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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.





Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes and ideas.





Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.





You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





WHAT IS HERBAL MEDICINE?


Put simply, herbal medicine is the therapeutic use of plants and plant extracts to exert an effect on the body. Its roots delve back into time, with archaeological evidence dating to at least the Neanderthal period. Traces of yarrow and chamomile were found ingrained in the teeth of 50,000-year-old skeletons discovered in Spanish caves. These herbs have little calorific value which suggests they may have been used for medicine. The plant-rich landscapes around ancient peoples not only provided food and materials but also offered accessible ‘pharmacies’ to treat sickness and disease. Today, plants continue to provide nearly everything around us from food and clothing to medicine. Many common drugs are still derived or synthesised from plants; the contraceptive pill was first developed from a constituent in yams, and some cancer treatments come from yew trees (Taxus spp.) and Madagascan periwinkle (Catharanthus roseus). A constant stream of scientific research shows that herbal medicine remains a significant source of discovery to this day, with exciting developments in treatments for malaria, cancers and antibiotic resistance.


Using herbs at home can be as simple as a cup of chamomile tea for tummy ache or lavender essential oil to aid sleep. It can be used symptomatically, to treat and manage symptoms, and/or preventatively, to keep the body healthy and prevent disease. Herbs can be incorporated into daily life in the form of foods and teas and need not always be thought of as ‘medicines’ but rather tonics to maintain a good state of health. When illness does strike, a well-stocked herbal medicine cabinet can provide relief for all manner of simple conditions and ailments.


Herbal medicine is a holistic practice that considers many factors including diet, lifestyle and medical history to get to the root cause of illness. For example, headaches can have numerous origins: digestive problems, neck tension, dehydration, imbalanced hormones and circulatory problems… the list goes on. Reaching for a painkiller as a quick fix is sometimes necessary, especially when the problem is acute and you need to get on with your day. But true well-being requires more, taking time to be personally involved in your own healing process, making the necessary diet or lifestyle changes and preparing your own remedies can result in more successful healing, particularly when it is long term or chronic.


Herbal medicine merges the best of traditional herbal knowledge with modern scientific research and understanding of the body. Its great strength is its accessibility – it can be used by anyone with even the most basic equipment and resources; gathered from a nearby hedgerow, grown in the garden or even picked up in the local supermarket. Herbs are quite literally everywhere, just waiting to be found.
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


This book aims to give the reader the tools to harvest and make their own herbal remedies for minor ailments and optimal health. It can be read cover to cover, used as a reference book for specific ailments, or used to find out more information about a particular herb alongside a good plant identification guide. We have chosen common, easily identified herbs that are often overlooked but have a long history of use as medicines and deserve to be embraced rather than weeded out.


The way plants work can be complex, enigmatic, and hard to describe, so herbal medicine has its own language, referring to their effects as herbal ‘actions’. For example, a ‘carminative’ action helps to soothe the digestive system and reduce flatulence. Familiarise yourself with herbal actions in the Glossary.


Herbs are seasonal, so to benefit from them all year round, we have included instructions on how to prepare and preserve them. This book is full of tried and tested, practical recipes suitable for you to do this at home.



DOSAGES


While herbs do tend to have fewer side effects than prescription medicine, they must still be used with caution. They are powerful in their own right and, like prescription drugs, herbs have specific dosages that must be adhered to. The standard dosages for herbal treatment in adults are as follows:


INFUSIONS AND DECOCTIONS 2 teaspoons of fresh herbs or 1 teaspoon of dried herbs to 1 cup (250ml) water, 1–3 times daily.


TINCTURES AND GLYCERITES 2–5ml in a little water, 1–3 times daily, unless otherwise stated (for any herbs that have specific dosages, this is outlined in the appropriate herb section).


Click here for more on treating children.




FIRST AID


When emergencies strike, it is helpful to have ready-made remedies to hand. See the Herbal First Aid Kit for ideas on what to keep in your herbal medicine chest.






