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PREFACE

Sadly, this book is published posthumously. It results from the author’s interest in plant and tree lore and ethnobotanical
studies developed over several decades of research and teaching. Although the author was checking the first print at the
time of his death, any inaccuracies or omissions would undoubtedly have been rectified if he had lived a few months
longer, and I can only apologise for these.

Throughout the book there are references to recipes of the past use of plants for a variety of uses—some of which would
be considered highly imaginative or mythical today. It goes without saying that such recipes should not be attempted by
the lay person, but should be seen in the light of man’s evolutionary understanding of the potential of plants within the
culture and environment that he lived.

The author had a very considerable collection of antiquarian books, but I would like to acknowledge the excellent
support he received from the London Library and West Wiltshire Libraries. I would also like to thank Sheila Tomkinson
for her generous help with proof-reading.

S. Watts
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Abortion

Abortion

A

Abies alba > SILVER FIR
Abies balsamea > BALSAM FIR

ABORTION

At the same time as being an aid to conception,
TANSY leaves were chewed by unmarried pregnant
girls to procure an abortion (Porter. 1969). Indeed, the
poisonous oil of tansy has long been taken to induce
abortion (Grigson). Exactly the same ambivalence is
shown in beliefs concerning PARSLEY. It is an aid
to conception on the one hand, and a contraceptive as
well as an abortifacient on the other. Cambridgeshire
girls would eat it three times a day to get an abortion,
but the belief is actually widespread (Waring). Eating
HORSERADISH leaves three times a day was a
valued means in the Fen country of causing abortion
(Porter. 1968), knowledge apparently not confined to
East Anglia, for Whitlock mentions it as a Wiltshire
remedy, if that is the right word to use.

LADY LAUREL (Daphne mezereum) is a poisonous
plant, dangerously violent in its action. Presumably
that is the reason for its inclusion in a list of abor-
tifacients used in Dutch folk medicine (van Andel).
According to Dodonaeus, it is so strong that it had
only to be applied on the belly to kill the child..
OLEANDER, too, is extremely poisonous, and has
been used for abortions in India (P A Simpson).
Hungarian gypsies recommended oleander leaves in
wine, together with those of peony, as well as ergot,
for abortions (Erdos. 1958). A certain Granny Gray,
of Littleport, in Cambridgeshire, used to make up
pills from the very poisonous HEMLOCK, penny-
royal and rue. They were famous in the Fen country
for abortions (Porter. 1969) in the mid-19th century.
SAVIN, probably the most notorious of the poison-
ous abortifacients, had been in use, as a matter of
common knowledge, since ancient times, and was
certainly well known in the 16th and 17th centuries,
for instance, the scurrilous lines in Middleton’s play,
A game of chess, act 1; sc.2:

To gather fruit, find nothing but the savin-tree,
Too frequent in nuns’ orchards, and there planted
By all conjecture, to destroy fruit rather.

Some of the common names for the tree bear witness
to this usage, names like Cover-shame and Bastard
Killer. And its contraceptive properties were well-
known, too. It was said that a stallion would never
cover a mare if there was any savin in the stable

(G E Evans. 1966). Even ARNICA, dangerous as

it is, has been used in folk medicine (Schauenberg

& Paris). MARSH ROSEMARY (Ledum palustre)

is another traditional abortifacient (Schauenberg &
Paris), and even the dried flowers of FEVERFEW

have been used in Europe (Lewis & Elvin-Lewis).
A volatile oil made from the wood of VIRGINIAN
JUNIPER, a close relative of Savin, has been used
for abortions (Weiner); if this is the substance
known as Red Cedar Wood Oil, then it must have
been a thoroughly dangerous process (Usher). It is
claimed that the Blackfoot Indians used the rhizome
of SWEET FLAG to cause abortions (Johnston).
That sounds highly unlikely, considering the plant’s
universal usage as a mild carminative.

RUE should never be taken if the patient is preg-
nant (Gordon. 1977) — with good reason, for it
has often been used for abortions (Clair). French
folklore insists that there was a law forbidding its
cultivation in ordinary gardens. It was said that
the specimen in the Paris Botanical Garden had to
be enclosed to prevent pregnant girls from steal-
ing it. In the Deux-Savres region of France it was
believed that it caused any woman who merely
touched it with the hem of her dress to miscarry
(Sebillot). HEMP leaves were recommended in
Cambridgeshire, the aim being to cause severe
vomiting, often enough to result in a miscarriage.
In the Scottish Highlands, it seems that the MOUN-
TAIN CLUBMOSS was used for the purpose.
James Robertson, who toured the West Highlands
and Islands in 1768, noted that “the Lycopodium
selago is said to be such a strong purge that it will
bring on an abortion” (quoted in Beith).

NUTMEGS were used at one time — the women in
London who were the practitioners were actually
known as “nutmeg ladies” (Emboden. 1979). BIT-
ING STONECROP is traditionally known as abortive
(Schauenberg & Paris). ‘A Middle English Rimed
Medical Treatise’ has:

She that drynkes fumiter and the stoncrope
Schal neuere yong childe in cradell roke.

In other words, they caused sterility or abortion

(I B Jones). A surprising report involves
HOUSELEEK. Some of the plants would be boiled,
and the water given to the girl to drink. Later on, she
would be told to climb a high wall and jump down,
and that would do the trick (Vickery). One assumes
that the second part of the treatment would have been
the only operative one, yet the plant appears in a list
of abortifacients used in Dutch folk medicine (Van
Andel). The dried flowers of SAFFLOWER have been
used in Chinese medicine as a “blood invigorator”,
whatever that means, though one meaning is certainly
to promote menstruation, which is presumably why
the flowers have the reputation in China of causing
abortion (F P Smith). PENNYROYAL, too, is a
known abortifacient (V G Hatfield. 1994), surprising,
perhaps, for a plant that is almost a panacea. But it

is also an emmenagogue (Cameron), which would
explain the usage.



Abscess

Acorns

It is said that a root decoction of the African tree
CATCHTHORN (Zizyphus abyssinica) will cause
abortion (Palgrave & Palgrave). BUSY LIZZIE was
an African plant originally, and some groups used its
root as an abortifacient (Watt & Breyer-Brandwijk).
SCARLET LEADWORT (Plumbago indica) is a well
known abortifacient in India and Malaysia, but it is a
thoroughly dangerous practice, and could be lethal.

(P A Simpson). It is the root that is used, apparently
by introduction into the vagina, and that would cause
violent local inflammation (Gimlette). Its close rela-
tive, CEYLON LEADWORT (Plumbago zeylanica)
is used in the same way in the Philippines (Watt &
Breyer-Brandwijk), and in Guyana, where it is called
Gully-root, the leaf decoction of GUINEA-HEN
WEED (Petiveria alliacea) is used (Laguerre).

Abrus precatorius > PRECATORY BEAN

ABSCESS

GROUNDSEL, MALLOW or MARSH MALLOW
poultices were quite common for boils and abscesses
(Hampshire FWI, Fliick, Tongue. 1965), and a hot
compress made from FENUGREEK seeds was used in
the same way (Fliick). The inner leaves of CABBAGE
could be used, too (V G Hatfield. 1994), and in Ireland,
a favourite treatment was to make a tea from BROOM
tops, and bathe the place with this (Maloney).
MADONNA LILY petals, macerated in alcohol,
usually brandy, were bound to abscesses, boils and
ulcers (Porter), and to all sorts of other skin eruptions.
A poultice of WILD SORREL leaves was used in parts
of South Africa to treat an abscess (Watt & Breyer-
Brandwijk). Similarly, a poultice of chickweed is still
prescribed by herbalists (Warren-Davis).

ABSINTHE

Thr drink known as Absinthe was actually taken as a
“tonic drink”; it became very popular by the end of
the 19th century. Made from oils of WORMWOOD,
combined with anise, coriander and hyssop, it is
actually a narcotic alcoholic drink, banned now that
it is realised that it causes permanent neural damage
(Emboden. 1979). Besides upsetting the nervous
system, it irritates the stomach and increases heart
action, and could cause disorientation, delirium and
hallucination (Le Strange). At one time, wormwood
was used in the preparation of all sorts of medicated
wines and ales. Nowadays, extract of aniseed has
replaced wormwood in aromatic liqueurs, in Pernod
for instance, though small amounts of wormwood
are still added to vermouth, which is a fortified white
wine (Le Strange).

Acacia catechu> CUTCH TREE
Acacia dealbata > SILVER WATTLE
Acacia karroo > MIMOSA THORN
Acacia seyal > SHITTAH

Acanthus mollis > BEAR’S BREECH
Acer campestre > FIELD MAPLE

Acer negundo > BOX ELDER

Acer pseudo-platanus > SYCAMORE
Acer saccharum > SUGAR MAPLE
Achillea lanulosa > WOOLLY YARROW
Achillea millefolium > YARROW
Achillea ptarmica > SNEEZEWORT
Aconitum napellus > MONKSHOOD

ACORNS

have their own folklore. In some parts of the
Continent they were put into the hands of the dead
(Friend). Their cups and stems are the pipes smoked
by the leprechauns (O Stilleabhain), and the cups are
fairies’ shelter, as Shakespeare knew : “All their elves,
for fear, creep into acorn-cups, and hide them there”
(Midsummer Night's Dream act 1. sc ). Carrying
one around in your pocket or purse is a way to keep
yourself youthful, and to preserve health and vitality
(Waring), or to prevent rheumatism (Thomas &
Thomas). Dreaming of then is a good sign — it shows
that health, strength and wordly wealth will be the
dreamer’s (Raphael), for acorns were in ancient times
the symbol of fecundity — the acorn in its cup was
one of the earliest phallic emblems (the acorn is the
masculine, and the cup the feminine) (Wellcome). But
over most of Europe, and in America, a plentiful crop
of acorns augurs a poor corn crop next year. There
was a form of marriage divination connected with
them, or rather, their cups — two of them were taken,
one named for the lover, and the other for one’sself.
Then they were set to float in a bowl of water;

watch them — if they sailed together, there would be
marriage, but if they drifted apart then it was obvious
what the result would be (Trevelyan). Of course,
acorns have been of economic importance since
prehistoric times as a substitute food. The offical
hunger bread of Tsarist Russia consisted of ten parts
of acorn flour, two parts of rye flour and two parts

of rye bran. In parts of Poland, acorn flour was quite
usual as an ingredient of bread — in fact, loaves made
purely from cereal flour were virtually unknown. In
Norway, too, acorn flour was used for bread right

up to the 19" century (Clark). Another way of using
them was to grind them up as flour with peas and
beans (Ablett). Very important, too, was the practice
of releasing pigs into oak woods — Gerard said,”’swine
are fatted [on acorns], and by feeding thereon have
their flesh hardy and sound”. Evelyn followed with “A
peck of acorns a day, with a little bran, will make an
hog (‘tis said) increase a pound-weight per diem for
two months together”.

Acorus calamus > SWEET FLAG



Adam-and-Eve

Agrimony

ADAM-AND-EVE

(Boland), or ADAM -AND-EVE-IN-THE-

BOWER (Macmillan) are names given to WHITE
DEADNETTLE, “because in the flower, if you hold it
upside down, the stamens can be seen lying for all the
world like two people side by side in a curtained bed”.

Adansonia digitata > BAOBAB

ADDER’S TONGUE

(Ophioglossum vulgatum) A plant with an evil
reputation, destroying the grass in which it grows,
and injuring the cattle that graze there (Addison).
Nevertheless, the leaves, when pressed, produce a
green oil, sometimes known as Green Oil for Charity
(Leyel. 1937), considered by the older herbalists as a
balsam for green wounds. An ointment, often called
Green Adder ointment, is also used. This dates from
ancient times, and is still available in the 20™ century
(Savage). The doctrine of signatures ensured that it
would be used for snake-bites.

ADENOIDS
In Russian folk medicine, a gargle of BEET juice is a
recognized remedy for adenoids. (Kourennoff).

Adhatoda vasica> MALABAR NUT

Adiantum capillus-veneris > MAIDENHAIR FERN
Aegopodium podagraria > GOUTWEED

Aesculus hippocastanum > HORSE CHESTNUT
Aesculus octandra > YELLOW BUCKEYE
Aframomum melegueta > MELEGUETA PEPPER

AFRICAN BLACKWOOD

(Dalbergia melanoxylon) Among some of the peoples
of the Sudan, the causes of illness are divined through
burning the young growths of this tree. The wood will
burn “bright and sharp”, so giving information about
the activities of witches, which can then be interpreted
by diviners (Rival). More empiricially, decoctions

of the roots are given throughout East Africa in the
treatment of sickness ascribed to the effect of an evil
spirit, and the bark is one of the ingredients of the
steam bath used for the same purpose (Koritschoner).

AFRICAN CORN LILY

(Ixia viridiflora). Ixia, the generic name, comes from
the Greek word ixos, meaning bird lime, for these
plants have a sticky sap, and can be used for the
purpose.

AFRICAN MAHOGANY

(Khaya ivorensis) A sacred tree in Yoruba belief,
venerated because of its usefulness, but the foot of
this tree was believed to be the favourite haunt of
wizards. It is, too, the symbol of vengeance, and must
not be cut down until the tree spirit that lives in its
branches has been propitiated by the offering of a
fowl, or some palm oil (J O Lucas).

AFRICAN MARIGOLD

(Tagetes erecta) Not African at all, as is well-known,
but a native of Mexico, brought back to Spain, and
then naturalised in North Africa, where the soldiers
of the Emperor Charles V, in the 1535 expedition to
free Tunis from the Moors, found it growing, and
assumed it was native (Fisher). It is claimed that

this plant, or indeed any of the species, will reduce
eelworm damage if planted among valued plants. The
root secretion will kill eelworms at three feet distance
(M Baker. 1977). They will, too, kill nematodes in the
soil, as well as whitefly, and are really great to grow
near potatoes and tomatoes (Boland & Boland), and
also carrots and onions (Vickery. 1995), to keep pests
away.

Ageratum conyzoides > GOATWEED
Agrimonia eupatoria > AGRIMONY

AGRIMONY
(Agrimonia eupatoria) A bitter herb, one of those
once used to make beer keep (Bottrell). But:

Kirn milk and agrimony
Mak’ the lasses fair and bonny (Simpkins).

A Guernsey preservative against spells, and a
typically complicated one, to be hung round the neck:
take nine bits of green broom, and two sprigs of the
same, which you must tie together in the form of a
cross; nine morsels of elder, nine leaves of Betony,
nine of Agrimony, and a little bay salt, salammoniac,
new wax, barley, leaven, camphor and quicksilver. The
quicksilver must be enclosed in cobbler’s wax. Put

the whole into a new linen cloth that has never been
used, and sew it well up so that nothing will fall out.
Hang this round your neck. It is a sure preservative
against the power of witches (MacCulloch). Agrimony
was used in Guernsey for divinations too; one charm
was to put two fronds of agrimony, each bearing nine
leaflets, crosswise under the pillow, securing them

by two new pins, also crossed. The future husband
would appear in a dream (MacCulloch). But actually
dreaming of agrimony foretells sickness in the house
(Mackay).

Agrimony tea can be drunk as an ordinary beverage
tea, popular once with French peasants (Cullum). It
was known as Tea Plant in Somerset (Macmillan),

and it is thé des bois in France, too (Clair). But it

can be used as a gargle for a dry cough (Conway),

or for a whole variety of ailments, lumbago among
them (Vickery. 1995). It had a reputation for curing
jaundice, and Culpeper assured us that “it openeth and
cleanseth the liver”, and in fact that was what it was
used for in Gaelic folk tradition (Beith). Gerard had
already recommended the leaf decoction as “good for
them that have naughty livers, and for such as pisse
bloud upon the diseases of the kidneys”. It is still used
by herbalists as a liver tonic (it is sometimes known as



Ague

Alder Buckthorn

Liverwort), as well as for some kinds of rheumatism
(Conway), for which it was a popular medicine in
Cumbria (Newman & Wilson). The tea was a gypsy
remedy for curing coughs, too (Vesey-Fitzgerald), and
it is good for sore throats (A W Hatfield). It is still
used for digestive disorders, and as a “blood puri-
fier” (Clair), the latter recorded as a folk medicine in
Dorset (Dacombe).

Agrimony was an ingredient in genuine arquebus-
cade water, as prepared against wounds inflicted by
an arquebus, and mentioned by Philip de Comines

in his account of the Battle of Morat, 1476. Eau
d’arquebuscade was still supplied in 1897 for sprains
and bruises (Fernie). “Agrimony sod in red wine,
wherewith if wounds be washed, it cleanseth all

filth and corruption from it ...”(Lupton). It was an
ingredient of a plaster to get thorns or splinters out of
a wound (Dawson. 1934), according to a 15th century
leechdom. Agrimony and black sheep’s grease were
used for a Scottish ointment (Dalyell), and another
ointment, for backache, was made with our plant

and mugwort, in the 14" and 15" centuries (Henslow
Dawson, ).

Agrimony wine is made, typically, to drink when one
has a cold (Grigson. 1955), and the infusion was once
used as an eye lotion for the cure and prevention of
cataract. This kind of use is ancient; the Anglo-Saxon
version of Apuleius, for example, had a remedy for
“sore of eyes”, as well as for a number of other ail-
ments, including snake-bite, for which there were
other remedies in that period. Storms quoted another
Anglo-Saxon magical cure, in which he recommended
the use of agrimony to “make one ring about the bite,
it (the poison) will not pass any further...”. Lupton,
too, noted that agrimony by itself was enough:

“... with a wonderful facility (it) healeth the bites

of serpents and other venomous beasts”.

Agropyron repens > COUCHGRASS
Agrostemma githago > CORN COCKLE

AGUE

A charm, using GROUNDSEL. A woman suffering
from the disease was recommended to tell her
husband to tie a handful of groundsel to her bare
bosom while the charmer spoke the necessary
incantation (Black). It had to remain there, and as
the herb withered, the ague would go away. Wesley
prescribed another charm for the same sickness —
“For an ague ... take a Handful of Groundsell, shred
it small, put it in a Paper Bag, four Inches square,
pricking that Side which is to [go] next the Skin full
of Holes. Cover this with thin Linnen, and wear it
on the Pit of the Stomach, renewing it two Hours
before the Fit : Tried”. That charm was being used
in Cornwall long after Wesley’s time. PANSY leaves
in the shoe were said to cure ague, but Gerard was
more conventional. “It is good, as the late Physitions

write, for such as are sicke of an ague, especially
children and infants ...”. In Sussex, it used to be said
that eating nine SAGE leaves on nine consecutive
mornings (or some say seven leaves on seven
mornings (Thompson. 1947)) is a cure for the ague
(Fernie).

A Suffolk cure for ague was a mixture of beer, gin
and ACORNS (Gentleman's Magazine; 1867).

Surely the strangest, and one of the more disgusting,
remedies for the ailment was the Scottish one that
prescribed “a little bit of ox-dung drunk with half a
scruple of masterwort” (Graham). Wearing round the
neck a bag filled with grated HORSERADISH was a
Cambridgeshire ague preventive. TEASEL was used
in some parts (Black). The Gentleman's Magazine

in 1867 mentions a remedy where the patient had to
gather teasels and carry them about with him. But
the remedy lay apparently in what was found inside
the teasel — in Lyte’s translation of Dodoens, 1586,
he says “the small wormes that are founde within

the knops of teasels do cure and heale the quartaine
ague, to be worne or tied about the necke or arme”
(see HULME. 1895). In the Fen country of England,
OPIUM POPPY was grown so as to provide the
medicine to treat the endemic ague or malaria rife
there (see MALARIA), and the doctrine of signatures
would ensure that WILLOWS would feature in ague
medicine; it grows in wet conditions, and the disease
is caused by damp. A charm used in the Lincolnshire
marshes to get rid of the ague was to take a sprig of
ROWAN over a stile, and then return home by another
route. In that way, the disease would leave the patient,
and the next person who passed over the stile would
then take it (Gutch & Peacock).

AKEE

(Blighia sapinda) An African tree, but cultivated in
tropical regions and southern Florida for its fruit,
known as akee, which is from an Ashanti word.
Canning and exporting them is now an industry in
Jamaica. The aril is the edible part, but if they are
under-ripe, they are poisonous, and risky if over-ripe
(Menninger). African women grind the bark and mix
it with locally made black soap to wash with during
pregnancy. This is supposed to ensure an easy delivery
when the time comes (Soforowa).

Alcea officinalis > MARSH MALLOW

ALDER BUCKTHORN

(Frangula alnus) The berries, bark and leaves are
toxic, for they are a violent purgation. As Gerard
pointed out, “the inner bark hereof is used by divers
countrymen, who drinke the infusion thereof when
they would be purged. It is... a medicine fit for
clownes rather ... than for dainty people”. Hill noted
that in Yorkshire “they bruise the bark with vinegar,
and use it outwards [externally] for the itch, which it
cures very safely”. And in the Balkans, a rash would



Alexanders

Almond

be bathed in a decoction, which had to be left under
the eaves overnight (Kemp).

ALEXANDERS

(Smyrnium olusatrum) A Mediterranean plant,
naturalised now in Britain, chiefly near the sea,
probably as a relic of old cultivation as a potherb
(Grigson). There have been a number of medicinal
uses in past times, notably for dropsy, for which
Dioscorides recommended it. A 15" century leechdom
also prescribed it, and other herbs, “for all manner of
dropsies: take sage and betony, crop and root, even
portions, and seed of alexanders, and seed of sow
thistle, and make them into a powder, of each equally
much; and powder half an ounce of spikenard of
Spain, put it thereto, and then put all these together in
a cake of white dough and put it in a stewpan full of
good ale, and stop it well; and give it the sick to drink
all day ...” (W M Dawson). Alexanders also used to
be prescribed for bladder problems.

ALGAROBA BEANS
CAROB pods are known in commerce as Algaroba-
beans. The word itself is exactly the same as ‘carob’.

ALKANET

(Anchusa officinalis) “The gentlewomen of France

do paint their faces with these roots. as it is said”
(Gerard). Anchusa is from the Greek meaning to
paint or dye (another species is Dyer’s Bugloss (4
tinctoria). Alkanet seems to be one of the most
ancient of face cosmetics (Clair). This use of the roots
for making rouge led to the plant becoming known as
a symbol of falsehood (Folkard).

Allium ascalonium > SHALLOT
Allium cepa > ONION

Allium porrum > LEEK

Allium sativum > GARLIC
Allium schoenoprasum > CHIVES
Allium ursinum > RAMSONS

ALLSPICE

(Pimento dioica) 1t is called Allspice because it
seems to combine all the flavours of nutmeg, clove,
cinnamon, and juniper berries, making it a favourite
ingredient for mulled wine (Leyel.1937). The ripe
berries have been used in Jamaica for flavouring a
special drink based on rum, and known as pimento
dram (Brouk). There used to be something called a
spice plaster to put on parts affected by rheumatism
or neuralgia. The way to make it was to crush an
ounce or so of whole allspice, and boil it down to a
thick liquor, which was then spread on linen ready
to be applied (A W Hatfield). One sometimes comes
across the belief in America that a necklace of
allspice worn round a baby’s neck will help teething
(H M Hyatt).

ALMOND

(Prunus amygdalus, or sometimes Amygdalus
communis). The two varieties are dulcis and amara,
sweet and bitter almonds. The former are often known
as Jordan Almonds, a name that has nothing to do with
the Middle East. Jordan is the same as the modern
French jardin, in other words, it is the cultivated kind.
A crazy tree, according to beliefs on the Greek islands.
Crazy, because it is apt to bloom as early as January; if
frosts occur afterwards, as they often do, then there will
be no crop (Argenti & Rose). These early flowering
Prunuses have always been a source of comment —
witness the name Precocious Tree for the apricot. Such
a habit accounts for its symbolism of hope.

To dream of eating almonds, according to the old
dream books, signifies a journey, its success or oth-
erwise depending on whether they were the sweet or
bitter kind you were eating (Dyer). Some superstitions
from the Mediterranean area show the almond to be

a protective influence. In Morocco, for example, they
would say that a jinn does not come near a person who
carries a stick cut from a bitter almond tree, or who is
carrying a charm made from its wood (Westermarck).

There is sexual symbolism, too. Greek mythology

has the Phrygian tale of Attis. In one version he is
castrated by the gods, and dies. His testicles fall to the
ground and sprout new life in the form of an almond
tree (Edwards). Not that this symbolism is entirely
Greek, for at gypsy weddings in parts of Spain every-
one heaps pink almond blossoms over the bride’s head
as she dances. Such throwing over the bride’s head is
known in Greece as, significantly, “pouring”, as if the
almond blossom were life-giving water. An almond
tree will always fruit well near the home of a bride,

it is said. Almond paste, called ‘matrimony’, since

it blends sweet and bitter flavours, usually appears

on wedding cakes. In Italy, pink and white sugared
almonds are distributed in ornamental boxes at wed-
dings, like bread cake elsewhere. So universal are
almonds at Greek weddings that the question “when
will we eat sugared almonds?” is asked instead of
when will the wedding be (Edwards). They are equally
prominent at Indian weddings, and some are put at
every table setting at the reception; they may indicate
both prosperity and children, i.e., money, fertility

and sexual fertility. Sugared almonds may, in certain
circumstances, be given at a Greek funeral, but the
symbolism is the same. The funeral would have to be
that of a spinster, and the almonds are for a parody

of a wedding that did not take place in life, and also
to mark her wedding to Christ (Edwards). In another
manifestation of the symbolism, unmarried girls often
keep some of the almonds for divination. Three under
the pillow will inspire dreams of the future husband.

Aloe chinensis > BURN PLANT
Aloe vera> MEDITERRANEAN ALOE
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ALOPECIA

MAIDENHAIR FERN has been used to stop the
hair falling out, a use stemming from the legend
that the hair of Venus (capillus-veneris) was dry
when the goddess came out of the sea, since when
the fern has been used in hair lotions, particularly
for lotions to prevent the hair from going out of curl
on damp days. From there it is but a short step for
the doctrine of signatures to ensure that it should be
used for alopecia. It is the ashes of the fern, mixed
with olive oil and vinegar, that are used (Leyel.
1937). SOUTHERNWOOD had a similar reputation.
See Gerard’s prescription “the ashes of burnt
Southernwood, with some kind of oyle that is of thin
parts ... cure the pilling of the hairs of the head, and
make the beard to grow quickly”.

A cap of IVY-leaves worn on the head was supposed
to stop the hair falling out (Leather), or to make it
grow again when illness had caused it to fall. Gerard
claimed that a gall from a DOG ROSE, stamped
with honey and ashes “causeth haires to grow which
are fallen through the disease called Alopecia, or the
Foxes Evill”.

Alopecurus myosuroides > HUNGRY GRASS

Alopecurus pratensis > FOXTAIL, i.e., MEADOW
FOXTAIL

Althaea rosea > HOLLYHOCK

ALUM-ROOT

(Heuchera americana) The root of this plant would
be used when a powerful astringent was needed,

for example, a wash can be made for wounds and
obstinate ulcers (Lindley). The Meskwaki Indians
used the leaves in a similar way for sores (H H Smith.
1928), and a tea is an American country remedy for
diarrhoea (H M Hyatt).

AMBOYNA WOOD

(Pterocarpus indicus) The red resin of this tree is
known as dragon’s blood, and was once much used in
medicine, but now seems to be confined to use as an
aphrodisiac, or at least as a man-attracting charm

(C J S Thompson. 1897).

AMERICAN BLACKBERRY

(Rubus villosus) Like most of the brambles, this was
used as an astringent tonic for diarrhoea, dysentery,
and the like (Grieve.1931). The astringency probably
helps the throat membranes, for the Cherokee people
made a habit of chewing the roots and swallowing
the saliva when they had a cough. They also used it
as a poultice for piles. A syrup of blackberry root

is an American country remedy for dysentery, and
the juice of the fruit, spiced and laced with whisky,
is a well-valued carminative drink in Kentucky, the
original of the well-known “Blackberry Cordial”
(Lloyd).

AMERICAN CHESTNUT

(Castanea dentata) Very rare in the United States
now, the result of chestnut blight disease. While the
tree was plentiful, it was used in domestic medicine,
particularly an infusion of the dried leaves, given for
whooping cough, and carrying one in the pocket was
said in Iowa to bring good luck (Stout).

AMERICAN COWBANE

(Cicuta maculata) Cherokee women, so Weiner
reported, chewed and swallowed the highly toxic
root for four consecutive days to induce permanent
sterility!

AMERICAN PENNYROYAL

(Hedeoma pulegioides) It was used medicinally by the
American Indians. The Iroquois, for example, steeped
the leaves to make a tea for headaches (Weiner), and
they also used it to keep off insects (a volatile oil

is still made from it for just this purpose). Another
use, known by the Penobscot, was for suppressed
menstruation (Youngken). This is still in use, often
with sage (Corlett), and is a Hoosier remedy for the
condition, as a form of birth control (Tyler).

AMERICAN WHITE HELLEBORE

(Veratrum viride) Poisonous, of course, like the true
hellebores. People like the Blackfoot Indians have
been known to use the plant for suicidal purposes
(Johnston). The alkaloids in it lower the blood
pressure, and so reduce the heart rate (cf WHITE
HELLEBORE (Veratrum album). Owing to its emetic
qualities it is seldom fatal to man (in accidental
circumstances), but overdoses are distressingly
energetic (Lloyd). The Cree Indians used the
powdered roots for a snuff in the treatment to reduce
hernia. The patient would be raised on a platform to a
horizontal position. He would take a good pinch of the
snuff, and during the violent sneezing that followed
someone would be standing ready to push the hernia
back with his fist! (Corlett). The Quinault Indians
boiled the whole plant, and drank it in very small
doses, for rheumatism. Others, who know all about its
poisonous character, just tie a leaf round the patient’s
arm, or wherever, to relieve pain (E Gunther). Because
it is so poisonous, it is no surprise that the root was
carried as a charm to ward off evil spirits, or to kill sea
monsters, by the Salish Indians of Vancouver Island
(Turner & Bell).

AMERICAN WORMSEED

(Chenopodium ambrosioides) As the name implies,
this plant is a famous anthelmintic. But care has to
be taken, for an overdose can be dangerous, even
fatal (Tampion). Brazilian curanderos use it as an
ingredient in the ritual baths that form part of healing
ceremonies (P V A Williams). It must grow in Africa,
too, for the leaves are one of the ingredients used

in the steambath used to treat sickness ascribed to
the effect of evil spirits (Koritschoner). To prevent
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nightmares, Amazonian peoples like the Ka’apor
bathe their heads with the leaves (Balée).

AMULETS

Usually used for prophylactic purposes rather

than therapeutic. For example, it used to be said in
Warwickshire that a child wearing a cross made of the
white pith of an ELDER would never have whooping
cough (Palmer). Necklaces made of small twigs from
a churchyard elder for the same purpose are recorded
too (Lewis). That same necklace would have been used
to prevent teething fits (Friend). Similarly, in Ireland,
nine pieces of a young twig were used for epilepsy;
should the necklace fall and touch the ground, it had
to be burned, and a new one made (Wilde). That

was probably because it was believed that the really
efficacious elders themselves would never have
touched the ground, for the preferred amulet tree
would have grown in the stump of some other tree,

a willow for preference, where birds had dropped the
seed. PEONY roots were, in the same way, used as
amulets. A necklace turned from the roots was worn
by Sussex children to prevent convulsions, and to

help teething (Latham), and a necklace made from the
seeds was also used in parts of France to keep children
free from fits (Sebillot). Gerard also mentioned a
necklace made from the roots “tied about the neckes
of children” as an effective “remedy against the falling
sicknesse”. Langham went beyond the falling sickness;
he claimed that it protected against the “haunting of
the fairies and goblins”. These necklaces were known
as Anodyne necklaces in the 17" and 18" centuries.
The galls on a DOG ROSE were once treated as
amulets, by wearing them round the neck to cure
whooping cough (Grigson. 1955), or even merely
hanging them in the house (Rolleston); they were worn
against theumatism (Bloom), or piles (Savage). Putting
one under the pillow was a Norfolk way to cure

cramp (Taylor), and carrying one in the pocket would
prevent toothache (Leather). Occasionally, whole
plants of BUCK’S HORN PLANTAIN were worn
round the neck as amulets against the ague, a practice
recorded in Sussex (Allen), but it seems to have come
from Gerard, but he warned, “unto men, nine plants,
roots and all; and unto women and children seven”.
Yorkshire schoolboys carried them as a charm against
flogging (Gutch); that is why they were known there as
Savelick, or Save-whallop (Gutch, Robinson).

In Italy, amulets for the prevention of insomnia were
made by binding OAK twigs into the form of a cross
(Leland. 1898). Amulets of FENNEL were sometimes
made — the seeds were hung round a child’s neck to
protect from the evil eye (W Jones), and in Haiti it
protects from loupgarous (F Huxley). A medieval
Jewish protective amulet used a sprig of fennel over
which incantations had been recited, wrapped in silk
along with some wheat and coins, and the whole lot
encased in wax (Trachtenberg). CAMPHOR was once

used to keep off evil spirits (Maddox), while in more
recent times it was worn to protect the wearer from
epidemics (the strong smell would be enough to repel
evil, and so would be antiseptic in some way). In the
Balkans, VALERIAN was sewn into a child’s clothes,
as an amulet to ward off witches (Vukanovic), and
WOODY NIGHTSHADE was hung round a baby’s
neck to help teething, and around the neck of cattle
that had the staggers (Brand/Hazlitt).

Welsh tradition in particular valued VERVAIN as

an amulet, the dried and powdered roots to be worn
in a sachet round the neck (Trevelyan). But similar
practices were recorded elsewhere. In the Isle of Man,
neither the mother nor a new-born baby were let out
of the house before christening day, and then both had
a piece of vervain sewn into their underclothes for
protection (Gill. 1963). In Sussex, too, the practice
was to dry the leaves and put them in a black silk bag,
to be worn round the neck of a sickly child (Latham),
most probably to avert witchcraft rather than to effect
a cure, and it was sewn into children’s clothing to
keep fairies away. ST JOHN’S WORT is just as good,
at least at its proper season, which would be St John’s
Eve and Day. It will keep out all evil spirits and
witches. Some say it should be found accidentally. In
the Western Isles it had to be sewn into the neck of

a coat, and left there. Interfering with it in any way
would rob it of his powers (Spence. 1959).

Figures cut from a MANDRAKE root were worn

as amulets by both men and women in Palestine as
fertility charms (Budge). The plant was believed to

be an aphrodisiac, and Palestinian women quite often
used to bind a piece of the root to their arm, the belief
being that it could only exert its magical influence if
worn in contact with the skin (G E Smith).

Amygdalus communis > ALMOND
Anacyclus pyrethrum > PELLITORY-OF-SPAIN
Anadenanthera peregrina > COHOBA

ANAEMIA

NETTLE tea is an Irish remedy for anaemia

(O Stilleabhainn), and there seem to be safe grounds
for considering it so. Young nettle leaves have the
effect of increasing the haemoglobin in the blood
(Bircher), hence the various “spring tonic” uses one
finds in folk medicine, whether it is called that or
“blood purifier”. The medicine usually takes the form
of a tea, and sometimes dandelion leaves are included,
as in a Dorset “blood tonic” recipe (Dacombe).
SWEET CICELY is said to be a great help in curing,
or avoiding, anaemia (A W Hatfield), and WOOD
SORREL formed part of an Irish cure for anaemia
(O Stilleabhain). BLACKBERRIES, too, are good for
the condition (Conway). ONIONS will reduce blood
pressure, and improve the blood in cases of anaemia
(Schauenberg & Paris). CHICKWEED contains both
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copper and iron, so it is useful for anaemia. In what
seems to be an example of the doctrine of signatures,
Cherokee medicine men used BLOODROOT in
remedies for regulating menstruation, and also for
anaemia (B L Bolton).

ANAESTHETIC

MANDRAKE was probably the first anaesthetic,
and could be prepared simply by steeping the juice,
or boiling the root, in wine; then a draught could be
given before surgery, and the pain possibly dulled
(H F Clark). A 5" century work has the observation
(in translation) “if anyone is to have a member
amputated, cauterized, or sawed, let him drink an
ounce and a half in wine; he will sleep until the
member is taken off, without either pain or sensation”.
Mixing it with lettuce seed and mulberry leaves
would make it more potent. It has been said that the
first volatile anaesthetic was a sponge boiled in such
a mixture and held under the face of the patient. But
of course, it is a powerful poison, and too much of it
could bring on madness, paralysis or death. HEMP,
too, has been used as an anaesthetic. It was in AD 220
that a Chinese physician and surgeon used cannabis
resins mixed with wine as an anaesthetic, rather like
the early Greek use of Mandrake. Both are pain-
relievers (Emboden. 1972).

Mexican surgeons have used an alkaloid from the bark
of TREE CELANDINE (Bocconia frutescens) as an
anaesthetic (Perry. 1972). In central Africa, the leaves
of CHINESE LANTERN (Dichrostachys glomerata),
when used as a treatment for snakebite, are said to act
as a local anaesthetic (Palgrave).

