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We would like to acknowledge the wisdom of Indigenous elders past, present and future, thank them for their wisdom and pledge to plant seeds to save the growth of sacred plants that require our understanding and reverence. We hope that the relationship we forge will bring new insight and knowledge and will be shared for the good of growth, and perhaps even replenish the plants that have been lost.
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Introduction


AN ANCIENT RELATIONSHIP


Know this … our ancestors spoke to the plants and the plants replied, telling them what they could do; what talents they had. Long ago, they told us how to work with them, how to receive from them and what our role was in this exchange of mutual benefit, of reciprocity.


Some plants shared that they were for eating and that they nourished us, bringing flavour and enjoyment to life. Some were for healing and were to be burnt, some blended or dried, some diluted and drunk to bring balance.


 Some were for the pleasure of their fragrance which uplifted, connected or calmed. And some were strong medicine that enabled us to unshackle ourselves from our regular consciousness and dream big, to connect with the spirits, and see clearly what had to be done for our community in the future.


These days we have science and chemistry to back up what our ancestors observed. We already knew what our plant friends did for us, but perhaps our modern minds crave to understand exactly how plants do what they do.


We already knew white willow bark took pain away – and science has converted and concentrated that ability, creating aspirin. We already knew sage cleared the air and purified our spaces and now science confirms that compounds in sage do kill bacteria. We’ve always known that some species of wormwood help with lucid dreaming and remembering our dreams, and now science has identified certain alkaloids in their leaves that trigger changes in our brains, in turn affecting the areas of consciousness. We could go on.


With this confirmation, however, sometimes comes a need to control. Talk of how a plant might alter consciousness has increased the chance of that plant being banned by authorities, usually with a campaign of fear. This seems quite unreasonable to herbal practitioners and at odds with grassroots herbalism and those of us who work with plants intimately. For example, in Australia and many other countries, St John’s wort is listed as a noxious, invasive weed and it’s banned in many regions, with authorities poisoning or burning it when it’s found. While it is toxic to livestock including cattle, sheep, horses and goats, St John’s wort is highly beneficial to humans and has a very long history of such usefulness, especially as a mood-lifter. Grown responsibly – away from bushland or rural areas, confined in pots or flowerbeds and not permitted to set seed – St John’s wort can be controlled.


We know of one farmer who had a whole field of the plant but didn’t want to burn out his land. Instead, he got the word out that the herb was there for the taking and within a few weeks the entire crop had been harvested by herbalists and distillers for medicinal and magical use. In this case, harvest was the solution.


No one should have the right to take a plant away from anyone else, and no one person or corporation should ‘own’ a plant. Every plant has contraindications – some serious, some not – but to ban a plant wholesale because of potential toxicity means we might be banning a huge proportion of plants. Consider the lilies: they are lethal to cats. The oleander is a commonly grown garden shrub so toxic that if you stir your tea with a leaf, you’ll definitely end in up hospital – or even dead. Or the bulb of the common daffodil, highly toxic to both dogs and humans. We have intentionally included some plants in this book that are poisonous or toxic. We believe this is part of encouraging a reverence and responsibility for and a knowledge of the strength of such plants, for indeed they are powerful and also beneficial to us and sometimes to the soil, biome or other plants. (It’s not just about us!)


Humans are part of the ecosystem and the faster we reconnect with nature, the faster we will feel better and whole. In these uncertain times of climatic change, many of us are searching for ways to reclaim our connection with the earth. Getting our hands in the dirt and planting for our own health, food, medicine and magic is not just a wonderful way to spend a couple of hours but can be a transformational and revolutionary act.


Plants of Power is a modern guide to the most important plants to include in your own garden apothecary. We’ve written it to encourage you to bring the outside in. We offer a guide that is both practical and demonstrates reciprocity, in which you can discover old wisdom, new applications and accurate growing advice. We also share our favourite recipes, and hope they will excite you and give you a practical way to further bond with the plants you’re growing. We want to take you by the hand for a stroll through the seasonal wheel of growing, foraging and harvesting these most powerful plant allies, whether for medicine, food or a little touch of magic. And just on that point, word to the wise: any plant that you grow yourself will be a little more powerful than one you buy; as you’ve shared time and space with a plant it is more likely to collaborate with you in spellcraft.