USING HERBS SAFELY


When used appropriately, herbs can enhance our well-being, along with diet and lifestyle changes where necessary. Herbs can provide an effective and safe healing system for the whole family. Many can even be used long-term, where they can offer relief for pre-diagnosed conditions, however, for some conditions, particularly those that are chronic, it may be necessary to seek the help of a professional herbalist to get to the bottom of a long-standing problem.


It is best not to self-diagnose illnesses. Instead contact a medical herbalist or doctor for assessment.


When taking other prescription medications, seek advice from a herbalist before using herbs medicinally.


There is a long list of herbs that are deemed unsafe for medicinal use during pregnancy, some are listed below, but please contact a qualified medical herbalist before using any herb medicinally while trying to conceive, or during pregnancy or breastfeeding.





• Aloe (internal)


• Angelica


• Aswaganda


• Berberis


• Comfrey


• Elecampane


• Feverfew


• Ginseng


• Gotu kola


• Juniper


• Lady’s Mantle


• Liquorice


• Motherwort


• Mugwort


• Sage


• Schizandra


• St John’s Wort


• Thyme


• Turmeric


• Wood Betony


• Yarrow
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Broadleaf plantain Plantago major (left) and Common Mallow Malva sylvestris (right)





 


A number of culinary herbs should not be used in excessive or medicinal quantities during pregnancy either, although moderate amounts in food are considered safe.


DISCLAIMER


The information in this book is for educational purposes, to inform the reader about traditional remedies and approaches in Western herbal medicine. It is not a replacement for professional medical advice and treatment.


• Do not use any remedies on children under the age of 2 years without first checking with a herbalist.


• Patch test any external remedies 24 hours before using to check for allergies.


• If you have any pre-existing conditions, are trying to conceive, are pregnant or breastfeeding, are on any medications including but not limited to the pill, painkillers and antidepressants, seek advice from a qualified medical practitioner and herbalist before you try home remedies.


• The authors and publishers do not accept any responsibility for loss, harm or damage from the use or misuse of this book or your failure to seek proper medical advice.





FORAGE


There are few things more satisfying than taking a long country walk, recognising plants along the way and gathering them for your own food and medicine. Get to know the plants in your local area with all of your senses – how do they look, what do they feel like, do they have a particular smell? Once you can do this, fields and hedges will no longer be a sea of green and plants will become as individually recognisable as old friends. Before you get started, however, carefully read this section, which lists out some vital guidelines for foraging from the wild, safely and sustainably.



SAFETY


The number one rule of foraging is to NEVER consume a plant without double checking its identification. Do not try to force fit an identification, no matter how much you may want a plant to be the one you are looking for. Always use a good guidebook and key out all the plant features. There are many poisonous plants in the wild that are easily avoided once you know them, so do not skimp on learning plant identification.


ALLERGIES Some people may be allergic to certain herbs, so be aware and carefully taste test a little of a new plant 48 hours before tucking in.



GET A GOOD IDENTIFICATION GUIDE


It is essential to buy a good native plant guidebook and get to know your local flora before foraging it. Photographic guides are helpful, and learning how to use a floral key to identify the features of a plant is the sign of a competent and responsible forager.


Most importantly of all, go on guided plant walks with a local naturalist, forager or herbalist who can show you the edible and poisonous plants in real life, so you get a good ‘feel’ for them and know what to avoid. In the UK, look for local herbalists or permaculture groups for walks, or check out the Field Studies Council (FSC) and the Botanical Society of Britain and Ireland (BSBI), which often run courses.


PERMISSION


Please gain permission before harvesting from public or private places – foraging rules differ in every country. In many public open spaces in the UK, the flora is protected and foraging is prohibited for very good conservation reasons. Picking for sale in the UK is considered theft by the Theft Act 1968 (Section 4.3).


On private land, it’s best to obtain the landowner’s permission before foraging. Gaining permission also allows you to gather vital information, for instance, if any pesticides or chemicals have been used on the land. It is illegal in the UK to uproot plants on private land without the landowner’s permission. Of course, it is immoral to pick any plants that are vulnerable or rare. Look after your green spaces.


