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A recording of this talk is available to all AHG members 

by logging into your Member Account at our website – 

www.americanherbalistsguild.com.

William LeSassier (1948-2003) was a pivotal force in the 

renaissance of American herbalism. In the early 1970’s 

he was teaching a unique “system” of herbal medicine 

and natural healing unlike anything else being taught 

at that time. William taught classes throughout the 

U.S. and established a school, The Christos School of 

Natural Healing, in Taos, New Mexico. His teachings 

included facial and hand diagnosis, bodywork, diet 

therapy, astrology, iridology, spiritual healing, and 

most profoundly, the energetic use of herbs. Before 

most American herbalists were exposed to the energetic 

systems and herbs of China (TCM) and India 

(Ayurveda), William was teaching students about them. 

He introduced many American herbalists to then obscure 

Chinese herbs (Astragalus, White Peony, Ephedra, He 

Shou Wu, Dong Gui) and equally obscure western herbs 

such as Scarlet Pimpernel, Cotton Root bark, Evening 

Primrose herb (not the seed oil), Sweet Melilot, Osha, 

and Yerba Mansa.

William also devised a unique method for creating 

herbal formulas which he referred to as the triangle, or 

triune, system. How he developed this system is unclear 

(I have heard at least 2 distinct versions of its creation), 

but that it is a brilliant and elegant way of designing 

energetically balanced formulas is quite obvious to anyone 

who has taken the time to master this process. Instead of 

simply throwing a bunch of herbs in a patient’s formula, 

his system allows the practitioner of Western herbal 

medicine (TCM & Ayurvedic practitioners already have 

time tested formulas and methods for creating patient-

specific formulas) to create an herbal formula tailored to 

each patient.

In this system, William utilized an idea similar 

to the Ayurvedic concept of the 3 tendencies, or 

gunas (Sattva-stimulating, Rajas-balancing, Tamas-

eliminating). He categorized herbs as having either a 

building/strengthening (+) effect on an organ or system, 

a tonifying or normalizing (0) effect, or an eliminating/

detoxifying (-) activity. This was illustrated as a triangle. 

His idea was to use all 3 types of herbs in a formula. 

This created a synergy that enhanced healing rather than 

simply suppressing symptoms or possibly exacerbating 

the illness. Table 1 is a simple triad or triangle of herbs 

for someone with a urinary tract infection.

The idea is that the builder herb (+) Corn Silk 

strengthens and nourishes the inflamed or damaged 
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tissue, promoting healing, the neutral herb (0) Agrimony 

would help to restore normal function (increase pH, 

reduce excess discharge, tonify mucous membranes) and 

the eliminator herb (-) Pipsissewa is antibacterial, helping 

to eliminate the pathogenic bacteria. A simple triad 

would be used for acute conditions or in a person with 

only one problem area.

The full triune formula is used as a constitutional 

formula for people with complex health issues. It treats 4 

areas of the body simultaneously and the skilled herbalist 

through his/her choice of herbs can actually affect the 

entire organism. 

As Tables 2 & 3 show, the total formula is 18 parts, 

a part can be a tablespoon, an ounce, or any consistent 

measure depending on the amount you wish to make and 

whether it is ground herb for a tea or liquids (tincture or 

glycerite).

Table 4 presents an example of an actual triune 

formula used for a patient.

The patient is a 42 year old perimenopausal woman 

who has had half her thyroid removed due to nodules. 
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Table 2:  Triune formula showing the disposition of 
the 9 herbs (total 18 parts) used in this type 
of formula
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Table 3: Proportion of herb used for each triangle
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She has chronic allergies (pollen, food, mold, etc.), 

post-nasal drip, and recurrent sinus and ear infections. 

In addition, she has low blood pressure, digestive upset 

with nausea, frequent motion sickness, night sweats, 

menstrual headaches, and is a type A personality with 

constant anxiety (worse pre-menstrually). I decided to 

focus on down-regulating her overactive immune system 

while also promoting endocrine function, digestion, 

and balancing her reproductive system. Through my 

choice of herbs, I was also able to address her anxiety and 

constipation*.

*I would note that this formula was only part of 

her protocol, which included elimination of dairy, the 

addition of several nutritional supplements, and stress 

reduction techniques.

Explanation of the herbs used in this formula:

Center triangle – Immune System

Builder herb (+) Reishi (Ganoderma sinensis) – ¹⁄6 part or 

3 parts of the total formula – immune amphoteric, 

down regulates allergic response, calming 

adaptogen.