Your lack of access to land should not dissuade you from planting a seed; there’s plenty in this book that will encourage you to harvest from your lawn, or a well-worn path that’s in a shared community space. (Community gardens and cooperative growing spaces are well worth considering if you’re not able to plant in your own home soil.) Or hey, what about guerrilla gardening on a median strip?


Whether you are an experienced gardener or someone who believes they have a ‘brown thumb’ – or maybe a cook who loves to get closer to your produce – you’ll not only learn to have a relationship with the plants in your garden that will make them blossom for you but you will learn to grow the ones you really need with confidence. The action of creative growing and tending of plants helps us see a bigger picture.


When we know our place in the world in a primal way and understand we are part of something magnificent, it’s hard to feel diminished, and we may never feel as insignificant or powerless again. Having a garden – or just a bunch of plants in pots – is a great way to start. Being aware that we are a part of the process of earthly life and having a deeper relationship with our plants and our own patch quickly extends outwards.


This outward reach is transformative. We become more observant of and more sensitive to what is around us. We notice the sounds of the birds; the million shades of green surrounding us; the shape of the clouds; the drop in air pressure before a storm. We begin to be more observant of any environment we enter, whether it’s man-made or natural. We become more attuned to what is there and how it makes us feel in our hearts and our minds. We become aware that we can align ourselves to what feels balanced and wholesome. We might – just might – begin to love what is around us in a deep and real way, which changes everything.


We become conscious of things that we previously only felt subconsciously. We begin to understand why we do not feel comfortable in a certain place or why it’s time to get indoors before a storm hits. Our intuition becomes stronger, we depend less on the smiling hosts of the nightly weather forecast.


We begin to feel that the rocks, the trees, the plants, the animals – all are related and part of the whole. You start to see them all as friends; as brothers and sisters. The big old ones are wise, you realise they know better than you so you learn to listen especially hard.


Soon you may gravitate towards certain trees or bushes or herbs as you realise what they offer is exactly what you need. You begin to fall in love with the beauty and awesome potential of what is around you and this directly contributes to you falling in love again with yourself and what you have to offer the world.


All this, simply by placing your hands in the earth and listening.


We hope that this book encourages you to do just that.











Part I


A beginning
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Chapter 1 


Our stories


But I’m not a gardener, we hear you say.


You don’t have to be a gardener to find this book useful or even to appreciate it. In fact, we both detoured around plants and gardening in early adulthood but happily we circled back to it in different ways.


Like many of you, in our twenties we decided to follow the traditional career path (and thus the money) and try to ‘climb the ladder’. We were both aspirational young women; we wanted to succeed and at the time the corporate path was the way to go. We wore suits and high heels, doggedly worked long hours and did very well – but felt a big, fat empty hole where our enjoyment of life should have been. And an even more gaping hole where our sense of connection to something bigger was missing.


Even though we didn’t know each other then, our stories ran parallel.


STACEY


Stacey worked hard in her absorbing corporate life but lived for her holidays, when she could drop into deep nature and disappear into remote places for weeks at a time. She needed those times of wildness and connection for her health and vitality because spending long hours under fluoro lights in a concrete box probably wasn’t optimum. After a while, she realised that just existing for one’s holidays possibly wasn’t really a sustainable way to live and she decided to try to find ways to live a more authentic existence.


What if she could re-nature herself at home? What if she could live a life more aligned with her values and her heart? What if she could live connected with nature in a real way? Now, did this mean Stacey left her good job and became a hippy? No. Gradually she built up all the skills and expertise to be able to eventually leave her corporate life and become a full-time Witch (pagan) and author in service to the community.


One of the key parts of this process was increasing her firsthand knowledge of the plant and herbal aspect of paganism and witchcraft. The whole study of entheogens was something Stacey really wanted to do and to communicate in her work. From entheos, meaning ‘calls up the Divine within’, an entheogen is a culturally appropriate plant substance used in spiritual work. Stacey started to grow her own medicinal and magical plants purely out of necessity, because many were either too expensive to buy in the quantities she needed or difficult – even impossible – to get. Worse, in the 1990s, knowing whether ingredients had been grown organically was almost impossible. She learnt how to propagate the plants she needed from cuttings or seeds.


At the time, Stacey lived in apartments and rental properties, which meant a very limited ability to grow anything in the ground itself. So she also learnt to garden in pots.


All this involved a lot of failure!


