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This book is intended as a source of information on a wide range of herbal remedies. It is not intended for use as a medicinal guide, a medical reference book or a replacement for professional medical advice. Do not use any remedies on children under the age of 2 years; particular care should be taken if using remedies on children over the age of 2 years.

Patch test any external remedies 24 hours before using to check for allergies. If you have any pre-existing conditions, are pregnant or breastfeeding or are on any medications seek advice from a qualified medical practitioner and herbalist before you try any 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.
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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


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


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.
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THE GARDEN’S ORIGINS


Chelsea Physic Garden was founded in 1673 on land that was previously a market garden, abutting the River Thames in the then relatively rural Manor of Chelsea. The land was sheltered by walls and benefited from the warm river air, south-facing aspect and good, light soil. In short, it was an ideal spot for a garden. At that point it was simply the Apothecaries’ Garden, run by the Worshipful Society of Apothecaries for growing medicinal herbs and training its apprentices how to identify and use them.


Sir Hans Sloane was one of those apprentices, and on completing his training he became the 2nd Duke of Albermarle’s personal physician, travelling with him to the then English colony of Jamaica. Sloane’s observations and collections incorporated many items gathered using slaves and known to the indigenous peoples including quinine, a plant-based compound that can prevent and cure malaria, and a drink using chocolate. These two discoveries, amongst others – and his marriage to an heiress of a sugar plantation - would make him a wealthy man on his return to England, when he bought the Manor of Chelsea, including the Garden. Grateful to the Society for his early training, he decreed that it could use the Garden in return for paying a sum of £5 per year in perpetuity, thus securing its future.
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Sloane’s collections of botanical and zoological specimens, libraries, manuscripts and antiquities were so vast that, when they were bequeathed to the nation on his death in 1753, the British Museum had to be built to house them, with Sloane decreeing in his will that the museum should be free to all. His herbarium (collection of dried plants), now kept at the Natural History Museum and available as an online resource, has been vital to the research of botanists for the last 300 years, including that of Carl Linnaeus (who originated the botanical Latin plant-naming system used to this day). It, like many other natural history collections of the 18th and 19th centuries, depended on the infrastructure of the transatlantic slave trade for its very existence because the regular ships crossing from the Caribbean could bring back new plants and discoveries.




WHAT IS AN APOTHECARY?


The closest modern equivalent of the 17th-century apothecary would be a pharmacist. Originally traders in herbs and spices, over time they became consultants on herbal medicine (the only medicine of the time) for the public who had no space to grow their own herbs, lacked the knowledge and/or could not afford the fees of a qualified physician. The apothecaries kept lists of the medicinal plants that they traded, and their uses and effects. By 1617 the apothecaries of Great Britain were sufficiently influential as to be allowed to incorporate by a Royal Charter, and the Worshipful Society of Apothecaries was founded. The Society continued to manage the Chelsea Physic Garden until 1899, and from 1815 to this day has regulatory powers, maintaining its position as an important medical institution.
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INSIDE THE CHELSEA PHYSIC GARDEN


The Garden is surrounded by brick walls on three sides, with large wrought-iron gates leading out onto Chelsea Embankment and buildings that now house offices and amenities on the northern wall. Originally the Garden would have abutted the river, to make it easier for the apothecaries to load and unload their barge for botanical expeditions and trade. The historic houses of Chelsea loom large outside the walls but entering the Garden is to step into an oasis. It is a healing garden in every sense of the word: the plants grown here illustrate the varied riches and therapeutic powers of the natural world and to spend time among them is to take a breath and enjoy a respite from the hurly-burly of the city beyond.


An incredible 5,000 different plants are grown here, including many endangered and unusual species which thrive in the Garden’s microclimate. There are large specimen trees, tiny-leaved alpines on the Grade II-listed rockery, ordered beds and bountiful planters, and greenhouses ranging from the hot and humid to the damp and cool fernery.


Gardens of medicinal plants, useful plants, plants for our future and the monocotyledon and dicotyledon Order Beds, where plants are grouped by their botanical family, set out to inform, inspire and entertain. The Garden has its own horticultural trainee scheme, assists with wider research projects, and staff and volunteers lead tours, workshops and talks for the public and London’s schoolchildren, all continuing Sloane’s legacy to connect people with plants.


