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				DISCLAIMER


				Witch’s Garden is intended for general informational purposes only and should not be relied upon as recommending or promoting any specific practice or method of treatment. It is not intended to diagnose, treat or prevent any illness or condition and is not a substitute for advice from a healthcare professional. You should consult your medical practitioner before engaging in any of the information detailed in this book. You should not use the information in this book as a substitute for medication or other treatment prescribed by your medical practitioner. 


				The publisher, Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew and the author make no representations or warranties with respect to the accuracy, completeness or currency of the contents of this work, and specifically disclaim, without limitation, any implied warranties of merchantability or fitness for a particular purpose and any injury, illness, damage, liability or loss incurred, directly or indirectly, from the use or application of any of the contents of this book. Furthermore, the publisher, Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew and the author are not affiliated with and do not sponsor or endorse any uses of or beliefs about plants as being scientifically accurate or advisable in any way referred to in this book.
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				W hat is a “witch’s garden”? A garden owned by a person of magic – or a plot growing plants to ward off evil? For that matter, why do we associate the word “witch” with “evil”? For many people today, being a witch is a good thing, beneficial and joyful. In other parts of the world, witchcraft is still something to be feared. 


				However precarious life is today, for our ancestors it was even more dangerous, even more mysterious. Who knew what made humans healthy, successful, wealthy or loved? Everyone, from scholars to local practitioners, looked to the natural world around them for answers, and plants were obvious candidates for making sense of life. “Wise women”, herbalists, apothecaries and witches worked in not dissimilar ways to early scholars, philosophers and scientists: empirically, testing out plants to see what they did, especially as medicines. The “cunning folk” also added a mystical element: explaining the role of plants in both spiritual and everyday life. Over thousands of years, complex folkloric traditions evolved, sometimes independently similar in different parts of the world. 


				The line between science and magic has always been thin; add religion into the mix and opinions – and emotions – begin to heat up. Plants became battlegrounds: as cultures waxed and waned, a herb “belonging” to a goddess might be reassigned to a saint – or to the devil. Boundaries became blurred. 


				Astrology, for example, remained a serious point of consideration in medicine well into the Christian period. As the wealth of folklore grew, so too did the romance around it. We are not immune from that glamour today. 


				Folklore and superstition, both local and general, do not die easily, but they do change. Sometimes, properties of a plant can take on two diametrically opposed qualities according to region, culture and even individuals.


				A book this size cannot begin to fully explore the complex and confusing history of herbs and the place they hold in our lives, even today. All it can do is dip a toe into the basic concepts of what makes plant lore so very fascinating. Witch’s Garden looks at the ancient beginnings of practices and beliefs, some herbal pioneers and one or two of the “big ideas”. It focuses on some of the most important plants, their historical uses and often contradictory associations, and is illustrated with beautiful pages from books and herbals kept in the archives at the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew. Here’s hoping it will inspire further reading and a deeper dive into the extraordinary world of plant lore. 


					Sandra Lawrence
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				Some of our most potent images of ancient civilizations involve plants: the lotus, beloved of the ancient Egyptians and found in wall paintings, architecture and even preserved whole in tombs; hemlock, the deadly poison drunk by Socrates, who was condemned to death for “corrupting” Athenian youth; olive branches, awarded as prizes at the world’s first Olympic Games; and laurel wreaths, which crowned the emperors of Rome.
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				Whether it was resin from the myrrh tree (Commiphora myrrha), used in Egyptian mummification; chocolate (Theobroma cacao), drunk for virility and power by the Aztecs; or aloe (Aloe vera) used by Native Hawaiians to soothe burns, uses of folk medicine such as these created a vast foundation of knowledge that grew over generations, and developed into a community database of cures. 


				Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) began well over 2,000 years ago. It combined many disciplines, including acupuncture, moxibustion (a form of heat therapy, practised by burning herbs near the skin), diet and herbal medicine and aimed to restore qi, a delicate balance of two opposing factors– yin and yang. According to TCM, every person has a slightly different composition and herbs are chosen carefully to maintain an individual’s qi. Herbal remedies were classified into four natures, ranging from hot (extreme yang) to cold (extreme yin), and five flavours (acrid, sweet, sour, bitter and salty), each of which affects the yin-yang balance. Acrid herbs, for instance, were used to generate sweat, while bitter herbs purged the bowels. A third classification, meridians, controlled which part of the body the herbs worked on.


