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Part I: Introduction










Chapter 1



Why I Wrote this Book


In 1991 I went to the Palazzo Grassi in Venice, to see an exhibition: The Celts, under the scientific direction of Sabatino Moscati. This was a quarter of a century ago but the memory lingers on of a wonderful display of Celtic artefacts from twenty-four countries, covering a period of one thousand years from 600 BCE. The exhibition was an Aladdin’s cave of enormous golden torques, bracelets and earrings, bronze and terracotta vessels, bowls and cups, bronze and iron belts and helmets, iron swords and shields, chariots and statues, of exquisite craftsmanship, all decorated with swirling, elegant Celtic designs. Leafy tracery and stylised animals spoke volumes about the interconnectedness of life, both plant and animal. These objects made up a poetic ode to nature, honouring all living things, including forests, tribal goddesses and powerful beasts. I was transported to an ancient time when the world was full of trees and animals, all sacred and important in their own right when humans did not value themselves more highly than their environment. Though they left almost nothing written down, the ancient Celts expressed their beliefs through designs which capture the essence of the horse, the tree, the deer, the wild boar, the ram, the stork, the eagle, the bull, rather than trying to depict an exact replica, as the Romans did. There were many mythological animals, such as horned serpents with fish tails, as well as dragons and abstract designs and even a little golden votive boat from Ireland. The exhibition traced the sphere of influence of the ancient Celts from 600 BCE onwards, their culture, language and way of life, right across Europe. There were representations of mistletoe, madder, woad and yew, all plants with spiritual significance. The sheer quantity of beautiful objects on display made a lasting impression on me and left me feeling that the Celts were a highly cultured people, intimately connected with their environment.


At the time I was carrying out my PhD research into the tropical plants used to treat tropical diseases at the London School of Pharmacy. On obtaining my doctorate I left London and academia and went to live on the borders of Wales. I studied and grew the native healing herbs, eventually teaching a small group of students and travelling round the country giving talks about the subject. Repeated requests for a book on Celtic herbs led to my writing The Healing Power of Celtic Plants. I chose from an array of plants mentioned in the Physicians of Myddvai’s thirteenth-century Welsh herbal, the earliest British secular herbal that I could find. From this selection I focussed on those that were growing in Britain at the time of the ancient Celts, during the first millennium BCE, as evidenced by samples of pollen from that era. Then from this collection I selected a few that herbalists, and in some cases doctors, still use today. I looked at the research that had been carried out on these plants, investigated their chemical constituents and noted how these affect the human body. I analysed the results of clinical trials that looked at the effect some of these plants had on groups of patients and demonstrated that if herbal medicine is used correctly it can be effective in curing a number of conditions.


Years have passed since my first book was published and there has been a great deal of new archaeological research as well as research in the field of medicinal plant chemistry. I began to think that it was time to explore some more of the plants that may have been used as medicine by the ancient Celts.


Exciting New Discoveries about the Ancient Celts of Britain


When I was researching The Healing Power of Celtic Plants, people generally believed that the Celts originated in central Europe and migrated west, south west and north from there. But J. T. Koch’s research published in 2013 and 2014 revealed that Celtic languages evolved much earlier, all along the westernmost edge of Europe. Archaeologists found inscriptions dating back to 700 or 600 BCE on tombstones. These inscriptions were carved in an ancient Phoenician writing system. These languages from the Bronze Age in northern Spain matched the languages spoken in Brittany, Cornwall, Wales, Ireland and Scotland. This suggests that the people who we now call Celts evolved gradually along the far west coasts of Europe, over a much longer period than we previously thought. It seems that they did not come from Germany and invade Britain. They were already in Britain, building their hill forts, trackways, hut settlements, stone circles and standing stones. Caesar, one of the first people to refer to ‘The Celts’ was probably referring to Brittany when he wrote that only one part of Gaul was Celtic and the people who lived there called themselves Celts. The many different tribes who lived in Britain at that time did not call themselves Celts, rather referring to themselves as Iceni, Atrebates, etc., but they all spoke Celtic languages, languages which are still spoken today by two million people in Wales, Ireland, Scotland, Cornwall and Brittany. It was not until 1703 that Paul-Yves Pezron coined the term Celtic to describe this group of languages and the people who spoke them.


