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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT

THE SECRET PEOPLE

The Secret People is all about the kind of practical folklore our grandmothers and great-grandmothers would have used in their daily lives when planting a cottage garden, foraging for herbs in the hedgerows, treating family ailments and making the most of what was around the house. It is also about the secret folklore they would have known, from love charms and fortune-telling to protection spells and magical cures. The book is both really useful and a delight to read. Mélusine said that it would take me on a trip down memory lane, and it certainly did.

Lucya Starza, author of Pagan Portals: Candle Magic and witch

I’ve so looked forward to this book. It high time our old ways came to light again so that we can all remember and use them. Draco writes in a style that is easy to read and her knowledge of the old ways is enormous. Anyone who wants to get back into the old customs and traditions of Britain will find this book a source to be treasured.

Elen Sentier, author of Shaman Pathways: Elen of the Ways, shaman and wise woman

A fascinating read bringing together the history of all the wise women, men and cunning-folk that came before us creating the folklore that we know and draw from today. Reminding us that a lot of what we practise now stems from a time long forgotten, from the home to the fields and all the interesting folk you meet on the way.

Rachel Patterson, author of A Kitchen Witch’s World of Magical Food and witch
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Introduction: Who am I?

Much of what passes for ‘witchcraft’ today was everyday knowledge to our forebears, especially those who lived and worked in the countryside. Here were to be found practical household hints, remedies and family recipes that had been handed down from generation to generation, some still existing in the form of treasured journals and notebooks. There is, however, nothing fanciful or far-fetched about this information – in fact, The Secret People is a remembrance of times past and a preservation of ‘parish-pump witchcraft, wise woman and cunning ways’ adapted for use in the 21st century. It may also go a long way in helping those present generation pagans in search of an identity and answer the questions: Who am I? What am I?

Most pagans now realise that the majority of Victorian compilations on superstitions are filled with protective charms against witchcraft, or warnings about the unlucky associations or omens attached to certain flora and fauna. For the genuine witch, no plant or animal is considered ‘unlucky’ since each has its own propensities that make it an integral part of Craft-lore. Because of the part certain plants played in healing, many were labelled evil or unlucky merely on account of them being part of the local ‘wise woman’s’ stock in trade.

In both a historical and a social context, the wise woman was an important member of the community. A R Myers (England in the Late Middle Ages) recorded that when peasants fell ill, they relied chiefly on these local women, wise in the lore of herbs and other traditional remedies. Eric Maple (Man, Myth & Magic) also pointed out that what is not generally admitted is that in her heyday, the rural wise woman was doctor, veterinary surgeon and detective, called out to cure illness, administer to livestock and locate missing belongings in return for a ‘gift’ to supplement her meagre lifestyle.

Cunning folk were often travelling practitioners of domestic plant medicine, folk magic, and divination from medieval times up until the mid 20th century when the practice was slowly absorbed by the newly emerging neo-paganism. Like the European Romany, the basic belief of many cunning folk was generally Christianity and it was unusual for a cunning man or woman to actually be accused of witchcraft. The word ‘cunning’ means ‘knowledge’ or ‘skilful’ and was widely used in various contexts in Middle English from the 14th century onwards. Often a grandmother fondly remembered for reading the tea leaves and using plants from the garden to soothe childhood cuts and grazes, was keeping alive the traditions of the cunning folk without realising it.

According to Steve Roud in The Penguin Guide to Superstitions of Britain and Ireland:


Cunning men and women were a regular feature of village and small town life for centuries…the majority of the populace would be well aware of who claimed powers in what context, and would could be paid for occult assistance, when necessary…The standard fare for the average cunning man or woman would also include fortune-telling, by various means, the location of lost or stolen property, love magic, the identification of spells cast upon the client…and measures to counter them, and magical healing techniques…



Margaret Murray (The God of the Witches) wrote that the contemporary idea of the witch is founded entirely in the records of the 16th and 18th centuries, when the Church was ‘still hell-bent on eradicating the last vestiges of paganism’. This action was reinforced by support from the emerging medical profession, which viewed ‘parish-pump’ witchcraft as its most dangerous rival. As a result, local witches and wise women were often forced to administer their skills in secret for fear of reprisal. Over the years, however, many of the cures and charms were ‘updated’ to exclude any traditional practices and to keep superstitions in line with Church teaching, with many old charms now being addressed to saints since the Devil was associated with native customs.

