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Preface





This book is the story of a crop that has grown as fast and deeply into my life as it grows on the land. It began with Henry Doubleday whose dream it was that his crop would feed a hungry world when his vision came from the Irish Potato Famine of the 1840s, and it is mine, for today there are more people to be hungrier, far sooner than we think.


Ever since 1948, when I first grew comfrey, I have had the help of others, especially from members of the Henry Doubleday Research Association which I founded in 1954 and named in honour of the Quaker who introduced the crop. First I would thank the farmers and gardeners who ‘rode in the Comfrey Races’ of 1955 and 1956, General Sir Philip Christison, L. G. Fairchild, Ian Macdonald and Paul Weir who are still with us, the late Mrs. P. B. Greer, and Vernon Stephenson, who died in January 1974. His thirty-four-year-old plot at Hunsley House Stud has been abandoned to grass and weeds, but his long experience with horses has contributed greatly to this book.


I would like to express my gratitude to Andrew Hughes of Japan for the material in this book relating to that country of 28,000 comfrey growers where he pioneered its cultivation. The world’s record for continuous comfrey production is held by ‘Phil’ Phillips of Rhodesia with an average of a hundred tons an acre for seventeen successive years on his twenty-five-acre field at Mteroshanga, and I thank him for his photographs, his friendships and his generous help over the past twenty years. Thanks are also due to Dr. H. L. Knowles of Davis College, University of California, for permission to use the records of the experiments that grew over the hundred tons an acre for the first time in the U.S.A. I owe more than thanks to Mrs. Beth Setzer of Seattle for her kindness and valued assistance during my visit to the comfrey growers of the United States in 1974 and to Dr. Bargyla Rateaver for the help she has given me.


I am not medically qualified and therefore cannot write on the medicinal uses of comfrey without jeopardizing the possibilities of serious research on this plant that was the first of all the ‘wonder drugs’ in A.D. 400 when it was described by Discourides. I could fill chapters with reported cures but these would not be acceptable to modern medicine in the same way that my analysis and yield figures should be to agricultural science. I have therefore used as my medical chapter the account by the late Dr. Charles J. MacAlister of his work with comfrey. He died in 1941 and his widow gave the copyright of his book to the Association so her husband’s work would go on. It has been the basis of our work in this field and it is still our hope that we shall some day have a medical research team working on the development of comfrey. I would like to thank Mrs. MacAlister on behalf of all who have been helped by comfrey, and Dr. A. W. Titherley D.Sc., Ph.D., F.I.C. for Appendix 2 on the chemistry of allantoin. I would also acknowledge the help of Dr. Denys Long, Ph.D. for Appendix 1 on the possible danger of a toxic alkaloid in comfrey, which he exploded with the co-operation of the Medical Research Council. I am grateful to Mr. David Kenning for his excellent line drawings.


My first book on comfrey was published in 1953 and it has been long outdated by new discoveries. Twenty-two years later, this present book is still only an interim report, for the work of the Henry Doubleday Research Association goes on. If you are really interested in comfrey, write to me at the address below—by the time you read this our research may have written another chapter in the story of the crop that is my life.
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1. Russian comfrey and its history





Russian comfrey is a perennial fodder crop, in the lucerne class for nutritional value but with a vastly greater yield. This yield, in from six to eight cuts between early April and the end of November, totals forty tons an acre for a poor crop, and a hundred tons for a good one. It is a member of the order Boraginaceae and therefore avoids the galaxy of viruses and eelworms that beset so many modern crops. Its high average protein of 24 per cent of the dry matter, and low average fibre at 10 per cent when cut at the leafy stage, makes it ideally suited for pigs and poultry.


‘Russian comfrey is a weed: no stock will eat it; its yield in dry matter per acre is below that of orthodox fodder crops; it is impossible to get rid of, and fit only for a half-hearted trial on an odd corner of land where nothing else will grow. Its possibilities have been greatly overrated by those who sell it at high prices, and nothing reliable is known about it.…’


For over a hundred and fifty years these opinions in conflict, favourable and unfavourable views, have kept this plant a flying saucer of agriculture, briefly sighted still in the correspondence columns of the farming press. Yet hidden in the recurring controversy lies a crop that could lift the world out of its chronic high-grade protein shortage. Meat, butter, milk, and eggs all demand more space on the land to grow the feed that produces them than do crops for direct human consumption, which are up to eight times as efficient in terms of mouths fed per acre. In Britain we have only one-third of an acre of fertile land for every one of our fifty-three million people, and every year roughly 150,000 ‘thirds’ go under homes, roads, playing fields and factories. It is only by increasing production from the ‘thirds’ available for crops (and bringing less fertile land into cultivation) that we can continue to eat, especially when countries overseas do not wish to exchange the produce of their acres for the goods we have to offer.


It is the purpose of this book to clear the myth and mystery from a fodder crop whose yield, with good husbandry, far outweighs its disadvantages, for the general farmer, the pig and poultry farmer, the small-holder, and the amateur gardener and poultry-keeper.


The story of Russian comfrey begins in 1771. In this year Joseph Busch, a nurseryman and landscape gardener of Well Street, Hackney, London E.8, sold his business (which now has a London Passenger Transport Board garage on its site) to Conrade Loddige, another rising nurseryman. With the casual internationalism of the slower but freer world of horses and sailing ships, he had taken a job as head gardener to the Palace of St. Petersburg for the Empress Catherine II (the Great) of Russia. From his new job, some time between 1790 and 1801, he sent back several Symphytums as garden plants, relations of the wild S. officinale, the Common Comfrey, with which they shared the habit of having thirty-six chromosomes in each cell (see Chromosomes Atlas of Cultivated Plants by C. D. Darlington and Dr. E. K. Janaki Ammal, Allen & Unwin).