Britain was as densely populated in the Iron Age as it was at the time of the Doomsday Book, according to field archaeologist David Miles. We can see evidence of this in the more sparsely occupied areas of Britain, such as Wales, where traces of ancient settlements have survived the ravages of urban sprawl. Almost six hundred Iron Age hill forts, the largest covering an area of over six hectares, are strung out along the Welsh Marches from Moel Hiraddug in the North to the Severn Estuary in the South. The ancient Celtic tribes who built these hill forts formed a rich, powerful and highly organised civilisation, as described by Andouze and Buchsenschutz in their book, Towns, Villages and Countryside of Celtic Europe.


Farming, Mining and Trade in Ancient Celtic Britain


David Miles discovered that tribes living in the area around the white horse of Uffington had carved it into the hillside in 800 BCE. This wonderful spiritual design elevated the horse to a sacred being, high up on the hillside. He found that the land below this talisman was divided into large parallel blocks or parishes, each giving the people access to river, meadow, arable land, woodland and pasture. This gave him an insight into the way the ancient Celts farmed the land. They were so successful at growing wheat, barley and spelt, which they stored in large underground silos, capped with clay, that they exported it to Gaul (modern day France). We can still see the remnants of their settlements, boundaries and trackways in aerial photographs. They mined the rich deposits of copper and tin in Cornwall and Devon, which their imaginative and creative metal smiths fashioned into some of the lovely objects that I saw in the Palazzo Grassi in Venice.


In 2002 Barry Cunliffe, drawing on the writings of Diodorus, wrote an account of the journey of Pythias the Greek in 300 BCE. Diodorus said in his Library of History:




The inhabitants of Britain who live on the promontory called Belerion are especially friendly to strangers and have adopted a civilised way of life because of their interaction with traders and other people. It is they who work the tin … and convey it to an island which lies off Britain called Ictis, for at the ebb tide the space between this island and the mainland becomes dry and they can take the tin in large quantities over to the island on their wagons. (And a peculiar thing happens in the case of the neighbouring islands which lie between Europe and Britain, for at flood-tide the passage between them and the mainland runs full and they have the appearance of islands, but at ebb tide the sea recedes and leaves dry a large space and at that time they look like peninsulas.) On the island of Ictis the merchants buy the tin from the natives and carry it from there across the Strait of Galatia (the Channel) and finally, making their way on foot through Gaul for some thirty days, they bring the goods on horseback to the mouth of the Rhone.





Pythias the Greek travelled all the way to Britain in 300 BCE, through France along the Rhone, then probably on foot or on horseback as far as the English Channel, which he crossed in a small boat. He travelled along the south coast of Britain in a series of little boats, stopping frequently to leave the coast and walk inland where he described the people he met. He continued his journey along the west coast of Wales and all the way up to the coast of Scotland. His writings have been lost but various contemporaries read them, including Diodorus, from whom we have this information about the ancient Celts who lived along the Southern coast of Britain. The promontory of Belerion was the Penwith peninsula of Land’s End. The island of Ictis may have been St Michael’s Mount, since it is near to the tin mines of Cornwall and cut off at high tide. Or it could have been Mount Batten in Plymouth Sound because archaeologists found a lot of late Bronze Age metalwork and Iron Age objects here. Mount Batten was a major trading port at the time of Pythias.


David Miles’s research revealed that the ancient Celts living along the south coast of Britain traded indirectly with Rome. Most of the trade went on between the tribes in Britain, who exported iron, tin and copper, and the tribes in Gaul, from whom they imported wine, figs, olive oil and glass. Strabo added that the Celts also traded hides, corn, hunting dogs and slaves. The Celts in Britain used little wicker boats covered in hide, rather like the curraghs that are still in use off the coast of Galway, which are now covered in tarred canvas, and just like the little golden votive boat that I saw in the exhibition in Venice. These boats had both oarsmen and a sail, and they seem to have used them to transport goods along the coast of Britain, though they may also have crossed the Channel. Pythias probably travelled in these little boats, which must have been quite frightening once he got up to the wild and windy coast of Scotland. The Celtic tribes in Gaul had slightly larger boats so they may have been the ones who crossed the Channel to trade with the Celtic tribes in Britain. They continued trading across Gaul, using the rivers part of the way, until they reached the Mediterranean and from here they traded with Rome. And so it was that the ancient Celts of Britain who lived along the south coast had access to Mediterranean goods, ideas and plants, both edible and medicinal.