To her surprise, Stacey discovered that some of the most powerful ancient ‘Witches’ weeds’ were just doing their thing growing on the side of the road. Once she learnt how to identify the plants she needed, she spotted them in the weirdest places and started to do what is now trendily referred to as ‘forage’.


Meanwhile she was learning from the elders of other countries and cultures as well as researching the rich past of our ancient ancestors and the way they used such plants for healing, protection and pleasure. She began to combine all of this into a modern practice; one that eventually allowed her to leave corporate life and become a full-time author.


Eventually, Stacey secured a property where she could grow her plants in the ground but found that not all plants love it there – indeed, not all plants grow for her – so her old habit of growing in pots turned out to be useful preparation.


So when we say you don’t have to be a gardener to benefit from this book, we mean it.


No plant species belongs to anyone; gardeners or not. While many governments would love to think they can control the ownership or use of powerful plants, history shows this is futile. People always find a way to utilise plants that benefit them.


Plants are a powerful way to reconnect with our humanity and our most primal and grounded selves. Simply placing your hands in the soil is an act of reverence and connection.


Planting a seed? An act of supreme reciprocity.


Eating a plant you have grown? A lesson in joy and patience and a miracle in action.


Come join us. It’s a revolutionary act!


MIRANDA


Miranda’s journey back to a simpler existence was launched off that corporate life of early mornings, commuting and sales targets while juggling the needs of two small children and family life.


Miranda remembers her time in that world as conflicting and difficult. The outsourcing required to keep all those juggling balls in the air meant the help of a gardener, a cleaner, convenience food and little time to invest in the home. Her conflicted feelings about outsourcing so much led to Miranda reassessing. She decided that she wanted a simpler, more sustainable way to live for herself and her family. At the time, a fast-food chain was making plans to move into her small village despite much local opposition and this made her think about food and how we value it; how it’s often regarded as purely a commercial commodity. So she sought a different way, and deciding to study permaculture at night eventually led to a clearer picture and a different set of values.


The permaculture design course was to change the direction of her path completely.


Permaculture became for her defined as a design system that encourages a permanent culture (or permanent agriculture structure) that is in complete contrast with the predominant monoculture system of food-growing, in which single high-density crops are grown. Permaculture is a design system that emulates nature in that it encourages entire systems to interact in a reciprocal way and doesn’t require a lot of human input. Not limited to food-growing, permaculture also encompasses sustainability and lifestyle.


What once defined success for Miranda had changed, and her life now followed a continual path of growth. Midway through the design course, Miranda resigned from the corporate world and started a herb and vegetable seedling business that would go on to thrive with a large, supportive following.


Ditching the high heels, Miranda got her toes back into the earth, readjusted to natural light, embraced the seasons and adopted a new way of living.


The skills she gained from the permaculture course were implemented on home soil and the Mueller family began a steep learning curve, growing food and redesigning the flow of their lifestyle. Accountability became a strong core value, as did understanding food-growing systems, learning from failure as well as from plentiful harvests, dealing with pests in a holistic way, creating balanced ecosystems and growing food completely free of man-made chemicals. Over the years, the organic business has grown, and now the family exports the homegrown revolution by opening the farm gates for regular teaching days that encourage people to take back food security via hands-on practical learning and food-growing workshops.
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Chapter 2


Patterns in nature


As homo sapiens, it’s easy to feel separate from nature. We think we are better, more  adapted, smarter – after all, look at what we can do!


Nowadays, some of us understand that we’ve overstepped the mark a little – outgrown our nature. We watch television documentaries that show us the damage caused by the human race. We read articles that confirm that our consumption of nature is a part of our destructive diet. We accept that capitalism, consumerism, and environmental vandalism lie squarely at our feet.


But we still hear people say: ‘We are different, we are superior; we are above nature’; ‘Humans have dominion over everything. It is our birthright’; ‘Earth and everything on it is a resource for us to use.’


Or maybe, now that things don’t look so bright: ‘We are a disgrace, what purpose do we serve in the big scheme of things? The planet would be better off without us’; ‘Every plant and animal sits in a web somewhere of connection and it seems that we’re the odd one ones out’; ‘Maybe we’re aliens? Or maybe we need to start again on Mars.’


It’s easy to think in all these ways and in part, these beliefs and attitudes allow us a further disconnect from the true picture that really requires us to own our place in the web of life, to see the patterns in nature that we belong to. More, that we can weave and create change. We can weave webs that bring us closer together, that strengthen bonds, cradle us when we are sick and catch us if we fail.