IS THE PLANT CLEAN AND FREE OF CHEMICALS?


Make sure you harvest herbs that are clean, safe and free from chemicals, such as pesticides and weed killers, animal or human urine and anything else unpleasant that may have been left on them.


Don’t harvest close to roadsides; the plants will be polluted by car fumes, fuel, oil or rubber that washes off the road.


Take care when harvesting on or next to agricultural land or land previously used for chemical industry (for example, paint factories). Some old graveyards should be avoided as potentionally poisonous embalming fluids were used up until the 1800s.



SUSTAINABILITY


The issue of sustainability is particularly valid in cities: if even a handful of people around a single city park chose to go in and forage, there could be a negative impact on the park and its wildlife’s diversity and health. Often, because of this, foraging is prohibited.


So what can you do and where can you forage? Try finding out if any friends have gardens and allotments. Many areas also have local gardening groups or community gardens where you can learn to grow and harvest herbs. Additionally, it is in these community spaces that connections can be made with other people who may have good plant identification knowledge and similar interests to share herbal remedies and recipes.


When picking plants in the wild, never ever pick everything you see. Remember that plants, fruits and seeds are important foods for wildlife. Leave lots for them, and for other foragers who may follow. Taking the root will kill a plant, so think carefully first.


Before foraging, research and educate yourself, respect nature and remember you share the space with wildlife and others. Only take what you need, waste nothing, and help to promote the preservation and growth of more wild spaces for future foragers.


And finally, give something back: when you see seeds, take some and scatter them in other appropriate areas. Join a community group to litter-pick a park. Share your passion – inspire others to love their local plants too!
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HARVEST AND STORE


Herbs are seasonal and should be harvested at their peak, to capture their healing properties when they are at their most potent. The simplest way to process and store them is through drying, ready for use year-round in infusions and other recipes. Here are some simple rules for when and how to harvest, dry and store herbs.


GENERAL RULES


• Please pick respectfully, taking care not to damage or over-harvest the plant.


• Always pick herbs on a dry, bright day.


• Remember to leave some for the wildlife and so that the plant can grow back for next season’s foraging.


• Discard mouldy, sick, dirty or insect-damaged parts.


• Never pick a plant unless you are 100 per cent sure of the identification – see Forage for more information.


• Herbs should retain some of their original aroma after drying. Discard any that smell musty or off, or any that seem to have mould growth.


GATHERING EQUIPMENT


• Plant identification guidebook.


• Scissors or secateurs for cutting, a trowel or fork for digging.


• Linen bags or a basket for collecting. Plastic bags can cause some plants to sweat and wilt, but are handy for picking things like elderflowers where you would like to keep the precious pollen enclosed.


• Gloves for nettle picking!


DRYING METHODS


However you dry your herbs, the drying area should be in a warm, dark place. Dry herbs out of direct sunlight.


STRING


Tie herbs in bunches and hang them up to dry.


PAPER BAGS


For plants that drop flowers and seeds when they dry, hang the bunch of herbs inside a paper bag to catch the loose parts and prevent them dropping to the floor.


DRYING RACK


For smaller amounts of herbs, lay them out on a tea-towel or newspaper to dry. Lay your herbs out with good spacing and no overlapping. For processing larger amounts of herbs, you can buy multi-level herb-drying racks made of netting. To make your own drying rack, cover a large wooden picture frame with linen, nailed or stapled on.


DEHYDRATOR


Electric dehydrators can be bought online for quick overnight drying, particularly if the weather is cold and damp. However, if you do not have a dehydrator, you can place herbs on a baking tray in an oven on the lowest setting possible, ideally below 50°C. Keep the door open a crack to allow moisture to escape. This may take a few hours. Check the herbs regularly and turn if needed. Herbs will be ready when they are hardened but not burnt to a crisp. This method is particularly useful for thicker parts such as roots, stems, fruits and seeds.


AERIAL PARTS – LEAVES AND FLOWERS


WHEN Many flowering herbs will be at their best between early spring and the end of summer.