Messrs. Loddige, now ‘and Sons’, had expanded greatly, buying from St. Thomas’s Hospital the land that is now St. Thomas’s Square and Loddiges Road, whose name commemorates this famous nursery. Though they were mainly cashing-in on the great days of British greenhouses with stove plants and orchids (they were importing orchids from Montevideo, Uruguay, in 1812, the year of Napoleon’s retreat from Moscow), they grew a wide range of hardy subjects. These included 1,393 different species and hybrid roses and no fewer than seven Symphytums. The 16th edition of their catalogue, dated 1836, is in the Hackney Public Library. Unfortunately this is not descriptive, but like many of the more dignified publications of this time, consists of names only, rather resembling a Kew hand-list.


The seven Symphytums included S. asperrimum Donn. (the last word is the abbreviated name of the botanist who first described it) which is illustrated in colour facing page 929 of Curtis’s Botanical Magazine for 1806. ‘This species of the Symphytum, a native of the Caucasus, is by far the largest of the Genus, growing to the height of five feet, an ornamental perennial which will thrive in any soil or situation.’ Its flower-stem leaves are always opposite and its leaves and stems are not only hairy but covered with short, stiff bristles, hence its popular name of ‘Prickly Comfrey’, and its specific one of asperrimum or ‘the roughest’. Its flowers are vivid blue and both the illustration in Curtis and plate 77 (both in colour) of The Ladies’ Flower Garden by John Claudius Loudon (vol. 2 of the 1844 edition), show not only its beauty, but the skill of the engraver. When grown uncut it flowers freely and does not produce the weight of foliage that gives it agricultural value, though it must have been on the powerful side in the well-manured herbaceous border. The Dictionary of Gardening (Royal Horticultural Society, 1952, 4 vols.) still recommends it as a plant for the wild garden.


Another nurseryman, near Lewisham, was the first to discover the agricultural possibilities of the plant. James Grant, of whose catalogues and history not a trace remains, claimed yields of from forty to sixty tons an acre in from five to six cuts a year. On good land it grew up to seven feet high, but the weight was obtained by constant cutting, using the growth pressure of the great roots, like those of a dock but larger and stronger (for they drive up to eight feet into the ground) to secure growth speed, as the velocity of water is increased by a thumb over the tap. The simile is rough, for the roots were alive and stimulated by the cutting.


The first available reference to James Grant and his crop, which was launched about 1810, is in The Encyclopaedia of Agriculture, an earlier work (1825) by John C. Loudon, the Scottish botanist and writer (1782–1843). Since that date much agriculturally cultivated comfrey has been called Symphytum asperrimum, though Mr. C. Bucknell in a paper read to the Linnean Society on 19 June, 1913, dealing with the nomenclature of the Symphytums, re-christened Joseph Busch’s introduction S. asperum, and the R.H.S. Dictionary adopts this new name officially. As this book is concerned with agriculture, and not botany or horticulture, the change will be ignored, because the synonym has been used for 150 years and in the circumstances it would cause confusion, for every available reference in farming literature uses the old name.


The plant slowly found its way into the many general works on agriculture published in the middle years of the nineteenth century. David Low’s Dictionary of 1836, and Martin Doyle’s A Cyclopaedia of Practical Husbandry of 1843, both endeavour to identify S. asperrimum with the ‘Trottel’ described by Arthur Young in his The Farmer’s Callender of 1822. The latter was a mysterious tuberous-rooted vegetable, imported from Labrador and grown by James Sibbald, Esq. of Paisley and a nurseryman at Greenock; but since it turned yellow inside when cooked, while Symphytum asperrimum does not, but stays white like a potato and tastes rather like a parsnip, the ‘Trottel’ (whatever it was) can be safely removed from the confused history of the comfreys.


Perhaps the best early account is found in The Rural Cyclopaedia, Or a General Dictionary of Agriculture edited by the Rev. J. M. Wilson (1847), which ran into many editions. He quoted the first cut-by-cut yield figures from Ireland, into which country the crop was introduced by the Bishop of Kildare, and a Dr. Derenzy. The Rev. Henry More, at Carnew Castle in 1835, recorded 28½ tons an acre on 28 April, 31 tons in mid-July, and 22½ tons in mid-September. He recommends planting 15 inches apart and 2 feet between the rows, but gives no details of the spacing or manurial treatment used to secure the Carnew Castle yield. A small hybrid that appeared in 1825 is mentioned as unsuitable for agriculture.


John C. Martin, who edited A Cyclopaedia of Agriculture in 1856, states that though our native Symphytum officinale was grown as a fodder crop for its succulent shoots produced in early spring, of greater value than the unimproved pre-‘early bite’ grasses of the time, it was falling into disuse in favour of two exotic species, S. asperrimum and S. echinatum‚ which gave heavier yields. However, Morton’s Encyclopaedia of Agriculture, published about this date in two volumes, described Symphytum officinale only, attributing to it the qualities of the Prickly Comfrey, a mistaken attribution taken over by many later writers.


The native species, as its specific name of ‘officinal’ or ‘of the (Herbalist’s) shop’ denotes, was of considerable value in medicine. The earliest description in Turner’s Herball (1568) includes the following passage: ‘The rootes are goode if they be broken and dronken for them that spitte bloode and are bursten, the same layde to are goode to glewe together freshe woundes.’ 
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Fig. 1 The common comfrey is Symphytum officinale, known to herbalists for about two thousand years.