We are a part of nature, not apart from it.


We’ve been given the gift of a mighty brain that powers many actions, and with that comes the role of responsibility. Surely we’re all capable of observation; able to see cause and effect. We like to think at this stage of the game we’re here to think critically about balance, fair share, distribution of wealth and the food chains that depend on us to manage the land well. It sounds like a complicated and hard thing to do but when we strip it right back, our survival depends on realigning with and reconnecting ourselves into nature’s web.


To put it another way: think of a pyramid and then put humans right at the top – because that’s where we are, whether we forage or farm for harvest. We are an apex predator, and apex predators are required for any working, balanced ecosystem to survive. However, our apex predator position has become extreme, and we must concentrate on how we can bring balance back to our own cause and effect.


We need to remember, too, that the bottom layer of that pyramid is soil. Soil is the beginning: there’s no top of the pyramid without a ground level.


THE WEB


A tiny spider, which may be the apex predator in its environment, is able to weave a web precisely in balance to both gather food and be protected while doing so. Here is a tiny creature that is capable of weaving a net to catch prey by the few, allowing some to fly through. They are able to take enough to eat well but don’t decimate, so balance is maintained. We should also remember that the spider’s web isn’t just to catch food (taking); it acts as a strong yet flexible device to support the spider.


The web pattern in nature is similar to nets used by early humans. Traditional cultures that used fishing nets also allowed some fish to escape, catching just enough and allowing the food chain to continue operating. 


The web pattern has been recognised as highly significant by many cultures, both ancient and modern. Most spider mythos and teachings specifically impart messages of community connection, protection and support. It is a mistake to think that spiders and their webs are ‘evil’ or ‘dangerous’; indeed very few cultures see the spider in this way.


The web pattern is not the spider’s alone, but is seen time and again throughout nature. It teaches us about the need for balance, interconnectedness, taking what we need but not all, holding reverence for those in the food chain below.


THE MEANDER


The ‘meander’ pattern in nature is another that is basic but plentiful, meaningful and timely.


You may find it on a path, but will best see it play out watching a fast-moving river system that slows to a low-lying stream. As the ‘meander’ becomes tighter, and weaves around itself, the water slows.


A slow stream with passive currents allows nutrients to gather and settle at one edge, creating a fertile abundance. Watching a natural stream in nature is a great clue that slowly, slowly is often far more rewarding and fruitful than rushing through and missing so much.


The meander inspires us to slow, gather and flourish.


With up to 60 per cent of the adult human body made up of water, we have many lessons to learn by simply regarding a meandering river’s movement and watching how it creates abundance with tight, slow twists and turns, mindfully accepting that fast and furious is not always the answer and that a slow flow with turns creates edges of bounty.


THE SPIRAL


Time and time again we see the spiral pattern that appears in nature.


A seed from a herbal plant friend will often hold the template of the Fibonacci sequence: the perfect spiral pattern that’s prevalent in the human body too, the golden sequence seen in our own DNA, in the palms of our hands, the curve of our joints and over again in our own anatomy.


If we watch how an embryo grows, it unfurls like a fern frond outwards. We twist and curl open, developing outward like a living, dancing spiral, just like our plant friends.


Representing growth, fertility, the seasons and the cycles, the spiral was a common motif of ancient societies: on cave walls, dug into the ground and worn as jewellery. The ancients didn’t see time in a linear way; rather, they saw seasons, lunar cycles, solar cycles as a never-ending spiral – and thus change as a constant.


What we want you to understand is that you are intimately part of nature and draw in her patterns just as much as if she has tattooed them on you.


Your thumbprint pattern closely mimics the design of a tree trunk core, never quite the same, with rings of growth and a similar form. A tree’s branches and leaves mimic the pattern of your lungs. Some of our veins and arteries actually meander like a river stream.


The regularities of nature’s patterns are set like braille for humans who are willing to stop and feel them out. Observe further and you just might begin to unravel the deep disconnect that has separated us from our landscape. A walk in a wild forested space, up a mountain, along a river or even in a parkland that’s managed by well-meaning humans invites us to step into a world of primal understanding – something that we may rapidly lose if we don’t take charge and manage our path.


The patterns in nature are us and within us. We are nature.