Neutral herb (0) Turmeric (Curcuma longa) – ¹⁄6 part or 

3 parts of the total formula – anti-inflammatory 

that down regulates excess immune response, 

stabilizes mast cells reducing histamine production. 

Also hepatoprotective, cholagogue, bitter tonic.

Eliminator herb (-) Huang Qin (Scutellaria baicalensis) – 

¹⁄6 part or 3 parts of the total formula – clears damp 

heat (ear and sinus infections), anti-inflammatory 

which down regulates excess immune response.

Outer triangles

HPA Axis/Endocrine triangle

Builder herb (+) Bacopa (Bacopa monnieri) – ¹⁄18 part 

or 1 part of the total formula– cerebral tonic, 

stimulates thyroid function, anxiolytic.

Neutral herb (0) Fresh Oat (Avena sativa) – ¹⁄9 part or 

2 parts of the total formula (shared with FRS) – 

nervine, calms disturbed shen and anxiety 

Eliminator herb (-) Holy Basil (Ocimum sanctum) – 

¹⁄9 part or 2 parts of the total formula (shared with 

Digestion) – adaptogen, helps brain fog, immune 

amphoteric, down regulates excessive immune 

response

Digestion triangle

Builder herb (+) Licorice (Glycyrrhiza glabra or G. 

uralensis) – ¹⁄18 part or 1 part of the total formula –

carminative, aperient, heals the gastric mucosa. It is 

also an adaptogen and immune amphoteric

Neutral herb (0) Holy Basil (Ocimum sanctum) – ¹⁄9 part 

or 2 parts of the total formula (shared with HPA 

axis/Endocrine) – carminative, relieves nausea

Eliminator herb (-) Chaste Tree (Vitex agnus-castus) – ¹⁄9 

part or 2 parts of the total formula (shared with Female 

Reproductive System) carminative, relieves nausea

Female Reproductive triangle

Builder herb (+) Chaste Tree (Vitex agnus-castus) – ¹⁄9 part 

or 2 parts of the total formula (shared with Digestion) 

– reduces prolactin levels and helps re-regulate FRS, 

especially PMS and peri-menopausal symptoms 

Neutral herb (0) Fresh Oat (Avena sativa) – ¹⁄9 part or 2 

parts of the total formula (shared with HPA axis/

Endocrine) – nervous system trophorestorative, 

calms disturbed shen and menopausal anxiety 

Eliminator herb (-) Motherwort (Leonurus cardiaca) – 

¹⁄18 part or 1 part of the total formula – anxiolytic, 

bitter tonic, relieves menstrual headaches

Bacopa
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Table 4: Case Study
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The Process of Creating a Triune Formula 

(Tables 5, 6 & 7)

The clinician discerns the most important system or 

organ to treat and that goes into the center triangle. Each 

triangle has a builder herb (+), a neutral herb (0), and an 

eliminator herb (-). In the center triangle each herb is  

¹⁄6 part of the total formula, which when added up makes 

½ of the total formula (¹⁄6 + ¹⁄6 + ¹⁄6 = ³⁄6, or ½)

Next the connector herbs are chosen, which connect 

the three outer triangles. Each of these herbs is ¹⁄9 part of 

the total formula, which when added up makes ¹⁄3 of the 

total formula (¹⁄9 + ¹⁄9 + ¹⁄9 = ³⁄9, or ¹⁄3).

Once the middle triangle and connector herbs 

are chosen, the outer tips of the triangles are filled in. 

These are easier to choose, as you have already chosen 

the connector herbs, leaving this last remaining choice 

to complete each triangle. Each of these final parts is  

¹⁄18 part which when added up make ¹⁄6 of the total 

formula.(¹⁄18 + ¹⁄18 + ¹⁄18 = ³⁄19 or ¹⁄6). These herbs, used in 

smaller quantities, are often stronger tasting or stronger 

acting herbs, so less of them is needed.