[image: illustration]






THE HEAD GARDENERS


The Garden has had many influential Curators and Head Gardeners throughout its history, many of whom have made significant contributions to the Garden and to the wider botanical and horticultural fields of knowledge.
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Philip Miller, Head Gardener from 1722 to 1770, established the Garden as a centre for worldwide plant exchange and doubled the number of plant species cultivated in Britain during his tenure. His book, The Gardeners Dictionary (1731), was the first horticultural guide of its kind.


William Forsyth, who oversaw the garden for 13 years after Miller, was responsible for the creation of the pond rockery, the oldest surviving example of its kind in Europe.


The first half of the 19th century saw conflict between William Anderson, the Curator, and John Lindley, who held the post of Praefectus Horti, or demonstrator of plants. As medicine and botany began to diverge, Anderson wanted the Garden to become a collection of botanical curiosities, whereas Lindley was in favour of keeping it as a garden of medicinal plants. Lindley won the day, and Robert Fortune and then Thomas Moore were appointed as Curators on his recommendation. Lindley was a significant horticultural author and professor who established the Lindley Library, the London library of horticulture now run by the Royal Horticultural Society. Lindley can also be credited with saving Kew Gardens from oblivion when the government wanted to close it in 1840.


Fortune, who presided over the Garden from 1846 to 1848, was a plant hunter extraordinaire, and was instrumental in introducing the tea plant, Camellia sinensis, from China to India, where it quickly became a significant national industry. He also brought back camellias and jasmine to Britain, as well as other ornamental plants that grace our gardens today, including those that bear his name such as Trachycarpus fortunei and Rhododendron fortunei. Crucial to his expeditions was the Wardian case, a portable greenhouse developed by Nathanial Ward, an associate of the Garden who used its plants to test his prototype cases. Despite his overseas adventures, Fortune still found time to establish the Order Beds, Tank Pond and glasshouses in the Garden.


Moore’s tenure was not perhaps as personally significant as that of some of his predecessors, but he oversaw a time of great change in the Garden and helped lay the foundations for its future. Previously, only men had been permitted to undertake academic study of medicine and botany, but in 1877 the law changed to allow women to study plants for scientific (not medical) purposes. As medical practice continued to divest itself of natural-based healing methods, the Garden’s raison d’être was being slowly erased. But as soon as women were allowed to study plants and take examinations in botany, visitor numbers jumped sixfold, with twice as many female students as male availing themselves of the Garden’s plants.


The scientific study of plants gave the Garden a new purpose, and for a time in the 20th century it was a base for the Agricultural Research Council. However, it was still essentially a secret garden, a small patch of green locked away from the community. By the 1970s, both the Agricultural Research Council and the City Parochial Foundation that ran the Garden wanted to move out. After surviving 300 years of political and financial turmoil and even the bombs of the Blitz, the Garden’s future was again in peril. Once more its people came to the rescue: staff and associates, including curators Allen Paterson and Duncan Donald, raised sufficient funds to endow the Chelsea Physic Garden Company charity to keep it safe. The Chelsea Physic Garden was, finally, opened to the public in 1983.


[image: illustration]


[image: illustration]


[image: illustration]




[image: illustration]






HERBS IN HISTORY


To follow the use of herbs through the ages is to follow the history of mankind. From the very beginning, people have used herbs as food and as medicine, imbuing them with curative, nutritive and often magical or religious qualities. Herbs have been ever present in our lives, and the earliest evidence we have is of them surrounding a Neanderthal man in a 60,000-yearold grave in Iraq. It is only in Western medicine that the connection with herbs has been lost; for 80 per cent of the world’s population, herbal medicine is the only medicine. Archaeological research has also discovered that as well as using herbs in burial sites, some of the earliest humans used herbs as medicine. By the time the inhabitants of Sumer in Ancient Mesopotamia were inscribing clay tablets with herbal recipes and preparations 5,000 years ago, there were over 250 different plants that had been identified as herbs. As people migrated over land and sea, herbal traditions diversified, but like the many branches of a tree, they all share the same roots.