Anagallis arvensis > SCARLET PIMPERNEL.
Anaphalis margaretacea > PEARLY IMMORTELLE
Anastatica hierochuntica > ROSE OF JERICHO
Anchusa officinalis > ALKANET

Anemone coronaria > POPPY ANEMONE
Anemone nemerosa > WOOD ANEMONE

Angelica archangelica > ARCHANGEL

Angelica sylvestris > WILD ANGELICA

ANGINA

Russian folk practitioners have always treated angina
pectoris with an infusion of HAWS (a glassful three
times a day at meals). In Germany, the infusion in
alcohol is considered to be the only effective cure for
angina. LADY’S SMOCK is sometimes combined
with the infusion of haws. To what purpose, one
wonders? (Kourennoff). Here in Wiltshire a tea made
from haws is said to be good for heart disorders, for
it helps to prevent arteriosclerosis (Leete). Herbalists
warn, though, that the effect is only noticeable after
a prolonged course of treatment. In China, CASSIA
twigs have been used to improve blood circulation,

and also to treat angina, as did the heartwood of
SANDALWOOD (Geng Junying), from which Oil of
Santal is also made.

ANISE (ANISEED)

(Pimpinella anisum) It is not a popular flavouring in
Britain, though apparently it was cooked as a potherb
in England in the mid-16™ century (Lloyd). Anisette
is one of the cordial liqueurs made by mixing the oil
from the seeds with spirits of wine, added to cold
water on a hot day for a refreshing drink (Grieve.
1933). But it is also used in ouzo, raki, Pernod, etc.,
(Brouk), and, in South America, aguardiente (Swahn).
Another use for the oil has been to cover up the bad
taste of medicines (Swahn), but it is also said to be a
good mice bait, if smeared in traps. It is poisonous to
pigeons, and will destroy lice.

This is one of the herbs supposed to avert the evil eye
(Grieve. 1931), and it was used in a Greek cure for
impotence; ointments were made of the root of narcis-
sus mixed with the seeds of nettle or anise (Simons).
Gerard claimed, among other things, that “it helpeth
the yeoxing or hicket, [hiccup, that is] both when it is
drunken or eaten dry; the smell thereof doth also pre-
vaile very much”. It is best known as an indigestion
remedy. The Romans offered an anise-flavoured cake
at the end of rich meals to ease indigestion.

ANODYNE NECKLACES

The name given in the 17" and 18" centuries to
necklaces of PEONY roots or seeds, used as amulets.
They were worn by children to prevent convulsions,
or to help teething (Latham). Gerard also mentioned
a necklace made from the roots, and “tied about the
neckes of children” as an effective “remedy against
the falling sicknesse”. The use went further : it “heals
such as are thought to be bewicht...”. Langham, too,
went beyond the falling sickness; he claimed that

it protected against “the haunting of the fairies and
goblins”.

Antennaria dioica > CAT’S FOOT

Antennaria plantaginifolia > PLANTAIN-LEAVED
EVERLASTING

Anthemis cotula > MAYDWEED

Anthoxanthum odoratum > SWEET VERNAL
GRASS

ANTHRAX

An African treatment for anthrax is reported using
WATERCRESS. It is apparently a Xhosa remedy
(Watt & Breyer-Brandwijk).

Anthyllis vulneraria > KIDNEY VETCH

ANTI-DEPRESSANTS

Chewing MILK THISTLE leaves can relieve
depression (Boland. 1977), a fact known by Gerard’s
sources.
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Antiaris toxicaria > UPAS TREE
Antirrhinum majus > SNAPDRAGON
Aphanes arvensis > PARSLEY PIERT

APHRODISIACS

Many plants have been claimed as such, upon what
grounds beggars the imagination. Who, for instance,
would have thought that PURSLANE (Haining),

or NETTLE ever enjoyed such a reputation, even

as a flagellant? (Leyel. 1937). The seeds, so it was
claimed, powerfully stimulate the sexual functions,
and they figured, too, in a Greek remedy for
impotence, when an ointment was made from the
roots of narcissus with the seeds of nettle or anise
(Simons). On the other hand, “to avoid lechery, take
nettle-seed and bray it in a mortar with pepper and
temper it with honey or with wine, and it shall destroy
it ...” (Dawson). In other words, exactly the opposite
of the aphrodisiac claim. Another unlikely claimant,
also ambivalent, is LETTUCE. The Romans certainly
thought of it as promoting sexual potency

(R L Brown), and the Akan belief, from West Africa,
was that Min, a sky fertility god, was associated with
a plant assumed to be some kind of lettuce, believed
to stimulate procreation. The reason is that the juice of
some of the lettuces is milky, resembling either, in the
female aspect, the flow of milk, or in the male aspect,
semen (Meyerowitz). By Gerard’s time, he asserts that
the juice “cooleth and quencheth the naturall seed if it
be too much used ...”. Women were wary of lettuce,
for it would cause barrennness, so an old superstition
runs. It probably arose because it was thought that

the plant itself was sterile (M Baker.1980). It is
recorded that women in Richmond, Surrey, would
carefully count the lettuce in the garden, for too many
would make them sterile (R L Brown), but what the
maximum acceptable number was is not revealed.

CYCLAMEN was reckoned aphrodisiac, a reputa-
tion that it enjoyed since ancient times. In fact, it
became the very symbol of voluptuousness (Haig).
Gerard repeated the belief, and recommended that
the root should be “beaten and made up into tro-
chisches, or little flat cakes”, when “it is reported to
be a good amorous medicine to make one in love, if
it be inwardly taken”. GARLIC in this category is
difficult to understand. Chaucer’s Somnour, who was
“lecherous as a sparwe”, was particularly fond of it:
“Wel loved he garleek, onyons and eek lekes”. And it
had the same reputation in Jewish folklore
(Rappoport). PARSLEY wine had this reputation, too
(Baker. 1977), but a good many of the superstitions
pertaining to this herb are connected with conception
and childbirth — “sow parsley, sow babies” and so on.
Surely it was nothing more than sympathetic magic
that led Gerard to recommend ASH seeds to ... stirre
up bodily luste specially being poudered with nutmegs
and drunke”. WALNUT is mentioned as an aphrodi-

siac in Piers Plowman, probably on the strength of its
being an ancient symbol of marriage, the nuts being
of two halves (I B Jones). NUTMEGS were reckoned
to be aphrodisiac at one time, standard ingredients in
love potions, and widely used. They still are, appar-
ently, for Yemeni men take them even now to enhance
their potency (Furst). Even TOBACCO leaves were
thought at one time to be aphrodisiac (Brongers), and
in 16" and 17" century Europe, potions for peren-
nial youth were made from it, and in medieval times
DEADLY NIGHTSHADE was included, for halluci-
nations caused by drugs derived from this very poi-
sonous plant could take on a sexual tone. Large doses
are liable to result in irresponsible sexual behaviour,
hence the aphrodisiac tag (Rawcliffe).

At least with CUCKOO-PINT the reason is obvi-
ous enough. Its method of growth, the spadix in the
spathe, stood for copulation. This is the reason for all
the male + female names, and for the sexual over-
tones in a lot of others. The ‘pint’ of Cuckoo-pint is
a shortening of pintel, meaning penis; a glance at the
plant will show why. Recent name coinage carries on
the theme, for Mabey. 1998 has recorded Willy Lily,
as ribald as any of the older ones. Even SUMMER
SAVORY (or JASMINE (Haining) ), was claimed as
an aphrodisiac, but that belief rested on the derivation
of the generic name, Satureia, which some thought
was from ‘satyr’ (Palaiseul). Leland said that VER-
VAIN was a plant of Venus. In other words, it was
used as an aphrodisiac, or as an ingredient in some
kind of love philtre (Folkard). Lyte recommended
WILD SAGE seeds drunk with wine, and so did
Culpeper. HOGWEED is another unlikely candidate
for inclusion here, but, so it is claimed, it has been
shown to have a distinct aphrodisiac effect (Gerard).
Even LOVAGE had this reputation, surely only as

a result of misunderstanding the name, for Lovage
has nothing to do with love. TOMATOES, too, owed
a one-time reputation of being aphrodisiac to ety-
mological confusion. The original Italian name was
pomo dei mori (apple of the Moors), and this later
became pomo d’ore (hence Gerard’s Gold-apples).

It was introduced to France as an aphrodisiac, and
the French mis-spelled its name as pomme d’amour.
So the tomato eventually reached England under the
name pome amoris — love-apple, which name went
back to America with the colonists (Lehner &
Lehner). VALERIAN also was supposed to be aphro-
disiac (Haining), and there is a record of Welsh girls
hiding a piece of it in their girdles, or inside their
bodices, to hold a man’s attention (Trevelyan).

PANSIES were once thought to be aphrodisiac.
Shakespeare, of course, knew this. Oberon’s instruc-
tions to Puck were to put a pansy on the eyes of
Titania. And the plant was dedicated to St Valentine;
all this accounts for the numerous “love” names, of
the Jump-up-and-kiss-me type (see Watts. 2000),
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including the one given by Shakespeare — Cupid’s
Flower. On the priciple of homeopathic magic, that
which causes love will also cure it, or the result of it.
That was why it was prescribed for venereal disease.
Gerard noted the belief, and prescribed “the distilled
water of the herbe or floures given to drinke for ten or
more daies together ... (it) doth wonderfully ease the
paines of the French disease, and cureth the same...”.
Culpeper too regarded it as “an excellent cure for the
French disease, the herb being a gallant Antivener-
ean”, the latter remark being contrary to the accepted
belief of his time. But such a hopeless idea as pansy
being aphrodisiac must be reflected in the best-known
of the “love” names — Love-in-idleness, for that

can only mean Love-in-vain, a name that is actually
recorded in Somerset (Grigson. 1955).

Who would ever have thought of POTATOES as
aphrodisiacs? But Shakespeare was only echoing
popular belief when he had Falstaff say: “Let the sky
rain Potatoes ... and hail Kissing-comfits, and snow
Eringoes”. Almost certainly he was referring to sweet
potatoes, but no matter, for the idea lingered after the
introduction of our potato, and all because of a fun-
damental error. Being a tuber, it was mistaken by the
Spanish who first came across both the potato (papa)
and sweet potato (batata), for a truffle, and the truffle
was the trufa, eventually meaning testicle, and so an
aphrodisiac (Wasson). The other Spanish term for the
truffle was turma de tierra, even more explicitly ‘earth
testicle’. In the same way, the testicle-suggesting
tubers of EARLY PURPLE ORCHID ensured that the
root would be regarded as aphrodisiac, the old tuber
being discarded, and the new one used. It would be
dried, ground, and secretly administered as a potion
(Anson). Another orchid with the same reputation,
among the American Indians, was FROG ORCHID
(Yarnell). Similarly, a root with that reputation was
that of SEA HOLLY, preserved in sugar, and known
as Kissing Comfits, as mentioned above, in Falstaft’s
speech (see KISSING COMFITS). Even WILLOW
was once credited with being an aphrodisiac — “spring
water in which willow seeds have been steeped was
strongly recommended in England as an aphrodisiac,
but with the caveat that he who drinks it will have

no sons, and only barren daughters” (Boland. 1977).
GLOBE ARTICHOKE has to be included. As Andrew
Boorde had it, “they doth increase nature, and dothe
provoke a man to veneryous actes”.

Among African examples, the Zezuru chewed the
roots of MIMOSA THORN (4cacia karroo) as an
aphrodisiac (Palgrave & Palgrave), and in Malawi, the
leaves of CATCHTHORN (Zizyphus abyssinica) are
chewed for the effect (Palgrave & Palgrave).

CORIANDER seed was one of the many plants sup-
posed to be aphrodisiac. It is mentioned as such in the
Thousand and one Nights. Albertus Magnus (De vir-
tutabis herbarum) includes it among the ingredients

of a love potion. SESAME seed, soaked in sparrow’s
eggs, and cooked in milk, also bore this reputation,
and so did GINSENG. The name is Chinese, Jin-chen,
meaning man-like, a reference to the root, which, like
those of mandrake, was taken to be a representation
of the human form, and it was this supposed resem-
blance that resulted in the doctrine of signatures stat-
ing that the plant healed all parts of the body (W A R
Thomson. 1976). The more closely the root resembled
the human body, the more valuable it was considered,
and well-formed examples were literally worth their
weight in gold as an aphrodisiac (Schery; Simons).

It was the the Dutch who brought the root to Europe,
in 1610, and its reputation as an aphrodisiac came
with it. The court of Louis XIV in particular seemed
to value this reputation (Hohn). AMBOYNA WOOD
(Pterocarpus indicus) once had this sort of reputation,
or at least was used as a man-attracting charm (C J S
Thompson. 1897), as was PATCHOULI perfume, too
(Schery). MANDRAKE was held to have aphrodi-
siac as well as narcotic virtues. Theophrastus, in the
4th century BC, recommended the root, scraped and
soaked in vinegar, for the purpose (Simons). But the
plant was perhaps better known as an aid to concep-
tion, and to put an end to barren-ness, even indepen-
dently of sexual intercourse. And see Genesis 30.
14-16, in which it is said that Rachel bargained for
the mandrake with her sister Leah (by giving up her
husband to her). She sunsequently bore her first-born,
Joseph, though she had previously been barren (see
Hartland. 1909). Mandrake’s associates in British
flora, BLACK BRYONY and WHITE BRYONY, have
inherited the aphrodisiac beliefs, the former, accord-
ing to East Anglian farm horsemen, benefiting both
man and horse (G E Evans. 1966). CARDAMOM has
long been famous as an aphrodisiac, and it has been
suggested that the practice of blending coffee with
cardamom, still current, it seems, in Saudi Arabia, is
that the cardamom would eliminate the bad effects of
drinking the coffee (Swahn).

Apparently SAFFRON, like coca, enjoyed in the
Aztec court the reputation of being an aphrodisiac
(De Ropp). However unlikely that may sound, there
are comparable beliefs in the Old World — see Leland.
1891: “Eos. the goddess of the Aurora, was called the
one with the saffron garment. Therefore the public
women wore a yellow robe”. There is a doubtful look-
ing observation that Rorie made, when he claimed
that an infusion of Deutzia gracilis was taken as an
aphrodisiac in Scotland (Rorie. 1994).

Apium graveolens > CELERY
Apium nodiflorum > FOOL'S WATERCRESS

APPLE

(Malus domestica) There seems to be an archetypal
belief that the apple can show man the way to a
god-like state of wisdom and immortality (cf. the
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story of Newton’s discovery of gravity — the apple
was the instrument of his enlightment). In Avalon,
apples grow in profusion, and it has been suggested
that the controlled eating of apples was once a
mystical practice. This would explain the belief
that the apple was the fruit of the Garden of Eden,
through which knowledge came (though the story
has made it the symbol of temptation (Leyel. 1937),
for a quite different reason). The apple is also the
emblem of Christ, as the new Adam, so when it
appears in the hands of the original Adam it means
sin, but with Christ, it symbolizes the fruit of
salvation (Ferguson). It was also used to symbolize
the secret of immortality. Perhaps that is why
apples feature so prominently in divination games,
in various ways. In what remains the best-known of
these divinations, young giels would peel the apple
skin off in one continuous piece and throw it over
the left shoulder, whence it was hoped it would fall
in the shape of a letter which would be the initial
of the man they would marry. Or, as in parts of
America, the peel had to be put over the door, and
the first man to enter through the door would be
the husband (Stout). If the peel broke, she would
not marry at all (Waring). Or, as in Lancashire for
instance, the peel should hang on a nail behind the
door. The initials of the first man to enter the house
afterwards would be the same as that of the future
husband (Opie & Tatem).

The pips too can be used in these divinations. If,
for instance, a girl cannot choose among several of
her suitors, she should take a pip and recite one of
the men’s names, then drop the pip on the fire. If it
pops, well and good, for it shows the man is “burst-
ing with love for her”. Of course, if it is consumed
without making any sound at all, she will know the
man is no good for her (Waring). The rhyme to be
spoken is:

If you love me, pop and fly,
If you hate me, lay and die (Halliwell. 1869).

Another divination game involving apple pips was
to take one of them between finger and thumb and
to flip it into the air, while reciting “North, south,
east, west, tell me where my love doth rest”. You had
to watch the direction in which it fell, and then draw
your own conclusions (Courtney. 1887). Another
way of doing it was to stick two pips on the cheek

or forehead, one for the girl’s choice and the other
for another man who was not. The one named for
the man she really wanted would stick longest, not
all that difficult to manage, or to make sure the
unwanted one fell first (Opie & Tatem). A Kentucky
version requires five seeds on the face, named.

Then the first to fall off shows the one that the girl
will marry (Thomas & Thomas). Another American
children’s game merely involves counting the seeds to
predict the future:

One I Love

Two I love

Three I love I say;

Four I love with all my heart
And five I cast away;

Six he loves

Seven she loves

Eight they both love;

Nine he comes

And ten he tarries,

Eleven he courts

And twelve he marries (Stout).

Similarly, the number of seeds found indicates the
number of children you will have. Even the stalks can
be used; the girl has to twist the stalk to find whom
she will marry. The game is to twist while going
through the alphabet, a letter for each twist. The letter
she has reached when the stalk comes off is the initial
of the first name of the man she will marry (Opie

& Tatem). An Austrian divination involved cutting

an apple in two on St Thomas’s Eve (20 December)
and counting the number of pips. If it was an even
number, then she was soon to marry. But if she had
cut one of the pips, she would have a troubled life and
end up a widow (Waring).

To dream of apples means long life, success in trade,
and a lover’s faithfulness (Gordon. 1985). But there is a
darker side of apple belief. True, it was used as a sanc-
tuary in catching games in Somerset, but one children’s
rhyme is open to quite a different interpretation:

Bogey, Bogey, don’t catch me!
Catch that girl in the apple tree! (Tongue).

And there are a number of death omens connected
with apples. Out of season blossom is sinister.

If it happens when there is fruit on the tree, it is

a sign of death in the family, put into rhyme in
Northamptonshire as:

A bloom upon the apple tree when apples are ripe,
Is a sure termination of somebody’s life (Baker.
1980).

The “somebody” being a member of the owner’s
family, it must be understood. Never leave a last
apple on the tree, for that too would mean a death in
the family. Not in Yorkshire, though, for there one
must be left on, as a gift for the fairies (Baker. 1980).
But if one stayed on, that was a sign of a death in
the family (Gutch. 1911). It is also very unlucky to
burn apple wood, in spite of its undoubted fragrance.
As the tree is an ancient symbol of plenty, to destroy
it might disturb the household’s prosperity (Baker.
1974). Never eat an apple without first rubbing it
clean, for that would constitute a challenge to the
devil (Waring). Never eat an apple until they have
been christened. i e not until after St Swithin’s Day
(15 July), when rain can be traditionally expected, to
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perform their christening. In Cornwall the injunction
covers St James’s Day (25 July), when they say they
get their final blessing (Vickery. 1995), and apples
should only be picked at the “shrinking of the moon”
(Notes and Queries. 1st series. vol 10; 1854 p156).
And never plant a rowan near an apple tree, as one
will kill the other (Tongue). But there are some lucky
omens; for instance, it is lucky to see the sun through
the apple branches on Christmas Day (Baker. 1980).
But it is really Old Christmas Day (6 January) that

is the important time, for then it means a good apple
crop to come (Vickery. 1995). Put into rhyme on
Dorset, the belief is:

If Old Christmas Day be fair and bright,
You’ll have apples to your heart’s delight.

Old Christmas Day is the great apple wassailing time.
Wassail literally means ‘good health’, and to wassail
a tree implies going through some ceremony that will
ensure its health and ability to produce an abundant
crop.

Wassail the trees, that they may bear
You many a plum and many a pear;
For more or less fruit they will bring,
As you do them wassailing.

There was nearly always a rhyme to be said or a song
to be sung, the best known being:

Here’s to thee, old apple tree;

Whence you may bud, and whence you may blow.
And whence you may bear apples enow

Hats full, caps full,

Bushel-bushel sacks full,

And my pockets full, too (Brand).

If the parson happened to be popular, the line:
Old parson’s breeches full
was added (Ditchfield.1891).

In the areas of east Cornwall and west Devonshire the
custom was to take a milkpanful of cider, into which
roasted apples had been chopped, into the orchard.
This was put as near as possible dead centre of the
orchard, and each person (and it was important that
everyone partook; the children were brought out,

and so were the sick and invalids, for if anyone were
missing, the charm would not be effective (Whitlock.
1977)) would take a cup of the drink, and go to each
separate tree, and say the ritual formula. Part of the
cupful of cider was drunk as a health to the tree. But
the rest was thrown at it (Hunt. 1881). The throw-
ing is deliberate, and acts as a warning to the tree.
Guns are actually fired into the branches, and before
guns were common, the trees were beaten with sticks
(Whitlock. 1977). The Hampshire advice to knock

a rusty nail into the tree if it is not bearing (Hamp-
shire FWI) is another example of this threatening or
warning behaviour towards the tree. After all, a good

apple crop is important enough in the cider-producing
areas (Leather) to take whatever steps are necessary as
insurance (see also WASSAIL).

“An apple a day keeps the doctor away” is a very
well known prescription, varying slightly in different
regions. In Herefordshire it was:

Take an apple going to bed,
“Twill make the doctors beg their bread (Leather).

However, it is not often that they are linked with any
particular ailment, (Galen prescribed apple wine

as a cure-all (Krymow)), although advice from the
Highlands of Scotland enjoins a decoction of apples
and rowan, sweetened with brown sugar to be taken
for whooping cough (Beith). A Yorkshire practice
was to use a poultice of rotten apples for what were
known as botches, described as small boils (Gutch.
1911). American opinion suggested that apples
would relieve rheumatism (Thomas & Thomas), and
another American domestic remedy is a lotion to cure
dandruft, made of one part of apple juice to three
parts of water (H M Hyatt).

There are one or two charms recorded, like this
Devonshire wart cure: cut an apple in two, rub one
half on the wart. Give it to the pig to eat, and eat the
other half yourself (Choape). More widespread was a
similar one for warts, which were rubbed nine times
with an apple cut in two. The sections were re-united
and buried where no human foot was likely to tread.
In Northumberland the warts were opened to the
quick, or until they bled, and then they were rubbed
well with the juice of a sour apple. The apple was then
buried (Drury. 1991). These are all simple transfer-
ence charms, but there is one more, for rheumatism
this time, that merely involved carrying half an apple
in the pocket (Foster). Half a potato is more usual than
an apple for this purpose, but a hazel nut is sometimes
used instead.

APPLE-RINGIE

A Scottish name for SOUTHERNWOOD. Simpson’s
explanation is that apple is from the old word aplen,
a church, and ringie is Saint Rin’s, or St Ninian’s,
wood (Ringan was the Scots form of Ninian). Aitken
offers another derivation. Appelez Ringan, pray to
Ringan, became first Appleringan, then Appleringie.
But Jamieson says that it is from the French ‘apile’,
strong, and ‘auronne’, southernwood, which derives
from abrotanum.

ARABIAN JASMINE

(Jasminum sambac) In India, the flowers, sacred to
Vishnu (Pandey), are strung together as neck garlands
for honoured guests, and in Borneo, women roll up
jasmine blossoms in their hair at night (Grieve. 1931),
as Indian women do, too. It is a symbol of chastity
and conjugal fidelity (Gupta), but the flowers are
supposed to form one of the darts of Kama Deva, the
Hindu god of love (Pandey).
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Arachis hypogaea > GROUND NUT
Araucaria araucana > MONKEY PUZZLE TREE

ARCHANGEL

(Angelica archangelica) 1t blooms around the
Archangel Michael’s Day, 8 May in the earlier
tradition (Emboden), hence the comon name, though
it is more likely that the name was given because
Tradescant found it near the Russian town of that
name (Fisher). According to Grimm, the name is
given because its efficacy against such epidemic
diseases as cholera and the plague was revealed by
an angel in a dream. Then there was the name Holy
Ghost — “some call this an herb of the Holy Ghost;
others more moderate call it Angelica, because of

its angelic virtues, and that name it retains still, and
all nations follow it” (Culpeper). The root was the
special part (radix Sancti Spiriti), chewed during the
Great Plague in an attempt to avoid the infection.
With this background it is hardly surprising that

it was used as a protection from other things, evil
spirits, witchcraft, for instance, and against the cattle
disease called elf-shot (Prior). Cornish folklore still
regards it as a strong witch repellent (Deane & Shaw).
The belief is at least as old as Gerard, who said “it is
reported that the root is availeable against witchcraft
and inchantments, if a man carry the same about him
...”. The Lapps believed it prolonged life, and they
chew and smoke it in the same way as tobacco (Leyel.
1937). Sometimes one comes across mention of a
Holy Ghost pie, apparently used in the Black Mass.
It is suggested, by Rhodes, that this was an angelica-
flavoured cake, and therefore a host.

The name ensures wonders in medical treatment, but
there are genuine usages, too. A Cornish cold cure
requires that elder flowers and angelica leaves be
steeped in boiling water for ten minutes, strained and
sweetened to taste (Deane & Shaw), while a good
gargle for a sore throat can be made with an infusion
of the leaves and stems (Conway). An ointment made
from the roots can soothe rheumatic pains and skin
disorders, a use that was already known in medieval
times, as the following prescription from the Welsh
text known as the Physicians of Myddfai shows: “for
scabies. Take the roots of archangel, boil well, and
boil a portion of garlic in another water. Take a good
draught of the decoction, and wash your whole body
therewith every morning. Boil the residue of the
archangel and garlic in unsalted butter, make into an
ointment and anoint your whole body therewith for
nine mornings”.

There is a piece of pure fantasy, from “A booke of
Phisicke and Chirurgery”, written in 1610, but obvi-
ously of much earlier date, and offering a receipt “for
one that hath loste his mind - take and shave off the
hayre of the mouilde [apparently the dent in the upper
part of the head] of his heade, then take archangel and
stampe it, and binde it to his heade where it is shaven,

and let him take a sleep therewithall, and when he
awaketh he shall be right weake and sober enoughe”.

Arctostaphylos uva-ursi > BEARBERRY

Arenaria serpyllifolia > THYME-LEAVED SAND-
WORT

Argemone mexicana > MEXICAN POPPY
Arisaema triphyllum > JACK-IN-THE-PULPIT
Aristolochia clematitis > BIRTHWORT

Aristolochia serpentaria > VIRGINIAN SNAKE-
ROOT

Armeria maritima > THRIFT
Armoracia rusticana > HORSERADISH

ARNICA

(Arnica montana) The tincture, in use till recently,
but now replaced by a much safer cream, is applied
to whole chilblains, and to sprains and bruises,
hence its name “tumbler’s heal-all” (Thomson.
1978). Internal use of the tincture would almost
certainly be lethal, but there are a number of
homeopathic uses, in minute doses, for shock, for
example (M Evans). In folk medicine, it has even
been used as an abortive (Schauenberg & Paris), and
a decoction of ivy and arnica is used in the Balkans
for skin diseases (Kemp). One of the names for the
plant is Mountain Tobacco. The leaves, or indeed

all parts, can be used to make a tobacco substitute,
known in France as tabac des savoyards, tabac des
Vosges, or herbe aux précheurs (Sanecki). One of the
French names can be translated as Sneezewort, for the
flowers, if smelt when freshly crushed, will certainly
cause a sneezing fit (Palaiseul).

ARQUEBUSCADE WATER

AGRIMONY was an ingredient of genuine
arquebuscade water, as prepared against wounds
inflicted by an arquebus, and mentioned by Philip de
Comines in his account of the Battle of Morat, 1476.
Eau d’arquebuscade was still being supplied in 1897
for sprains and bruises (Fernie).

ARROW TREE

(Sapium bilocurare) Natives of Lower California used
to warn that this is a dangerous tree; travellers were
told that if they fell asleep under it they would wake
up blind (Menninger).

Artemisia abrotanum > SOUTHERNWOOD
Artemisia absinthium > WORMWOOD

Artemisia arborescens > SHRUBBY WORMWOOD
Artemisia cina> LEVANT WORMSEED

Artemisia dracunculoides > RUSSIAN TARRAGON
Artemisia dracunculus > TARRAGON

Artemisia gnaphalodes > WHITE MUGWORT
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Artemisia ludoviciana > LOBED CUDWEED
Artemisia maritima > SEA WORMWOOD
Artemisia pontica> ROMAN WORMWOOD
Artemisia tridentata > SAGEBRUSH
Artemisia vulgaris > MUGWORT

ARTERIOSCLEROSIS

GARLIC is still prescribed for the condition, though
its virtues seem to lie in reducing blood pressure,
reports of which are recorded from Ireland, and
Alabama. A decoction of HAWS , taken instead

of tea or coffee is used for high blood pressure
(Kourennoff) for it helps to prevent arteriosclerosis.
In any case, haws in various preparations have

been prescribed for angina pectoris, particularly in
Russian folk medicine (Kourennoff), and in Germany
it is claimed to be the only effective cure for the
condition. Herbalists, though, still maintain that
HAZEL nuts improve the condition of the heart, and
prevent hardening of the arteries (Conway). Like true
garlic, the wild garlic (or RAMSONS) is prescribed
by herbalists as a tea made from the dried leaves,

or by eating the fresh leaves, for this complaint
(Fliick). Herbalists still use DAISIES for improving
the circulation. They will keep the artery walls soft
and flexible (Conway), and GLOBE ARTICHOKE
has been used, too (Schauenberg & Paris). LIME-
FLOWER tea, good for many conditions, is said to be
good for arteriosclerosis, too, for it thins the blood,
and so improves the circulation (M Evans). The dose
is given as one cupful, four times a day, between
meals. See also HYPERTENSION.

ARTHRITIS

A Kentish village remedy for arthritis required
NETTLES to be cooked and eaten, and then the
water in which they had been boiled had to be drunk
(Hatfield. 1994). PRIMROSE leaves and flowers
used in salads will, so it is claimed, help to keep off
arthritis (Page. 1978). COMFREY root tea has been
taken, too (Painter). A decoction of BIRTHWORT has
been used to soothe the pain of arthritis (Schauenberg
& Paris), and in Russian folk medicine. The much-
vaunted Oil of EVENING PRIMROSE has also been
recommended to help arthritis (M Evans).

WHORTLEBERRY leaves or young shoots were
used— one part to one part of alcohol, kept in a warm
place for 24 hours, and then strained. The dose

would be a tablespoonful in warm water, twice a day
(Kourennoff). The Indiana remedy for the condition is
to eat fresh or dried POKEBERRIES each day (Tyler).
In Barbados, the leaf decoction of GUINEA-HEN
WEED (Petiveria alliacea) is taken for the conplaint
(Laguerre).

Artocarpus altilis > BREADFRUIT
Artocarpus heterophyllus > JACKFRUIT

ARUM LILY

(Zantedeschia aethiopica) A thoroughly unlucky
plant, not to be taken indoors, and never brought
into a hospital (Deane & Shaw). The reason is
its association, in the 19" century, with funerals
(Vickery. 1985).

Arum maculatum > CUCKOO-PINT

ASAFOETIDA

(Ferula assa-foetida) To prevent colds, tie a small

bag of it round the neck. Sometimes the asafoetida
would be soaked in camphor first (Stout). Tied round
a baby’s neck, it will help it to cut teeth without pain.
“Wear asafoetida to keep the itch away” (Stout) — or to
keep diphtheria away — or cure whooping cough — or,
in Maryland, for hysteria (Whitney & Bullock).

German Hexenbanner used to advise people who
thought they were bewitched to burn asafoetida all
night in every room of the house, with doors and
windows shut. The witch would be bound to visit the
house within three days (J Simpson. 1996).

ASH

(Fraxinus excelsior) Y ggdrasil, the tree of the universe
of Scandinavian mythology, is generally supposed

to have been an ash (see Yggdrasil), the tree upon
which Odin hanged himself in his quest for wisdom
(Davidson, Turville-Petrie). According to Hesiod, the
men of the third age of the world (the Bronze Age)
grew from the ash tree, and Teutonic mythology has

it that the first men came from this tree (Rydberg).
Ash and human birth are linked in many ways. In the
Highlands, at the birth of a child, the midwife used

to put a green ash stick into the fire, and while it

was burning, let the sap drop into a spoon. This was
given as the first spoonful of liquor to the newborn
baby (Ramsay). It is said that it was given as a

guard against witches, or against the evil eye. The
mythology claimed that the fruit of Yggrdrasil ensures
safe childbirth. When Ragnarok draws near, it was
said the ash tree will tremble, and a man and woman
who hide in it, Lif and Lifthrasir, will survive the
ensuing holocaust and flood. They stand alone at the
end of one cycle and the beginning of another. From
these two, the earth will be re-peopled, and Yggrdrasil
itself will survive Ragnarok. In other words, Yggdrasil
is the source of all new life (Crossley-Holland).

The Irish tree, Bile Tortan, one of the five ancient
sacred trees of Ireland, is said to have been an ash. It
was an enormous tree, said in the later literature to
have been 300 cubits high, and 50 cubits thick. “When
the men of Tortu used to meet together round the
huge conspicuous tree, the pelting of the storms did
not reach them, until the day when it was decayed”.
It fell somewhere around AD 699, so the legend says
(Lucas). Another of the Irish sacred ashes was still
growing in Borrisokane parish, County Tipperary,
where it was called a bellow-tree. Another account



Ash 15

Ash

gives its name as Big Bell Tree. Both these versions
are actually the Irish bile, a sacred tree. Water that
lodged in a hollow between the branches of this ash
was regarded as holy, and no part of it would ever be
used as fuel, for the belief was that if that were done,
the house itself would burn down (Lucas).

Yggdrasil itself was sacred to Odin (Graves), and

that is enough to make ash a lightning tree. Elton has
a note that the ash, together with the houseleek and
hawthorn (all thought to avert the lightning) were all
sacred to Taramis, the northern Jupiter, who was wor-
shipped by the Britons under titles derived from words
for fire and thunder, In this connection, note the belief
that it is unlucky to break a bough off an ash:

Avoid an ash,
It courts a flash (Northall).

On the other hand, ash for the fire is, in Evelyn’s
words, “fittest for ladies’ chambers”:

Burn ash wood green
“Tis fire for a queen.
Burn ash wood sear,
“Twill make a man swear.

In Ireland, ash wood is burned to banish the devil

(O Stilleabhain), and in Devonshire ash faggots are
burned at Christmas, probably for the same reason,
though the Christmas Ashen Faggot has an extensive
folklore of its own (see ASHEN FAGGOT). Ash was
certainly regarded as all-powerful against witchcraft —
in fact, it was anathema to witches. In Lincolnshire,
the female ash, called Sheder, would defeat a male
witch, while the male tree, Heder, was useful against
a female one (M Baker.1980). Eating ash buds
provided invulnerability to witchcraft (Banks). The
Witches’ Well at Pandlestone, in Somerset, is no
longer dreaded — now that ash trees grow round it, it is
safe (Tongue). Ashwood sticks were preferred to any
other, as they would protect the cattle from witchcraft.
A beast struck with one could never be harmed, as

it would never strike a vital part (Wiltshire), and an
ash twig (from a tree that had a horseshoe buried
among its roots) stroked upward over cattle that

had been overlooked would soon charm away the

evil (Pavitt). Branches of it were wreathed around a
cow’s horns, and round a cradle, too (Wilde). English
mothers rigged little hammocks to ash trees, where
their children might sleep while field work was going
on, believing that the wood and leaves were a sure
protection against dangerous animals and spirits. A
bunch of the leaves guarded any bed from harm, and
a house that was surrounded by an ash grove would
always be secure (Skinner); a bunch of ash leaves in
the hand would preserve the bearer from witchcraft
(Denham). Norman peasants used to sew a little piece
of ash (with a piece of elm bark) into their waistcoats,
for protection (Sebilllot). For a different reason,
Cornish people used to carry a piece of ash wood

in their pockets as, in this case, a rheumatism cure
(Deane & Shaw).

There is a long-standing belief (dating from Pliny’s
time) in the power of ash to repel serpents. Pliny said
snakes would rather creep into a fire than come into
contact with it. In Cornwall, people used to carry

an ashwood stick with this in mind. A single blow
from an ash stick was enough to kill an adder; struck
by any other wood, the adder is said to remain alive
till the sun goes down (Deane & Shaw). The belief
is as widespread as it is ancient (Fiske recorded it

in America in 1892, referring to the White Ash, F
americana). (Harper). Cowley uses the superstition in
one of his poems:

But that which gave more wonder than the rest
Within an ash a serpent built her nest
And laid her eggs, when once to come beneath
The very shadow of an ash was death.

Evelyn knew about the “old imposture of Pliny’s,
who either took it upon trust, or we mistake the tree”,
and Gerard also repeated the belief, less critically:
“The leaves of this tree are of so great virtue against
serpents that they do not so much as touch the
morning and evening shadows of the trees, but shun
them afar off . “And if a serpent be set between
between a fire and Ash-leaves, he will flee into the
fire sooner than into the leaves” (Bartholomew
Anglicus/Seager). The trees were actually planted
round houses, just to keep adders away (Bottrell). In
Devonshire, they said it only needed a circle drawn
round an adder with an ash stick to kill it (Whitlock).
In west Somerset, a wreath of flowers was hung on
the ash tree nearest the farm to protect both men

and cattle against snake bite for the year (Tongue).
On Dartmoor until very recently, and perhaps to

the present day, if a dog is bitten by an adder, fresh
green ash-tips are gathered and boiled, and the liquid
given to the dog to drink (St Leger-Gordon), and “the
juyce of Ash-leaves, with pleasant white wine” was

a mid-16" century remedy for snakebite. You could
also apply the fresh leaves to the place bitten (T Hill).
Most lightning plants (hazel, fern, etc.,) had similar
anti-snake properties. See the Somerset charm for
adder’s bite:

Ashing-tree, ashing tree
Take this bite away from me.