Leaves should be harvested just before or as the herb comes into flower.


Flowers should be harvested within a couple of days of opening and before they wilt or go to seed.


As plants begin to die back, the medicinal properties will have reduced – the plant is now putting its ‘energy’ back into the root or seed.


PROCESSING Dry herbs on a drying rack or in small bunches by tying stems together with string and hanging them upside down. They will be fully dry when they feel crunchy and can be crushed or crumbled between the fingers. Aromatic plants can be delicate, so avoid dehyrator or oven methods.


STORAGE After drying, store the herbs as they are in paper bags, or run your fingers up the stems towards the flower heads to ‘strip’ the useful leaves and flowers. These can then be stored in airtight jars for a longer shelf life. Crushing or crumbling plants causes some chemicals to break down quicker, so store leaves and flowers as whole as possible. Aerial parts will keep for up to 1 year, but the more aromatic the herb, the less shelf life it may have. If it smells stale or musty, throw it away.



FRUITS AND SEEDS


WHEN Seeds and fruits usually ripen from the end of summer to autumn, but with unusual weather patterns, they can often be found much earlier or later, so get to know the plants in your local area.


PROCESSING Ensure fruit is ripe and neither bruised nor split. For larger fruits, slice them thinly to enable swift drying. For smaller fruits, lay them out in a single layer. It is best to assist drying in a dehydrator or very low oven. Most seeds are best when ripe and brown, but there are exceptions, such as nettle seed, which is best gathered when fresh and green. Dry seeds quickly on a drying rack in a warm, dark place, or in a dehydrator or very low oven.


STORAGE Most dried seeds are chemically stable and will keep for up to 2 years if stored in an airtight container in a cool, dark place.



BARKS


Never harvest bark from the main trunk of a tree as this can kill it. Bark can be sustainably collected for medicine from branches or saplings that are at least two years old – they’re usually a pencil to finger thickness in size. This enables maximum return for effort, as smaller/younger branches are more difficult to handle. Fresh branches should be damp and greenish underneath the bark. Avoid if the branch is dry and easy to snap – this means the branch is dead.


WHEN Bark is usually gathered in the early spring as the sap rises, or in the autumn as the sap settles down and the tree gets ready to rest.


PROCESSING Prune tree branches in long lengths or gather saplings from the base of the tree, thinning out the ‘competition’ and helping the main tree to grow.


Take the branches and then, with a knife or potato peeler, carefully strip sections of bark away from you as if peeling a vegetable. Cut these into equal-sized pieces and dry evenly on a drying rack, or in a dehydrator or very low oven.


STORAGE Barks are stable in nature and will keep for up to 2 years if stored in an airtight container in a cool, dark place.



ROOTS


In the wild, ‘rooty’ plants love to anchor themselves firmly in stony soil and are hard to dig up. Grow your own in deep pots of sandy soil and they will be much easier to harvest.


WHEN Roots are best harvested in the autumn, after they have had a summer of storing nutrients ready for the winter. Some plants, such as burdock, are biennial, which means they grow over two years and make seeds in the second year and then die. Harvest the roots of biennial plants after the first year when they are the plumpest and at their most medicinal. When harvesting roots in general, replant the ‘crown’ of the plant just below the stem, or replant bits of loose, thick root, as some plants will grow back for the next year this way.


PROCESSING Wash and scrub any soil from roots. Peel, slice evenly and dry on a drying rack in a warm, dark place, or in a dehydrator or a very low heat in the oven.


STORAGE Roots can be stored for up to 2 years if stored in an airtight container in a cool, dark place.
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MAKE


Herbs can be taken in myriad ways – turning them into remedies makes them easy and convenient to use, preserves them for use throughout the year, and is also a lot of fun! The remedies you choose depend on what properties you want to extract from the herb and what condition you want to treat. For example, a steam inhalation to extract aromatic, antibacterial oils, a cream to soothe eczema, a syrup for coughs, and so on.