Western herbalism has its origins in the work of Hippocrates (c.460–c.370 BCE) and Galen (c.130–c.216 CE). Hippocrates was so influential in the founding of the medical profession that many newly qualified doctors around the world still take a version of the Hippocratic oath. According to Galen, sick people had an imbalance of four important liquids called humours (blood, black bile, yellow bile and phlegm) and the balance could be redressed through increasing or purging one or the other, often through the application of various herbs in isolation or combination. The idea of the body in balance, or imbalance, pervades most early herbal traditions, including Chinese medicine and Ayurveda. Other cultures use herbs in different ways. Today, tribal Amazonian medicine men diagnose patients by taking powerful hallucinogenic herbs themselves, which, combined with dancing, allows them to see the right path to health for the sufferer.
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Shamanism uses herbs to drive out evil spirits from the body where they are causing illness. These many different traditions are not isolated from one another: travel by explorers, scientists or conquering armies opened up different cultures to one another and the resulting trade of ideas as well as plants led – and continues to lead – to a widening and deepening level of understanding of herbs and their properties.




DEFINING HERBS


It is their pervasiveness in human culture that makes herbs so difficult to define. Herbs can be used for cooking (either as a food in themselves or as a flavouring), to heal, as perfume, to dye and weave fabrics, for cleaning and as natural pesticides. Botanically, a herb is a herbaceous perennial: a plant that bears seeds and has non-woody upper growth that dies back at the end of each growing season, sprouting anew the following spring. However, there are many herbaceous perennials that, while beautiful in the flower border, have no particular therapeutic application, and there are many plants that are definitely herbs (rosemary, for example) that are not herbaceous perennials. Eighteenth-century botanists gave the botanical Latin species name officinalis to many plants that were used by apothecaries, but again this categorization fails to include the vast majority of herbs.


In this book, a herb is taken as a plant that is therapeutically useful, either prepared as a home remedy or extracted, and used in the creation of pharmacological medicines.
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WHAT IS A HERBAL?


Herbals were the reference work for anyone associated with the practice of medicine for more than a millennium. From Pliny the Elder to Parkinson, essentially these books contained a list of plants with notes on each plant’s identification and uses. The rhetoric of the descriptions varied wildly, from the dry and scientific, to poetic, to the downright rude and (through modern eyes) humorous, most notably in the case of Nicholas Culpeper.
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Herbals were most prominent in classical antiquity and then during the late Middle Ages, when the invention of the printing press allowed them to be reproduced far faster and more widely than by the previous painstaking copying by hand method, which also ran the risk of introducing errors. By the 16th century, physicians – who considered themselves above apothecaries, who in turn were superior to the ‘herbwives’ and growers of the herbs – were coming under increased criticism for their treatments, which were a great deal more expensive and generally less effective than those of country herbal healers. The study of plants and their qualities began to develop as a reaction to this, and university physic gardens began to spring up, turning botany into a respectable academic pursuit and leading to a boom in the collection, study, preservation and trade of plants.


On a domestic level, herbals were more akin to family recipe books: collections of remedies passed on from mother to daughter. Sometimes these would be kept secret, especially in the case of the village healer, who would charge for her services. Others would happily share them, such as the vicar’s wife who was often responsible for the care of all those in her husband’s flock, not just her own family. Also called stillroom books, herbals would be used as reminders of when and how to harvest and prepare herbs, as well as giving other useful advice for running a household, and empowered families to heal themselves in all but the most extreme cases of ill health.






NOTABLE HERBALS


Pliny the Elder was a Roman writer living in the 1st century CE. His 37-volume work Natural History included 16 volumes on plants, their history and usage. Pliny died at Pompeii when Mount Vesuvius erupted in 79 CE and no original version of his work survives, only monastic copies.


