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Introduction

Imagine you could go into an apothecary and, instead of seeing rows of jars with their cures, there was a display of all the plants from which they came. You’d be able to point down to a tiny snowdrop or up to a very large horse chestnut tree (it’s a giant cabinet). There would be an entire herbaceous border, sweet peas and roses, daisies and foxgloves. On the shady bottom shelf, there would be an array of frogs and snails and even, possibly, puppy dog tails as dogs love a garden cure too.

That is what I imagined while putting together this most unusual apothecary’s cabinet of a book. It’s a thoroughly modern (and sumptuously illustrated) herbal that deals with problems of all kinds for the body, mind and the always important spirit. Many ailments or dilemmas are serious, others whimsical and then there are those that spring from the kind of lives we lead now. Sex, death, life and an overwhelming desire to hear beautiful music: there’s a garden cure in this book for all of us.

It’s been fascinating to explore how plant cures were discovered and I have been struck by how, time and again, it was a combination of serendipity and the appliance of science that saved the day. The scientists and researchers may not be household names but some of their cures are. This is why there is space, in our magical apothecary cabinet, to celebrate those unsung plant detectives who refused to give up on their quest to cure. They have saved, and enhanced, millions of lives. Now when I see a snowdrop, I know that it’s much more than just a beautiful flower.

Ann Treneman



[image: A woman working among plants in her garden, wearing a wide-brimmed straw hat. Two dogs stand on the gravel path beside her.]
A garden meditation: designer Nancy Lancaster and her dogs at her Haseley Court home, Oxfordshire, photographed by Valerie Finnis in the 1950s.
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Embrace the garden trends that insist less is more

Bad back, how to prevent

There are innumerable jobs in the garden that can cause a bad back. Moving heavy pots. Carrying large branches. Bending over and weeding. In the spring, for the diligent gardener, it can seem that there is no day in which digging is not on the agenda. Certainly, in days past, when ‘double digging’ was prescribed as the key to planting prep, it was hard toil.

No longer! We live in a ‘no-dig’ world, except in cases of severe soil compaction. This allows the soil to maintain its structure – and lets the worms get on with it – and means less back-breaking digging for humans. There is even better news, however, because ‘no dig’ is just the start of what can only be called the ‘less is more’ gardening revolution.

Reasons for vertebrae to be cheerful include the ubiquitous rewilding or renaturing (a terrible word, but there it is) which involves doing less of almost everything (weeding, bedding, pruning, deadheading). If you do have to dig (and you will, at least a bit), new research using 3D optical tracking shows that the healthy way to go about it is with bent knees (not back) and holding the spade/fork close to the body. Mowing is another source of potential (back) pain but now there are as many ways and times not to mow as to mow and, for some, No Mow May has become No Mow Ever.

We are encouraged to leave perennials over the winter as they provide a habitat which is good for bugs (and backs). Another addition to the ‘Not to Do’ list is raking up leaves, which are now left for the worms. The natural perennial style of planting is all about embracing plants that last more than a season. Shrubs and trees store carbon which is good for the planet (and backs). We love wildflowers, some of which may have been previously thought of as weeds and therefore required weeding (but no longer). The Japanese have the melodious word wabi-sabi for all of this, which is when you find beauty in imperfection and incompleteness. Our backs agree.



[image: Engraving of a man digging with a garden fork next to a collection of other forks and spades leaning against a wall.]
Advertisement for Parkes’ Steel Digging Forks & Drilling Tools from Gardeners’ Chronicle & Agricultural Gazette, 1857.



Seek out a cream that is red-hot chilli hot

Bad back, aching

The garden may indeed be the cause of your bad back, though less so than in the past (see Bad Back, How to Prevent), but the good news is that it also provides relief as well. Turmeric, ginger and white willow bark are all anti-inflammatory herbs that can reduce pain but, if we go into the greenhouse, we will also find something a little bit spicier. There are thousands of kinds of chilli pepper and, mostly, they are used to enliven food. (In the pre-fridge days, they were helpful because they would slow the growth of microbes, thus making food safer.) But they can also do something rather cool.

When you bite into a chilli, you immediately feel the burn. That is caused by capsaicin, the active ingredient, and when applied to the skin in a cream it can also produce a burning or stinging sensation. But it is also thought that the capsaicin is absorbed by the nerve cells, is transported to the spinal cord, and then decreases the amount of pain-transmitting chemicals sent to the brain. It is a great example of something that is so hot that it is cool.