We are already set up to be fully connected to find our place again. We just need to take action and engage again.
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Chapter 3 


Our connection to the land


Our most primal connection to the ground and soil is the food we eat. The health of our soil feeds the plants and animals we consume.


We hope to inspire you to consider that our mission here is to manage our space in such a way that we can find balance and reciprocity.


We’re not suggesting that you rush out and buy a large parcel of land to tend; quite the contrary: we’re hoping to inspire you to stand where you are and create change from where you stand. This is a powerful act.


Planting a seed, foraging from the wild and taking simple walks in nature will bind you to the land.


Your knowledge and the loving connection you form with the plant world will ripple to others around you. Your community will change for the better.


The earth will benefit.


We promise.


WEEDS AND THE WILD WALK


This topic is a broad one.


There are many plants labelled ‘weeds’ that are targeted by poison companies. This term has served many large corporations well, with sales of poisons reaching into the billions, widely supported by domestic gardeners wishing to keep their paths clear and lawns pristine, along with commercial farmers growing monoculture crops.


If you’re on a wild walk, observe what you see. We prefer to describe weeds as ‘volunteers’ or ‘pioneers’, or simply ‘plants out of place’. These are often plants that are useful but have bad reputations. Most people now know dandelions are not the weeds we have been told they are, but rather fantastic plant allies that shouldn’t be removed with such vigour! (Check out here for more about the wonderful dandelion.) Other plants that have been chased down, such as nettle and chickweed, are now being used in fancy restaurants and in effective remedies. So sometimes the way to control a plant out of place is to actually harvest it!


Many a wise herbalist will recount stories of hawthorn shrubs growing outside the bedroom window of a patient with heart trouble, thistles lining the path of someone with a liver complaint or mullein intruding on the path of a person suffering bronchial distress. It’s worth the wander down your own well-worn paths to see what’s growing. The volunteers that grow can be a road map to our own health, as well as soil health. The regular paths that we walk are a great place to forage, for it’s personal and most likely that our own boots have spread at least some of the seed. We poison them at our peril. When this natural reciprocity is stopped, well, it’s not only sad; it’s certainly our loss.


Nature rarely does anything without design: we are a part of nature’s tapestry and we’re capable of spreading seed. Even our animals catch the seeds of plants and the seed hitches a ride to spread through the garden and ensure more. Miranda’s resident wombat family are avid gardeners. Their burrows are surrounded by their favourite greens. One can imagine that the plants have come to be there by seeds travelling on the fur of these friends or the well-placed seedy poop that is littered around their elaborate hollows.


It is clear that nature’s creatures do indeed garden!


Aside from our own health, what grows in our garden is a map and indicator of soil health. Volunteer plants will start with a plan in mind, and that plan is usually repair.


Compacted soils are commonly overrun with volunteers that have taproots, like dandelion, which sets seed and goes about sending a long taproot down to oxygenate compacted soil, also mining for minerals and nutrients to share with neighbouring plants. Common dock has a similar benefit.


When we picture the outline of dandelion in its full form, from root to tip, we’ll see a determined root system that’s capable, over time, of undermining concrete with a slow, jackhammer root system, a steady bunch of little leaves that are like hands to hold and secure loose topsoil, then finally a bloom that will feed early insect foragers with pollen before setting seed to start again. Forget the term ‘weed’ and think in terms of a ‘volunteer’ or ‘pioneer’, and the dandelion takes its place as a most accomplished helper for the soil.


So as you set off on your wild walk, there’s a lot to think about and take in.


Heading into a wild space, most of the plants you are out to collect may be the food source for other creatures so never take more than you need. Many Indigenous peoples actually have rules around this, for example, never harvesting from or taking the first plant they see.


So if you’re harvesting a ‘plant out of place’, remember that there may be creatures depending on the plant as a food source and carve out some time to replace it by planting something that’s indigenous to the region. Any wild walk that you take should be about giving back – no sustainable system works with takers alone. The greatest joy is when we find a way to contribute to the balance.


Rewilding ourselves while foraging means we find our place in nature and use our opposable thumbs for good, in a primal way.


THE ART OF FORAGING


There’s nothing that compares to a seasonal walk. For while your feet wander, it’s a great time to let your mind unravel and wander too. There’s a natural unwind as you observe what’s happening on a wild trail. Worries seem to slip aside. That thing that concerned you an hour ago doesn’t seem so bad now. Perspective is gained.


