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DISCLAIMER



This book is a reference book about the history of plants and their uses. When foraging you should always be careful to pick edible foods, if in doubt do not pick the items. This book is not intended as a replacement for professional medical treatment and should not be relied upon as recommending, encouraging or promoting any specific diet or practice. It is also not intended as a guide to which plants are edible or have nutritional or medicinal benefits or to replace the advice of a nutritionist, physician or medical practitioner. We strongly advise you to consult a medical practitioner before using any herbal remedies, especially if you have an existing medical condition, are taking medication, are pregnant or are breast-feeding. You should not use the information in this book as a substitute for diagnosis, medication or other treatment prescribed by your medical practitioner. There is the possibility of allergic or other adverse reactions from the use of any plants mentioned (and plants not mentioned) in this book. You should seek the advice of your doctor or other qualified health provider with any questions you may have, especially in relation to medical conditions or allergies. Some plants may interact with prescription drugs including, but not limited to, the Pill and anti-depressants; if you are using any medication you should always consult with a qualified medical practitioner before taking any herbal remedies. The publishers and author do not accept any liability for any harm that results from your use, or misuse, of this book, or for your failure to seek appropriate medical advice.
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Introduction


Today, few of us get to explore or even visit a good old-fashioned meadow orchard on a regular basis, but that does not stop its strong emotional appeal. Visions of the hope-filled blossoms of spring, buzzing summer greenery and overflowing harvesting baskets fuel a modern, romantic ideal of the countryside, but for millennia, the orchard was more than pretty trees and sweet treats. It played a vital role, providing sustenance, medicine, energy and, above all, sweetness. In a world before processed sugar, fruit brought cheer to bland diets and joy to the dark months.


An orchard is a managed grove of fruit or nut trees cultivated for food. Of course, not all fruit is grown in orchards, not all fruits are sweet, and not all fruit is fruit. Botanically, a fruit is a mature, seed-bearing receptacle formed from the ovary of a plant, but common parlance overrides such technicalities. Our most plentiful natural sweeteners, sugar cane (Saccharum officinarum) and sugar beet (Beta vulgaris subsp. vulgaris Altissima Group), are, respectively, their plants’ stem and root, nothing to do with reproduction. Tomatoes, cucumbers and aubergines are all berries, yet none is habitually found in a fruit bowl.


This book explores the common and culinary understandings of orchards and fruits within our collective imagination, via folklore, history and mythology. Orchards, more than any other part of a homestead or farm, were liminal places, inhabited by spirits. Many were considered part of the family, expecting small offerings and special ceremonies at specific times of the year. A respectful household would be rewarded with bounty; neglectful farmers reaped rotten fruit and diseased trees. The orchard was included in family news; most famously by “telling the bees” of a death, but in some regions also informing the trees themselves. In Morocco, where such tidings were formally imparted, any trees the dead person personally planted might wilt in mourning or even die from grief. Such visceral close bonds never seem to form with a field of potatoes.


And thus, has it ever been. The gods themselves kept orchards of magical fruits that were the key to life and/or youth. Fruit is intrinsically associated with rebirth and reproduction but, like life, not guaranteed. It has always been special, a luxury gift, served on important occasions. Fruit traditions, often extremely ancient, can seem like a cornucopia of fertility symbols and wedding favours. Sometimes such associations become quite… fruity… but it all comes down to one thing: interaction, with each other, and the natural world.


Sandra Lawrence










Chapter 1: The Fragrant Grove






The English word paradise has long and complicated roots but harks back in part to the ancient Persian concept of a walled enclosure, and a Hebrew word, pardes, or “orchard”. We have always enjoyed profoundly romantic notions of a grove perfumed with sun-ripened fruit, way beyond any quotidian uses in food production. The orchard speaks to something within us all. Simply, it embodies our modern interpretation of the word paradise, as a heavenly garden.





Orchards Legendary and Ancient


The elusive Firebird of Slavic mythology takes many forms. One famous legend sees three princes setting out to capture the creature after it steals the golden apples of youth from the Tsar’s orchard.