STERILISING GLASS JARS AND BOTTLES


Ensure all equipment is clean and sterilised before use. This is medicine-making after all! It will help to extend the shelf life of all your hard work.


To sterilise glass jars and bottles, either:


Use a baby bottle sterilising fluid, or


Preheat the oven to 120°C/gas mark ½. Wash bottles and jars in hot soapy water, then rinse thoroughly. Place on a baking sheet or directly on the oven shelf and heat until completely dry, about 20–30 minutes. Make sure you do not put any plastic lids or seals in the oven. Simmer rubber Kilner seals at 82°C to sterilise them.







Always label and date herbal preparations, otherwise you will be left with a cupboard full of mystery remedies you will be unable to use.
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INTERNAL PREPARATIONS



INFUSIONS AND DECOCTIONS


Infusions and decoctions are an easy and simple way to take herbs. Infusions involve steeping herbs in cold or boiling water and are best for delicate herbs such as leaves and flowers. The plant chemicals in dried herbs are more condensed so use double, if using fresh. Decoctions are best suited to thicker, harder plant parts, such as roots, barks, fruits and seeds, which require a longer ‘cooking’ time to extract the goodness. All infusions and decoctions can be stored in an airtight container in the fridge for up to 3 days.



HOT INFUSIONS (TEAS)



Use 1–2 teaspoons of dried or fresh herb per cup (250ml) of boiling water and place in a teapot or lidded vessel to capture any volatile oils. Brew for 10–20 minutes, then strain and enjoy! Alternatively, use a tea infuser or cafétiere.



COLD INFUSIONS



Some herbs extract well in cold water, for example, demulcent herbs including marsh mallow root and mullein. Cover the herb with cold water in a bowl and leave to sit overnight. Strain and drink.


DECOCTIONS


Use 2–3 teaspoons of dried or fresh herb, crushed slightly, per 2 cups (500ml) of water (as some liquid will evaporate during simmering). Place the herbs and water in a saucepan, cover and bring to a simmer, then simmer gently for 10–20 minutes. Strain and drink.



TINCTURES AND GLYCERITES


Tinctures and glycerites are fluid extracts of herbs that use either alcohol or glycerine to extract plant chemicals into a convenient liquid form. Both are easy to make at home and also act to preserve herbs throughout the seasons.


TINCTURES


A tincture is a hydroalcoholic extract of a fresh or dried herb. Using alcohol allows the release of a wider range of plant chemicals than if using water alone. Making your own is much more cost-effective when compared to buying them ready-made.


Suitable alcohols include vodka, gin or brandy, which are strong enough to extract and preserve the herb. Medical and commercial alcohols, such as rubbing alcohol or methyl alcohols, are not suitable for internal use.


GLYCERITES


Glycerites use a similar extraction method as tinctures, but instead of alcohol, glycerine is used – a sweet-tasting syrup made from vegetable oil. These are ideal for use with children or people unable to take alcohol. Glycerine is readily available from pharmacies, but do make sure you get a food-grade one suitable for internal use.
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MAKING TINCTURES AND GLYCERITES


Fresh herbs contain more water than dried, and so you don’t need to add water, just the alcohol or glycerine. Dried herbs contain almost no water, and so can be reconstituted with just enough hot water to dampen them first, before adding the alcohol or glycerine.





Chop or crush your chosen fresh or dried herb and place in a sterilised, wide-mouthed, glass jar to about two-thirds full.


Pour over your chosen spirit or glycerine until all plant material is fully submerged. If using glycerine, gently warm it first to make it runnier, and stir as you add it to the jar to release any air pockets.


Place the lid on, label and date.


Store in a cool, dark place, shaking every few days for 2–4 weeks.


Once infused, strain through a sieve lined with muslin or a tea-towel, squeezing out any excess liquid from the herb.


Re-bottle in a sterilised bottle, seal, label and date your finished tincture.


SHELF LIFE Keep in a cool, dark place for up to 2 years.
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VINEGARS AND OXYMELS


The use of herbal-infused vinegars for healing is recorded as far back as 500 BC, when Hippocrates, the ‘father of modern medicine’, recommended both vinegars and oxymels for persistent coughs and wound healing.


