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What people are saying about

The Witch’s Book of Simples

Since the rise of drug-resistant bacteria, and of viral pandemics, more and more people have been turning to the natural world for answers, and in particular to herbs. In her new book, Melusine Draco shows how using a single herb in a “Simple” can be used to treat a variety of ailments, including the ubiquitous virus.

She takes you through each step of the process from preparing to grow herbs, to planting and caring for them, through harvesting and using them. Each recipe contains a single herb along with other ingredients that can be used to treat whatever ails you. This is the most basic form of herbal medicine and has its roots back into prehistory. It is the art of the healer in its most simple way, traditionally practiced by the village midwives, traditional witches, the cunning folk, the pellars, and of course, the apothecaries.

The Witch’s Book of Simples book is a fantastic resource, full of a wealth of herbal knowledge garnered over hundreds of years. This book is highly recommended to anyone starting out on their journey into herbs.

Tish Romanov The Old Apothecary
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Keep it Simple

A Simple is a philtre derived from a single herb and was an important element among the natural resources of the parish-pump witch, wise-women and cunning-folk. Simples are common kitchen ‘stuff’ that has been handed down through generations of country people in the form of family cures for everyday ailments. Or as William Fernie wrote in his Herbal Simples (1897)

The art of Simpling is as old with us as our British hills. It aims at curing common ailments with simple remedies culled from the soil, or got from home resources near at hand.

These were no fancy recipes with magical formulae, and, often given as a tisane, the women of the household were able to use the remedies to treat common ailments suffered by her family. And, this elementary form of domestic plant medicine can be as simple as a cup of chamomile tea made from flowers picked fresh from our own garden to aid sleep. This was the most elementary way to use medicinal plants since no fancy recipes or scientific acumen was needed as Simples were often given as an infusion or used as a poultice or compress. But this element of traditional witchcraft has long been in the shadows …






Author’s Note

As most of my readers will know, I have a fascination for odd and obscure historical facts that are hidden away in the millions of sources that outstrip and confound the confines of the Internet – it’s finding them that presents the stimulation and the challenge. Because if we merely rely on the regurgitated information of contemporary paganism not only does our mind become stagnant, but for those who follow the Craft of the witch, so do our magical abilities.

Over the years I have also incorporated a great deal of folk-cunning and country-lore into my books on witchcraft with a view to preserving that knowledge for future generations. Much of what even those of my grandparents’ generation once knew is now lost because it was never recorded for posterity. True, there are numerous pagan books written about similar subjects but it is obvious that a large number of writers don’t have the countryside in their blood and fail to reflect the magic and mystery of growing up in an uncomplicated rural environment. Strangely enough, these sentiments are often now viewed as some form of elitism but I prefer to go back to the roots of learning rather than consult something that has been cobbled together from different popular titles without any true grounding in Nature.

Finally, special thanks must go to medical herbalist Tish Romanov of The Old Apothecary for giving The Witch’s Book of Simples the once over to make sure I wasn’t about to kill anyone, or that my brain hadn’t failed during the long years since I was first introduced to (and used) these simple domestic plant remedies … and for adding the warnings, cautions and dangers where applicable. Mélusine Draco

Web: www.covenofthescales.com and www.templeofkhem.com

Blog: https://wordpress.com/view/melusine-draco.blog

Blog: https://theoldapothecary.wordpress.com/






Disclaimer

Natural medicines have been an integral ingredient of traditional witchcraft for centuries and the information contained within the text of The Witch’s Book of Simples - the simple arte of domestic folk medicine is compiled for interest and information only. Neither the author nor the publisher is responsible for the inappropriate, unprofessional, criminal or ill-fated misuse of such plants. Let the wise reader learn and the fool beware.

Go … learn things.





Introduction

Keep it Simple

A ‘Simple’ is a philtre derived from a single herb and was an important element among the natural resources of the parish-pump witch, wise-women and cunning-folk’s healing remedies. Simples are common kitchen ‘stuff’ that has been handed down through generations of country people in the form of family cures for everyday ailments, despite that by the 11-12th-centuries in Europe, most of the old pagan practices were all but replaced by Christian variants. Old festivals had been assimilated and turned into saints’ days. And the ‘cunning-folk’ now called on Jesus, Mary and the saints in their herbal folk charms.

Occasionally, however, pagan elements did remain unrecognised, and therefore remained unmolested. In Mastering Herbalism, Paul Huson quotes an example of an impressive spell used by 12th-century herbalists and translated from Early English Magic and Medicine by Charles Singer [taken from the proceedings of the British Academy, vol. iv]

Here the earth is invoked as a mother in time-honoured fashion. She is even addressed as ‘goddess’, which is extraordinary considering the growing climate of suspicion and persecution of heresy …

Or William Coles in his Nature’s Paradise, or, Art of Simpling (1657) being of the opinion

that if those of these times would but be … as industrious to search into the secrets of the nature of Herbs, as some of former times, and make a tryll of them as they did, [they] should no doubt find the force of Simples … no less Effectual, than that of Compounds, to which this present ago is too much addicted. Thus I have broken the Nut of Herbarisme, do thou take out the Kernel and eat it and much good may it do thee.