Dioscorides, a physician travelling with the Roman army in the 1st century CE, was so influential that herbal authors 1,500 years later were still using his De Materia Medica as the basis for their work, which is the reason why many herbals included plants native to the Mediterranean but not the cooler, damper climes of Northern Europe. This extensive work does not survive in the original; the earliest version, a copy made as a wedding gift for a Byzantine princess, dates from the 5th century CE.
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Medieval monasteries were among the first places to separate plants grown for healing from those for general consumption and other uses. As monasteries were also often seats of learning and had libraries, the monks would sometimes write their own works on medicine as well as copying out the classics. The polymath Hildegard of Bingen, a Benedictine abbess in 12th-century Germany who was later canonized, kept a physic garden and wrote Physica, a ninevolume work on the medicinal properties of plants and animals.


William Turner’s A New Herbal (1551-68) saw him going down in history as the father of English botany, but it was closely followed by John Gerard’s 1597 text. For decades Gerard’s Herball was the predominant medicinal herbal reference book for country households that could afford it, where families would often insert their own notes and recipes between the pages. It was unusual in that it was more of a practical guide than previous herbals, but Gerard was also a well-connected botanist able to trade information and plants with scholars and travellers at Court.


Since the ancient herbals, it had been common practice not only to accept as verbatim the prescriptions of the ancients, but also the general approach of combining as many different ingredients as possible to make a ‘cure’. Thus Galene (also called Theriac and named after Galen, who conceived the potion) was a mix of innumerable herbs, animal parts and other ingredients such as viper’s flesh, wine and honey, which took 40 days to prepare and was best after maturing for at least 12 years. Understandably, patients both rich and poor were beginning to tire of this quackery and the work of the Swiss-German physician Paracelsus in the early 16th century was a breath of fresh air. He scorned the herbals for their lack of original research, preferring instead to seek out experienced country healers and wise women, and recommended using herbs simply for their specific qualities (active constituents). He also advocated the Doctrine of Signatures, the herbal system based on the idea that God marked plants to resemble the parts of the body that they should be used to heal. Thus Pulmonaria species, with their oval, spotted leaves resembling the lungs, should be used to treat bronchial afflictions. Their name even refers to ‘pulmonary’, which means relating to the lungs.
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Theatrum Botanicum (1640) was John Parkinson’s masterpiece. He had already written Paradisi in Sole (1629), literally translated as ‘park-in-sun’, the author’s pun on his own name, the first English-language work on gardening for pleasure, aimed at the rich families among whom he worked as a royal herbalist. He was an early member of the Society of Apothecaries, and although there is no record of his having used the Garden in Chelsea, it seems likely that he would have spent time there.


Nicholas Culpeper’s The English Physician (1653), now known as Culpeper’s Herbal, is still in print today in its original format and with no additional notes. It was Culpeper’s name that Hilda Leyel (founder of the Society of Herbalists in the UK, now the Herb Society) used for her herb shops, bringing his book to a larger audience. Culpeper was an apothecary – though he never finished his apprenticeship – who never refused a patient and made herbal medicine widely available. Allegedly his treatment success rate was so high that the medical establishment attributed his victories to witchcraft; he is reciprocally scornful of his contemporaries in his book.


Sophia Grieve, known as Maud or Mrs M Grieve, was the founder of a farm and school that taught all aspects of herb growing, harvesting and selling. She was also a President of the British Guild of Herb Growers and a Fellow of the British Science Guild. Her book A Modern Herbal (1931) is comprehensive and detailed and now available in its entirety online.




CULPEPER QUOTES


Although much of Culpeper’s Herbal is very similar to Parkinson’s Theatricum Botanicum, it remains the most well known and quotable of all the medieval and renaissance herbals.


‘Doctor Tradition, that grand introducer of errors, that hater of truth, lover of folly, and the mortal foe to Dr Reason, hath taught the common people to use the leaves or flowers of this plant in mouth-water, and by long continuance of time, hath so grounded it in the brains of the vulgar, that you cannot beat it out with a beetle.’ (on honeysuckle)


‘Common Wormwood I shall not describe, for every boy that can eat an egg knows it.’









