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In the Meadow – What in the Meadow?


In the meadow – what in the meadow?
Bluebells, buttercups, meadowsweet,
And fairy rings for the children’s feet
In the meadow.
In the garden – what in the garden?
Jacob’s-ladder and Solomon’s-seal,
And Love-lies-bleeding beside All-heal
In the garden.


Christina Rossetti












About the author


With a modest wildflower meadow in her small front garden, it was inevitable that Christine would be curious to research the history and superstition surrounding these beautiful plants. Living at the foot of the South Downs National Park, where there are lots of opportunities to seek out a huge diversity of native wildflowers, Christine’s research uncovered a whole new world of fascinating recipes and remedies once used by our ancestors.


In 2019, the bestselling Hedgerow Apothecary was published by Summersdale, shortly to be followed by The Garden Apothecary, The Hedgerow Apothecary Forager’s Guide, The Herbal Apothecary, The Hedgerow Apothecary Forager’s Card Deck and now The Hedgerow Apothecary’s Field Guide to Wildflowers.


Christine continues to get enormous pleasure from researching and writing about the plants all around us and likes to share her knowledge by giving talks to local horticultural societies and Women’s Institutes.
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Introduction


How utterly delightful are wildflower meadows, continuously changing from one colour to another as the different species create a stunning patchwork from early spring through to late autumn? What better sight is there when driving through the British countryside? Stop, if you can, admire the beauty of nature and listen to the excited buzz as insects and bees flock to feed on all the native blooms.


Welcome to The Hedgerow Apothecary’s Field Guide to Wildflowers, a guide to these natural treasures. Wonderful photographs and clear descriptions will give you the confidence to identify many of our very own native wild plants with a “look but don’t pick” approach.


The variety of folklore and superstition attached to wildflowers is astounding and something that I always find a joy to research. The number of different folkloric names given to each plant gives us an insight into the humour of early Brits. Lords and ladies alone boasts over 60 different names – some of them slightly naughty – but it all helped with plant identification of the time.


I have thought carefully about which wildflowers we can harvest in small amounts and have created some exciting recipes and remedies using the more common plants, but please take only what you need. And remember, some plants can cause allergic reactions and can be fatal if ingested. Take lots of notes and photographs, be in the moment and take time to enjoy the simplicity of connecting with nature, but resist the temptation to touch unless you’re 100 per cent certain of what you’re picking.


Most important of all, take the time to explore nature. Studies show that spending time in green spaces can reduce stress, lower blood pressure, improve mood and well-being and help you sleep better. You’ll soon start to notice the noises, smells and sights of the countryside and how it changes from season to season. Maybe do a little foraging or wildflower spotting – children love connecting with nature and you will too.
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Historic herbalists


Throughout this book, I’ve quoted from several notable historic herbalists. The words of these trailblazers of their time make fascinating reading, but some of the information comes from as far back as the twelfth century and is included for your curiosity and amusement only. Medical knowledge has moved on a lot since the Middle Ages so don’t be tempted to try any of the quoted remedies!




John Gerard (1545–1612)


Born in Nantwich, Cheshire, John Gerard moved to London at the age of 17 as an apprentice barber surgeon. While studying, he began to grow plants in his Holborn garden and started to receive gifts of seeds and plants from around the world. In 1586, he established a physic garden – a herb garden with medicinal plants – and soon gained a reputation as a skilled herbalist. His most famous work, The Herball, or, Generall Historie of Plantes (1597), became the most circulated herbal guide in the seventeenth century despite the inclusion of some very dubious entries, such as the belief that mint could be used as an effective contraceptive, and wild parsnips, when eaten with wine, could protect deer from snake bites.
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Nicholas Culpeper (1616–1654)


After the death of his father, Culpeper was taken to live with his maternal grandparents in Isfield, East Sussex, where his grandmother introduced him to herbs and medicinal plants. From the age of 16, he studied at Cambridge, becoming apprenticed to an apothecary. Culpeper set up his own pharmacy in Spitalfields where he realized that ordinary working people could not afford the extortionate fees charged by practising physicians. He angrily stated that “no man deserved to starve to pay an insulting, insolent physician” and began gathering herbs from the 
countryside with which to treat patients free of charge – a move that didn’t go down well with his contemporaries.


