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1 THE LIFE OF AN ETHNOBOTANIST!

Ethnobotanist might not be the catchiest of job titles, and is guaranteed to incite confused looks on immigration forms, but though it sounds techy it describes what is  in my admittedly biased opinion  the most exciting, rewarding job in the world.



Once you start thinking about plants as solutions to problems in life, not just as a colourful backdrop to it, then even the dullest supermarket car park, council roundabout or urban front garden is transformed into a repository of fascinating chemicals, with direct genetic links to peoples and far-flung lands all over the world. And the best thing about it is that everyone can take part, simply by sprinkling a couple of seeds in a pot, raiding the local hedgerows or even foraging the shelves of the local supermarket.

Whether we know it or not, we rely on plants to provide almost everything around us: the food we eat, the clothes we wear, the medicines we take and  without sounding too eco about it  the very air we breathe. A leaflet from the Eden Project has a wonderful way of putting this: every material thing that is not mined, it says, is grown, a point that makes the relevance of plants to everyday life suddenly very clear. How exciting, how adventurous it is to discover for the first time the great impact plants have on us all. With so many of the big questions in life now answered, the wildernesses mapped and the mysteries solved, the amazing, undiscovered uses of plants seem to me to be one of the last great fields of exploration. Even after centuries of study, we still dont know exactly how many plant species exist, and with the best estimates hovering at over 300,000, there is no end to the potential for them to shock, surprise and delight us.

There is a tendency to think that the use of plants for medical purposes is something from history, making for an interesting anecdote rather than cutting-edge science. The reality could not be further from the truth. The worlds largest and most lucrative pharmaceuticals market is the United States, where 70% of new medicinal drugs have been developed from natural sources. It is clear that we as a species are as reliant on the world of plants as we have ever been: plants are being used to create space-age plastics, ozone-saving biofuels, living pumps for drawing toxins out of soils contaminated by industry, and even giant underwater islands of seaweed to protect tropical coasts from tsunamis. Far from being over, our relationship with plants has only just begun.

And heres the great news: to take part in the revolution, all you need is a bit of earth, a pack of seeds and a tiny bit of know-how. You dont even need a garden: the concoctions wont mind where you source your ingredients. The backyards of friends and neighbours are my favourite source for botanical raw material; youll be surprised how generous people will be when promised a jar of sticky sweet winter tonic or fragrant body scrubs in return for a few leaves and twigs. Newbies need not worry too much, either: simply follow a few hard and fast rules and make sure you know what you are picking and how to use it.

In this book, I hope to provide you with a complete tool kit that will get you off to a great start. Before you know it, youll be tinkering away like a botanical Willy Wonka, mixing, matching and creating all manner of homespun goodies from the plants growing all around you.

Good luck  and have fun!
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2 THE BASICS: GROWING AND MAKING

If some glossy cosmetics ads with their slick marketing spiel are to be believed, the makers of natural remedies must trek up the Amazon to find the rarest botanical ingredients, then prepare them in state-of-the-art laboratories belonging to huge Swiss institutes. So it is entirely understandable why so many people are daunted just by the idea of making home remedies. Fortunately, the romantic stories of marketing men, though they might make for beautiful TV adverts and entertaining reading, are very far from the truth.



More than three-quarters of the world relies on plants as the primary form of healthcare, and plant-based remedies have evolved as cheap, simple and easy-to-prepare solutions for people with very little time, resources or money. It is for this reason that I passionately believe plant-based remedies to be as relevant for our society as they are for shamans in the Andes or farmers in Malaysia. The average kitchen in the United Kingdom is infinitely better equipped than my grans back in Borneo, where she would effortlessly whip up all manner of lotions and potions in mere minutes, from what were effectively the hedge trimmings out of the back garden. With mod cons like blenders, microwaves and dishwashers at our disposal, it is much quicker and easier for us to rustle up a recipe  no matter how domestically challenged we think we are. In this section I reveal a few tricks of the trade, which I hope will help demystify the growing side of things, and a couple of simple rules to ensure flawless concoctions every time.