Today, most ‘natural’ witches are what would have been referred to as the ‘parish-pump’ variety in that they are generally solitary and do not belong to an initiatory tradition or lineage. This is not a derogatory term, more a description of a community-based wise woman, who would prescribe remedies and simple charms for the benefit of her neighbours. She would have been well-versed in wort-lore and its various preparations; and although not to be recommended today without the proper training, she would have also been the local midwife. Much of what she needed could be found growing wild in the hedgerows, which also meant the parish-pump witch would have been familiar with the trees and plants that were to be found in her locality; and be aware of the changing of the seasons when different parts of the plant were best gathered. Like a well-washed rugby shirt, however, the demographics for describing the differences between parish-pump witchcraft, wise women and cunning ways blur into one another other with no clearly defined boundaries.

Part of the parish-pump witch’s heritage would also have embraced the very real need for utilising wild food in order to supplement her meagre diet. It’s easy to forget that every vegetable we use was once a wild plant and that many became a food source as a by-product of its medicinal use. The household hints are those that were in use for centuries in both grand country house and cottage alike, each having a reasonable plot of land on which to grow plants and vegetables for their needs. Although a wise woman wouldn’t have differentiated between ‘flowers’ and ‘herbs’, The Secret People treats them as separate sections and defines herbs by their recognised culinary and healing properties. Where necessary the Latin names for plants have been included since many are known by other names in different parts of the country. For both healing and magical use it is essential that the correct plant be used, and therefore the Latin name ensures there is no confusion.

Hopefully The Secret People will prove useful to those pagans who repeatedly struggle to find an identity within contemporary paganism: to realise that it isn’t necessary to adopt an inappropriate label in order to relate to the pagan lifestyle. Parish-pump witches and wise women were not witches in the traditional sense, but they were healers and charmers living semi-openly as useful members of the ‘parish’. The cunning-folk often travelled about taking their healing around the countryside and using their skills to negate any malignant energies that might be afflicting their clients. Neither would necessarily have had any interest in the ritualised format and beliefs of traditional witchcraft.

Although The Secret People reflects traditions and customs that were usually thought of as a natural part of rural life, much of it can now be identified as integral elements of contemporary Wicca…but there is nothing in this book that cannot be transported into the towns and cities in order to make the urban witch’s quest for his or her pagan identity a little easier and more enriching

Melusine Draco

Glen of Aherlow – 2016


Chapter One

The Gardener

Wort-lore or herbal healing was an area where The Secret People came into their own within the community, and it is also an area that doesn’t require any particular magical skills. In other words, a considerable amount of wort-lore can be learned, rather than being seen as a natural ability. It has been said that domestic herbal medicine represents a ‘home survival kit’; built up over the centuries through the daily life of ordinary people, it was preserved with remarkable accuracy from one generation to the next, well into the 20th century. Unfortunately, many of these simple, everyday natural remedies that were still in general use in our grandparents’ time, are now in danger of disappearing altogether.

Perhaps it might be a good idea to begin by identifying what we mean by natural remedies and herbal medicine, because there is no standard definition of ‘a herb’. Some will say that any useful plant is a herb; others only consider those used for culinary purposes deserve such recognition. Nevertheless, Nature has an impressive array of healing substances to be called upon, many of which have been scientifically acknowledged to be effective against many different ailments and bodily disorders.

It isn’t enough, however, to read that rosemary can be used as a lotion applied to wounds, or that tea made with dried thyme cures a hangover. To get the most out of Nature’s bounty, it is necessary to be familiar with the plants themselves; getting used to handling them and understanding how to make them thrive – sometimes in the most unlikely of places.

God of Small Spaces

Before getting down to the practical art of creating a witch’s garden, however, it is important to define just how small the space available is for growing things. In today’s social climate few are lucky enough to have large cottage gardens and most have to make do with an urban patch with neighbours in close proximity. Is the space as big as ten feet square, or not much wider than a side alley four feet deep? Is it a tiny yard, or a balcony area barely large enough for a plant pot? Even a paved patio can provide enough space to grow a number of different plants providing there is enough sun during the day.

In an urban environment light levels, climate, soil and boundaries are ‘fixed’, but even the darkest, tiniest of spaces can be turned into an attractive feature with a little bit of visualisation. No matter how small the area, think of it as an integral part of the home that can be enhanced to provide that oasis of calm in the middle of a town or city; in cases where privacy is threatened by being overlooked by neighbours the best plan may simply be to screen off as much as possible. Unsightly fences and walls can be covered with trellises to support scented climbers, but choose carefully to avoid problems of too much shade – unless the environment lends itself to a pergola to give screening from above.