Gerard, in his better-known Herball first published in 1597, is more detailed in his account ‘Of Comfrey or Great Consound’, and the following extract is quoted from the 1633 edition in the R.H.S. Lindley Library: ‘The Great Comfrey hath rough hairy stalks and long rough leaves much like the garden Buglosse but greater and blacker [darker green], and floures be round and hollow like little bells of a white colour, the roote is black without and white within and very slimey. This differeth in no way from the former [Symphytum officinale var. patens] but onely in the colour of the floure which is yellowish when the other is reddish or purple … Comfrey joyeth in watery ditches, in fat and fruiteful meadows, they grow all in my garden.… The rootes of Comfrey stamped and the juice drunke with wine helpeth those that spit blood and healeth all inward woundes and burstings.’


Master Gerard was prescribing an 0.06 per cent dose of diureide of glyoxyclic acid called ‘allantoin’ today. This is present in the roots and leaves of both S. officinale and S. asperrimum and its value as a cell-proliferant in making the edges of wounds grow together, healing sores, and internally for gastric and duodenal ulcers and intestinal irritations causing diarrhoea, is still recognized in pharmacy. A full account is given in Squire’s Companion to the British Pharmacopoeia (1916) and the recommended strength for external application on lint changed three or four times a day of 0.04 per cent to 0.05 per cent is near enough to the natural 0·06 per cent to ‘glewe together freshe woundes’ for Master Turner’s patients’ safety, apart from the risk of bacterial infection.


In the circumstances, with no antiseptics, no anaesthetics, no possibility of successful surgery and with knowledge of the workings of the human body based largely on theory, Master Gerard’s prescription, in wine with enough alcohol content to sterilize it, probably gave his patient the best possible chance of surviving an ‘internal bursting’. If this were acute appendicitis or peritonitis, the chance would be very slim but, as in Pepys’s day when a ‘swift colic’ was a similar killing disease, the ‘bursting’ covered a wide range of internal complaints.


The justification for the name ‘Symphytum’ from the Greek of Dioscorides, Syumphuo, best translated ‘to make grow together’, is found in the pigman’s tradition that comfrey cures scour, and the modern comfrey growers’ opinion that it prevents and cures intestinal and digestive troubles in pigs, cattle and horses; and it can still be found among the thronging ‘mycins’ of modern medicine. The most recent reference to allantoin is in the 23rd edition of The Extra Pharmacopoeia (Pharmaceutical Press, 1952).


In Veterinary Pharmacology, Materia Medica and Therapeutics by Holland J. Milks, D.V.M. (Baillière, Tindall & Cox, 1949), allantoin is described from the standpoint of animal medicine. It is a white crystalline powder which dissolves slowly in cold water but easily in hot, and with thicker skins, external applications can go up to 2 per cent. It can now be made synthetically instead of being extracted by herbalists, from the dried roots or leaves, but is not greatly used, as more effective remedies are known. As it is present in the urine of many animals, it is of importance in some clinical tests. Robinson in 1935 isolated this substance in the excretions of maggots in plaster-cast-treated fractures, explaining why these infestations actually encouraged quicker healing and better knitting of broken bones, especially where osteomyelitis had delayed recovery. That is why this plant that ‘joyeth in watery ditches’ still numbers ‘Knitbone’ among its country names. It could naturally set a bone crooked just as easily, but must in the past have saved many limbs with compound fractures or complications.


As Gerard says, we have one other native comfrey, rare except in Scotland, ‘with floures of an overworne yellow colour. The rootes are thicke, shorte, black without and tuberous, which, in the figure are not expressed so large and knobbly as they ought to be.’ This is S. tuberosum, possibly the ‘Trottel’, which grows only 9 inches to 21 inches high, a smaller plant of no agricultural or medicinal value, with 72 chromosomes—a number which luckily keeps it out of the comfrey confusion. Gerard’s warning against his own illustrator is as characteristic of his age as his language. These ‘Doctors of Medicine’, in the Kipling sense of the term, were far more careful to identify the right plant than many modern herbal writers; they knew that lives depended on their accuracy.


Symphytum officinale with cream, white or yellow flowers, and its variety S. officinale var. patens with purple, varying in height from one to four feet, will be found pure along the North Downs and in many parts of southern England, but are rarer in the north. Broadly speaking, they have paler green foliage, a higher fibre content, and lesser growth speed; even with increased vigour from good manurial treatment and cultivation, they cannot compare with the imported species.


The flowers of the Symphytums are peculiar in having the stamens covered with a kind of false bottom impassable to honey thieves, made up of five awl-shaped growths that thrust in from the sides of the corolla; but this false bottom can be pushed aside by the humble-bee that alone can fertilize the flower. This device seems at its most obstructive in S. asperrimum, and other bees bite a hole in the side of the flower to reach the nectar. The difficulty of the process means that seed is rarely set: S. officinale is by far the easiest and produces the most, but even when seed is obtained it is slow to germinate and takes years to produce a crop; so that the agricultural comfreys have always been increased by division or root cuttings.


No other farm crop is propagated vegetatively (grafted fruit trees do not concern the general farm) and the tubers of the potato are about the most costly ‘seed’ per acre on the farm. Increasing Symphytums by division multiplies them rather less rapidly than Michaelmas daisies, and though plants raised from root cuttings are very much easier and cheaper to produce than oriental poppies, Japanese anemones, and the border phloxes in a nursery, the cost is still high.


Therefore the crop was ‘oversold’, like ‘Soil Conditioners’ in the United States in the 1950s, and because the cost of planting an acre was so high (12s. per 100, £5 per 1,000 in 1878 from Sutton’s: James Grant’s price is unknown) its good qualities had to be magnified in advertising. The very minimum of practical information on cultivation or on overcoming its disadvantages was given, to avoid the impression that it was a complicated crop to grow, for farmers will only tackle complications that they understand. An honest account of the problems and difficulties of making hay would prevent any conservative farmer from tackling the crop, were grass ‘new-fangled’ and expensive. Comfrey was recommended for every type of soil, and it was claimed that its great yields could be achieved where nothing else would grow, without manuring.