It never fails to surprise me how many people seem utterly convinced they have some kind of superhero-like ability to kill plants. Please dont worry: pruning techniques neednt be perfect, and cultivation doesnt need to be absolutely spot on to get a plant to thrive well. In fact, to my mind the single most important rule in gardening, and one which is hardly ever mentioned, is that it is in a plants own interest to grow. Plants have been around for millions of years without any help from humans and have independently evolved a huge range of ingenious strategies to cope with even the harshest conditions. As long as you place them in an environment that roughly matches the conditions they originally come from, they honestly are quite happy to take care of themselves  with little or no intervention from green (or not so green) fingers. In this section, I outline exactly how to identify your garden type  trust me, this is much more straightforward than it sounds!  and which plants are most likely to succeed in the conditions you have. If you get these two bits right, thats half the battle won.

As for herb plants, its a wonderful coincidence that these happen to be the easiest of all plants to grow. Having originally evolved as weedy species that spring up on any piece of disturbed ground, they are perfectly happy to put up with all kinds of punishment, with many thriving on pure neglect.

If youve ever planted mint, lemon balm or feverfew, for example, youll know that as soon as theyre in the ground they spread rampantly, colonizing any bare earth and even cracks in the pavement. They wont need anything more than the occasional hacking back, giving you limitless handfuls for flavouring foods, concocting remedies and crafting cosmetics.

To transform your backyard clippings into a whole range of natural remedies, I also hope to demystify words like tincture, decoction and salve, showing you how these can all be knocked up with only a few minutes effort, with results rivalling anything to be found on the shelves of even the most upmarket health food shops and cosmetics counters.

GROWING

GROWING YOUR OWN PHARMACY

If youve never made a recipe in your life before, this book is a great place to start. And if youve never grown a plant before, even better. I want to cast away the dusty stereotypes that too often surround gardening, and in particular herbal remedies, and show you just how easy it is to get out there and start cultivating your very own living pharmacy  even if you are convinced you are a non-gardener. With just a couple of clippings from your backyard, you can create simple remedies for everyday ailments, spa-like beauty treatments and other practical products that bring a shine to furniture, scent to your home, or even get rid of your cats fleas.



Nowadays, getting hold of medicinal plants and seeds is becoming ever easier. Even the most run-of-the-mill garden centres now stock a surprisingly broad range of the plants you need for just a couple of pounds. More than just the traditional parsley, sage and thyme, too: even my local high-street florist sells such weird and wonderful things as blackcurrant-scented sage, pineapple mint and Japanese wasabi plants (the source of the spicy green paste that accompanies sushi). Of course, once you have many of these planted up in your garden or window box, they often spread themselves all over the place via underground runners or seeds, popping up in even the most unexpected of places. But the most exciting thing about medicinal plants is that so many of these are common culinary ingredients: you need only look at the back of your refrigerator or spice rack for the plants you need. Simply pop a leftover stick of lemongrass in a glass of water on a window sill, or sprinkle a couple of grains from that jar of fennel seeds in a pot of compost, and in just a couple of months you will have a supply of fresh, organic, air mile-free ingredients for all sorts of remedies.

The tricky thing about so much choice, however, is that it can seem enormously daunting for a beginner. Where on earth do you start? The best way to simplify the whole business is just to pick plants that are useful at treating the afflictions you are prone to (see here) and which have a scent or flavour you like. As there is almost always a selection of several different plants that share similar properties, you have the luxury of picking and choosing whichever one(s) you like the most for a particular ailment.

Now, if you have never tried angelica, tansy or lemon balm before, let alone know what they look like, I have a simple recommendation: look round your local public botanic or herb garden; youll find its a great source of scratch and sniff inspiration. Walking beside the beds and borders, you can get to know the look, smell and habit of plants you may otherwise have only read about in books or seen on TV, with neat little labels to guide you along the way, to decide which you like best. My favourite such garden is the Chelsea Physic Garden, just down the road from me, amidst the hustle and bustle of central London. Its hidden behind high walls, and youll think youve stumbled across a small piece of undiscovered land, though its actually been a virtual theme park for medicinal plant enthusiasts for more than three centuries; it was set up in 1673 to teach the doctors of the Royal Hospital, at a time when botany was a necessary part of medical training. Here, little labels dot the borders and, in true Harry Potter style, explain the plants uses  once used by the Aztecs for dye, for example, and used to treat malaria.

By keeping your eyes out at local gardens like these, you can pick up invaluable tips on what will grow well in your own backyard. If you spot a creeper thriving on a south-facing wall, for example, it is likely to do the same in a similar site at home for you. Conversely if you see a bush looking a bit forlorn in a boggy patch, you might want to think twice about planting it around your pond at home. This way, you are learning from the experiences of others; think of it as horticultural espionage.