VINEGARS


Vinegars bring a cooling effect to a remedy and are useful in cases of hot inflamed tissues, such as sore throats or rashes. They can be taken diluted in water for internal use, or in baths and compresses externally.


Make a herbal-infused vinegar in the same way as a tincture, but instead of alcohol, use vinegar. A good-quality organic apple cider vinegar is ideal and has been used for its health benefits for centuries. Infused vinegars don’t have to be strictly medicinal, they can also be used in salad dressings, or dilute 1 tablespoon in a glass of fizzy water for a refreshing drink. Shelf life is up to 2 years.


CAUTION Neat vinegar can cause burns in some sensitive individuals; dilute with honey or water before use.


OXYMELS


Oxymels are a blend of vinegar and honey, which makes them more palatable. They combine the action of mucous-shifting, toning vinegar with soothing and calming honey, ideal for respiratory disorders. Mix one part vinegar to one part honey as needed as a cough syrup or cordial.



GARGLES



Gargles are primarily used for mouth and throat problems. Use double-strength infusions and decoctions, or alternatively, dilute 10ml of herbal-infused vinegar or tincture in 30ml water. Swill or gargle for as long as you can, then spit out.



STEAM INHALATIONS


Steam inhalations are ideal for respiratory conditions including congestion and coughs. Use a few drops of essential oil or chop/crush fresh aromatic herbs and place in a bowl of boiling water. For adults, sit at a table with the bowl placed in front of you. Place your head over the bowl (about 30cm above) and cover with a towel to create a tent. Breathe deeply for 10 minutes until the water cools. For young children, use a humidifier or mist vapouriser, or create a steamy atmosphere in a bathroom.


CAUTION If at any point you feel burning or discomfort, remove the towel.



SYRUPS


Syrups are another way to preserve herbs, this time using sugar, which makes them more palatable, particularly for children! Because they are thick, they coat the airways, delivering the healing properties of herbs direct to the area, so are ideal for sore throats and coughs.


Honey can be used to replace the sugar in syrups, but once it is heated at the high temperatures needed to make syrup, it will have lost many of its beneficial constituents and will have broken down into simple sugars anyway. The high price of honey makes this an expensive waste, so stick to organic unrefined sugars.
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BASIC HERBAL SYRUP RECIPE


This recipe can be used for any type of herbal infusion or decoction and works well for making soothing cough remedies.





50g dried or 100g fresh herb


unrefined soft brown (light or dark) sugar





First infuse or decoct your chosen herb in 600ml water, as described in the Infusion and Decoction section.


Measure out the strained liquid, then for every 1ml of juice, add 1g of sugar (so for 500ml of liquid, add 500g of sugar) and place both in a pan. Heat gently, stirring until the sugar has dissolved, then bring to a simmer and simmer gently for 10–20 minutes, stirring gently until thickened. (You can use less sugar, up to half the amount, but it won’t preserve for as long.)


Remove from the heat and leave to cool slightly, then pour into sterilised bottles, seal, label and date.


TIP For extra preservation and to balance out the sweetness of a syrup, you can stir in 1–2 teaspoons of citric acid at the end of the recipe.


SHELF LIFE Keep in a cool, dark place for up to 1 year. Once opened, store in the fridge and use within 2 months.






SUGAR-FREE FRUIT ROB


A rob is a really thick syrup that can have a jelly-like consistency, depending on the pectin content of the fruits used. This recipe is not strictly sugar-free, because it is made with fruits and uses their own natural sugars as a preservative.





500g fresh fruit, such as elderberries, rosehips, raspberries or blackberries


1 cinnamon stick


a few whole cloves


1 star anise


1cm piece of fresh ginger





Strip all the berries or fruits from their stems, then wash and drain. Place in a saucepan with enough water to cover (about 100ml – you need to add enough water to stop the fruits sticking to the bottom of the pan and aid them in releasing their juices). Bring to the boil, then simmer, uncovered, for about 20 minutes, until the berries or fruit are soft, stirring occasionally.