There are several reasons why the simple pastime of foraging has benefits for us and for our natural surrounds.


Anything that you pick in the wild is probably seasonal and contains the hit of vitamins and minerals you need, as our systems are designed to eat seasonal food and plant allies are constantly trying to conspire with us.


Wildcrafting requires us to get out and have a look at what’s going on. A walk in the wild is never bad. We’re filling our lungs, exercising and observing what’s going on in our own picking ground.


Wild food is free in the monetary sense. Its regulation is up to us and with that responsibility comes a reminder to never take more than you need, to honour a plant and never harvest large quantities that will wipe out its growth, and always remember to have reverence as you pluck and pick.


You may come across wild foods that you’ve never met before and decide to learn about them. Learning about local, wild, edible vegetation not only connects you to food but to the local wildlife that depend on the very same growth, remembering that we’re all part of the same web.


Our observation may extend to the ill-health of ecosystems, and inspire us to agitate for change in the way our wilderness areas are managed.


A seasonal walk with a basket or backpack to fill with your pickings is a wondrous way to unfurl your own stresses while drinking in the surroundings. Let the weather bless you, the smells envelope you and the sounds invite you along.


We often say that the act of foraging medicinal plants is medicine in itself. With that said, a few tips before you pack up and head off:





	
	Avoid collecting plants from roadsides that have been punished with car emissions.




	
	Try to ensure that your chosen plants have not been sprayed with poison, either recently or in the past. Soil can hold poison and transfer it into the leaves or berries that you collect. Wash anything you find thoroughly. Your local council is your first port of call for this information.




	
	Always make sure that the plants you’re collecting have been correctly identified. Do not use or ingest anything that you are unsure of. In our resources list we name some handy apps and books for this.




	
	Don’t pick all the plants you see. Leave some to self-seed or for other foragers.
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Chapter 4


Plant communication


Back in 2010, Prince Charles, the heir to the British throne, did an interview in which he admitted not only to speaking with his plants, but ‘instructing them’. This admission caused quite a stir, with many calling HRH ‘potty’ and treating his comments with derision and disdain.


Now, Prince Charles is a long-time farmer, and descended from a long line of family who have also been connected to the land. Despite his standing he’s an avid gardener and a ‘hands-on’ caretaker of the land – yes, he actually works his land. He was an organic farmer decades before people became switched onto the benefits and is a long-time patron of the Soil Association, a 70-year-old organisation that champions healthy soil and organic methods. Of this organisation, Prince Charles commented: ‘The foundation of the Soil Association is inspired by a small group of extraordinary individuals that understood the indivisibility of the food we produce, and the health of our soils, plants, animals and people.’


Clearly the prince has been involved with land management, and invested in soil and its good health his whole life.


But still he was mocked for admitting to communicating with plants. Well, there were groups of people who certainly didn’t think it was weird and agreed with him in a big way. The first of these groups were other gardeners.


Those of us who work with plants know about communicating with plants and practise it intuitively.


Many Indigenous people also appreciate what he said; after all, it’s old knowledge: many cultures see plants as living beings with wisdom and intelligence.


Then there are the scientists who study plant communication in their sterile labs – even they have confirmed that the way we interact with plants; the sounds, quality of touch and general environmental movement we share all affect a plant’s growth. It seems many plants can tell the difference between a loving pat and rough handling and respond accordingly. We recommend reading The secret life of plants by Peter Tompkins and Christopher Bird, a book that explores the responses of plants to human nurturing, with astounding scientific findings.


So by speaking to his plants and touching them kindly, HRH is actually joining an intuitive chorus. Communication enables him to maximise the harvest from his crops. Old knowledge confirmed and promoted by influential royalty. Thanks be!


Plants as a species are older and wiser than us all, and have spent thousands of years perfecting their place in the current world. Sadly, their wisdom and interaction is lost on many.


We like to laugh about the tables being turned; that we as the human race are being farmed by the plants: they’re giving us oxygen but are well aware that one day we’ll return to the soil, ashes to ashes, dust to dust, to feed and renew.


Truth be known, our giggles are not far removed from facts. Our interaction here should be one of balance and all that we take should be in proportion to what we give.


Most of us have disconnected from plant life and its wisdom over generations. But there are easy ways to bridge the gap and rekindle a shared communication with the land we tread, and we hope that within these pages you’ll find a reason to rekindle that connection.