In justification for James Grant and other early nurserymen, it should be said that the knowledge of plant metabolism and soil fertility available at the time was limited. Rothamsted, founded in 1841, was far too preoccupied with measuring the results of artificial fertilizer applications, crop rotations, and the value of legumes; serious agricultural experimenters were too busy trying many exciting applications of new discoveries to have much time for a new crop, sold expensively by nurserymen, and gathering a bad reputation.


The high price meant that only small quantities were bought for trial, and on any farm it is the small odd plot that is most easily ruined by neglect. Comfrey failed from nitrogen starvation on poor soils. Wherever it failed, it remained as a weed, because it is tenacious of life, and struggles on, starved out of all resemblance to the towering fountain of leaves achieved by good husbandry. The high price also accounts for the quite extraordinary number of clergymen in the history of comfrey. The country parson, with his glebe land, his horse, and his Gilbert-White-like interest in Nature and the Useful Arts, was the most frequent buyer.


Finally, both clergy and farmers began to collect Symphytum officinale which, as has been observed, will increase its yield with cultivation. This cost less and was largely responsible for the hybrids, with S. asperrimum as the pollen parent, which are found in many districts more commonly than the true plant known to Gerard. (See Handbook of the British Flora by George Bentham and Sir J. D. Hooker, any edition.)


Attempts were made to secure seed by artificial pollination, but according to Thomas Christy, F.L.S., in his Forage Crops (1876), with little success except where the wild Borage, Borago officinalis, supplied the pollen. This seed was sold and germinated, but the plants raised ‘did not contain the mucilaginous and other properties of the true Caucasian comfrey, and the result is seen in different parts of the country in a variety of comfrey having smaller foliage, paler leaves, and lilac or cream-coloured flowers’. It is just possible that the bi-generic cross came off between the 36-chromosome Symphytum asperrimum and the 16-chromosome Borago officinalis; after all, the original cross-fertilizations between species that gave us the ancestors of the modern border iris I. germanica were made in equal defiance of the then-unknown laws of genetics. Even as sterile mules the plants would persist as roots, repropagated constantly by the despairing hoeings and ploughings of the farmer, perhaps passing on pollen for further back-crosses with the wild species.


The result of this confusion is seen in letters to (among other periodicals), the Gardeners Chronicle, the earliest from their first ‘Constant Reader’ in the seventeenth issue of their first volume, dated 24 April, 1841. These alternate through the 1840s, 1850s and 1860s with a peak in the seventies and eighties, in a regular pattern. First a reader inquires about the crop, or gives a glowing account of it; then others rush in to tell him that it is a weed and utterly useless. It is referred to variously as S. asperrimum and S. officinale, and even the most enthusiastic give few details of how it has been grown, or what exactly has been cultivated. The plant itself is blamed for bad crops and praised for good, very much as kale would be if no distinction were made between the brassicas and the wild charlock, with which they share a chromosome number of 18.


The following extracts are representative of over a hundred of both types appearing in the Gardeners Chronicle then incorporated with the Agricultural Gazette, and other periodicals of this period.


Gardeners Chronicle, 1 February, 1845; ‘Cattle will not eat it if they can get anything better, it must be eaten quite young. The plant does not deserve the attention it once excited.’


Gardeners Chronicle, 31 March, 1866: ‘Symphytum asperrimum, the Prickly Comfrey. Some years since we cultivated this to some extent as a soiling (stall-feeding) crop for cows, and we must say that these animals will eat it greedily and it seems very useful. Its crop is large in May and June; when cut down it speedily throws up a second crop of succulent stems and leaves, but it must be consumed green as no creature could eat so rough a plant in a dry state.’
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Fig. 2 The prickly comfrey is Symphytum asperum, usually known as ‘Symphytum asperrimum’, and was introduced from Russia between 1790 and 1801.








In the 1870s and 1880s comfrey enjoyed a wave of popularity mainly through the work of four men whose experiments and writings form part of our basic modern knowledge of the crop. The most famous of the four was not a comfrey grower; he was Dr. Auguste Voelcker, D.Sc., F.R.S., Consulting Agricultural Chemist to the Royal Agricultural Society of England. His article in the Journal of that body (1871, Vol. 7, second series, pages 387–9) entitled ‘On the Composition and Nutritive Value of the Prickly Comfrey (Symphytum asperrimum)’, gave a very good account of it, including the Carnew Castle yields. Even more important, it contains the first analysis ever made of Symphytum asperrimum, from plants grown in Oxfordshire, which he carried out in 1869. Part of the weight given to this article arose from the position held by Dr. Voelcker, which involved his testing on behalf of members of the Society samples of concentrated feeding stuffs, ‘portable manures’ such as Peruvian guano, and mixtures endeavouring to cash in on the new artificial fertilizer market. Many of these commodities were valueless, often fraudulent, and in issues of the Journal and by letter, the doctor exposed fraud to the pitiless technique of chemical analysis. Comfrey, however, was not condemned by the verdict.


The general analysis, stems and leaves together, was as follows: 
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Dr. Voelcker stated that ‘the juice of this plant is very mucilaginous, though it contains but little sugar … notwithstanding the large amount of water the proportion of albuminous compounds (flesh-forming matters) in Comfrey is considerable, and the percentage of cellular fibre is not larger than in similar green food.


‘In comparison with other similar food, I may state that Comfrey has about the same feeding value as green mustard, or mangold or turnip tops, or Italian ryegrass grown on irrigated land.’