Places of Worship of the Ancient Celts


The ancient Celts used rivers as routes across the country to avoid the impenetrable forest that covered most of the land. They and their Druids revered rivers, springs and wells, which were associated with healing and fertility, according to Anne Ross. The rivers in Britain were named after goddesses: Dee (Deva), Clyde (Clota), Severn (Sabrina), Braint of Anglesea and Brent of Middlesex (Brigantia). Aqua Sulis at Bath was named after the life-giving mother Celtic Goddess Sulis. (The Romans, who recorded all these names romanised them so we do not have a record of the actual Celtic river Goddesses’ names.) The ancient Celts made offerings to these goddesses of all sorts of valuable iron and bronze objects, such as swords, shields, cauldrons, coins, brooches, pottery, shrine bells, throwing them into lakes and rivers, much to the delight of the marauding Romans who stole much of this treasure. But the Celts threw such an enormous quantity of offerings into the water that hoards still come to light from time to time. For example in 1958 Fox described the hoards recovered from the rivers Thames, and Withal in Lincolnshire. The ancient Celts also threw animal and human bones (possibly whole animals and humans) into rivers and lakes.


The ancient Celts dug shaft wells, which they regarded as entrances to the otherworld. Anne Ross describes one of the earliest shaft wells, excavated in 1962, two miles from Stonehenge and cut through the chalk one hundred and ten feet down, terminating in a well with remnants of wooden buckets and ropes and pieces of Bronze Age pottery. Stokes spoke of the otherworldly Conlla’s Well in the Prose Tales in the Rennes Dindshenchas. This well had a wise hazel tree growing beside it, who scattered her magic hazel nuts into the water. These fed the sacred salmon who lived in the well and acquired supernatural wisdom by eating the nuts. Convention’s well had fourteen thousand coins in it, together with an assortment of bronze and gold objects.


The ancient Celts and their Druids revered all kinds of trees, recognising their importance in making the rain fall. Lucan described the sacred groves where they performed ceremonies and rites, sometimes under a particularly venerable tree. Ancient tree worship has filtered down to the present day through the myths and tales of Wales and Ireland, in which the heroes’ and heroines’ names incorporate the names of trees. Mac Cuill means son of Hazel, Mac Cuillinn: son of Holly, Mac Ibar: son of Yew, Guidgen: son of wood, Guerngen: son of Alder and Dergen: son of oak. Stokes describes several sacred trees: Tortu’s Tree, an ash, Eo Rosa, Eo Mugna, both yews and the ash Tree of Dath. He describes the mythical tree of Mugna, an ancient yew which bore acorns, apples and nuts and whose top was as broad as the plain it stood on. This is similar to the marvellous oak on a plain, described in the Mabinogion, where the Welsh God Lleu took refuge after his death, when he transformed himself into an eagle and flew up into its branches. In 1834 Williamson discovered oak branches in an oak coffin in a tumulus at Gristhorpe near Scarborough which suggested that the oak was one of the most sacred trees of the ancient Celts. Trees were so important that the first people to work metal to form minute detailed reliefs in Britain often surrounded the heads they carved with leaf crowns, or blended the heads into a leafy background, as described by Jacobsthal in 1944.


The forests of Britain teemed with animals, including bears, wolves, otters; and the trees were filled with birds. The ancient Celts held all animals in awe as demonstrated by the stone statues, bronze ornaments, shields, silver and gold jewellery that depict them. The stag was particularly important, hence the horned God, Cernunnos, who may have come from Scandinavia, where he was particularly venerated, but was taken up by the British Celts. The horned god was concerned with fertility, wealth and commercial prosperity. His chthonic symbols, serpent, ram, stag and bull are all associated with wealth. The serpent who emerges from the earth is associated with the otherworld. The ancient Celts knew that wealth was underground. They dug deep mines to find copper, iron and tin, so associated underground with the otherworld, with wealth, danger and death. The Christian church did their best to eradicate Cernunnos, since he was concerned with fecundity both human and animal, hence his transformation into the horned Satan. The church similarly demonised the serpent.


The ancient Celts performed ritual and ceremony at burial sites such as grave mounds. Tara in county Meath in Ireland is one such place, where the tribes gathered together to honour their divine ancestors, according to Anne Ross. Burial mounds provided another entrance to the otherworld and were places of magic, as demonstrated by the Irish Dindshenchas myth: Len Linfiaclach was a craftsman who lived in a lake and made bright vessels for Fland, the daughter of Flidais, the goddess of wild things. Each night, after he had finished work he would throw his anvil east towards the burial mound, scattering a shower of water, fire and purple gems as it flew through the air.