ELIZABETH BLACKWELL’S HERBAL


The Chelsea Physic Garden is a small community, and while in its history this has been a source of conflict, it has also given rise to some heart-warming stories. In the first half of the 18th century, under the stewardship of Philip Miller, a trainee apothecary named Alexander Blackwell studied in the Garden. He later gave up medicine and started a printing business, but he fell foul of the printing Guild for operating without a licence and was thrown into debtors’ prison. His wife, Elizabeth, determined to help pay the debts and secure his release, decided to create a herbal. With the support of Miller and the staff at the Garden, she illustrated the book using plants growing there, and added her husband’s notes from his earlier studies. Entitled A Curious Herbal containing five hundred cuts of the most useful Plants which are now used in the Practice of Physick; Engraved on folio Copper Plates after Drawings taken from the LIFE; To which is added a short description of ye Plants; and their common Uses in PHYSICK, her book was produced in two volumes between 1737 and 1739.


The Garden holds a copy of A Curious Herbal, and prints of some of Elizabeth’s illustrations can be seen around the building. The plants are presented in no particular order in the book, which gives it the feel more of a coffee-table book than a useful reference work, but there is information on each plant with a description of both its appearance and uses. The illustrations are detailed and colourful, and sometimes also include insects such as caterpillars and a rather alarming-looking mole cricket (opposite) – a species now endangered in the UK.
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HERBS IN CHINESE MEDICINE


Traditional Chinese medicine (TCM) is founded on the concept of yin and yang: yin is female, cold and dark; yang is male, hot and light. The balance between yin and yang, and between them and the five elements of wood, metal, earth, water and fire, and the flow of energy (qi) determines the state of the patient. Records of TCM exist from over 5,000 years ago. There are 300 herbal preparations listed in the Shen Nong Ben Cao Jing (Divine Farmer’s Classic of Materia Medica, a 2,000-year-old Chinese text on agriculture and plants); today the TCM pharmacopoeia lists more than 2,000 remedies. Many herbs are taken as tonics to maintain the body in balance rather than to treat complaints when they occur. Ginseng is a key tonic herb in TCM.
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HERBS AND MAGIC


Plants – and herbs in particular – are closely intertwined with folklore and ritual and thus, inevitably, magic. Wherever there is a lack of understanding as to how something works, there is the tendency to attribute it to magic, which is why so many medieval women who used herbs to treat the sick were accused of witchcraft. To this day, many who identify as herb witches or white witches attribute magical powers to plants, which they use to brew potions to fulfil the heart’s desire. This can have an unfortunate detrimental effect on the reputation of healing plants, with those of a more scientific disposition lumping all herbal preparations – the mystical and the more grounded – into one and dismissing them out of hand.









AYURVEDA AND HERBAL MEDICINE


Ayurveda, meaning ‘science of life’, has been the herbal tradition of healing on the Indian subcontinent for at least the last 4,000 years. It describes the patient as a microcosm of various forces and elements similar to those in TCM. In Ayurveda, prana (breath, or life), agni (spirit, or fire) and soma (love, or harmony) interact with the elements of earth, fire, water, air and ether by flowing through energy centres (chakras) in the body. A herbal prescription would depend on the imbalance of these and the profile of the humours (vata – wind; pitta – fire/bile; kapha – phlegm) in the patient.


For example, ginger stimulates agni in the body and is therefore useful against kapha illnesses, such as coughs and congestion.


Ayurveda deals with the physical body and includes prescriptions for herbal medicine, diet, exercise, surgery and psychology. The overall emphasis is to keep the body as healthy and balanced as possible to enable the body to fight disease by itself and promote healing; other aspects of the Vedic approach include yoga, meditation and astrology. Where illnesses arise, treatments aim to rebalance the body, addressing the problem’s cause rather than suppressing its symptoms.
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QUACKS


As medicine moves away from plant-based remedies, the term ‘quack’ has been applied to herbalists. There have always been those who prey on the sick, taking advantage of their worries and weakness, and charismatic yet charlatan healers who dispensed useless or downright dangerous preparations were historically commonplace. A ‘quack’ was a person who sold remedies knowing full well that they would not work, although the term has also been used by the medical profession to describe anyone, particularly unqualified persons, promoting treatments of which they disapprove. The word ‘quack’ derives from the early Dutch quacksalver, meaning someone who quacks on (boasts) about their salves (healing lotions and other preparations).









OTHER USES OF HERBS FOR HEALING


Homeopathy is not the same as herbal medicine. It uses minute doses of herbs that, in larger doses, would replicate the ailment they are being used to treat: the idea is that ‘like cures like’. It is a holistic approach that takes into account lifestyle factors and patient history.