Ultimately, the princes fail to contain the Firebird’s primeval exuberance, but the glow that fills a room from a single dropped feather brings hope to the people. Eastern Europe’s smaller orchards remain important to this day, retaining varietal diversity and strong associations with regional lore.


Bearing the bodies of birds and women’s heads, two other Slavic figures – the Alkonost and her alter ego the Sirin – take turns to guard the fortunes of humanity; the Alkonost by day, the Sirin by night. Both possess voices of heartbreaking beauty and the ability to conjure bad storms or good cheer, reflecting opposing sides of life. The Sirin flies to orchards at dawn on the Apple Feast of the Saviour, singing from the treetops a song so sad the world might never laugh again. She is later replaced, however, by the Alkonost, who sings of the harvest and rejoicing, shaking the leaves and dripping healing dew onto the fruit.


Evidence of an ancient fig grove has recently been discovered at Jericho in the Jordan Valley. The figs found were of a type that is sweet but sterile, so their trees would not have grown together wild; this is a site that shows humans were cultivating fruit at least 11,400 years ago. We even have the stories to prove it. Opora, ancient Greek goddess of fruit, was so desired by Sirius, the Dog Star, that his passionate heat for her still ripens the harvest. Vertumnus, Roman god of the seasons, nursed a similar ardour for Pomona, the fruit goddess. Disguising himself as an old woman he persuaded her to let him – and his seasons – enter her orchard.


Fruit cultivation was brought from the Middle East to Europe via the Greeks and then, more extensively, the Romans, whose arboreal techniques were largely lost in the early Middle Ages. Largely, that is, but not completely, which we may surmise through legend. The apple orchard of Avalon, last resting place of King Arthur, for example, may be mythical, but the fact that people talked of such things suggests that orchards did still exist in some form.


Admittedly, the first known mention of Avalon was not until the early twelfth century, but it appears to refer back several hundred years, to the mysterious gap between the Roman retreat from Britain and the founding of monasteries where, alongside vegetables and herbs, monks would perfect fruit growing. The Plan of St Gall, made in Switzerland around 830 CE, is a layout for a proposed Benedictine monastery and includes orchards of apple, pear, peach, plum, quince, mulberry and various nut trees.




[image: An illustration shows an illuminated Firebird soaring across the sky, with rays of light radiating from its body. Below, two apple-laden trees frame a man seated on the grass, dressed in a tunic and boots. He reaches upwards with a long feather held in his outstretched hand.]




This illustration by Ivan Bilibin depicts Tsarevich Ivan and the Firebird of folklore fame.










[image: An illustration shows a woman leaning slightly forward to gather pomegranates beside a large, fruit-laden tree. She places a pomegranate into a wicker basket on the ground. She wears a flowing gown with long sleeves. Birds perch on the tree’s branches, pecking at the pomegranates. At the base of the tree, three rabbits sit among small plants, one eating half of a cut pomegranate. There is a block of Latin text at the bottom of the illustration.]




A drawing taken from the Tacuinum Sanitatis, a collection of illuminated medical handbooks from the late fourteenth century.








Fruit featured heavily in the doctrine of signatures, a philosophy holding that God had provided cures for various ailments within natural objects, “signing” them by making them resemble the ailment or afflicted body part. Despite their tasting good, fruits were, for some time, often considered chiefly medicinal.


Lychees have been grown in China’s Guangdong province since the late Qin dynasty (221–206 BCE). One tree, in the village of Luduan, is believed to be 1,935 years old, while 39 specimens in the Genzi Ancient Lychee Orchard date back more than 500 years. In Sichuan, a 600-year-old system nicknamed “fields in the sky” grows pear varieties so tall that giant ladders are needed to harvest them.


Height is a classic feature of meadow orchards: higgledy-piggledy groupings of standard fruit trees with a clear trunk, rather than rows of more modern, multi-branched specimens grown goblet-style for easy harvesting. Meadow refers to the mixed grasses and wildflowers growing beneath the trees, providing pasture for livestock.