The ancient Celts used ritual sanctuary enclosures, ritual pits and roofed shrines, and according to Anne Ross, archaeologists have found remnants of these in various places in Europe and Ireland. Recently archaeologists have made exciting new discoveries that demonstrate that the whole area around Stonehenge is full of ancient religious structures, far more ancient than the iconic stone circle itself. On the 6th September 2015 David Keys, writing for the Independent, described the Stonehenge Hidden Landscapes Project, led by Professor Vince Gaffney of Bradford University and Professor Wolfgang Neubauer of the Ludwig Boltzmann Institute in Vienna. The survey used ground penetrating radar, magnetometry and electro-magnetic induction to investigate five square miles around Stonehenge. They found more than twenty previously unknown ancient shrines and sacred enclosures, including a Stone Age temple, near what is now the village of Durrington, in Wiltshire. This huge horseshoe-shaped temple was built more than one thousand years before Stonehenge and was made up of at least two hundred large standing stones, most of them three metres tall and one and a half metres wide. The temple faced Beacon Hill, a sacred landmark. People the world over who practise the most ancient indigenous religious traditions have sacred sites where they perform ceremonies, which are often hills or mountains, so it is likely that Beacon Hill was one such sacred site.


On November 18th 2016 David Keys, again writing for the Independent, described the latest discovery of the Stonehenge Hidden Landscapes Project, a huge, prehistoric religious and ceremonial complex at Larkhill, Wiltshire. It was built in 3650 BCE, one thousand years before Stonehenge and consisted of 950 metres of segmented ditches in two great concentric circles. Clearly this was an ancient temple. So far archaeologists have discovered about seventy of these ancient circular ditch complexes in Britain and there were probably many more. Unfortunately no one can visit this ancient monument because the area is covered by modern military buildings and is fenced off and not open to the public. However, the archaeologists were allowed in to excavate this wonderful structure and they found fragments of smashed bowls and cattle bones in the ditches. The ancient people performed rituals, ate large quantities of beef and deliberately smashed the ceramic bowls. They also found fragments of human skull bones. There were probably more than two hundred bowls and the bones of dozens of slaughtered cattle from a succession of feasts in the complex’s ditches. These were sacrificial offerings. The monument appears to have been revered for millennia. A leading Wessex Archaeology prehistorian, Matt Leivers, said: ‘The newly found site is one of the most exciting discoveries in the Stonehenge landscape that archaeologists have ever made. It transforms our understanding of the intensity of early Neolithic activity in the area.’


If archaeologists were to survey the rest of Britain using the techniques used by the Stonehenge Hidden Landscapes Project, many more ancient temples and shrines would probably come to light. We already know of an Iron Age Celtic temple at Heathrow, described by Grimes, which the Romans razed to the ground. We also know of an Iron Age temple of the Coritani Celtic tribe, described in the Times on October 21, 1963. After the Romans invaded they tended to destroy everything sacred to the Celts, including their temples, and to build Roman temples in their place.


The Role of the Druid in Ancient Celtic Britain


Ronald Hutton said: ‘The Druids may well have been the most prominent magico-religious specialists of some of the peoples of north-western Europe just over a couple of thousand years ago.’ ‘They were,’ he continued ‘as sophisticated in their organisation as in their knowledge, having different divisions of expertise served by specialists with different names.’ Bards, or poets; Ovates, who prophesied; and Druids, who were the priests, shamans, philosophers and judges, according to Greek and Roman writers. ‘They had an annual meeting,’ Ron Hutton said, ‘in which Druids from all the different tribes of a particular region assembled to discuss matters of common interest.’ This echoes the annual meetings of the Pueblo people of New Mexico, which still occur today and which representatives of all the remaining tribes in the US attend. According to Julius Caesar the Druids virtually ruled Britain, since they were its lawmakers. Caesar said that Druids were concerned with ‘divine worship, the due performance of sacrifices, public and private and the interpretation of ritual questions’. He said that all the Druids recognised the authority of a single leader, who held the post for life. They carefully observed the natural world around them and performed religious ceremonies in the open for everyone to see, only retreating to the forests after the Roman invasion. Many people say that the Welsh poets are the heirs of the bards, preserving their traditions, which would account for the relatively high status of present-day poets in Wales.


