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A Bit of History and Lore



St.-John’s-wort (Hypericum perforatum) has a history richly woven with magic and lore. It has long been associated with both religion and witchcraft, and there seem to be as many mysteries about how this plant got its name as there are tales about its powers. The genus name, Hypericum, is said to come from the Greek word hypericon, meaning “above an icon” or “over an apparition.” The Greeks set sprigs of the plant above religious images or icons to drive off malevolent spirits. Another translation of the same Greek word gives its meaning as “holding power over spirits.” Still another, completely unrelated to protection against evil spirits, says that the name, from the combination of hyper (above) and ereike (heather), means growing “with, but taller than, heather.”


The second part of the plant’s name, perforatum, derives from the fact that each leaf has many translucent oil glands that look like holes when held up to the light. Many herbalists in the past, and many herbalists today, believe that a plant’s appearance gives clues to its medicinal value. Since the leaves appear to be dotted with little holes resembling pores, St.-John’s-wort was commonly used to treat skin disorders, and its yellow flowers were used to treat jaundice. Early Greek and Roman physicians used St.-John’s-wort to dress wounds because the plant appeared to “bleed” when crushed.
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St.-John’s-wort (Hypericum perforatum) can be identified by the miniscule holes that seem to perforate its leaves; hold a leaf up to a bright light to see them.


The common name, St.-John’s-wort, appeared with the rise of Christianity because the herb typically flowered on June 24, St. John’s Day. (Wort simply means “plant” in Old English.) European peasants gathered and burned the plant on St. John’s Day to ward off goblins and devils, and it was said to have been used by knights of the Crusades in the Middle Ages to heal deep sword wounds. Some believed that the red spots on the petals represented the blood shed by St. John at his beheading; the translucent spots on the leaves represent the tears shed because of that tragic event. Others thought that St.-John’s-wort had magical powers because combining the yellow flowers and green leaves in a pale liquid produced a bright red result.


Foretelling the Future


In many traditions, St.-John’s-wort was used to predict and protect against death. For example, in Welsh families a sprig was named for each family member, then the sprigs were hung from the rafters overnight. The degree to which each sprig had shriveled by morning was said to foretell how soon each person would die. In another example, one 1733 herb book recommends sleeping with a piece of the plant under your pillow on St. John’s Eve. Then St. John himself will appear in a dream, give his blessing, and protect you from death in the year to come.




What’s in a Name?


Some of the names by which St.-John’s-wort has been known are allheal, herba John, John’s wort, goat weed, Tipton weed, and Klamath weed. In Sweden it’s called Johannesort; in Spain, hipericon. Italians refer to it as perforata or iperico, and the French call it herba de Saint-Jean or herba de millerpertuis (mille-pertuis meaning “a thousand perforations”). In Germany it’s known as Johanniskraut, Johannisblut, Blutkraut, or Herrgottsblut. The Welsh call St.-John’swort the “leaf of the blessed”; they believe it to be the ideal balance of water and fire and thus the ultimate healing essence.





St.-John’s-wort was also used to predict weddings. In many early European cultures, young girls would sleep with the herb under their pillows on St. John’s Night (Midsummer’s Day) to enable them to see who would become their husband. The herb was also associated with fertility, and women who wanted to conceive were told to walk naked through a vegetable garden on Midsummer’s Eve and pluck sprigs of St.-John’s-wort.


Charms for Protection


St.-John’s-wort has been used in many other ways to protect the home. To use a traditional ritual to enhance peace in your home environment, bring 1 quart (11) of water to a boil. Stir in 1 ounce (28 g) of St.-John’s-wort and 1 ounce (28 g) of huckleberry, cover, and let steep for 20 minutes. Then strain out the herbs and add 1 ounce (30 ml) of the infused liquid to your floor wash. You’ll have not only clean floors but also a peaceful home!


Not up to cleaning floors? Try sprinkling a bit of St.-John’s-wort on the sills of your windows and doors while saying this prayer: “St. John, into thy hands I place my welfare.” Legend has it that, if tied in bunches at windows and doors of homes and churches, St.-John’s-wort will protect newborn children, ward off fire and lightning, and banish evil spirits.
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