Remove from the heat, then squash the berries or fruit with a potato masher to break them open. Strain the mixture through a muslin-lined sieve set over a bowl (this is particularly important in the case of rosehips, as they contain fine hairs that could cause irritation when taken internally).


Pour the strained liquid back into the rinsed-out saucepan, along with all the spices. Simmer, uncovered, over a very low heat until the liquid has reduced by half, about 30–45 minutes.


Strain again, then pour the hot liquid into sterilised, wide-mouthed jars. Seal, label and date. Once cool, store in the fridge.


To use, stir a teaspoonful into a hot drink, as and when required.


SHELF LIFE Keep in the fridge for up to 6 months. Once opened, keep refrigerated and use within 2 weeks.



HONEYS


Honey extracts both the water- and oil-based constituents from herbs. You can make no-heat ‘syrups’ by infusing herbs directly in honey. Because it isn’t heated, it maintains honey’s beneficial healing enzymes, pollen, antioxidants and propolis. If you want to store herbal honeys for a long time, it is best to use dried herbs, as there may be a risk of bacterial contamination with fresh.






HERBAL HONEY


Place the herb in a sterilised jar and cover with raw honey.


Be patient and allow time for the air bubbles to come out by gently turning the jar (use a long thin spoon or chopstick to help). Seal the jar, label and date, then leave in a cool, dark place for up to 1 month before use, turning the jar every day. Strain into another sterilised jar before use; seal, label and date.


To use, take 1 teaspoon of honey a day. This can be taken straight from the spoon, added to drinks, or mixed into yogurt or oats. For acute illness, such as a cough or sore throat, take 1–2 teaspoons as you would a cough syrup, up to three times a day.


SHELF LIFE Keep dried herbal honey in a cool, dark place for up to 1 year, and fresh herbal honey for up to 6 months.
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EXTERNAL PREPARATIONS



HERBAL BATHS


A wonderfully relaxing way to take herbs medicinally is in a bath. Some plant chemicals can be absorbed through the skin, and in the past, this was a popular way to administer herbs to patients.


Using herbal infusions in a bath is ideal for relaxation and many skin conditions. Shallow ‘sitz’ baths are great for soothing urinary infections, menstrual issues and injuries to tissues (such as after childbirth).


There are various ways to use herbs in the bath; you can sprinkle them in, but this is messy and can block the plumbing (tip: use a sieve to scoop out the floating pieces before draining). Many people advocate placing the herbs in a sock or a stocking, like a big ‘teabag’, and allowing them to bob around the bath. However, as the ideal bath temperature is around body temperature, this will not allow the extraction of the beneficial herbal magic. The answer? Make a big, extra-strong pot of herbal infusion and add it to the bathwater before you get in (remember to check the temperature before you do so, though!). This final method allows you to get a strong dose and also saves the clean up.



COMPRESSES AND POULTICES


Double-strength infusions can be used externally. Soak bandages to make a compress for strains, sprains, swellings and wounds. Alternatively, you can soften the herbs with hot water, place between two bandages and lay it on the area. This is known as a poultice. Whichever method you choose, leave the bandage on the affected area and cover with a warm blanket or towel, while resting with it in place for 30 minutes. Apply up to twice a day.



OILS AND BALMS


Infusing oils with herbal materials allows you to extract the medicinal qualities of herbs for external use. You should not take herbal oils made with fresh herbs internally due to the risk of botulism; placing water-containing herbs in an oily, oxygen-free environment can, in rare cases, cause the growth of this toxic bacteria.


Infused oils differ from essential oils, which are the volatile oil-based chemicals of aromatic plants that have usually been extracted by distillation, leaving a strong, concentrated aromatic oil. Essential oils need diluting before application to the skin because they can cause allergies or burns (10–20 drops in 100ml base oil).


Herbal-infused oils can be used simply to massage on affected areas or as a base to create ointments, balms and creams.