				Kampo, while based on Chinese concepts, is uniquely Japanese. It has been practised for around 1,500 years and is still used alongside conventional medical practices.


				In Hindu mythology, Ayurveda, the ancient medical system of South East Asia, was created by Dhanvantari, physician to the gods. Its earliest ideas came from the Vedas, a collection of religious texts dating from between 1500 and 1000 BCE. Like Chinese medicine, Ayurveda works on a system of balancing energy to maintain health, largely through diet, and many Ayurvedic preparations are plant-based. Sushruta, a surgeon from sometime around the sixth century BCE, took this one stage further. He used plants in procedures as well as in cures. Sushruta famously invented cosmetic or reconstructive surgery with the first nose job. His rhinoplasty involved taking a piece of skin from the cheek, measuring it carefully with a leaf, keeping the nostrils open with stems of the castor oil plant (Ricinus communis) and sprinkling the newly constructed nose with a powder made from liquorice (Glycyrrhiza glabra), red sandalwood (Pterocarpus santalinus) and barberry (Berberis vulgaris). The graft was then covered with cotton and lubricated with sesame oil (Sesamum indicum). 


				The ancient Greeks also embraced the idea of a healthy mind within a healthy body and their doctrine of the four humours strived toward both physical and mental well-being. Since they always 


			


		


		

			

				Respect for the earth’s resources was essential to ancient life. Animals, minerals and plants were gifts from the gods, to be revered – and used – in every possible way.
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				Opposite Sacred lotus (Nelumbo nucifera) after a painting by Peter Henderson for The Temple of Flora by Robert John Thornton, 1799–1804.
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				seemed to be at war with someone, medicine often revolved around battle wounds. The Olympic Games saw new uses of plants and their derivatives, such as applying olive oil to an athlete’s skin before competing, to warm his body and so avoid injury. 


				Aromatic herbs were collected by specialist rhizotomoi “root-cutters”, a secretive, closed-shop profession steeped in legend (the mythical witch Circe and centaur Chiron were both rhizotomoi). To protect their sources, root-cutters spread legends of the dire consequences of casually gathering herbs. Woodpeckers, they whispered, gouged out the eyes of anyone cutting peonies, while eagles protected hellebores and a mandrake’s scream caused instant madness. 


				Like so many things, from architecture to philosophy, Roman medicine was heavily influenced by that of the Greeks – not that they always agreed with it. Pliny the Elder was unimpressed with Greek doctors, whom he felt overcharged and engaged in immoral conduct. He believed local, traditional Roman medicine, kept within each family, was better. Herbs played a major role. Pills (pastilli) often contained exotic ingredients such as saffron (Crocus sativus), pepper (Piper nigrum) and cinnamon (Cinnamomum verum), but more modest plants were also prized. Cato the Elder was a fan of cabbage (Brassica oleracea). Among dozens of other efficacies, he claimed it could draw foul pus from an ulcer, remove polyps from nostrils and even cure cancer. Babies bathed in the urine of someone who had eaten cabbage would never, he declared, be weaklings. 


				The Roman Empire was vast and explorers brought new herbal treatments from every land they touched. They also took their favourite remedies with them, which then became naturalized in their new environment. Alas, the widespread belief that stinging nettles were brought to Britain by soldiers, who flogged themselves with the hairy, acidic stems to keep warm in the freezing northern climate, is untrue. The plant is native to the UK. Romans were crazy for herbs in both food and medicine. Some herbs were considered so beneficial that they were literally eaten to extinction. We have no idea what an apparently extremely effective natural contraceptive, Silphium, even looked like, because the Romans gathered it to death. 


				For the ancient Celts, plants played a key role in food, daily life and medicine. It was in the interests of every Celt to know the general properties of plants, even if only to avoid poisoning themselves. If they cut themselves, figwort (Scrophularia) would allegedly staunch the blood, and they believed a case of intestinal worms could be cured with wild garlic (Allium ursinum). Today’s scientists may explain the Celts’ common-cold remedy – elderberry (Sambucus) – as good old-fashioned vitamin C. 