Or as William Fernie later wrote in his Herbal Simples (1897)

The art of Simpling is as old with us as our British hills. It aims at curing common ailments with simple remedies culled from the soil, or got from home resources near at hand. Since the days of the Anglo-Saxons such remedies have been chiefly herbal; insomuch that the word ‘drug’ came originally from their verb drigan, to dry, as applied to medicinal plants.

Simples - from the Latin Singula plica - meaning ‘a single purpose’ - at that time, signified medicines made from a single herb, while those made from several different plants were known as ‘compounds’. These were no fancy recipes with magical formulae, and, often given as an infusion or tisane, the woman of the household being able to use these remedies to treat common ailments suffered by her family. And this elementary form of healing can be as simple as a cup of chamomile tea made from flowers picked fresh from our own garden to aid sleep.

‘Medicine is mine; what herbs and Simples grow/In fields and forests, all their powers I know,’ wrote Dryden and this sentiment is reflected in the fact that the olde herbals give a glimpse of a way of life in other generations, that is not always suggestive or recommended we try for ourselves. Herbalist, Nicholas Culpeper, whose name is still a household word with any who have an interest in natural medicine, and who published in 1652 for the …

benefit of the Commonwealth, his Compleat Method whereby a man may cure himself of being sick, for three-pence charge, with such things only as grow in England, they being most fit for English bodies’.

It would, however, be inadvisable to follow his advice today because:

It has not been thought expedient to include among the Simples for homely uses of cure such powerfully poisonous plants as Monkshood (Aconite), Deadly Nightshade (Belladonna), Foxglove (Digitalis), Hemlock or Henbane (except for some outward uses), and the like dangerous herbs, these being beyond the province of domestic medicine, whilst only to be administered under the advice and guidance of a qualified prescriber. [Herbal Simples, 1897]

Those of us who grew up with these various herbal remedies plucked straight from the garden or hedgerow had no idea that within our own lifetime, this first-hand knowledge would disappear forever. For example: that the daisy-like flowers of chamomile have long been used in burns remedies by making a compress using a cotton cloth soaked in a strong infusion of chamomile … or, alternatively, diluted and distilled witch hazel that can be bought in small bottles from the chemist to treat those irritating household burns from the iron and hot oil splatters. For sunburn a linen compress of cold milk was perhaps the best way to sooth the burned area. Or a teaspoon of salt dissolved in a glass of warm water to temporarily soothe a sore throat by gargling; or an infusion of fresh, sliced ginger to relieve nausea; slices of cucumber or cold teabags for sore and puffy eyes … and, of course, prunes for constipation. While there were all sorts of remedies for insect bites … from lavender, basil, lemon/lime or apple cider vinegar.

Medicinal herbs have been grown in gardens since they were recorded in Egyptian frescoes and the descriptions of the Roman Hortus, but it was the monastery gardens of the early Christian era, following the collapse of the Roman Empire, that began the Western tradition of herb growing and herbalism. This concept formed the basis for the popular novels and television series, The Cadfael Chronicles and the thought-provoking spin-off - Brother Cadfael’s Herb Garden - an illustrated companion to medieval plants and their uses – which chronicles the plants that would have been known to witches of the day.

As magic and religion, biology and medicine, botany and philosophy all originally coexisted side by side (rather than being separate and distinct sciences), elaborate rituals grew up around the gathering and use of plants and herbs. To be most efficacious they had to be picked and prepared at specific times of the day or year … Some of these ‘magical’ plants venerated by pagans were later Christianised by a simple name change. Although references to herbs, including spells and prescriptions, have been preserved from the civilizations of ancient Egypt, Mesopotamia, India and China, it was the classical works of the Greeks and Romans that dominated European science and medicine up to and throughout the medieval period.

The story of herbal healing has an impressive history, and in her highly readable book, The Healing Power of Celtic Plants, Dr Angela Paine traces the remarkable story of the Physicians of Myddfai. The knowledge of medicine in Wales goes back to ancient Celtic times when it was handed down orally through many generations and reveals that the Welsh physicians possessed knowledge of Greek, Roman and Arabic healing plant lore. During the 13th-century, a Prince of South Wales, Rhys Gryg, instructed his court physician, Rhiwallon, to gather together the knowledge of medicinal plants and their methods of application and to write it down in Welsh. This would enable others to make use of the information both then and during the centuries that followed.

Rhiwallon lived at Myddfai, and the countryside around the village is still very rich in medicinal plants. They include Valeriana officinalis, Filipendula ulmaria, Scrophularia nodosa, Digitalis purpurea, Plantago spp., and Achiltea millefolium; the uses to which the Myddfai Physicians put these plants, and others, are described in their writings. ‘Magical’ plants such as Verbena officinalis and Viscum album, which have Druidic connections are also included and some of these are still used today by herbalists, with many of the prescriptions of the Physicians remaining as relevant today as they were in the distant past.

