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Compresses, Poultices and Inhalations
A Liquid or tablet that you take by mouth is not the only way a remedy can be applied. Compresses, poultices and inhalations were a common part of the care of minor ailments at home for many centuries.

What are they?

A COMPRESS is a medicinal preparation applied to a particular part of the body. It can be made hot, warm or cold.

A POULTICE is a localised application of a substance placed in a little bag on or around a particular part of the body, ie onion poultice for the ear.

AN INHALATION is a treatment in which the aromatic vapour of the substance, such as either a tea or an oil suspension, is inhaled into the respiratory tract.

An OIL CLOTH is a cloth impregnated with oil such as Lavender, Caraway, Eucalyptus and Melissa. They remain warm, so they can be left in place over night.

An OINTMENT CLOTH is cloth on which ointment is applied. They are used when it is necessary to have an ointment on the skin for a long time e.g. Copper ointment cloth to the kidneys.

General Principles
· When preparing a poultice or compress, materials made of natural fibres such as cotton, linen, silk and wool should be used, as these will absorb moisture in a natural way. Synthetic materials can often be impermeable to air and water and can make the skin perspire in an unnatural manner, also preventing the movement of air and moisture around and through the compress.

· It is important to maintain warmth in the patient during treatment. Wool coverings and hot water bottles can help in this process. 

· The patient should always undergo treatment in as quiet and peaceful an environment as possible and should be allowed to rest for at least 30 minutes after the treatment. 

· It is important for the comfort of the patient that they empty their bladder before treatment, so it is not interrupted by a trip to the toilet.
Inhalations

What you need:

· 1 Large bowl and a large towel

· Herb tea or oil suspension – Any of these in boiling water

· Scatter a small handful of chamomile flowers in bowl or use 1 chamomile herb teabag

· Or an infusion of Thyme tea (1-2 teaspoons/ 500ml) or fresh thyme (handful) boiled for 1-2 minutes

· Or an infusion of Sage tea (1-2 teaspoons/ 500ml) or fresh Sage (handful) boiled for 1-2 minutes

· Or 3-5 drops of Eucalyptus oil or Olbas oil

Procedure

1. Prepare a good quantity i.e. 1 - 2 litres of herb tea or a few drops of oil in boiling water and pour it into the bowl.

2. Sit patient comfortably at a table and place bowl in front of them so they can bend forward over it. Make sure feet are warm with socks or slippers or the feet are placed on a hot water bottle. Be careful that the face does not come too close to the steam, as it can burn.

For younger children this method requires great care, because of the hot water. A parent can sit with the child under the towel – holding both hands of the child, or under an umbrella.
3. Place large towel over the head so it makes a tent covering the bowl. The patient should inhale the steam for as long as it rises from the bowl. Encourage the patient to breathe in through the nose and out through the mouth. The tea or oil suspension should be as hot as possible to produce a lot of steam.

4. Remove bowl and towel. Dry patient’s head and forehead and put on a hat or scarf to prevent cooling down too quickly: The patient should rest and be kept warm for an hour after the inhalation to prevent catching cold because of temperature.

 5. Apply calendula or hypericum/calendula cream around nasal area of if sore or inflamed.

Poultices

Onion Poultice for the ear

What you need

· 1 Onion

· Knife and Chopping board

· Thin cloth or piece of gauze

· Surgical tape

· Cotton wool or piece of wool cloth

· Large scarf, bandage or hat

· Plastic bag

· Hot water bottle

Procedure
1. Cut the onion finely, place in the middle of the gauze or fine cloth, fold all the edges to make a small parcel and stick together with surgical tape. Crush to release juices.
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2. Place poultice in the plastic bag and put on the hot water bottle to warm.

3 Remove the compress from the plastic bag and place on and behind the patient’s ear (in cases of mastoiditis it should be placed behind the ear). Cover the poultice with cotton wool or wool cloth and hold in position with scarf or hat.