Despite opposition and even accusations of witchcraft, Culpeper continued working and served as a medic during the English Civil War. Unfortunately, he was shot in the chest on the battlefield; an injury he never fully recovered from. Culpeper’s Complete Herbal was published in 1652, deliberately sold at a reasonable price and written in English instead of the more traditional Latin because he wanted it to be accessible for everyone.







Maud Grieve (1858–1941)


Maud Grieve is probably one of the most important women of twentieth-century herbalism.


Before 1914, very few herbs were grown commercially in the UK, since it was cheaper to import them from overseas. During World War One, the shortages of herbs for medicine and food became a real issue. The Board of Agriculture actively encouraged farmers to grow key medicinal plants such as digitalis, henbane and goldenseal to make up for the shortfall.


Grieve was a founding member of 
The National Herb Growing Association, which provided seeds to the public and encouraged them to grow plants for the war effort.


Grieve posted out hundreds of packets of herb seeds along with pamphlets containing instructions on how to grow plants successfully and educating people on the medicinal benefits. These pamphlets were later expanded into A Modern Herbal, which her contemporaries considered to be “a marvellous piece of work”.


During World War One, Grieve established the Whins Medicinal and Commercial Herb School and Farm in Buckinghamshire, where she ran three-year training courses, mostly for women, on plant identification, propagation, drying and harvesting.










The Physicians of Myddfai


The legend of the Physicians of Myddfai begins sometime in the twelfth century in a small village in Carmarthenshire, Wales and is the stuff of folklore.


Rhiwallon Feddyg (Rhiwallon the doctor) was thought to have mythical ancestry; his mother was believed to have been the Lady of the Lake who gave King Arthur his magical sword Excalibur at Avalon. She was credited with teaching her son the secrets of turning plants into effective herbal remedies.


Rhiwallon’s knowledge of healing herbs gained him quite a reputation, and along with his three sons, Cadwgan, Gruffydd and Einion, he was soon invited to the Welsh court to treat the royal princes. They were known to have hundreds of remedies made from plants grown in the Myddfai area of Carmarthenshire.


Rhiwallon’s remedies were written down in Welsh in The Red Book of Hergest, a medieval manuscript containing descriptions of surgery as well as herbal cures.




	The antiviral and antioxidant properties of elderberries was well known even in the twelfth century:
“Take sage, rue, and berries of the elder tree, mallows and feverfew, put them in a mortar mixed with a little honey, white wine, or vinegar, pounding them well together.”



	A cure for boils: “Take musk mallow, lard and earthworms; bruise together, and apply to the affected part.”



	To help a man to confess what he has done:
“Take a frog alive from the water, extract his tongue, and put him again in the water. Lay this same tongue upon the heart of a sleeping man, and he will confess his deeds in his sleep.”



	Recipe for a healing ointment:
“Take avens, violet, daisy, bugle, ribwort plantain, and feverfew; pound, and boil them well with fresh butter, and strain. Keep it, for it is useful.”
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Essential wildflowers


I was shocked to discover that in the UK we have lost over 97 per cent of our native wildflower meadows since the 1930s.


The Director of Kew Gardens Richard Deverell made a very strong statement: “British wildflowers are under threat and therefore so are the pollinators they feed. Not only is it heartbreaking to lose the beauty and colour these native flowers give the UK landscape, but the plight of pollinators has a very real impact on the food we eat ourselves.”


Many of our pollinators, vital for our own food production, rely upon specific native flowers as both a source of food and a place to lay their eggs. A welcome side effect of increasing the numbers of wildflowers would be a boost in diversity, with greater numbers of insects and insect-eating wildlife such as hedgehogs, birds and mice.


Many wildflowers are protected and far too precious to pick, and we want to help them flourish for everyone to enjoy.


You may not live in the countryside or even have a garden, but you can still make a difference. A few pots of wildflowers or herbs on a veranda or patio will attract bees and butterflies. Also, try asking your local council not to cut or spray the grass verges quite so frequently; you’ll be surprised at how quickly they flourish.