Suck the wound and spit, then say the charm. Do this
three times. If you can make it bleed, so much the
better (Tongue). There is too a belief that “a few ash-
boughs, thrown into any pond where there are plenty
of toads and frogs will undoubtedly destroy them in
two or three days (Atkyns). Another connected belief
was that the shade of an ash tree was destructive

not only to snakes but to all vegetation over which

it extended. That is the source of a saying current at
one time in Guernsey: “it is better for a man to have
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a lazy fellow in his service than an ash-tree on his
estate” (MacCulloch), an opinion at odds with the
general. Of course, the belief in the snake’s antipathy
to the ash gave rise to a number of pseudo-medicinal
uses against snake-bite. “The juice of the leaves
themselves being applied, or taken with wine, cure
the bitings of vipers, as Dioscorides saith” (Gerard).
A Welsh practice was to keep a piece of bark in the
pocket, or to rub on the hands, to scare snakes away
(Trevelyan).

A very well known belief connected with the tree is
that a failure in the crop of ash keys portended a death
in the royal family (or at the very least it was a sign of
some great disaster (Hunter) ). This actually happened,
so it is said, in 1648, and so was connected with the
execution of Charles I in January 1649 (Leather). The
even ash beliefs are just as well known, for the leaf is
often used for invoking good luck (“luck and a lover”
(Leather) ), and there is always a simple rhyme to
accompany it. One from Cornwall runs:

Even ash, I do thee pluck,
Hoping thus to meet good luck;
If no good luck I get from thee
I shall wish thee in that tree.

Another is:

With a four-leaved clover a double-leaved ash and
a green-topped seave

You may go before the queen’s daughter without
asking leave (Friend).

Perhaps better known than the good luck charms are
those recited when the even ash is used for divination
purposes:

Even, even ash

I pull thee off the tree;

The first young man I do meet,
My lover he shall be.

The leaf is then put in the shoe. That is from
Northumberland (Denham), but a Buckinghamshire
charm simply required an ash leaf to be put in the
right shoe — ““ ... the first man you meet you have
to marry” (Heather). Another North country rhyme
shows how the even ash was carried, unless, that is,
the evidence is merely assonance:

The even ash in my bosom
The first man I meet shall be my husband
(Denham).

Slight variations in the rhyme occur over the country,
but it would be tedious to quote all of them here.

Charms for a different purpose are typical of other
lightning plants. Ash rods are used in many parts of
England to cure cattle, and even more widespread
is the custom of passing children through holes in
ash trees as a remedy for hernia. In Cornwall, the

ceremony had to be performed before sunrise, and

a further Cornish belief was that the child would
recover only if he were washed in dew collected
from the branches on three successive mornings
(Deane & Shaw). Gilbert White reported that it

was customary to split an ash, and to pass ruptured
children through. Evelyn, too, knew all about the
belief. The Herefordshire practice was for the child’s
father to pass him through to another man. The father
said, “The Lord giveth”, and the other man replied
“The Lord receiveth” (Leather). In Suffolk, appar-
ently, the charm was used for epilepsy, and in places
as far apart as Norfolk and Jersey, for rickets (Le
Bas). If any injury should happen to the split tree, the
child would suffer accordingly. The practice of plant-
ing a tree to commemorate the birth of a child may
be a relic of this belief that the life of an individual is
bound up in that of the tree. Perhaps this is one of the
reasons why it is always so unlucky to break a branch
off an ash (see above). In west Sussex, the child had
to be attended by nine persons, each of whom passed
him through, west to east (Black). The rules given for
the split ash in Suffolk are:

Must be early in the spring before the leaves come
Split the ash as near east and west as possible
Split exactly at sunrise

The child must be naked

The child must be put through the tree feet first
The child must be turned round with the sun

The child must be put through the tree three times
(Gurdon)

The Somerset rules include 2,4 and 6, but go on
further to say that the child must be handed in by a
maiden, and received by a boy (Mathews).

Sebillot says that children with coqueluche, which
must be whooping cough, were passed through split
ashes. He quoted an ancient ash in Richmond Park,
Surrey which was visited in 1853 by mothers “dont
les enfants étaient ensorcelés, malade de la coque-
luche ou d’autres affections”. It had to be done before
sunrise, and no stranger could be present. The child
was passed nine times under and over. It seems, too,
that whooping cough could be cured by pinning a
lock of the patient’s hair to an ash tree (Addison &
Hillhouse). A feature of a lot of these charms is that
illnesses would be handed over to the tree. So too with
warts:

Ashen tree, ashen tree
Pray buy these warts of me (Northall).

That is a Leicestershire rhyme to accompany the
charm, which was to take the patient to an ash tree,
and to stick a pin into the bark. Then that pin would
be pulled out and a wart transfixed with it until pain
was felt, after that the pin would be pushed back
into the ash, and the charm spoken. Each wart was
treated, a separate pin being used for each (Billson).



Ash

17

Ashen Faggot

An East Anglian cure was to cut the initial letters of
both one’s Christian and surnames on the bark of an
ash that has its keys. Count the exact number of your
warts, and cut the same number of notches in the
bark. Then, as the bark grows, so will the warts go
away (Glyde). Another method was to cross the wart
with a pin three times, and then stick the pin into the
tree (Northall), and recite the appropriate rhyme. The
Cheshire cure was to steal a piece of bacon, and to
rub the warts with it, then to cut a slot in the bark and
slip the bacon underneath. The warts would disappear
from the hand, but would make their appearance as
rough excrescences on the bark of the tree (Black).
An Irish cure for jaundice operated in a similar way
(see Wood-Martin). A most unlikely sounding charm
is one from Sussex, to stop a child from bed-wetting.
The child had to go alone to an ash, then going
another day to gather a handful of keys, which have
to be laid with the left hand in the hollow of the right
arm. They are carried like this, and then burned to
ashes (Latham).

A shrew ash is one in which a hole has been bored

in the trunk, and a shrew-mouse put inside and left
there. At one time, almost every country village had
its shrew-ash. The point was that cattle and horses,
when suffering from any sickness that seems to cause
a numbness of the legs, were thought to have been bit-
ten by a shrew, and the only cure for this was thought
to be the application of a branch or twig from a shrew
ash (Clair). Such a tree was known in the Black
Country as a “nursrow” tree, and was not necessarily
confined to ash — oak and elm could be treated in the
same way (Raven). But inserting something into an
ash could have other results. In Wiltshire, for instance,
finger- and toe-nail clippings used to be put in a hole
in a maiden ash and the hole then stopped up; this was
a neuralgia preventive. A maiden ash is one that has
never been pollarded or topped (Clark).

Ash has its share of weather lore, the best known
being the comparison with the oak to foretell a good
or bad summer:

If the oak before the ash come out,
There has been, or will be, a drought.

There are quite a number of jingles of the same
import, the most succinct of which is, from Surrey:
Oak, smoke
Ash, squash
(Northall). Or sometimes
Oak, choke,
Ash, splash
i.e., if the oak leafed first, there would be dry, dusty
weather (M Baker.1980).

Ash provides the toughest and most elastic of British
timbers, hence its use for spear shafts; indeed aesc

in OE came to mean spear, and aesc-plega the game
of spears, or battle. Then it was further extended to
the man who carried the spear. The handles of most
garden tools are best made of the wood — some rakes
are still made entirely of ash (Freethy). Clothes posts,
billiard cues (Wilkinson), hockey and hurley sticks,
cricket bat handles and police truncheons were all
traditionally made of ash timber. It was tough enough
for windmill cogwheels, and boats also were made
of it — OE aesc, Norse aske came to mean a vessel as
well as a spear. In ancient Wales and Ireland all oars
and coracle-slats were made of it (Graves). Evelyn
mentions that the inner bark was used as paper, before
the invention of the latter, and he also mentions that
the keys are edible, and often pickled — “being pickled
tender, [they] afford a delicate sallading”; Sir Robert
Atkyns, a number of years later, spoke of them as
“an excellent wholesome sauce, and a great expel-
ler of venom”. Recipes are still given; a recent one
suggested that one should boil the keys in salt water
for ten or fifteen minutes, then strain and put into
warmed jars. Cover with boiling spiced vinegar. The
keys should be picked while they are still green and
soft (Cullum). Yorkshire carters used a spray of ash
in the head stall of their horses, to keep off the flies
(Nicholson), and medicinal uses for man or beast
were many indeed. The bark is good for agues and
fevers (Atkyns), and is still used in herbal medicine
as a substitute for quinine. In Vermont, USA, a story
used to be told of a man who cured himself of fever
by tying himself (and the fever) to an ash tree, and
then crawling out and leaving the disease tied there
(Bergen). Burnt ash bark was a Highland remedy for
toothache (Beith), and in Ireland the sap of a young
tree was used to cure earache. This is actually a very
old remedy, for there are recorded leechdoms from
the fifteenth century, as well as similar usages in the
early Welsh text known as the Physicians of Myddfai.
Evelyn had heard of it, but misunderstood the malady,
for he claimed that the “oyl from the ash ... is excel-
lent to recover the hearing ...”

Apparently, there was a belief that the wood, provided
it was cut at certain holy seasons, was incorruptible,
and so would heal wounds (Kelly); hence Aubrey, even
if the moment of cutting does not agree with “holy
seasons”: “To staunch bleeding, cut an ash of one, two
or three years’ growth, at the very hour and minute

of the sun’s entering Taurus: a chip of this applied

will stop it”. James II's nosebleed, so it is said, was
staunched in this way in 1688. There is a veterinary
usage of some interest — Devonshire farmers were
quite convinced that feeding infected cattle with ash
leaves was a cure for foot and mouth disease (Devon-
shire Association. Transactions. Vol 65; 1933 p127).

ASHEN FAGGOT
A Devonshire Christmas Eve custom, forming a
part of more general Yule Log celebrations around



Asparagus 18

Aspidistra

Christmas. The faggot is made up entirely of ash
timber, with green ash bands round it, and as big as
possible. A quart of cider was served each time a hoop
round the faggot burst, which it does usually with

a loud bang, being green wood. The faggot used on
Christmas Eve, 1952 at the inn at Northleigh, Devon,
was described as weighing over a thousand kilos, was
7 meters long and about 22 centimeters thick. The
largest stick of green ash was 7 centimeters diameter,
and this example was bound with five strips of hazel
rather than ash (Coxhead). Christmas Eve is still called
Ashen Faggot Night in the next county, Somerset
(Rogers), when divinations are made according to the
bursting of the, in this case, willow bands round the
log as the fire grows. (see also YULE LOG)

Asimina triloba > PAPAW

ASPARAGUS

(Asparagus officinalis) Always leave at least one
stem in the asparagus bed to blossom — for luck
(Igglesden), though actually it is no more than
common sense — that is the way to get seed for next
year’s sowing. Like parsley, asparagus must not be
transplanted. Someone in the family would die if
that were done. That, at least, was once the belief in
Devonshire (Read). Another strange belief was that
if asparagus root were worn as an amulet (for what
purpose?) the wearer became barren (Simons) (then
why wear it?). Dreaming of it, gathered and tied up
in bundles, is an omen of tears. On the other hand,
dreaming of it growing, is a sign of good fortune
(Mackay). The roots were once used on the Continent
for “falsifying sarsaparilla” (Lindley).

There have been some medicinal uses. It is diuretic,
“a powerful diuretic”, Hill (1754) would have it, and
it is used in homeopathy for dropsy and rheumatism
(Schauenberg & Paris), the latter complaint was

also treated with this plant in Ireland, as was gout
(Moloney). Indiana folk medicine also advised eating
lots of asparagus, which, they claimed, brought relief
in just a few days (Tyler). Thomas Hill (1577) listed
the ailments to be treated with “sperage” as “the
Palsie, King’s Evil [scrofula], Strangurie, a hard Milt
[spleen], and stopping of the Liver”.

Asparagus officinalis > ASPARAGUS

ASPEN

(Populus tremula) Tremula® describes it well. It is

a shivering, quaking tree, the symbol of fear, and of
scandal, the latter the result of comparing the constant
motion of the leaves to the wagging of women’s
tongues. ““ ... it is the matter where of women’s
tongues were made... which seldome cease wagging”
(Gerard). It was actually called Women’s Tongues

in some places, or Old Wives’ Tongues (Lowsley,
Grigson). That constant quivering of the leaves
accounts for one of its medicinal uses. The doctrine
of signatures claims its use for the ague — a shivering

tree, to make a medicine for the shivering disease. In
one region of France, such a fever could be transferred
to the tree, simply by tying a ribbon to it (Sebillot).

In the Scottish Isles, aspen was a cursed tree, since it
held up its head when other trees bowed down during
the procession to Calvary, and also since the Cross
was made of it. Curses and stones used to be flung at
aspens, and crofters and fishermen would avoid using
its wood for their gear (Grigson). In Somerset, too,
they would say that the Cross was made from aspen
wood, and that is why the tree shivers incessantly
(Tongue), and Welsh folklore has the same belief. The
belief spread to America, too. There it is the Ameri-
can Aspen (Populus tremuloides) that is at fault.The
legend in Brittany was that not only did it refuse to
bow, but declared that it was free of sin, and had no
cause to tremble and weep, whereupon it immediately
began to tremble, and will go on doing so until the
last day (Grigson). All sorts of reason are given for
this incessant quaking. In the Forez district of France,
they confirm that it was the aspen’s pride that causes
it to shake now, but it was St Pardoux before whom it
refused to bow (Sebillot). German legend has it that it
was cursed by Jesus on the flight into Egypt, because
it refused to help him, while in Russia the cause is
stated to be that it was the tree of Judas. By a kind of
inverted reasoning, teething rings used to be made

of aspen wood in the Highlands. The argument was
that since the Cross was made of it, far from being a
cursed tree, it was a blessed one, and no harm could
possibly come to the child (Rorie). Perhaps, too, this
accounts for a traditional Russian use of the wood to
pierce the buried body of a witch through the heart, or
to lay on her grave, to prevent it rising to the surface
again (Warner, J Mason).

Asperula cynanchica > SQUINANCYWORT
Asperula odorata> WOODRUFF
Asperula tinctoria > DYER’S WOODRUFF

ASPHODEL BREAD

The dried root of WHITE ASPHODEL, boiled, yields
a mucilage which is mixed with grain or potato to
make Asphodel bread.

Asphodelus ramosus > WHITE ASPHODEL

ASPIDISTRA

(Aspidistra elatior) The Victorians coined the name
Cannonball Plant for aspidistra, on account of its
tolerance of shade, fluctuating temperatures, dust,
smoke, and general neglect (F Perry. 1972). The same
applies to other names given to it — Cast-Iron Plant,
for example (Bonar), and Bar-room Plant (Hyam &
Pankhurst).

Asplenium ruta-muraria > WALL RUE
Asplenium trichomanes > SPLEENWORT
Aster tripolium > SEA ASTER
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ASTHMA

was treated by “a spoonful of NETTLE-juice mixt
with clarified Honey, every night and morning”
(Wesley). Domestic medicine agrees on nettle’s
efficacy in chest complaints, from coughs to
tuberculosis, but COMFREY root tea, taken for a
variety of ailments, is not so well known (Painter). An
infusion of ELECAMPANE roots has been used for
asthma (Forey), as well as for coughs and whooping
cough. Cockayne quotes a Saxon leechdom “ad
pectoris dolorem” in which elecampane played its part
along with many other herbs. Mulled ELDER berry
wine is good for asthma (Hatfield). Another recipe

is to make a conserve of HONEYSUCKLE flowers,
beaten up with three times their weight of honey; a
tablespoonful dose is to be taken night and morning,
to relieve the condition (A W Hatfield).

An Irish remedy was to use GORSE flowers. They
would be packed tightly in a crock, and brown sugar
put on top. The crock would be covered, and put in a
saucepan to stew slowly (Lucas). Also from an Irish
source, sufferers were advised to drink of a potion

of GROUND IVY (or dandelion), with a prayer said
over it before drinking (Wilde.1890). Watercress too
was used in Ireland for the complaint, and so was
SEA HOLLY (O Suilleabhain), or DANDELION tea
(P Logan), while a tea made from OX-EYE DAISY
was used in Scotland, and so was PENNYROYAL tea
(Beith). HOLY THISTLE was another Irish source of
an asthma treatment (Maloney). HORSERADISH was
used in Russian folk medicine — half a pound of fresh
root, grated, mixed with the juice of two or three lem-
ons. The dose would be half a teaspoonful twice a day.
Another Russian remedy used GINGER. The recipe
given is a pound of ginger grated, put in a quart bottle,
which was filled with alcohol. This was kept warm
for two weeks, shaken occasionally, until the infusion
was the colour of weak tea. Then it was strained, and
the sediment allowed to settle. Then the clear liquid
was poured into another bottle, and the infusion taken
twice a day (Kourennoff). A root decoction of ROSE-
BAY WILLOWHERB has been used too (Leyel.
1937). BILBERRY tea (up to ten cups a day, very
hot) was a Russian remedy for asthma (Kourennoff).
RIBWORT PLANTAIN Ileaf tea is used for bronchitis
and asthma (Conway), and a tincture of LARKSPUR
seeds has also been used (Lindley), as has syrup made
from the roots of BLACK BRYONY (Brownlow). The
leaf decoction of CHILE PEPPER is used as a treat-
ment for asthma in Trinidad (Laguerre), and the root
and bark of LESSER EVENING PRIMROSE have
in recent times been used for asthma and whooping
cough (Grieve. 1931).

The best known treatment has been the smoking of
dried COLTSFOOT, which is still an ingredient in
all herbal tobaccos (Grigson. 1955), as it is also in
Chinese medicine (F P Smith), for asthma, and even
for lung cancer. There was, too, an Irish usage that

involved boiling the fresh leaves in milk, and then eat-
ing the lot (O Suilleabhain). Another Irish remedy was
smoking the dried leaves of MULLEIN for asthma
and bronchitis (O Stilleabhain). Similarly, a cigarette
used to be made from THORN-APPLE leaves and
smoked to ease the condition, or it may have been
treated with the infusion (Kingsbury. 1967). Another
mixture smoked has INDIAN TOBACCO (Lobelia
inflata) as its base. The leaves and flowers of Thorn-
apple are mixed in to make “asthma powders”, which
can be bought as such. A little nitre is included to
make it burn, and the smoke is inhaled. The mixture

is often made up into cigarettes, for convenience
(Hutchinson & Melville). In Ghana, the leaves of
NEVER-DIE (Kalanchoe crenata), either boiled or
macerated in water, are used as a sedative for asthma
sufferers (Dalziel).

ATAMASCO LILY

(Zephyranthes atamasco) Equally well-known under the
names Swamp Lily, or Zephyr Lily, this is an American
plant from the southern states of the USA. From
Alabama: “For boils, take equal parts of sumac, sage
and swamp-lily root, and boil into a strong infusion,
strain, and put in a cupful of lard and fry until the water
is out. Apply on a flannel cloth” (R B Browne).

Atropa belladonna > DEADLY NIGHTSHADE

AUGSBURG ALE
is said to owe its peculiar flavour to the addition of a
small bag of AVENS in each cask (Grieve. 1931).

AURICULA

(Primula auricula) Dreaming of auriculas seemed

to have some significance at one time. If they were
bedded out, then it was a good luck sign; if they
were growing in pots, then it was a promise of
marriage. But if you were picking the flowers in your
dream, that was apparently a portent of widowhood
(Mackay). It is said that pieces of meat were once
put about the root, and that “a good part of its

bloom is actually owing, like an alderman’s, to this
consumption of flesh” (Ingram). They are used in
Russian folk medicine — a tea made from the whole
herb is said to keep the kidneys working well and to
prevent the formation of kidney stones (Kourennoff).
In Britain, the leaves were once used as a styptic to
heal wounds (Tynan & Maitland).

Bear’s Ears is a very common name for this plant

(that is what is suggested by auricula, anyway). It is
the shape of the leaf that accounts for the name, but

as is very often the case, it has got corrupted into odd
forms. In the north of Scotland it has become Boar’s
Ears, or Bore’s Ears (Britten & Holland). Interestingly,
Jamieson said that a bear is called a boar in northern
Scotland. However that may be, bear’s ears becomes

a little more unrecognizable as it goes south. In Lan-
cashire, it is Baziers, or Basiers (Nodal & Milner). There
is a May song that had its origin in south Lancashire,
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and its refrain is “The baziers are sweet in the morning
of May” (Chambers). In Gloucestershire, the name is
further changed to Bezors (Britten & Holland).

AUTUMN GENTIAN

(Gentianella amarella) It is a herb of St John in
Russia, according to Gubernatis. And they used to say
that whoever carried it about with him would never
incur the wrath of the Czar.

Avena sativa > OATS

AVENS

(Geum urbanum) Avens used to be hung over a door
to keep the devil from crossing the threshold (Boland.
1977), for this is herba benedicta, the blessed herb, or
perhaps, as Prior suggested, benedicta is from

St Benedict, founder of the Benedictine order, who
was a hard ruler. His monks plotted to murder him by
poisoning his wine. St Benedict made the sign of the
cross over the glass, and it flew into pieces (he doesn’t
say what this has to do with avens, but goes on to say
that the plant became known as an antidote to poison).
In fact, the plant, which was called St Benedict’s
Herb, and Herb Bennett, etc., has nothing to do with
the saint, but is the blessed herb, which stops the

devil from entering. Even having it growing near the
house is enough to deter the devil (Tongue. 1965). No
venomous beast would come near it. It is herbe de

St Benoit in France, and Benediktenkraut in German,
still keeping the error in etymology, but it is Erba
benedetta in Italian (Barton & Castle).

Avens was grown as a potherb in the 16" century
(Grigson. 1955), and the young leaves were some-
times used in salads (Barton & Castle). A small
amount of the root put in ale gives it a flavour and
perfume, popular in Culpeper’s day, and prevents it
from turning sour. Augsburg Ale is said to owe its
peculiar flavour to the addition of a small bag of avens
in each cask (Grieve. 1931). The roots, tied in small
bundles and put in an apple tart, will give it a clove
flavour (Genders. 1971), hence the name Clove-root,
or Clovewort. The roots were used to tan leather,
and to dye wool a permanent dark yellow. They were
also believed to repel moths — “the roots taken up

in autumn and dried, do keepe garments from being
eaten with moths ...” (Gerard).

Gypsies would use the crushed root as a cure for diar-
rhoea (Vesey-Fitzgerald), and not only gypsies, for

it is quite common as a herbal cure for the condition
and similar ailments. The Maoris chewed the leaves
as a dysentery remedy (Goldie). It is an old febrifuge,
and was recommended in the 19" century as a quinine
substitute (Thornton). In Ireland, it was given for a
chill (Moloney). In some French country regions, the
root, gathered before sunrise, is put in a linen bag,

to be worn round the neck, as an amulet to stop all
bleeding, particularly haemorrhoids, and to strengthen
the sight (Palaiseul). Wiltshire people used the pow-
dered roots in boiling water as a spring pick-me-up.

It is said that these roots should be dug on 25 March,
from dry ground (Wiltshire).
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B

BALDNESS

NETTLE juice combed through the hair to prevent
baldness has been a common folk practice (Baker).
The Wiltshire cure for dandruff was to massage the
scalp with a nettle infusion each day (Wiltshire).
PARSLEY was recommended for baldness as far back
as Pliny’s time (Bazin), repeated a long time afterwards
as “powder your head with powdered parsley seed
three nights every year, and the hair will never fall
oft” (Leyel. 1926). Actually, it really does make a
good lotion for getting rid of dandruff, and helps to
stave off baldness (A W Hatfield). ROSEMARY,
besides providing the base of various hair rinses (see
COSMETICS), was also used for the more serious
purposes of preventing baldness. A manuscript

from 1610 claims that “if thou wash thy head with
[rosemary water] and let it drye on agayne by itselfe, it
causeth hayre to growe if thou be balde” (Gentleman's
Magazine Library ; Popular superstitions p162).
Equally optimistic was “a wash to prevent the hair from
falling off”, noted in the Housekeeper'’s & Butler’s
Assistant for 1862. It required “a quarter of an ounce
of unprepared tobacco leaves, two ounces of rosemary,
two ounces of box leaves, boiled in a quart of water in
an earthen pipkin with a lid, for twenty minutes ...”.
Sniffing HORSERADISH juice will cure baldness,

so it was believed (Page. 1978), and the Anglo-Saxon
version of Apuleius recommended WATERCRESS

“in case that a man’s hair fall off, take juice; put it on
the nose; the hair shall wax” (Cockayne). Watercress
actually is a good hair tonic. There is a saying in French
that a bald man “n’a pas de cresson sous le caillou” —
loosely, has no watercress on his head (Palaiseul).
Gypsies use ST JOHN’S WORT as a hair dressing, to
make it grow (Vesey-Fitzgerald).

WALNUT, by the doctrine once current bearing the
signature of the head (see DOCTRINE OF SIGNA-
TURES), was used for all maladies relating to the
head and brain, from madness back to baldness. Even
in Evelyn’s time, the distillation from walnut leaves
“with honey and wine”, was being used hopefully to
“make hair spring on bald-heads”. HAZEL leaves had
that reputation, too (Anderson), as well as providing

a dark hair dye, just as CASSIA oil, mixed with olive
oil, is used in Palestine to keep the hair dark, and also
to prevent baldness (Genders. 1972). ONION juice
“anointed upon a pild bald head in the sun”, will bring
“the hair again very speedily” (Gerard). The tuber of
a JERUSALEM ARTICHOKE, cut in half, and the
cut side rubbed on the roots of the hair, was an old
country remedy for baldness (Quelch).

SOAPWEED (Yucca glauca) roots were widely used
by native Americans as a soap substitute, and by

Pueblo Indians as a hair wash shampoo as part of the
ritual in initiation ceremonies (La Fontaine), though
people like the Kiowa claimed it was an effective cure
for baldness and dandruff (Vestal & Schultes). One of
the more extraordinary remedies for baldness involved
SPEAR PLUME THISTLE — see Gerard: “... being
stamped before the floure appeareth, and the juice
pressed forth, causeth the haire to grow where it is
pilled off, if the place be bathed with the juyce”.
Langham was equally optimistic about BEETROOT —
“the asches of the root with hony, resoreth haire, and
keepeth the rest from falling”. Aqua Mellis, which
Burton took to be a decoction of BALM, was much
used in 17" century England against baldness.

Early settlers in New Zealand rubbed the juice from
cut stems of the tree called by the Maori RIMU over
bald heads; they found it an excellent hair restorer

(C Macdonald). INDIAN TOBACCO (Lobelia inflata)
is used in Indiana, where the practice is to fill a bottle
with the pulverized herb, add equal parts of brandy or
whisky, and olive oil. Let it stand for a few days, then
bathe the head once a day with the liquid (Tyler).

BALM
see BEE BALM (Melissa officinalis)

BALSAM FIR

(Abies balsamea) A fir from the eastern side of North
America. Oil of fir is distilled from the bark and
needles, the latter aromatic, and often made up into
balsam pillows (Schery). Blisters on the bark are the
source of Canada Balsam, used in American domestic
medicine as an application to sore nipples (Weiner).
Native Americans, such as the Menomini, would press
the liquid balsam from the trunk and use it for colds
and lung troubles (H H Smith. 1923). Another use by
the same people was to steep the inner bark, and drink
the subsequent tea for chest pains. The Ojibwe used

it for sore eyes (H H Smith. 1945) and for gonorrhea
(Weiner).

BALSAMINT

(Tanacetum balsamita) Introduced into Britain, and
naturalized, as escapes from old physic gardens. In
Elizabethan times it was used as a strewing herb for
floors, shelves and closets (Macleod). At one time

it was taken as a symbol of impatience. The plant
went out of fashion (Leyel. 1937), and even at the
beginning of the 19" century, the past tense had to be
used when describing its virtues “for strengthening
the stomach and curing headaches” (Hill). Gerard,
among other conditions, recommended the seed, that
“expelleth all manner of worms out of the belly”, or
“wormes both small and great”, in Langham’s words.
It is still occasionally used, mainly in making an
ointment for burns, bruises and skin troubles; more
immediately, bruising a leaf and putting it on a bee
sting will give relief (Brownlow).
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Costmary is another name for Balsamint. It is from
costus, an aromatic plant used for making perfumes
in the east. There is too a reference to French coste
amere, Latin costus amarus. So the “mary” part of
the name seems to be a simple mistake. Nevertheless
it did not stop the plant being dedicated to the Virgin
Mary in most west European countries, and receiving
names like Herbe Sainte Marie in France (Rohde),
and Herb Mary or St Mary etc., in this country
(Mabey. 1977, Dawson).

BAMBOO

A very important motif in Chinese art, being the
symbol of longevity in both Chinese and Japanese
systems, and the most frequently portrayed plant form
on Chinese porcelain. The bamboo, prunus, and pine
together are the emblems of Buddha, Confucius and
Lao Tzu, the Three Friends (Savage. 1964). In some
parts of Japan, there is a superstition that bamboo
will bring death within three years of its planting
(Bownas), which is odd, because Japanese mythology
has it as generally a lucky symbol, representing
tenacity and courage (J Piggott), and, as mentioned,
long life, as is the pine. They usually combine the two
to decorate gateposts at New Year (Seki).

BANANA

(Musa x paradisiaca) A complex group of hybrids,
all sterile and so seedless, so cultivated by planting
out side shoots that develop on the old growth. In the
16th and 17th centuries, the banana was the favourite
candidate for the tree of the knowledge of good and
evil (Prest). Gerard reported that the Jews “suppose it
to be that tree, of whose fruit Adam did taste”, and he
named it Adam’s Apple Tree in consequence.

In fertility cults in West Africa, the banana is an obvi-
ous male symbol, with its phallic-shaped fruit. It is
often used in the symbolism in combination with the
terminal bud, which, with its oval form, stands for the
female reproductive organs (Talbot). In Uttar Pradesh,
the image of the goddess Nanda Devi is carved from
the trunk of a banana tree, and the fruit is a symbol

of fecundity — a newly married bride is given the
fruit. If a baby is born prematurely, the new-born
child is made to sleep each day on a fresh banana leaf
(Upadhyaya). Another kind of symbolism is used by
some Negrito groups in Malaysia, who use the banana
plant in stories to explain man’s mortality. When the
deity gave to one of the superhumans some “water
life-soul” to give to the humans they had made, it

was inadvertently lost. So the superhuman borrowed
some from a banana plant. This was “wind life-soul”
that he then gave to the inert bodies. “Wind life-soul”
is a “short” life-soul, whereas what had been lost

(the “water life-soul” was a “long” life-soul, and that
would have made man immortal, whereas the one that
the human beings eventually received was merely bor-
rowed and this provides only temporary life). Some
say that not only the life-soul but also the heart and

blood were borrowed from a banana plant, and this

is supposed to account for the resemblance, in colour
and viscosity, between coagulated banana plant sap,
which dries to a dark brown colour, and dried human
blood (Endicott).

There are one or two superstitions to notice. An
American idea, recorded in Illinois, is that dreaming
of them is a good sign (Dorson. 1964). Another
American belief, if that is the right word, is that you
must eat bananas to grow tall (HM Hyatt), which must
be homeopathic in origin. And from Britain, there is a
divination game, which must be modern, that children
play with the fruit. To find out whether a boy is being
faithful, the question is put, and the lower tip of the
fruit is cut off. The answer is found in the centre of the
flesh, either a 'Y, meaning yes, or a dark blob, meaning
no (Opie & Opie. 1959). Clearly, the system can be
used to predict the outcome of many other activities,
or to solve a problem that requires a simple yes or no
answer (Vickery. 1995). There is one extraordinary
medicinal use. It comes from Norfolk, from a man
who had facial skin cancer. While he was waiting

for treatment, a gypsy advised him to rub the cancer
with the pith of a banana. It seems that the cancer was
cleared up entirely by this means alone (V G Hatfield.
1994).

Banisteriopsis caapi is a tropical American halluci-
nogen. The narcotic drink made from the bark of this
liana is variously known as caapi (or kahpi, which is
apparently nearer the original (Furst) ), ayahuasca,
yaje, natema, or pinde, according to the area and
Indian group using it. In the westernmost part of its
range, the bark is prepared in a cold water infusion;
elsewhere it is boiled, sometimes for a long time. In
parts of the Orinoco region, the fresh bark may be
chewed, and perhaps also a snuff may be taken.

Ayahuasca, a Quechua name meaning ‘vine of the
dead’, or ‘vine of the souls’, is its Peruvian name, and
the narcotic has become submerged in the total culture
of the people who take it. Partakers often experience a
kind of “death”, and the separation of body and soul.
To some Colombian Indians, drinking the preparation
represents a return to the womb; the drinkers see all
the gods, the ancestors and the animals. Those who
take it “die”, only to be reborn in a state of greater
wisdom. It serves, too, for prophecy, divination, etc.,
and to fortify the bravery of male adolescents at
initiation. But it may be taken at funeral ceremonies,
and, in other contexts, by a shaman to diagnose an
illness or divine its cure, or to establish the identity

of an enemy (for a description of the proceedings, see
Reichel-Dolmatoff).

The effects may be violent and with unpleasant
after-effects, especially when the bark is boiled, and
certainly when some other toxic plants are mixed
in. Nausea and vomiting are almost always early
characteristics; this is followed by pleasant euphoria
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and visual hallucinations. The men take it ceremoni-
ally after nightfall, and they maintain that they do

not just experience visual hallucinations, but also

hear music and see dances. In fact, they say that both
their present-day dances and their music are based

on hallucinations, and certainly all their visual art
forms stem from the same source. The most frequent
hallucinations are highly coloured: large snakes,
jaguars, spirits, trees, often falling, and lakes filled
with anacondas. All participants speak of a sense of
motion and rapid change or “transformation”, and few
have ever admitted that they find it a pleasant experi-
ence, for they drink it to learn about things, persons or
events which could affect the society as a whole, or its
individuals (Kensinger).

BANYAN

(Ficus benghalensis) A tree that is sacred to Kali, that
is, to time (O’Neill), and it was under this tree that
Vishnu was born (Gordon. 1985). According to Hindu
mythology, the banyan is the male to the Peapul, the
female (Pandey). A silver coin should be put under
the roots of a young banyan. In some places, Celebes,
for instance, banyan is still a sacred tree. People will
not cut one down, and will not plant crops in a field
where one is growing (Mabuchi). In India, too, they
say it should never be felled, otherwise the woodman
who cut it would have no son (Gupta). In some of the
Pacific islands, the banyan is a sort of world-tree, for
on its branches live the soul-birds of people. As often
as a man is born, a leaf sprouts on the tree. There is a
branch for each village, and of course the leaf appears
on the appropriate branch. As long as the leaf is there
the man to whom it belongs continues to live, and if
he is sick, the leaf withers. If it falls to the ground, it
is a human being who is dead, but the leaf will only
be pulled by the soul-bird (Roheim). The Santals

and other Indian peoples wind the young aerial roots
of this tree around the neck, to ensure conception
(Pandey).

The fruit is very small, not much larger than a hazel
nut, and of no use. So there used to be a saying among
sailors of a “banyan dinner”, when they were put on
short commons (Ablett).

BAOBAB

(Adansonia digitata) A remarkable tree, remarkable
enough for Kenyans to say that the devil planted it
upside down (F Perry. 1972). But Shona-speaking
people of southern Africa revered it, and one of them
was often adopted as their land shrine (Bucher), while
it would usually mark a Yoruba sacred site (Awolalu).

Baobabs are extremely useful trees. Rope, strong
enough to give rise to the Swahili saying that trans-
lates : “secure as an elephant bound with baobab
rope” (Prance), is made from the bark, as well as all
sorts of plaited cordage (H G Baker). Nets and sacks
are made from it, too, and in parts of West Africa, it
is woven into a coarse material for clothing (Prance).

The wood makes a strong paper, and a red dye is
obtainable from it (Dale & Greenway). Even the pol-
len is useful, for it can make a good glue (Palgrave

& Palgrave). The inside of the tree is pulpy, and it

is often hollowed out for water storage, though it
flourishes in the Kalahari Desert, and as much as a
thousand gallons of water can be tapped naturally
from the tree (Emboden. 1974). The young leaves can
be cooked as a potherb (Palgrave & Palgrave), and
the dry leaves can be used either as a medicine or to
thicken stews (H G Baker). In Sierra Leone, the leaf
is used as a prophylactic against malaria (Emboden.
1974). The Bushmen in particular value the seed as a
winter food (Lee). The pods, which can be up to a foot
long, and look like sausages, fall to the ground when
ripe, and are collected daily. And so on — every part of
the tree has a use, it seems. Perhaps the strangest thing
about this tree is the way that the trunks of old speci-
mens can be hollowed out, and then used, not only

to hold water, but also for dry storage of materials.
They have even been put to use in storing a corpse,
presumably indefinitely, for mummification has been
practiced in these cases (H G Baker). Perhaps that is
why witches are said to meet in baobab (and iroko)
trees (Parrinder. 1963).