The capsaicin is applied via cream or patches. The types of peppers used tend to be those with the most available, as in cayenne and serrano peppers (both Capsicum annuum), and those highest in capsaicin which include the ghost pepper, aka bhut jolokia, a cultivar of Capsicum chinense. It’s grown in northeast India and, on the Scoville scale, which is an international gauge of spiciness or heat of chilli peppers, it earns a rating of 1 million. A regular jalapeño is about 2,500 to 8,000 on the scale. So, yes, that’s officially hot. You don’t have to eat one, though, for your back to feel better.



[image: Illustration showing 13 different types of chilli peppers arranged in rows.]
Capsicums by Ernst Benary, from Album Benary, 1877.



Willows, like crocodiles, love a marshy environment

Headache, finding relief from

The ancient Egyptians had a garden cure for most things, although this was often combined with an impressive number of other items, some of which now seem extraordinary. Medical papyri, which date from 1550 BCE, call for cures that include eel heads, warmed frogs, ebony shavings, semen, bat blood and multiple sorts of dung. The different papyri, which are rather unfairly named after various Europeans who bought them and had them translated in the 1800s, leave no doubt that the ancient world suffered as we do from headaches of all intensities, including migraines which were referred to as ‘pain in half the head’.

The Ebers Papyrus set out a cure for headache as follows: mix a peeled onion, fruit of the am tree, salt, setseft [possibly sesame] seeds, honey and abra ointment with cooked swordfish bones, cooked redfish and a cooked crayfish skull. This is to be applied to the head for four days. Another cure, from another papyrus (named after Chester Beatty V), involves a clay crocodile with its mouth stuffed with grain and a linen strip that has the images of at least eight gods attached to the head. Crocodiles were seen as distinctly good things, being divine helpers against evil.

Would you prefer the crayfish or crocodile cure? Or perhaps something else entirely. This can be found in other pieces of papyrus – as well as our gardens today – and that is willow bark. It’s not entirely clear what the ancient Egyptians were using it for, though the heart and nervous system seem to be involved, as well as possibly an inflamed wound. In folklore, willow bark seems to have gained quite a following. Greek physician Hippocrates, who lived around 400 BCE, was said to be a fan and various folk cures have credited willow bark with both anti-inflammatory and pain-relieving properties.

So far, so engaging, if relatively unsourced. Fast forward a few thousand years to Chipping Norton in Oxfordshire, England, in 1763, to find the first published account of its medical uses when the Reverend Edward Stone used willow bark extract to treat malarial fever, common in England at the time. Stone believed in the Doctrine of Signatures, which maintained that cures could often be found close to the source of the malady. His thinking was that willow trees loved a marshy and moist environment and so did fever. (So, of course, do crocodiles, though that is not related at all.)

The Reverend Stone nibbled on a willow twig and was impressed by its bitterness (he knew quinine, a malarial cure, was bitter). He made a powder and was astonished by the results: ‘There is the bark of an Englifh tree, which I have found by experience to be a powerful aftringent, and very efficacious in curing aguifh and intermitting diforders.’ It would take many more years, and scientists, to turn that discovery into what we know as aspirin. In 1828, scientists isolated what we now recognize as salicin, named after the botanical name of the willow, Salix alba vulgaris. (Other species of willow with a high salicin content are also used.) This was later converted in the laboratory to salicylic acid, which was more effective, and then a way was found to reduce its bitterness. It was sold for the first time as aspirin in 1899 by the German company Bayer. It’s still in everyday use today, no crocodile required.

‘In folklore, willow bark seems to have gained quite a following.’



[image: Botanical illustration of a willow tree showing branches with leaves and catkins, individual leaves front and back, and details of flowers.]
White willow (Salix alba) by Jacob Sturm, from Deutschlands Flora in Abbildungen nach der Natur mit Beschreibungen, 1801.



Get outside in the garden to burn off some calories

Exercise, need to do

Do you feel guilty if you find yourself in the garden instead of the gym? If so, you can stop that thought immediately. As it happens, the garden is a gym, just a very nice green one without lots of shiny machines and blaring music. Gardening is all about movement: bending down and back up (use your knees), walking here and there (usually carrying something that weighs a few pounds), using a spade or fork. You’ll get toned arms from pruning a hedge, especially if it’s a high one, and lots of stretching besides.

Gardening for 30 minutes burns 167 calories (calculated for a person who weighs 70kg/154lb), which is equivalent to playing badminton and more than yoga or gymnastics (149 calories). If you are digging (see Bad Back, here and here), it’s 186 calories, which is the same amount as a brisk walk. You’ll burn 298 calories with 30 minutes of running or cycling, but the great thing about gardening, in comparison, is that you are boosting muscle strength and flexibility at the same time. Plus you get to smell the flowers. (For another compelling reason to use your green gym, see Dementia, Preventing.)

