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ABOUT THE AUTHOR


“When I go foraging in the hedgerows I feel I am following in the footsteps of our ancestors.”


Christine Iverson discovered a love of all things hedgerow after moving to a Sussex downland village in 2001. This fascination led Christine to volunteer as an apothecary at the Weald and Downland Living Museum where she taught schoolchildren about medieval and Tudor medicine. Keen to learn more, she became a regular contributor to her local parish magazine, sharing the folklore and superstitions of hedgerow plants with her local community.


Christine runs regular folklore and foraging workshops at Tuppenny Barn Organics near Chichester, West Sussex, and gives talks to local Women’s Institute groups and horticultural societies.









INTRODUCTION


For centuries our ancestors have looked to nature not just for food, but also for healing. Every medieval village would have resident “cunning folk” who would know where to find just the right plant to be turned into a cure for almost anything. As their patients were often poor, they would engage in bartering so that payment might be in eggs or cheese instead of money.


Apothecaries on the other hand were medically trained physicians, who charged a monetary fee for their services. The medieval apothecaries were the predecessors of our modern general practitioners (GPs), often having their own premises in richer towns and cities. An apothecary would give medical advice, and prepare and sell medicines, as well as other products such as wine, herbs and spices. Perhaps the most famous English apothecary was Nicholas Culpeper who upset his colleagues by writing The English Physician in the English language instead of the more usual Latin. Culpeper wanted his teachings of medical and pharmaceutical knowledge to be available to everyone.


In a world where medicines and food are available 24 hours a day, 365 days a year from supermarkets, why would you bother to spend your time and energy foraging in the hedgerows? So much of our ancient country knowledge has been lost and I feel passionately that we need to preserve the old ways, and pass them on to the next generation, before they are lost forever. I have noticed a huge resurgence in interest in country ways as people seek a simpler way of life and take more notice of the seasonality and provenance of their food.


I’ve always loved to make jams and preserves from the fruit given to me by kindly neighbours. Then, in 2001, I moved to a small downland village in Sussex and soon began to notice the fruit all over the hedgerows just begging to be picked. At this point, my foraging knowledge was very limited, but the idea of food for free was just too tempting. I bought a very simple field guide, donned my boots and cautiously began my journey. Beginning with elderberries, I discovered that these plump, black berries could be transformed into a remedy for coughs and sore throats. This proved to be so popular with family, friends and locals in my village that I was soon getting requests to make it every winter. At this time, I was volunteering at The Weald and Downland Living Museum as a Tudor apothecary, running workshops for schoolchildren. This amazing place fired up my imagination and made me want to learn not only about the healing properties of plants, but also the history and fascinating folklore attached to them.


[image: ]


Time spent among nature is never wasted time; studies have shown that our mental health benefits greatly from just being in woodland. Our ancient hedgerows are being routinely ripped out by housing developers with devastating effects on wildlife corridors and native species; being aware of hedgerows in your locality can help you to protect them. Every walk can be seen as an opportunity to learn, identify a new plant, gather something to eat and, most importantly, reconnect both yourself and your children with nature.


Don’t be afraid to forage: begin with something easily identifiable, such as blackberries, to make into vinegar or jam. With the help of this book, you’ll soon feel confident to move onto something a little less familiar and the more you look, the more you will find.


It is vital that you take personal responsibility for your safety when foraging. Many plants should not be used during pregnancy, on young children or babies, or on people with certain medical conditions. Consult your GP if you have any doubts.


[image: ]









[image: ]


FORAGING TOOLKIT


[image: ] A good pocket-sized field guide with clear pictures is essential. If you are not 100 per cent certain that you can correctly identify a plant, DO NOT PICK IT!


[image: ] Clothing: you will inevitably encounter nettles and brambles, so long trousers, long sleeves, gardening gloves and sturdy boots are recommended.


[image: ] Secateurs or scissors are useful and cause less damage to the plants. I wouldn’t advise carrying a knife for safety’s sake.


[image: ] Baskets are best to transport soft fruit, keeping it in the best condition. And I always like to carry extra bags for those unexpected finds.


[image: ] “Hooky stick”: My own invention – a long piece of garden cane with a large hook screwed into the end. This will gently pull the higher branches down to you, because the best fruits are always just out of reach! A walking cane will work just as well.
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FORAGING ETIQUETTE


[image: ]  Location: If you wish to forage on private land you MUST get permission from the landowner first. I find that the promise of some homemade goodies usually persuades them to welcome your visit. Avoid areas that have been contaminated by road pollution or fields that have been sprayed with pesticides or may have been contaminated by dogs.