As gardeners, let’s not be quite so tidy! Allow a few areas in your garden to grow a little wilder, leave a pile of logs untouched for insects to inhabit, plant pollinator-friendly plants, create a wildlife pond and, if you can, try not to use weed-killers and insecticides. Feed the birds and put up a few nest boxes – wild birds will be attracted into the garden and will be a delight to see.
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Growing Wildflowers in the Garden


No matter how big or small your garden, veranda or balcony, whether it’s in town or country, you can still help a wide range of insects survive their ever-more challenging search for food.


Here are a few tips to help you create your own pollinator-friendly space.




Cut the grass less often


Patches of long grass encourage different species to grow. You’ll be amazed at the diversity of plants, insects, small mammals and birds that will be attracted by seed heads and flowers.







Sow some seeds


Pick an area that hasn’t been fertilized or recently cultivated, since wildflower seeds establish best on poor soil.


Remove any weeds that may choke out your seeds and rake the seedbed to a fine powder.


Choose the right seeds for your soil type and location – seed merchants can advise you as to the best mix. Heavy clay soils should be sown in spring; other soil types in autumn.


Mixing your seeds with some fine sand or making seed balls (see page 46) helps you to distribute them more evenly, and you can see where they have landed.


Scatter seeds in all directions, rake lightly and water gently.


Wildflower turf and plug plants are available to buy, which will make an instant impact, but this is far more expensive than seeding the area yourself.







Maintenance


Thistles, docks and nettles will need weeding out regularly.


Mow your wildflower patch at your highest setting once in July/early August and once in early autumn. Leave the cuttings on the soil for a couple of days to ensure that the seedheads have dropped their seeds, then gently rake over your patch and remove the cuttings into the compost.


Your wildflower meadow may take a year or so to establish and look beautiful, so be patient – it will be worth the wait and the bees and butterflies will love you for it.















Growing wildflowers in pots


Growing wildflowers for nature in pots and containers can really help our struggling pollinators. No garden? No problem. Here’s how:




Choose your container


Pots bought from the garden centre are lovely, but can be expensive. As long as there are drainage holes in the bottom, you can upcycle practically any container that you have. Metal tins can work well as can old butler sinks or even plastic food tubs.







Choose your seeds


There are lots of pollinator-friendly varieties that will happily grow in containers but make sure that you pick native wildflowers or your local wildlife may not find them quite so attractive. If you’re unsure what to choose, ask your local nursery for advice.







Sowing


Pop a few small stones or pieces of broken pottery into the bottom of your container to aid drainage.


Fill your pot with a 50:50 mix of garden soil and peat-free compost to ensure that the soil isn’t too rich for wildflowers. Leave a gap of about 2.5 cm (1 in.) at the top for watering.


Sprinkle your seeds thinly on top then cover with 1 cm (1/3 in.) of your compost/soil mix.


Water gently so as not to disturb the seeds.


Place in a sunny spot and wait for the magic to happen.
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Recipes and remedies


In this book you’ll find some recipes and remedies using selected wildflowers. The following pages include everything you need to know to get going.




Wildflower-seed gathering etiquette


Many species of wildflower are protected. This means you are allowed to gather seeds in moderation and only for personal use – not for commercial gain. I like to carry a few little brown envelopes in my back pocket just in case I spot some interesting seed heads while out and about.


Under the Countryside Act 1981 it is illegal to dig up or uproot plants without the landowner’s permission, you must not collect seeds from a site of special scientific interest (SSI) or a nature reserve, and you must not trespass.


Be mindful of where you are walking and try not to trample other plants. Collect ripe seed heads on a dry day and take only what you need.







Kitchen essentials




	A few large pans



	Sieve and colander



	Cotton muslin (or a clean cotton tea towel) for straining



	Pestle and mortar or food processor



	Jam jars and bottles of differing sizes, with well-fitting lids



	Labels
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Preparing flowers and herbs


A common way to use fresh botanicals is to infuse them in carrier oils (see pages 20–21). It’s important to prepare them properly before you do as excess moisture in the plants can turn the oil rancid, rendering it useless. You don’t need equipment like dehydrators to prepare your herbs and flowers. I use a piece of chicken wire fashioned into a frame for drying flower heads and petals. Herbs and flowers don’t have to be absolutely dry but do need to be “wilted” for a couple of hours to remove some of the moisture. Lay petals and leaves onto kitchen paper overnight – whole flower heads will take a little longer. Bunches of woody herbs can be hung up in cool airy places like outhouses or garden sheds, but avoid the cooking smells and smoke of the kitchen.