Although the Anglo-Saxons were interested in herbs, the main research and development in herbal medicine after the collapse of the Roman Empire was carried out by Arab physicians, who based much of their learning on the writings of the ancient Greeks. After the Norman conquest of England in 1066, many Anglo-Saxon manuscripts were destroyed and replaced with books written exclusively in Latin. Although the Romans introduced many plants into Britain, it was the Emperor Charlemagne who actively encouraged the spread of herbs and spices throughout Europe; decreeing that each city within his empire should have a garden planted with ‘all herbs’. The foreign emperor’s edicts, however, did not reach as far as Britain and during the Dark Ages it was left to the monasteries to preserve and augment the legacy of herbal knowledge abandoned after the fall of Rome. Fortunately for posterity, at the Dissolution of the Monasteries c.1536, some valuable books and manuscripts on the subject found their way into private libraries.

Dr Richard Aspin searched through 17th-century recipe books to find out more about the herbal medicine found in Shakespeare’s plays because locally harvested wild herbs were the foundation of medical practice in England of the time. Some plants were cultivated in kitchen and herb gardens, but they differed little from their wild equivalents. Exotic herbs – that is, plants from overseas – were beginning to play an increasing role in the English pharmacopoeia, but whether native or exotic, ‘Simples’ – ‘those medicinal substances that nature provided without any human intervention’ – still formed the basis of Elizabethan domestic medicine.

In Shakespeare’s time there was a London street, named Bucklersbury (near today’s Mansion House), so noted for the number of apothecaries who sold Simples and sweet-smelling herbs that in The Merry Wives of Windsor, Sir John Falstaff describes the dandified fops of his day as ‘Lisping hawthorn buds that smell like Bucklersbury in simple time.’

William Fernie also made rare mention of the ‘green men’ [and women] who were first licensed in the Elizabethan Wild Herb Act to gather herbs and roots from wild, uncultivated land – but it was an occupation that had been going strong since the late 14th-century. A new kind of medical herbalist had evolved – the apothecary – who purchased plants collected from the countryside by these wandering herb collectors. In Green Pharmacy, Barbara Griggs records that, during the 17th-century, herbs could also be bought direct from the herb women in Newgate Market or Covent Garden. According to Fernie:

Coming down to the first part of the present [19th] century, we find purveyors of medicinal and savory herbs then wandered over the whole of England in quest of useful Simples as were in constant demand at most houses for the medicine-chest, the store-closet, or the toilet-table. These rustic practitioners of the healing art were known as ‘green men’, who carried with them their portable apparatus for distilling essences, and for preparing their herbal extracts. In token of their giving formally officiated in this capacity, there may yet be seen in London and elsewhere about the country, taverns bearing the curious sign of The Green Man & [his] Still

The Green Man & Still was a tavern originally situated at 335 Oxford Street, London and was also a coaching inn (a 1792 map shows it at the entrance to a stagecoach yard), the starting point/terminus of several stage coach routes out of London. Although the original tavern closed and re-located, it retained the Green Man & Still name as late as the early 1920s. Another Green Man & Still is recorded at 161 Whitecross Street, Clerkenwell in 1789 run by one Peter Richardson/victualler from Sun Fire Office records held at the London Metropolitan Archives. It closed in 2006 and remained empty until it became a coffee shop in 2011. The ‘Green Man’ became a popular name for English pubs in the 17th-century (when the Distiller’s Company Green Man & Still heraldic arms were still in common use), although most inn signs tend to feature the familiar foliated face of church architecture; while the ‘green men’ of Elizabethan times probably merged into the cunning-folk tradition and faded into oblivion.

The confusion between the two grew from a simple misunderstanding. Julia Somerset (Lady Raglan) only published one article on folklore in her lifetime, which appeared in the journal Folklore - formerly The Folk-Lore Journal (1883–1889) and The Folk-Lore Record (1878–1882) - and it almost certainly had a more lasting influence than anything written by her folklorist husband. She claimed to have investigated the supposed mythicritualistic origins underlying popular cultural motifs, but her focus of study was the foliate head seen everywhere in European medieval church decoration of the eleventh to sixteenth centuries. Before Lady Raglan’s intervention, this figure had been anonymous. She gave him a name: the Green Man.

The Green Man largely disappeared during the neo-Classical period and Industrial Revolution of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, although this time also saw the rise in popularity of the related figure of Jack-in-the-Green at May Day festivities (and rather mysteriously having a particular association with chimney sweeps in the early years). Leaf-covered Green or Wild Men had been appearing in town pageants for centuries, possibly as live representations of the Green Man of church architecture, but the first attested appearance of Jack-in-the-Green was as recent as 1775. Indeed, one might have expected the Green Man to disappear completely in this age of science and rationality, and for a time he seemed to have done just that. But he has never entirely faded away.

