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Anything is possible if you surround
yourself with the right people.
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR


Christine Iverson discovered a love of all things herbal 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 school children 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 herbs with her local community.


Her first book, The Hedgerow Apothecary, inspired an undiscovered love of writing and a passion for researching British social history and folk medicine. Taking inspiration from her own back garden, The Garden Apothecary and The Hedgerow Apothecary Forager’s Handbook followed in quick succession, published by Summersdale.


Christine can often be found foraging along the hedgerows and in woodlands with her faithful companion, Rosie the springer spaniel.




 


 


INTRODUCTION


“Pay heed to the tales of old wives. It may well be that they alone keep in memory what it was once needful for the wise to know.”


J. R. R. Tolkien


My interest in herbs started when I was in infant school, making rose water perfume and potions for my mum from the flowers in our back garden. She was always very appreciative and I realized then how very special it was to be able to create a homemade gift for someone that you love. Since then, herbs have taken over my life, my kitchen cupboards (never throw away an empty bottle or a jar, you never know when you might need it!) and most of the windowsills in my house.


Herbs aren’t only plants whose flowers or seeds are valued for their pleasant taste or scent – they also have ample medicinal properties. Creating a simple homemade remedy for a family member with a sore throat or problem skin is such a great skill to learn and one that will set you up for life. Knowing when it’s best to seek medical attention is a skill: common sense must be your watchword.


The practice of using plants as medicine dates back thousands of years, with the Ancient Greeks and Romans being the first to record hundreds of types of different herbs and spices and their uses. We have the Roman Empire and its invading forces to thank for introducing the majority of the culinary and medicinal herbs we are familiar with today.


Wise women or cunning folk were to be found in every medieval town or village throughout Europe and were the “go to” people for herbal remedies, potions and charms. This knowledge of plants and their properties was passed down orally from mother to daughter and father to son. Unfortunately, very little was documented in writing because the majority of working people were illiterate at this time.


The ascension of King James I to the English throne in 1603 created a culture of suspicion and fear. He was an enthusiastic hunter of “witches” – anyone who administered herbs immediately fell under suspicion and ran the risk of persecution. Sadly, this climate of paranoia led to an immense amount of herb-lore being lost forever, as well as many innocent people being tortured to death.


The one guiding light in this dark period of British history, and a bit of a hero of mine, is the English apothecary Nicholas Culpeper. Unlike his counterparts, who wrote in Latin in order to retain knowledge for themselves, Culpeper wrote his seventeenth-century Complete Herbal in English so that anyone, rich or poor, could access medical and pharmaceutical information. To the disapproval of his peers, Culpeper documented hundreds of herbs and spices, along with instructions on how to make simple remedies that ordinary people could follow.


There are many wonderful stories to discover about herbs and their uses throughout history, from prehistoric times through to the Greeks and Romans, right up to the present day – and we are still learning how beneficial they can be. I hope that The Herbal Apothecary will summon your ancient “cunning folk” gene and inspire you to incorporate herbs into your everyday life.


This book is intended to be both enlightening and entertaining – it is NOT intended to provide medical advice. It is vital that you take personal responsibility for your own safety when using these remedies. Many herbs and spices should not be used during pregnancy, on babies and small children or by people with certain medical conditions. Always carry out a patch test before putting things on skin or hair in case of allergic reactions.


Consult your GP if you have any doubts and always do your research thoroughly.




 


 


PREPARING BOTANICALS


It’s important to prepare fresh botanicals before infusing them into carrier oils; 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 they 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 bit longer. Bunches of woody herbs can be hung up in cool airy places like outhouses or garden sheds; avoid the kitchen, as they can absorb the cooking smells and smoke.




HERBS


Herbs are at their best before they begin to flower. Harvest them mid-morning on a dry day before the sun has burned away the flowers’ essential oils.







	Remove any old, dead or diseased leaves. There’s no need to wash them if you grow without the use of 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. It’s important that your herbs are completely dry or they could be spoiled by mould growth – 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. I’ve found that rubbing the dried herbs through a colander effectively removes any woody stalks and crumbles the leaves up finely as well.