BAR-ROOM PLANT

A name given to the ASPIDISTRA (Hyam &
Pankhurst). Nothing, it seems, could harm this plant,
not even the atmosphere of a Victorian bar-room.

Cf, too, Cannon-ball Plant, and Cast-Iron Plant, both
stressing the seemingly invincible nature of this plant.

BARBADOS NUT
see PHYSIC NUT (Jatropha curcas)

BARBERRY

(Berberis vulgaris) A hedgerow shrub, scarce now in
Britain, for most of it has been eradicated by farmers
owing to the belief that its proximity to wheat caused
fungus rust, though the fungus on barberry leaves

is entirely different from wheat rust (Quelch). The
belief, though, seems to underlie the story quoted by
Bottrell, from an old Cornish droll, which speaks of
a farmer cutting down and uprooting all barberries
around his property, in an attempt to break a spell. Or
has the plant a connection with witchcraft?

According to Culpeper, the ley of barberry ash and
water as a hair wash will turn it yellow (Wykes-Joyce),
a use also reorded by Langham. From this, it was a
small step to believing that it actually made the hair
grow. You had to wash the head with the water in
which barberry had been boiled — but “take care that
the wash does not touch any part where the hair should
not grow” (Leyel. 1926). “To cause the hair to grow.
take the barberry, and fill an iron pot therewith, fill it
up with as much water as it will contain, then boil on
a slow fire to the half. With this water, wash your head
morning and evening” (Physicians of Myddfai).
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The doctrine of signatures shows in a remedy for
jaundice. The bark is yellow, and a decoction taken

in ale or white wine was often used for the condition
(Dyer. 1889). Irish folk medicine recommended the
bark in stout, with sulphur, the whole cooked together
(Moloney). Another Irish remedy involved brewing
the root bark to a strong decoction that had to be taken
every morning, fasting, for nine successive mornings
(Wilde. 1890). In Lincolnshire, a tea was made from
the twigs and bark for gallstones and jaundice (Gutch
& Peacock), and gypsies use a weak infusion of the
berries for kidney trouble (Vesey-Fitzgerald).

BARK FABRIC

The bast (inner bark) of LIME trees has served many
purposes. J Taylor. 1812 talks of “the bark macerated
in water, is made into cordage, ropes, and fishing
nets; and mats and rustic garments are also made of
the inner rind”. Shoes of plaited bast were still worn
in very recent times in eastern Europe, particularly in
the Volga district (Buhler. 1940).

BARLEY

(Hordeum sativum) An Irish charm for warts was

to get ten knots of barley straw (though it was more
usual to use ten slices of potato), count out nine and
throw away the tenth. Rub the wart with the nine,
then roll them up in a piece of paper, and throw them
before a funeral. Then the wart would gradually
disappear (Haddon). Large amounts of boiled barley
juice were recommended in Scotland to be drunk
for kidney disease, and Jewish folklore has a recipe
for retention of urine, i. e. water in which barley,
eggshells and parsley had been boiled (Rappoport).

In seventeenth century Skye a mixture of barley meal
and white of egg was applied as a first aid measure
for broken bones. After that splints were used (Beith).
Martin gave an example of a cure used in Harris for
drawing “worms” out of the flesh. It involved apply-
ing a “Plaister of warm Barley-dough to the place
affected”. Eventually the swelling went down, and it
drew out ““a little Worm, about half an inch in length,
and about the bigness of a Goose-quill, having a
pointed head, and many little feet on each side”. They
called this creature, whatever it was, a Fillan.

Barley is required for many Hindu religious ceremo-
nies, and is particularly associated with the god Indra.
It is important at ceremonies attending the birth of

a child, at weddings, funerals, and some sacrifices
(Pandey).

BARWOOD

(Pterocarpus angolensis) A Central African tree,
and the best of African timbers, very durable. Both
the bark and roots are used medicinally, the bark by
hot infusion mixed with figs, and used as a breast
massage to induce lactation. The bark on its own

is used as a cure for nettle rash, and the infusion
for stomach upsets, headaches and mouth ulcers

(Palgrave). One of the Mashona witch doctor’s
medicine for a persistent cough in adults is to take

a piece of bark from the east side of the tree, and

a piece from the west side, and crush them with

the inner part of a waterlily (Nymphaea caerulea)
root. The result is soaked in water and given in thin
porridge (Gelfand). Or they cook the roots with

a chicken, and take the resultant soup as a cough
medicine (Gelfand). Elsewhere, a root decoction is
used to cure malaria and blackwater fever. The sap of
this tree is red and sticky, hence the name Bloodwood
(Palgrave), or Bleedwood (Howes). It is this red gum
that many people compare with blood. So it (or the
wood) is used in rituals in which blood flows —

boys’ circumcision rites, hunting rituals, and in rites
concerned with menstrual disorders, and childbirth
(V W Turner). After a boy’s circumcision, he is made
to sit on a log of this wood, the belief being that this
will cause the cuts to stop bleeding, in sympathy

with its coagulative qualities. In all the hunting cults,
this wood represents blood, in particular the blood of
animals. So it also stands for their meat (V W Turner).

BASIL

i.e., Sweet Basil (Ocimum basilicum) A plant that is
quite important in Greek folklore, used in divination
practices and also to dismiss the evil Karkantzari at
the proper season (Abbott). “A belief there is that
basil comes into flower when the heavens burst apart
at dawn on Epiphany” (Megas). Basilikos means royal
(the plant is herbe royale in French (Grieve. 1933)),
and it is looked on by the Greek peasant as a prince
among plants. It is a holy plant on the Greek island

of Chios, connected with the True Cross, for when St
Helena was seeking the Cross, she came to a place
where there was a lot of basil growing, and the plant’s
scent guided her to the right place to find the relic. At
the feast of the Invention of the Cross (14 September),
women bring basil plants to the church, and the
priests distribute twigs to the congregation (Argenti &
Rose). It is burnt on mainland Greece to discover the
worker of witchcraft. While it is burning, a number

of names are repeated in succession. A loud pop or
crackle denotes that the name of the offender has been
reached (Lawson). In the Balkans, basil in vinegar

is recommended to “drive the snake and any other
creature out of a man” (Kemp).

In the Middle East, it was the herb of grief, and was
put on graves. Jews carried sprigs of it to give them
strength and endurance (A W Hatfield). Similarly, in
Crete, it is a symbol of mourning. Perhaps better
known is the plant’s symbolising hatred (Leyel.

1937). The Romans used to sow the seeds with curses
through the belief that the more it was abused the better
it would prosper. When they wanted a good crop they
trod it down with their feet, and prayed the gods it
might not grow. The Greeks too supposed basil to
thrive best when sown with cursing — this explains the
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French saying “semer le basilic”, as signifying slander
(Fernie). It also probably explains why in Italian folk-
lore, basil always stands for hatred, although it had the
opposite meaning in eastern countries (H N Webster).
In India, where it is known as tulasi (Hemphill) (see
HOLY BASIL, rather), it is sacred to Vishnu and
Krishna (Clair). It is kept in every Hindu home as a
disinfectant, and to protect the family from evil (A W
Hatfield).

It is said that basil will wither in the hands of the
impure (Barraclough). A prospective husband could
test a girl’s chastity by making her hold a sprig of
basil in her hands. If it quickly withered it was taken
as a sure sign that she was not a virgin (Higgins). If
a young man accepted a sprig of basil from a girl, he
was instantly in love with her, or so it was believed
(A W Hatfield). Another belief was that it was the
smell of basil that would attract a lover, hence one of
its names in Italian, bacia Nicola (kiss me Nicholas).
That was why Italian girls would pick basil and put
it in their bosoms; married women put it in their

hair (Gubernatis). In Smyrna, if a girl wanted to get
married within the coming year, she would plant a
pot of basil in May the year before. She would tend
it carefully until Epiphany, when she would break
off a small sprig and give it to the priest during his
round, and was given in return the sprig with which he
had blessed the waters. This sprig was then put in the
frame of one of the family icons, and the girl waited
patiently for the husband, who could not fail to come
(Megas). In Sicily and parts of southern Italy, a pot
of basil on the balcony signals that the family has

a daughter of marriageable age for whom they seek
a suitor (Simoons).

In Tudor times, little pots of basil were often given as
compliments by farmers’ wives to their landladies and
to visitors (Grieve. 1933). In Mediterranean countries
a pot of basil is kept on windowsills to keep flies out
of the room (G B Foster), and a sprig in the ward-
robe will keep moths and insects away (Conway). A
strange early belief that Browne counts as one of the
Vulgar Errors, was that “there is a property in Basil
to propagate scorpions, and that by the smell thereof
they are bred in the brains of men”. He says that one
Hollerius “... found this insect in the brain of a man
that delighted much in the smell”, also “whosever
hath eaten basil, although he be stung with a scor-
pion, shall feel no paine thereby”. Gerard had already
mentioned the superstition: “there be that shun Basill
and will not eat thereof, because that if it be chewed
and laid in the sun, it engendreth wormes. They of
Africke do also affirm, that they who are stung of the
scorpions and have eaten of it, shall feele no paine at
all”. Those “wormes” engendered in the sun are, of
course, serpents (Hulme. 1893).

Basil is an embalming herb, already used as such in
ancient Egypt. This tradition is also met in Keats’

poem called Isabella, or the pot of basil, origi-
nally told by Boccaccio. Isabella laid the head of
her murdered lover in a pot of basil, which kept it
“fairly unspoilt” (Swahn). It is used in cooking,

of course, but only a tiny pinch is needed in soups
(particularly turtle soup). It was said by Parkinson
“to procure a cheerful and merrie heart”, and Gerard
also says that “the seeds drunken is a remedy for
melancholy people”, but on the other hand, notes
that “Dioscorides saith that if Basill be much eaten,
it dulleth the sight, it mollifieth the belly, breedeth
winde, provoketh urine, drieth up milke, and is of
hard digestion”. Evelyn also warned that it was
“sometimes offensive to the eyes; and therefore the
tender tops to be very sparingly us’d in our Sallet”
(Evelyn. 1699). 1t is said to have been the charac-
teristic taste in the famous Fetter Lane sausages,

a 17" century invention. The sausage-maker made
a fortune by spicing his sausage with basil (A W
Hatfield).

It was used as a strewing herb (Brownlow), and it
counters headaches and colds, either by an infusion,
taken hot at night (Quelch), or by taking it as snuff.
Dried basil leaves in that form have been used for
nervous headaches and head-colds for centuries
(Hemphill). In Britain, basil, mixed with blacking, has
been used to get rid of warts (Leyel. 1926).

BASKETRY

THREE-LEAF SUMACH (Rhus trilobata) was

used more extensively for basketry than any other
plant except willow. American Indian groups like the
Navajo and Apache always used the twigs, while the
Zuii reserved them for the very best baskets, while
the Navajo made their sacred baskets from them. The
peeled branches were used for both warp and weft;
for sewing materials the branch was usually split into
three strips. The bark and brittle tissue next to the pith
would be removed, leaving a flat, tough strand. It was
used, too, to produce a black dye, both for baskets,
and for leather.

Bassia latifolia > MAHUA

BASTARD MYROBALAN

(Terminalia bellirica) An Indian species, with pale
greenish-yellow, bad-smelling, flowers. The fruit is
used for dyeing and tanning. Unripe, it is astringent,
while the ripe ones are purgative. The kernel is said
to produce intoxication if a lot is eaten, the symptoms
being nausea and vomiting, followed by narcosis.
Perhaps this is why Hindus in northern India look
on the tree as inhabited by demons. So they avoid
it, never sitting in its shade (Pandey). (see also
MYROBALAN (Terminalia catalpa).

BAY, or LAUREL (Laurus nobilis) Originally from
the Mediteranean area, but widely cultivated now.
The name ‘Bay’ is French baie, a contraction of Latin
baccae, berries, or better, baccae lauri.
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In Greek mythology, Daphne fled from Apollo, and
was changed into a bay tree, which from that time
became sacred to him (Clair). Did the priestess chew
bay leaves before delivering the oracle? Palaiseul
suggests that the leaves chewed would put them in

a favourable state. Every sanctuary to Apollo had a
bay tree, and none could be found where the soil was
unfavourable to the tree’s growth. No worshipper
could share in the rites who did not have a crown of
laurel on his head or a branch in his hand (Philpot).
Since Apollo was the god of poetry, it follows that
the crown of bay leaves became the customary award
in the universities to graduates in rhetoric and poetry
(Clair); we still speak of the “Poet Laureate” as the
highest award for a poet in this country. Bachelor is
from French bachilier, and Latin baccalaureus — laurel
berry. Students who took their degree were not
expected to marry, so single men are still bachelors
(Wilks). The staff of bay of a reciting poet was
assumed to assist his inspiration, just as the bay rod in
the hand of a prophet or diviner was assumed to help
him to see hidden things. That is why the use of bay
played an essential part in the oracular ceremony at
Delphi, to name but the most famous (Philpot).

Bay was used at weddings in a similar way to rose-
mary (Andrews. 1898) (see Rosmarinus officinalis).
It featured in weddings in Burgundy, when, decorated
with ribbons, a bay used to be hoisted to the high-

est chimney of the wedding house by the best man
and six assistants. Then a bottle of brandy would be
broken over it, and healths drunk, as guests sang:

11 est planté, le laurier.
Le bon vin I’arrose
Qu’il améme aux mariés
Me¢énage tout rose,

Tout rose (Baker.1977).

This is a lightning tree, and a protector from lightning,
which was believed powerless to hurt a man standing
by one (Dyer. 1889), one of the “vulgar errors” listed
by Aubrey (Aubrey. 1686). But people have been
known to carry branches of it over their heads in a
storm (Waring). “He who carrieth a bay leaf shall
never take harm from thunder” (Browne. 1646), and
Culpepper added to the belief — ... neither Witch
nor Devil, Thunder nor Lightning, will hurt a Man in
the Place where a Bay-tree is”. As garlic protected the
boats from storms and the evil eye, so laurel protected
them from lightning (Bassett). It was said (by Pliny)
that the emperor Tiberius wore a laurel chaplet during
thunderstorms for this reason. In the New Forest, the
bay was planted because of the protection it gave from
lightning and forest fires, but also because it averted evil
(Boase), and in East Anglia, a bay (or holly) growing
near a house has the same effect (G E Evans. 1966).

There are many more superstitions attached to the
bay. The crackling of the leaves in the fire was a good

omen. But if they just smouldered, the signs were not
so good (M Baker. 1980). It used to be said that the
decay of the tree was an omen of disaster, just as oaks
were. Every Roman emperor solemnly planted one
by the Capitol, and it was said to wither when he was
about to die. Before the death of Nero, though the
winter was very mild, all these trees withered at the
roots; a great pestilence in Padua was preceded by the
same phenomenon (Evelyn. 1678). It was the custom,
too, for a successful general to plant a laurel at his
triumph in a shrubbery originally set by Livia. Hence,
bay is a symbol of glory (Leyel. 1937), or triumph,
and as it is evergreen, of eternity (Ferguson).
Shakespeare speaks of this superstition :

“Tis thought the king is dead; we will not stay,
The bay-trees in our country all are wither'd
(Richard II. 2. 4.7).

See also Holinshed : “in this year 1399 in a maner
throughout all the realme of England, old baie-trees
withered, and contrary to all men’s thinking grew
greene againe, a strange sight, and supposed to import
some unknowne event”.

It was believed in ancient Greece that spirits could

be cast out by the laurel, and a bough was often fixed
over the door in cases of illness (Philpot). That is why
in ancient times a man would put a bay leaf in his
mouth when he got up in the morning (Durham). That,
though, can be quite rational, for a bay leaf has anti-
septic properties, so that chewing one first thing was a
good cleanser (like toothpaste) for a furry tongue. The
practice on Chios of bathing in water to which bay and
hazel leaves have been added (Argenti & Rose), must
surely be another protective measure. Similarly, if a
baby is born feet first, it will be lamed in an accident
while still young, unless bay leaves are immediately
rubbed on its legs (Waring). Aubrey mentions that
branches of bay were strewn on coffins at 17" century
funerals, and Jersey burial customs required the coffin
to be covered with laurel and ivy (L Amy). It used to
be the custom in some parts of Wales for a funeral to
be preceded by a woman carrying bay. She sprinkled
the leaves on the road at intervals (J Mason). It is a
symbol of resurrection, for seemingly dead trees often
revive from the roots (Drury. 1994).

Cornelius Agrippa said that a sick magpie puts a bay
leaf into her nest to cure herself (Berdoe), and, accord-
ing to Aelian (De nature anim.), the pigeons put laurel
sprigs in their nests to protect their young against the
evil eye. The same use was noted in Morocco, where
people would insure their ploughs against the evil eye
by making some part of them in laurel wood.

It was used for love divination charms in this country.
A St Valentine’s Eve charm was to put two bay leaves
across the pillow, after having sprinkled them with
rose water, and saying:
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Good Valentine, be kind to me,
In dream let me my true love see (Dyer. 1889).

Another charm from Devonshire called for five
leaves, one pinned at each corner and the fifth in the
middle of the pillow. The operator of this charm had
to say the rhyme seven times, and count seven, seven
times over at each interval:

Sweet guardian angels, let me have
What I most earnestly do crave —

A Valentine endued with love,

Who will both true and constant prove.

The future husband would appear in a dream (Vickery.
1995). The same number of leaves, to be disposed in
the same pattern, was the rule at Gainsborough, in
Lincolnshire (Rudkin). Usually, the girl had to put on
a clean nightgown for the operation, often inside out
(Drury. 1986). If a girl writes her lover’s name with

a pin on a laurel leaf, and puts it in her bosom, the
writing will turn red if he is true to her (Leather). That
comes from Herefordshire, but surely no-one actually
tried the charm.

It is said that lovers should pick a twig from a laurel
bush, break it in two, and each keep a piece (Iggles-
den). Why? The dream books had something to say of
the meaning of bay-tree dreams. For a man to dream
of one, it is a sign that he will marry a rich and beauti-
ful wife, but have no success in his business under-
takings. It is a good thing for physicians and poets to
dream of it (Raphael). Wasn’t a bay chaplet the proper
accolade for a poet? (see above)

Bay had its ordinary uses, in addition to the medicinal
and folkloric. Lupton tells us that “if there be branches
of bay wrapt up or laid among cloths or books, it will
keep the same safe from moths, worms and other cor-
ruptions”. It was said too, in the 10™ century collection
called the Geopontica, that if a water supply was bad,
it could be made wholesome by steeping laurel in it
(Rose). Bay Rum has nothing to do with this tree; oil
of bay is distilled from the fresh leaves of Pimenta
acris, and is used solely for Bay Rum and Florida
Water for toilet articles (Grieve. 1933).

Both the leaves and berries have been used in
medicine. Pomet described the berries as “cephalick,
nemotick, alexipharmick, and anti-colick; they mol-
lifie, discuss, expel Wind, open Obstructions, provoke
Urine and the Terms, facilitate the travel of Women in
Labour, and help Crudities in the Stomach. They are
good for the Nerves in Convulsions and Palsies, give
ease in the most extream Colicks, and take away the
After-Pains of Women in Child-Bed”. Evelyn, earlier,
had called them emollient, sovereign in affectioins of
the nerves, collics, gargarisms, baths, salves, and per-
fumes ...” “... taken in wine [they] are good against
all venom and poison ... [and] the juice pressed out
[of the leaves] is a remedy for pain in the eares, and

deafnesse, if it be dropped in with old wine and oile
of Roses ...”(Evelyn, Gerard). We are told, too, that
“pigeons and blackbirds when suffering from loss of
appetite, eat bay leaves as a tonic” (Hulme. 1895), and
they “heal stingings of bees and wasps, and do away
all swellings” (Bartholomew Anglicus). A few bay
leaves soaked in brandy formed a cure for colic in
Illinois. One to four teaspoonsfuls of the result would
be given (Hyatt). We have already seen that the
berries, too, were used for the complaint. And “it is
reported that common drunkards were accustomed

to eat in the morning fasting two leaves thereof
against drunkennesse” (Gerard), but that, as we have
already seen, may very well be to get rid of a hang-
over and furry tongue. The most engaging of the
early leechdoms is one from Langham, aimed at “one
that is stricken with the Fayrie”. The treatment was

to “spread oyle de Bay on a linnen cloth, and lay it
above the sore, for that will drive it into every part of
the body; but if the sore be above the heart, apply it
beneath the sore, and to the nape of the necke”.

BAY RUM

Nothing to do with the Bay tree (Laurus nobilis). Oil of
bay is distilled from the fresh leaves of Pimento acris,
the Bay Rum Tree, and is used solely for Bay Rum and
Florida Water for toilet articles (Grieve. 1933).

BEAR’S BREECH

(Acanthus mollis) A strange name. Halliwell quotes
as an archaism a verb to breech, meaning to flog or
whip, and this is made interesting by another old
name for the plant, Brank Ursin. Branks, it seems,
was a word for a kind of halter or bridle. Ursin, of
course, is the bear (Watts. 2000). The leaves of this
and other Acanthus species (notably A4 spinosissimus)
were the motifs for the designs of the capitals of
Corinthian columns of the Greeks and Romans, and
were much imitated in the architecture of the Middle
Ages. According to one legend, Callimachus,a Greek
architect, was visiting the tomb of a young girl who
had died on the eve of her wedding. There, standing
on an Acanthus plant and left by a previous visitor,
was a basket covered with a tile. Callimachus noticed
that the leaves had been forced back by the tile into

a decorative shape, and he adopted the motif to fit
the pillars of the temple he was building at Corinth
(Perry. 1972). Acanthus patterns often figure in old
needlework. See, for instance, the 10" century St
Cuthbert’s stole in Durham cathedral. In some legends
it was one of the plants used for Christ’s Crown of
Thorns. In the language of flowers, the acanthus
symbolises the cult of fine arts (Rambosson), and in
Christian symbolism, it was used to indicate Heaven
(in the Ravenna mosaics). The trees of Jesse and the
Trees of Life in early art are also founded on the
Acanthus. After the 13™ century, the use in symbolism
ceased, and the use as a purely decorative motif took
its place (Haig).



Bear’s Ears 28

Bee Balm

The roots, boiled and mashed up into a poultice,
have been used to treat abscesses (Barton & Castle).
Culpeper even suggested that “they [ the leaves] are
excellent good to unite broken bones, and strengthen
joints that have been put out”.

BEAR’S EARS is a very common name for
AURICULA (Primula auricula) (that is what is
suggested by the word ‘auricula’ itself). It is the shape
of the leaf that gave rise to the name. It appears as
Boar’s Ears, or Bore’s Ears in northern Scotland.
Jamieson said that a bear is called a boar in the north
of Scotland. However that may be, the name changes
as one goes south. In Lancashire it is Baziers, or
Basiers (Nodal & Milner). There is a May song from
Lancashire that has as its refrain “The baziers are
sweet in the morning of May”. Further south still,

in Gloucestershire, the name is further changed to
Bezors (Britten & Holland).

BEARBERRY

(Arctostaphylos uva-ursi) Dried, the leaves would be
smoked by the American Indians as a substitute for
tobacco (Sanford); the Keres Indians seem to have
mixed them with tobacco in the ordinary way (L A
White), while the Chippewa claimed they smoked it
“to attract game” (Densmore). The North-west coast
Indians also used the leaves for the smoking substance
kinnikinnick (Enboden. 1979), which is an Algonquin
word meaning “that which is mixed”, usually tobacco
(Johnston).

BED-WETTING

It is said that a preparation of MULLEIN flowers in
olive oil, made for earache (see EARACHE), can

be used to cure children of bed-wetting. The dose
would be a few drops in warm water (Genders. 1976).
HORSETAIL tea, being rich in silicic acid, can be
used for urinary problems, including bed-wetting

(M Evans). Alabama children were given a tea made
from the berries of THREE-LEAF SUMACH to cure
them of bed-wetting, and PUMPKIN seeds were also
used there for the same purpose (R B Browne). This is
strange, because the same tea is known as an efficient
diuretic. Similarly, DANDELION, the best known of
all diuretics, the recipient of vernacular names like
Pissabed, was also used to stop the misfortune. The
flowers were given to Fenland children to smell on
May Day to inhibit bed-wetting for the next twelve
months (Porter. 1969). Perhaps these are examples

of homeopathic magic. An infusion of ST JOHN’S
WORT also was used. In Russian folk medicine,
CENTAURY and St John’s Wort were mixed in equal
amounts for this (Kourennoff).

BEE BALM

(Melissa officinalis) The leaves have a lemon
fragrance, and because of this it was used as a
strewing herb (Clair), with a “quasi-medicinal” effect,
as one writer put it (Fletcher). The stems were woven

into chaplets for ladies to wear (Genders. 1972), and
even the juice was used as a furniture polish which
also gave the wood a sweet perfume. Not surprisingly,
balm is the symbol of pleasantry (Leyel. 1937).

Melissa means a bee, and has the reputation of keep-
ing bees in their hive. Gerard said :“ The hives of bees
being rubbed with the leaves of Bawme, causeth the
bees to keep together, and causeth others to come unto
them”, a belief still current in East Anglia, where they
say that if this grows in the garden, the bees will not
leave the hive (G E Evans. 1966). Wiltshire beekeep-
ers agree; they rub the inside of the skeps with it
(Wiltshire) after hiving a new swarm, to encourage
them to stay.

But it is in the sphere of popular medicine that balm is
important. A tale from Staffordshire tells how Ahasu-
erus, the Wandering Jew, knocked at the door of a cot-
tage, and found the occupant ill. The Jew was asked
in and offered a glass of ale. In return, the patient was
told to gather three balm leaves and to put them in a
cup of ale, and to drink it, refilling the cup when it
was empty, and adding fresh leaves every fourth day.
He was cured in twelve days (M Baker. 1980). Aubrey.
1696 mentions a story that is probably the same as

the Staffordshire legend, about an old man who was
cured of his lameness by taking balm leaves in beer.
But balm tea is the most widely used medicine, for
stomach upsets or colic in Gloucestershire, but more
commonly elsewhere for colds, especially if feverish,
for it has the effect of promoting sweating (Conway).
It makes a pleasant drink for influenza patients (A W
Hatfield. 1973), and has even been recommended for
bronchitis (Fliick). Fresh leaves are best, and the usual
recipe is an ounce of leaves to a pint of boiling water,
when lemon juice or sugar can be added when cool, if
the patient prefers it (Rohde. 1936).

Oil of balm is useful for drying sores and wounds
(Gordon. 1977). It is a wound plant in the Balkans —
balm, the leaves of centaury and the dust of a live
coal, pounded (Kemp). From now on, its uses
become more and more esoteric. We are told that “...
eius decoctio in aqua menstrua provocat et matrica
mundificat et confortat et conceptum aduivat” (Circa
Instans/ Rufinus, quoted in Thorndike), and Gerard,
taking his lead from Dioscorides, maintained that

the leaves “drunke in wine, or applied outwardly, are
good against the stingings of venomous beasts, and
the bitings of mad dogs ...”. He was down-to-earth
enough to prescribe a mouthwash of the decoction
for toothache, but went on to claim that it is “likewise
good for those that cannot take breath unlesse they
hold their neckes upright”! Not only that, but it “com-
forts the heart, and driveth away all melancholy and
sadnesse ...” (it was still in use in the 20" century for
nervous complaints and depression (Boland. 1979).
We even hear that “essence of balm”, drunk daily, will
preserve youth. Llewellen, prince of Glamorgan, who
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lived to 108, attributed his long life to it (M Baker.
1980). Indeed, there was a once popular “restorative
cordial”, supposed to confer longevity, called Car-
melite Water, apparently still made in France, under
the name Eau de mélisse des Carmes, by macerating
the fresh flowers and tops in fortified white wine,
together with a variety of spices (Clair). There was
also an Aqua Mellis, taken to be a decoction of balm,
that was much used in 17" century England against
baldness (Burton).

After all this it should come as a surprise to find balm
used as a remedy for illness caused by witchcraft.

It comes from a deposition made to the Assizes in
Leicester in 1717, and was described as “used and
prescribed by the cunning men”, who put rosemary,
balm, “and many gold flowers in a bagge to the
patients brest as a charm and to give them inwardly a
decoction of the same in a quart of ale and their own
blood ...” (Ewen. 1929). As far off as South America,
there is a similar belief, for balm was used as an
ingredient in the ritual bath that is part of a Brazilian
healing ceremony (Williams).

BEE-KEEPING

Beekeepers in the East Riding of Yorkshire used

to sprinkle the hive with an elder branch dipped in
sugar and water when the bees were ready to swarm
(Addy). In Cornwall, too, they say that the inside of
hives should be scrubbed with elder flowers to prevent
a new swarm from leaving (Courtney). But bees do
not seem to like the smell. When they swarm, a sprig
of elder is often held about nine inches above them.
The idea is that the elder will drive them out of the
tree in which they are swarming. In any case, elder

is a well-known insect repellant. SWEET CICELY is
very attractive to bees, and was often rubbed over the
inside of hives to induce swarms to enter (Northcote).
So was THYME, which was always grown near the
hives (Gordon. 1977). BEE BALM, too, could be
used, for it had the reputation of keeping bees in their
hive, as Gerard said, and this is a belief still current, at
least in East Anglia, where they say that if this grows
in the garden, the bees will not leave the hive (G E
Evans. 1966). Wiltshire bee-keepers agree; they rub
the inside of the skeps with it (Wiltshire) after hiving
a swarm, to encourage them to stay. One could hang a
piece of JUNIPER inside the hive, to protect the bees
from adverse magic (Boland. 1977).

BEE STINGS

Bruise a leaf of BALSAMINT and put it on a bee

sting — it will bring relief (Brownlow). So will SUMMER
SAVORY (and Winter Savory, Satureia montana)
leaves (Clair), and Gerard advised using MALLOW
leaves. He went on “if a man be first anointed with the
leaves stamped with a little oile, he shal not be stung

at all”. ONION juice rubbed on a bee or wasp sting
was an old Wiltshire beekeepers’ remedy (Wiltshire),
but there is nothing either local or esoteric about that;

the remedy is recorded in Norfolk, too (Randell), and
in Ireland, and in America (H M Hyatt). It appeared,
too, in the Gardeners’receipt book, 1861. Lawrence
Durrell also mentioned it as standard practice in Corfu.
CHICKWEED can be applied to a sting, to get the
swelling down (Vickery. 1995), or rub MARIGOLD
petals on them (Rohde. 1936). WATER MINT is “...
good against the stingings of bees and wasps, if the
place be rubbed therewith” (Gerard).

BEECH

(Fagus sylvatica) Apparently a British native only on
chalk and limestone in south-east England. Elsewhere
it was planted, albeit a very long time ago, as
witnessed by place names (see examples in Cameron).
In spite of the early spread of the tree, there is very
little folklore attached to it, but what there is shows
that it is held in high regard. In Somerset, for instance,
they say that if you are lost in a wood at night nothing
can harm you if you sleep under a beech tree, and

if you say your prayers under a beech, they will go
straight to heaven. On the other hand, the tree will be
avenged if you use bad language under it, for then the
leaves will rustle, and a bough may even drop on you
(Tongue). Like a number of other trees, beech was
supposed to be proof against lightning (Dyer), or that
lightning never strikes it (Sebillot). Again like other
trees, beech has its protectors, as with an enormous
specimen known as “The Lady’s Beech”, a few miles
from Copenhagen. Legend says this tree was once
part of a large forest. While a girl was sheltering
under this tree, a white-clad figure appeared to her
and prophesied that the girl would become mistress
of Kokke-dal. She also made the girl give her her
promise never to consent to the tree’s being felled. It
was said that each owner of Kokke-dal was bound to
leave the tree standing (Craigie).

A potent drink, probably originating from the Chil-
terns, called leaf noyau, can be made from beech
leaves. A recipe given requires one to pack an earth-
enware or glass jar about 90% full of young, clean
leaves. Pour gin into the jar, pressing the leaves down
all the time, until they are just covered. Leave to steep
for about a fortnight, and then strain off the gin, which
will now be a brilliant green. Add sugar dissolved in
boiling water, and add a dash of brandy. Mix well, and
bottle when cold (Mabey. 1972).

“We must not omit to praise the mast, which fats

our swine and deer, and hath in some families even
supported men with bread ...” (Evelyn). But one has
to be careful with them, for they are toxic to some
people. “The nuts, when eaten by the human species,
occasion giddiness and head-ache: but when well-
dried and powdered, they make wholesome bread”
(Taylor). Beechmast oil can be used like any other
cooking oil (Mabey. 1972), and beechnut butter is
still made in some country districts of America. It was
even claimed that they could be substituted for coffee.
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Medicinal uses for beech are few, in fact the only
recipe involving the leaves dates from the 15
century, and is for deafness : “take the juice of leaves
of a beech-tree, and good vinegar, even portions,
and put thereto powder of quick-lime; and then clear
it through a cloth; and of this, when it is cleansed,
put hot into the sick ear” (Dawson). More attention
was paid to the water that collected in hollow parts
of the tree. It cures, according to Evelyn, “the most
obsinate tetters, scabs, and scurfs, in man or beast,
fomenting the part with it”, and it also prevents
baldness, according to a report from Devonshire
(Devonshire Association. Transactions. vol 103;
1971 p103).

BEET (ROOT)

(Beta vulgaris ‘Maritima’) Very popular in Russia,
where it is mainly used as a base for the soup borsch.
The only note there is as to the use of anything but the
root comes from the Isle of Wight, where apparently it
was the custom to eat the leaves, under the name Wild,
or Sea, Spinach (Grigson. 1955).

There is not much in the way of superstition recorded,
though the Pennsylvania Germans say that if beets run
to seed the first year, it foretells a funeral, or some-
one in the family will die (Fogel), a belief that must
presumably have travelled from Europe. A distinct
oddity from Kentucky insists that eating beet is a sign
that you are in love! (Thomas & Thomas). The dream
books say that if you dream you are eating beetroot,

it is a sign that your troubles will disappear, and that
prosperity will follow (Raphael). Certainly, one or
two of the so-called medicinal usages look more like
superstitions, or charms, at least. For instance, from
Corfu — a small bottle of beetroot juice is corked

and put in the heart of an uncooked loaf of bread.
The bread is baked, and the bottle removed, and then
the medicine is drunk in small doses for dysentery

or diarrhoea (Durrell). And Langham’s optimistic
statement must come under the same heading — “the
asches of the root with hony, restoreth haire, and
keepeth the rest from falling”.

Prescriptions involving beetroot have been used for
fevers since ancient times. One “confection for the
fevers” is included in a 15™ century collection of
medical recipes, and reads “take centaury a hand-
ful; of the root and of the leaves of the earthbeet a
handful; of the root of clover a handful; of ambrose a
handful; and make powder of them, then mix honey
therewith. And make thereof balls of the greatness
of half a walnut. And give the sick each day one of
them fasting, and serve him nine days. For this is a
good confection for fevers and the mother and for
the rising of the heart” [flatulence] (Dawson). That
may have worked, especially as nine days may have
been enough to see the fever off naturally, but one
would have to question the Balkan practice of treating
a fever by laying beet leaves on the skin round the

waist, and changing it morning and evening, for three
days (Kemp). The earliest reference to the use of beet,
for headache this time, comes from Anglo-Saxon
times. The Lacnunga has this prescription: “Roots of
beet, pound with honey; wring out. Apply the juice
over the nose. Let him (the patient) be face upward
toward the hot sun and lay the head downward until
the brain be reached. Before that, he should have
butter or oil in the mouth, the mucus to run from

the nose. Let him do that often until it be clean”
(Grattan & Singer). Gerard endorsed the practice,

in fewer words, and even in the 18" century it was
still repeated by Hill. There are still one or two more
odd-sounding medical practices. In Russian domestic
medicine, for example, a gargle of beet juice is a rec-
ognized remedy for adenoids (Kourennoff). Another
is the Pennsylvania German claim that crushed beet
leaves put in a rag and bound on a wound will cure
lockjaw (Fogel).

BEGGARWEED

Names like this usually mean either that too much
of it will make the soil fit for nothing else, and so
beggar the farmer, or that the presence of the plant
is a sure indication that the soil is no good anyway,
and will still beggar one. So the name is given to
plants like CORN SPURREY (Spergula arvensis),
or Knotgrass (Polygonum aviculare), and so on. Cf
Poverty-weed, Pickpocket, which carry the same
message.

BELLADONNA

(Atropa belladonna) see DEADLY NIGHTSHADE.
The name itself, or its English translation, Fair Lady
(Friend. 1883), which looks strangely out of place,
refers to an ancient belief that the nightshade is the
form of a fatal witch called Atropai, who in fact was
the eldest of the Fates, the one whose duty it was

to cut the thread of life. There is an old superstition
that at certain times the plant takes the form of an
exceedingly beautiful enchantress, dangerous to look
upon (Skinner). Certainly, it was reckoned to have
been grown in Hecate’s garden (Clair). But the usual
explanation of the name refers to the custom on the
Continent for women to use it as a cosmetic to make
the eyes sparkle (atropine is still used by oculists to
dilate the pupils (Brownlow)).

Bellis perennis > DAISY
Berberis vulgaris > BARBERRY

BERRY-TREE

A Yorkshire name for a GOOSEBERRY bush,

for gooseberries are taken there as berries par
excellence (Hunter). Gooseberry-pies are berry-pies.
Gooseberries in the north of England have long been
the subject of esteem and competition.