In Memory, Wisdom & Healing; The History of Domestic Plant Medicine, Gabrielle Hatfield has gathered together material from manuscripts, letters, diaries and personal interviews to produce a detailed picture of the use of domestic remedies in Britain from 1700 to the 21st-century. And although historians have neglected this captivating subject, her extensive research caused her to make an extremely important observation:

How far have we misinterpreted the role of the ‘cunning man’ or ‘wise woman’ of the past? Perhaps many of them were the equivalent of this informant’s aunt: well versed in plant medicines, and therefore able to help family and friends in time of sickness; just this and no more: there may have been no ritual or magic in their home medicines. This is not to deny the existence of magical and ritualistic practices in medicine. To deny this would be to fly in the face of evidence. What I am suggesting is that family plant-medicine was relatively free of these elements. Indeed, the use of native plants in self-help medicine in this country may have been the one constant thread in the history of medical practice. Magical and religious and astrological practices associated with physic waxed and waned in popularity, but the use of ‘simples’ remained constant: a standby for country people in times of illness.

Knowledge was handed down orally and only rarely were written records kept for posterity in rural communities. And, as Gabrielle Hatfield also observes, what few records there are on the subject have usually been written by those with no direct experience of country remedies.

Such writing tends to treat fragments of information as curios, of a rather quaint nature, to be collected together like a collection of dried butterflies. This not only removes the information from its context, it also tends to lead to a condescending attitude towards the users of such remedies. The very word ‘folk’ has come to have a patronizing ring to it, and too often accounts of folk medicine concentrate on the bizarre and fanciful. Taken out of context, and sometimes even quoted quite wrongly, this has built up a picture of folk medicine as a collection of odd and anachronistic rituals, practiced by the ignorant and superstitious. In reality, domestic [plant] medicine was a necessary tool for survival … and it is our loss if we dismiss this wisdom too lightly.

Up until the 18th-century, botany and medicine were closely allied but they subsequently drew apart and developed as separate disciplines. This is not to say that the old herbal remedies disappeared: traditions were kept alive in many rural locations, and in some countries, they never fell from use. In Europe the day-to-day use of herbs remained more widely practiced than it did in Britain. Mrs. Maud Grieve, whose famous herbal was published in 1931, did much to promote the renewed interest in herbs in Britain in the 20th century.

What we do know is that a preparation made with fresh ingredients is many times more effective than one made from dried plants. And while dominant flavour compounds in some herbs thrive when dried, the fresh version of more delicate herbs always provide more flavor than dried ones. Opinions often vary, but in general, we need to use three times the amount of fresh herbs as dried … so if a recipe calls for one tablespoon of dried basil from a jar, use three tablespoons of fresh basil. Or 1 unit of dried herb equals 3 units of fresh.

When beginning to explore the world of domestic plant medicine, traditional herbalism holds that it is best to start with them one at a time to fully experience the taste, the essence, and the benefit of a single plant. Try experimenting with the herbs, keeping a note of the effect they have (or don’t have), since not everyone reacts to particular herbs in quite the same way. There are some herbs that are recommended to be taken regularly even when we’re not ill, such as those that are rich in iron and vitamins added to salads.

Simpler, Susan Weed, believes that using one herb at a time gives us unparalleled opportunities to observe and make use of the subtle differences that are at the very heart of herbal medicine.

When we use Simples we are more likely to notice the many variables that affect each herb: including where it grows, the year’s weather, how we harvest it, our preparation, and the dosage. The many variables within one plant ensures that our Simple remedy nonetheless touches many aspects of a person and heals deeply.

By growing our own plants from seed, or buying small plants from a garden centre means that we know exactly what we are using but it isn’t enough, however, to read that rosemary can be used as a lotion applied to wounds, or that tea made with dried thyme cures a hangover. To get the most out of Nature’s medicine chest, we need to be familiar with the plants themselves and get used to handling them … but it is not always advisable to utilise Nature’s local bounty. There may be plants in profusion on urban waste ground and open verges but all may be coated with industrial and vehicle emissions, dust, grime … not to mention the gallons of urine emptied over them daily by a procession of passing dogs!

Also resist the popular alternative - to stock up with the entire range from your local health shop – and instead start with one multi-purpose fresh herb at a time. Experiment and get a feel for each individual plant and all its uses, so that the interaction comes naturally. Begin with those commonly in domestic use: such as the familiar herbs listed in the traditional folk song, Scarborough Fair – ‘parsley, sage, rosemary and thyme’ - since all can be obtained ready-grown in pots from a local supermarket.

Be warned, however, that supermarket bought herbs have often been force-grown and rarely survive very long in a warm kitchen, never mind being transplanted outside. Another reason is that supermarket herbs are actually many plants all squashed together in one pot and because the plants are so tightly packed, each one tries to grow up to the light, producing leggy plants without many side shoots. All of this means that they will droop sooner or later and give up the ghost, so keep them on a sunny windowsill and enjoy them in the kitchen until you can replace them with your own hardier home-grown plants.

And this is our first lesson in Simpling … sitting in a comfortable chair, we hold the crushed herb in a tissue or handkerchief up to our nostrils and breathe in the scent of the plant. Fresh herbs are best for this task, although dried ones can be used if we have none growing in our garden, or in pots on our window sill. We allow the scent to carry us away into another world and see what images or memories come through in this semi-drowsy or relaxed state. We try each one of the herbs in turn over several days and see which has the strongest effect on our senses. All of these plants are normal culinary herbs and have no hallucinogenic qualities but they do have the power to trigger the imagination … and memories. Try it and see for yourself.