By exploring the dozens of imaginative alternatives the urban wise woman can create her own outdoor environment in keeping with her lifestyle. Large mirrored sheets, for instance, are particularly effective when used to lengthen or widen a small area, while reflective materials such as polished or beaten metals produce a feeling of elemental fire. Brightly coloured plastic tubs can also transform a dull corner, especially if the area isn’t suitable for flowers. No matter how gloomy the patch, ferns, hostas and ivy can still be used for maximum effect – as can wooden decking, pebbles and outside lighting.

Remember that any kind of window box, hanging basket, tub or container demands constant attention because the plants are entirely dependent on human care. Out in an open garden they can spread their roots in search of nourishment and moisture, but in the narrow confines of a small container they must be provided with everything they need. Very little rain falls straight down so even during wet weather window boxes and tubs may receive little or no moisture other than from a watering can. If ground space is limited, create a cascade of wall-mounted containers with trailing plants.

Just because the outside space is limited it doesn’t mean a witch or wise woman can’t create a small area of peace and calm with just a bit of careful planning. Before setting out the ‘garden’ area, mark the four cardinal points, or quarters. If it’s big enough to stand in, it’s big enough to use magically, so think about how a sacred area can be created that will mean nothing to any inquisitive neighbours. A simple method would be to use frost-resistant plaques, or small unobtrusive garden ornaments that symbolically represent the quarters.

Even a small space can provide space in which ‘to be’ and neighbours will think nothing if they see a person sitting on a step with a coffee, or relaxing in a garden chair in a special corner. Parish-pump witches, wise women and cunning ways do not require grand ritual gestures to follow their arte – a quiet corner prepared with loving care is the only space that is needed.

Flower Garden

At one time when The Secret People were the nearest any villager came to medical care, their gardens were always special places because they always needed ingredients for both spells and healing potions. Gardens, like homes, will take on an atmosphere or style of their owner, reflecting both the taste and personality of the one who cares for them. It is worth noting that many of the plants used in folk-medicine and magic are those that professional gardeners would class as weeds, as Rachel Patterson takes into account in A Kitchen Witch’s World of Magical Plants and Herbs.

A contemporary witch’s garden requires careful planning because it needs to contain plants to be used in personal magic, for healing purposes, and for sheer pleasure. The garden should be sensitive to the scale and mood of the surrounding landscape and buildings, so that the planting creates the privacy required, without overwhelming the space available for pleasure. It should also be borne in mind that a garden, however small, is a place to be used for magic, and this should be reflected in the layout.

Space permitting, a secluded corner should contain some sort of fire pit together with a moon-pool for scrying purposes. Depending on the size of the space available, the moon-pool in the form of a water feature can be placed in the centre of the garden; or a shallow bowl positioned at the western side, in its elemental quarter. Fire pits can be disguised as patio heaters or even the cut-off bottom of an LPG cylinder – both being ideal for a small garden. At night the fire is the gathering place where it can be used to brew potions, for scrying, to burn a magical Need Fire at the festivals – and a place to sit with friends, keep warm, eat, drink and gossip. Be aware, however, that in a built-up area, wind-chimes can constitute noise pollution if they annoy the neighbours!

Even the most modest of gardens can find room for fragrant bushes, plants and climbers. Large pots can be used to grow a rowan, or mountain ash – a small, decorative tree with white flowers in the spring and lovely red berries in the autumn. Place the pot at the boundary of the garden, or at one corner where it can watch over two boundaries and repel negative vibes. Rowan is extremely protective and its twigs are used to form crosses held together with red thread that will fend off any unwanted entities. This wood likes to be handled, so when pruning make the wood into a protective incense for burning on the open fire. It is said that to give your partner an object made of rowan wood is to ensure a happy and prosperous marriage…it can also be added to a binding if you are having problems with a straying spouse.

Miniature apple trees can be pot-grown on a patio, or trained as espaliers, a space-saving way of growing fruit on a south-facing wall or fence. They require little pruning once established, producing attractive blossom and fruit, and an architectural feature during winter. The fruit, blossom and wood can be used in many traditional spells – usually love charms, but also for protection and prosperity – and apple wood produces a wonderful perfume when burned on an open fire. An old superstition says that it is lucky to leave an apple or two on the ground to keep any wandering Nature spirits happy. The old adage ‘an apple a day keeps the doctor away’ echoes the fruit’s health-giving qualities for good skin, reducing cholesterol and combating allergies, asthma, gum disorders, heart disease and cancer. Dwarf holly trees can also be grown in small spaces since it is magically protective and sacred to the Horned God; if there is a rowan or apple (goddess) tree in the garden, it is a good idea to introduce a holly to keep the magical balance of energies.