Meadow orchards may contain multiple types of fruit or a single kind, such as vineyards or cider orchards. The Tarring Fig Garden in Worthing, West Sussex has been traced to 1745 but reputedly goes back much further, to the twelfth century. Of the 150 trees that once grew at Tarring, two thirds have been destroyed for housing and the rest is divided between three properties, though at least they are covered by a preservation order, which is more than many can boast. With the industrialization of fruit growing and the ever-voracious hunger for space, local battles to save individual orchards – fought across Britain, Europe and beyond – enjoy mixed results against the might of motorways, car parks, housing and industrial estates. While the public appetite for fruit trees is at its strongest for decades and mini orchards are springing up in small sites across towns and cities, traditional meadow orchards are still being swallowed at an alarming rate.


Yet there is hope. Seed banks, collections such as England’s National Fruit Collection at Brogdale, Kent, and collectives like the French Murs à Pêches project (see page 36) preserve varieties, hold events and offer educational programmes as a talisman against current ideology, waiting for a time when humanity is ready to re-embrace the orchard in its full majesty.






Medlar


Mespilus germanica


Does my calyx look big in this? Bringing medicine, witch protection and sweetness to the darkest months, poor Mespilus germanica does not deserve its traditional role as the literal butt of a thousand bawdy jokes.


The bottom of the medlar’s problem lies in an enlarged calyx, for which it has been branded the “open arse” since at least medieval times. The French were particularly colourful, describing the fruit’s cul as variously that of a donkey, monkey or, most often, dog, though at least the tree was supposed to protect its owners from sorcery. Add the fact that it cannot be eaten until it is rotten and all manner of vulgar allusions have sprung from the tongues of the general population and the quills of bards who should know better.


Related to apples and roses, the medlar probably originated in Western Asia, domesticated around 3,000 years ago. It is still popular in the region, where it is known as musmula. The tree is especially lovely in springtime when its twisted branches bear simple, five-petalled blossoms, and autumn, when the leaves turn a fiery yellow-orange. It was known and used by the ancient Greeks, enjoyed by the Romans and adored by medieval folk.


This may have been thanks to its extremely late harvest period. Medlars do not ripen until December and are inedible even then. They must be “bletted” – allowed to go completely rotten – until their flesh is soft and brown, their tannins have become less astringent and their complex carbohydrates have broken down into simple sugars. Before mass global trade, this provided sweetness at a time of year when there was little else to enjoy.


Medlars could be eaten with meats and cheeses, baked into puddings or soaked in alcohol, but they had medicinal uses, too. For Nicholas Culpeper the fruit belonged to “Old Saturn”, useful to “stay women’s longings”, preventing their minds from “gadding” about. He also suggested it in a poultice to ease stomach and menstrual complaints; in parts of Iran the fruits, leaves, bark and wood are still used to similar purpose.


Medlars fared less well in literature. While Chaucer used the “open ers” as an allegory for corruption in old age – “Til we be roten, kan we nat be rype” – Cervantes, Rabelais and Shakespeare all had something more fundamental in mind. A passage in Romeo and Juliet traditionally excised by censors sees Mercutio taunt a lovelorn Romeo: “O that she were an open-arse and thou a pop’rin pear!”




[image: An illustration shows a large flower with five ruffled petals and multiple stamens, surrounded by broad oblong leaves with distinct vein patterns. Below the flower are a whole bulbous medlar with leafy sepals, a cross-section of a medlar revealing a textured interior with seeds, a small diagram of the flower’s ovary and a single seed.]







[image: An illustration shows a pomegranate plant with a woody branch bearing several glossy leaves and bell‑shaped flowers at different stages of blooming. Below the branch is a cross‑section of a ripe pomegranate, with its interior filled with rows of arils. Surrounding these are faint diagrams depicting the internal structures of the flower’s reproductive organs and its seeds.]









Pomegranate


Punica granatum


A fruit known and loved by the ancient Greeks, the pomegranate is also a classic example of the doctrine of signatures.


When broken open, it was thought that a pomegranate’s white pith resembled a human jawbone. The seeds represented teeth, so the fruit was thought good for toothache and oral complaints.