Aromatherapy uses the essential oils of herbs to promote physical and mental well-being. A treatment usually includes a consultation, the blending of relevant essential oils (for example, lavender for relaxation, antiseptic tea tree to fight infection, or peppermint to help the digestion) and the massaging of those diluted oils into the skin for absorption by the body.


The Bach Flower Remedies are preparations made according to the directions set down by Dr Edward Bach in the 1930s, to harness the individual spirits or energies of the 38 plants that Bach identified as being beneficial to emotional balance. Each remedy corresponds to a particular emotion, and can be taken individually or combined to support the health of the patient.
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MODERN HERBALISM AND WESTERN MEDICINE


Once particular compounds were extracted from plants – for example, opium from poppies – in the 19th century, Western herbal medicine was well on the road to transforming into conventional medicine. However, in conventional medicine, it is thought that around 40 per cent of drugs are still plant-based, and some extracts from living plants are still more effective than synthesized versions. Studies have shown that extracts from snowdrops and daffodils (both toxic in their entirety) have been effective against the symptoms of Alzheimer’s disease, and anticancer compounds have been found in the Madagascar periwinkle and yew trees. Modern pharmacology is screening and testing plants for their individual components, which can fluctuate depending on factors such as location and season. As habitats are destroyed and extinction before discovery is a real possibility, ‘sacred groves’ are being established to protect sites of special scientific interest.


In order to practise today, herbalists should have a qualification in herbal medicine, and they are also subject to the laws in the country in which they practise (which may prohibit them from actually dispensing). Where a pharmacologist would isolate a particular compound from a plant, a herbalist would prescribe the whole plant because its many different constituents work together – synergistically – to have a healing effect, often with a lower risk of side-effects or toxicity than conventional drugs. For example, where the pharmacologist might isolate salicylic acid from meadowsweet to make aspirin for pain relief, the herbalist would infuse meadowsweet flowers to make a pain-relieving drink.


Healing herbs have a significant role in the growing interest in the connection between what we eat and our overall health. This has led to some clinical trials, but for those remedies not yet empirically proven effective, there is still centuries’ worth of anecdotal evidence of their efficacy. Using healing herbs empowers us to take responsibility for our own health. All the herbal traditions emphasize the need for a balanced lifestyle and a holistic approach to health and well-being, and they use herbs in the support of that everyday aim.






HEALING HERBS


The intention and culmination of all the work of the botanists, plant hunters, physicians and gardeners of the physic gardens was that the herbs they discovered and cultivated were used therapeutically. Herbal preparations were medicine for thousands of years, yet with the advent of modern medicine, the knowledge and confidence to use herbs in everyday life has been mostly lost. Recipes and tips that our great-grandparents knew have not been passed down to generations unable or unwilling to use herbs to complement a healthy lifestyle.


Herbalists use all manner of herbs in isolation or combination to treat their patients holistically. The tips and recipes given in this herbal are just an introduction to the subject, and for more information and detail it is best to consult a qualified herbalist or undertake a course in herbalism. However, the ‘folk’ method of herbalism – that is, the simple preparations that were and are practised by ordinary folk rather than herbal physicians and that involve no complicated measurements – is as basic as brewing a tisane of fresh mint, and brings healing herbs to everyday life.







A NOTE ON PLANT NAMES


For those new to plants and gardening, the botanical Latin names (such as those on the plant labels at Chelsea Physic Garden) can be off-putting but there is a very good reason for them. They are used because they are both unique and universal, unlike the common names of plants, such as elder, hawthorn and fennel, which can vary not only between countries but also within a country. A plant can have many different common names, and different plants can have the same common name, whereas botanical Latin names are the only version of that name given to the plant. Thus gardeners all over the world can talk to each other and be sure they are referring to the same plant.