Endpiece: Simples are used as quick, house-hold remedies in domestic folk-medicine and not intended for long-term treatments. If symptoms persist, a pharmacist, doctor or professional herbalist should be consulted because self-diagnosis and prescription can lead to problems. Adverse reactions to plant remedies can happen – even though many an amateur will claim that because plants are natural, they can’t harm! – and the Yoga Journal posted an interesting piece on the subject:

If for relief you turn to medicinal herbs, many of which come from the same plant families as the allergens; in looking for the cure for your allergies, are you just adding to the problem? People can have an allergic reaction to anything and although rare, medicinal herbs are no exception. We should also bear in mind that overdoing it with herbs can also have ill effects, so take only the recommended dosage and if we develop any signs - rashes, hives, itching - we should stop taking the herb. Some herbal products have been found to be contaminated by pesticides and heavy metals, so select only reputable brands if using shop-bought preparations.

Everyday kitchen cupboard ingredients can also be used for curing little ailments and back in the day, these were automatically administered whenever the need arose. Over-the-counter remedies still cost a fortune and were often no more effective than those old-fashioned cures our grandmothers handed out. Although the witch or wise woman’s modern kitchens might not have those old, evocative smells of yesteryear, the contents of the kitchen cupboard and larder (if you’re lucky enough to have one) should still contain these precious ingredients.

For example: ‘bicarb’ or baking soda has dozens of uses for minor medical complaints and personal health issues if you run out of a normal healthcare product. Create a breath freshener by adding one teaspoon in half a glass of water, swish, spit and rinse: odours are neutralized, not just covered up. It also serves as an emergency toothpaste. Use as a facial scrub by making a paste of three parts baking soda to one part water. This is gentle enough for daily use: rub in a gentle circular motion to exfoliate the skin and rinse clean. Pat baking soda onto your underarms to neutralise body odour and sprinkle in shoes to freshen.

‘Bicarb’ is a safe and effective antacid to relieve heartburn, sour stomach and/or acid indigestion. It is also standby for anyone suffering from cystitis or urinary tract infection. Take half a teaspoon in an 8fl oz glass of water a few times a day at the first sign of discomfort. For insect bites and bee stings make a paste out of baking soda and water, and apply as a salve onto affected skin. And to make a bath soak or refreshing foot bath, add 21oz of baking soda to the bath to neutralize acids on the skin and help wash away oil and perspiration; it also makes the skin feel very soft. A few tablespoons into the bathwater also helps relieve heat rash, hives, nappy rash and even haemorrhoids – a paste eases chicken pox itching, too. Soothe tired and aching feet by dissolving three tablespoons of baking soda in a bowl of warm water and soak feet. Gently scrub.





Chapter One

The Herb Garden

Anyone with a garden or a sunny windowsill can grow herbs because they are generally self-sufficient plants and, given a little care and attention, will thrive almost anywhere. Another advantage is that it doesn’t take much space to create a herb garden, and even a selection of herbs grown in a window box will provide a small annual harvest. Having our own herb garden also gives us the opportunity to use herbs immediately after harvesting, which can be important when making Simples at home. Many herbs are grown for their beauty as well as their magical, medicinal and culinary uses – and have been an attractive feature in ornamental gardens for centuries.

Herbs freshly gathered are preferable to commercially prepared ones and although the healing properties of shop-bought herbs remain intact, their aromatic qualities are often depleted due to over-long storage. Nothing can compete with the home-grown plants. Most herbs that we might grow in a Simples garden will be mild and safe, such as mint or chamomile; others are common culinary herbs, like parsley, sage, rosemary, and thyme. For many of us, the decorative value is probably the most important thing, but the addition of knowing how to use our herbs for good health is a boon we can enjoy, too.

Beware, however, that some medicinal herbs are downright poisonous, especially if ingested without expert advice; foxglove, or digitalis, and lily-of-the-valley are two of those plants that are found in most cottage gardens. And even common, nontoxic herbs can have an adverse reaction on some of us because overdoing it with herbs can have ill effects, so take only the recommended dosages. ‘People can have an allergic reaction to anything,’ says Mindy Green, director of education at the Herb Research Foundation, ‘and, although rare, medicinal herbs are no exception.’

When trying something new for the first time, eat only a very small amount to make sure there are no adverse effects, warns John Rensten of Forage London:


We are all wired differently and can respond differently too, so doing a simple tolerance test is a good habit to get into. By way of example, the root of common valerian is used to make a wonderful sedative tincture, rather like a natural valium, however in about ten percent of people it has the polar opposite effect and acts as a stimulant.



The family of herbs that most often causes reactions - the Asteraceae, or daisy family - includes ragweed, a common allergen, and healing herbs chamomile and echinacea. But does this mean that if we’re allergic to ragweed, we’ll automatically be allergic to its medicinal relatives as well? ‘There is not a direct relationship,’ says Dr. Varro Tyler, author of Tyler’s Honest Herbal and Professor Emeritus at Purdue University. ‘But it does mean that you’ll want to monitor your reactions more carefully when you take the herb.’ According to Dr Tyler, most allergic reactions produced by herbs are fairly mild - a runny nose, itchy skin or eyes, rashes, or hives but they don’t appear to be very common.