[image: ]  Respect nature: Pick no more than you need, leaving plenty for wildlife to enjoy. Try not to disturb habitats and take all rubbish away with you. Stay away from any Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs) in the UK as these are protected for a reason.


[image: ]  Do not pick endangered species: (Your field guide should help you.) The digging up of roots is frowned upon unless they are abundant and a common species.


[image: ]  Be cautious when trying new foods: Be especially cautious if you have any medical conditions.


[image: ]  Share your knowledge: Teach others how to forage safely and sustainably.









FORAGING CALENDAR


JANUARY, FEBRUARY, MARCH


Chickweed, Common Mallow Leaves, Common Sorrel, Cowberry, Crow Garlic, Dandelion Root, Garlic Mustard, Ground Elder, Hairy Bittercress, Nettles, Pignut, Sheep’s Sorrel, Silver Birch Sap, Wild Garlic, Winter Cress, Wood Sorrel


APRIL, MAY, JUNE


Beech Leaves, Borage, Broom, Chickweed, Cleavers, Common Poppy, Dandelion Leaves and Roots, Dog Rose Flowers, Elderflower, Garlic Mustard, Ground Elder, Hawthorn Blossom, Hops, Nettles, Pignuts, Sheep’s Sorrel, Spearmint, Sweet Cicely, Watercress,  Wild Garlic, Wild Thyme, Wood Sorrel, Yarrow


JULY, AUGUST, SEPTEMBER


Acorns, Apples, Beech Nuts, Bilberries, Blackberries, Burdock, Chamomile, Chickweed, Chicory, Cleavers, Common Mallow, Dandelion Leaves and Flowers, Elderberry, Fat Hen, Garlic Mustard, Gooseberries, Hawthorn Berries, Hazelnuts, Horseradish, Juniper Berries, Nettle, Plums, Rowan Berries, Sheep’s Sorrel, Spearmint, Sweet Chestnuts, Sweet Cicely, Walnuts, Wild Cherries, Wild Strawberries, Wild Thyme, Wood Sorrel, Yarrow


OCTOBER, NOVEMBER, DECEMBER


Chestnuts, Chickweed, Crab Apples, Hawthorn Berries, Horseradish, Nettles, Rosehips, Sheep’s Sorrel, Sloes, Spearmint, Sweet Chestnuts, Walnuts









KITCHEN ESSENTIALS


You don’t have to spend a fortune on specialist kitchenware; you can manage well with basic cooking utensils and a little ingenuity. A few large pans are essential, a sieve and colander, and some cotton muslin – although a clean cotton tea towel will work well too. A pestle and mortar if you have one, or a food processor, will make life easier. Jam jars and bottles of differing sizes can be new or recycled, as long as the lids are clean and undamaged, and handwritten labels always look lovely.


Carrier oils: These can be almond oil (don’t use if you have a nut allergy), peach kernel oil or even olive oil. These are easily available online and in some health food shops.


HOW TO STERILIZE JARS AND BOTTLES:




	Wash the jars and lids thoroughly in hot soapy water and rinse.


	Lay the jars in an oven preheated to 140°C (285°F) for 10–15 minutes until dry.


	Soak the lids in boiling water in a bowl, then dry thoroughly with kitchen paper before use.












A BRIEF HISTORY OF “CUNNING FOLK”


Other names for cunning folk: Wise Women/Men, White Witch, Charmer, Hedge Witch, Soothsayer


Cunning folk of some description could be found in every medieval village, they could be male or female, young or old, rich or poor. For their services, cunning folk often charged a small fee or an exchange of goods from the poor, and a much higher price from the gentry.


Black magic was thought to come from the devil, whereas the white magic practised by cunning folk was initially regarded by the Church as a “gift from the angels” and, as such, was beneficial. Cunning folk were called upon to heal sickness in both humans and animals, to find and punish thieves, help crops to grow, look into the future, cast horoscopes, tell fortunes and to help people find love. Quite a job description!


Cunning folk were the contemporary experts on preventative measures against black witchcraft and could offer a lot more help in this area than any physician or holy man. They not only offered protective charms and potions, but could also identify and disarm the black witch by using counter-spells.