In Turkey, a bride’s breaking open of a pomegranate has a more joyful purpose. It is said she will have the same number of children as seeds that fall from the fruit. Indeed, the pomegranate is a symbol of fecundity across the world. A particularly grisly tale of the hermaphrodite Phrygian deity Agdistis, involving far more castration than strictly necessary, sees a pomegranate tree spring from Agdistis’s gushing blood, guaranteeing future fertility. In Christian theology the pomegranate is one of many contenders for the Garden of Eden’s Tree of Life; it is also associated with Christ’s sacrificial blood. St Catherine is often depicted holding the fruit which, along with its connections with hope and fertility, may be among the reasons it became the personal emblem of Henry VIII’s first queen, Catherine of Aragon, emblazoned in jewellery, painting and architecture across the land.


Alas, Catherine failed to come up with a male child and was famously replaced by Anne Boleyn, but her badge was less easy to erase. Although Anne’s white falcon obliterated most of Catherine’s pomegranates, there was 24 years’-worth of fruit to purge. Her presence remains to this day, hidden in plain sight, in ceilings, windows and fireplaces, though Henry’s warship Peter Pomegranate, named to honour her (and St Peter), is long gone.


For all its associations with hope and fertility, the pomegranate has a blood-soaked mythology. The legendary warrior Menoeceus is said to have thrown himself from the walls of Thebes to ensure victory for the Spartoi. Juice from the pomegranate tree that grew on his tomb was said to run like blood. In another tale of suicide, the maiden Side sacrificed herself on her mother’s grave rather than be ravaged by her own father Ictinus. The gods turned her to a pomegranate and her father to a kite, which will never land on such a tree.


With so much blood, it is hardly surprising the pomegranate is a fruit associated with death in ancient Greek mythology. Its most famous story sees Persephone, the abducted daughter of Demeter, allowed to return to her mother for just part of each year because she had eaten a couple of pomegranate seeds while captive in the underworld.






Quince


Cydonia oblonga


Many have suggested that references made to golden apples throughout mythology may be neither gold nor apples but one of nature’s most fragrant fruits, the quince.


A single quince can perfume an entire room. A single slice baked into an apple tart will flavour the whole pie.


Native to the Caucasus Mountains and a member of the rose family, quince spread across the world with travellers, gaining popularity wherever it went, even into the early twentieth century. It is less well known today, perhaps because it needs to be prepared before consumption, but those who do know it, love it.


After its blousy, white or pale pink blossom, the young quince fruitlet looks very much like a knobbly cross between an apple and pear. It sports a soft, peach-like fuzz, which rubs away when it reaches maturity. A quince will stay hard even when ripe, though the attendant grittiness disappears on cooking. Its attractive, yellow-gold skin may be why both the Greeks and Romans dedicated it to Aphrodite/Venus, goddess of Love and Beauty.


Eris, goddess of discord, sent a “golden apple” to the gods, labelled “for the most beautiful”. Hera, Athena and Aphrodite all staked claim, so Zeus told the youth Paris to judge. Each goddess tried to bribe him; he went with Aphrodite’s offer of the most beautiful woman in the world, inadvertently kicking off the Trojan War. Aphrodite received her prize, and quince trees sprang wherever she walked.


Quince became associated with marriage, eaten by brides the night before their big day. In 594 BCE, it is said the Athenian magistrate Solon declared the fruit an official part of a nuptial feast. Even today quince cake is sometimes baked with honey and sesame for weddings.


While particularly rich in Greek mythology, quinces also appear in ancient Babylonian and Assyrian texts, as well as the Bible. In many Jewish traditions, a quince tree is yet another contender for the Tree of Knowledge.


One of the most famous uses for quince is as a preserve, known as marmelada in Portugal (from marmelo, Portuguese for “quince”). In time, Britain created its own version, marmalade, from citrus fruits. This can be confusing, as marmelada practically anywhere else refers to all fruit preserves.