The onion compress can be left in place for 1 - 2 hours but should be removed before a child sleeps at night. The ear should remain covered with the wool for as long as possible.

Horseradish Poultice for Blocked Sinuses

Not suitable for young children because of intensity 

· Make a small sack with gauze and put in about 1 desert spoon of freshly grated horseradish. 

· This compress is applied to the middle forehead and it may also be placed on both cheekbones

· Place it in position; protect the eyes with a handkerchief or damp flannel. After a short while the patient will feel the warming / burning effect of the root. When this diminishes or the patient feels it to be too hot, the compress is removed.

·  It is best to allow the patient to hold it in place himself so that he can remove it spontaneously. 

· The skin should then be oiled – olive oil is best but any vegetable oil will do. This should only be done once a day. 

Potato Poultice

Can be used 

· as a chest compress for coughs

· as a compress to chronic shoulder pain / shoulder tendinitis.

· Boil potatoes in the peel till soft. 
· Put the potatoes on a cotton cloth or gauze and fold into a parcel. Tape it closed. 
· Press the potatoes down. 
· Apply to the chest or shoulder with a woollen cloth or towel over the poultice. 
· Keep in place for as long as it feels warm and comfortable
Hot Compresses: 

What is it?

A compress is a damp preparation applied to a particular part of the body. It can be hot, warm or cold. The hot compress is a cloth that is soaked in boiling water that has either a tea, herb or lotion added to it. It is placed on certain parts of the body and left in place for 20-30 minutes.

Examples include:

· Chamomile compress to the abdomen – e.g. for stomach cramps

· Yarrow tea / Wormwood tea compress to the liver e.g. for gallbladder 
problems

· Hot Lemon / lavender compress to the chest e.g. for coughs

· Equisetum tea compress to the kidneys / bladder e.g. urinary tract infections

What you will need:

You will need 4 cloths to make a hot compress:
· A compress cloth – a cotton cloth or flannel

· A wringing out cloth – a tea towel works very well.  It prevents burning the 
hands when wringing out the compress cloth

· An outer wrapping cloth – a large towel or wool cloth or scarf. This usually 
wraps around the body to keep the compress in place

· An inner wrapping cloth – a large flannelette cloth. This is used to line the 
outer wrapping cloth to prevent the wool from becoming wet.

How is a hot compress made?

1.
Prepare the substance that will be applied to the body – it can be in the form of a tea infusion or a lotion diluted in boiling water.

2. 
Fold the compress cloth in quarters, place onto the tea towel and roll it up. When rolled it will leave two ‘ears’ of tea towel at the ends, which can be held when soaking the compress.
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3. 
Placed the tea towel roll into the prepared infusion with the two ‘ears’ hanging out and soak. Take the dry ends of the tea towel and wring out thoroughly so that it does not drip. 4. Unroll the tea towel and remove the compress – open it to the size needed. Shake it out to cool if needed but place it on the indicated area (e.g. abdomen or liver) as hot as the person can bear. For babies and children, test on inside of your wrist.

5. 
Wrap the outer cloth with the inner cloth around the body part (e.g. around the abdomen or head) and secured with tape / safety pin.

6. 
Place a hot water bottle onto the compress and wrap the patient up warmly. The compress should remain for 20-30 minutes. If the patient falls asleep with the compress in place leave him / her to sleep and remove the compress on waking. 

Cold Compresses: Arnica, Calendula or Combudoron

Cold compresses are typically used in first aid situations – especially where the injury is inflamed (red and hot).

What you need

· 1 Bowl 

· Indicated Lotion:

· Arnica for bruising, sprains (10ml lotion in 200 ml boiled, cooled water)

· Calendula for cuts and broken skin (5ml lotion in 200ml water)

· Combudoron for burns, insect bites and stings (5ml lotion / 200ml water)

· 1 Cotton cloth or flannel (compress cloth)

· 1 Wool cloth (outer wrapping cloth) / towel or large (crepe) bandage 

Procedure

1. Prepare the Lotion in the bowl, diluting as instructed on the bottle or 1:10 with water. Ensure the water is cool or tepid i.e. 20°c.