I am passionate that plant-based medicine is so much more than its stereotype  a bit namby pamby, a bit hippy-ish. It deserves more respect than that: many contain powerful chemical ingredients and should therefore be treated fwith as much respect as conventional drugs. Plants can genuinely be a useful way to treat all sorts of minor, everyday complaints, but it is vital that you first receive a professional medical diagnosis, especially if you have an underlying medical condition, are taking medication, or are pregnant. Ifyou think you may be sensitive to any of the ingredients, do a 24-hour skin test first to check for allergies. It is also important to use common sense when using plant-based remedies: dont give any of the remedies to children under the age of 2, or to children under 16 unless specified as safe in the recipe. (See also the special section for Kids, see here).

But enough of that. Lets get started. Your own living pharmacy is just a few steps away.

GROWING: IDENTIFY YOUR GARDEN TYPE

Ive never been a slave to strict horticultural rules & regulations. That said, the textbooks do have some good advice; the most important point to note is that you should spend a little time in getting to know your site. To put it simply, if you understand the growing conditions of your site and pick your plants accordingly, gardening can be transformed. A never-ending labour and struggle against nature becomes a simple matter of a splash of water now and again as you pop out to forage in the flower border. In this section, I outline how to determine the specific conditions of your own site, be it rolling estate or window box, and show you how to work with, not against, your local conditions to get the best possible results.

Your gardens microclimate

Probably the single most important factor that influences what will grow best in your site is its climate. Each plot  no matter how small  has its own unique microclimate.

We may all complain about the British weather  and lets be fair, it isnt exactly southern California  but the United Kingdom nevertheless has the mildest climate of any place at an equivalent latitude either side of the Equator. This enables us to grow an enormous range of plants, which gardeners in many other parts of the world can only dream about. Why? Well, here comes the science: this unusual climate is produced because our weather is heavily influenced by the warm Gulf Stream current that flows up from the tropical Atlantic, bathing our island in a blanket of mild, wet air. This protects us from the harsh winters experienced by continental cities such as Moscow, but also gives us soggy, mild summers for which we are world-renowned. The further west you go in the country, the stronger the influence of this system, which is why most of Cornwall, south-west Ireland and western Scotland are so well suited to growing subtropical species like sun-loving acacias and lush tree ferns. Interestingly, the natural ecosystem of much of these regions was once temperate rainforest, much like that covering New Zealand, Chile, south-west China and the western coast of North America. Picking plants native to the mist-shrouded forests of these regions makes an excellent bet if you live out west.

On the flip side of things, the further east you go, the more the climate is influenced by the continent. Without the mediating force of the Atlantic, there are much wider extremes of temperature. Summers here are sunnier and drier, but winters are colder  with the possible exception of London, which has a unique climate all of its own. Like most big cities, Londons urban sprawl traps heat and releases it slowly at night, which means it rarely  if ever  suffers major frosts, the centre being several degrees warmer than the surrounding countryside. With its comparatively low rainfall and greater amount of sunlight, the east and particularly the south-east is a good place to grow drought-tolerant, Mediterranean-type species since it has a broadly similar climate (more or less; Im allowing myself a little artistic licence). Interestingly, the north-south divide is far less pronounced in our small island; there are warmer summers the further south you go, but thats about it.

In this section, I describe four specific types of microclimate that are typical of gardens in the United Kingdom, and suggest the kinds of plants that are suited to each. These are, of course, just examples; you may have a site that is exactly the same as one of the types described here, but the chances are that it is a combination of two or more. As in those magazine personality tests, there are no hard-and-fast rules, but identifying roughly the type of plot you have will make gardening a whole lot easier.

Type 1  City-centre gardens and the far south-west

It might sound strange to lump the gardens of urban Hackney estates and quaint Cornish cottages together in the same category, but there is method to my madness: city-centre spaces and the far south-west enjoy similar growing conditions  some of the best in the whole country, in fact.

City-centre gardens are often considerably warmer than those of the surrounding countryside, the concrete jungle acting as a giant heat trap to shake off frost. The larger the city, the warmer its centre, which means that all over central London subtropical trees like avocados and citrus are a plausible option for die-hard exotic fans like me. The same concrete hot-water bottle phenomenon applies to the domestic garden too: the closer a plant is positioned to a large wall (particularly a sunny south-facing one), the greater the protection it has from the cold. This is a trick that has been used since Victorian times to improve the growth of semi-tropical plants and even boost fruit and flower production on entirely hardy trees. The only key difficulties here are the size of plot needed  growing a 30m eucalyptus tree may not be very practical  and the potentially hazardous effect caused by very high pollution. A fact not often mentioned is that plants can absorb the toxic heavy metals from exhaust fumes, which are then concentrated in their tissues. Because of the potential effects of these, avoid eating plants that have been grown in extremely heavily polluted areas (close to a six-lane motorway, for example). Common sense is always the best rule of thumb; most urban dwellers are fine to get growing and eating.