Herbs


Herbs are at their best before they begin to flower. Harvest them mid-morning on a dry day to preserve the herb’s essential oils.







	Remove any old, dead or diseased leaves.



	There’s no need to wash herbs if you grow them without pesticides. Give them a gentle shake to remove any insects.



	Tie the herbs into loose bundles with natural twine, hang upside down and put a brown paper bag over them to catch leaves as they dry.



	Keep them away from direct sunlight and leave for at least two weeks or until the leaves are crunchy. Check on them regularly and discard any that smell musty or have fluffy mould growing on them.



	Crumble the herbs with your fingers and store in an airtight container, where they will keep for about a year. Rubbing the dried herbs through a colander effectively removes any woody stalks and crumbles the leaves up finely.











Flower heads and petals


Harvest flower heads and petals mid-morning on a dry day when the flowers are looking their best. Avoid drying in direct sunlight as this can destroy the very health-giving properties that you wish to harness in your remedies. All you need for the drying process is a flat surface that allows air to circulate freely; chicken wire is perfect for this. Alternatively, hang up some muslin to create a flat hammock, or even use an old wire shelf from the oven. I place my chicken wire tray under the shade of a big old apple tree in the garden on a dry day, although if it’s windy you might lose a few flowers. Remember to bring them back inside before nightfall otherwise the flowers will get damp with the morning dew.
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	Lay baking paper over the wire of your drying surface, to prevent smaller petals falling through the gaps.



	Spread petals across the surface in a single layer, trying not to overlap them. They will dry quite quickly.



	Place flower heads far enough apart so they don’t touch – these will take a while longer. They will shrivel and become crumbly as they dry. Place in a cool, airy place away from direct sunlight and turn them over occasionally.



	When they feel crunchy and crumble easily, store in an airtight container, label and date. Depending on the drying environment and type of flower they can take anything from two to four weeks to dry completely. Flower heads and petals will keep for up to a year.



















Choosing the right carrier oil


There are a wide variety of plant-based carrier oils available on the market, all with different beneficial properties. These are used in homemade infused oils, lotions, massage oils and balms, and they also “carry” essential oils that need to be diluted before going onto the skin. You can use many of the oils that you have in your kitchen larder or there are a huge variety of sellers online; try to find one that is reputable and stocks good-quality oils – remember that this product will be absorbed into your skin and into your bloodstream.


 
Many oils are pressed from nuts, seeds and kernels. If you have any allergies, make sure you research thoroughly before using them and always do a patch test first.
























	TYPE OF OIL


	PROPERTIES


	HAIR/SCALP


	SKIN







	Oily


	Dry


	Oily


	Dry











	Almond


	Moisturizing
Antioxidant
High in vitamin E
Natural SPF
Nourishing


	✔


	✔


	✔


	✔







	Apricot kernel


	Easily absorbed
Antioxidant
Anti-ageing
Antiseptic
High in vitamin A


	✘


	✔


	✘


	✔







	Avocado


	Soothing
Hydrating
Natural SPF
Antioxidant
Anti-inflammatory


	✘


	✔


	✔


	✔



































	TYPE OF OIL


	PROPERTIES


	HAIR/SCALP


	SKIN







	Oily


	Dry


	Oily


	Dry











	Coconut


	Easily available
Antioxidant
Anti-inflammatory
Antimicrobial
Anti-ageing
Promotes hair growth


	✘


	✔


	✘


	✔







	Grapeseed


	High in vitamin E
Easily absorbed
Antibacterial
Antioxidant
Anti-dandruff


	✔


	✔


	✔


	✔







	Jojoba


	Antiseptic
Hypoallergenic
Hydrating
Anti-inflammatory
Anti-fungal
Anti-acne
Healing


	✔


	✔


	✔


	✔







	Olive


	Easily available
Skin brightening
Antioxidant
Anti-ageing
Collagen-boosting
Cleansing


	✘


	✔


	✔


	✔







	Peach kernel


	Easily absorbed
High in vitamin E
Hypoallergenic
Good for older skin


	✘


	✔


	✘


	✔







	Sunflower


	Easily available
Anti-inflammatory
Moisturizing
Easily absorbed


	✔


	✔


	✔


	✔
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