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Herbal Help

Fruit to calm the mind

WHAT MAINSTREAM MEDICINE SAYS

Avoid excess alcohol and caffeine

Longan aril can nourish blood and qi to promote better
sleep. Joan Chew reports
WHAT IT IS: Most people are familiar with the
longan fruit, which can be eaten fresh, tinned in
syrup or dried.
No matter their form, they are equally
efficacious for use in TCM, said
Ms Ou Cuiliu, a consultant
traditional Chinese medicine
(TCM) practitioner at Raffles
Chinese Medicine at Raffles
Hospital.
Longan aril is the ripe pulp
of the fruit of an evergreen
tropical tree which is native
to southern China and was
introduced to India and other
warm regions such as Thailand,
Cambodia, Laos, Vietnam and
Malaysia in the 18th century.
The shape of the fruit has
earned it the Chinese name of
longyan, which means dragon eye.
Longan aril is known as
longyanrou, or flesh of the dragon
eye.
Ms Ou said that the fruits are collected
when they mature in early autumn.
The third edition of the Chinese Herbal Medicine
Materia Medica noted that good quality fruits are
large, thick, soft, yellowish and translucent with an
intensely sweet taste.
The dried product is
black and leathery in
texture, she added.
A 300g packet of dried
longan is sold at $12 at
some medical halls here.
HOW TCM USES IT: The
sweet-tasting longan aril
is considered warm in
nature.
It is thought to move
through the meridians of the heart and spleen.
Meridians are channels in the body through which
qi (vital energy) travels. In TCM, good circulation of
qi and blood is required for optimal health.
Ms Ou said that longan aril is used to address
blood deficiency in the body, especially that
affecting the heart and spleen.
When a person has blood deficiency, he exhibits
symptoms such as palpitations, headaches,
dizziness, breathlessness, a pale complexion and
a weak pulse.
The heart controls a person’s mental well-being,
including the quality of sleep.
Ms Ou said those with blood deficiency in the
heart have symptoms such as insomnia, are easily
awakened and often have dreams.
Longan aril is used to strengthen the heart and
promote sleep for these people.
In one TCM formula used for invigorating the
spleen, longan aril is used with largehead
atractylodes rhizome (baizhu), angelica root
(danggui) and astralagus root (huangqi).
Blood deficiency is caused by a weak
constitution, chronic illnesses or bleeding, for
instance from an accident or surgery, she said.

Longan porridge
(Serves two)
INGREDIENTS
600ml water
10g dried longans
10g lotus seeds
100g rice
20g rock sugar, optional
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METHOD
In a claypot, add 600ml water, dried longans, lotus
seeds and rice. A slow cooker may also be used.
Bring the water to the boil over high heat. Once
the water is boiling, turn down the heat and let it
simmer with the lid on for 45 minutes.
Add rock sugar, if desired, before serving warm.
Source: Ms Ou Cuiliu, a consultant traditional
Chinese medicine practitioner at Raffles Chinese
Medicine at Raffles Hospital

It is thought that blood deficiency can give rise
to qi deficiency and vice versa. In TCM, blood
produces qi and qi promotes the circulation of
blood, so they are closely linked.
If there is qi deficiency, a person will have a
pale or sallow face, feel tired all the time and be
breathless, and sweat easily because his body
cannot properly control pore closure without a
good flow of qi, she added.
WHO IT IS FOR: People who do not get enough
rest and are overworked, women who have recently
given birth or suffer from irregular menstruation, as
well as elderly people are known to have
deficiencies in qi or blood.
Chronic illnesses such as diabetes and heart
disease tend to deplete a person’s qi and blood
too, so these patients may benefit from consuming
longan aril, Ms Ou said.
WHO SHOULD AVOID IT: Those with a weak
stomach or spleen, usually marked by a bloated
abdomen and loose stool, should use longan aril
with caution.
It is believed that sweet herbs help nourish the

body but are harder to absorb and so may
aggravate these symptoms.
A warm herb is also not suitable for people with
“heat-dampness”, as shown by their tendency to
tire easily, cough up yellow or green phlegm and
suffer from bloatedness, Ms Ou said.
WHAT RESEARCH HAS SHOWN: A study
published in the international journal Food And
Chemical Toxicology in 2007 reported that longan
seeds contain high levels of polyphenolic
compounds that help counter degenerative
processes in the human body by absorbing free
radicals.
The authors from the Chulabhorn Research
Institute in Thailand found that longan extracts of
fresh and dried seeds exhibited strong antioxidant
activities similar to those of Japanese green tea
extract.
They said their preliminary studies suggest that
longan seed extract can be used as a natural
dietary antioxidant supplement or in a natural
skin-whitening agent.
joanchew@sph.com.sg

Palpitations refer to the awareness of one’s own
heartbeat, which should normally not be
discernable unless one is checking for a pulse,
said Dr Reginald Liew, a senior consultant
cardiologist at The Harley Street Clinic at Mount
Elizabeth Novena and Gleneagles hospitals.
Patients often feel their hearts pounding more
forcefully than usual, that it skips a beat, or
describe a “fluttery” feeling – all of which count
as palpitations.
They are not imagining it as many things can
cause palpitations.
The condition may also be associated with
shortness of breath, dizziness and tiredness. If
the heartbeat is very fast, the heart cavity may
be unable to fill up with blood effectively to be
pumped out and this causes blood pressure to
drop.
When less blood is pumped out of the heart
with each heartbeat and insufficient blood goes
to the brain, the person will feel dizzy or black
out.
Dr Liew said palpitations may make patients
feel so unwell that they need to stop whatever
they are doing and lie down.
The unpredictable nature of palpitations and

the lack of control over this symptom can be
very unsettling, he added.
Palpitations can occur during periods of
anxiety and stress, or be related to heart
conditions.
A common one is atrial fibrillation, which is an
irregular heartbeat that commonly affects elderly
people and those with cardiovascular conditions
such as high blood pressure, a previous heart
attack or heart failure.
Other causes of heart palpitations are related
to abnormal electrical connections in the heart
that control the heart rhythm.
Dr Liew said treatment for palpitations is
aimed at reducing the symptoms to improve
patients’ quality of life and preventing
complications such as heart failure.
No food or herbal supplements have been
proven to treat palpitations, he said, noting:
“The active ingredients that may be beneficial
are not clearly defined and patients can have
varying responses to certain food or herbs.”
He cautioned that these “natural agents” may
increase some patients’ risk of developing
palpitations or put them at risk of liver toxicity.
At the same time, he did not rule out the
possibility that some plant substances may have

a direct effect on the heart and improve
symptoms in some patients.
Dr Liew said he was not aware of any proper
scientific research documenting the efficacy of
longan aril on heart palpitations.
He said: “If longan is useful, its action may lie
in its antioxidant effect. But we do not have
enough evidence to recommend it as a
treatment for patients with palpitations.”
He said people who experience palpitations
should see a doctor immediately if these are
persistent, or if they have other cardiovascular
risk factors, such as a previous heart attack or
stroke, are aged above 50 and experience
dizziness or blackouts.
In general, people should have a proper diet
and regular exercise, which can also help in
controlling cardiovascular risk factors such as
high blood pressure and diabetes, he advised.
He cautioned against consuming alcohol or
caffeine in excess.
“Alcohol can cause dilation of blood vessels
and a reflex increase in heart rate. It can also
directly affect the heart muscle, so drinking an
excessive amount can weaken the heart.
“Caffeine can also directly affect the heart
muscle and cause palpitations,” he said.

