Milk thistle, Mary Thistle Carduus marianus, Silybum marianum  Asteracea/Compositae

Botanical description

Part used: Seeds. The flower heads can be eaten and used as a remedy as well.
Habitat, cultivation and harvesting: It is native to the Mediterranean, but naturalized throughout Europe. However, it is rarely found in the wild in Ireland and the UK. It grows on waste ground and is also grown as an ornamental plant due to its attractively veined leaves and purple flowers.  It is a biennial (sometimes grows as an annual) but does not spread as readily as other thistles, although it will self seed. Easily raised from seed planted in the spring, prefers a sunny site.  It is related to Holy thistle (Carbenia benedictus), Globe artichoke (Cyanara scolymus) and Teasle ; all these also are beneficial for treating the liver but are not as strong acting as the milk thistle.
History/folklore/taste/energetics

Constituents

Actions

Traditional and current uses:

Constituents Flavonlignans (1-4%) silymarin, Bitter principles, Polyacetylenes
Actions Hepatoprotective, Choleretic, Galactogue, Antidepressant
Traditional/current uses

· Silymarin is so effective at protecting the liver that it will prevent the toxic effects of fly agaric and carbon tetrachloride if taken immediately before ingestion or within 48 hours

· Has been successfully used in Germany to treat hepatitis and liver cirrhosis

· Increases breast milk production

· Used to treat melancholia and depression

· Effective at protecting and restoring the liver whether under stress due to infection, alcohol, or from pharmaceutical medication

The flowerheads have been used as a tonic food, apparently in the spring. However, they sometimes do not appear until the summer.  They are like tiny globe artichokes.

Globe artichoke has a similar therapeutic effect and is widely used as a food on the Continent.

Cardoon is a related species with some similar properties.  It is also used as a vegetable; in this case it is the blanched new shoots in the autumn which are used as a vegetable.

Used as a decoction (half a cup a day), in capsules or in the form of a tincture (up to 5 ml three times daily).