Beta vulgaris ‘Altissima’ > SUGAR BEET
Beta vulgaris ‘Maritima’ > BEET(ROOT)
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BETONY

(Stachys officinalis) i.e., WOOD BETONY Sown
round the house, it protects it from witchcraft. “The
house where Herba Betonica is sowne, is free from
all mischeefes” (Scot). The Anglo-Saxon Herbal
mentions it as a shield against “frightful goblins that
go by night and terrible sights and dreams” (Bonser).
“For phantasma and delusions: Make a garland of
betony and hang it about thy neck when thou goest
to bed. that thou mayest have the savour thereof all
night, and it will help thee” (Dawson). The first item
on Apuleius’ list is “for monstrous nocturnal vistiors
and frightful sights and dreams” (Cockayne). A Welsh
charm to prevent dreaming was to “take the leaves
of betony, and hang them about your neck or else the
juice on going to bed” (Bonser).

Roy Vickery was quite right when he said that there
was “little evidence for betony being much used in
British and Irish folk medicine (Vickery. 1995). It is
surprising in view of the number of prescriptions in
early and classical herbalism, and also in view of the
proverb “Sell your coat and buy betony” (Dyer. 1889;
Whitlock. 1992). There is a Cumbrian recommenda-
tion to drink betony tea for indigestion (Newman &
Wilson), and in Somerset a cure for headache is to
drink the tea hot (Tongue. 1965). Gypsies, too, take
an infusion of the fresh leaves to relieve stomach
trouble, and they make an ointment from the juice of
fresh leaves and unsalted lard to remove the poison
from stings and bites (Vesey-Fitzgerald). There is, too,
an injunction to chew a fresh betony leaf to prevent
drunkenness before a party (Conway). But that is all,
yet next to vervain, betony was the most esteemed

of all plants by the early herbalists. To sum it all up:
“A medicine against alle maner of infirmities. Take
and drinke a cupful of the juyce of betonye, the first
Thursday in May, and he shalle be delivered from alle
maner of diseases for that year” (Gentleman's Maga-
zine Library: popular superstitions). It was the first
to be dealt with by Apuleius, and the Anglo-Saxon
translation has no less than twenty-nine prescrip-
tions (Cockayne), and there are at least that number
of leechdoms independently written in Anglo-Saxon
times. A Middle English rimed medical treatise
prescribed either betony or fennel for the digestion,
to be taken “in drage after mete”. “Dragges” were a
kind of digestive powder for weak stomachs, and were
used by Chaucer’s Doctor. The term was applied to
such things as sweetmeats served in the last course as
stomach closers, according to Cotgrave’s Dictionary,
1660 (I B Jones).

Betula pendula (verrucosa) (alba) > BIRCH
BHANG

according to Burton, the Arab Banj and the Hindu
Bhang, is the most frequently used word referring to
the drug Cannabis (HEMP).

BIBLE LEAF

One of a series of similar names given to TUTSAN
(Hypericum androsaemum). When dried, its leaves
have a very sweet smell, likened to ambergris. Picking
the leaves and pressing them in books used to be a
favourite pastime, hence the name, and others like
Sweet Leaf (Devonshire — Grigson. 1955), as well as
Book Leaf (Dorset — Macmillan).

BILBERRY

see WHORTLEBERRY. Bilberry is as common as
Whortleberry for Vaccinium myrtillus. It seems to be
from a Danish word, boelle-baer, meaning ball berry
(Britten & Holland).

BINDWEED
see (a) FIELD BINDWEED (Convolvulus arvensis)
(b) GREAT BINDWEED (Calystegia sepium)

BIRCH

Birch, the Lady of the Woods, is another of the trees
looked on as having some protective power over
attack by witches, or even the fairies. Over quite a
large part of the Continent, it used to be said that if

a witch were struck with a birch broom, she would
lose all power (Lea). The Irish still say that fairies

do not like the birch, and in the west of England,
birch crosses would be hung over cottage doors to
repel enchantment. Sometimes that other powerful
protector, rowan, would be coupled with the birch on
particular days (May Eve and Day, for example) when
the risk was greatest. Presumably this is the reason
why throughout Europe, birch twigs are used for
beating the bounds (Graves). In Worcestershire, birch
branches, hung with cowslip balls, were put on the
door at May Day (Chamberlain, E L). Connected with
this must be the Breton custom of taking birch leaves
if a child is sickly, drying them in an oven, and then
putting them in the baby’s cradle to give it strength,
so it was claimed (Gubernatis), but probably to keep
away the evil that was causing the sickness.

But there is a sinister side to birch mythology. Take,
for instance, the ballad, The Wife of Usher’s Well:

It fell about the Martinmas,

When nights are lang and mirk,

The carlin wife’s three sons came hame
And their hats were of the birk

It neither grew in dyke nor ditch

Nor yet in one sleugh;

But at the gates o’ Paradise,

That birk grew fair enough.

In other words, the birch grew at the gates of paradise,
and it furnished the ghosts with their “hats o’ birk”. It
is a sacred tree, and traditionally the tree of death. To
dream of pulling the “birk sae green” portends death
in the Braes o Yarrow. A “wand o’ bonny birk™ is laid
on the breast of the dead in Sweet William’s Ghost
(Wimberley). Birch is traditionally the tree of death

in Somerset legend, too. “The one with the white
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hand” (a birch, so it would seem) was a spirit that
haunted the moorland near Taunton. It would rise up
at twilight out of a scrub of birch and oak and come
drifting across to lonely travellers so fast that they had
no time to escape. She was deadly pale, with clothes
that rustled like dead leaves, and her hand looked like
a blasted branch. Sometimes she pointed a finger at

a man’s head, and then he ran mad, but more often
she put her hand over his heart, and he fell dead. The
spirit was laid by a farmer who carried salt with him,
and he put his own hand with the salt into that of the
spirit (Tongue).

Delinquents, and formerly lunatics, were flogged with
birch boughs, “for which anciently the cudgels were
us’d by the lictor, for lighter faults, as now the gentler
rods by our tyrranical pedagogues”, in Evelyn’s
words. “Gentler”, because “birchen twigs break no
ribs” (Hazlitt). But the flogging, especially in the case
of lunatics, was more likely to be the means of driving
out the evil that was causing the condition.

Birch branches were often used, along with milkwort,
in the Rogationtide processions. Whit Sunday, too,
was marked as a day to use birch for church decora-
tion. But May Day is the special feast day associated
with the tree. The Welsh maypole was always made of
it (Trevelyan) — in fact the Welsh word bedwen serves
both for birch and maypole. And in Herefordshire a
birch tree was brought into the farmyard on May Day,
and decorated with red and white rags, then propped
against the stable door to protect the horses within
from being hag-ridden (Leather).

There is a saying, “as bare as the birch at Yule eve”.
It is spoken of anyone in extreme poverty (Denham),
and birch was used as a symbol of meekness (Leyel).
It also seems to have been a symbol of fertility
(Hartland). One of the names for a Germanic rune
was berkana, birch twig, and this must have been
connected with fertility rites. Birch saplings were
put in houses and stables, and men and women, as
well as the cattle, were struck with birch twigs, with
the avowed intention of increasing fertility (Elliott).
Birch twigs were fixed over the lover’s door on May
morning in Cheshire (Wimberley). At one time, when
a Welsh girl accepted a proposal of marriage, she
presented her lover with a wreath of birch leaves (if
she refused him, she sent hazel (Trevelyan)). There
is an extensive body of customary lore in Wales on
this subject. The love poems of medieval Welsh poets
contain many references to seeking to court girls
under the green leaves of the birch tree, for what

is in effect a “daytime date”, when a comfortable
bed of birch leaves and twigs would be provided.
Things made with birch leaves and twigs served as
emblems of love when exchanged between lovers,
the cae bedw, the birchen garland, being the most
popular. Hats made of birch twigs were common, too
(Stevens).

Birch, like most trees, has its practical uses; the
timber is good enough for clog-making in Ireland

(O Suilleabhain), and the inner bark was used for
writing long before the invention of paper (Gerard).
John Clare tried his hand at paper-making from birch
bark, and found that it “is easily parted in thin lairs &
one shred of bark round the tree would split into 10 or
a dozen sheets. I have tryd it & find it receives the ink
very readily” (Clare). Birch bark had found a use even
in Mesolithic times, for it produces a sticky substance
like pitch. Rolls of birch bark have been recovered
from the site at Star Carr, which was occupied about
7500 BC. It seems that they were used for glue to
hold microliths in their wooden seating, for flints with
birch glue still on them have been found (Helm).

In the Highlands, birch used to be employed at one
time for a great deal of purposes — the timber made
beds, chairs, tables, spoons and the like, and the outer
rind, called meilleag in Gaelic, was used for making
candles (Fairweather). Rope was made from it as well,
far more durable than hempen ones. The wood was
used too for building, toolmaking and for constructing
carts and fences, and it furnished thatch and brooms
(Ablett). There is an Irish record of the use of the bark
for tanning (O Suilleabhain), and the leaves were used
for dyeing (Jenkins). An aromatic oil is obtained from
it, known as Russian leather, because bookbinders
used it to rub on leather, to give it the characteristic
perfume, and also to preserve it. That same oil, which
contains methyl salicylate, mixed with alcohol, is
rubbed on the skin as a protection against midges and
mosquitoes (Hutchinson & Melville).

Birch tea is used for urinary complaints, especially
dropsy. But it is useful also for gout, and has even
been recommended as being helpful for the heart
(Schaunberg & Paris). It has also been given for
rheumatism (Grieve), and another folk remedy for the
complaint, from Russia in this case, involved boiling
birch leaves in water for half an hour, and putting that
water into a hot bath. One bath daily before going to
bed, for 30 days at least, is prescribed (Kourennoff).
But there were some strange claims made in times
gone by, perhaps the most hopeful being from the
Physicians of Myddfai — “for impotency. Take some
birch, digest it in water, and drink”. A pure transfer-
ence charm is recorded in Suffolk, for toothache, by
clasping the tree in one’s arms, and then cutting a slit
in it. Cut a piece of hair with one’s left hand from
behind the ear. That has to be buried in the slit, and
when the hair has disappeared so will the toothache
(Burn).

BIRD CHERRY

(Prunus padus) Bird Cherry fruit is sometimes used
to flavour home-made wines, and was even used to
flavour gin and whisky once (C P Johnson), while the
bark was used sometimes to dye wool a light brown
colour (Fairweather). It is associated with witches
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in Germany, and called Hexenbaum, a name which

is too near such words as Heckberry to carry much
conviction as to its witch connection. However, there
is a saying from Roxburghshire, in Scotland, that may
help, in a negative way:

Hagberry, hagberry, hang the de’il,
Rowan-tree, rowan-tree, help it weel.

But, at least in Wester Ross, bird cherry in some cases
played the protective role taken by rowan. A walking
stick made from it prevented the bearer from getting
lost in a mist (Denham).

BIRD-LIME

MISTLETOE berries, “of a clammy or viscous
moisture”, are such “whereof the best Bird-lime is
made, far exceeding that which is made of the Holm
or HOLLY bark” (Gerard). It was made by drying
and pounding the berries soaking them in water for
twelve days, and pulverizing them again. Bird-lime
was used up to medieval times for taking small
birds in the branches of trees, and also for catching
hawks, whch were decoyed by a bird tethered
between the arches of a stick coated with the stuff
(J G D Clark. 1948). “It is reported that the bark

of the root of the (WAYFARING TREE) buried a
certaine time in the earth, and afterwards boyled and
stamped according to Art, maketh a good Bird-lime
for Fowlers to catch birds with” (Gerard). In Africa,
the latex of the CANDELABRA TREE (Euphorbia
ingens), which becomes sticky when partially dry,

is used for the purpose (Palgrave), and another
African plant that is used is AFRICAN CORN LILY
(Ixia viridflora), which has a sticky sap. The generic
name, Ixia, comes from a Greek word ixos, meaning
bird-lime.

BIRD’S EYE is a name given to a number of plants
(see Watts. 2000). Descriptive, of course in most
cases, but there was a belief, particularly applying to
GERMANDER SPEEDWELL, that if you pick the
flowers, birds would come and pick your eyes out, or
your mother will suffer that fate (cf MOTHER-DIE).

BIRTHWORT

(Aristolochia clematitis) The name Aristolochia
comes from two Greek words meaning ‘best birth’.
The greenish-yellow flower constricts into a tube

that opens into a globular swelling at the base. The
swelling was interpreted as the womb, the tube as the
birth passage. Thus by the doctrine of signatures, it
was used to help delivery, to encourage conception,
and to “purge the womb”. Oddly enough, it seems
that the plant does have an abortive effect (Grigson).
Pliny said it was prescribed for securing a male

child (Bonser). Another strange ancient usage was
described by Guainino (c1500). He prescribed a kind
of medicated pessary made of honey and birthwort, to
be introduced before sleeping. The woman was judged
to be fertile if on awakening she had a sweet taste in

her mouth! (T R Forbes). Hippocrates recommended
the plant as a purgative for women, or for uterine
complaints, and it seems that Theophratus even
prescribed it for prolapsed uterus (Dawson).

In addition to the doctrine of signatures practices, we
find that in ancient times it was used for other ail-
ments. Hippocrates, again, recommended it for pain in
the side, and for dressing ulcers (Dawson), the latter
remedy is still in use today (Schauenberg & Paris).
Early medieval texts from the Byzantine school pre-
scribed it for epilepsy, and it was also recommended
for asthma (Dawson). The Anglo-Saxon version of
Apuleius quoted birthwort “against strength of
poison”, and also “for bite of adder” (Cockayne),
which had already appeared in Dioscorides/Rufinus
(... et ad vipera morsem et ad alia venena intrinsi-
cus facit”) (Thorndike). The Anglo-Saxon text also
prescribed it for fevers, as did the Welsh text known
as the Physicians of Myddfai (“For intermittent fever.
Take the mugwort, the purple dead nettle, and the
round birthwort, as much as you like of each, bruising
them well in stale goat’s milk whey, and boiling them
afterwards. Let the patient drink some thereof every
morning, and it will cure him”). There were some
very strange conditions mentioned in Apuleius for
which birthwort was a cure, like “for sore of nostrils”,
or “if any child be vexed”, and, strangest of all, “in
case that to anyone an ulcer grow on his nose”!

The plant is still used by herbalists. For instance, a
decoction of the fresh plant is recommended to treat
infected wounds. Used internally, it is emmenagogic,
and is also taken to soothe arthritis and rheumatism
pains (Schauenberg & Paris). A tincture is used in
Russian folk medicine for gout (KourennofY).

BISTORT

(Polygonum bistorta) “Herb Pudding”, or “Yarby
Pudding” (Vickery. 1995), was made from Bistort
leaves on Easter Day, or more properly, at Passion-
tide. The leaves were boiled in broth, with barley,
chives, etc., and served to accompany veal and bacon.
Easter Giants, or Easter Mangiants, both from the
French manger, to eat, are other names, and there is
Ledger Pudding, as well. Mabey. 1972 says that the
last two weeks of Lent was the proper time to eat this
pudding, but many people make enough to freeze,

to have for breakfast on Christmas Day (J Smith.
1989). The Yorkshire and Cumbria Dock Pudding is
not apparently connected with Easter, but is simply a
cheap meal. It contains bistort, young nettles, onions
and oatmeal. The mixture would be simmered till
cooked, strained and allowed to go cold. Then slices
would be fried, with bacon. The Cumbrian version
was more elaborate, with a lot more different spring
leaves (Schofield). Bistort leaves contain starch, and
have been used as a marginal food (Browning), in fact
they can provide a form of flour once the tannin has
been steeped out (Dimbleby).
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In country medicine, the root is the only part still
used, being rich in tannin (20%). It is said to be the
best herbal medicine for a sore throat (Conway), and,
of course, being so rich in tannin, the root is a strong
astringent (“one of the best astringents in the world”
was Hill’s opinion), great for diarrhoea (Fliick), and it
was used for staunching wounds, and internal haem-
orrhages. “The root doth glew wounds together...”
(Langham). As an astringent, it is still used as a
mouthwash (V G Hatfield. 1994). The infusion of the
dried herb is used in Russian folk medicine for jaun-
dice (Kourennoff). And it was used in Scotland, too,
for urinary complaints (Beith). The root is regarded
as a sure cure for incontinence (Mitton & Mitton).
Gypsies use it for diphtheria (Vesey-Fitzgerald), and
bistort tea is drunk in Cumbria to get rid of a head-
ache (Newman & Wilson). There were old recipes for
snakebite, but they were doctrine of signatures, from
the twisted roots. Bistort is from the Latin bis, twice,
and torta, twisted. It is the roots that are twice-twisted,
or writhed, like a nest of snakes, which explains
names like Snakeweed (Gerard) and Snakeroot
(Clapham, Tutin & Warburg), and which also explains
the use for snakebite. One veterinary use, from East
Anglia, has been recorded. The juice from the leaves
is rubbed round horses’ teeth to prevent decay (V G
Hatfield. 1994).

BITING STONECROP

(Sedum acre) 1t is traditionally known as an abortive
(Schauenberg & Paris). ‘A Middle English Rimed
Medical Treatise’ has:

She that drynkes fumiter and the stoncrope
Schal neuere yong childe in cradell roke.

In other words, they caused sterility or abortion (I B
Jones). Stonecrop “hath the signature of the gums”,
and so was used for scurvy (Berdoe), and Hill, in the
18" century, independently advised that “the juice ...
is excellent against the scurvy and all other diseases
arising from what is called foulness of the blood”.

The bruised plant is applied to wounds to help heal
them, and also to cure warts and corns (Fliick). It had
also a use in skin complaints; in East Anglia, the juice
has been used for dermatitis, and in Scotland an infu-
sion was made to treat erysipelas (Beith).

BITTER GOURD

(Colocynthus vulgaris) Colocynth means “bitter
gourd” — it is exceedingly bitter (indeed it is “of an
intolerable bitterness” (Pomet) ). The gall of the Bible
often refers to this (Moldenke). In minimal doses it is
a violent purgative; in larger doses it is lethal, which
makes the practice of rubbing it on the nipples to
wean a child surprising, to say the least (Van Andel).
A piece of root set in a gold or silver case, was hung
round a baby’s neck as a teething amulet, a practice
recommended by a Roman physician, Actius of
Amida, in the 6th century AD. Wasson, in a footnote,

says that colocynth was the base for “general issue”
purgative pills in the British army in the first World
War. Pomet mentions the practice of confectioners
who “cover these Seeds with Sugar, and sell them to
catch or delude Children with, and People of Quality
upon extraordinary Occasions ...”

It was known in Britain as early as the 11" century
(Thompson. 1897), and was certainly known to
Shakespeare — lago, in Othello, says “the food that

to him now is as luscious as locusts, shall be to him
shortly as bitter as coloquinrida”. Topsell, writing in
1697, seemed to know about it, too — “it is said that
he who will go safely through the mountains or places
of [the hyena’s] abode must carry in his hand a root of
coloquintida”.

BITTERSWEET

An alternative name for WOODY NIGHTSHADE
(Solanum dulcamara), and a translation (in reverse)
of the specific name, dulcamara, which is really
amara dulcis : “faire berries ... of a sweet taste at the
first, but after, very unpleasant”. Gerard, obviously
studying dulcamara, got it the wrong way round, and
should have paid attention, if he were still alive, to
Shakespeare, who knew the real sequence:

I should not think it strange, for ‘tis a physic
That’s bitter to sweet end.

BITTERVETCH

(Lathyrus montanus) The tubers can be eaten like
potatoes, and in Holland, they were roasted like
chestnuts, and they taste rather like chestnuts, too
(G M Taylor). It is also used in the Hebrides for
flavouring whisky (Murdoch McNeill), and the roots
were chewed as a tobacco substitute in the Scottish
Highlands (G M Taylor). Pennant observed that the
roots dried “are the support of the highlanders in long
journies; and a small quantity ... will for a long time
repel the attack of hunger...” (Pennant. 1772).

BLACK BRYONY

(Tamus communis) Like a piece of silver, the root of
back bryony was used when a hare suspected of being
a metamorphosised witch was to be shot. Powder was
put in the barrel and a piece of this root, the whole
rammed down as if it were real shot. “And they say
you could cut a hole through a door using this root”
(Evans & Thomson). East Anglian farm horsemen
used to put black bryony root, shredded, into their
horses’ feed to bring up the gloss on their coats (G E
Evans. 1966). But they believed it had supernatural
powers as well — the association with mandrake (see
WHITE BRYONY) was evident here, for they said it
had aphrodisiac qualities for both man and horse.

A syrup made from the root was once used against
asthma (Brownlow), and they (the roots) used to be
applied as a plaster for rheumatism (Hulme) and gout
(Whitlock. 1992). But these roots are irritant and acid,
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so dangerous to experiment with. Lindley described
the applications as “stimulating plasters”. Neverthe-
less, they continued to be used through the centuries.
Pomet, for example: “the Root ... apply’d fresh upon
Contusions oer Wounds, stops the Bleeding, and
heals the Part; so that it has obtain’d the Name of
Wound-root”. It was called Chilblain-berry, too. The
berries and roots steeped in gin were often applied to
chilblains (Wiltshire; Vickery. 1995). Another name
was Blackeye-root (North). Gerard reported that the
roots “do very quickly waste away and consume

away blacke and blew marks that come of bruises and
dry-beatings” (a French name for the plant is Herbe
aux femmes battues”! (Baumann)). Tetterberry, or
Tetterwort would indicate another medicinal use, a
tetter being some kind of skin eruption. Then there are
Murrain-berry (Britten. 1880), or Murren-berry (W H
Long), showing some connection between the plant
and the cattle disease of that name, probably foot-and-
mouth disease in modern terms.

BLACK HAW

(Viburnum prunifolium) An American species, from
the eastern side of the continent. The root was given
for female troubles in Alabama (R B Browne), or
rather, as a permanent contraceptive. It was quite a
complicated procedure, for the roots had to be dug
from the north and south sides of the plant. In a
separate bottle, some tea from Ceanothus americanus
roots, mixed with red pepper and a teaspoonful of
gunpowder, had to be kept. Every time the moon
changed, a little from each bottle had to be taken
(Puckett).

BLACK MUSTARD

(Brassica nigra) This is the mustard used as a
condiment. It first appeared in Britain in 1720, but

it is apparent from an edict of Diocletian of AD301
that it was already regarded as a condiment by that
time, at least in the eastern parts of the Roman
empire (Fluckiger & Hanbury); further west, though,
it seems to have been used more as a medicine than
a condiment (Lloyd). It was apparently used as a
symbol of indifference (Leyel. 1937).

Mustard seeds were chewed for toothache, taken
internally for epilepsy, lethargy, stomach ache and as
a blood purifier (Lehner). Externally it was used in
the form of a poultice as a powerful stimulant, though
it was rarely used in the pure state, and would usually
be found to contain some white mustard. Anyway, it
would be dangeroius to leave a mustard plaster on

too long, as it is such an irritant. They would be used
for the treatment of rheumatism, sciatica, etc. The
American Indians used it medicinally, too, in spite of
the fact that it is not a native plant there. Some groups
ground the seed to use as a snuff for a cold in the
head (H H Smith. 1928). Mexican Indians have used
it for a children’s cough remedy, by heating the oil
from the seed and rubbing it on the chest, which was

then covered with a flannel cloth (Kelly & Palerm),

a remedy that sounds very like similar practices in
Europe. But people like the Totonac (Mexico) use the
seed to cope with something they call “malviento”,
almost like illness caused by an evil spirit, or an evil
eye. For this, they burn the seed, and blow the smoke
on the victim, or the patient has to bathe in water in
which the plant has been rubbed (Kelly & Palerm).
The seed was used in the southern states of America
in black “conjure” ceremonies to break up a home, or
to protect one from “conjure” (Hurston).

BLACK NIGHTSHADE

(Solanum nigrum) In some parts of Europe, the leaves
used to be put in babies’ cradles, the idea being that
they would soothe them to sleep (Grieve. 1931).
There may be some justification for this, for the
generic name, Solanum, comes from a word meaning
‘to soothe’ (Young). Some South American Indian
peoples use this plant for insomnia, by steeping a
small quantity of the leaves in a large amount of water
(Weiner).

The main folk medicinal use is for skin complaints, an
ancient practice. “Dioscorides writeth, that Nightshade
is good against S Anthonies fire, the shingles, ...”
Gerard wrote, while still warning his readers of the
dangers of using such a toxic plant. We find this

use against erysipelas, for that is what St Anthony’s
fire is, in America, too. In Mexico, for instance, the
Totonac grind the whole plant, add salt and lime juice
to it, and apply it as a plaster (Kelly & Palerm). In
South Africa, too, a paste made of the unripe berries

is in general use as an application to ringworm (Watt
& Breyer-Brandwijk). Sunburn is treated in Indiana
by crushing the leaves and stirring them in a cup of
cream. When ready, put the cream on the sunburned
area (Tyler).

BLACK WALNUT

(Juglans nigra) Or American Walnut. It is said in
America that no plants will grow in the shade of a
Black Walnut. Some research has been done on this,
and it seems that the roots do secrete some substance
harmful to other plants (Baker. 1977). The leaves, too,
will keep away house-flies (Bergen. 1899). A dozen
or so of these leaves boiled in a quart of water, with
a teaspooon of sulphur added, is an Alabama eczema
cure (R B Browne), and rubbing ringworm with

the inside of a green walnut will cure it, according

to Illinois practice (Hyatt). One other belief, once
common in Missouri, is that a walnut carried in the
pocket will prevent rheumatism (Bergen. 1899).

BLACKBERRY

(Rubus fruticosus) It is said that blackberries were
a taboo food in Celtic countries, and that when the
taboo was only a dim memory, explanations were
thought up - that the fruits are poisonous, that they
belong to the fairies, or that the bush was chosen
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for the Crown of Thorns, and the berries are Christ’s
blood. There is still a remnant of the taboo left in the
superstition found all over the southern counties of
England that blackberries have a sell-by date, after
which the devil is supposed to put his foot on them
(Graves), or that he “has been on them”, or “spat

on them” (Widdowson). The devil bears this grudge
against blackberries because when he was expelled
from heaven (on 10 September, apparently), he landed
in a blackberry bush on his way to hell (Briggs. 1980).
That cut-off date is usually Michaelmas, so that it is
unlucky to gather them after this date, for in some
places they used to say that October blackberries are
actually poisonous. But the date is rather variable — it
could be interpreted as Old Michaelmas Day (10
October), or in some places the day is given as SS
Simon and Jude (28 October) (Folkard). The devil
arrives earlier in Devonshire, though — 20 September
is the day he spits on the blackberries (Whitlock.
1977). In Ireland, it used to be said that it was the
fairies, or pooca, who passed over both blackberries
and sloes, on November Eve, and made them unfit

to eat. Eat them after that and there is a risk of
serious illness (Gregory. 1970). All this is reasonably
justifiable, for after the first frosts, blackberries

are often tasteless and watery, and so not worth the
picking. When they get to this state, the devil is

said to have “cast his club over them” in Derbyshire
(Addy. 1895), and in Scotland, “thrown his cloak over
them” (Folkard). Another explanation is that the green
bug that infests bramble-bushes in late autumn is
called pisky in Cornwall, and it is pisky that spoils the
fruits (Courtney. 1887).

Shakespeare used blackberries as symbols of worth-
lessness, and the way it grows makes it an emblem

of lowliness. Yet another of its symbolic attributions

is that of remorse, from the “fierceness with which

it grips the passer-by” (Dyer. 1889). A propos of that
quality, there is a legend to explain it: the cormorant
was a wool merchant. He entered into partnership with
the bramble and the bat, and they freighted a large ship
with wool. She was wrecked, and the firm became
bankrupt. Since then, the bat skulks about till midnight
to avoid his creditors, the cormorant is for ever diving
into the sea to discover the sunken vessel, while the
bramble seizes hold of every passing sheep to make
up his loss by stealing the wool (Dyer. 1889). Another
version has the heron, cat and bramble as partners who
bought the tithe of a certain parish. The heron bought
the hay, but lost it all in a storm, the cat bought the
oats, but the mice got them, and the bramble bought
the wheat, but never got the money from the person to
whom it sold the crop. That is why bramble takes hold
of everyone and says ‘“Pay me my tithe”, for it forgot
to whom the wheat was sold (Owen).

There are many superstitions connected with bram-
bles. The dream books were full of them. To dream of

passing through places covered with brambles means
trouble; if they prick you, secret enemies will do you
an injury with your friends; if they draw blood, expect
heavy losses in trade. Or the latter can mean many dif-
ficulties, poverty and privation all your life (Raphael).
To dream of passing through brambles unhurt means a
triumph over one’s enemies (Folkard), or troubles, but
only short-lived ones (Raphael). Gathering black-
berries is a sign of approaching sickness. If you see
others gathering them, you have enemies where you
least expect it.

In Guernsey, wreaths of brambles were hung from
the rafters to drive off witches, the idea being that
they would get scratched while flying through the air
(MacCulloch). Sometimes, a sprig of bramble was
used like rowan to put in or under the milking pail

to ensure that the substance of the milk could not

be taken by some evil agency — even burning them
offers protection, for it is said that a bridal bedcham-
ber ought to be fumigated as a safeguard against
ill-wishing (Boland. 1977). When a girl’s dress gets
caught by a bramble while she is out walking with her
boy-friend, it is taken as a sign that he will be faithful
to her (this from Lancashire) (Harland & Wilkinson).
There must have been some death associations, for
there is a record of the young shoots being used to
bind down the sods on newly-made graves (Folkard),
and presumably this is not just a utilitarian measure.
They used to say in Cornwall that blackberry stains
could only be washed away when their season was
over, just as, in Portuguese folklore, a scratch from a
bramble will only heal when the bush is cut down and
burned (Gallop). But a good blackberry crop foretold
a good herring season (Deane & Shaw). There is a
belief that when a bramble blooms early in June, an
early harvest could be expected (Swainson. 1873).

A Yorkshire tradition tells that an abundance of
blackberries in autumn foretells a hard winter to come
(Gutch. 1901), on the “many haws, many snows”
basis. But at least, the weather is usually good when
the blackberries ripen, and that period at the end of
September and beginning of October is quite often
called the blackberry summer (Denham. 1846).

Welsh children who were late learning to walk were
made to creep under a bramble (Trevelyan), but this
was by no means just a Welsh custom, even if the
reason for carrying it out differs. In Devonshire, they
say to cure boils, you have to find a bramble “growing
on two men’s lands”, that is, roots on one man’s land,
grown over the hedge, and rooted on the other side,
on someone else’s land. The patient had to creep
under it three times (Crossing); similarly in Cornwall,
creeping under a bramble was done for boils (Grieve.
1931). Or in Zennor, blackheads were treated by
crawling nine times round a bramble (Deane &
Shaw). To cure boils in Dorset, you had to creep
under a bramble three mornings running, against
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the sun, while for whooping cough, a child is passed
nine times under and over (Udal), while this rhyme is
recited :

Under the briar, and over the briar
I wish to leave the chin cough here (Raven).

That usage is mentioned by Aubrey, too (Aubrey.
1686/7). The remedy in Warwickshire was to pass

the child three times beneath a “moocher”, as it was
called — a bramble that had bent back to root at both
ends (Palmer. 1976). The Essex whooping cough
remedy was to draw the child under “the wrong way”,
presumably, that is, by the ankles (Newman &
Wilson). In the Midlands, the child had merely to
walk under the bramble arch “a certain number

of times” to cure his whooping cough (Notes and
Queries; 1853). In Somerset, a child was passed
through, apparently for hernia (Mathews). As far away
as the Balkans, the blackberry arch was negotiated for
illness — jaundice in this case (Kemp), and the custom
was known in America, too, for, of all things, colic
(H M Hyatt). On the Welsh border, an offering of
bread and butter was put under the arch after the child
had passed through, and sometimes, the patient had to
eat the bread and butter while the adults present recited
the Lord’s Prayer. The rest of the food was given to an
animal or bird on the way home — this would die, the
disease dying with it (Baker. 1980). There were other,
even stranger beliefs connected with a blackberry
arch. For instance, if a shrewmouse ran over a horse

it “enfeebled his hindquarters and made him unable

to go”. The cure was to drag the horse backwards
through a bramble arch (Jacob), a procedure that must
have been worth watching! From Ireland — if a man on
Hallowe’en creeps under the long, trailing branches

of the bramble, he will see the shadow of the girl he

is to marry. If a gambler hides under a bramble, and
invokes the devil’s help, he will have luck at cards, no
matter what colour he bets on. But there were genuine
uses for the long shoots — binding thatch was one of
them, and making beehives was another (C P Johnson.
1862). Its rate of growth is utilised in a Portuguese
belief. A woman who wants her hair to grow longer
cuts the tips off and puts them on a bramble shoot.

As the bush grows, so will her hair. There is a snag,
though. This is sympathetic magic, and it works both
ways. If perchance the bush is cut down, her hair, in
sympathy, will wither at the roots (Gallop).

There are a lot of medicinal uses for bramble leaves,
some perfectly rational in view of the high tannin
content, others no more than charms, like this Cornish
use in cases of scalds and burns. Nine leaves are
moistened in spring water, and these are applied to the
affected part. While this is being done, the following
charm has to be recited three times:

There came three angels out of the west.
One brought fire,and two brought frost;

Out fire, in frost;
In the name of the Father, Son and Holy Ghost
(Hawke. 1981).

In Somerset bramble tips are used for bronchitis
simply by peeling a shoot and nibbling it if the cough
starts (Tongue.1965). Bramble vinegar, (made with
the fruit) used to be made in Lincolnshire for coughs
and sore throats (Gutch & Peacock), and the decoction
of the tips with honey was an old sore throat remedy
(Hill. 1754) (so is blackberry jam (Page. 1978)).
Langham’s The garden of health ... was written in
1578, and we can find something very similar there:
“the new sprigs ... doe cure the hote and evill ulcers
of the mouth and throat and the swellings of the gums,
uvula and almonds of the throat, being iften chewed
...”. Equally efficacious is the use for diarrhoea, for
both leaves and the root bark contain a lot of tannin,
and so are astringent enough to be useful. Is that

why bramble leaves are chewed to stop toothache?
(Hatfield. 1994).

They say in Dorset that an ointment made from bram-
ble tips and primroses is excellent for curing spots and
pimples on the face (Dacombe), an interesting remedy
in view of the fact that as far away as the Balkans,
blackberry roots boiled slowly are the remedy for skin
diseases. So are leaves in olive oil (Kemp), and on
Chios it is bramble leaves that are used to treat a sup-
purating wound (Argenti & Rose), while in Scotland
a poultice made from the leaves is a recognised cure
for erysipelas (Beith). Gerard had: “the leaves of the
bramble boyled in water, with honey, allum, and a
little white wine added thereto, make a most excellent
lotion or washing water ...” The same preparation, he
went on, was a “present remedy against the

stone” — so, according to Pliny, are the berries and
flowers as a decoction in wine. But what did Gerard
mean by “they heale the eies that hang out ... if the
leaves be laid thereunto”? Something else that must
be taken with a degree of scepticism is the use against
heart trouble — according to Apuleius, in a 12" century
manuscript, the treatment was simply laying the
leaves on the left breast. Finally, and something that
no herbalist would quarrel with - the berries are good
for anaemia (Conway).

BLACKCURRANT

(Ribes nigrum) Used in folk medicine against

sore throat (a quinsy, or squinancy), long before
cultivation, and it is still so used, even for whooping
cough, for which blackcurrant tea is taken in Cumbria
(Newman & Wilson). A wine or jelly usd to be made
in Yorkshire from the fruit, and set aside for sore
throats (Nicholson), while the juice from the berries
is a diarrhoea remedy (W A R Thomson. 1987). Other
medicinal uses are more esoteric. What, for example,
lies behind the statement that “their medicinal value
lies in their ability to improve the eyesight ...”?
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(Schauenberg & Paris). In Ireland, it was used as a
remedy for hydrophobia (Wood-Martin). Wesley was
able to recommend it for similar misfortune:

“a venomous sting, ..., take inwardly, one Dram

of black Currant leaves powder’d. It is an excellent
counterpoison”.

BLACKTHORN

(Prunus spinosa) Blackthorn is the first of the
hedgerow shrubs to come into bloom in the spring,
the white flowers appearing, according to where in
the country it is growing, any time between mid-
March to mid-April. One would think it would be a
welcome and auspicious plant, but it is a thoroughly
unlucky one. Even its early blooming brings talk of a
“blackthorn winter”, but evidently not from those who
believed it would bloom on old Christmas Eve (Folk-
lore. vol 39; 1928). There are often some warm days
at the end of March and beginning of April which

are enough to bring it into flower, and they are nearly
always followed by a cold spell, the Blackthorn
Winter. “Beware the Blackthorn Winter”, or “black-
thorn hatch” as it is sometimes called (Clinch &
Kershaw)), is a well-known admonitory saying. The
north-east winds that seem to prevail in the spring,
about the time the blackthorn is in flower, were known
as “blackthorn winds”. A blackthorn winter means a
spoiled summer, they say in Somerset (Tongue. 1965).
Sometimes, it seems, there is a second blackthorn
winter, which is said to fall in the second week in May.
This may be just coincidence, for the festivals of the
Ice Saints (Mamertus, etc) fall then (Jones-Baker.
1974). Even when the sloes themselves appear, there
is foreboding. Is it not said that:

Many haws, many sloes,
Many cold toes ? (Denham).