Everyone has their favourite flowers and this should be a place of colour and fragrance – as well as for practical purposes. For fragrance, small bushes and shrubs such as honeysuckle, jasmine, lavender, mock orange and miniature lilac are best. Roses provide an ingredient in many love spells and are ‘goddess flowers’, as are all white lilies and sweet peas.


Rose Remedy

Rose honey is a traditional remedy for treating a sore throat.

Infuse two tablespoons of fresh rose petals in a cup of boiling water.

Cover and allow to cool. Strain the liquid and reheat with a spoonful of honey.

Allow to boil and pour into a heat-proof jar. Allow to cool before sealing.

Take a teaspoon and dilute in a little hot water.

Violet Remedy

For headaches, steep three teaspoons of fresh flowers and leaves (or one teaspoon of dried flowers) in a cup of boiling water.

Cover and allow to stand for fifteen minutes to infuse and cool.

Drink a cup daily or use as a cold compress.



When planning the garden, shrubs and plants should be chosen to provide colour and greenery all year round. As well as spring and summer colour, choose plants for autumn and winter interest since there is nothing more depressing than a large expanse of grass, bare borders or concrete. Hebes offer evergreen alternatives to conifers for small spaces, while the bark of dogwoods and cornelian cherry provide vibrant colour during the grey days of winter.

For purposes of tradition, this text confines itself to the plants, shrubs and foliage found in a typical cottage garden at the beginning of the 20th century. Although not a comprehensive list, these are some of the flowers our grandparents and great grandparents would have been familiar with throughout the seasons. Certain flowers were associated with birthdays, and became known as ‘lucky flowers’ – but these often vary from county to county. This list was taken from a 1930s edition of The Woman’s Treasury for Home and Garden:


January (Snowdrops) and February (Primroses)

Since there is little available in the way of fresh flowers apart from red and yellow dogwood twigs, this is where stocks of dried flowers, seeds and grasses come into their own. Christmas roses are flowering in the garden, along with snowdrops which were believed to be harbingers of death [since they grew at Imbolc, the coldest time when stocks were running low and hunger took its toll]. Cornelian cherry, jasmine and viburnum are beginning to flower; while various forms of catkins can be brought into the house until their pollen begins to shed as this can mark furniture.

March (Daffodils)

Primroses and polyanthuses begin to bloom, together with crocuses and hellebores [avoid heliborus foetidus since its smell is singularly unpleasant in the confines of a room]. Ornamental almond, peach, plum, sloe and cherry trees flower early in the year to provide a splash of colour; as does the old favourite forsythia, which can be picked before the flowers bloom on the leafless stems. Anemones and celandines flower among the daffodils and narcissus in time for the Spring Equinox.

April (Daisies)

Forget-me-nots, primroses, polyanthus, violets and some early pansies add even more colour to the borders. Gardens with room for a variety of flowering shrubs will enjoy the beauty of japonica [also useful for its fruit], azaleas, rhododendrons, flowering currant and broom for Beltaine celebrations.

May (Lily-of-the-Valley)

This month sees the blaze of tulips mixed with late narcissus and lily-of-the-valley. With peonies and iris, aquilegia and poppies against a backdrop of trailing clematis Montana, spiraeas, mock orange and guelder rose.

June (Roses)

Roses take their place as ‘queen of the garden’ together with delphiniums, lupins, irises, marigolds, sweet peas and pinks – all ready in time for Summer Solstice.

July (Lilies)

Many of the flowers that started to bloom in June reach even more spectacular proportions this month, especially with roses, sweet pears, hollyhocks and stocks (matthiola). Marguerites and other daisy-shaped flowers are usually abundant for picking for indoor arrangements.

August (Gladioli)

Gladioli, montbretias, larkspur, asters and scabious, nasturtiums, dahlias, tamarisk and hydrangeas all add to the riot of colour in the garden at Lammastide before the evenings begin to cool.

September (Asters)

Sedum and dahlias come into their own, with chrysanthemums and asters gaining ground every day. Michaelmas daisies are a real sign that the Autumn Equinox is just around the corner.