The last sentence has been quoted for the past eighty years in books on forage crops, and the analysis frequently appears, complete with remarks on albuminous, mucilaginous and flesh-forming matters. These were the proteins, which are complex gummy substances, and of those gelatin was the first to be isolated, with albumen, in white of egg and fish, soon to follow. Gelatin was not then known to be indigestible; the measurement of digestibility was a further refinement of technique, and from this beginning, the custom of giving jellies as invalid food, and testing the quality of a soup from its forming a jelly when cold, survive as errors from these early days.


An even more valuable analysis was supplied to Messrs. Hurst & Sons, the farm and wholesale seedsmen, by Dr. Voelcker, and was fortunately preserved in their records which escaped the East End Blitz of 1940. It is also quoted in A Modern Herball by M. Grieve (Jonathan Cape, 1931).
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This is the only analysis we have in which the leaves and stems were treated separately; and they reveal what is common knowledge in these days of ley farming and grassland research, that the best nutritional harvest is in the leaf. Wide variations in comfrey analysis depend on the stage and quality of the cut; there is less water and more protein to lower fibre in a crop cut at the leafy stage, as well as more total weight each season, than where it is allowed to run to stem and flower: a fact which also affects palatability.


The first analysis confirmed what has never been doubted since, the high nutritive value of comfrey. What has been doubted, not to put this more strongly, is its yield. Unlike grain or roots—or even hay or straw which are weighed if sold off the farm—a fodder crop eaten by one’s own stock is rarely measured. This type of measurement is made only by research stations and farm institutes, which have very rarely carried out any work on the crop, so that figures are quoted from textbook to textbook. In general, estimates before the 1870s give from 40 to 60 tons an acre; the greater the number of cuts quoted, the higher the estimated yield, with the Rev. Henry More’s as the record.


From 1875 onwards we come to 100 ton an acre yields. They spring from Henry Doubleday (1813–1902) of Coggeshall, Essex, whose ancestors sailed with William Penn to Pennsylvania and founded Messrs. Doubleday & Company Inc., the American publishers. His cousin was Henry Doubleday of Epping, the famous entomologist who compiled the first catalogue of the British Lepidoptera, and his brother Edward was Curator of the Botanical Department of the British Museum.


His father was a grocer—Quakers being barred from the professions by their religious refusal to take an oath—and Henry himself was a great experimenter but a very poor business man. In the 1840s, stirred by the tremendous efforts that were being made to save something from the stinking harvest of blighted potatoes in the Irish Potato Famine, he started a starch factory in Colchester which failed because of a dishonest manager. He then patented a glue which was used by Messrs. de la Rue on the backs of the early postage stamps.


Penny Blacks had originally to be snipped off the sheets with the customer’s scissors, and gummed on the letters with his own gum. Later a kind of lickable paste was tried, and then there were many attempts at a gum which did not need a bottle and brush. Henry’s blend of glue and gum arabic had the quality of remaining unsticky while sheets of the lovely early Colonials, with Victoria as a young Queen on them, went sailing round the Empire through the humid tropics.


Unfortunately, supplies of gum arabic were erratic, so when Henry, who was a Member of the Royal Agricultural Society of England, saw Dr. Voelcker’s article on pages 387–9 of the Journal in 1871 he jumped at the word ‘mucilaginous’. Here was a crop that would grow gum in Coggeshall. He wrote away to ‘The Head Gardener, Palace of St. Petersburg, St. Petersburg, Russia’, and his letter arrived safely, for the International Postal Union had been founded in 1863. Joseph Busch had been dead for many years and is still remembered by a most magnificent plan of the grounds he laid out, gardens that are now the Park of Rest and Culture in Leningrad. The tradition by Catherine II of employing English or Scottish head gardeners was still in operation in 1871, and so Henry got his plants.


Joseph Busch had made a border of Symphytums, and had planted the clear sky-blue flowered S. asperrimum from the Caucasus, next to the cream-yellow S. officinale which not only grows wild in Britain but all over Europe where its popular names in many languages ring the changes on ‘Knitbone’, ‘Wound heal’ and ‘Sore cure’. It made a fine colour contrast.


When Henry’s letter arrived, the then head gardener was not going to break up his large specimens of these long-lived perennials, but dug up some chance seedlings between the rows. It is only very rarely that these two species cross, but it did happen in Sweden and the result was named S. uplandicum: what Henry got by train and mail steamer was a parcel of F1 hybrids, with the hybrid vigour that was first observed in maize and is now familiar in seed catalogues for varieties bred by crossing two pure lines.


Henry had leased some land south of Coggeshall water mill, near the ruins of Coggeshall Abbey where the Cistercian monks began the seed growing that is still a main industry in this village, where they thresh their sweet pea seed with flails, as the best tools for the job. It was here that he tried to breed a blight resistant potato, which he called Berkshire Kidney, but it failed, so he sold his stock to Messrs. Suttons of Reading, and it was here that he planted out his new comfrey.


From his seedlings he selected ‘Doubleday’s Solid Stemmed Comfrey’ and he gives the following record from fifty-four plants on a square rod of ground:




1st Cut, 30 April. In lb. each plant. Total, 1 cwt. 108 lbs. 10, 7¼, 7¼, 5¼, 5¼, 6, 4, 5, 6, 6, 6, 4½, 5¾, 5, 3¾, 4¼ 2¾, 3, 2¾, 3½, 3½, 5, 3½, 4, 3½, 2, 7¼, 3¼, 5¼, 4, 4, 3, 3½, 3, 3¼, 3, 2¼, 2½, 3¼, 4½, 4½, 7, 4½, 2½, 3, 2¼, 2½, 2, 1¾, 2½, 1¾, 2½, 1¾, 1¾, 2, 1¾.


Average per plant 3·93 lb.


Second Cut, 16 June. In lb. per plant. Total 2 cwt. 8¾ lbs.