The more berries there are, the worse the coming
winter is said to be, and the more sinister the result.
Note the Devonshire rhyme:

Many nits [nuts]

Many pits;

Many slones,

Many groans (Choape).

The flowers are extremely unlucky things to bring
indoors; if it comes to that, virtually any white flowers
in the house being dire results. But more fuss seems
to be made about the blackthorn than anything else.
It is just as bad to wear it as a buttonhole. Sussex
people looked on it as a death token (Latham); in
Suffolk, too, they used to say that it would foretell the
death of some member of the family (Gurdon).

And in Somerset, it would mean you would hear of

a death (Tongue. 1975). Of course, all this might
possibly amount to preventive superstition — Vickery
pointed out that a scratch from the fierce thorns
could very well cause blood poisoning (Vickery.
1985). Against this is a Lincolnshire belief that is not

quite a death token — at Alford, in that county, they
used to say that blackthorn flowers indoors would
result in the relatively lesser misfortune of a broken
arm or leg (Gutch & Peacock). With all this ill-luck
attached to the blackthorn, it seems almost logical
that whitethorn, which is almost universally regarded
as a good influence, should be thought the more
dominant. If the two grow near each other, it would
be the whitethorn that would destroy the blackthorn,
so it used to be said (Wiltshire). It was once the
custom in some parts to put May morning garlands of
various plants over girls’ doors. Each plant conveyed
a message — the opinion of the villagers about any
girl’s behaviour was made explicit. Whitethorn was
the most complimentary, but blackthorn, according to
one authority (Tynan & Maitland) was reserved for a
shrew (nettle was the worst of insults). But of course,
blackthorn is a fairy tree, under the protection of a
special band of them, said by Irish people to guard
them specially on 11 November, which is Samhain
old style, and 11 May, Beltane O S. They would let
no-one cut a stick from it on those days. If anyone
tried to, then he would be bound to suffer misfortune
(Wentz). An extension of the fairy belief in Ireland is
that they are supposed to blight the sloes at Samhain,
just as the devil spits on blackberries at some time
usually a little before that. So the sloe that was put
in a County Roscommon Hallowe’en cake was the
last eatable sloe of the year; the recipient of that was
reckoned to be the longest liver (Byrne), by some
convoluted reasoning.

The thorns were the ones used to stick into wax
images made for black magic, and blackthorn wood
was often used for a witch’s walking stick (Wiltshire).
This “black rod” carried by witches caused miscar-
riages, and when Major Weir was burned in Edin-
burgh in 1670, a blackthorn staff was burned with
him as the chief instrument of his sorceries (Graves).
The Lay of Runzifal makes a blackthorn shoot out

of the bodies of slain heathens (and a white flower
from fallen Christians) (Dyer. 1889) — the latter being
logically the whitethorn, presumably. A blackthorn
stake is to be used to impale a vampire (Kemp); this
is a widespread belief in the Balkans. From the same
area comes the corollary — the tree itself should never
be injured or cut down (Kemp). It seems to have

been buried with corpses in Ireland (O Suilleabhdin).
In Normandy, they used to say that fleas could be
acquired by the ill-wishing of a witch. The only way
to break the spell was to go down to the river before
sunrise, and to beat one’s shirt for an hour with a
branch of blackthorn (W B Johnson), an action that
seems to suggest that a blackthorn stick is a good
thing after all. So it was in Slav folklore — it was a
protection, and bits of the plant were carried sewn into
the clothing (Lea). In Irish folklore, too, a blackthorn
stick was used to overcome evil spirits (O Suillea-
bhain); this is the traditional knobbly walking stick
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known as the shillelagh (Hart), although it is claimed
that the shillelagh was always an oak cudgel (Sheehy
& Mott). Gypsy men often carry a blackthorn walking
stick as a protection against any kind of danger; it is

a traditional charm against ill-wishers (Boase), and,
apparently, against mildew in a wheat crop. Part of

a blackthorn branch would be burned in a large fire
in the field, and the remainder hung up in the house
(Drury. 1992). Blackthorn is the accepted timber with
which Irish tinkers fight at fairs. Robert Graves said
that not for nothing was it called bellicum in Latin.
This is an extremely tough wood, tough enough to
make flail swingels from, holly being equally tough,
and equally popular for the job (the handles were
usually made of ash).

The Crown of Thorns was sometimes said to have
been made from the blackthorn (Graves). A Worces-
tershire New Year morning custom used to be to
make a blackthorn crown, which was baked in an
oven until calcined. This ash was then taken to a
cornfield and scattered, to ensure a plentiful crop.
In Herefordshire, scorched blackthorn was mixed
with mistletoe as a Christmas decoration to bring
good luck (R L Brown). Like the Glastonbury Thorn,
blackthorn was said to bloom at midnight on old
Christmas Eve (M Baker. 1980).

It is still known as the wishing thorn, as it is the tree
from which wishing rods were cut (Philpot). This is
from Germany, but there is a similar idea that was
current in Wales. Ffynon Saethan (Caernarvonshire)
was visited (on Easter Monday?), and blackthorn
points thrown into the water. If they floated, the lover
was faithful, but if they sank, matters were rather
more doubtful. Similarly, at the Silver Well, Llanbe-
thion, in Glamorgan — if the blackthorn floated, the
lover was faithful; if it whirled round, he had a cheer-
ful disposition; if it sank a little, he was stubborn, and
if it sank out of sight, he was unfaithful. If a number
of thorn points slipped into the well from the visitor’s
hand, then it showed that the lover was a great flirt,
and so thoroughly unreliable (F Jones).

Getting rid of warts by rubbing a snail on them and
then impaling it on a blackthorn used to be common
practice; or, from East Anglia, you could rub the
wart with a green sloe, and then throw the slow over
your left shoulder (Glyde). They are both transfer-
ence charms; cattle doctors in Worcestershire used to
cure footrot by cutting a sod of turf from the spot on
which the animal was seen to tread with its bad foot,
and then to hang the turf on a blackthorn. As the sod
dried out, so would the hoof heal (Drury. 1985). To
rise above the level of charms, there were some quite
genuine folk remedies involving sloes — in North
Wales they were used for a cough cure (Friend. 1883);
so they were in the Highlands, too, for sloe jelly was
reckoned the best cure for relaxed throat (Grant),
while the juice of boiled sloes was an East Anglian

gargle for a sore throat (V G Hatfield. 1994). Sucking
a sloe is said to cure gumboils (Addison & Hillhouse).
And a gypsy remedy for bronchitis involves peel-

ing the bark, boiling it in a saucepan of water, and
then allowing it to cool. Add sugar, and then drink it
when needed (Page. 1978). In Sussex, the inner bark
is scraped off and made into a tea to be taken for
various ailments. Equally varied and unspecified are
the disorders for which sloe wine used to be taken in
Northamptonshire (Friend. 1883). Blackthorn leaves
were used in Ireland as an indigestion remedy, or to
cure “summer fever” (O Suilleabhdin), while Thorn-
ton said that ague could be cured sometimes with the
powdered bark. He also reckoned that an infusion of
a handful of the flowers “is a safe and easy purge”,
but the Welsh belief that if a person ate the first

three blackthorn blossoms he saw, he would not have
heartburn all through the year (Trevelyan), can only
be classed as superstition, not even a charm.

Sloes will give a slate-blue dye with no mordant, and
sloe juice is indelible, as careless handling during the
making of sloe gin will prove! Juice squeezed out of
the unripe fruit was sold at one time under the trade
name German Acacia, and used to mark linen — an
ideal laundry marking, in fact. Sloe gin is the best-
known use of the fruit, but they have been used in a
mixture of various ingredients that was sold as choice
old port! (Hulme). The leaves have been used as an
adulterant of tea, notoriously so, in fact, in Victorian
times (‘sloe poison’, Punch was moved to call tea in
the 1870%). C P Johnson said that at one time four
million pounds of blackthorn leaves were packaged
up in a fraudulent attempt to sell them off as genu-
ine China tea! They were also an Irish substitute for
tobacco (O Stilleabhain). Sloes were used for fevers
at one time in the Highlands, and the flowers as a lax-
ative (Beith). Can that be feasible? Blackthorn thorns,
in infusion, is an Irish cure for diarrhoea (Buckley).
Tusser recommended the berries for veterinary use:

Keepe sloes upon bow,
For flixe of thy cow.

Later in his five hundred points, he gave instructions
to:

“seeith water and plump therein plenty of sloes,
Mix chalke that is dried in powder with thoes,

Which so, if ye give, with the water and chalke,
Thou makest the laxe fro thy cow away walke”.

Norfolk pig-farmers used to hang the afterbirth on a
blackthorn tree after a sow had farrowed, “so that the
pigs do well” (Norfolk FWTI).

The thorns have been used as fish-hooks — in fact
they survived in Wales until fairly recent times. They
were put in an oven for some days to harden the
points, and were fitted to hand-lines or long-lines
that were particularly effective for catching flatfish.
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The lugworm that was used as bait was threaded from
the bottom upwards and over the point of the thorn
(Jenkins).

And:

“When the sloe is white as a sheet,
Sow your barley, whether it be dry or wet” (M E S
Wright)

BLADDER CAMPION

(Silene vulgaris) The “bladder” is the inflated calyx,
which snaps when suddenly compressed, and so could
be used as a sort of love-charm, according to Coles.
The degree of success depended on the loudness of
the pop. There was a strange name for the plant

in Dorset — White Flowers of Hell (Macmillan).
Apparently, there was a superstition that the leaves
and “bladders” were poisonous. Actually, children
often eat the young leaves, which are supposed to
taste like green peas (Jordan). They have even been
used as a substitute for asparagus.

Gerard indulged a fantasy about this plant — he said
that this plant, which he called Behen,was a protec-
tion against the “stinging of Scorpions and such like
venomous beasts. Insomuch that whoso doth hold the
same in his hand can receive no damage or hurt by
any venomous beast”. On a more rational level, he
prescribed the root decoction to help strangury and
“paines about the neck and hucklebone”. Far more
practical is the gypsy use of the plant — the leaves were
applied externally as a poultice to cure erysipelas
(Vesey-Fitzgerald).

BLADDER COMPLAINTS

By the doctrine of signatures, BLADDERWORT, of
course, would be used to treat bladder complaints

(B L Bolton). Gerard recommended BROOKLIME
leaves, “stamped, strained, and given to drinke in
wine” to help with strangury, “and griefes of the
bladder”. So did Langham, and, much later, Thornton.
In Irish folk medicine, the decoction, either alone,

or mixed with watercress, was taken for gravel, and
urinary disases generally (Egan).

BLADDER SENNA

(Colutea arborescens) The pods of this leguminous
plant are inflated, hence “bladder”, of the common
name. A laxative, of course, but Sir John Hill’s words
have to be heeded, for “... they are very rough : they
work both upwards and downwards, and are only fit
for very robust constitutions ...”.

BLADDERWORT

i.e., GREATER, or COMMON, BLADDERWORT
(Utricularia vulgaris) By the doctrine of signatures,
these can, of course, be used for bladder complaints
(B L Bolton).

Blighia sapinda > AKEE

BLOODROOT

(Sanguinaria canadensis) A North American plant
whose rootstock produces a reddish juice, used by
the Indians as a dye, for basketry decoration (Speck),
for clothes, for weapons (Sanford), or for staining
their face or bodies, by which it served not only as a
decoration, but kept away insects, too (Lloyd). One
other use — with various other plants, they were used
to dye porcupine quills a brilliant scarlet (Densmore).

It was also used as a love charm. A man would rub
some of the root on the palm of his hand, and then
contrive to shake hands with the girl he wanted, in the
belief that after five or six days she would be willing
to marry him (Corlett).

Small doses of the rootstock were given as a tonic, mild
stimulant, and to induce sneezing and vomiting (San-
ford). An overdose must have been dangerous (Lind-
ley), as it has been described as “an arterial sedative”
(O P Brown). Leighton mentions it as

a powerful emetic. The Indians of the Mississippi
region drank a root tea for their rheumatism (Weiner).
In what seems to be an example of the doctrine of
signatures, Cherokee medicine men used bloodroot in
remedies for regulating menstruation (Cunningham &
Coté), and for anaemia (B L Bolton). There is a recipe
for cramp from Alabama: mix one teaspoonful of
crushed bloodroot with half a cup of vinegar and four
teaspoons of sugar. Heat to boiling, strain, and give up
to one teaspoonful every half an hour (R B Browne).
The Cherokee used a preparation of bloodroot for treat-
ing breast cancer. This was taken up in a big way in the
19" century by the cancer quacks in the USA. It has
been tested, but there was insufficient evidence to prove
the genuine case, but it became quite popular for the
treatment of warts, and nasal polyps (Thomson. 1976).

BLUE FLAG

(Iris germanica) Bits of the dried rhizome were once
given to babies to help their teething (Schauenberg &
Paris), and the sliced roots, like those of Yellow Iris,
were once applied to the skin for cosmetic effects,
mainly to get rid of freckles (Le Strange). The Anglo-
Saxon version of Dioskorides recommended the root
for snake bite, and “for kernels and all evil lumps”
(Cockayne). It is still being used, with camphor, for
swellings, in the Balkans (Kemp).

BLUE LOTUS

(Nymphaea caerulea) The ancient Egyptians
believed that the creator had sprung from a lotus
flower, so from very early times it was a symbol
of reincarnation. It has been found in garlands laid
on the bodies of the dead (Tutankhamun included)
(Grigson. 1976). It was sacred, too, because of its
perfume (Genders. 1972).

Both rhizomes and the seed are eaten by the Africans
on the Guinea coast, and the seed has also been used
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as a remedy for diabetes (Watt & Breyer-Brandwijk).
One of the Mashona witch doctor’s remedies for a
persistent cough in adults consisted in powdering the
bark of Pterocarpus angolensis with the inner bark of
this waterlily root. The powder is soaked and given to
the patient in his porridge (Gelfand. 1956).

BLUE PASSION FLOWER

(Passiflora caerulea) A South American plant that was
introduced into England in 1629 (Gordon. 1988). It
eventually became the ecclesiastical symbol for Holy
Rood Day, whether it was the spring celebration of
the festival, 3 May, or the autumn day, 14 September,
for this is the flower that stood for the emblem of
Christ’s Passion. It is said that when the Spaniards,
obviously gifted with extraordinary imagination, first
saw it in the New World, they took it as an omen that
the Indians would be converted to Christianity. The
descriptions vary somewhat. One of them is that the
three styles represent the three nails, and the ovary

is a sponge soaked in vinegar. The stamens are the
wounds of Christ, and the crown (located above the
petals) stands for the Crown of Thorns. The petals and
sepals indicate the Apostles (Bianchini & Corbetta).
Another description has it that the ten white petals
show the Lord’s innocence; the outer circlet of purple
filaments symbolise his countless disciples; the

inner brown circlets the Crown of Thorns; the ovary

is either the chalice he used at the Last Supper or

the column to which he was tied, or the head of the
hammer that drove in the nails; the five anthers are his
wounds; the three divisons of the stigma the nails with
which he was fastened to the Cross, and the tendrils
are the lashes of the scourging, just as the leaves are
the hands of those who reached out to crucify him
(Whittle & Cook). The difficulty is that virtually
every description of the symbolism is different.

BLUEBELL

(Hyacinthoides nonscripta) Bluebells are fairy
flowers. In Somerset they used to say that you should
never go into a wood to pick them. If you were a child
you may never come out again, and if you were an
adult you would be pixy-led until someone met you
and took you out (Briggs. 1967), and in Devonshire
it is one of the flowers thought to be unlucky to bring
indoors (Devonshire Association. Transactions. vol
65, 1933). The bluebell is appropriated to St George
(23 April) (Geldart), and it was once the custom,
according to some, to wear bluebells on that day,

and to decorate churches with them (Gordon. 1985).
Surely they were not talking about this bluebell?
There are other flowers with the name, Harebell for
example, the Bluebell of Scotland:

On St George’s Day, when blue is worn,
The blue harebells the fields adorn (Friend. 1883).

That is all very well, but harebells are not naturally in
flower in April. Even Early Purple Orchids are called

Bluebells in Dorset, and so are Periwinkles. So what
did they have in mind for St George’s Day?

Without compromising dock’s pre-eminence, they
used bluebell sap to put on nettle stings in the Wye
valley (Waters. 1982). Gerard listed Sea Onion as a
name for this Bluebell, not because they grew by the
sea, but because in his time sailors took the bulbs to
sea, to be eaten like onions (Genders. 1976) (but fresh
bluebell bulbs are poisonous (North).

BO-TREE
See PEAPUL (Ficus religiosa)

Bocconia frutescens > TREE CELANDINE

BOG ASPHODEL

(Narthecium ossifragum) It is said in the Highlands
that this plant (what Otta Swire called the little
golden bog orchid, if that is correct identification,
for she may have had in mind the rare Bog Orchid,
Hammarbya paludosa) first grew by the Falls of
Ragie, Strathpeffer, when the Virgin Mary, walking
over the moor, stopped at some marshy ground to tuck
up her robe. As she undid her golden girdle it slipped
through her fingers into the peat bog and sank out of
sight. Where it had fallen, the orchids grew (Swire.
1963).

The specific name, ossifragum, means “bone-
breaker”, because as it grows on wet moors and
mountains, sheep pasturing there often suffered from
foot-rot, and this was attributed to their browsing on
these plants (Grieve. 1931); it “softened their bones”,
it was said in the Lake District (Vickery. 1985). In
Norway they went further — not only that sheep and
cattle that fed on the plant got their bones soft, but it
was also said they could be rolled up and moulded
into any desired shape! (Coats. 1975). The plant is
called Cruppany Grass in Donegal, cruppany being
the disease in sheep that the plant was believed to
cause — “bone stiffness”, seemingly quite different to
the English and Scottish descriptions of the disease.
But it is not all just superstition, for it is known to be
toxic to both sheep and cattle.

One of the names for this plant is Lancashire Aspho-
del (Prior), and the classification at one time was
Asphodelus lancastriae. In the same county it was
called Maiden’s Hair, for bog asphodel was, in the

17" century, the basis of a popular Lancashire hair
dye (Putnam). After the yellow flowers have faded, the
stems change to a saffron colour, and it is from these
that the dye is extracted.

BOG COTTON
—see COTTON-GRASS

BOG ST JOHN’S WORT

(Hypericum elodes) John the Conqueror Root was a
love charm favoured by men. It is a dried root with
a prong or spike growing out of it, an obvious piece
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of phallic sybolism. It was carried in a little chamois
leather bag, or one made of red cloth. What the root
was was kept secret by those who sold the charm, but
it is said to be Bog St John’s Wort.

BOGBEAN

see BUCKBEAN. Bogbean is often preferred

as the common name, but must presumably be

a transformation of buckbean to suit its habitat
(Grigson., 1974)), but it is a very widespread local
name just the same.

BOILS

A LEEK poultice was used to “mature” a boil,
according to the Welsh medical text known as the
Physicians of Myddfai, and of course ONIONS have
always been used too. A poultice (with or without
black treacle) is a widespread treatment for a boil,
not only in Britain, but in the Aegean (Argenti &
Rose), and in America (Sackett & Koch). Irish
country people used cooked NETTLES to cure

boils (O’Farrell). GROUNDSEL poultices were
commonly used for boils; there are records from
Dorset (Dacombe), Norfolk (Randell), the Highlands
(Grant) and northern Ireland (Foster), and doubtless
many other areas. Just as commonly used were
DOCK leaves, either those of Broad-leaved Dock or
of Curled Dock. The Blackfoot Indians used the latter
as a poultice (Johnston), and dock tea was another
way of dealing with them (Fernie). COMFREY, at
least in County Kerry, has been used, too, the roots
being made into a poultice. The belief was that the
comfrey drove away the worms in the boil. They could
not stand the smell of the stuff (Logan). DWARF
ELDER was used in the Balkans; the leaf decoction
was taken internally as well as being used externally
(Kemp). RIBWORT PLANTAIN is mentioned as a
Highland remedy for boils and bruises (Grant), and it
is common knowledge that a MALLOW or MARSH
MALLOW compress should be used to deal with
them. A compress made by cooking FENUGREEK
seeds until they were like a paste or porridge, was
used hot on boils, abscesses and the like (Fliick).

A hot poultice of CATMINT leaves was used in
Alabama (R B Browne).

OATMEAL poultices were part of Scottish domestic
medicine for the cure of minor boils and suppura-
tions. The oatmeal would be prepared with water and
a slight dressing of salt butter. For “difficult” boils
urine would take the place of butter (Beith). Another
possibility is to use the infusion of SCENTED MAY-
WEED for such a poultice (Fliick), and in Somerset a
poultice of GOOSE-GRASS was the remedy (Tongue.
1965).

VIOLET leaf plasters were used for ulcers and

boils — there is a recipe from the 15" century for
“hot botches”, described as inflamed boils: “Take
violet, and stamp it with honey and vinegar, and make

thereof a plaster; and anoint the head [of the botch] on
the beginning of its growing with the juice of violet,
and then lay on the plaster” (Dawson). The condition
used to be treated by Irish country people by applying
a MULLEIN leaf roasted between dock leaves, and
moistened with spittle — as long as the spittle be that
of an Irishman! (Egan). The inner leaves of a CAB-
BAGE formed the ideal medicament to draw a boil,
according to belief in Shropshire and Cheshire (Bar-
bour). An Irish cure was to use a pain-killing poultice
made by mixing HEMLOCK leaves with linseed
meal, and this could double up as a preparation to put
on boils (Maloney). A CHICKWEED poultice used to
be a common Dorset remedy for boils (Dacombe), as
it was in Ireland, too (Barbour).

In Devonshire, they say that to cure boils, you have
to find a BRAMBLE “growing on two men’s lands”,
that is, roots on one man’s land, grown over the
hedge, and rooted on the other side, on someone
else’s land. The patient had to creep under it three
times (Crossing); similarly in Cornwall, creeping
under a bramble was believed to cure boils (Grieve.
1931). In Dorset, the cure was to creep under a
bramble three mornings running, against the sun
(Udal). Even amulets have been used to combat boils.
A CAMPHOR bag round the neck was used in Maine
(Beck), for example, and so was a NUTMEG, but

it had to be nibbled nine mornings fasting (Hawke).
In Devonshire, a little more ritual was needed. The
patient must be given the nutmeg by a member of the
opposite sex. He carries it in his pocket, and nibbles
it from time to time. Only when the nutmeg has quite
disappeared will the boils have gone (Devonshire
Association. Report. vol 91; 1959 p199). SLIPPERY
ELM bark could be used to put on a boil. For
example, mixed with lard, it can be put straight on
the boil (R B Browne), or a paste could be made by
pouring boiling water over the bark, and that could
be put on (R B Browne, Beck), and splitting a fig and
applying that as a poultice was the practice in Indiana
(Tyler). From Alabama: “For boils, take equal parts
sumac, sage and swamp-lily (that is, ATAMASCO
LILY) root, and boil into a strong infusion, strain, and
put in a cupful of lard and fry until the water is out.
Apply on a flannel cloth” (R B Browne). The Kiowa
Indians treated them simply by rubbing the leaves of
POISON IVY over the boil. The resultant dermatitis
would last about as long as the boil. So the disappear-
ance of the two afflictions together may explain this
strange practice (Vestal & Schultes).

Shona witch doctors were reported to use a medicine
involving the CANDELABRA TREE (Euphorbia
ingens) to treat boils. One way was to to crush the
shell of a particular snail into a powder and mix it
with the milky sap, and apply that (Palgrave).

Bombax ceiba > RED SILKCOTTON TREE
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BOMBWEED

A name given to Rosebay Willowherb (Chamaenerion
angustifolium) in south-east England, from the way

it so quickly colonised bomb sites during World War
2. (Mabey. 1998). Its seeds are usually the first to
germinate in areas cleared of vegetation by fire, etc.
That is why it is known as Fireweed in the USA.

Botrychium lunaria > MOONWORT

BOUNDARY OAKS

Boundaries were defined by oak trees from very
ancient times in England, even from the days of
mythology. The Cadnam Oak, a few miles from
Lyndhurst, in the New Forest, was a famous
“boundary tree” of the Forest.

BOX

(Buxus sempervirens) An evergreen, with many of the
associations shared with other evergreens, notably its
use at funerals. In the north of England, a basin full
of box sprigs was often put at the door of the house,
or sometimes at the church door, before a funeral, and
everyone who attended was expected to take one to
carry in the procession and then to throw it into the
grave (Ditchfield. 1891). Or a table was put at the
door, with sprigs of rosemary, or sometimes lavender,
and box, for each mourner to pick up as he came into
the house (Vaux). Box grown in Lancashire gardens
used to be known as Burying Box. It was thrown

into the grave in Lincolnshire, too, as a symbol of
life everlasting. Small sprigs are sometimes found
when old graves are disturbed; though dry and brittle,
they are usually quite green (Gutch & Peacock).
They have even been found associated with Romano-
British burials in Cambridgeshire and Berkshire
(Vickery. 1984). Presumably, this practice led to

the Dorset superstition that a sprig of box in flower
brought indoors meant that death would soon cross
the threshold (Udal). Again, the Bavarian custom that
Frazer mentions of putting a piece of boxwood in the
holy water basin stems directly from the association
with the dead. Box was said to have been one of the
timbers used to make the Cross, the others being
cypress, cedar and pine. In the Eastern tradition, olive
and palm are substituted for box and pine (Child &
Colles). Chaucer writes of it as a dismal tree, and
described Palaman in his misery as:

“Like was he to byholde,
The Boxe Tree or the Asschen dead and colde”
(Knight’s Tale).

At Yport, Normandy, a branch of box that had been
blessed by the priest was thrown into the sea on Palm
Sunday, in a blessing of the sea ceremony (Salle). The
Palm Sunday box also appeared in a Breton folk tale.
When put in a baby’s cradle, it protected the child, and
stopped it being changed (Wentz). Box was used, too,
to dress wells at Llanishen in Gwent, on New Year’s

Eve (Baker. 1980). Another example of its worth as
an evergreen is the fact that it was used to replace the
Christmas decorations, from Candlemas to Easter
(Dallimore). Herrick, Hesperides, notes the custom
under Candlemas Day:

Down with the rosemary and bayes,
Down with the mistletoe:

In stead of holly now upraise

The greener box for show;

The holly hitherto did sway,

Let box now domineer;

Until the dancing Easter Day,

Or Easter’s Eve appear.

In France, it had many of the same associations as

the mistletoe (Salle), and there is an American love
divination played with box leaves. Name some and lay
them on a hot hearth. The one that swells and whirls
towards you will be your future husband or wife. If
one turns in the opposite direction, he or she will shun
you (Whitney & Bullock).

In spite of the death connection, box is generally a
plant that brings good luck, and charms away sorcery
(Sebillot). To dream of it “augurs well for love affairs”
(Dyer. 1889), and foretells long life and prosperity,
with a happy marriage and large family (Raphael).

Box hedges used to be planted as a plague preventive,
particularly in Dorset. It is said that traces of these
borders planted in the 16™ century can still be seen

in Netherbury (Dacombe). Box is a febrifuge, still
prescribed by herbalists and homeopathic doctors,
who treat it as a substitute for quinine, in malaria. In
the form of a tincture, it is given for rheumatism, and
diarrhoea, as well as fever (Palaiseul). A volatile oil
distilled from the wood has been prescribed for epi-
lepsy, and has been used too for piles and toothache
(Grieve. 1931). The latter was particularly mentioned
by Hill, while Evelyn said it was used in the treatment
of venereal diseases. In Ireland, the leaves were used
as a remedy for hydrophobia (Wood-Martin); compare
this with the 14 century recipe: “For bytynge of a
wood hound. Take the seed of box, and stampe it with
holy watyr, and gif it hym to drynke” (Henslow).

In the 16™ century, it was being claimed (Langham)
that “the lee wherein the leaves have been sodden or
steeped maketh the haire yelowe (or auburn, accord-
ing to Parkinson) being often washed therewith”. It

is quite startling to find, some three hundred years
later, that box leaves still appear in a recipe for a hair
restorer : Ash to prevent the hair from falling off; a
quarter of an ounce of unprepared tobacco leaves, two
ounces of rosemary, two ounces of box leaves, boiled
in a quart of water ...“(Housekeeper's and Butler's
Assistant; 1862). Boxwood turners’ chips were used
by herbalists as the basis of “hysteric ale”, which also
contained iron filings, and a variety of herbs. It was
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recommended to be “taken constantly by vaporous
women” (Wilkinson. 1973).

There is one veterinary usage recorded — the leaves
were fed to horses at one time to cure them of the bots
(Drury. 1985).

BOX ELDER

(Acer negundo) A North American tree, and a
favourite source for a divining rod, at least in Towa
(Stout). Some native American peoples used the
wood of this tree for charcoal for ceremonial body
decoration and tattooing (Gilmore).

BOXTY BREAD

Irish boxty bread was made from POTATO flour, and
cooked on the griddle, just as Shetland tattie bannocks
were (Nicolson).

BRACKEN

(Pteridium aquilinum) It will protect the house from
lightning if hung up inside, but if it is cut or burnt, it
will bring on rain. And if you tread on the plant it will
cause you to become confused, and to lose your way
(Waring). Cut in two, the root was supposed to show
the initial letters of a lover’s name, a quite widespread
superstition (see Leather, Courtney, Forby). And
initial letters are evident in the Guernsey belief that if
you want to win at cards, gather bracken in the early
morning of St John’s Day, and make a bracelet of it

in the form of the letters MUTY, the bracelet to be
hidden under the sleeve while playing (Garis). MUTY
must be the first letters of some forgotten cryptogram.
A lover’s faithfulness could be tested by taking a stem
and plucking off the fronds one by one. If the result
was an odd number, everything was OK (Stevens).

It used to be said in Shropshire that bracken flowers
only on Michaelmas Eve at midnight, when it puts
forth a little blue flower, which vanishes at dawn. But
in Germany it was said that fern seed shines like gold
on St John’s night (J Mason).

Once established, bracken is very difficult to remove,
and in the green stage is actually poisonous, though
perfectly harmless once it has turned brown, when it
makes an invaluable bedding for farm stock (Mabey.
1977). There are a few ‘snake’ names for bracken,

to reinforce the toxic qualities. Perhaps it is only
toxic to stock, for Tynan & Maitland insisted that the
young fronds are edible, with a flavour that has been
compared to asparagus. The Japanese certainly eat it
(Rackham. 1986). Perhaps the toxicity is eliminated
by cooking.

BRAMBLE

see BLACKBERRY. The word bramble is used as
frequently as blackberry for the bush; the two words
seem to be interchangeable, though it would be better
to reserve blackberry for the fruit. There are occasions
when bramble is used for the fruit as well — there may
be blackberry jam, but there can never be anything
but bramble jelly. The word originally meant anything

thorny (Ellacombe) (Shakespeare often used ‘thorn’

for bramble — Midsummer Nights Dream, iii, 2 - ‘For
briers and thorns at their apparel snatch’, for example
(Grindon). In Chaucer’s time it had not yet been fixed
on this shrub — he used it for Dog Rose, and there is to
this day confusion between the words bramble and briar.

BRANDY BOTTLES

A quite widespread name for the YELLOW
WATERLILY (Dartnell & Goddard; Grigson. 1955;
Nall). Perhaps it arises from the shape of the fruits,
which are like bottles, or because they are said to
smell like the stale dregs of brandy (Grigson. 1955).
Genders. 1971 prefers to liken the smell to that of ripe
plums. It is due to a combination of acetic acid and
ethyl alcohol.

Brassica campestris var. rapa (Brassica rapa)
>TURNIP

Brassica nigra > BLACK MUSTARD
Brassica oleracea ‘capitata’ > CABBAGE

BREADFRUIT

(Artocarpus altilis) A Polynesian tree originally, it is
cultivated widely throughout Asia, but it is wild in
the Andamans, where the islanders roast the fruits
in hot ashes till the hard pulp and seeds are eatable
(Cipriani), the flesh apparently tasting exactly like
freshly baked bread. The tree was first discovered

in Tahiti by Captain Cook’s expedition, and they
introduced it into the West Indies as a cheap diet for
slaves (the Bounty voyage was for this purpose, and in
fact Bligh actually did take the seedlings later to the
Caribbean) (Brouk).

Several Polynesian islands have stories of the origin of
breadfruit, all quite similar. The version from Hawaii
tells how a man called Ulu died during a famine, and
his body was buried near a spring. During the night, his
family, who had stayed indoors, could hear the sound
of dropping leaves and flowers, and then heavy fruit. In
the morning, they found a breadfruit tree growing from
his grave, and the famine was over (Poignant). Ulu in
fact signifies an upright, i.e., male, breadfruit, which is
called ulu-ku. The low, spreading tree whose branches
lean over, is ulu-ha-papa, and is regarded as female.
There are, of course, perfectly rational stories in Hawaii
of the introduction of the breadfruit from other islands,
though some of them suggest that it was taken from an
island inhabited only by gods, and preserved for human
use (Beckwith. 1940).

From the West Indies, where the tree was taken, there
are one or two medicinal uses recorded; for example,
a leaf decoction is taken in Trinidad to treat diabetes
(Laguerre), and from Guyana there is a report of the
decoction of yellow leaves being used to treat high
blood pressure (Laguerre).

BREWING
GROUND IVY, for its tonic bitterness, was at one time
much used in brewing, as a series of names, starting
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with Alehoof, testify. Alehoof means literally that
which causes ale to heave, or work (Britten & Holland),
though there have been other attempts at its etymology
which may safely be ignored. There are variations

on Alehoof, as with Allhoove, or Hove, and there is
Tunhoof, tun being a cask (of ale). The place where
such medicated beer was sold was known as a gill-
house (Barton & Castle), and Gill, in many different
forms, is still one of the names for Ground Ivy.

BRIAR

see DOG ROSE. Briar is a general name for the
species, elaborated perhaps, as with the North-country
Briar-rose or the Cheshire Bird-briar (Grigson.
1955), and varying into Breer or Brere, and there is

a shortened form, Bree.

BRIGHT’S DISEASE
used to be treated in Irish folk medicine with
MALLOW juice (Maloney).

BRISTLY OX-TONGUE

(Picris echioides) In the Gironde district of France,
they used to say that to cure a prick made by the
bristles of this plant (if the identification is correct),
one had to get up and cut a head of the same plant,
and throw it behind one, without looking round
(Sebillot). The leaf of Bristly Ox-tongue is used

as a vegetable in southern Europe (Watt & Breyer-
Brandwijk), and was cooked in England as a potherb
in medieval times (Harvey). Binding the roots to the
affected part in varicose veins was recommended as
a cure at one time (see Tusser).

Briza media > QUAKING GRASS

BROAD BEAN

(Vicia faba) Beans are fairy food. The Green Children
captured near Wolfpits in Suffolk would only eat
beans, but gradually became used to mortal food. The
boy pined and died, but the girl lived, and eventually
married a local man. By the same token beans are the
food of the dead, or, according to another tradition,
they contain the souls of the dead (Waring). At any
rate, they were sacred to them. That is why they were
prohibited in the Vedas as ordinary food. They were a
favourite offering to the departed in ancient Greece,
and for this reason they were forbidden to his followers
by Pythagoras. Pliny says that beans were used in
sacrificing to the dead because the souls of the dead
were in them, and Ovid said that the witch put beans
in her mouth when she tried to call up spirits. On the
other hand, spitting beans at a witch was a Wiltshire
way of rendering her spells ineffective (Whitlock.
1992). Eventually, they were used at funerals in
classical times, a use that found its way to the north of
England, where the tradition used to be (at least in the
1890s) that broad beans should always be buried with
the coffin (Pope). Children used to recite:

God save your soul,
Beans and all (Tongue).

Presumably all this accounts for the Somerset saying
that to sniff the scent of a beanfield is fatal. Similarly,
in Leicestershire, it is said that to sleep overnight in
a beanfield can cause insanity, or at least horrifying
dreams. It is a fact that the heavy perfume has been
known to cause fantasies during sleep (Genders).
Dreaming of beans is reckoned to bring trouble

of some kind (Gordon.1985), quite apart from the
belief that they “cause vain dreams and dreadful”
(Bartholomew Anglicus). Both North country and
Midlands (Davies) miners insisted that colliery
accidents were more frequent when the beans were
in flower (Waring). And another superstition said that
when beans grew upside down in the pod, it was an
omen of some kind. They did so in the summer of
1918 apparently, and then it was remembered that the
last time they did that was the year the Crimean war
ended. Unfortunately the correspondent of Notes and
Queries who reported it dated his letter in 1941, when
once more they were growing upside down, but that
war took another four years to end.

There were prescribed times for sowing beans,
although they show wide variations. The favourite
seems to have been St Thomas’s Day (21 December)
(Baker. 1974, Wright), but equally well known is the
Somerset rule that they should be set in the Candlemas
Waddle, that is, the waning of the February moon, or
on the February new moon, as some say (Watson).
Otherwise they would not flourish. Elsewhere a date

a little later than this is preferred, according to the
rhyme:

Sow beans or peas on David or Chad,
Be the weather good or bad;

Then comes Benedict,

If you ain’t sown your beans —

Keep ‘em in the rick (Baker. 1977).