Excerpts From David Winston’s Triune Lists

Digestion 

Builders (+): 

American Ginseng root (Panax quinquefolius) – Bitter 

tonic, increases HCL, builds digestive Qi

Dandelion root (Taraxacum officinale) – Increases gastric 

HCL, nutritive

Orange peel (Citrus spp.) – Increases gastric HCL 

Shatavari root (Asparagus racemosus) – Demulcent, 

nutritive 

Watercress herb (Nasturtium officialis) – Stimulates 

digestive fire

Neutrals (0): 

Artichoke leaf (Cynara scolymus) – Bitter tonic, increases 

bile secretions

Hawthorn berry (Crataegus cuneata) – Stir-fried brown – 

gas, biliousness

Sage leaf (Salvia officinalis) – Carminative, antioxidant

Turmeric root (Curcuma longa) – Warming bitter – 

overuse can irritate gastric mucosa

Yarrow herb (Achillea millefolium) – Bitter tonic 

Eliminators (-): 

Catnip herb (Nepeta cataria) – Nervous stomach, 

hiatus hernia

Kava Kava root (Piper methysticum) – Antispasmodic to 

the GI tract

Mu Xiang root (Saussurea lappa) – Stomachache, nausea, 

regurgitating bile

Roman Chamomile flower (Chamaemelum nobilis) – 

Carminative, antispasmodic

Yan Hu Suo root (Corydalis yanhusuo) – Relieves GI 

tract pain

HPA Axis/Endocrine System 

Builders (+) 

Ashwagandha root (Withania somnifera) – Calming 

adaptogen, antispasmodic

Asian Ginseng root (Panax Ginseng) – Heating, 

stimulating adaptogen

Licorice root (Glycyrrhiza uralensis) – Yin tonic, adaptogen

Reishi fungus (Ganoderma lucicum) – Immune 

amphoteric, mild adaptogen

White Peony root (Paeonia lactiflora) – Sedative, 

antispasmodic, spasms, headaches, mental fog

HPA AXIS/ 
ENDOCRINE

IMMUNE

FEMALE 
REPRODUCTIVE 

SYSTEM
DIGESTION

¹⁄6 part
–

+ ¹⁄6 part ¹⁄6 part 0

Table 5
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Neutrals (0): 

Amla fruit (Emblica officinalis) – Mild adaptogen 

Fresh Milky Oat (Avena sativa) – Nervine used for 

labile emotions

Mimosa bark (Albizia julibrissin) – Nervine, 

antidepressant

Prince Seng root (Pseudostellaria heterophylla) – Mental 

fatigue, loss of Qi, chronic illness

St. John’s wort flowering herb (Hypericum perforatum) – 

Nervine, antidepressant

Eliminators (-): 

Bacopa herb (Bacopa monnieri) – Cerebral stimulant, 

anxiolytic

Bai Zi Pen/Biota seed (Platycladus orientalis) – Disturbed 

shen, insomnia, forgetfulness

Evening Primrose herb (Oenothera biennis) – Depression 

associated with digestive problems

Lotus seed (Nelumbo nucifera) – Heart fire – irritability, 

insomnia

White Sage leaf (Salvia apiana) – Decreases prolactin 

levels – pituitary

Female Reproductive System 

Builders (+): 

Chaste Tree fruit (Vitex agnus-castus) – Increases 

progesterone production, inhibits prolactin

Damiana herb (Turnera diffusa) – Increases sexual qi, 

depression with lack of libido

Fresh Milky Oat (Avena sativa) – Vaginal dryness, 

PMS anxiety

Shatavari root (Asparagus racemosus) – FRS tonic, 

enhances fertility

White Peony root (Paeonia lactiflora) – Builds blood in 

relation to FRS, fibroids, cysts

Neutrals (0): 

Alfalfa herb (Medicago sativa) – Nutritive, contains 

“phytoestrogens” (isoflavones)

Lady’s Mantle leaf (Alchemilla vulgaris) – Uterine 

prolapse, menorrhagia

Raspberry leaf (Rubus idaeus) – Uterine tonic, uterine 

prolapse, menorrhagia

Teasel Root (Dipsacus japonicus) – Uterine bleeding, 

threatened abortion, menorrhagia

Yu Zhu root (Polygonatum odoratum) – Mild FRS tonic

Huang
Quin

–

(-) Chaste Tree (+)

(0
) H

ol
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il 

(-)

(0) Fresh oat (0)

+ reishi Tumeric 0

Table 6 
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Eliminators (-):

Black Cohosh root (Cimicifuga racemosa) – 

Emmenagogue, oxytocic, uterine and ovarian 

sedative, relieves menopausal symptoms

Hong Hua/Safflower (Carthamus tinctorius) – 

Emmenagogue, moves blood

Jamaica Dogwood bark (Piscidia piscipula) – Ovarian/

pelvic pain, uterine sedative

Motherwort herb (Leonurus cardiaca) – Emmenagogue, 

painful periods, PMS anxiety

Petasites/Butterbur root (Petasites hybridus) – 

Antispasmodic, dysmenorrhea – only use the 

PA-free 

Extracts
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