All botanical Latin names follow the same format: the genus (plural: genera) name followed by the species. These can then be followed by variety or subspecies names at the end. For example, thyme’s botanical Latin name is Thymus vulgaris (the Latin is always italicized): there are many different types of thyme, all grouped in the genus Thymus, but only this particular plant is given the species name vulgaris. Genera of plants that bear similar characteristics are grouped into families, and while this is not always used on labels, it can be a useful identification tool. Many herbs, such as lavender, rosemary and thyme, are in the family Lamiaceae, and all genera in this family share characteristic square stems. The species and common names are also often informative as to the plant’s appearance, origins or uses.


As advances are made in DNA mapping and plant cataloguing, this sometimes means plant names will change. For example, rosemary, which was called Rosmarinus officinalis, was found to have more in common with the Salvia genus and so it has recently been renamed Salvia rosmarinus. Common names are generally used for everyday conversation, but it is good to have the botanical Latin to hand for certainty in identification.
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CREATING A HEALING GARDEN


Gardening is a powerful tool for healing the body and promoting good health. The simple act of going outside, breathing fresh air and touching the plants and soil can create a wealth of health benefits. These include increased serotonin levels; higher levels of invigorating oxygen entering the lungs (compared with stale indoor air); a strengthened immune system; and an increased diversity of gut flora. Then there are the cardiovascular, muscle-strength and flexibility benefits from gardening as a gentle form of exercise. Nurturing plants also brings with it an increased sense of mental well-being and can help to alleviate symptoms of depression and anxiety. The nectar from flowers and habitats provided by growing even just a few plants can also be enormously beneficial to wildlife, which in turn provides diversion and pleasure for the gardener.


Creating a healing garden thus has a two-fold beneficial effect: growing plants is good for us, and growing plants that are intrinsically healing means we can also reap the benefits of the harvest in our diet.


‘Here’s fine rosemary, sage and thyme. Come, buy my ground ivy. Here’s featherfew, gilliflowers and rue. Come, buy my knotted marjoram, ho! Come, buy my mint, my fine green mint. Here’s fine lavender for your cloaths, Here’s parseley and winter savory, And heartsease which all do choose. Here’s balm and hyssop and cinquefoil, All fine herbs it is well known. Let none despise the merry, merry cries of famous London Town.’


The Cries of London, a 17th-century English ballad collected in the Roxburghe Ballads (1847)
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DESIGNING A HEALING GARDEN


Creating a garden should not be a daunting task. Gardens are immensely personal places, a piece of ground into which the gardener pours their soul to create their own sanctuary, somewhere they can simply be. It could be outside the back door or tucked away like a secret garden; it could contain a calming water feature or be just somewhere to sit, or a forest garden or a wildflower meadow. It matters not. It is a healing place for you.


A PLAN FOR A HEALING GARDEN


The herb patch design (opposite) is only 2m (6½ft) wide by 3m (10ft) long, yet shows how many healing herbs can be grown in a small space. The plants are all perennials, with the exception of the angelica, and have been chosen for their useful healing properties for both mind and body.


View the front of this design from the right-hand side: the lower-growing chamomile should be at the front edge and the taller fennel and angelica at the back. A central path – or stepping stones – allows for regular access to harvest the herbs without unduly compacting the soil.


For the digestion:


• angelica • chamomile • fennel • meadowsweet • peppermint


For women’s health:


• angelica • lady’s mantle • lemon balm • rose


For immune-boosting and antibacterial properties:


• echinacea • lemon balm • lavender • rosemary


To soothe and calm the nerves:


• lavender • lemon balm • rose
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GROWING HERBS


Growing one’s own herbs is the only way to guarantee their quality and provenance. Allotments, community gardens or garden-shares are all great alternatives when growing space at home is tight or non-existent. For herbs to flourish, they should be given the growing conditions that are as near as possible to those of their native habitat. Thus a rosemary plant, suited to rocky Mediterranean scree, will not do well in a waterlogged, shady border, and turmeric, a tropical rainforest-dweller, will die if left outside in the cold winter and is more suited to being grown as an indoor pot plant.