October (Dahlias)

Snowberries and the cotoneasters produce a wild display of white and red berries, but from the gardener’s point of view, summer is over as night mists, chilly winds and early frosts slow down production. A mix of autumn leaves with the last of the chrysanthemums provide a rich display for Samhain.

November (Chrysanthemums) and December (Holly)

Any indoor arrangements will now consist of bowls of variegated foliage, coloured twigs and browned beech leaves until the greenery is brought in for the Winter Solstice and Yule.



There are lots of superstitions attached to flowers, but most of them date from the Victorian era; although it is well to remember these when giving flowers to someone, especially if they are ill. White flowers are taboo for a sick person, as are white and red mixes. Violet and blue flowers show goodwill and friendliness, while yellow and orange blooms represent warmth and the sun. It is unlucky for a sick person for flowers to be placed on the bed, and flowers should never be picked from a grave and then discarded, else the place where they fall will become haunted. Although flowers can brighten up a sick-room, heavy, cloying scents found in jasmine, hyacinths and lilies may be overpowering. There were even superstitions governing the placing of flowers on graves with sentimental meanings although the grave-tender’s motto should be: ‘A maximum quantity of evergreen to a minimum of coloured or pure white bloom.’

On a more up-beat note, flowers planted during the time of the new moon are said to bloom the best and sunflowers bring good luck to the whole garden. Lilac gets a mixed reception in different parts of the country. Some people claim it to be unlucky while others enjoy having large arrangements in the house. This superstition (according to family tradition) came into being during the English Civil War when lilac was the ‘secret’ symbol of the Royalists. Any Cavalier hiding from the Roundheads could safely claim sanctuary at a house displaying a bowl of lilac in the window; it would, however, have been unlucky for the family if the lilac was spotted by a passing troop of Parliamentarians who knew of its significance!

Pot marigolds are a good weather omen and if the flowers don’t open before seven o’clock in the morning then a storm is in the offing. Marigolds were used in wedding garlands and love charms, and rubbing the juice from the head of the flower relieves the pain from a wasp or bee sting. Foxglove is a lovely flower that is still used medicinally as a heart tonic and is very poisonous – the extracted digitals being found in many commercial medicines. In the magic garden, however, it tells the Faere Folk and Nature spirits that they are welcome.

Lavender crops up all over the place and has so many uses it is difficult to know where to start. Not only does it provide a wonderful perfume and display of colour in the garden, it can also be put to good use within the home. Lavender is a most effective insect repellent and any sitting area should have a small hedge or tubs of the plant to keep summer flies and midges at bay. Bunches of lavender hanging indoors will also discourage insects from invading the house. For hundreds of years lavender has been used to perfume linen and laundry. Lavender pillows and cologne offer relief from tension, headaches and sleeplessness; lavender oil applied to small burns will relieve the pain and minimise scarring.

Flowers were also used in magical charms and the wise woman would have been well-versed in their use. For example:

Carnations (dianthus cayophyllus): If a girl-friend has been having a run of misfortune, give her a bunch of carnations, or Gillyflowers, and this will turn her luck to good. Give a man a single flower to wear in his buttonhole for the same reason. Medicinally, they were used to alleviate malignant fevers, promote perspiration and quench raging thirsts.

Cornflowers (cenaurea cyanus): Dry some of the flowers and keep them in a bag by the hearth to bring harmony to your home. Medicinally, an infusion was used for digestive and gastric disorders. The petals were used to colour ink, cosmetics and medicines; it was also said to be a remedy against the poison of the scorpion, according to Culpeper!

Daisy (bellis perennis): The flowers themselves are believed to possess clairvoyant properties. Carry some in a pouch to increase your own psychic powers. Wear a daisy chain when you seek out the Faere Folk. Medicinally they were used in ointments to help heal wounds and bruises.

Foxglove (digitals purpurea): Make a tisane of the herb and add some to the water of other cut flowers to make them last longer, and bearing in mind the plant’s poisonous nature, it was used medicinally in the treatment of heart disease and dropsy.

Heartsease (viola tricolour): Slip a few flowers in your lover’s pocket to increase their desire for you and, ironically, it was used medicinally to treat venereal disease.

Marigolds (calendula officinalis): Make an infusion of marigold flowers and add this to the bath water. This will infuse your aura with golden light and increase your status in the eyes of the world. Do this whenever you need to enhance your charisma. To see your lover in a dream, stuff a walnut shell with marigold petals, seal the shell with red wax and wear it around your neck when you go to sleep. Medicinally, an infusion was used to soothe wasp and bee stings.