In France, Cotignac d’Orléans is still made to an original medieval recipe. Small, wooden caskets of ruby-red quince paste bear the image of Joan of Arc, as tradition holds that she was presented with a box on her triumphant entry into Orléans.




[image: An illustration shows a quince branch with two large, textured fruits hanging from a woody stem. Above them, several oval leaves with prominent veins surround a flower and a bud. The flower has five petals encircling a central cluster of stamens.]







[image: An illustration shows a mulberry branch with large leaves and fruit on the left side. To the right, a smaller stem bears two leaves and a single flower. Surrounding the illustration are several symbolic elements, including a pattern of alternating arrow shapes and round‑headed forms, an open palm with an eye at its centre in the upper right and an additional abstract symbol.]









Mulberry


Morus


A famous tale relates how, in the seventeenth century, James VI and I (king of Scotland, then of England) “encouraged” his nobles to plant 10,000 mulberry trees.


The story is usually continued, with much glee, that James was confounded in his quest to rival the great silk industries of France and Italy thanks to his mistakenly importing black mulberries (Morus nigra) instead of the silkworms’ preferred white mulberry (Morus alba). More recent scholarship suggests James knew perfectly well what he was planting but believed the black mulberry might survive better in colder British climes. Whatever happened, his dream remained unrealized either in England or from the thousands of white mulberry trees he ordered to be planted in Virginia.


James might have ascribed his failure as bad luck, for mulberries are, in Germany, at least, associated with evil, where the Devil uses mulberry roots to polish his boots. More often, it is a lucky plant. In Japan a house with a mulberry will never be struck by lightning. The popular term kuwabara literally translates as “mulberry field”, muttered as a good luck charm against storms. The Chinese sun bird lives in the top of a divine mulberry tree, linking Earth with the Eastern heavens.


The mulberry symbolizes wisdom and patience, perhaps because it is sensible enough to wait until all chance of frost has passed before breaking into blossom. The Romans dedicated the tree to Minerva, goddess of wisdom. It also featured in an old story, retold by Ovid, of the doomed lovers Pyramus and Thisbe, who meet in the shade of a mulberry tree against their families’ wishes. After their mutual suicides, Pyramus’s blood stains the berries, which the gods retain to honour forbidden love. Mulberry juice still famously stains everything it touches. Perhaps strangely, however, mulberry dye fades rapidly in sunlight.


Mulberry trees can be very long-lived, though many look much older than they are, thanks to their gnarled appearance. They are often named for people, such as Milton’s Mulberry in the grounds of Christ’s College, Cambridge, planted in 1609 – and almighty fusses are made if one is chopped down. In 1758, annoyed by tourists, one Reverend Gaskell cut down the mulberry in William Shakespeare’s garden in Stratford-upon Avon, sparking anger through the ages.


Planting a mulberry involves a lot of folkloric preparation. Some suggest it should never be planted without a quince to balance it; the mulberry on the south side of the house, the quince on the north, to ward off the evil eye.






Lemon


Citrus × limon


I’ve been sold a lemon… I stood there like a lemon… If life gives you lemons, make lemonade… When did this majestic, glamorous fruit stop being a luxurious gift for kings and start to represent all that’s worthless in the world?


It all began so well. No one knows exactly where lemons originated, not least thanks to the citrus family’s legendary promiscuity, allowing for joyous cross-pollination to ever-new varieties. It seems likely that Citrus x limon originated as a natural hybrid somewhere around Western Asia or the Middle East. It has certainly been cultivated in Iran, northern India, Africa and the Mediterranean for thousands of years, where ingenious and often ancient irrigation methods produce perfect, juice-rich specimens.


The fruit has been invaluable as a culinary and medicinal staple for almost as long. Adding both sharpness and sweetness to dishes savoury and otherwise, lemons feature in nearly all cuisines of the world. It has been used to aid digestion, and to boost the immune system since long before Scottish physician James Lind used the juice to combat the British Navy’s scurvy problem in 1747, harnessing but not yet discovering vitamin C. Lemon and honey, with or without a wee dram of whisky, is still popular against sore throats and colds.