				Ancient Scandinavians, from the Vikings onward, used the specific properties of plants in left-field ways. In the twelfth-century tome The Legendary Saga of St Olaf, the hero Þormóður receives an arrow to the chest. A healing woman offers him a pungent broth of garlic and onion, figuring that if she can smell the soup through the wound, the bolt will have penetrated his vital organs and he will die. Þormóður refuses the broth, pulls out the arrow and dies anyway, but the idea was sound. 


				A number of now-illegal narcotics were first discovered – and used, either as religious 
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				Opposite Cocoa (Theobroma cacao) from Köhler’s Medizinal Pflanzen, 1887. Cocoa was drunk by the Aztecs before momentous events.
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				hallucinogenics or medicine – by ancient civilizations. Coca leaf (Erythroxylum coca) was chewed and made into a stimulant tea by the Maya. Harmal (Peganum harmala) was used as an antidepressant and to treat inflammation and fever in Iranian cultures, while images of magic mushrooms (Psilocybin) appear on frescoes in North Africa dating from between 9000 and 7000 BCE. Archaeologists recently discovered cannabis (Cannabis sativa) in the 2,500-year-old grave of a woman who, it appears, was using it to gain relief from breast cancer. The plant we know as the opium poppy (Papaver somniferum) is discussed by Homer in The Odyssey. Alas, their antiquity does not make these drugs any less dangerous. 


				Virtually all modern herbal medicine relies on the trial and error of our ancestors, who had the 


				courage – or perhaps desperation – to observe and experiment, systematically putting plants in their mouths, wounds or other orifices in the hope of finding relief. History doesn’t generally record the failures: individuals who discovered, the hard way, that nightshade (Atropa bella-donna) is deadly or that poison ivy (Toxicodendron radicans) can give as good as it gets. We owe them.
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				Above Mount Fuji with Cherry Trees in Bloom, woodcut print by Katsushika Hokusai, 1804. Thousands flock to Japan every year to attend the annual Hanami (flower-viewing) festival.


				Opposite Herbarium sheet of myrrh (Commiphora myrrha), collected in Somaliland, 1932.
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				Hemlock 


				Conium maculatum
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				Shakespeare’s witches toss “Root of hemlock, digg’d i’ th’ dark” into their cauldron and it is referred to earlier in MacBeth as the “insane root”. The plant was said to be hallucinogenic, used in flying ointment and profoundly poisonous charms. Commonly found in hedgerows, and therefore easy for tweedy English murderers to source, hemlock insinuated itself into the twentieth century as one of Agatha Christie’s poisons of choice. Victims suffer paralysis, loss of speech and death from asphyxia. Chillingly, the mind remains clear right up to the moment of death. 


				Vickery’s Folk Flora lists more than 35 nicknames for poison hemlock, all of which conjure extraordinary images: “bad man’s oatmeal”, “scabby hands” “devil’s blossom” and “break your mother’s heart” are just a few. “Honiton lace” and “lady’s needlework” refer to hemlock’s curds of airy, lace-like flowers and feathery pinnate leaves. These are similar to those of cow parsley and are from the same Apiaceae family, which also includes carrots, celery and fennel. Unlike any of these, however, this plant is definitely not edible. 


				Hemlock is native to large areas of Europe and North Africa, but has naturalized across other continents, from Australia to North America. Like many 


				members of Apiaceae, it is biennial, establishing in damp wastelands and ditches in its first year and then flowering and fruiting the following spring. All parts of the plant are poisonous. It is at its most potent when it is fresh, but even dried it is not to be trifled with. 


				Because of this, it was traditionally used only on external parts of the body, and then only in moderation – although even this is not to be advised now. Noting that the plant is ruled by the planet Saturn, Culpeper suggests roasting the root and applying to the hands to soothe gout and inflammation. One of the most enduring “cures” associated with hemlock was as an eye salve. Oddly, it was to be applied to the unafflicted eye. 


				Hemlock’s most famous connotation lies with someone allegedly killed by it. There’s no doubt the philosopher Socrates could have been put to death by this ancient Greek execution method (also said to have done for the out-of-favour politicians Theramenes and Phocion). Modern toxicologist Enid Bloch has studied Plato’s account of Socrates’s death and concluded that it does accurately describe peripheral neuropathy brought on by the alkaloids in Conium maculatum. 