Warwickshire custom required bean-planting to
start on St Valentine’s Day, and they agree it must
be finished by St Benedict. St Valentine’s Day is 14
February, St David’s Day 1 March, and Chad the
day after. St Benedict is celebrated on 21 March.
Usually three beans are put in each hole, though the
Warwickshire rhyme gives four:

One for the pigeon, one for the crow,
One to go rotten, and one to grow (Savage).

There is quite a widespread belief in the efficacy of
rubbing warts gently with the furry inside of a bean
pod as a way to get rid of them — it has been recorded
from East Anglia to Wiltshire and Somerset, (Randell,
G E Evans. 1966, Whitlock. 1988) as well as from
Cumbria. Sometimes one finds relics of a charm
attached to this. For instance, in Essex, there is the
injunction to throw the pod down a drain after rubbing
the warts (Newman & Wilson):

As this bean shell rots away
So my warts shall soon decay (Hardy. 1878).
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Just the smell of the flowers is enough to cure
whooping cough, so it is still claimed in Norfolk
(Hatfield. 1994). Burns are treated with broad beans
on the Greek island of Chios. The beans are roasted,
powdered and mixed with oil (Argenti & Rose).

A manuscript of 1610, published in the Gentleman's
Magazine, prescribes bean flowers, distilled, as a lotion
with which to wash the face, “and it will be fair”.
Gerard had already said that “the meale of Beanes
clenseth the filth of the skin”, and much later, Hill wrote
that “it has been customary to distil a water from bean-
flowers, and use it to soften the skin ...”. In China, they
used the shoots, boiled in oil and salt, as a medicine to
arouse a drunkard from his stupor (F P Smith).

BRONCHITIS

A Somerset bronchitis remedy was to make an
ointment of lard and GARLIC, and rub it on to the
soles of the feet at night (Tongue), a recipe that was
recorded as recently as 1957. Garlic has always been
in great demand for chest complaints, and there are
similar prescriptions for whooping cough, coughs
and colds, asthma, and even tuberculosis. Gypsies

in this country have used CUCKOO-PINT, either by
root decoction or by an infusion of the dry, powdered
flowers, to cure croup and bronchitis (Vesey-
Fitzgerald). Another gypsy remedy for this complaint
involved peeling the bark, boiling it in a saucepan of
water, and then allowing it to cool. After sugar was
added, the liquor could be drunk as needed (Page.
1978). FENNEL tea is still taken sometimes for the
complaint, and BALM tea has been recommended as
an expectorant, as has a tea from dried HOLLYHOCK
flowers (both Fluck), and PENNYROYAL tea is
often taken (Beith). SWEET CICELY too, is taken
for chest complaints and bronchial colds in popular
medicine (Gibson), and so is a leaf tea of RIBWORT
PLANTAIN (Conway), or GROUND IVY, which
was always known as “Gill-tea”, Gill being one of
the names given to that herb (Clair). WATERCRESS,
boiled with whisky and sugar, is an Irish cure for
bronchitis (Wood-Martin), as is smoking the dried
leaves of MULLEIN, both for bronchitis and asthma
(O Suilleabhain). Smoking dried COLTSFOOT

is the best known remedy for coughs, asthma and
bronchitis, and a tea made from the flowers or leaves
can be taken, too (Thomson. 1978). YARROW tea,
either made from the dried herb or the fresh plant is
used for a bad cold, and is also taken for bronchitis
(V G Hatfield. 1994). Some of the American Indian
peoples used to boil the whole flower head of a
SUNFLOWER for lung trouble (Gilmore), which is
interesting, for Russian folk medicine used sunflowers
for the same complaint, listed as bronchitis, laryngitis
and other pulmonary disorders (Kourennoft). JUIUBE
(Zizyphus jubajuba) fruits have been famous since
ancient times for colds and bronchitis. They would be
made up into lozenges, still called jujubes (Mitton).

BROOKLIME

(Veronica beccabunga) The specific name,
beccabunga, is O Norse bekh, a brook, plus bung,
which is the name of a plant. Brooklime seems to be
the exact Anglo-Saxon equivalent of the Norse (which
is still retained as a common name in Shetland as
Bekkabung (Grigson. 1955)). It is edible as a spring
salad plant, and it is used as such all over northern
Europe. It often grows with watercress, and the two
were gathered and eaten together (Barton & Castle).
“Spring Juice” was fresh brooklime and scurvy-
grass, cut and beaten in a mortar, and left to steep for
twelve hours. Then it was strained, and the juice of
Seville oranges to an equal amount was added.

A wineglassful taken fasting each morning for a week
was a spring tonic (Quelch).

It is said to be excellent for skin diseases. In the
Balkans they make a poultice by boiling it with onions
and wheat chaff in sour milk (Kemp). Gypsies use
the leaves for a poultice for piles, boils, etc., (Vesey-
Fitzgerald), a use Wesley knew: “the Piles (to cure):
a Poultis of boil’d Brook-lime”, and the poultice was
prescribed for whitlows and burns as well (Barton &
Castle). In Irish folk medicine, the decoction, either
alone, or mixed with watercress, used to be taken for
gravel, and urinary diseases generally (Egan). Boiled
and sweetened, it was used around Belfast as an
expectorant (Barbour). In Wicklow, too, the water in
which it had been boiled was taken to be an excellent
cold cure. One should stay in bed, however, as “it
opens all the pores” (O Cleirigh).

BROOM

(Sarothamnus scoparius) The original broom, whether
for domestic or magical (witch) uses, was a stalk of
the broom plant with a tuft of leaves at the end, made
by “broom-dashers” (Sargent). The specific name
scoparius is from Latin scopae, a broom or besom.
Broomstick marriages were once fairly common, and
jumping over the broomstick was said to be part of
the gypsy marriage ceremony (Vesey-Fitzgerald). But
“jumping the broomstick” is a Scottish expression
for an irregular marriage (Cheviot), and in Somerset
it was said you should never step over a broom if you
are unmarried, for if you do you will bear a bastard
child (Tobgue. 1965). Note the folk song known as
Green Besoms:

One day as I was trudging

Down by my native cot,

I saw a jolly farmer,

O happy is his lot.

He ploughs his furrows deep,

The seeds he layeth low,

And there it bides asleep

Until the green broom blow.
O come and buy my besoms,
Bonny green besoms,
Besoms fine and new,
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Bonny green-broom besoms,
Better never grew.

The song gives the adventures of the broom gatherer
with first a farmer, then a miller, a squire and a
parson. The significance of broom gathering is quite
clear in the final stanza:

O when the yellow broom is ripe
Upon its native soil,

It’s like a pretty baby bright

With sweet and wavily smile (Reeves).

“Going to the broom”, in ballads and folk songs, as
David Atkinson pointed out, is always associated with
sex. The Breton matchmaker carried a rod of broom

as a symbol of his office when he came to a house on
serious business (Tynan & Maitland), and dreaming of
them means an increase in the family (Mackay).

As you would expect of a witch plant, broom has its
blasting properties, too:

If you sweep the house with blossomed broom in
May,You’re sure to sweep the head of the house
away.

It is still believed to be an unlucky flower to bring
indoors (Widdowson), as, for instance, in the Isle of
Man (Gill. 1932), or in Sussex, where they say “it
sweeps someone out of the house” (Vickery. 1985).
But the belief is much more widespread than the two
instances quoted here. In some cases, the prohibition
is only in force during the month of May, but again,
the mere picking of the flowers is enough to cause the
father or mother to die in the course of the year. In
this context, it is worth remembering that the Welsh
used it as a charm — if waved over a restless person,

it induced sleep (Trevelyan). The ballad known as

the Broomfield Hill also tells of the sleep-inducing
effects of broom. A kind of circle magic coupled with
the strewing of broom flowers causes the men to fall
asleep on the hillside:

Ye’ll pu’ the bloom frae off the broom,
Strew’t at his head and feet,

And aye the thicker that ye do strew,
The sounder he will sleep (Atkinson).

It is one of the plants that should never be used to beat
a child, for the belief was that the child would stop
growing, for the broom never attains the height of a
tree (Burne. 1883).

But broom could be used as a prophylactic, too, espe-
cially, as in Italy, when burning it was regarded as an
anti-witch charm (Leland. 1898). Riding a broom on
Good Friday round the meadows was the Bohemian
farmer’s way of keeping them free of moles, and in
East Prussia riding a broom was a means of prevent-
ing a fever, in popular imagination (Runeberg). It has
its place in Celtic mythology, for in the Mabinogion
story of Math, the son of Mathonwy, Gwydion and

Math made Blodeuedd from the “flowers of the oak,
and the flowers of the broom, and the flowers of the
meadowsweet”. The colour of the flowers was used in
Celtic languages as descriptive of golden hair — god-
desses with hair like gold or the flowers of the broom
(Elton).

Broom is the symbol of humility (Friend. 1883), quite
why is difficult to determine, unless it is simply because
of its use as a humble domestic implement. Indeed, it is
also the emblem of the housewife in a negative sort of
way. The display of one at the house door showed she
was away from home, and her husband would welcome
visits from his male friends. Conversely, no respectable
housewife would dream of leaving a broom on view if
she were at home, for it showed that a man’s company
would be welcome (M Baker. 1974).

Sprays of broom flowers were a traditional feature of
Whitsuntide decorations (A W Hatfield). In Scotland,
where the broom and the whin (gorse) were rich in
blossom, it was looked on as a sign of a good harvest
to come (Gregor) (the fuller the flowers on the bush,
the better the harvest (Inwards) ). It has been used as a
dye plant — it will dye wool a moss-green colour (Jen-
kins. 1966), and there is another odd usage — broom
juice mixed with oil of radishes is an old recipe for
killing lice and other pests (Drury. 1992).

It has many medicinal uses, not least for heart condi-
tions — broom tops are a very old popular remedy

for it, perfectly justified, too, it seems, for the active
principle is sparteine (Thomson. 1976), an alkaloid
contained in the seeds, also used to induce labour
and to hasten birth. It is also used as an antidote to
many poisons (Schauenberg & Paris). It is interest-
ing that Auvergne shepherds say that sheep that have
grazed on broom show an immunity to adder bites.

A tea made from broom tops was an Irish cure for

an abscess, by bathing it (Maloney). Broom tea, a
known diuretic, was used to cure dropsy, and there are
widespread reports of its use in domestic medicine in
Britain (it was taken for rheumatism, too, in Cumbria
(Newman & Wilson) ). Another remedy for dropsy

is to soak the feet in a bath of the hot liquid (quoted
by Gibbings. 1942). There are, too, records of its use
for jaundice, probably doctrine of signatures (yellow
flowers for the yellow disease), but not necessarily so,
given the diuretic properties. An infusion of the flow-
ers, stems and root has been used in Norfolk to treat
this ailment (Folk-lore. vol 36, 1925).

An ointment made from the flowers has been used
for gout (C P Johnson), and gypsies use an infusion
for kidney troubles (Vesey-Fitzgerald), by boiling

a few sprigs in water, and drinking a wineglassful

in the morning. It has even enjoyed a reputation of
being a stauncher of blood, from the 14" century
onwards. Note the Scottish belief that a bunch of
broom wrapped round the neck will stem a nosebleed
(Beith).
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There is one piece of veterinary information concern-
ing broom. Aubrey noted its use in Hampshire and
Wiltshire to prevent rot in sheep (Aubrey. 1847). He
knew of “careful husbandmen” who cleared their land
of broom, “and afterwards their sheep died of the rott,
from which they were free before the broom was cutt
down”. So then they made sure of leaving some plants
of it round the edges of their land, just for the sheep to
browse on, “to keep them sound”.

BROOMSTICK MARRIAGES

Fairly common at one time, though still irregular, and
jumping over the broomstick was said to be part of
the gypsy marriage ceremony (Vesey-Fitzgerald). But
“jumping the broomstick™ is a Scottish expression

for an irregular marriage (Cheviot), and in Somerset
they say you should never step over a broom if you are
unmarried, for if you do you will bear a bastard child
(Tongue. 1965).

BROOMWEED

(1) (Gutierrezia microcephala) An American plant,
used by the Navajo for a yellow dye (Kluckhohn et
al), and they also recognised its medicinal properties.
Women made a tea of the whole plant to drink in
order to promote expulsion of the placenta, and they
also chewed the plant and then applied it to insect
stings. The Hopi sometimes used the tea for stomach
upsets (Weiner), while Plains tribes gave a decoction
to their horses for diarrhoea (Youngken). There

was a very strange usage further east, for this is a
“root-doctor” prescription for “loss of mind”, used
by African Americans from Florida : “Sheepweed
(another name for our plant leaves), bay leaf,
sarsaparilla roots. Take the bark and cut it all up fine.
Make a tea. Take one tablespoonful and put in two
cups of water and strain and sweeten. You drink some
and give some to patients” (Hurston).

BROOMWEED

(2) (Malvastrum coromandelianum) This has been
used in Jamaican obeah practice to detect a thief. The
ceremony was described as holding two broomweed
sticks that have first been dipped in lye, one on each
side of a man’s neck, and saying:

By Saint Peter, by Saint Paul,
By the living God of all,

and if he is a thief, the weed will grow around his
neck and choke him to death. Another way of doing

it is to make a “switch” of broomweed, rosemary

and willow, by virtue of which a person suspected of
being the thief will be struck with pain when his name
is called out, and will never be free of pain again
(Beckwith. 1929). It is not very clear in the report
how this charm is supposed to work.

BRUISES
RIBWORT PLANTAIN is mentioned as a Highland
remedy for boils and bruises (Grant). A Cornish

ointment for bruises is made from MALLOW leaves
pounded and mixed with pig’s lard (Deane & Shaw),
and they were one of the ingredients in a medieval
prescription “for swelling of a stroke” (Henslow),
which presumably means a bruise. They used to be
treated with WORMWOOD - “the plant steeped

in boiling water, and repeatedly applied to a bruise
will remove the pain in a short time, and prevent the
swelling and discolouration of the part” (Thornton).
Earler herbalists repeatedly prescribed a similar
treatment with wormwood (Henslow, Dawson,
Cockayne). A liniment, using the root of RUSSIAN
TARRAGON, was used by some native American
peoples, the Mescalero, and Lipan, for instance. The
liniment was made by pounding the root and soaking
it in cold water (Youngken), and LESSER EVENING
PRIMROSE was made into a poultice by peoples like
the Ojibwe, by soaking the whole plant in warmWater
(H H Smith; 1945).

Gypsies use an ointment made from the leaves or
roots of SOLOMON’S SEAL in lard to apply to

a bruise or black eye (Vesey — Fitzgerald). So did
Fenland people (Porter. 1974). It is said that a certain
Sussex pub landlord grew beds of the plant specially
to put on the black eyes received after a pub fight
(Sargent). The treatment was described in Scotland

as “the root of Solomon’s Seal, grated, and sprinkled
on a bread poultice” to remove “bruise discoloura-
tion” (Gibson). Gerard mentioned their use for bruises
“gotten by falls or womens wilfulness, in stumbling
upon their hasty husbands fists, or such like”. Gypsies
also used a decoction of the root of SOAPWORT to
apply to a bruise or black eye (Vesey-Fitzgerald),

or a freshly dug root put on the black eye would do
(Campbell-Culver), though that may take longer

to achieve the desired effect. Similarly, BLACK
BRYONY got the name “herbe aux femmes battues”
in French (Baumann), for this is another plant that has
the reputation of healing bruises — the roots “do very
quickly waste away and consume away blacke and
blew marks that come of bruises and dry-beatings”
(Gerard). The crushed leaves of HOUSELEEK are
another good remedy (Randell; Grant).

Gerard called DAISY Bruisewort, with good reason,
for he advised daisy leaves for “bruises and swell-
ings”. Variations on this name include Briswort and
Brisewort (Britten & Holland). MARIGOLD is used
as a tincture in much the same way as Arnica. If the
tea is taken after an accident, it brings out the bruises
and prevents internal complications. A lotion would
be applied to sprains and bruises as well (Moloney).
MELILOT is another useful plant. Sir J Hill gave the
advice: “the fresh plant is excellent to mix in pultices
to be applied to swellings”, and that advice can apply
equally well to bruises (Thomson. 1978).

Bryonia dioica > WHITE BRYONY
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BUCK’S HORN PLANTAIN

(Plantago coronopus) In Glamorgan, where it
appears to have been very common, the roots and
leaves were made into a decoction, sweetened

with honey, and given as a cure for hydrophobia
(Trevelyan). Hill had heard of the cure, but gave

it little credit: “it is said also to be a remedy
against the bite of a mad dog, but this is idle and
groundless”, but he did recommend the leaves,
“bruised, and applied to a fresh wound [to] stop the
bleeding and effect a cure”. Sometimes the whole
plant was hung round the neck as an amulet against
the ague (Allen), but this seems to come from
Gerard, although he wanted for wearing round the
neck: “unto men, nine plants, roots, and all; and unto
women and children seven”.

Early prescriptions include one for toothache “Shave
hartshorn and seethe it well in water, and with the
water wash the teeth, and hold it hot in thy mouth a
good while. And thou shalt never have the toothache
again” (!) (Dawson. 1934), hartshorn being another
name for Buck’s Horn Plantain.

BUCKBEAN

(Menyanthes trifoliata) The roots used to be pounded
up to provide an edible meal (J G D Clark), while the
Chinese pickled them to use either as a food or as

a sedative (F P Smith). There was one other use, in
brewing, and the leaves this time, not the roots —

“one ounce will go as far as half a pound of hops”
(Thornton). The point is that this is an intensely bitter
plant, and that is the reason for its use as a substitute
for hops in brewing (C P Johnson). Bitter or not,

the leaves used to be shredded and smoked in the
Faeroes in times of tobacco scarcity (Williamson).
Where bitter tonics were needed medicinally, the root,
gathered in August, and the seeds, were used. Gypsies
made a leaf infusion to take as a blood purifier
(Vesey-Fitzgerald).

Scurvy is the disease with which Buckbean is most
often associated. Other skin diseases were treated
with it, boils, for example, in Ireland (O Suilleab-
hain), while in Orkney, the crushed leaves would be
applied for scrofula (Leask). A decoction of the seeds
was used to treat rheumatism (V G Hatfield. 1994),
or to prevent it (Sargent), it was also used for gout
and dropsy — there is a recipe from South Uist, in the
Outer Hebrides, that involved cleaning and boiling
the whole plant, putting the juice in a bottle, to be
drunk daily (Shaw). This may be doctrine of signa-
tures, of course, given the plant’s preference for wet,
marshy ground. Perhaps the same argument could be
used to explain its use for malaria. Hill, in the mid
18th century, mentions this use for the dried leaves,
and it also crops up in Russian domestic medicine
for the same complaint. Four or five tablespoonfuls
of the dried herb in a gallon of vodka, kept for two

weeks, and one small wineglassful to be taken daily
(Kourennoff).

It used to be a Highland remedy for all kinds of stom-
ach pains, and herbalists still give the leaf decoction
for stomach disorders, loss of appetite and the like
(Schauenberg & Paris), an interesting usage, for the
Kwakiutl Indians of the Pacific north-west of America
use the water from the boiled roots for some kind of
stomach trouble, briefly translated as “when the pit

of our stomach is sick” (Boas). Even stomach ulcers
were treated, in Scotland, successfully apparently, with
infusions from this plant (Beith). They even used it
for constipation on South Uist. They took the root,
cleaned it and boiled it in water all day until the juice
was dark and thick. It was strained, and a teaspoonful
given to the patient; it was even given to calves for the
same complaint (Shaw), though the dose must have
been increased.

BUCKTHORN

(Rhamnus cathartica) The black berries are a
powerful purgative, but are dangerous to children

(P North); in large doses they could cause intestinal
haemorrhage (Fliick). “It is a rough purge”, said
Hill. 1754, “but a very good one”, and they have
been known as such since Anglo-Saxon times. Syrup
of blackthorn, made from the juice of the berries,
can still be bought (Fliick), but a hundred years or
more ago it was used more for animals than for men
(Fluckiger & Hanbury).

The berries have got other uses, for dyeing and mak-
ing pigments, Sap Green among others, provided the
proper mordant is used. As a dye, glovers would use
them to give a yellow colour to their leather (Aubrey.
1867), and the yellow colour was used in the 19th
century to tint paper (CP Johnson).

As with other thorns, this one could be used as a
counter to witchcraft. There are records of this from
Germany, for with a buckthorn stick a man can strike
witches and demons, and no witch dared approach
any vessel made of it (Lea). There are examples as far
back as Ovid, who described a ceremony for counter-
ing a vampire witch. The final act was to put branches
of buckthorn in the window (Halliday). Following

the belief, it is easy to see how it could be used to
protect one from the dead — chewing it was deemed
protection enough. (Beza). Buckthorn appears also

in the Cromarty legend of Willie Miller, who went to
explore the Dripping-cave. “He sewed sprigs of rowan
and wych-elm in the hem of his waistcoat, thrust

a Bible into one pocket and a bottle of gin into the
other, and providing himself with a torch, and a staff
of buckthorn which had been cut at the full of moon ...
he set out for the cave ...”(H Miller). Is there a mis-
reading in this case, for one would have expected his
stick to be of the belligerent blackthorn rather than of
buckthorn?
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BUCKWHEAT

(Fagopyrum esculentum) Both the growing plant and
the straw are poisonous to livestock, and in man an
allergic rash may occur from eating foods made from
buckwheat flour (P North). That, though, is rare, and
it was widely cultivated once for cattle and hen food,
as well as for a poor man’s flour. Bread made from
this was described by Gerard as “of easie digestion,
and speedily passeth through the belly, but yeeldeth
little nourishment”. Cobbett, too, disliked buckwheat
bread, finding it heavy, and meriting its French name,
Pain Noir. But he liked buckwheat cakes enough to
give the recipe (see Cobbett. 1822). They are like
pancakes, and these pancakes are a national dish in
America in the winter, made more or less as Cobbett
suggested, and served with maple syrup as breakfast
cakes. This meal is also made into crumpets in
Holland (Grieve. 1931), and the porridge known as
Kasha in Russia is also made from it (Brouk). The
flour is eaten by Hindus during their fast days, being
one of the grains lawful for fasts (Pandey).

Apart from all this, buckwheat grain was used at one
time in making gin (C P Johnson), and one can even
get a blue dye from the straw (Schery). The Japanese
are fond of buckwheat noodles, called Soba, and
Japanese goldsmiths have long used buckwheat dough
to collect gold dust in their shops. So the grain is
considered a potent charm for collecting riches. Every
Japanese family eats buckwheat noodles on New
Year’s Eve to get the luck for making money in the
coming year, and every household serves soba at feast
times, as, for instance, when there is a move to a new
house, when a Japanese will give a present of soba

to all his neighbours (Schery). There is a folk tale
from Japan that tells how an ogress’s blood flowed on
to buckwheat plants, whose roots are even now red
because of what happened then (Seki).

Strangely, there is very little in the way of folk belief
attached to it, though Turgenev (Fathers and sons)
must have known at least one superstition: “Arina
Vlasyevna ... believed that if on Easter Sunday the
lights did not go out at vespers, then there would be
a good crop of buckwheat”. The only other belief
recorded refers to the time of sowing — according to
Pennsylvania Germans the proper day is the Seven
Sleepers (27 June) (Fogel).

BUFFALO GOURD

(Cucurbita foetidissima) American Indian tribes in

the west of the country valued this, as they believed it
simulated the form of the human body, and was either
male or female. So it was a heal-all, that portion of the
root being used that corresponded to the affected part
of the patient’s body (Youngken).

BUILDING TIMBER
The “witch-post” was found in Yorkshire as a protective
amulet — it was always made of ROWAN wood, and

marked with an inscribed cross. It always formed part
of the structure of a house, usually under the cross-
beams of the timber framework (Davidson). The old
Scots word for a cross-beam in the chimney is rantree,
because it was so often made of rowan (F M McNeill).
SWEET CHESTNUT timber is unsafe. Taylor. 1812
said that “it is very apt to be shaken, and there is a
deceitful brittleness in it which renders it unsafe to be
used as beams...”. Theophrastus seems to agree, for he
reported a case where chestnut beams in a public bath
gave warning before they broke, so that all the people
in the building were able to get out before the roof
collapsed (Meiggs). Evelyn, though, was enthusiastic
about the quality of the timber. “The chestnut is (next
the oak) one of the most sought after by the carpenter
and joyner : it hath formerly built a good part of our
ancient houses in the city of London ...”.

BULLACE

(Prunus domestica ‘institia’) “As black, as sour, as
bright, as a bullace” are all Yorkshire similes (Gutch.
1909). Bullace, probably from O French buloce,
which meant sloe. The Welsh name bwlas, which
also signifies sloe, must be the same word. Damson
is the cultivated form of this shrub. An infusion of
the flowers, sweetened with sugar, has been used as a
mild purgative for children (Grieve. 1931).

BULRUSH

(Scirpus lacustris) This is the true Bulrush, the

plant usually meant by that name is in fact the False
Bulrush, Bypha latifolia. In aboriginal America,
bulrush provided the sacred yellow pollen of the San
Carlos Apache. The medicine-man rubbed it on the
affected part of his patients, and then sang, after which
he would extract the disease in the usual sucking way
of shamans. Sometimes he would put a little pollen in
the patient’s mouth (Youngken). Other Indian groups
sometimes made the pollen into cake. It was collected
by beating it off into a cloth (Havard).

BURIAL

ELM timber endures well under water, and so was
the first material for water pipes (Grigsin, 1955),
and for piles, as in London and Rochester bridges
(Rackham. 1976). For the same reason, elm wood was
used for coffins, a practice that Vaux wholeheartedly
condemned — “the evil practice of making coffins of
elm in order to keep the body from the corrupting
effects of contact with the earth for as long as
possible, the very opposite to which is what all
sensible people desire”.

It is said that when MEADOW SAFFRON (Colchi-
cum autumnale) blooms on a grave, it is a good sign
for the deceased (Friend. 1883).

BURN PLANT
(Aloe chinensis) The common name says it all; the
juice is used to treat burns, particularly X-ray burns,
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apparently. When evaporated to a semi-solid, it can be
used as a laxative (Schery).

BURNET ROSE

(Rosa pimpinellifolia) There used to be a belief
around the Bristol Channel that if the Burnet Rose
should bloom out of season, it would be an omen of
shipwreck (Radford & Radford). It can be used as a
dye plant, more especially in the Hebrides; a brown
dye can be made from it, with copperas (Murdoch
McNeill). Elsewhere, using alum as the mordant, the
hips were used to dye silks violet (C P Johnson).

BURNET SAXIFRAGE

(Pimpinella saxifraga) It is called Saxifraga “for the
propertye that it hath in breaking of the stone in a
man’s bodye” (Turner. 1551). Gerard elaborated on
this, and went on : “the juice of the leaves ... doth
cleanse and take away all spots and freckles of the
face, and leaveth a good colour ...”. In Italy, they
used to say that if a woman eats burnet saxifrage, her
beauty will increase (Skinner). The distilled water,
too, was used as a cosmetic (Leyel. 1937). In plant
symbolism, this stood for affection (Leyel. 1937).

The root infusion is taken for catarrh, and sometimes
as a diuretic. Externally, this infusion can be used as
an application for healing a wound (Fliick). Another
application from the roots, a tincture this time, is
given for sore throats (Schauenberg & Paris), and the
fresh root is chewed for toothache (Grieve. 1931).

BURNS

Using the petals of MADONNA LILIES, usually
macerated in alcohol, was said to leave no scar
(Wiltshire). As far back as the 13" century the lily
was prescribed by a monk as a sovereign remedy for
burns, for “it is a figure of the Madonna, who also
cures burns, that is, the vices or burns of the soul”
(Haig). It is said that MARIGOLDS should be used
for burns. Not only does it cure, and help to relieve
the pain, but it will also prevent the formation of
scars. And it is even claimed that it will take away
existing scars (Leyel. 1937). BROAD-LEAVED
DOCK has been used for all sorts of skin complaints
for a very long time. The leaves would be used as a
poultice to apply to the spot, and in the Hebrides, the
roots were boiled with a little butter and applied on
a bandage to the burn (Shaw). Or apply a GREAT
PLANTAIN leaf (A W Hatfield), or a CABBAGE
leaf, fried, according to belief in County Cavan
(Maloney).

A Cornish charm for scalds and burns required nine
BRAMBLE leaves, moistened in spring water, and
these are applied to the affected part. While this is
being done, the following charm has to be recited
three times:

There came three angels out of the west.
One brought fire, and two brought frost;

Out fire, in frost;
In the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost
(Hawke).

HOUSELEEK, being a protector from fire or
lightning, would naturally be taken as a cure for
burns. As Gerard put it, “they take away the fire of
burning and scaldings ...”. The leaves would be put
on the burn, like a plaster (Jamieson ; O P Brown),
or they could be bruised with cream and laid on
(Morris). An ointment prepared from the flowers and
leaves of ST JOHN’S WORT, mixed with olive oil is
good for burns (Toingue. 1965).

Slices of POTATO could be put on the burn, provided
it was a small one. A Sussex treatment for a larger one
was to scrape the insides out of a potato, mash it, and
put that on (Sargent). At least according to Gerard,
burns used to be treated with ONIONS: “the juice
taketh away the heat of scalding with water or oile as
also burning with fire and gunpowder”. “Pollypodden”,
presumably the fern POLYPODY, is used in Ireland
for burns. The procedure is to boil the stems with but-
ter. The green juice sets to a jelly, and this is put on the
burn (Maloney). Another fern, HARTSTONGUE, was
made into ointment in Scotland for a burn cure (Beith).
BURN PLANT (Aloe chinensis) juice is excellent for
burns, and so is the juice of its Old World relative,
MEDITERRANEAN ALOE (4loe vera). The Maoris
would pulp the bark of RIMU (Dacrydium cupressinum)
to apply to burns (Leathart).

BUSY LIZZIE

(Impatiens walleriana) Originally from tropical Africa,
where the root has been used as an abortifacient (Watt
& Breyer-Brandwijk).

BUTCHER’S BROOM

(Ruscus aculeatus) The strange-looking common
name came about because, so it is said, butchers once
used the shrub to sweep their blocks. It suggests that
this shrub was commoner in those times than is so
today. It is a British native, but is very local, in the
south. They do make hard brooms, for the shoots are
stiff and spiny, stiff enough to be used as household
besoms in Italy (Folkard). There is too a suggestion
that butchers used them to tenderize their meat.
They are certainly part of the crest of the Butchers’
Company (Billington).

The young shoots are edible, and were once eaten “as
sperage in sallads”. It was, too, quite important as a
medicinal plant, and has been so in quite recent times.
Maud Grieve, for instance, was able to report that a
root decoction was still given for jaundice and gravel
in her day, and it was once used for dropsy too (Barton
& Castle). It still is a favourite medicine for stone in
Ireland. There the roots are boiled for eight hours,
and a pint of whiskey added to a quart of the water,
and the whole strained and bottled. The patient takes
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three glasses daily (Logan). But this is a venerable
remedy, for Gerard wrote that the root decoction made
in wine “and drunken, provoketh urine, breaketh the
stone, driveth forth gravell and sand ...”. There are a
few other conditions that were treated with Butcher’s
Broom, one being fractures, when a decoction of the
berries and leaves was made into a poultice (Leyel.
1937). And chilblains were flogged with the branches
(Grieve), just as holly was used (see HOLLY).

BUTTER BEAN
(Phaseolus lunatus) see LIMA BEAN

BUTTERCUP

i.e., Ranunculus acris (Meadow Buttercup).

R bulbosus (Bulbous Buttercup) and R repens
(Creeping Buttercup). Meadow buttercup was rubbed
on cows’ udders with some ceremony on May Day in
Ireland. One wonders why, though it is because of the
long-lived tradition, flying in the face of all the facts,
that buttercups impart a good colour to butter, or that
they improve the quality of the milk. In fact, of course,
the milk of cows that eat them becomes tainted, and
the same holds true for the butter. But usually, cows
will not eat buttercups at all, for they are all extremely
acrid. The point is that they grow in good soil, and
such soil produces a lot of good grass. That is what
cows eat to improve their milk, not the buttercups.

The acrid principle made the plants notorious at one
time, for beggars used them to raise blisters on their
feet. As Gerard said, “cunning beggars do use it to
stampe the leaves, and lay it unto their legs and arms,
which causeth such filthy ulcers as we day by day
see (among such wicked vagabonds) to move people
the more to pitie”. As a contrast, what could be more
innocent than the pastime small children indulge in,

of holding buttercups under each others’ chins to see
if they like butter? It must be the golden colour that
makes this a symbol of riches (Leyel. 1937).

The principle of the counter-irritant made the medici-
nal use of buttercups possible. Chinese medicine
certainly used it as such (F P Smith). Thornton’s
remedy for rheumatism must come under that heading —
he recommended pounding the leaves and applying

it as a poultice, “when it produces a vesication like

a blister”. Gerard recognized the idea, and in a burst
of humour offered this: “Many do use to tie a little of
the herbe stamped with salt unto any of the fingers,
against the pain in the teeth; which medicine seldome
faileth; for it causeth greater paine in the finger than
was in the tooth ...”.

Thornton actually said that they have been used inter-
nally for worms. Certainly, it would do the worms no
good at all, but surely their host would suffer equally!
O Stilleabhain quotes an Irish use of the juice for
jaundice. This must surely be our doctrine of signa-
tures. Any yellow plant, or anything with yellow juice,
would automatically recommend itself to treat the
yellow disease. A homeopathetic tincture of buttercup
is taken, internally, for shingles (Leyel. 1937), and
there are early records from Ireland of its use for St
Anthony’s Fire, i.e., erysipelas. Earlier still, Apuleius
seemed confident with a recipe using one of the but-
tercups: “For a lunatic, take this wort, and wreathe it
with red thread about the man’s swere [neck], when
the moon is on the wane, in the month which is called
April, or in the early part of October, soon will he be
healed” (Cockayne). Perhaps we are still talking about
counter-irritants!

Buxus sempervirens > BOX
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CABBAGE

(Brassica oleracea ‘capitata’) “If thou desirest to die,
eat cabbages in August”. That was one of the medical
maxims from the Book of Tago ab Dewi (Berdoe),
and shows that cabbages were regarded with some
suspicion at the time. Now it is difficult to see, or
even think of, anything uncanny about a cabbage, but
the Pennsylvania Germans used to say that a cabbage
plant running to seed the first year, or one with two
heads on one stalk, is a sign of death (Whitney &
Bullock, Fogel). If one of them had white leaves, it
meant a funeral. But it is good luck if you find one
growing “double”, that is, with two shoots from a
single root (Waring) (different from two heads on one
stalk). Equally odd is a superstition from Illinois that
if a woman eats cabbage during her confinement, she
will die. Similarly, mothers are advised not to eat it
while breast-feeding a baby — it will give the child
colic (H M Hyatt). In Normandy, they say that you
should never eat or pull a cabbage on St Stephen’s
Day (26 December), for the saint, according to their
tradtion, was stoned to death in a cabbage patch

(W B Johnson). Similarly, American belief holds that it
is most unlucky to have a head of cabbage in the house
on New Year’s Day (H M Hyatt), but in Kentucky they
say that if you eat cabbage on New Year’s Day, you will
have money all the year (Thomas & Thomas).

To ensure a good crop, make a cross on the stump
every time you cut one (Tongue. 1965). There is a
medieval Jewish tale which is very similar to the
myth of Baldur in Scandinavian mythology. Every
tree had sworn it would not bear Christ’s body,

except for a cabbage stalk, and it was on that he was
crucified. Another twist brings the Baldur myth even
closer, for there were English traditions according to
which Christ was crucified on a mistletoe (Turville-
Petrie). Next to a broomstick, ragwort is the likeliest
thing to serve as a witch’s horse, but another tradition
says they use cabbage stalks on which to ride through
the air (Wood-Martin, Simpkins). Because green is
an unlucky colour at Scottish weddings, care used to
be taken that no cabbage or any other green vegetable
should be served up on the occasion. All over France,
children are found under a cabbage, not a gooseberry
as in England. Parents, speaking of the time before
their child was born, would tell them “c’était du
temps ou ils étaient encore dans les choux” (Sebillot).
So they are in Maryland, too, though not under

the cabbage, but in the cabbage head (Whitney &
Bullock). To dream of cutting cabbage is a sign that
your wife, or husband, or lover as the case may be,
is very jealous. If you are actually eating a cabbage,
then it is a sign of sickness for said wife, husband
or lover (Raphael). The American interpretation

of dreaming of them is that you will experience

sorrow if the dream is of eating it, or if it is a
growing plant, good fortune is coming to you

(H M Hyatt). Sow them on St Gertrude’s Day, which
is 17 March, for the best results, say the Germans,
and the Pennsylvania Germans, too (Fogel), but in
Kentucky, the favoured day is 9 May, and scatter
elder leaves over them to keep insects away. Another
piece of American wisdom advises sprinkling flour
over the plants while the dew is on them, to drive
away worms. Pennyroyal leaves can be used to the
same effect (H M Hyatt).