Plants and flowers are, in themselves, ‘magical correspondences’ and should be included in any magical operation, spell casting or charm – even if it’s only a single blossom in a wine glass. The following are plants and flowers that correspond to the days of the week and their planetary associations:

Sunday/Sun: Ash, broom, acacia, bay vine – or any yellow flowers.

Monday/Moon: Jasmine, mandrake, orchid, eucalyptus, gardenia – or any white flowers.

Tuesday/Mars: Nettles, wormwood, red poppy – or any scarlet flowers.

Wednesday/Mercury: Mint, violet – or any flowers or leaves with a silvery effect.

Thursday/Jupiter: Opium poppy, lilac, clove, thistle – or any purple flowers.

Friday/Venus: Rose, foxglove, peach, rosemary – or any pink/pale mauve flowers.

Saturday/Saturn: Lotus, lily, belladonna, blackthorn – or any dark coloured flowers

To use flowers for a protective pouch, make a fresh one every year and burn the old one in the sacred fire. All the ingredients for the new one must be harvested and dried at the time of the full moon. Circle your cauldron chanting this traditional rhyme:


Round about the cauldron go

In! The herbs of magic throw,

Elfwort, trefoil, goat’s leaf, bour,

In the cauldron the magic four.

Goatweed, basil, graveyard dust

Thrice about it go we must.

Elfleaf, dilly, Juno’s tears,

Witchbane, bat’s wings, dead men’s bells

Together bind this magic spell.

Thrice about the cauldron run,

Charm the spell and it be done.



It isn’t difficult to see how mysterious and exotic these ingredients would sound until it is revealed that they are the old names for plants used in spell-casting. For example, elfwort is elecampane, a member of the sunflower family and its use goes back to ancient Greece; goat’s leaf is honeysuckle and bour is a 14th century name for elder flowers. Goatweed refers to St John’s wort and ‘graveyard dust’ to valerian. Elfleaf refers to either rosemary or lavender and dilly is the herb dill; Juno’s tears is vervain, witchbane is rowan, ‘bat’s wings’ is holly and ‘dead men’s bells’ is foxglove.

For all its magical properties, a flower garden should be an oasis of calm that reflects an individual style and feeling about the sensations that different colours and fragrances create. As well as taking the geographical factors into account, there is a need to arrange for the natural progression of colours and textures throughout the seasons because a garden can be a natural temple even against the backdrop of bricks and mortar in an urban winter landscape.

Herb Bed

As Robin Whiteman observed in Brother Cadfael’s Herb Garden, the history of herbal medicine dates back to the dawn of time, when our ancestors realised that certain plants had a particular effect on their health and well-being. ‘As magic and religion, biology and medicine, botany and philosophy all originally coexisted side by side (rather than being separate and distinct sciences), elaborate rituals grew up around the gathering and use of plants and herbs.’

The history of printed herbals stems largely from the manuscripts of Dioscorides (64AD), a Greek physician, and Pliny the Elder, a Roman naturalist, who died at Pompeii. In De Materia Medica (or the Codex Vindobonensis, dating from 512AD and the earliest surviving illustrated herbal in the western world) Dioscorides lists some 500 healing herbs, while the only work that remains of Pliny is his Natural History and the letters of his nephew, Pliny the Younger (62-111) who provides valuable information on plants and the layout of Roman gardens.

Galen (130-199) brought together the best knowledge of the Greek medical school (while striving to remove ritual and superstition), and classified herbs by their essential qualities of hot and cold, dry or moist, and strongly supported the theory of the four humours – blood, phlegm, black bile and yellow bile. The botanical works of Theophrastus (c372-287BC) were not translated into Latin until the 15th century, yet they became an important source of reference for many medieval herbalists and apothecaries.

In Britain, Benedictine monk Aelfric compiled his Colloquy (Nominus Herbarum) in 995AD that listed more than 200 herbs and trees. The Latin poem, De virtutibus herbarum, compiled in France in the first half of the 11th century was widely copied by hand throughout Europe; it was the first herbal to be printed in the western world in 1477. Although some of the secrets of the Physicians of Myddfai weren’t written down until the 13th century, they provide a valuable source of information on Druidic herbal traditions – and reveal that the early Welsh physicians had a knowledge of Greek, Roman and Arabic plant and healing lore.

The earliest surviving Anglo-Saxon manuscript dealing with the virtues of herbs is the Leech Book of Bald, written by a Saxon doctor, or ‘leech’, in the early 10th
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