Farming and crop cultivation is practised only by a few. Our current lifestyles dictate that our food is delivered via brightly lit supermarkets, often wrapped in plastic, and our herbal medicine is prescribed and dished up to us through dispensaries. By doing so, many well-meaning health professionals are completely cutting us out of the loop of growing and working with a plant ally.


Things are changing, though. There is a realisation rapidly spreading that our connection to plant life and soil is not a commodity that can be gauged in monetary terms, though it directly impacts our health, our wealth and the wellbeing of all connected to us in the web of life. Many of us have a primal call to reclaim our relationship with plant life and the natural order of soil health.


While more and more people are deciding that a vegie patch is a great idea and that having a beehive or chickens could work for them, sadly, others have less time and space than ever, so not engaging with the soil at all is the reality for many.


A gardening weekend in the ‘Western world’ is still often spent pushing a mower to cut an expanse of grass, a leaf blower roaring to clear the paths, a rake to gather fallen debris, then a green waste bin that’s pulled to the front curb to be taken away. The green waste becomes a problem with a general grumble that your time could be better spent. Some even succumb to a good spray with some weedkiller to make it all easy and neat.


For those who can afford the expense, a gardener might be paid to maintain the garden space, so the landowner can completely remove themselves from the nature of their own space; accountability gone and responsibility lost.


These scenarios rob us of connection, the nuance and knowledge that comes from spending time with the soil and plant life and enriches our lives in inexpressible ways. In a few generations, however, that knowledge may be gone and our intuitive link to the plants that grow is severed. But it doesn’t have to be this way.


Connecting with the ground we walk has benefits, lots of them, and shouldn’t be seen as a chore, with or without a lawnmower.


WALKING AND TALKING WITH PLANTS


Having our own land, even just some land we walk regularly, has wisdom that’s both intriguing and vital to our health.


A full-time gardener, Miranda always walks and talks with clients before starting a gardening project. This introduces her to the plants, the people and the mix of personalities in a garden.


When Miranda and her clients talk while walking around a garden space, the plants along the way will often let off a little sigh, usually by way of perfume from their blooms or foliage.


This is just one way a plant chooses to say, ‘Hi, it’s me … I’m here, can you see?’


Often, with a brief explanation by Miranda of a plant’s name and virtue, the plant’s perfume dissipates and the plant settles, safe in the knowledge it’s been seen.


For Stacey, spending a lot of time in natural ecosystems – the ‘big green rooms’ or ‘the wild’ – whether it’s walks and talks in the bush or treks through jungles, forests or alpine regions, yields similar experiences. There it’s about a burst of fragrance, a shower of pollen, a dropping pine cone followed by a smile. It’s about acknowledging a tree or plant along the way, as we’re a part of the experience, not ‘apart’.


On a trail, that knowledge alone goes a long way in fulfilling the enjoyment of a trek. We’re not visitors; we’re connected in the same web.


They know we are here. They respond.


This is to our advantage.


So you’ve met a plant on your travels. It’s not a seed you’ve planted but maybe one you’ve met on a trail or that you’ve brought home from a plant sale. Perhaps you know its name but little else. Perfect!


Why not try to decode the plant’s language before reading up on it? Have a little time alone where you indulge in a sensory exchange. If you do know its botanical name, think about it and let it roll around in your mouth a while, for the Latin name of a plant will quite often give you a good start to its history.


Then, just carve out some time. Sit quietly and empty your mind; brush the leaves then smell your hands. Quietly, quietly allow the plant some time to talk to you. Take in the shape of the leaves. Are there blooms? What are the shapes telling you? Are there creatures feeding on the foliage?


What do you see and feel? What do you smell?


Listen. Shhhh. Listen …


‘Plant speak’ is different for everyone, but the act of spending time with a plant is a gift for all and should be practised regardless of how clumsy or weird you feel.


Through the many classes we’ve run, we’ve noticed that the students’ observations of the same herb after spending time alone with it are eerily similar. Enough for us to conclude that we’re all able to connect and form reasonable alliances with a plant in ways that are backed up by reputable studies.


By all means, once you’ve spent time with a plant and taken notes (whether mental or in a notebook), compare your findings with a written text. It’s a great way to discover that you can indeed translate plant speak.


And one last thing ... while it’s great to communicate with a plant, never ingest anything until you’re sure that you’ve identified a plant correctly. And a titbit from a wise Witch we both know: never, ever listen to a random mushroom that’s singing to you like a siren, for they’re not to be trusted!