2. Soak the compress cloth or flannel in the prepared lotion and wring out gently. 

3. Place the compress cloth on the affected area and either wrap with the wool cloth or bind loosely with the bandage. 

4. Ensure the compress is kept moist by re-soaking the cloth or by spooning more lotion over the cloth. 

5. A sprained ankle should be elevated on the bed, chair or sofa, which is then protected with a plastic sheet or a towel.

Important:

Arnica compresses should not be placed on broken skin, but only used on closed wounds such as sprains and bruises.

Arnica lotion can also be used as a hot compress 

Lemon calf wrap

The calf wrap cools the circulation as it passes through the legs. The lemon in the water helps to limit the excessive heat process and to draw the metabolic process down from the head region.

Calf wraps should only be applied when the feet and legs are warm. NEVER do them if the feet are cold, and remove them if the person's feet become cold during the procedure, even if the temperature is high. Never apply them when the patient has rigors.

The wraps should be renewed once the cotton cloths become warm and begin to feel dry i.e. about every 15 - 20 minutes. The wraps should be continued until the temperature has been reduced by about 1°C or the patient falls asleep.

What you need:

· 1 Lemon (preferably organic)

· 2 Cotton cloths (strips of sheeting or tea towels) – compress cloth

· 2 Woollen cloths/scarves or large wool socks (outer wrapping cloth)

· 1 Bowl 

· 1 Sharp knife

· 1 Large piece of plastic and a Towel
Procedure

1. Protect the bed with the piece of plastic and cover with the towel. 

2. Fill the bowl with 1 litre of tepid water (35° - 37°C). Cut the lemon under water – use one half per treatment.

3. Cut and scrape lemon skin with a fork under the water. Press and scrape out the juice. (NB - if using non-organic lemons, squeeze the juice and pour into the water. Do not put in the peel).

4. Place the cotton cloths (rolled up) into the lemon water and soak thoroughly. Wring out the cloths; not too dry, but also not dripping wet.

5. Wrap the cloths around the calves from ankle to knee and ensure the cloths are flat and unwrinkled.

6. Cover the legs with the woollen cloths or socks.

7. Renew the cloths every 15-20 minutes or when they feel warm and dry. (if they do not dry out this quickly they were too wet)

8. Ensure the person has a sheet or light cover on during the procedure.

9. Check the temperature after 1 hour and continue the treatment, if it has not fallen by at least 0.5°C.

10.Always give the patient a break after 1 ½ hours of treatment. 

STOP THE TREATMENT IF THE FEET BECOME COLD
Oil Cloth

Cloths impregnated with oil such as Lavender, Caraway, Eucalyptus and Melissa can be used.

They have the advantage of remaining warm, so can be left in place overnight if necessary.

Procedure

1. Cut a piece of muslin or fine cloth to the size required for the area to be covered. 

2. Dab the cloth well with oil and rub gently so that all of the cloth absorbs a small amount. Do not soak the cloth or it will be too oily.  It can be placed on a layer of gauze for extra comfort or used on its own.

3. Fold the cloth (and gauze if used) and place in a plastic bag - warm on a hot water bottle.

4. When thoroughly warm, remove from the plastic bag, unfold the cloth and cover the area to be treated. Wrap a wool wrapping cloth or large scarf over the oil cloth and leave as long as possible. 

These cloths are best applied at night and left in place for the oil to be absorbed. The cloth can be re-used but a little more oil added each time. 

Never use oil above a concentration of 10% and for children use a dilution of 1-2% (i.e. 1 or 2 mls in 100 mls carrier oil – olive, almond or rapeseed oil). 

Examples of oil cloths

· Lavender oil cloth to the chest – for bronchitis

· Castor oil cloth on the stomach for constipation

· Caraway oil cloth on the stomach for colic in babies

· Eucalyptus oil cloth to bladder for urinary tract infections

Ointment Cloths

These are used when it is necessary to have an ointment on the skin for a long time, i.e. overnight.