In the far west and south-west of the country, similar conditions are achieved without the need for urban sprawl, and the extra rainfall and air humidity combine to create almost greenhouse-perfect growing conditions. This means that gardens abandoned for decades  such as the recently restored Trebah Gardens and Lost Gardens of Heligan  thrived for close to a century with almost no intervention from gardeners, though they were buried beneath a thorny forest of brambles. If there were only a Chinatown nearby, Id be moving straight away!

In these conditions, you can grow the widest range of plants in the country, so you can pretty much take your pick. Gardeners on these sites are at a great advantage for growing tender species that would be impossible to grow anywhere else, and they also have the ideal conditions for growing most species native to the United Kingdom. The small handful of species that are at a slight disadvantage here are species that require frost to produce a good crop, such as blackcurrants and gooseberries. Luckily, these are few and far between.

Type 2  Blustery hilltop spaces

Apart from the chance of having an amazing view from your deck chair, a hilltop garden can be a mixed blessing. Situated above the shelter of trees, buildings or indeed other hills, these gardens can suffer from strong winds, which can damage plants, either directly or by drying out the soil. The latter can exacerbate the tendency for hilltop gardens to be rather dry anyway, as rainfall drains quickly off these high places. In these conditions, delicate-leaved or moisture-loving plants (such as weeping willows) are unlikely to fare well. On the other hand, drought-tolerant, hard-leaved species (such as rosemary, lavender and thyme) will really shine. The good news for hilltop gardeners is that many of the most common medicinal plants come from Mediterranean climates, which means they thrive on dry soil and will cope well in windy conditions.

In situations such as these, protection from winds can radically improve growing conditions, and can be as simple as putting up a slatted fence or even just planting a simple evergreen hedge. Either solution will lessen the impact of wind damage and, in doing so, allow a much broader range of plants to be grown.

Digging a bit of organic matter (such as compost, leaf litter, even leftover vegetable peelings which have been rotted down in a compost bin) into the soil can greatly improve its ability to retain water on dry hilltop sites, the organic fibre acting exactly like a sponge.

It is not all bad news, however. Counterintuitive though this may seem, hilltop sites often enjoy far less cold and fewer frosts than surrounding gardens. The reason is simple: cold air sinks, meaning that wintery air drains freely off gardens on elevated sites and whisks away the chances of frost as it goes. If the garden is in the south of England, or even just faces south, this effect is even greater. Of course, if the hill we are talking about is of Alpine proportions these benefits start to diminish, but for most hills under about 400m above sea level (which is pretty high by UK standards) there is a definite benefit.

Type 3  Lowland frost pockets

As mentioned above, dense cold air has a habit of running downhill, and if you live at the bottom of a hill, the accumulation of this chilly air can create intensely frosty conditions. This is particularly true in valleys and ditches, where frosts often arrive earlier and end later, making winters not only colder but also in effect making them last longer. This means that many of the more tender plants can find it difficult to survive in these areas. Rest assured that British native species  perfectly adapted to freezing cold winters  will grow away as if nothing ever happened.

Every cloud has a silver lining, however. Lowland frost pockets are often sheltered from the full effects of strong drying winds and are also less likely to suffer in times of drought  water, like cold air, flows downhill. This makes them a great place to grow hardy, moisture-loving species like marshmallow, willow, cranberries, angelica, meadowsweet, watermint and comfrey (great for making organic fertilizer).

Type 4  Seafront sites

As the palm trees (Phoenix canariensis, Trachycarpus fortunei, Chamaerops humilis) that increasingly line seaside resort promenades attest, coastal gardens enjoy mild, sometimes even frost-free winters. Generally, the closer they are to the sea, the lower the chance of frost. They also have the rather dubious honour of being amongst the wettest places in the United Kingdom (with the exception of coastal Norfolk, Suffolk, Essex and Kent), but from a gardeners perspective this does mean very little watering is ever necessary. They also tend to be relatively well drained because most coastal sites have a sandy, friable soil, which means this extra rainfall does not result in the waterlogged soil that so many medicinal plants, and particularly herbs, hate.