Although many believe that the Druids wore long, white robes, as described by Pliny, Sjoestedt describes the chief Druid of Ireland wearing a bull’s hide and a white speckled bird’s headdress with fluttering wings, a very shamanic description more in keeping with the shamanic role of the Druid. They communed with the spirit world, or “otherworld”, gaining prophetic insights and valuable knowledge about the illness they had been asked to heal, according to John and Caitlin Matthews, just as the shamans of native peoples throughout the world still do today. The ancient Celts believed that all aspects of the natural environment were possessed of spirit, including rocks, water, trees, animals, birds and fishes, and all belonged to the otherworld. Iron Age Britain and probably Stone Age Britain were numinous worlds, where everything was imbued with spirit, according to Aldhouse-Green. Every aspect of the natural world was precious to the ancient Celts and their Druids, especially trees and many of the forest trees were enchanted: the Willow, with her water-trailing branches and healing bark, the Yew with his seductive, dark, death-like enchantment, the Elder with her sweet blossoms filling the air with heady perfume, to lure men to the world of fairy, from thence never to return. It was a world where spirit was ever present, and nothing was quite as it seemed.


Caesar said, ‘It is said that the doctrine of the Druids was invented in Britain and was brought from there into Gaul; even today those who want to study the doctrine in greater detail usually go to Britain to learn there.’ This ties in with the current view that the Celtic languages and culture evolved along the western coasts of Europe, including Britain. He said: ‘They do not think it right to commit their teachings to writing.’ Originally for two reasons: they did not want their doctrines to fall into the wrong hands and they did not want their pupils to rely on the written word and so neglect to train their memories. It does not follow that the ancient Celts did not have a written language. Recent discoveries in Spain and Portugal show that an ancient Celtic language existed, which was used to inscribe tombstones. According to Anne Ross, the ancient Celts expressed themselves obliquely and indirectly. This shows in their art, as well as in the highly idiomatic Celtic languages which are still in use today. Ancient Celtic traditions, faiths and remedies have remained far longer where people continued to express themselves in these languages, which make the traditional literature of Wales and Ireland particularly rich depositories of Celtic belief and customs. The ancient Druids may well have been able to read and write, both in Celtic languages and Latin and Greek; and medical texts from ancient Greece and Rome could well have reached them. Caesar had heard that Druid students or apprentices had to learn long poems by heart and that they studied and trained for twenty years. He also said that Druids had ‘many discussions concerning the stars and their movement, the size of the cosmos and the earth, the world of nature, the powers of deities’ and taught all this to their students. He said the Celts worshipped a god of healing, a goddess of arts and crafts, a god who ruled over the sky, a war god and a god of arts, travel and commerce, who was the most popular. He said they had magnificent funerals in which they burnt everything belonging to the deceased, along with their corpse.


Caesar also said, ‘The Druids attach particular importance to the belief that the soul does not perish but passes after death from one body to another; they think that this belief is the most effective way to encourage bravery because it removes the fear of death.’ This sounds a little sceptical but then despite his admiration for their wisdom, Caesar saw the Druids as agitators, stirring up foci of resistance against him in Gaul. Celtic tribes from Britain did cross the Channel to help their fellow Celts fight the Romans. It is likely that they sympathised with their fellow tribesmen who were trying to preserve their culture and religion and didn’t want the Romans to impose their spirit-denying, Roman-Emperor-glorifying religion on them. Ronald Hutton said: ‘Patriotic Druids were there to inspire their people to resist invaders and preserve their identity as free inhabitants of a land that they had made their own from time immemorial. Spiritually, they were part of an organic relationship with the natural world within which they lived and which would itself be, by implication, polluted and damaged by its conquest at the hands of brutal foreigners.’


Druids and Druidesses were responsible for the well-being, physical, mental and spiritual of the people. Many historians, including Jean Markale, describe women as equal with men in Celtic Britain, where women could and did achieve high status. In 60 CE there were women rulers in Britain, notably Cartimandua, queen of the Brigantes and Boudicca, queen of the Iceni, as well as Druidesses. During the Iron Age important women were buried in rich female tombs, all over Europe. The most impressive is at Vix in Burgundy, where a woman adorned with golden jewellery, including a solid gold torc, was buried beneath a six-metre high, forty-two-metre diameter burial mound, accompanied by a huge bronze wine mixing flagon. Andre Pelletier, in La Femme dans la Société Gallo-Romaine, suggests that the lady from Vix was a priestess or prophetess. E. Champlin talks about a rich chariot burial of a mid Iron Age woman in Yorkshire, who was buried with a mirror, something rare at that time. She may have been a shaman, or Druidess, since people with mirrors were two spirit persons, who could operate in this and the spirit world.