IN THE GROUND


It is easy to judge the soil type with a quick test. Scoop a small handful of damp soil. If it is easily shaped into a ball, the soil tends towards the clay end of the scale: if it can then be rolled into a sausage, the higher the proportion of clay. Damp soil that feels (and looks) gritty and is not easily moulded tends towards the sandy end of the scale. Assess, too, how many stones or even rubble there is in the soil, and how dark and rich it looks, which indicates how much compost or organic matter, for example, well-rotted manure or leaf mould, has been added. The more clay and organic matter in the soil, the more easily it will hold onto moisture and nutrients that can then be taken up by the plants; the reverse is true for sandy, stony and poor soils. Ensuring that the soil drains adequately (meaning that it is not boggy in wet weather) and is given an annual application of compost/organic matter will be enough to support the majority of herbs that grow outside in a temperate climate, but refer to the individual plants’ requirements.


Before planting, if the ground is compacted – for example, if it was previously lawn – fork over the soil and turn in plenty of compost/organic matter. Remove any large stones and weeds at the same time. Consolidate it again by shuffling over it (like a penguin!), to remove the larger, undesirable air pockets, and rake level.


[image: illustration]



OUTSIDE IN POTS


Many herbs are well suited to growing in pots, but always give a plant as big a pot as possible. This will not only save on watering time (more potting compost holds more water and for longer) but also allows space for a healthy root system. Ensure the pot has adequate drainage holes and leave a gap of about 2cm (1in) at the top of the pot so the compost does not flow over the sides during watering.


[image: illustration]


HERBS AS HOUSE PLANTS


Tropical and frost-tender herbs can sometimes be grown as house plants, depending on the available space and light levels. They may not flower or fruit as they would in their native habitat, but they can still make good (edible) foliage plants. For example, cardamom has lovely fragranced leaves, and the leaves of turmeric can be used for wrapping vegetables or fish for cooking, to impart a delicious flavour. Coffee and chocolate make interesting and attractive house plants, while pelargoniums and hibiscus are better grown indoors than out in temperate climates.


Always ensure the pot is not sitting in a pool of water. Put the plants in the best possible position for their requirements, ensuring they are not in a draught or the drying airflow from radiators. House plants benefit from being turned regularly to ensure even growth, and in the summer, if possible, move the plants outside once all risk of frost has passed. Water and feed regularly, and repot annually to keep them healthy.



GROWING HERBS FROM SEED


Growing plants from seed can be an inexpensive and highly satisfying way to create a herb garden, but there are a number of caveats. First, those herbs that grow as shrubs or trees will take many years to reach a decent size when harvesting would be possible. Second, some varieties of herbs do not come true from seed, and so are simply not available to buy. However, for growing annual and perennial herbs, seeds are available either from garden centres or specialist herb growers. The precise method for each particular plant will vary slightly, so refer to the seed packet for more sowing information. In general, seeds are sown in spring, with each seed buried at a depth twice its size.


[image: illustration]



BUYING HERB PLANTS


For the more impatient gardener, or for shrubs and trees, herbs can also be bought as young or mature plants. The most common can be found in garden centres and even supermarkets, but for quality and more unusual species, it is usually necessary to go to a specialist herb nursery either in person or online. Choose stocky, healthy-looking plants with no sign of pests or disease damage, and a well-developed root system in the pot (tip it out to check). When making online purchases, ensure the vendor has a no-quibbles return policy.


‘Here’e flowers for you,
Hot lavender, mints, savory, marjoram,
The marigold that goes to bed wi’ the sun,
And with him rises weeping.’


William Shakespeare, The Winter’s Tale (1609–11)






WATERING


Easily the most basic of garden tasks and yet the one that so many new gardeners find nerve-wracking, watering is necessary for most plants at some point, and essential for anything grown in a pot. It’s a chance to check in with the plants and just be among them, and watering confidence will grow with experience. Some herbs need specialist watering treatment, but in general the information below is true of all plants.


SEEDS


Water the potting compost before sowing the seeds, or they can get washed away. Thereafter, keep the compost damp using a rose on the end of a watering can or a spray bottle.


POTTED PLANTS


From young seedlings to small trees, any plant grown in a pot will need regular watering, sometimes twice daily in hot conditions. Check the moisture level of the potting compost by poking a finger into it. It should feel damp but not sodden. If it is sodden, it needs no water; if it is dry, water it now. Water in short bursts so that the water has a chance to sink in before the next application. Stop when it begins to run from the base of the pot.
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