These wonderfully mild conditions do come at a price, however, in the form of the huge gusts of salt-laden winds that blow in off the sea, especially in the winter months. Such winds can have a particularly damaging effect on plants, particularly soft, leafy species. Despite this, and with a few cleverly planted trees or hedges to act as windbreaks, you can create a space that enjoys the best of both worlds: mild, moist conditions sheltered from the full force of the winds. Abbotsbury Subtropical Gardens on the south coast is a perfect example, where a dense barrier of evergreen trees have created a sheltered microclimate with stunning results.

Soil science

Apart from planting wind breaks or creating heat-retaining walls, there is not an awful lot you can do to significantly change the climate of your site (short of building an enormous Eden Project-style dome over it). You can, however, radically improve your growing conditions  by improving your soil.

Soil quality has a direct impact on the health of your plants. By making small adjustments to this, you can dramatically change not only how well your plants grow but even which species it is possible to grow on your site.

To improve it, you first need to figure out what kind of soil you have, and the good news is you dont need a CSI-style lab to analyse it. Just grab a handful of soil on a dry day and give it a good squeeze. Then ask yourself:




A Does the soil break up easily, feel a bit gritty, and filter through your fingers?

B Does the soil clump together, look slightly shiny, and roll easily into a firm sausage shape?

C Does the soil roll into a loose, fragile, sausage shape?



A Its sandy soil

Many Mediterranean-type herbs and plants (fennel, lavender, lemon verbena, olive, rosemary, scented-leaved pelargoniums, thyme) thrive on this kind of soil because it is as close as possible to that of their native environment, to which they are perfectly adapted. Being wonderfully free-draining, this type of soil does not suffer from waterlogging and is extremely well aerated.

While many plants love this soil, there is a major down side to its open, friable texture: water and nutrients tend to drain straight through it. This means that it can often hold too little of these essential elements to support the healthy growth of many species that arent specifically adapted to cope in these harsh conditions.

There is, however, a very simple way to greatly improve the water- and nutrient holding capacity of sandy soil: every year, apply a good layer of organic matter (compost, leaf litter, well-rotted manure or even just leftover vegetable peelings which have been rotted down in a compost bin). This organic matter acts like a sponge to retain water and the nutrients dissolved in it, and make it available to the roots of plants. If you want to, feel free to dig the matter in, but this is not strictly necessary. (If youre wondering why, see To dig or not to dig below for a full explanation.)

B Its clay soil

When the tiny particles of clay meet water, they stick together, making this soil clumpy and heavy. This makes it far superior to sandy soil in terms of its excellent water- and nutrient-retaining properties, but its dense, pastelike consistency can restrict the flow of air to, and the uptake of nutrients by, the plants roots. Many half-hardy plants that do not survive the winter are not necessarily the victims of the cold itself but instead succumb to the stifling effects of waterlogged soil, which cause bacterial or fungal infections that rot the roots. Clay soils also have a tendency to bake rock hard in hot, dry summers, just like pottery in a kiln, leaving your plants struggling to grow in what is almost a natural concrete.

Just like sandy soil, the addition of organic matter every year will greatly improve the condition of heavy clay soil. Here the fibrous texture of organic materials like compost or leaf litter opens up the soil structure and allows air in. Additionally, digging in some grit or horticultural sand will break up the heavy clods to improve drainage. (Whatever you do, though, please dont use builders or beach sand, which contain plant-damaging lime or salt.) Youll find that the soil becomes freer-flowing and less likely to waterlog, with a texture more like the topping of an apple crumble than dense cookie dough, which gives plants a far better chance.

C Its loamy soil

Congratulations! You have the soil type that all other gardeners want, the perfect mixture of water- and nutrient-retaining clay and friable, well-drained sand. You get different variations of this (more clay than sand, more sand than clay), but on the whole this soil is ideal for

To dig or not to dig?




Annuals and perennials



Organic fertilizers



Maintenance


IDENTIFYING YOUR PERSONAL AILMENT NEEDS



For digestive problems




For respiratory problems




For dermatological problems




For kids




For muscular & joint problems




For emotional problems



For hormonal problems



For headaches



MAKING

BASIC REMEDY SKILLS





Infusions




Decoctions




Infused oils




Choosing base oils




Vinegars




Tinctures





Glycerites




Gels




Ointments, salves & balms





Creams









Sterilizing bottles and jars
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