marketed as a food
supplement. Only a limited amount of scientific
testing that relates to Essiac appears to have
been done.

“I just stick to the philosophy that it relieves
many conditions because it strengthens the im-
mune system,” says Snow, who lives in Port Car-
ling, Ontario.

Canadian Health and Welfare uses these ingre-
dients to define Essiac: wild turkey rhubarb (also
known as East Indian or China rhubarb), sheep
sorrel, slippery elm and burdock root.

Various recipes circulate for making the tea
from the herbs. One published by Snow accompa-
nies this story.

“I think my purpose in getting the book out
was to make each individual independent in buy-
ing the herbs in different places, so they wouldn’t
be dependent on any product that would be taken

off the market,” she says.

Shp says that the tea looks somewhat like ap-
ple cider or light honey and has a mild, earthy fla-
vor that has been described as “punky, like dried,
decayed wood.” Snow says she uses it as a tonic,
“but it also helped clear up my asthma and
allergies.”

_Respirin Corp. of Toronto says it owns the
rights in Canada to the name Essiac, and that Re-
spirin has documents signed by Caisse saying she
never revealed the formula to anyone else. In
Florida, Essiac is available through a Respirin
distributor at (407) 585-7111.

Other commercial products that claim to be
based on Caisse’s work or on Indian formulas in-
clude Canaid Herbal Drink, by Yu-ccan Corp., of
Sherwood Park, Alberta, (403) 464-0118; and

Flor-Essence by Flora Inc. of Lynden, Wash.,
(800) 446-2110. Sandy McKelvey, 349-2095, dis-
tributes a product called Ojibwa Tea, made by
Herbs for Life in Newmarket, Ontario.

Respirin’s sole agent in Canada, David Dobbie
of Campbellton, New Brunswick, says Essiac’s
legal status in the United States remains a gray
area.

He says that in some cases, the Food and Drug
Administration has intervened in its U.S. distri-
bution; in other cases, Respirin has been left
alone.

“I suppose we're in the position that we sell it
until we're told we shouldn’t,”” he says.

“They’re trying to stop people ripping off gull-
ible, sick people. I can sympathize with that.” He
says Respirin does not make claims that Essiac
will cure anything.

Stimulant on mice

Dobbie says a limited study done at his request
indicated that Essiac was a good immune stimu-
lant on mice. That study, he says, has not been
peer-reviewed or published.

The U.S. National Cancer Institute last sum-
mer evaluated Essiac for anti-HIV activity on
cells in vitro — not in humans. The results, sent
to Dobbie, were “confirmed moderate.” The in-
stitute wrote Dobbie that compounds judged “in-
active” and “moderately active”” would not be
tested further.

As for Essiac’s ingredients, in tests of burdock,
Hungarian researchers reported antitumor activ-
ity, and Japanese researchers found reduced cell
mutation.

Snow conducted her interviews with Rene
Caisse while working on an article with Carroll
Allen, a reporter for Homemaker's Magazine, a
Canadian publication. Homemaker’s published
the article in 1977.

“T was so shocked when I got into the whole
story and interviewed people and learned how
bitter it had been between the medical profession

)
and Rene Caisse herself,” Snow says.

The writers traced Essiac’s history and
Caisse’s efforts to gain recognition of its effec-
tiveness, based on her results in treating people.

Caisse encountered the herbal recipe in 1922
and first used it in 1924, on an aunt thought to be
in the final stages of inoperable stomach cancer.
“After two months of drinking the brew daily,”

Snow and Allen wrote, ‘“‘the aunt rallied,
strengthened, and lived another 20 years.”

Nurse Caisse began treating cancer patients
whose doctors had diagnosed them as terminal
and, often, referred them to her. Working in a
clinic in Bracebridge, Ontario, and accepting only
voluntary contributions, she reportedly healed
thousands in the '20s, '30s and early "40s.

Canadian authorities pressed for clinical tests,
but Caisse kept her secret out of fear that Essiac
would be unavailable while it was being tested.

The Ontario Legislature in 1938 debated a bill
that would have allowed her to practice medicine
in the treatment of cancer. More than 55,000 peo-
ple signed a petition supporting the bill. It missed
passing by three votes.

In 1942, fearful of prosecution, Caisse closed
her clinic and went into seclusion, continuing to
secretly treat cancer patients.

Snow and Allen -concluded that Caisse’s “in-
transigent suspicion” caused her to miss many
offers and opportunities to have Essiac validated.

“Was it possible that keeping her secret had
replaced fhelping suffering humanity’ as her pri-
mary motivation?”” they wrote.

Before|she died, she signed over to Respirin
the rights to the Essiac name and recipe.

Dobbie acknowledges that only ““vague re-
ports” and “a small study” back up testimonials
that the tea has been beneficial.

On that basis, if people want to take it for‘any
condition which might be helped by an erthanced,
immune gystem, “good luck to them,” he says.

“On the other hand, I don’t think it's entirely
black magic.”