10½, 3½, 2½, 5¾, 5¾, 1½, 7½, 5½, 5½, 3½, 3, 4½, 2, 4¾, 2¾, 11½, 5¾, 6¾, 1½, 2, 5¾, 4¾, 5½, 3, 2½, 2¼, 1¾, 3¼, 5¾, 6¾, 1¼, 2, 5¼, 1, 3¼,2½, 4¾, 3, 5, 3¾, 2½, 2½, 9, 4, 3¼, 2¼, 5½, 4½, 6, 6, 6½, 8¾,


Average per plant 4·39 lb.





For the two cuts this gives an equivalent yield of 32 tons 6 cwt. an acre; Henry Doubleday took six cuts and though he did not weigh each cut on this plot, his yield again multiplied by three shows 96 tons 18 cwt. for second-year plants, of a crop that is not at maximum production until the third year. His 10 lb. plant was 4 feet high and 4 feet in diameter, and the illustration opposite shows a similar plant of the same weight grown by the author in 1950. Sixteen pounds is about the record cut for one on a farm, but the aim should be to maintain a high average for the whole season.


On a research station the outer rows and end plants would have been disregarded as ‘guards’ because these often vary beyond the average (in this case both the 10 lb. plant and a 1¾ lb. one are in these positions) and the weighings continued through the season for every cut. Henry cut approximately 160 lb. per day for his three cows and his pony, and measuring even the yield off a square perch (or square rod or square pole) gives us better evidence than is offered for the low yields often claimed. He grew his strain for many years, and in his letters to the papers including the Gardeners’ Chronicle (24 October, 1885) stated that he obtained from 100 to 120 tons an acre, in from six to eight cuts.


No one since Henry has secured 100 tons an acre in Britain because no one but the Abbé Gregor Johann Mendel (1822–1884) then knew what happens when you self-or cross-pollinate an F1 hybrid and no one would believe Mendel, for it was not till sixteen or twenty years after his death that the work of de Vries and Bateson established his discovery of Mendel’s Law and taught the world the facts of life and inheritance. Had Henry Doubleday known what we know now, Doubleday comfrey would still be propagated vegetatively as what is called a ‘clone’, like the scarlet geranium raised by Paul Crampel, the French nurseryman, who pinched out the buds of his plants every night for two years, so that no one would see the splendid colour before the massed display at a Paris Exhibition that brought him a fortune and fame that still lives.





[image: ]

Fig. 3 The Russian comfrey, Symphytum peregrinum, introduced by Henry Doubleday in the 1870s, was, so far as we know, a first cross hybrid between the common and prickly comfreys.








Henry’s comfrey is the plant illustrated in plate 6466 of Curtis’s Botanical Magazine for 1879, for it is stated to be drawn and coloured from the plants presented to Kew by Thomas Christy in 1875. He was a writer, a botanist and a nurseryman living at Sydenham, who was a Fellow of the Linnean Society and a great friend of Henry Doubleday from whom he obtained comfrey plants. Between them they began the boom in what they called ‘Russian Comfrey’ to distinguish it from the earlier ‘Prickly Comfrey’, which was Joseph Busch’s Symphytum asperrimum. Russian comfrey grew up to 6 feet 8 inches when allowed to run to flower. These flowers were at first blue changing to magenta, and there is a brief account of it in the Kew Annual Report for 1878, from which the following is an extract:




‘In England it has been found very useful for winter fodder, as it forms large tufts of root leaves which start into growth early in the year and bear several cuttings. It is greedily eaten by animals which refuse ordinary Comfrey, the habit and appearance of which is not very dissimilar.’





In Curtis’s Botanical Magazine, it is called Symphytum  peregrinum Ledeb., for it was regarded as the species described by Karl von Ledebour (1785–1851), an Estonian botanist, from specimens he collected 4,000 feet above sea level in the Caucasus. The R.H.S. Dictionary of Gardening now agrees that S. uplandicum may be the correct name, and to anyone who has grown comfrey, the fact that the rarely set seed produces mixed seedlings, instead of breeding true like all species, is clear proof that S. peregrinum was and is a hybrid. I shall continue however to refer to the cultivated comfrey(s) as ‘S. peregrinum’, for every botanical authority agrees that ‘the nomenclature of the Symphytums is confused’ and I have no wish to add further confusion for those who look it up in reference works. It is better to call it ‘Comfrey’, just as we can refer to seventeen different kales, which are all hybrids of Brassica olearacea acephala and B. oleracea, known to farmers and gardeners by popular or cultivar names that do not involve botany at all.


It was Thomas Christy who did the selling and wrote the book that put Russian comfrey on the agricultural map with his Forage Crops (1877); ‘the Solid Stem variety is far more palatable, and in every way they have proved superior to anything grown in this country as Prickly comfrey. On good land, Russian comfrey is fully equal to giving 120 to 150 tons an acre from plants placed one yard apart each way.’ This book, illustrated with a rather badly coloured frontispiece of an obvious S. peregrinum, had great influence on the cultivation of the crop, which he reinforced in his later works, New Commercial Plants in 1878, and Ensilage in 1883.


Henry (typically) did not write such privately printed pamphlets which sold at quite good prices as well as helping sales. He wrote letters to the Gardeners Chronicle which earned nothing, and spent the last thirty years of his life engaged in research on the crop that it was his dream would feed a hungry world, when this vision came not from Sir John Boyd Orr, or Paul Ehrlich, but the Irish potato famine. Unlike so many of his contemporaries, Henry had a non-commercial mind and he had thought and read his way through the only famine so far in the world’s history in which a million white people have died.