			


		


		

			

				One of the ultimate “witches’ plants”, treacherous hemlock is traditionally associated with necromancy.


			


		


		

			

				Opposite Herbarium sheet of hemlock (Conium maculatum), collected in Folkestone, UK, 1895.
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				Black hellebore 


				Helleborus niger
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				An angel, touched by her piety, struck the ground and brought forth a flower. It’s a good job the baby Jesus didn’t put the plant, also known as “Christmas rose”, in his mouth.


				The ancients knew all about the dangers of black hellebore. When digging one up, it was important to ensure there were no eagles around. If one spotted you, death was sure to follow. Of course, this was just one of the dire warnings professional root-cutters put around to stop amateurs gathering their own herbs, but it isn’t such a crazy notion. Black hellebore is one of nature’s nasties. A powerful emetic, it is potentially fatal if ingested. Perhaps the first human to nibble a hellebore root was unfortunate enough to glimpse a bird of prey before keeling over. 


				If the correct rituals were performed, however, it was very useful. Pliny recommended drawing a circle around the plant, facing east and making a prayer before digging it up. Animals would be protected from evil spirits – and flies – if garlanded with hellebore. One superstition even whispered that the plant could render invisibility if scattered in the air in the correct manner. 


				Native to southern and central Europe and part of the Ranunculaceae or buttercup family, black hellebore grows in shady mountainous areas. We 


				love it today for its drooping, five-petal flowers with purplish edges and yellow centres, but herbalists prized the roots. Its main medicinal use was as a purgative, used to induce vomiting after poisoning or eating bad food. Children were sometimes given hellebore to rid them of ringworm. Predictably, it didn’t always end well. 


				Practitioners did at least acknowledge it was to be treated with respect. Hippocrates suggested patients rest and eat before taking the herb, then keep moving after ingesting it. Under no circumstances should they be allowed to sleep. He warned that any convulsions would be fatal. Other side effects, including diarrhoea and cardiac problems, as well as burning with prolonged skin contact, makes it surprising anyone thought it was a good idea, but hellebore was still being taken in eighteenth-century Britain. Botanist and herbalist Nicholas Culpeper recommended the herb for, among other things, leprosy, jaundice, sciatica and as a pessary to “provoke the terms [menstruation] exceedingly”. Even this eye-watering use pales into insignificance against his recommendation for powdered hellebore: “strewed upon foul ulcers, it consumes the dead flesh”. 


			


		


		

			

				Like many herbs later embraced by Christianity, black hellebore has a charming legend. A simple country girl wanted to visit the Christ child but had no gift to give. 


			


		


		

			

				Opposite Black hellebore (Helleborus niger).
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				The history of herbal medicine is not easy to define. The first folk uses of plants, by humans from the times of mammoth-hunt injuries and flint-arrow wounds, have been lost to time. Written accounts are by no means the whole story, but they – and smatterings of archaeological evidence – are all we have. 
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				Second of three legendary emperors, he had the head of a bull and the body of a man. Among Shennong’s many inventions were the cart, the plough, tea, the calendar and the practice of clearing land with fire. He was said to have a transparent stomach, and used his own body as a lab: he would ingest herbs, one by one, and observe what each did to him. As is the fate of so many self-experimenters, Shennong finally ate a flower that poisoned him and he died before he could find an antidote.


				Whether or not Shennong existed, his catalogue of 365 species of medicinal plants certainly does. The Shennong Bencao Jing (“The Divine Husbandman’s Herb Root Classic”) is a manual of medicinal herbs, compiled in the late Han dynasty sometime around 306 BCE to 220 CE. It is still a must-read for students of traditional Chinese medicine.


				In this text, herbs were graded on their rarity as well as their individual qualities representing the three realms: heaven, earth and man. Toxicity did not need to be avoided at all costs, just weighed against potentially beneficial outcomes. Poisonous herbs were to be combined with precise dosages of other drugs to counteract the bad aspects. 


				One of the first great minds of the West was Theophrastus of Eresus (approximately 372–287 BCE). A peripatetic philosopher and true Aristotelian, Theophrastus studied widely in subjects as diverse as physics, zoology, ethics, botany and the history of culture. Perhaps one of 


				the reasons we now call him the “father of botany” is that two of his few works that have survived are Peri phytõn historia (“Enquiry into Plants”) and Peri phytõn aitiõn (“On the Causes of Plants”). 