Ancient Celtic Medicine


A study of native peoples the world over reveals that all share a common animistic view of life and their environment and all have priest-like figures: shamans, curanderos or witch doctors, traditional healers who perform ceremonies, heal the sick with plants, prophesy and act as judge in the same way as the Druids did. Both Druids and Druidesses probably studied the healing properties of plants, made healing potions and performed ceremonies, just as the native healer, or curandero, in South America does today, as described by Zethelius and Balick in 1982. Balick, an American ethnobotanist, explains how the spiritual qualities of the plants are as important as their physical properties. Observing native healers the world over, we can deduce that the Druids knew the healing properties of hundreds of plants, observed the effect of each plant on their patients and fine-tuned their medical art over generations. It is likely that they spent long hours meditating and developing their powers of intuition and inspiration. According to Efren C del Pozo: ‘Indigenous pharmacology is always based on empiricism; however, magic procedures and religious ceremonies are often mixed in medical use.’ To this day shamans throughout the world mix the herbs they give their patients, keeping the active ingredients a secret, only revealing it to their apprentice, and accompanying the medicine with a ceremony. It is likely that the Druids similarly only revealed which plants they used to treat their patients to one carefully chosen apprentice, performing ceremonies as part of the patient’s treatment. Long after the Druids ceased to exist, country women continued to use herbs and incantations to treat the sick and it was these women who were accused of witchcraft, burnt at the stake and drowned by the Catholic Church during the Middle Ages. The ancient Celts treated the patient as a whole, but considered that the cause of an illness could be physical, mental or spiritual. Spiritual sickness was the most severe, resulting in soul loss, causing the patient to lose interest in life, even lose consciousness, go into a coma and die. Robert Graves describes how Druids travelled to the otherworld to retrieve lost souls, just as native shamans do in many parts of the world today, as described by Michael Balick.


The Druids brewed their herbal concoctions in giant cauldrons in the forests and wild places. Caitlin and John Matthews say that the cauldron was a symbol of inspiration, knowledge, wisdom and rebirth and its magic powers are described in Celtic myth. Shakespeare’s three witches on the moor with their cauldron were the descendants of the Druids, foretelling the future and frightening those who came near.


The Celts believed in working hard and playing hard during their numerous festivals throughout the year. Although drunkenness was condoned during festivals, overeating was seriously frowned on. This is reflected in the Physicians of Myddfai’s herbal, whose remedies are punctuated by frequent exhortations to eat sparingly:




Whosoever would prolong life, should restrain his appetite, and not eat over abundantly.


Whosoever, restraining their appetite, refrain from gluttony and eat slowly, these shall live long.


If you eat simple food it will be more easy for the stomach to digest it.


When you eat, do not eat away all your appetite but let some desire for food remain.


Do not eat, til the stomach has become empty.





The Physicians of Myddvai also advised people to drink plenty of spring water for its miraculous health-giving qualities. Sacred springs, which can still be found throughout Britain, often have carved stone basins to collect the water and were kept clean, free of vegetation and animals. The Celts bathed in the sacred springs and rivers, in much the same way as the Hindus bathe in the many sacred rivers in India, including the Ganges. According to David Miles, they built bridges and causeways over rivers for ceremonies, which they performed during lunar eclipses.










Chapter 2



The Plants: How to Recognise, Find, Grow, Preserve and Use Them


Recognising the Herbs


In the time of the ancient Celts, when people lived in close contact with nature, children were taught to recognise the plants which surrounded their homes from an early age. However, with the age of industrialisation, whole swathes of the population, forced to leave their land by the enclosure acts, to work in the new mills and factories, gradually lost this knowledge. Plant recognition became the field of expert botanists, who developed a huge terminology to describe the minute differences between different plants. They divided plants up into kingdoms, divisions, subdivisions, classes, orders, families, tribes, genera and species in a somewhat militaristic fashion. By the eighteenth century Linnaeus had allocated a Latin binomial (two Latin names) to each plant, in order to distinguish every plant from every other plant. The first name (always with a capital letter) denotes the genus of the plant and the second name (always with a small letter) denotes the species. Latin binomials have now become universal and are the easiest way to avoid confusion, since the common or ordinary name for each plant varies according to region. Even within a small area there are often many different names for the same plant. For example, agrimony is also known as church steeples, cocklebur, sticklewort and philanthropos. And these are just the names it is known by in Britain. So I have used the Latin binomial in addition to the common name of each plant.