VISUAL CUES


In herbal medicine, a doctrine of signatures has been observed as one way a plant will choose to communicate. This is a theory in the old ways of natural philosophy that holds that the outward appearance of a plant and its blooms communicate its power and proficiency in healing or magic. This is commonly observed in medicinal plant friends that have the shape of the human organ they’re best used to treat or the signs of a disease or rash that they’re best used to eliminate.


The humble walnut is a prime example. The shape of the shelled nut has the form of the human brain, with its two spheres and many wrinkles, and it should come as no surprise that walnuts are an outstanding food to support the brain. Plants that are good for treatment of lung issues will often take on the visceral appearance of lungs themselves. Plant blooms communicate through patterns and shape the same way.


While certainly not foolproof, this remarkable fact is a clue that plants are willing to communicate if we just take the time to shake hands with a branch or flower once in a while.


Their communication is not limited to our health benefits, but to their own needs too. We just need to listen.


Most commonly, a plant’s last cry of communication is a life or death situation. Yellow leaves, an infestation of some kind – a cry for help from a plant friend that’s finally noticed by us is usually a plant that’s too far gone to be repaired, as the initial clues in communication have been missed.


Observation is the key to a happy balance between garden and gardener.


PLANTS ARE AWARE


There is scientific evidence that plants are, in their own way, sentient. It is just a different kind of sentience than that we experience as humans.


We have learnt that most plants know if their leaves are being chewed by an insect, as they release chemicals to ward off that insect, and also warn other plants in their area. Some trees warn other trees of danger and hurt occurring to them – through hormone-like chemicals released in the air or through root systems, often carried by mycelium (threadlike fungi in the soil) in complex underground lines of connection.


We know that plant potencies such as fragrance, oil or even toxins can be influenced by human touch and ‘kind’ care. We know too that we are vectors (carriers) for some plants to spread their seeds or pollen, so we are interesting to such plants and they target and look out for us.


So what if we decided to engage with this awareness and plug into its wisdom?
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Chapter  5


Aligning with plant allies


Through the gradual disconnection from basic plant knowledge, we’re now being sold new concepts, a ‘spiritual fashion’ with meditations and attunements, making complex something that is simply our birthright.


Let’s just keep it simple.


CONNECTING WITH PLANTS


Whether you consider yourself ‘spiritual’, an atheist or something in between, no one should ever stop you from finding some connection with the earth and the green life that you’re a part of.


You are a living ecosystem standing on and part of a larger ecosystem. You are an integral part of the working balance. Your intuitive knowledge and shared communication with plants and the world is something that is your own: OWN IT!


We may be the most disconnected generation ever when it comes to nature. Reconnecting and re-naturing ourselves can be simple but it is also something that requires us to focus a little, and we should take it slow. The degradation of our knowledge has happened over generations, so if you’re finding it hard to grow some parsley, don’t you dare give up. This book is all about finding our roots, spreading seed, and finding a way forward that includes us in the balance.


What if we could just sit with a plant or a tree and just ‘be’ with it for a time?


What if we could sit and have a quiet conversation with this plant being, and listen to the wisdom it had for us?


The ancient Norse had a practice called utisetta, meaning ‘sitting out’. People sat out upon the earth overnight from the afternoon till the dawn. They slept on the earth, on a natural mound if they could find it, and simply listened and dreamed. They paid attention to what introduced itself to them – any plants or animals that were conspicuous. They paid attention to the weather, too, and the patterns of the skies that kissed the land.


This practice helped them to connect more deeply with the land that kept them alive and also allowed for the download of information. This information included prophecy and messages from their ancestors who, after all, were buried in that same earth.


How can you, a modern person in the modern world, find a place to connect and communicate with our plant allies?


In today’s world, where we’re all asked to embrace ‘smart’ technology, we’re going to ask you to embrace something far simpler.


The modern world is fast-paced. We want you to slow down a bit and remember some old knowledge that’s buried somewhere deep down in your bones. It will involve you deleting from your mind the things you’ve read, trusting that you’re capable of meeting a plant where you find it and learning through your own communication style.


Every plant connection that is formed with animal or human is different, what we experience with a plant may be completely different from the journey that you may have, so it’s important to understand that we’re all entitled to a unique kinship with a green friend, built on our own understanding.
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