The last man alive who knew Doubleday was his nephew Thomas, who died in 1957 aged 93. He remembered his dreamy bachelor uncle who took him birds’ nesting and talked of his two guiding principles, ‘Observe the works of God in humbleness’, insisting that by ‘humbleness’ he meant never allowing yourself to assume that a theory is right because it is your own, and ‘Search always for the Truth that harms no man’. The only portrait we have of him was taken at the Great Exhibition in 1851, where for a design of Nottingham lace he won a bronze medal and a statuette of Prince Albert, for lace making was also a Coggeshall industry. It was taken by the Daguerreotype process which involved sitting still for nearly half an hour, which explains the set look on his face.


Henry Doubleday lost the contract with Messrs. de la Rue, when his comfrey protein failed to stick stamps, and the gum business dwindled and died. His smallholding and his share of Thomas Christy’s profits supported him modestly, while he worked steadily away finding out all he could about his crop, for which (as his nephew remembered) he bought in stock so that they could be fattened on it, and then failed to drive a hard enough bargain when he sold the animals. He made himself unpopular in the village by opposing the South African Wars, and the last memory of him we have is of a tall thin figure in an old fashioned black overcoat walking up the Tilkey Road from what is now a block of shops called ‘Doubleday’s Corner’, to the Quaker burial ground where more and more of his friends lay as he outlived them. Thomas remembered the village children running after him to ask the time, because he would stop and take out a gold repeater watch that chimed the nearest hour for their delight. It is a family tradition that he was offered a Fellowship of the Royal Society for his introduction of comfrey, but at that time you had to pay a subscription of six guineas on election, and he was too poor to afford the money.


When he died his relations tidied up after him, and all the records of his work were burnt. It is because I was determined that the work I began on comfrey in 1948 should not be destroyed that I founded the Henry Doubleday Research Association in 1954, and named it in the honour of this Quaker, who died poor but whose principles are still our guides however far away from comfrey our work may lead us. The touchstone for whether or not a project of research should be developed by this Association of amateur experimenters in many countries is still ‘Would Henry Doubleday, the Friend of agriculture, have thought it a worthy project?’


Apart from Henry and Thomas Christy, there were many keen comfrey growers in the 1870s, and one of the keenest was Kinard B. Edwards of Burbage Hall, Hinckley, Leicestershire. He was perhaps the first of all the writers of little books designed to help the townsman turned countryman. These were published at sixpence (2½p) each and privately printed, so most have vanished; there are none in the British Museum but there is one in the Bodleian Library, Oxford.


In his An Acre of Land and How to Make the Most of It (1873) he gives clear directions for the cultivation of the plant as a ‘soiling crop’ for stall-fed cows, stressing the importance of keeping the land clean and well manured and with adequate cutting. He gives yields of 10 to 15 tons per acre per cut; totals of 50 tons the first year, 80 the second and after that 100 to 120 tons. For the other crops mentioned in this work, yields such as 40 tons an acre for mangolds are normal on good land today. In his The Amateur’s and Cottager’s Cow, date about 1875, he quotes a neighbour of his who has fed three cows and two horses off the produce of a quarter of an acre of comfrey, and gives a normal annual yield of 80 to 90 tons.


Several seedsmen took up the distribution of the plant, and some endeavoured to get over the problem of cost by selling small root cuttings cheaply, but their slow rate of growth the first year, and the handicap of weed competition at this stage, produced very poor results. An illustration from the catalogue of Messrs. Suttons of Reading for 1878, probably Symphytum peregrinum, gave a far better idea of how the plant should look on the farm than a botanical drawing showing the flower stem, which is like illustrating celery or sugar-beet with their ‘bolters’.


*


‘This forage plant, introduced into this country a few years since, is rapidly increasing in favour. Although we do not agree with all that has been said in its praise, yet we believe it to be a valuable plant for giving a supply of green food in hot dry seasons. The long roots, which penetrate a great distance into the ground, enable it to obtain moisture beyond the reach of ordinary plants. It will succeed in almost any soil but is especially valuable when cultivated on soils of a dry and sandy nature. It is very hardy and gives an early cutting, supplies a constant succession of green food, and, when once planted, is permanent. It is much relished by all kinds of stock, either cut up and mixed with chaff or separately. For milch cows it is most valuable and it is much relished by domestic poultry. It is cultivated by dividing the roots and spring and autumn are the best seasons for planting. Holes should be dug 24 to 30 inches apart each way and filled with well-rotted stable dung. The cuttings should then be deposited and covered over with earth, leaving the crowns 1½ to 2 inches under ground. It is very important to keep the ground clean and free from weeds. When the leaves have grown from 18 to 24 inches high, they should be cut and given to the stock in a fresh green condition. In about six weeks, a second cutting will be ready and a succession of cuttings can be obtained through the summer and autumn. As many as five heavy cuttings, each 20 tons per acre, or 100 tons per acre in one season, have been obtained by good management. If it is cultivated for one or two heavy cuttings, the stems should be allowed to grow to 4 or 5 feet and it may be cut with an ordinary hook, tied up in bundles and conveyed to the homestead as required. We recommend it especially for small occupations, as few crops can be more easily grown or prove so useful to those whose livestock consists of a horse, cow, and a few pigs.’


The Rev. E. Highton of Bude bought 200 plants from Messrs. Suttons in 1875 (they sold it between 1875 and 1896), carried out the ‘directions on the packet’ to the letter, and cut at the rate of 60 tons an acre the year of planting. He then dug his plants up and kept increasing them till he had a quarter of an acre, maintaining his yield all the time. He reports that house cows and pigs throve on it; by feeding it ad lib. to his horses, he reduced the oats ration from 6 to 3 quarts a day without loss of condition.