When using plants as medicine it is extremely important to use the right plant. I cannot stress this enough. The plant kingdom is full of poisonous plants, many of which are similar to the plants we use as medicine. Some of the plants in this book are so common that most people will have no difficulty identifying them: raspberry and rose for example. However, for the sake of those people who are never quite sure what the difference is between a dandelion and a hawkbit, I shall give a botanical description. Of course there will always be those poor unfortunate souls who, however hard they try, will never be able to identify the right plant, unless it has a label attached to it. For these people I can only advise obtaining the relevant seeds or plants from a reputable herb supplier.


Finding the Herbs


Some of the plants in this book, such as sphagnum moss only grow in very specific places, or appear at particular times of the year, so I have included a description of the plant’s habitat and its growing season. You may not be able to find all the herbs anywhere near where you live so again you may need to order seeds from a herb supplier if you wish to grow them.


Growing the Herbs


Each plant requires specific growing conditions. So I have included instructions for growing those that can be cultivated. Some, such as sphagnum moss and watercress require very specific conditions which you may not be able to provide.


Preserving the Herbs


There are many different ways of preserving each herb and the method you choose will depend on the space you have available, whether you can obtain pure (or almost pure) alcohol and what you want to use the herb for. Different methods of preservation determine which healing components will be in the medicine. Different compounds are more, or less, soluble in water, alcohol or fat.



Fresh Herbs



The fresh herb is probably the best way to use leaves and flowers because you will have the benefit of all the healing properties of the plant, whereas the dried herb loses a lot. Volatile oils evaporate to some extent and many other compounds degrade or change in some way.


Fresh Juices


The next best thing to the fresh plant is the fresh juice of the plant. You can buy fresh juices, sealed in airtight bottles for immediate consumption. They can be stored until opened, then kept in the fridge for a few days. Barks and roots don’t usually need to be used fresh. They can be dried, ground up or chopped, stewed or extracted with alcohol.


Infusions


Infusions are stronger than herb teas. To make an infusion take one ounce (30g) of dried herb or three ounces (90g) of fresh herb and add one pint of boiling water. Cover and leave to steep for ten minutes. You can make infusions in a tea pot, thermos flask, or any other container with a lid, provided that it is either ceramic, glass or stainless steel. This is the standard dose for most herbal infusions. Water dissolves carbohydrates, peptides, glycosides and tannins.


Decoctions


To make a decoction boil the plant material for one hour, then strain. Make roots, bark and seeds into decoctions.


Teas and Soups


Teas are weaker than infusions. The ancient Celts added herbs to soups and you can too, for example make a soup in spring from young nettles, potatoes and onions.



Tinctures



Tinctures are alcoholic extracts. The Arabs discovered that they could use a mixture of distilled alcohol and water in order to extract and preserve the healing powers from plants. By a process of trial and error they discovered what proportions of alcohol and water to use to extract the maximum healing power from each plant. We now have chemical knowledge that explains why different proportions of water and alcohol are better for extracting different compounds from plants. Some parts of plants, for example, contain large amounts of resin, and to extract this you need almost one hundred per cent alcohol. Herbalists usually leave the chopped plant material to steep for three weeks in the alcohol/water mixture. But if small amounts are ground up more finely, for example in a coffee grinder, twenty-four hours is sufficient, especially if the mixture is shaken at regular intervals. These are the proportions of alcohol and water that are used to extract different types of compounds from plants:


Alcohol Water


90%:10% for resins


60-70%:30-40% for volatile oils


45%:55% for saponins, sterols and most alkaloids


25%:75% for carbohydrates, tannins, peptides, glycosides (which are all water-soluble).


You can make tinctures using wine, if you are extracting plants high in water soluble compounds.


The disadvantage of alcoholic tinctures is that alcohol precipitates proteins and high molecular weight polysaccharides. Therefore alcoholic tinctures are not appropriate for those medicinal plants whose healing properties depend on these compounds. However, the advantage of alcoholic tinctures is that alcohol is a good preserving agent.



Oils



Herbal oils can be made:


(i) By heating the herb in a saucepan with oil. You can use sunflower, olive or corn oil etc. Put as much plant material in the oil as possible and squash it down. Heat without boiling and as the plant material shrinks, add more. Keep adding more until you can’t add any more. Heat for about one hour. To make it even stronger, strain off and use the resultant oil to add more herb to.