So, let’s get the warnings out of the way for a while … accept that by and large, herbs are good for us, providing we don’t take more than is beneficial for our health … and get down to the important nitty-gritty about growing our own …

The main requirement for cultivating herbs, of course, is growing them in the proper location. Most prefer full sun as long as regular summer temperatures aren’t scorchers but if we have very hot summers, then we can consider planting in an area that gets morning sun and afternoon shade in the summertime, or a place that receives filtered light (such as under a tree that allows dappled light to pass through). Check the area several times during the day to make sure that it receives at least four hours of sunshine. Herbs are much easier to grow than many houseplants because all they need is a sunny, warm place and containers large enough for the plants to grow - and a convenient water supply. Sunny decks, patios, and other such areas are great for container gardening and by growing herbs in containers, we save ourselves the difficulty of digging that a garden plot requires.

Herb gardens can be as large or small as space permits from a window-sill to an elaborate Tudor knot, or a landscaped cartwheel design, but most of us make do with informal beds and borders. For the more ambitious there are themed gardens – especially those for Simple growing and commonly referred to as a physic or apothecary’s garden that were the source of raw materials to heal the sick. In the tradition of monasteries, a range of Simples, or medicinal plants were grown in their own little plots. The advantage of keeping each herb in a separate bed was to make identification easier when it came to picking, as well as being an efficient method of cultivation on a small scale. It also provided easy access for planting, weeding and watering.

A modern garden of herbs for making simple home remedies draws on the best of these old traditions having an understated charm and being a low maintenance way to grow herbs. One idea is brought up to date by setting the plants among paving slabs at irregular intervals; another is a collection of wide-necked terracotta pots sunk into gravel in a simple configuration that is both functional and eye-catching. Or those themed gardens that echo the layout of the medieval monastery garden; an informal French-style potager or a more formal design of the symmetrical pathways and beds outlined with clipped box hedges and the apothecary or ‘physic’ garden.

If we want to pick herbs though out the year, all-weather paths or stepping stones should be incorporated into the design, and for convenience sake we don’t want to locate the bed too far from the kitchen door. Another aspect to consider is also creating a place to relax – a small seating area surrounded by fragrant herbs because a herb garden offers multi-sensory pleasures. Whether we grow edible herbs or herbs for other uses, many of them have a bonus of fragrance and often the scent comes from their foliage that is intensified when they are crushed or broken … so planting fragrant herbs where we will brush up against them when we walk by, is an easy way of enjoying a scented garden.

Gardening is a great stress-reliever but then, so is taking five minutes to sit out in a fragrant corner with a cup of tea and doing absolutely nothing in order to recharge our battries. Although diffcult to define, stress can be anything that disturbs a person’s sense of well-being and just getting out in the sunshine can actually improve our mood because sunlight also provides an influx of vitamin D, and the fresh air that that goes with it is good for our health. Getting outdoors to work with our garden is a great excuse to get more of this good stuff while having our very own piece of nature right outside the back door can help us feel this connection. One of the most relaxing activities must surely be sitting in a quiet and cozy corner with a good book and so, we might just want to create such a nice spot in our backyard or garden for that purpose.

There’s no better way to unwind at the end of a long, hard day than relaxing in a beautiful, tranquil garden area, no matter how small … so, we create that outdoor space to be a feast for the senses and allow it to work its healing magic on eyes and nose, ears and fingertips by including tactile and strokable plants in our herb bed; while the drone of a big lazy bumblebee flying from flower to flower must be one of the most relaxing sounds on the planet. It’s easy to forget the importance of touch, but running our fingers through soft, fluffy seed-heads can be just as therapeutic as stroking a pet. Grasses offer the full sensory spectrum and can be grouped together in colourful galvanized planters to add texture and variety throughout the year, while at the same time containing enthusiastic root-systems.

For the beds, choose aromatic leaves and scented flowers for a daily dose of accessible, stress-busting aromatherapy. We can create for ourselves a scented bower with roses, honeysuckle, or the beautiful evergreen star jasmine. Plant lavender, rosemary, thymes and tiny creeping mints; feverfew is a natural remedy for headaches, while sage is said to slow the ageing process. If we’re too busy to enjoy them during the day, we can go for plants with a strong evening perfume such as honeysuckle, evening primrose, night-scented stocks or even tobacco that smells sweetest after dusk.

In general, and where possible choose a spot that receives six or more hours of sun, except in the very warmest regions, where herbs appreciate afternoon shade. Many herbs, like parsley, mint, and thyme, will actually grow just fine in partial shade. Growing herbs in pots in a patio area also allows us to shift the garden to the sun and are ideal where there may not be enough soil for a traditional in-ground garden. Pots of herbs offer more than just flavor. Many release fragrances as plants bask in the sun or you brush by leaves, and they look beautiful on any patio, deck, or even a tiered doorstep. Invasive herbs such as mint, sward, comfrey and tarragon are better grown in containers.