Bellarmines, or witch bottles, were sometimes used. A bellarmine is a brown ceramic jug usually depicting a face on its side. It was used by witches for capturing spirits, hexing people or to remove curses or hexes. Particularly used by the English west country witches these bottles can last for centuries and are still being discovered in old country houses. In 1644, the Reverend William Brearley lodged in a Suffolk village; his landlady had been ill for quite a while when a cunning man came knocking. Her concerned husband, who was worried that his ill wife had been cursed, was advised by the cunning man to:


“Take a Bottle, and put his Wife’s Urine into it, together with Pins and Needles and Nails, and Cork them up, and set the Bottle to the Fire, but be sure the Cork be fast in it, that it not fly out.”


Regrettably the cork did fly out and the counter magic was unsuccessful so, when the cunning man returned, he told the husband to “… bury it in the Earth; and that will do the feat.” After this, the wife soon recovered to full health.


The educated classes did not always approve of the “gainful trade” of cunning folk and criticized and mocked them, even trying to enforce laws against them.


An illustration of how popular cunning folk were viewed appears in a sermon in 1552 by Bishop Hugh Latimer:


“A great many of us when we be in trouble, or sickness, or lose anything, we run hither and thither to witches, or sorcerers, whom we call wise men… seeking aid and comfort at their hands.”


Cunning folk rarely wrote notes about their activities, although luckily some still survive, having been passed down orally.


For example, a cure for thrush was recorded by John Aubrey in his book Miscellanies upon various subjects:


“Take a living frog, and hold it in a cloth, that it does not go down into the child’s mouth; and put the head into the child’s mouth ’till it is dead; and then take another frog and do the same.”


And for toothache:


“Take a new nail, and make the gum bleed with it, and then drive it into an oak.”


In the sixteenth century across England, many people, mostly women, were accused of witchcraft by members of their local communities and put on trial; the cunning folk very rarely suffered a similar fate.


However, the Witchcraft Act of 1736 refused to accept the existence of magic, and took the opinion that there had never been any real witches, and therefore this new act came down much more heavily on the cunning folk, who were claiming to perform genuine magical spells. It portrayed the cunning folk as practitioners of “explicitly fraudulent practices designed to fool the credulous” in order to profit from them. Anyone found guilty “faced a maximum sentence of one year’s imprisonment without bail, and quarterly appearances in the pillory on market days.”


Belief in supernatural power began to decline in the seventeenth century, especially among Puritan authors and more educated members of society. Cunning folk began to be ridiculed and considered to be fraudsters, while black witches were seen as innocent victims.


Sadly, the services of village cunning folk were no longer needed, and records of their work in communities gradually began to vanish from around this time.
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BEECH


Other names for Beech: Faggio, Fagus, Bog, European Beech, Common Beech


HOW TO IDENTIFY: Commonly found growing on chalky soil and beside hedgerows, the elegant beech tree is surely one of the UK’s most graceful native trees. It grows to approximately 40 metres (130 feet) tall and is memorable for its large dome-shaped crown and smooth grey bark.


Beech leaves in the spring are soft, smooth and diaphanous, as well as having a delicious lime green hue. By summer, the oval leaves have changed to dark green and the silky hairs seen on the young leaves have disappeared. Autumn’s chill turns the leaves a striking copper colour, catching the fading light in the hedgerows and woodlands. Male and female flowers grow on the same tree in spring, followed by catkins producing beech nuts to feed wildlife in the autumn.


HISTORY: The fashionable elegance of the beech tree led to wealthy estate owners planting vast forests of beech in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Unfortunately, they are very shallow rooted and during the great storm of 1987, which hit southern England, many mature trees were either completely uprooted or their roots were weakened so badly that they needed to be felled for safety.


The English word “book” is derived from the Anglo Saxon “boec”; beech wood bark is soft and, in Saxon times, was often used to carve writing onto as an early form of book.


Graffiti declaring love can still be seen carved into the bark of beech trees from many years ago, with some messages dating back as far as 250 years. Helen of Troy is even said to have carved the initials of her lover onto the bark of a beech tree.


Some of the many uses for beech wood include: furniture, keels for ships, chairs, clogs and bowls, and it is thought that piles of beech wood were driven into the peaty marshland in Hampshire to make the foundations for Winchester’s eleventh-century cathedral.