A natural astringent, lemon has been used to purify the body, spirit and home in religious rituals. While in China the fruit actively attracts good luck, wealth and abundance, some Italians traditionally carried a lemon or hung one in the home to ward off evil spirits. In Middle Eastern countries, lemons were placed on windowsills or in dark corners for similar reasons. More prosaically, lemon oil wards off insects, and its ability to cut through grease sees it as a vital ingredient in modern commercial cleaning products, leading us to associate the fragrance with hygiene.


 Along with cleanliness, Turkish people associate the fragrance with hospitality, as part of the traditional antibacterial limon kolonyas (lemon cologne) offered to guests to refresh themselves on arrival, and to wash their hands before and after meals.


Indian and Pakistani people have long drunk sweetened and salted lemon juice to combat heat, but the first written lemon recipes, including a description of their preservation with salt, come from a twelfth-century Egyptian treatise On Lemon, its Drinking and Use by Ibn Jumay, chief physician to the sultan Saladin.


Lemons’ ornamental properties were famously exploited in Arabic paradise gardens, later picked up by the powerful Renaissance banking family the Medici, who placed terracotta pots of trees in the inner courtyard gardens of their Florentine mansions to show off their wealth. Lemons, and their bumpy-skinned cousin the citron (Citrus medica), were favourite subjects for still life painting as far north as Holland. In such countries, the tender plants were overwintered in glass-windowed limonaie, precursors to today’s greenhouses.




[image: An illustration shows a lemon tree branch with two ripe lemons featuring a textured, pitted surface, along with several leaves. At the bottom right is a cross-section of a lemon half, displaying its inner segments, including carpels, seeds and a thick rind. Below are sketches illustrating the development of the lemon plant, such as flower buds, various stages of seeds and reproductive structures including the stamen and pistil.]







[image: An illustration shows two whole lemons with a pitted, textured rind and a slightly elongated, pointed shape at the top. Below them are cross‑sections of two halved lemons, displaying a thick outer rind and internal segments filled with numerous small, teardrop‑shaped vesicles and a few seeds.]





While sixteenth-century continental Europeans were cosseting, painting and flaunting their lemon trees, lemon juice was being used to more secretive – and subversive – purpose in England. The notorious Babington Plot of 1586 saw Catholic recusants conspiring to assassinate the English queen, Elizabeth I, and replace the monarch with her cousin Mary, Queen of Scots. Messages passed between Mary and the scheme’s leader Anthony Babington were written in invisible ink made from lemon juice, readable only by holding the letters to the warmth of a candle. Elizabeth’s spymaster Francis Walsingham was far ahead, intercepting, infiltrating and even changing messages before finally convicting the gang for treason. Mary was beheaded on 8 February 1587. Babington was hanged, drawn and quartered.


The lemon itself, however, was more popular than ever, farmed in huge quantities to meet an ever-increasing demand for use in food, medicine and industry. Perhaps, though, familiarity bred contempt. As lemons became ubiquitous, they were no longer a treat, just a commodity.


Some still consider the lemon a luxury fruit. Southern French legend tells that, on her expulsion from the Garden of Eden, Eve stole a lemon. Fearing God’s wrath, Adam begged her to get rid of it, but she would do so only at a spot of her own choosing. She selected the slopes of Menton, overlooking the idyllic Bay of Garavan in the south of France which – according to the town’s inhabitants at least – grow the finest lemons in the world. The Menton lemon, with its mild flavour and knobbly skin, is a geographically protected variety but was nearly lost during a cold snap in the 1950s, requiring careful coaxing back from the brink. Today, the town virtually doubles in size every February for the annual Fête du Citron, celebrating the fruit’s miraculous resuscitation.


The goodfellas of Sicily might have something to say about Menton’s claim to lemon fame. They have their own festival every December, where the Limone di Siracusa are a major part of a long procession honouring patron saint Santa Lucia. Lemons have played such a pivotal role in the island’s history that it is said protecting the valuable crop led to the foundation of the Sicilian mafia. On an island where the local law enforcement was ineffective, lemon growers began to hire mafiosi – individuals willing to stand up to criminals.
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