His report appears in the article on ‘Green and Fodder Crops not Commonly Grown that Have Been Found Suitable for Stall Feeding’ by Joseph Darby (Journal of the Royal Agricultural Society of England, Vol. 18, 1882) which includes a large selection of letters of opinion on the crop, including Henry Doubleday’s statement that it yields 120 tons an acre for four to five cuts a season, and lasts twenty years if the land is kept clean and occasionally stirred. T. R. Hulbert, Esq., of North Cerney regarded it as a delusion; ‘it needs very good land, plenty of dung and attention, and no stock will eat it if they can get other food.’ A Mr. Sewell-Read considered the plants tiresome to cut, costly to collect and expensive to buy. Both Sir Thomas Acland and Lord Morden considered it a useful crop, and the Rev. F. Gilbert White (of Ashburton, not Selborne) considered it splendid fed chaffed with hay, and producing very high-quality butter. It did not taint or cause hove (bloat). No correspondent gave any flower colour, and most are too brief and optimistic (or pessimistic) to give details of how it was grown. In the many articles of this nature which appeared at this period it will be noted that those who grazed it, as distinct from feeding it wilted (as Christy and Doubleday recommend), refer to ‘no stock eating it’; those who take three cuts a year give yields in the 40 to 50 ton region; those who cut most often have both the highest yields and opinions of the plant. David Wemyss of Newton Bank, St. Andrews, in ‘The Cultivation of Prickly Comfrey and its Uses as a Fodder Plant’ (Transactions of the Highland and Agricultural Society of Scotland, Vol. XIV, 1882) refers to the ‘even better Solid-Stemmed Variety’ and gives a yield of 100 to 120 tons of good fodder per acre per annum. He recommends feeding wilted until the stock are used to it, and cutting when half-grown; the plant should never be allowed to become hard and woody. He also stresses the richness of the butter.


The Gardeners Chronicle, The Country Gentleman’s Magazine, The Field, The Times, and the journals of all the agricultural societies printed a steady stream of letters, but not so much because of the interest among farmers. The development of ‘portable manures’ (artificial fertilizers), knowledge of crop rotations and the action of legumes, and the increasing agricultural depression were quite enough to swallow, without a new crop that was also expensive. The plant, as always, interested the letter-writing classes. It was about this time that the most frequently quoted letter of all appeared in an Irish newspaper, stating that no beasts or sheep would eat comfrey, detailing the ploughing, harrowing, hoeing, and finally picking up by hand into baskets unsuccessfully employed, and finished with the plea ‘Can you or any of your correspondents tell me how to get rid of it?’


Another problem of the crop was that while it provided a great bulk of fodder in spring and autumn, it was no help in the winter. Its bristly leaves were thought unsuitable for hay, and its thick stems hard to dry except in perfect weather. Thomas Christy’s Ensilage on the new process advocated it strongly, and so did the following letter in The Times for 24 October, 1882, from J. Bailey Denton, a famous authority on agriculture: ‘Permit me to draw attention to this omission and thus indirectly to a valuable foreign forage plant (Symphytum asperrimum) which affords four to five cuts a year, weighing as much in the aggregate as 100 tons an acre, which appears especially suited for the silo. In fact the extraordinary bulk of cattle food which may be gathered from it, would suggest its special growth as an ingredient of ensilage.’


Unfortunately, the methods of silage-making then known were particularly unsuited to comfrey, a high protein and moisture crop, relatively low in carbohydrates. To quote Professor Stephen J. Watson’s Silage (Crosby Lockwood & Son, 1951): ‘Then in 1885, George Fry published his book, Sweet Ensilage, and this, more than anything else, sounded the death knell of silage for the time being, and the process was set back fifty years.’ This process involved rapid heating, and like those used earlier did not introduce molasses. A crop which is naturally high in carbohydrates had the best chance of producing sufficient lactic acid to arrest decay by acidity; one higher in protein swamps this effect with the evil-smelling and complex by-products of their decay. Russian and Prickly comfrey were the worst possible subjects for bad silage methods, and it is to this period that all reports of the poor quality and unpalatability of silage made from the crop can be traced.


From this period comfrey growing fell into decay. The ‘Farmer’s Notebooks’, the ‘Manuals’, the ‘Encyclopaedias’ ran on by quotation, but with fields falling out of cultivation and agricultural depression, Russian comfrey began to vanish. The famous plot at Carnew Castle with age and neglect died out into weeds that can still be found in the hedgerows. The cost of new planting became prohibitive with falling prices for farm produce, and new topics filled the correspondence columns.


In 1900 Messrs. Websters’ Nurseries of Stock, Essex, imported a fresh supply of comfrey from Russia and continued to sell it through small advertisements in the farming press as the ‘James Grants’ of the twentieth century until about 1960. Their stock was a mixture of variations, mainly solid stemmed and with flowers ranging from magenta pink to purple and yellow. The writings of Thomas Christy and Henry Doubleday, with those who copied them, had given prestige to the name ‘Russian Comfrey’ and therefore this name was used to sell whatever was being sold, with yield figures from the 1870s and 1880s.


The last full and favourable account giving a yield of 80 tons an acre is in The Complete Grazier by William Fream, published in 1900, but it is missing from his more famous Elements of Agriculture. A hay analysis was made some time before the 1914–18 War, for it appears in The Agricultural Notebook by Primrose McConnel (1916) which shows 18·5 per cent crude protein against 13 per cent for the best meadow hay. The main progress from then until the 1940s was the slow banishment of books to higher and higher shelves and the salvage campaigns of two wars made the knowledge and legends of the past still harder to find.


The dead hand of archaeology began to close, and the Symphytums  become a pigman’s legendary cure for scour, a gipsy herbal remedy and an interesting piece of ‘country lore’; a myth and a mystery, with a hundred tons an acre of high-protein fodder hidden in its heart.
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