FLOWERS 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; 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 and find one that is reputable and stocks good quality oils – remember 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

	✗

	✔

	✔

	✔






	Coconut

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

	✗

	✔

	✗

	✔






	Grapeseed

	High in vitamin E
Easily absorbed
Antibacterial
Antioxidant
Anti-dandruff

	✔

	✔

	✔

	✔






	Jojoba

	Antiseptic
Hypoallergenic
Hydrating
Anti-inflammatory
Antifungal
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

	✔

	✔

	✔

	✔











 


 


HOW TO MAKE INFUSED CARRIER OILS


Creating infused carrier oils is a lovely way to harness the properties of your garden flowers and herbs and turn them into the wonderful lotions, balms and salves contained in this book. I particularly love to make calendula-infused carrier oil – not only does it become the most beautiful golden orange colour, it also has wonderful skin-healing benefits.




SUN METHOD


Healers and apothecaries have used this traditional method for hundreds of years. Although it takes time and relies heavily on the appearance of the sun, this is definitely my preferred way. I just love to see jars of different coloured botanical oils working their magic and infusing on my south-facing windowsill.





INGREDIENTS


Herbs or flowers (these can be dried or fresh)


Carrier oil of your choice


Equipment needed


Sterilized glass jar


Muslin square


String or elastic band


METHOD


Fill the jar halfway with your plant material.


Cover with your chosen carrier oil, shaking to burst any bubbles. Ensure that all plant material is completely covered – anything sticking out could go mouldy.


Top with the muslin and secure with string or an elastic band.


Place on a sunny windowsill for at least two weeks until the oil has taken on some colour and scent.


Strain the oil through the muslin, squeezing to extract all the oil. Compost the plant material left behind.


Label and date – you might think that you’ll remember which oil it is, but believe me you won’t!


Keep in a cool dark place and use within a year.


QUICK INFUSION METHOD


In the winter months this technique enables you to infuse carrier oil without the help of the sun. This method is a lot quicker than the sun method, but may not extract as many beneficial oils as the traditional method. Be careful not to fry your plant material by heating the oil too much.


 


INGREDIENTS


Herbs or flowers (these can be dried or freshly wilted)


Carrier oil of your choice  


Equipment needed


Heatproof bowl


Saucepan


Boiling water


METHOD


Put the plant material and carrier oil into your heatproof bowl suspended over the pan of boiling water; ensure the water doesn’t touch the bottom of the bowl.


Simmer gently, without a lid, for 2 hours, checking the water level in the pan regularly.


Allow to cool, strain, label and date.


Keep in a cool dark place and use within a year.
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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 a preheated oven 140°C (280°F) for 10–15 minutes until dry.


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










 


 


THE HERBS
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STARTING A HERB GARDEN


Herbs really are the most wonderful plants to grow in your garden, not just for their medicinal and culinary properties, but because pollinators love them. Many herbs also grow well in pots or on windowsills, so you don’t even need a garden to enjoy their benefits.


CHOOSING YOUR HERBS


Think about which herbs you’d like to grow and consider where they will need to be planted – herbs, like many plants, will not thrive in the wrong environment. Some, like the mint family, are incredibly invasive and will choke out other plants if you leave them unchecked. Most herbs are Mediterranean in origin and therefore like to grow in a sunny sheltered spot. I like to grow them by my south-facing patio so that I can enjoy their aroma while having a morning cup of tea – and they are handy to harvest because they are close to my kitchen.


ANNUAL HERBS


These herbs only last for one growing season, but you can easily harvest their seeds to grow them again, year after year. Annual herbs include basil, coriander and parsley.


PERENNIAL HERBS


With a little care these herbs will keep growing all through the year. Perennial herbs include rosemary, thyme and members of the mint family.


MY TOP TEN FAVOURITE HERBS




	
Basil: This herb likes good drainage and full sun. It is very sensitive to cold and will die in the slightest frost. The great thing about basil is that the more you pick it, the more it grows – and it smells absolutely incredible.


	
Calendula: Calendula is easy to grow, self-seeding and brings sunshine into the garden. The yellow and orange blooms will last well into the autumn and can be picked and dried for use in your own herbal apothecary.
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