TYPES OF OILS FOR USE


Any pressed oil will suffice, but some impart their own healing qualities. Traditionally animal lard or butter was used – try it out if you feel brave!


SUNFLOWER OIL – cheap and fairly neutral in scent.


OLIVE OIL – cheap, nourishing and good for those with nut/seed allergies. However, it does have a slight scent.


ALMOND OIL – excellent for dry and sensitive skins, with a light scent. More expensive than the two oils listed above.


COCONUT OIL AND SHEA BUTTER – these make the perfect balm consistency at room temperature. Infuse using the heat method for an instant balm and store in wide-mouthed jars.


Adding 1 per cent vitamin E as an antioxidant will help prevent your oil from turning rancid.






HOW TO INFUSE YOUR OIL


Infused oils will keep in a cool, dark place for up to 1 year. Discard if the oil smells rancid. There are two basic methods of infusing oils, as follows.


METHOD 1: TRADITIONAL SUN METHOD


This method allows the herb to steep in the sunlight over a period of time.





sterilised, wide-mouthed, clear glass jar


quantity of freshly dried herbs


oil


muslin-lined sieve


sterilised jar or bottle, for storage


sunshine





Half-fill your wide-mouthed, sterilised jar with herbs and then cover with oil, shaking slightly to get rid of air bubbles and ensuring all plant material is covered (material sticking out of the oil may go mouldy and ruin your oil). Seal with the lid.


Leave in a sunny place and turn every day for at least 2 weeks, until the essence of the plant has transferred to the oil.


Old herbs can be strained out at this point (through a muslin-lined sieve) and replaced with a new batch of dried herbs to obtain a stronger oil, if you like. This is known as a double-infused oil.


Strain through a muslin-lined sieve into a clean sterilised jar or bottle. Seal, label and date.


SHELF LIFE Keep in a cool, dark place for up to 1 year.


METHOD 2: QUICK BAIN-MARIE INFUSED OIL





wide, glass heatproof bowl


deep pan


water for pan


quantity of freshly dried herbs


oil


muslin-lined sieve


sterilised jar or bottle





Place the heatproof bowl over a pan of gently simmering water. Make sure the bowl is able to rest on the rim of the pan and doesn’t touch the water underneath.


Put the herbs into the bowl and cover with oil. Simmer gently (keeping the top of the bowl uncovered), for 2–3 hours. Do not allow the pan to boil dry; keep topping it up with water.


After about 2 hours, the oil should take on the colour of the herb. Remove the bowl from the pan, drying off the bottom to prevent water contamination. Strain the oil through a muslin-lined sieve.


Repeat the process with a new batch of fresh dried herbs, if double-infusing.


Strain through a muslin-lined sieve into a sterilised jar or bottle. Seal, label and date.


TIP Alternatively, you can place the herbs and oil in a slow cooker on a low setting for a few hours, for an easy infused oil.


SHELF LIFE Keep in a cool, dark place for up to 1 year.
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OINTMENTS


BASIC OINTMENT RECIPE


Ointments combine infused herbal oils and waxes to create a firmer texture that is less messy and easier to apply than infused oils alone.





20g beeswax


120ml herbal-infused oil


25 drops of essential oil of your choice (optional)





Gently melt the beeswax and infused oil together over a bain-marie, as described in the ‘How to Infuse Your Oil’ section.


Remove from the heat and leave to cool slightly, then stir in the essential oil at this point (if using), before setting. Decant the ointment into sterilised jars and leave to set in a cool place, then seal, label and date.


To use, apply as needed to the affected area. For external use only.


SHELF LIFE Keep in a cool, dark place for up to 1 year.




EASY VEGAN OINTMENT


For a Vegan/Easy Ointment, instead of using beeswax to solidify oils, you can infuse an oil that sets naturally at room temperature (or in the fridge in warmer climates), such as coconut oil, cocoa butter or shea butter. Infuse one of these oils with herbs in a bainmarie, as if making an infused oil (see ‘How to Infuse Your Oil’ section). After infusion, strain, then pour into a sterilised jar, seal, label and date. Use and store as above.
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