Planting herbs in containers is also a practical and ornamental way of displaying your favourites, particularly if garden space is limited. They can be positioned ready to hand for harvesting and will look completely different from year to year if replanted with a different selection of herbs. A window box is a good way to grow culinary herbs, providing access to a supply of fresh leaves and a sheltered site for the plants; replant the window box when the plants become crowded. An old stone sink is the perfect container for different varieties of thyme and a sprinkling of gardener’s gravel between the plants turns it into an ornamental feature.

A pocketed herb-planter – known as a strawberry pot from its original use – also makes an interesting display and enables a number of herbs to be grown in a small place though the relatively small amount of soil means it soon becomes overcrowded and dries out. A grouping of herbs in a variety of pots placed at different heights makes an attractive display on a flight of steps. Or a collection of herbs grouped in pots and using an old wooden barrow to display them gives extra height and adds visual interest in a small space. A mix of open ground planting and small containers at varying levels also creates an unusual focal point.


Herbs are traditionally associated with small gardens and raised beds. Thymes, sages and rosemary can form the shrubby framework among which more tender herbs, such as basil, can be grown in summer. Plant chives as an edging in rich, moist soil where they will get the sun, or fennel that is attractive in both its green and bronze feathery forms. The sages are also ornamental: there are purple, yellow, variegated and narrow-leaved grey forms. Not to mention orach that comes in reds, pinks and purples - depending on the variety; use golden marjoram; blue rue and flowering thymes to add lots of colour. The beds can be enclosed by dwarf hedges of lavender and yellow-button santolina; or chives and small dianthus; or let them all flow together with some tall alliums, swaying blue flax and colourful flashes of marigolds and nasturtiums. [RHA Really Small Gardens]



Edible herbs often have edible flowers. With many herbs - such as basil, mint, and stevia - leaf flavour begins to change (usually for the worse) once those flowers begin to form, so remove blossoms as soon as you see them. Other herbs, like chives and pineapple sage, flower throughout the growing season and make wonderful salad toppers.

Not all ‘herbs’ are cultivated, however, and many listed in the old herbals can still be found growing in the wild. In the most generally accepted sense, herbs are plants valued for their medicinal or aromatic qualities, and often grown and harvested for their unique properties. Many more can be found growing in, or under hedgerows, such as hawthorn and jack-by-the-hedge; on waysides and waste-ground like coltsfoot and plantain; and in woodlands we can find brambles and the wild garlic-tasting plant, ramsons.

The ‘wild’ is, of course, all part of the witch’s herb garden since foraging is part and parcel of country living and utilising the healing properties of plants is an integral ingredient of traditional witchcraft and cunning-lore. It is, nevertheless, essential to know exactly what it is we are gathering because while garden herbs are easily identified, plants collected from the wild are usually less familiar and many are highly poisonous, even in the most unexpected of cases. For example:


It is widely known that the common field Buttercup, when pulled from the ground and carried in the palm of the hand, will redden and inflame the skin by the acrimony of its juices; or, if the bruised leaves are applied to any part they will excite a blistering of the outer cuticle, with a discharge of watery fluid from numerous small vesicles, while the tissues beneath become red, hot and swollen … a medical tincture of the Buttercup, if taken in small doses, and applied, will promptly and effectively cure the same troublesome ailment … [Herbal Simples, 1897]



This is the same flower that children picked in the meadows and held up to their playmate’s chin to see if they liked butter. But the real reason the flowers seem to shine with an intense glittering yellow is nothing to do with butter but about advertising the plants to insect pollinators from a great distance. And beggars used poultices of crushed buttercup leaves to inflict their own skin with harmful ulcers. The purpose of this seemingly ridiculous form of self-mutilation was to arouse pity and possibly a few pennies. As a result, the plant was rurally called Lazarus, or beggar’s weed.

Similarly, the Apiaceae, or plants of the parsley or carrot family (previously known as Umbelliferae) includes some wonderful edible plants like the carrot and parsnip, plus more aromatic varieties found in our spice cabinets, such as anise, celery, chervil, coriander, caraway, cumin, dill, fennel and of course, parsley. But unlike the mustard or mint families, the parsleys are not all safe for picking and eating. In fact, the parsley family is among the most important plant species to learn, since it includes the deadliest plants in the world: poison hemlock and water hemlock. And giant hogweed, whose sap, when combined with moisture and sunlight can burn the skin and eyes; potentially resulting in painful blistering, long-time sun sensitivity, permanent scarring, and even lasting blindness!

By contrast, the elder tree has long been associated with witchcraft, folklore and religion, which may partly reflect the wide range of medicinal uses of many parts of the plant because its country name is ‘poor man’s medicine chest’. Traditional winter cold remedies using elder include elderberry wine and elder flowers combined in a hot infusion with peppermint and yarrow. Elder leaves make a useful ointment for bruises, sprains and wounds. An ointment made from elder flowers is excellent for chilblains and stimulating local circulation. The flowers make popular hay fever treatments and their diuretic effect can also help to reduce congestion.