				Theophrastus describes both wild and cultivated plants, their properties and practical uses, from his own research – the result of many years burning sandal leather – and reports from other travellers, including followers of Alexander the Great. His work would be hugely influential in the work of philosophers to come. 


				Gaius Plinius Secundus, better known today as Pliny the Elder (23–79 CE) wasn’t really a “philosopher”, he was far too hands-on in the world. A wealthy Roman military commander, he was naturally curious and used his various posts and political positions to study and write.


				He is credited with seven books, but only one, Naturalis Historia (“Natural History”), remains complete. Its 37 volumes are a combination of older material gathered into a kind of encyclopaedia with observations made on his travels. Any gaps, Pliny filled in with legendary beasts or folklore, giving magic, superstition and science equal emphasis.


				Naturalis Historia relies heavily on Theophrastus, and even if Pliny’s translations are sometimes a little loose, the vocabulary is rich and much of 


			


		


		

			

				Pilgrims still travel from around the world to Lieshan Mountain in China, to venerate Emperor Yan Shennong, father of Chinese agriculture, herbalism and medicine. “The Divine Farmer”, as he was called, goes so far back in history that Shennong has acquired mythical status.
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				Opposite Herbarium sheet of Camellia sinensis – tea – collected in Ningbo, China, 1844.
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				what we know about Roman farming and gardening comes from him. Archaeological investigations are beginning to show that in this aspect, at least, his work is accurate. 


				Pliny’s work is important in many ways. His Latin synonyms of Greek plant names made earlier Greek writings, including those of Theophrastus, identifiable. His many opinions on “modern life” – for example, his grumblings about the price of drugs and sharp practices by so-called physicians are both entertaining and illuminating, bringing ancient Rome to life and highlighting touching details others would have considered insignificant. 


				Alas, Pliny’s curiosity would be his downfall. In 79 CE, as commander of the fleet stationed at the Bay of Naples, he went ashore to investigate some peculiar cloud formations around Mount Vesuvius. The famous eruption that buried Pompeii and Herculaneum did for the philosopher, too. 


				Many medieval monastic libraries contained a copy of Pliny’s works. No one even thought to challenge him until 1492 when an Italian physician, Niccolò Leoniceno, pointed out some errors. However, Pliny remained important, known to Shakespeare and Milton, and his vibrant account of ancient Rome still shines. 


				We know little about the life of Pedanius Dioscorides (approximately 40–90 CE), one of ancient Greece’s most important botanists. Born in Anazarbus, in what is now Turkey, he travelled as a surgeon with the Roman army. Wherever he went, he studied the properties of local plants and scoured 


				local folk knowledge for new cures. His most famous work, De Materia Medica (“On Medical Substances”), was originally written in Greek but was soon translated into several languages, supplemented with commentary from European, Indian and Middle Eastern pharmacists. Written between 50 and 70 CE, it was not the first herbal compendium by any means, but vastly superior. In five books, Dioscorides describes nearly 600 plants and nearly 1,000 simple drugs. Some are chemical, such as mercury, lead and copper oxide (none of which feature heavily in modern medicine), but far more are concoctions, poultices and other dressings made from plants. Herbs are collated into therapeutic groupings: warming, binding, softening, drying, cooling and relaxing. Dioscorides lists plant names, synonyms, habitat, uses, properties and even the side effects of plants, as well as directions on how to gather, prepare and store them, along with warnings about how their purity may be adulterated if they land in the wrong hands. 


				For the next 15 centuries, Dioscorides’s work was set in stone, but he was also an advocate of experimentation. Ultimately, his advice would be heeded and new research begun.


				The monasteries of Europe kept copies – or, if not, many local adaptations – of the great Classical works, referring to them for their own therapies. St Hildegard of Bingen (1098–1179), a Renaissance woman before her time, would have been well versed in the writings of Theophrastus and Dioscorides as well as later writers, such as the ninth-century monk Walafrid Strabo of Reichenau, who wrote the early gardening book Hortulus. She just added her own touches. 


				Educated by Benedictine nuns, Hildegard became one herself at age fifteen. A poet and composer, Hildegard also made several books and is 
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