Procedure:

1. Cut a piece of fine cotton to the size of the area to be covered.

2. Squeeze out a portion of ointment onto the cloth and work well into the material with a wooden spatula or knife. The cloth can be placed on a piece of gauze for extra comfort. Fold the cloth and gauze in half and place on hot water bottle to warm though.

3. Place on the area to be treated and cover warmly with a wool cloth or scarf. Leave in place for as long as possible.

NB For metallic ointments, the layer on the cloth should be very thin and any excess must be scraped off.

Plant ointments in lanolin should be applied more generously.

If the cloth is used on unbroken skin (kidneys / bladder), it can be re-used with a little more ointment applied.

If the cloth is to be used on a cut or burn, it should be ironed first, to sterilise it and thrown away after use.

Examples of ointment cloths

· Copper ointment, caraway ointment and fennel ointment cloths to abdomen for cramping 

· Copper cloth to solar plexus – for bereavement, performance anxiety

· Copper cloth to kidney – for varicose veins, tired feet and recurrent infections

· Aurum / Lavender / Rose ointment cloth to the heart for anxiety, insomnia or grief

Footbaths

Footbaths can be made with essential oils, fruit juice (e.g. lemon), bathmilk etc.

You will need:

· Footbath – ideally big enough to include both feet, ankles and calves. Alternatively one can use 2 wide buckets – one for each leg.

· Warm (body temperature) water.

· Substance:

· Lemon – with knife and cutting board (cut under water and squeeze).

· Bath milk e.g. Lavender – 1 capful to warm footbath

· Yellow Mustard powder: you will need 100g for every 30 litres of water (about 4-5 handfuls).

· Towels – 1 large towel and 1 small towel.

· 1 pair warm wool socks.

· Oil or moisturising cream.

Procedure

1. Place patient in a comfortable chair with back well supported, preferably in a nice warm room. Keep feet covered.

2. Fill footbath with water and substance and mix well.

3. Uncover feet and place each foot carefully in the water. Check that temperature is comfortable – add hot or cold water as needed. 

4. Cover footbath and legs with large towel over the knees and leave for 10 minutes – add hot water as necessary.

5. Uncover footbath keeping the knees covered. Dry the feet with the small towel and wrap feet in the towel when they are both dry.

5. Using oil or moisturising cream, gently and quickly massage lightly over feet, ankles and calves.

6. Put warm socks on and let patient sit and rest.

Herb Teas

Any part of a plant can be used to make a herb tea. Depending on the part of the plant that the tea is used it may be brewed for a shorter or longer time. Herb teas should be prepared in Stainless steel or enamel – never Aluminium – and covered with a lid. Boiling should be a gentle simmering. For infusing a ceramic or glass pot with a lid is best.

Flowers – i.e. Chamomile – cover with boiling water and let infuse for 1 minute. Strain.

Tender leaves – i.e. Peppermint or Birch – cover with boiling water and let infuse for 2-3 minutes. Strain.

Thick leaves - i.e. Senna – cover with cold water, bring to boil and simmer for 5 minutes. Leave to brew for 5 minutes. Strain.

Stalks –i.e. Equisetum tea – cover with cold water, boiled for 5-10min and brew for 5 min. Strain.

Fruit and aromatic seeds – i.e. Fennel, Aniseed – place in boiling water, boil for 30sec, cover and let infuse for 5 min. Strain.

Hard seeds – i.e. Rosehip – cover with cold water, bring to boil and boil for 5-10min. Brew for 5 min. Strain.

Roots and bark –i.e. Calamus, Oak bark - Place in cold water and soak overnight. Boil for 5-10min, strain.

Quantities

For drinking 



¼ tsp of herb per cup

For poultices or compresses

1-2 tsp per ½ litre

For baths



1 tbs /1 ltr (add to bath)

For inhalations


1-2tsp per ½ litre
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