Cabbage is very popular in eastern Europe and in
Russia, where it is used for making soups, and also
as a stuffing for cakes. Fermented cabbage is known
in English by its German name, Sauerkraut. Even

in this country, there were other uses for it than the
almost inevitable boiled greens. In the 19" century,
it was the custom to bake bread rolls wrapped in
cabbage leaves; it was said to give them a nice flavour
(Fernie), though the reason given in Warwickshire
was that doing so would give the bread a thinner
crust (Bloom). Cabbage leaves are used medicinally,
too. Wrapping a leaf round the affected part is a
Cornish remedy for rheumatism (Hawke), and hold-
ing them to the affected side will cure a stitch, they
say (Page. 1978). Fried cabbage leaves used to be the
Irish method of deadening the pain caused by a burn
(Wilde. 1890). If they are fried, then it must be the
grease that is doing the work, and the leaf is merely
the vehicle for it. They are spoken of as “roasted” in
co Cavan, and used to put on a cut (Maloney). Logan
also records the Irish use of cabbage leaves for a
burn, but he says they are macerated thoroughly, and
applied along with the juice. In much the same way,
he says, green cabbage leaves used to be a favourite
Irish remedy to treat ulcers; he must be talking of a
poultice, though not necessarily, for the leaves could
simply be applied, and herbalists prescribe cabbage
juice for stomach ulcers (Thomson. 1978). Put a
cabbage leaf to “draw the cold out”, in other words,
to cure a headache, they used to say in Essex, and
they would cure a toothache by putting a hot cabbage
leaf sprinkled with pepper to the cheek (Newman &
Wilson). Not only that, but the inner leaves are the
ideal medicament to draw a boil, at least that is the
practice in Shropshire and Cheshire (Barbour), and in
East Anglia, too, where abscesses are similarly treated
(V G Hatfield. 1994). And it is even recorded in co
Cavan that a boil could be treated simply by eating
cabbage leaves (Maloney). In Scotland, they were
made into a cap to put on a child’s head for eczema
(Rorie). And eminently practical is the Kentucky prac-
tice of putting a wet cabbage leaf on the head to keep
off sunstroke (Thomas & Thomas). There is, too, from
Illinois, a recommendation that raw cabbage chopped
fine and mixed with salt, pepper, vinegar and sugar,
and eaten once a day, is the best thing to bring blood
pressure down (H M Hyatt).
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The water in which cabbage has been cooked (with
no salt!) is good when cooled to bathe sore eyes
(Quelch), and Gerard reported its use for dim eyes.
He went on to prescribe the juice for “the shaking
palsie”, and snake-bite; the seed for worms, freckles
and sunburn, and the like. Even the Maori, it
seems, use it in the shape of a hot decoction, for
colic (Goldie). There were, too, the usual fantastic
remedies — in some way, it was used in Ireland as a
cure for hydrophobia (Wood-Martin). Gerard hope-
fully said that “it is reported that the raw Colewort
beeing eaten before meate, doth preserveth a man from
drunkennesse ...”, and claimed that the juice, mixed
with wine, and “dropped into the eares, is a remedy
against deafeness”.

Cajanus indicus > PIGEON PEA

CAJUPUT

(Melalauca leucadendron) Green Cajuput oil, distilled
from the fresh leaves and twigs, is often used as a
counter-irritant, as for instance, in rubbing it on the
gums to relieve toothache (Mitton). It is also a good
mosquito repellent (Chopra, Badhwar & Ghosh), but
the best known use is as a lotion or ointment to use for
rheumatism and bruises. A few drops on sugar quickly
ends hiccoughs.

Calendula officinalis > MARIGOLD

CALIFORNIAN BUCKTHORN

(Rhamnus purshiana) Famous for its product, the
Cascara Sagrada, the sacred bark that is the best
known of all laxatives, no matter under what name it
is marketed (see Weiner). The name cascara sagrada
was given by the Spanish pioneers, who took notice
that the Californian Indians (Schenk & Gifford;
Spier) used the bark infusion as a physic. There

is also a brown dye to be obtained from the bark.

In some parts of California in the early days, the
scriptural term Shittim Bark was applied to this. It
was said locally to be the Shittim wood of which the
Hebrew ark was made (Maddox). It was used by the
Californian Indians for toothache; the root was heated
as hot as could be borne, put in the mouth against the
aching tooth, and tightly gripped between the teeth
(Powers).

CALIFORNIAN JUNIPER

(Juniperus californica) The pulp of the fruit used to
be a staple article of Indian diet; they could be eaten
either fresh or dried, and in the latter state they were
ground and made into bread (Yanovsky). Another use
was as a dyestuff — red could be made from the ashes
(Jaeger).

The Hopi Indians made use of it as medicine. A
leaf decoction was taken as a laxative, for example,
and the same decoction was taken by women who
wanted a female child. A piece of chewed juniper
or a tea made from the leaves was given to women

during childbirth. During the lying-in period, all of
the mother’s food had to be prepared in some degree
with a decoction of juniper leaves. Her clothes, too,
had to be washed in water that had some of the leaves
in it. The newborn baby itself was rubbed with ashes
from burned juniper, and if later on in its life the child
misbehaved, recourse was made again to the juniper.
The child was taken, at the mother’s request, and held
by some other woman in a blanket over a smouldering
fire of juniper. He soon escaped, of course, half suf-
focated, supposedly a better and wiser child. Another
ritual was recorded; when the men returned from
burying a corpse, they washed themselves outside the
house with water in which a branch had been boiled
(Whiting).

CALIFORNIAN LAUREL

(Umbellularia californica) There is something odd
about the leaves of this tree, for it is well-known that
the scent of them has a depressing effect on those who
inhale it (G B Foster), and handling the foliage can
cause skin irritation and running of the eyes in some
people (Hora).

Calla palustris > WATER ARUM
Calluna vulgaris > HEATHER
Caltha palustris > MARSH MARIGOLD

CAMMOCK

is the proper English name for Rest Harrow. When
dairy produce is tainted by this plant, the result would
be “cammocky”, as Wiltshire dialect had it (Dartnell
& Goddard). (see REST HARROW)

CAMOMILE

(Chamaemelum nobile) Camomile is rarely used for
lawns these days, but was in Elizabethan times. Even
turfed seats made of it were garden features (Rohde.
1936). Shakespeare has Falstaff say (Henry VI, pt 1)
“For though camomile, the more it is trodden, the
faster it grows; yet youth, the more it is wasted, the
faster it wears”. But by his time that had become
proverbial. Dyer’s rendering was:

Like a camomile bed,
The more it is trodden,
The more it will spread.

That must be the reason why it symbolizes energy

in adversity (Leyel. 1937). Gardeners looked on
camomile as a “plant physician”, restoring to health
any sickly plant near which it grew (Bardswell). Of
course, one had to be judicious in its use. It should
only be put near the ailing plant for a short time; if
the camomile clump grew too big, it had to be moved,
otherwise the other plant would weaken again, “as
though the patient had become over-dependent on the
doctor and tiresomely hypochondriac” (Leyel. 1937).
Camomile was the principal ingredient (along with
ground ivy and pellitory-of-the-wall) in Elizabethan
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snuffs (Genders. 1972). But there is one old usage
that is still current, that of using the dried flowers in
shampoos for fair hair (it is the double variety

(C nobile pl) that is commercially grown). Or
camomile water can be made at home. Simply steep
the dried flowers in boiling water and strain off
when cool (Hawke). On the Greek island of Chios,
camomile is used to dye the hair a light chestnut
colour, almost gold (Argenti & Rose).

It is, though, in the field of medicine that camomile
was, and is, used so much, a use that goes back to the
beginning of records (Lloyd). The Egyptians held it
sacred, and the Romans believed it cured snakebite.
One of the medical maxims from the Book of Iago
ab Dewi was “if a snake should crawl into a man’s
mouth, the patient was to take camomile powder in
wine” (Berdoe).

Camonmile tea is a virtual panacea, used for a remark-
able number of often unrelated ailments. It is a

great standby for an upset stomach (Hawke), or as

a laxative (V G Hatfield. 1994). Gypsies in Britain
use it for flatulence (Vesey-Fitzgerald), and it is very
popular in France (Clair), but even more so in Italy
(Thomson. 1976). On Chios, it is drunk “for the good
of the stomach”, which is more or less what Gerard
said : it is good “against coldnesse in the stomack,
soure Belchings, voideth winde, and mightily bringeth
downe the monethly courses”, this last being interest-
ing in view of the German belief that camomile tea

is good for women in labour (Thonger). It is listed as
a bitter stomachic and tonic (Fluckiger & Hanbury),
and as such is recorded in Hampshire as good for
“clearing the blood” (Hampshire FWI), by which

a spring tonic is probably meant. And it is also recom-
mended for neuralgia and migraine (Schauenberg

& Paris), as well as for a simpler kind of headache
(Newman & Wilson), and for insomnia as well
(Brownlow), even for a cold. It can, too, be used as

a lotion for external use, to treat ulcers, wounds, etc.,

Even the dew shaken from the flowers was used (in
Wales) for consumption (Trevelyan), and the real
juice from the plant had its uses, too, for sore eyes, to
take one example. It had to be gathered before dawn,
and the gatherer had to say why he was taking it; “let
him next take the ooze, and smear the eyes therewith”
(Cockayne). The root is another part used as a
toothache cure in Ireland. The instructions are simple —
just put a piece on the aching tooth (Vickery. 1995).
Ointments made from the plant were quite widely
used, too. An example from Skye shows that camo-
mile and fresh butter made into an ointment was used
for, of all things, a stitch! (Martin). There is a 14%
century example of the ointment being used for cramp
(Henslow).

Camonmile poultices, made with flowers or leaves,
were often used, also. The flowers were used in

Orkney, particularly to prevent a boil coming to a
head, in other words to allay inflammation and swell-
ing (Leask). That poultice was used in Scotland for
gumboils (Gibson. 1959). “Warty eruptions” were
dealt with by using bunches of camomile, accord-

ing to an old leechdom (Cockayne), and the flowers
were used in an old treatment for deafness, the recipe
telling the patient to “take camomile and seethe it in a
pot, and put it in the ear that is deaf, and wash the ear;
and so do for four days or five, and he shall be whole”
(Dawson. 1934). Something similar used to be the
custom in Wiltshire domestic medicine for earache.
People made a flannel bag, and filled it with camo-
mile heads. This was warmed by the fire and held
against the ear (Wiltshire). One of the most engaging
of all these prescriptions was the way Wiltshire moth-
ers were advised to deal with fractious children — the
flowers, picked when the sun was on them, dried in
the sun and kept in a close stoppered jar for use when
needed. A draught containing ten heads, over which a
pint of barley water was poured, and sweetened by a
large tablespoonful of honey, was the dose given, hot
at night, cold during the day (Wiltshire).

Campanula glomerata > CLUSTERED BELL-
FLOWER

Campanula medium > CANTERBURY BELL

Campanula rapunculus > RAMPION BELL-
FLOWER

Campanula rotundifolia > HAREBELL

Campanula trachelium > NETTLE-LEAVED BELL-
FLOWER

CAMPHOR

(Cinnamonium camphora) Camphor, though solid, is
the essential oil from this tree, made by distillation
of the shoots. Aboriginal people observed sanctions
in the gathering of camphor. The Malayan Jokuns,
for example, used to believe that there is a “bisan”,
or spirit, that looks after the camphor trees, and that
without propitiating the spirit, it would not be possible
to get the camphor. The bisan makes a shrill noise at
night, and that is a sign that there are camphor trees
about (actually the noise is made by a cicada). The
offering to the bisan was simply a part of the food
being taken into the jungle. No prayers were offered,
but all food had to be eaten dry, without condiments.
Salt must not be pounded fine, or the camphor would
only be found in fine grains. Conversely, the coarser
the salt, the larger the camphor grains (Skeat).

The drug use probably emanates from the earlier
belief that the smell keeps off evil spirits. It was used
as an amulet for this purpose (Maddox), and there are
still signs of it in recent times — in Maine, for instance,
they used to say that the way to cure boils was to hang
a camphor bag round the neck (Beck). As recently as
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the end of the 19" century, pieces of camphor were
carried around on the person in the belief that it was
in some way antiseptic, quite fallacious, of course.
Another practice was to saturate a piece of brown
paper with spirits of camphor and then burn the paper
in a sick room. This was supposed to disinfect and
“freshen the air” (Ackermann). The wood was once
burned during epidemics, too (Genders. 1972). And
Pomet claimed that “the Oil is very valuable for the
Cure of Fevers, being hung about the Neck, in which
scarlet Cloth has been dipped ...”.

It has certainly been claimed that there are some
stimulant properties attached to camphor, and it has
been used quite a lot in India that way. According to
Lewin, there were in the earlier part of the 20" cen-
tury many camphor-eaters in England and America,
the drug being taken solely for its stimulating and
exciting properties, though women claimed that it was
good for the complexion. Maddox says, too, that it has
been prescribed as a nerve stimulant, while in the Far
East it has been in use for heart disease for centuries
(Tosco). But to show with what grave suspicion such
a strong-smelling drug was regarded, Browne. 1646
found it necessary to refute the belief that “camphor
eunuchates, or begets in men an impotency unto
venery”. As he points out, “observation will hardly
confirm (it); and we have found it to fail in cocks
and hens, though given for many days...”. But black
mothers in the southern states of America used to rub
camphor oil on their breasts to dry up the milk after
weaning (Puckett. 1926) (and it was used for that in
Dutch folk medicine, too) (van Andel).

CANADA BALSAM

Blisters on the bark of BALSAM FIR (4bies
balsamea) are the source of this balsam, used once

in American domestic medicine as an application to
sore nipples (Weiner). Native Americans such as the
Menomini pressed the balsam from the trunk to use
for colds and lung troubles (H H Smith. 1923). It is
better known because it has the same refractory index
as glass, so has been used for cementing glass in
optical instruments (Wit).

CANCER

One is never sure whether cancer or canker is meant
in older documents, but evidently cancer is meant in
this advice from Alabama: “for cancer of the breast
three or more quarts of RED-CLOVER blossom tea a
day” (R B Browne). Gypsies used to steep VIOLET
leaves in boiling water and use the result as a poultice
for cancerous growths. An infusion of the leaves, they
said, would help internal cancers (Vesey-Fitzgerald).
This is also found in Welsh folklore (Trevelyan), and
as a Dorset herbal cure (Dacombe). An Irish remedy
was to drink a decoction of the dried flowers of WILD
SORREL (Egan), and an ointment used to be made
there from the leaves, for cancer (Egan), who also
said that the leaves were eaten for stomach cancer.

The bark of SPURGE LAUREL (Daphne laureola)
was used in the treatment of cancer (Grigson. 1955),
though this was only a cottage remedy, and there
seems no record of how it was done, nor whether it
was really cancer (and not canker) that was being
treated. The use of MISTLETOE for a tumour seems
to be quite genuine. The juice is applied on the tumour
as a well-known form of treatment (Thomson. 1976).
The rhizomes of ZEDOARY (Curcuma zedoaria), a
close relative of Turmeric, have been used in Chinese
medicine to treat cervical cancer (Chinese medicinal
herbs of Hong Kong. 1978), and another remedy,

for cancer of the stomach, in Chinese medicine,

is the use of MELONS, in some way (F P Smith).
COLTSFOOT is well-known as a treatment for chest
complaints, from coughs to asthma, and it seems

that the smoked leaves have been used in Chinese
medicine for treating lung cancer. (Perry & Metzger).
The Cherokee Indians of North America used a
preparation of BLOODROOT for treating breast
cancer. This was taken up in a big way in the 19th
century by the cancer quacks in the USA. It has been
tested, but there was insufficient evidence to prove the
genuine case (Thomson. 1976).

There is an extraordinary report from Norfolk about

a man who had facial skin cancer. While waiting for
treatment, a gypsy advised him to rub the cancer with
the pith of a BANANA. It seems that the cancer was
cleared up entirely by this means alone (V G Hatfield.
1994). Another strange case was that of a Cornish
blacksmith, Ralph Barnes, in 1790. He was supposed
to have cured himself of a cancer by taking immense
quantities of HEMLOCK juice (Deane & Shaw)
(primitive chemotherapy?). There is another East
Anglian report that GREATER CELANDINE has
been used to treat liver cancer there (V G Hatfield.
1994), and HERB ROBERT is still used by herbal-
ists to treat skin cancer (Beith). Gypsies claim that
GOOSE-GRASS is a very ancient remedy for the
condition (Vesey-Fitzgerald). Thornton does record its
use for tumours in the breast.

The drug colchicine, obtained from MEADOW
SAFFRON, can, it seems, bring acute leukemia under
control (Thomson. 1976). But other authorities say

it is far too toxic to be of use (e.g., Schauenberg &
Paris). Another red herring was EAGLE VINE
(Marsdenia condurango), which became well-known
in the latter half of the 19" century as a “cure” for
cancer. Legend had it that a South American Indian
woman administered the bark decoction to her husband,
hoping to kill him because he was in such agony from
a growth. Instead of killing him, it cured him. Unfor-
tunately, controlled tests have shown that it is not so
valuable as expected (Le Strange).

The Sotho in South Africa are reported as using the
CANDELABRA TREE for cancer, in some unspeci-
fied way (Palgrave). Another Euphorbia, PETTY
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SPURGE, has been clinically investigated for use in
cancer treatment (Beith).

CANDELABRA TREE

(Euphorbia ingens) This is a tree-like spurge from
central Africa. The latex becomes sticky when
partially dry, and is used as bird lime. It is said to be
poisonous, and can cause skin irritation and blistering.
It has been used for homicidal purposes, too, in which
case the “milk” would be evaporated to dryness, and
the residue carefully collected and put in beer or food,
which is then offered to the victim (Palgrave). The
Zulus use it in very small doses as a drastic purgative,
and the Sotho administer the latex as a cure for
dipsomania, and also use the plant in some way as a
cancer remedy. Shona witch doctors use a medicine
involving the candelabra tree to treat boils. Another
way to do it is to mix a certain snail shell with the
milky sap, and apply that to the boil. An earache
remedy is to crush a certain caterpillar with the roots
of this plant in a cloth, and express the resultant fluid
through the cloth into the patient’s ear (Gelfand).

CANDLEMAS

(2 February), the feast of the Purification (of the
Virgin Mary), called Candlemas because the tapers
and candles to be used in church during the coming
year were consecrated at this time. SNOWDROPS are
dedicated to this feast (the plant is sometimes known
as Candlemas Bells). A more general name for it was
Fair Maids of February, for it was once the custom for
young women dressed in white to walk in procession
to the Festival (Prior). A stage from this would mean
that the plant was sacred to virgins in general. In
Shropshire, in the Hereford Beacon area, where the
plant may possibly be native, a bowl of snowdrops
was brought into the house (evidently the only day on
which such a thing could be done with safety). They
were thought to purify the house (Coats), in keeping
with the name of the festival.

CANDYTUFT

(Iberis amara) Candytuft seeds have long been taken
in the treatment of gout and rheumatism (O P Brown),
and Hill, in the 18™ century, wrote that “the leaves
are recommended greatly in the sciatica; they are to
be applied externally, and repeated as they grow dry”.

Canna indica > INDIAN SHOT
Cannabis sativa > HEMP

CANNON-BALL PLANT

A name coined by the Victorians for the ASPIDISTRA.
Nothing can harm a cannon-ball, and it seemed that
the same applied to the plant, which would put up with
any amount of neglect without coming to any harm. Cf
Cast-Iron Plant, and Bar-room Plant.

CANTERBURY BELL
(Campanula medium) The name, of course, is taken
from the bells of Canterbury Cathedral, so this plant

was used as their emblem by Chaucer’s pilgrims
(Genders. 1976). Or perhaps the name came about
from the bells carried by their horses (Radford

& Radford). But it is also called Coventry Bell.
Strangely, it is an unlucky plant in the Weald of Kent.
If you pick them from your garden, it will toll the
death-bell in the village. On the other hand, if it grows
well in the garden, it will be a lucky one (Radford &
Radford).

CAPER SPURGE

(Euphorbia lathyris) The fruits are quite often used
green as a caper substitute (Browning), hence the
common name, but it can be dangerous to eat them,
poisonous as they are. It is the purging quality that
most spurges have that causes trouble, and they

have been known to be fatal (Salisbury. 1964).
Goats are quite liable to eat quantities of it — then,

it is said, their milk had the poisonous properties

of the plant (Long. 1924). The toxin is in the milky
latex, causing blistering and ulceration on the skin.
Ingestion causes severe abdominal pain and nausea,
leading to vomiting and diarrhoea, and possibly
internal haemorrhage, though death is unlikely
(Jordan). Nevertheless, the seeds are emetic and
laxative, and some herbals have even recommended
them for rheumatism (Schauenberg & Paris), though
that sounds rather dangerous. In Chinese medicine,
the flowers, seeds and leaves are all prescribed for
diarrheoa (F P Smith), but it seems to have been most
widely used, if the ascription is correct, in Anglo-
Saxon times; in Cockayne’s translation of Apuleius
there are listed leechdoms for “sore of the inwards”,
warts, and even against leprosy (“take heads ...
sodden with tar, smear therewith”). Other separate
leechdoms quoted are for “thick eyelids”, a swelling,
fever, and snake-bite.

Cockayne refers to this plant as Springwort. Grimm
also associated Euphorbia lathyris with the mystical
Springwort, which has the power of opening doors
and locks, even medicinal ones - “if anyone is bound
by herbs, give him springwort to eat and let him sip
holy water ...” (Meaney). (see also SPRINGWORT).

If you plant caper spurge in the garden, it will keep
moles away. That is a widespread belief, and may very
well be true. Anyway, the practice spread to America,
and there they call this plant Mole-plant, or Mole-tree
(G B Foster ; Bergen. 1899).

Capsella bursa-pastoris > SHEPHERD’S PURSE
Capsicum annuum > CHILE PEPPER
Capsicum frutescens > TABASCO PEPPER

CARAWAY

(Carum carvi) So ubiquitous was the use of caraway
seeds in this country in the nineteenth century

and into the twentieth that “Seeds” alone always
identified them. Seed cake is a very old recipe — it
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used to be an essential institution at the feasts given
by farmers to their labourers at the end of wheat-
sowing (Grieve.1931). In Wiltshire, seed cake was
always given at funerals, and in Lincolnshire, seed
bread, made with either caraway or tansy seeds, is
still traditional at funerals (Widdowson). Lozenge-
shaped buns with caraway seeds were called shittles
in Leicestershire; they were given to children and
old people on St Valentine’s Day. The village of
Hawkshead, in Lancashire, used to be famous

for its Seed Whigs — oblong buns like teacakes

in consistency, and flavoured with seeds (Lancs
FWI). Caraway comfits are the usual flavouring
added to cabbage as it is being salted down to make
sauerkraut (Mabey.1972), and Germans use them to
flavour cheese, cabbage soup and household bread
(Grieve.1933), and one finds them with meat, and
in sausages, too (Usher). They have even been put in
beer (Johnson).

Caraways are often mentioned by old writers as an
accompaniment to apples (Ellacombe). The custom of
serving roast apples with a little saucerful of caraway
seeds, well known in Shakespeare’s time, is still kept
up at Trinity College, Cambridge, and at some London
livery dinners. And in Scotland a saucerful is put
down at tea to dip the buttered side of bread into, and
called “salt water jelly” (Grieve.1933). All in all, it is
difficult to understand why “caraway seed” entered
Lincolnshire dialect as something quite worthless.
“I wouldn’t give a caraway seed to have it one way or
the other” (Peacock). An essential oil from the seed is
used in perfumery, but consumption of it in Europe is
far more important as a spice, or in the form of oil as an
ingredient of alcoholic liquors (Fluckiger & Hanbury),
Kummel for instance. A spice wine used to be made
from the seeds, too — it was called Aqua compositis.
Henry VIII was apparently very fond of it (Genders).

Unlikely as it sounds, caraway was an essential ingre-
dient in love philtres, because it was believed to induce
constancy (Clair). It was thought, too, that it conferred
the gift of retention (including retention of a husband —
even a few seeds in his pocket would prevent the theft
of a husband! (Baker)); and it prevented the theft of
anything that had some seeds in it, at the same time
holding the would-be thief in custody within the house
(Grieve.1931). The idea that you could make tame
pigeons stay quietly in their lofts if you gave them a
piece of dough with the seeds in it (Baker), obviously
belongs to the same “retention” superstition.

The medicinal use of the seeds dates back to early
times — the Arabian origin of the name caraway
points to their knowledge of its values, and by the
12 century that knowledge had spread at least as
far as Germany, for two medicine books, of the 12
and 13" centuries, mention the word Cumich, which
is still the popular name of caraway in southern
Germany. It was certainly in use in England by the

end of the 14" century (Fluckiger & Hanbury). Its
main use, in the form of an essential oil, has always
been as a carminative. “It consumeth winde”, Gerard
wrote. The prescription appears again in American
domestic medicine. Gerard went on with his list

of virtues, “it helpeth conception ... and is mixed
with counterpoysons ...” There are just as fantastic
prescriptions much later than in his day — for earache,
as an example — the patient was advised to pound up
a hot loaf with a handful of bruised seeds, and clap
this to his ear (Fernie). And Culpeper said the seed
“helpeth to sharpen the Eye-sight”, and the seed was
used in Tibetan medicine to treat eye diseases (Kletter
& Kriechbaum). A Cambridgeshire cough remedy
sounds more realistic: two ounces of caraway seeds
boiled in a quart of water down to a pint, half strain
off, sweeten with sugar, add a glass and a half of
rum. Take a wineglassful every night on going to bed
(Porter.1969)

CARBUNCLE

An ancient cure for the condition used KNAPWEED.
The Welsh medical text known as the Physicians of
Myddfai has: “For a carbuncle ... take the flowers of
the Knapweed or the leaves, pounding with the yolk
of an egg and fine salt, then applying thereto, and
this will disperse it”. They have been dealt with too,
by using a TOBACCO leaf as a poultice (Thomas

& Thomas). Another American remedy was by the
use of SWEET FLAG - the roots would be mashed
to a similar consistency as mashed potatoes, and

that would be spread on a bandage, and used as a
poultice (Indiana) (Tyler). One can assume the use of
TUTSAN for a carbuncle by one of its Welsh names,
Dail fyddigad, carbuncle leaves (Awbery). Its close
relative, ST JOHN’S WORT, could also be used, by
direct application (Physicians of Myddfai). A poultice
of CHICKWEED is still prescribed by herbalists
(Warren-Davis).

Cardamine pratensis > LADY’S SMOCK

CARDAMOM

(Elettaria cardamomum) An ingredient of curry powder,
and a seasoning in many kinds of sausage (Schery), and
a flavouring agent in many medicines (Soforowa). The
seeds are sometimes burned, too, to produce an incense-
like atmosphere (Valiente). In the Near East, coffee

was blended with cardamom by the 16™ century, and by
the 17" the practice had reached Italy. It seems it still
survives in Saudi Arabia. It is suggested that the reason
was that cardamom was famous as an aphrodisiac. So
mixing it with coffee would eliminate the bad effects of
drinking the latter (Swahn).

CARDINAL FLOWER

(Lobelia cardinalis) An American plant. The Indians
had some ritual use for it; the Meskwaki, for example,
would throw the “tobacco” made from it into the

air when a storm was brewing, to try and dispel the
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Carolina Nightshade

bad weather. They used to throw it into the grave at

a funeral, too (H H Smith. 1928). Both the roots and
flowers were used by some Plains Indians in love
charms (Gilmore), preferably mixed with ginseng and
angelica, according to Sanford.

Carduus benedictus > HOLY THISTLE
Carduus nutans > MUSK THISTLE

CARMELITE WATER

Made with BEE BALM, it was once popular as a
“restorative cordial” supposed to confer longevity.
Probably still made in France under the name Eau
de mélisse des Carmes. It is made by macerating
the fresh flowers and tops in fortified white wine,
together with lemon peel, cinnamon, cloves, nutmeg
and coriander (Clair).

CARNATION

(Dianthus caryophyllus) Loudon said that we owe

the introduction of the carnation into Britain to the
Flemings in the 16" century, but actually the plant was
well-known under the name of gillofres, for centuries
before that (Friend. 1882). It was certainly well in
cultivation in Edward II’s time, and it was used to give
a spicy flavour to ale and wine, particularly the sweet
wine presented to brides after the wedding ceremony
(Grindon). Hence the name Sops-in-wine. See
Shakespeare, Taming of the shrew, act 3, sc 2 :

Quaff’d off the muscadel,
And threw the sops all in the sexton’s face.

Chaucer called it the Clove Gilliflower, an odd combi-
nation, for both names mean ‘clove’, gilliflower being
a corruption of caryophyllus (clove), the specific
name, more properly, ‘nut-leaved’. ‘Carnation’ itself
is really ‘coronation’, from Latin corona, a chaplet,

or garland. The flowers must have been used to make
chaplets, though Gerard speaks of the “pleasant
Carnation colour, whereof it tooke his name”. He
must have been thinking of incarnardine, the flesh, or
crimson, colour.

This is a good luck plant, and figured as such quite

a lot in oriental carpet symbolism (Bouisson). It was
also a symbol of fascination (Leyel. 1937), and of
conjugal felicity, or of marriage itself (Ferguson).

In early German painting, it was occasionally used as
the emblem of the Virgin Mary, and in Italy too it was
put with the lily in a vase by the Virgin (Haig). These
days, red carnations are the emblems of workers’
movements in most European countries (Brouk).

Lands and tenements in Ham, Surrey, were once held
by John of Handloo of the men of Kingston on condi-
tion of rendering them three clove gilliflowers at the
king’s coronation (Friend. 1883). Red roses as rent are
perhaps more familiar, but the Ham record of the use
of carnations is not the only example. The manor of
Mardley, in Welwyn parish (Hertfordshire) was held

for the annual “rent of a clove gilliflower”, while two
of them plus 3s. 6d. paid the yearly rent of 100 acres
and a 40-acre wood in Stevenage. And at Berkham-
stead a tenant of the royal manor provided one clove
gilliflower “at such times as anie King or Queen shall
be crowned in the Castle” (Jones-Baker. 1974).

The good luck of a red carnation was once extended
to protection from witchcraft in Italy. On St John’s
Eve, when they were always specially active, all you
had to do was to give them a flower. For any witch had
to stop and count the petals, and long before she had
done that, you were well out of their reach (Abbott).

CAROB

(Ceratonia siliqua) “Now John wore a garment of
camel’s hair, and a leather girdle around his waist; and
his food was locusts and wild honey” (Matthew 3; 4).
Were Carob pods the locusts that John the Baptist ate
in the desert? In any case, they are certainly edible,
and known as Algaroba-beans in commerce (F G
Savage). The name Locust Bean is applied to the

pod (Wit) — this is the name under which they are
imported into Britain, and names like St John’s
Sweetbread (Kourennoff), and St John’s Bread (Potter
& Sargent) are given in deference to the Biblical
association with John. They were the “husks” of
Jesus’ parable of the prodigal son: “And he would
fain have filled his belly with the husks that the
swine did eat: and no man gave unto him” (Luke

15; 16). The pods are still used, as in Biblical times,
for feeding cattle, horses and pigs, and in times of
scarcity they are used for human consumption. When
they are completely ripe they are full of a honey-like
syrup (Moldenke & Moldenke). Palestinian children
will eat them raw, but they are generally boiled down
into a kind of molasses (Crowfoot & Baldensperger).

The seeds were once used as weights by apothecaries
and jewellers, because of their uniformity (Hyam &
Pankhurst). The word carat may come from keration,
the Greek name for carob (Potter & Sargent).

There is a cough medicine called carob molasses,
which is very popular (Bianchini & Corbetta). Carob
is used in Russian folk medicine (half a pound,
chopped, in a quart of vodka, taken twice a day), for
piles. The patient is warned that no other alcohol
should be taken! (Kourennoff).

CAROLINA NIGHTSHADE

(Solanum carolinense) Assuming that the name Horse
Nettle is meant for this plant, there are a number

of uses that R B Browne lists from Alabama. It is
recommended for 1) retention of virility in old age
(eat a quarter-inch of the stalk), 2) a cough medicine,
3) neuralgia (leaf tea and leaf poultice), 4) toothache
(chew it, or put it in the cavity). It was good for
teething, too, as well as for toothache — they were
strung on a thread and left round a baby’s neck until
they wore out (Puckett).
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Castor Oil Plant

Carpobrotus edulis > HOTTENTOT FIG
Carpobrotus equilaterale > FIG MARIGOLD

CARRON OIL

So named because it was first introduced in the
Carron Iron Works, is a mixture of equal parts of
linseed oil and lime water, and is an embrocation for
small injuries, burns, and for rheumatism and gout
(Wickham).

Carthamus tinctorius > SAFFLOWER
Carum carvi > CARAWAY

Carya ovata> SHAGBARK HICKORY
Carya tomentosa > WHITE HICKORY

CASCARA SAGRADA

The bark of the CALIFORNIAN BUCKTHORN
(Rhamnus purshiana). The sacred bark is the best
known of all laxatives, no matter under what name

it is marketed. The name was given by the Spanish
pioneers, who took notice that the Californian Indians
used the bark infusion as a physic (Weiner; Schenk &
Gifford; Spier).

CASSAVA

(Manihot esculenta) Widely cultivated throughout
the whole of tropical America as a food plant. It is
the tubers that are used, and they are an important
carbohydrate source. Tapioca is made from them by
peeling, expressing the juice, grating and soaking the
pulp, then heating it. This causes the starch to form
the small lumps characteristic of tapioca (Kingsbury.
1964). There are two kinds of M esculenta, the
“sweet” (often described as a separate species, M
dulcis) and “bitter”, differentiated by the hydrocyanic
acid content, which is low in the “sweet” kind, so that
they can be eaten raw if necessary. Varieties that have
higher amounts of the acid are “bitter”, and the toxin
must be eliminated. It can be lethal, but rendered
innocuous simply by peeling the roots and heating
them (Kingsbury. 1964).

The Spanish adopted it as a staple, and a substitute for
wheat bread. From very early in the colonial period,
Jamaica was the important centre for its production
and export (Sturtevant). It still is, but there is a ritual
use of the poisonous properties of cassava there. It is
a valuable food plant, but in spite of that some small
farmers will not grow it, simply because they may

be suspected, or even accused, of poisoning by obeaj
practice. The juice of the bitter cassava caught under
the finger nail is said there to be sufficient to cause
death, and the record shows all sorts of unlikely prac-
tices were believed in, like introducing maggots bred
in bitter cassava, or soaking a victim’s underclothes in
it (Beckwith. 1929).

Cassava has some ritual significance, too, in parts of
Africa. In his account of Ndembu symbolism, VW
Turner quotes one of his informants: “Cassava is used

instead of powdered white clay to purify. Indeed, if
people have no white clay to invoke with, they should
use cassava meal ... Cassava is important at birth and
death. When a child is born it is given thin porridge,
made from cassava meal. If a sick person is nearly
dead, before he dies he asks for thin cassava porridge.
He drinks it and dies ... Again, when women pass

a grave they throw down cassava roots for the dead.
They are food for the dead ...”.

CASSIA

(Cinnamonium cassia) In Palestine, cassia oil was
mixed with olive oil, and this was used to rub on the
feet, and also to massage into the scalp, as it kept hair
dark and greasy, and prevented baldness (Genders.
1972). The twigs are used in China to improve blood
circulation, and also to treat angina (Geng Junying).
But Cassia oil was one of the precious perfumes,

an ingredient of the holy oil of the Old Testament.

It was also used as part of the incense burnt in the
Temple (Zohary). In much the same way as the oak in
European mythology, some of the earlier peoples of
India regarded the Cassia as the origin of human life
(Porteous. 1928).

Castanea dentata > AMERICAN CHESTNUT
Castanea sativa > SWEET CHESTNUT

CAST-IRON PLANT

A name given to the ASPIDISTRA (Bonar), in the
same vein as Cannon-ball Plant. It seemed to the
Victorians that nothing could harm this plant. Cf too
Bar-room Plant.

CASTOR OIL PLANT

(Ricinus communis) It once had some very odd
properties ascribed to it, affecting the very name of
the plant and its by-product. It was thought to be
proficient in assuaging the natural heat of the body,
and it had the reputed power to “soothe the passions”,
so it was called by the French Agnus Castus, Spanish
agno casto, a name now reserved for Vitex agnus-
castus, the Chaste Tree (Maddox). So ‘castor’ was
originally ‘casto’, solely because of a dubious
reputation, which, given its undoubted laxative
virtues, may very well have been justified.

The plant’s dissemination must have taken place

very early, for it was cultivated as a drug plant by the
ancient Egyptians. It was sacred enough to have been
put in sarcophagi by 4000BC, so that the dead would
have use for the bean in the other world. There is a
whole list of medicinal uses in the Ebers Papyrus and
other lesser known ones. They used the seeds as a
purge, taken with beer, or as a painkiller, particularly
for sores, in the form of an ointment, which was also
used for a disease tentatively identified as alopecia.
Again, the seeds, mixed with beans, were used as a
fumigant, and employed “to drive away the influence
of'a god or goddess, a male poison or a female poison,
a dead man or a dead woman” (Dawson. 1929).



Catarrh 61

Catmint

Castor oil is a vermifuge, and, of course, a laxative,
and a particularly valuable one, though the smell
and taste have made it “a by-word for offensiveness”
(Maddox). In Haiti it is used for colic, for eye
trouble and headaches, or, in America, to put on

a wart (Thomas & Thomas). African people