FOLKLORE: Saint Leonard lived a solitary life in a beech forest on the Sussex/Hampshire border. He had dedicated his life to prayer and cherished the peace and tranquillity of the woodland. Unfortunately, the woods were also inhabited by snakes that disturbed his peace in the daytime and nightingales that kept him awake by singing all night long. Saint Leonard prayed that all the snakes and nightingales would leave the forest so he could enjoy silence once more, and from that time on, neither of these creatures were ever seen again near beech trees.


Known by the Celts as the “tree of wishes”, a fallen branch was regarded as an invitation from the faeries to write your wishes on a twig and push it into the soil. Your wish would then be taken into the underworld for consideration by the faery queen.


Prayers said under a beech tree will go straight to heaven and beech bark or leaves carried as a talisman will ensure good luck.


The beech is believed to be nurturing and protective, its canopy gives shade and beech nuts provide nutritious food that can be eaten raw. Lost travellers will come to no harm if they shelter under the branches of the beech tree, though be careful not to swear under the tree or it will drop a branch!


FOLK MEDICINE: Beech leaves have been used to relieve swellings by boiling them to make a soothing poultice. This can be done by heating the leaves in water and wrapping them around the affected area and securing with cloth. The water collected from the hollows of ancient beech trees was thought to cure eczema, psoriasis and many other skin complaints. To speed up the healing of the skin, the patient would sleep on a mattress stuffed with beech leaves.


OTHER COMMON USES:Beech wood burns well and is traditionally used to smoke herring.


Beech nuts are fed to pigs and can be roasted as a coffee substitute.


Beech trees make a beautiful hedging plant that changes colour with the seasons.
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BEECH LEAF NOYAU (LIQUEUR)


I always love the concept of “saving the season” and this simple botanical gin can be made in the spring and then tucked away until Christmas. Pick the bright green young leaves in early spring when they are in plentiful supply.


Makes approximately 1 litre.


INGREDIENTS


1 litre clip-top jar


Enough young beech leaves to loosely fill the jar – gather these away from busy roads


70 cl gin


400 g white granulated sugar


300 ml boiling water


50 ml brandy


METHOD


Pack the jar with leaves then fill it up with gin, making sure that all the leaves are covered as they may turn brown if exposed to the air. Place in a cool, dark cupboard for at least two weeks.


The gin should have taken on a brilliant green colour. Strain the gin through a fine sieve.


Dissolve the sugar in the boiling water and add the brandy. Once cool, mix the sugar syrup into the green gin.


Pour into dark glass bottles; it may turn brown, but this is perfectly drinkable.


Drink neat or over ice with tonic.


Use within one year.
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BETONY


Other names for Betony: Wild Betony, Devil’s Plaything, Wild Hop


HOW TO IDENTIFY: A member of the deadnettle family, betony’s bright magenta pink flowers are almost orchid-like and create striking splashes of colour from early summer to well into autumn. Betony can be found growing in light, dry soils on sunny banks and hedgerows or at the edges of ploughed fields. The plant stands up very straight with leaves that are jagged and narrow and mainly found at the base.


HISTORY: Betony was regarded as the most precious remedy used by early European herbalists. Antonius Musa, who was the physician to Emperor Augustus, wrote a book claiming that betony was a cure for no less than 47 diseases.


To demonstrate how valued betony was in the past, the sixteenth-century herbalist, John Gerarde, in his book The Herball or Generall Historie of All Plantes (published 1597), recommends that you should:


“Sell your coat and buy betony.”


It was widely cultivated in the gardens of apothecaries and monasteries in the Middle Ages and was regarded as a panacea for everyday use.


FOLKLORE: Betony was traditionally planted in country graveyards, not only for its medicinal value, but because it was also believed to ward off evil spirits, ghosts, goblins and any other unwelcome demons.


 


 


 


 


 


Betony was added to the water used to bathe children who were alleged to be bewitched or possessed; the bathwater would wash away any bad magic.


Also used as an “amulet herb”, betony tied to the arm with red wool or worn around the neck as a charm gave protection  from witches, or placed under the pillow at night prevented nightmares and protected the sleeper.


One superstition commonly held during medieval England was that if snakes were placed inside a circle of betony, they would not stop fighting until one of them died.


FOLK MEDICINE: Betony can still be found in English cottage gardens, where it was planted to be used as a home cure for rheumatism and general aches and pains. Betony had the added benefit that growing it around the home would also protect the family from witches and “terrible goblins that inhabit the night”.
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