(ii) By adding the herb to cold oil in a glass container and leaving in the sun to infuse. This is the technique you can use to make calendula oil and hypericum oil, either using the petals or the whole flowers.


Ointments


Some plant constituents are soluble in fats, so this is the best way to extract them. Then they can be kept as an ointment for external use. The Physicians of Myddvai extracted herbs into fats, such as lard, sheep fat, beef fat and butter. All the wound-healing herbs can be made into ointments. Most people today would prefer not to use animal fats to make ointments, but there are several vegetable hard fats, such as cocoa butter and coconut fat. To make an ointment using a hard fat melt the fat in a saucepan and heat the herb in it in the same way as you would do for making a herbal oil, strain, add a few drops of essential oil and pour into jars or pots.


Alternatively you can make an ointment from an oil infusion by heating half a pint of infused oil with a quarter of an ounce of beeswax until the beeswax is dissolved. Stir well and add five drops of lavender or citrus oil to each thirty ounce jar of ointment to preserve it. Benzoin (if you can get it) will also preserve an ointment.



Creams



Some people prefer creams to ointments. These are made by heating thirty grams of beeswax with one hundred millilitres of oil, and then adding one hundred millilitres of herbal infusion with two grams of borax dissolved in it. Pour into jars or pots and add a few drops of essential oil into each container. I have never had much success making creams so I stick to making ointments, which never fail.


Essential Oils


Essential oils are different from ordinary oils. They evaporate at low temperatures and you can extract them by distilling the plant. This is a very expensive and un-ecological way of using plants. Commercially this is done using vast quantities: hundreds of acres of plant material to distil small amounts of essential oil.


Poultices


Poultices work in the same way as ointments. But instead of using fats or oils to absorb the healing principals of the herbs, you can use the whole herb, soaked briefly in hot water and applied externally to the skin of the affected part. The healing principals are absorbed through the skin. This method was popular in ancient times but not so popular today because it is messy and time-consuming. But it is the best way to apply comfrey leaves.


Steam Inhalation


The best way to reach a blocked nose or sinuses is through steam inhalation. Fill a large bowl with very hot water and drop the aromatic herbs onto the surface. Cover your head with a towel, hold it over the bowl and breathe in. Essential oils evaporate off the surface of the hot water and go straight to the affected part.



Fumigation



There are many references to fumigation in the Physicians of Myddvai. They believed that sickness was carried in the air, so they burnt medicinal plants to purify it. This was and is a universal space clearing practice, still used by native people, for example Native Americans, who burn American sage. The sweet smells rise up to the gods, forming a connecting link between the people below and the spiritual realms above. One of the largest parts of the brain is involved with our sense of smell. It connects to our most instinctual part. It also has powerful connections with memory and the unconscious. Powerful smells can be used in ritual, together with music, drumming, and other shamanic practices, to enter into that realm beyond the conscious, which we cannot normally see or hear, and where we find the answers to our urgent questions. Powerful smells, such as incense, are used all over the world to evoke meditative states during religious ceremonies.


Syrup


You can make syrups out of berries, such as rose hips, flowers, such as roses and sometimes even leaves. To make a syrup out of berries simmer five pounds of them with one pound of sugar until it thickens, then strain through a muslin cloth, heat the resultant syrup up again and pour into heated bottles.


Treacle


The word treacle, or triacle, as it was then known, was first used to describe a medical compound called Theriaca Andromachi, or Venice treacle. Theriaca Andromachi, according to Webster’s Unabridged Dictionary of 1913 was ‘an ancient composition esteemed efficacious against the effects of poison; especially a certain compound of sixty four drugs, prepared, pulverised, and reduced by means of honey to an electuary’. Andromachus was a Greek physician to the Roman Emperor Nero. He apparently invented the famous poison antidote, which would have been very useful in ancient Rome where emperors were constantly in fear of being poisoned. Theriaca is a Greek word, meaning drugs used against the bite of poisonous or wild animals. The word treacle, first used to describe Andromachi’s mixture, was later used to describe any remedy which was ground up and mixed with honey. Herbalists in other parts of the world still use this technique and there is no reason why you should not attempt to make your own treacle or electuary, if you have the time and patience.


Choosing the Method of Preservation


I have included methods of preservation for each plant. The methods you choose will depend on the space and time you have available but I would like to invite you to experiment and have fun, perhaps together with like-minded friends.
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