We also need to be mindful about the location where we find our wild herbs. Much has been written about the damage to human health from nitrogen oxides given off by traffic emissions, but the damage to sensitive plants has gone largely unnoticed. Excessive nitrogen also comes from ammonia in fertilisers and manures, with much of the countryside awash with nitrates running off farmland. More than a third of Britain’s wild flowering plants need low levels of nutrients in the soil, and they are suffering from too much nitrogen raining down from the atmosphere. That onslaught is having a devastating effect on 90% of sensitive plant habitats in England and Wales, such as woodlands, grasslands, heaths and bogs, according to the charity Plantlife. And in some wild areas, nitrogen-guzzling plants such as nettles have run riot and swamped the natural wild plants.


Whether urban foraging or in the countryside, we should wash anything we find at ground level. Dogs’ wee, due to clever canine leg cocking may be on plants a good bit higher so I never eat anything as I go along unless I’m sure it’s out of the dog wee zone (how high can an Irish wolf hound or Great Dane pee anyway?), or unless it’s in an area I’m sure no dogs could access. Avoid plants that look scorched or blackening, this could be either as a result of animal urine or far worse, the use of chemical pesticides. Just use your common sense and select plants, fruits, nuts and other foods in the same way you’d do in a shop, leaving behind anything that isn’t in great condition. Lastly, and to overstate the obvious, don’t pick anything from the base of city trees however healthy it looks (wee is a great source of nitrogen and plants thrive on it). [Forage London]



By today’s definition, a herb can be any plant with leaves, seeds, or flowers used for flavouring, food, medicine, or perfume but perhaps we are safer sticking to the common or garden herbs we all know and love because most herbs that we might grow in a Simples garden will be mild and safe, such as mint or chamomile. While parsley is a popular folk remedy for bad breath and chives may offer a number of health benefits, including prevention of cancer and mood enhancement.

A garden of Simples, composed of a selection of medicinal herbs, have been in use at least since the Middle Ages, though plants have been grown for medical purposes long before that. Even the smallest herb garden will bestow well-being, in addition to the pleasure gained from taking care of it. To admire our own home-grown herbs and harvest them in the preparation of making some beneficial preparations for our family… and ourselves … is one of life’s simple pleasures! The most common herbs can cure common ailments. Take the sage gargle that relieves an irritated throat; cold symptoms mitigated by a concoction of honey and mint; sorrel will soothe bites, as will lavender flowers applied directly on the skin to relieve burns, itching and insect bites.

If we intend to prepare Simples out of season using dried leaves, we need to collect them on a dry day after the morning dew has evaporated. Leaves are best harvested from young shoots up to the time of flowering and care should be taken not to bruise them. Aromatic herbs such as rosemary, sage and peppermint produce a fragrance - and with it their essential oils – in the midday sun and should be cut just before noon when the volatile oil content is at its highest.

Flowers should be harvested when their healing properties are at their best – just after they have opened, in dry weather and before the midday heat. Choose undamaged flowers and pick them with great care, without bruising the petals if possible.

Do not wash the leaves or flowers before drying as they are more likely to develop mould if they are left damp; cut herbs also need to be kept out of direct sunlight as this will spoil their quality and diminish any therapeutic actions. To kill any insect larvae that may be in our fresh herbs – particularly in roots and flower heads – wrap the herb in a polythene bag and place in the freezer for a few days. The frozen larvae will drop off the herb and be caught in the bag. These can be shaken out and discarded before the herb is used.

Endpiece: Never use a plant that is unfamiliar, or if you are not 100% confident of its identity. This particularly applies to those found growing in the wild. The most common problems in herbal treatment are not side effects but misapplication, and the wrong herb may exacerbate a problem. Bear in mind that even some milder herbs can have a cumulative effect and are best taken only for short periods: and avoided altogether during pregnancy.

Tish Romanov at the Old Apothecary had this to say on the subject …


Not too long ago I was asked to write a piece on the dangers of self-prescribing herbal medicines. We all have some experience in self-prescribing, from the mustard baths that are used to treat tired, stressed muscles, colds and fevers to the age-old remedies of honey and lemon or lemon and ginger used to treat colds and flu. But these are relatively simple remedies with little or no dangers attached.

In recent years the popularity of using alternative medicine has grown exponentially. People are looking for alternatives to conventional medicines for a variety of reasons, conventional medicine may have failed them, the idea of harsh chemical drugs does not appeal, or a desire to return to a simpler, more natural approach to healing the body. Whatever the reason, millions of people around the world have turned to herbal medicine to treat a variety of conditions. Many will tell you that herbal medicine is safe because it comes from plants, and therefore is natural, and couldn’t possibly harm you. But are they right? Is herbal medicine safe to use? And if it is safe, why do medical herbalists exist at all? Why not take control of prescribing ourselves?

Herbal medicine has been used by humans for thousands of years. In the UK, we have a long tradition of using herbal Simples, a tradition that is upheld by many rural folks, and by traditional witches who as part of their training learn how to concoct and use ancient Simples. A Simple is a single herb used to treat an ailment on its own. Classic examples of simples include the use of elder flowers to treat coughs, colds and flu, parsley tea to treat urine and kidney infections, parsley poultices for swellings and sores, and peppermint to treat digestive problems including colic and flatulent indigestion.
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