[image: A line drawing of three people working in a garden. One bends over cold frames, another stands behind, and a third carries a watering can.]
Pen and ink illustration by Evelyn Mary Dunbar, 1937.



Two kinds of poppies served soldiers in the First World War

Pain, relief of

The stories behind two poppies – the corn poppy (Papaver rhoeas) and the opium poppy (P. somniferum) – converged in a way that will link them forever to the First World War. The ‘milk of the poppy’, the whitish sap that oozes from the unripe seedheads of P. somniferum when they are cut, had long been used medicinally for the relief of extreme pain as well as illicitly on a global scale. There is evidence of humans using opium dating back to 5000 BCE and cultivation is thought to have started in 3400 BCE in Mesopotamia. The sap contains morphine, codeine and thebaine. The first is used to alleviate moderate to extreme pain and the second is a milder pain reliever and cough suppressant. Thebaine is used to make pharmaceutical opioids such as oxycodone. The opium poppy is both the source of an essential medicine that has helped countless people and an illegal drug that has created war, addiction and mayhem in the world. In the plant world, its seedhead is both superhero and super-villain, although it’s only its use by us that makes it so.

There is nothing villainous about the corn poppy, or field poppy, though. Its flowers have been used as a mild painkiller for the likes of earache and as a cough medicine. Both poppies are fanatical self-seeders and can pop up in a garden without prior notice. The corn poppy is shorter, growing to less than a metre, with bright scarlet, bowl-shaped flowers. The opium poppy grows up to 1.2m (4ft) and has wide open flowers with large petals and dark purple or yellow stamens. It is not illegal to grow them in the UK (just try and stop them self-seeding), but it is illegal to process them in any way.

In the First World War, opium in the form of morphine was used to treat many of the vast number of soldiers, estimated at 23 million, who were wounded. Medics administered it by needle and, in some cases, the soldiers administered it themselves from a small metal tin that contained phials of morphine. In the churned-up fields, in Belgium and northern France, corn poppies sprang up, creating seas of red that now remain a symbol of remembrance. ‘In Flanders fields, the poppies blow/Between the crosses, row on row,’ begins a poem by the Canadian doctor and First World War soldier Lt-Col John McCrae who would have known both types of poppies well.



[image: Illustration of two poppy flowers with jagged red edges and grey-blue centres. Japanese text accompanies each flower.]
Opium poppy (Papaver somniferum) by Iwasaki Tsunemasa, from Honzō Zufu, first printed c.1830–1844 (second edition, c.1920).




The hills are alive with a remedy for your ills

Bruising and muscle aches, how to soothe

Here’s a cure that you can yodel about. Arnica is a bright yellow, daisy-like flower that grows in alpine meadows. Legend has it that its healing properties were first noticed by German goatherders as they watched their charges eat the flowers after they were injured. That seems unlikely, but what is undisputed is that Arnica montana has been used for centuries by Europeans (and Native Americans) to treat muscle aches and bruising, with creams or as a poultice made by diluting the flowers in water. Clinical studies have had mixed results, though research in the 1980s did show that arnica contains helenalin which has anti-inflammatory and mild pain-killing properties. Inconclusive studies have had absolutely no effect on its huge popularity, however, and it has been over-foraged in the wild to the extent that it has had to be protected in many countries, including Germany. That will please the goats at least.

‘Arnica’s healing properties were first noticed by German goatherders as they watched their charges eat the flowers after they were injured.’



[image: Botanical illustration of an arnica plant, showing a bright yellow flower head in full bloom, two closed buds, and green leaves on hairy stems.]
Arnica montana, illustration published in Curtis’s Botanical Magazine, 1815.



You feel you are a blob with no get up and go

Energy, lack of

There is no doubt that being a blob or blobby is not something to aspire to. For starters, there has been a lack of positive blob role models. There is the unappetizing slime mould Physarum polycephalum, for instance. In computing, a BLOB is a Binary Large Object. In Hollywood, The Blob is a 1958 horror sci-fi movie with an ameboid alien who crashes to Earth and tries to absorb mankind. You see the problem. No one wants to be any of these things.

Thankfully, gardening does not care about such simplistic stereotypes. We know that a blob can be a thing of beauty. Some may define a blob as a ‘shapeless mass’, but we know that it is a ball that is slightly squashed and so is pruned to be wider than it is tall. If you feel that you are becoming a blob (and not in a good way), get out in the garden and get pruning.

Making a blob is not for the lackadaisical. You can have a solo blob or create a group (a blobbery) of three or more. Blobs are all about creating year-round structure in your garden. Most blobs are evergreen shrubs that, on their own, may not be seen as the most exciting but, as a group or in contrast to other plants, can become a shrubscape of undulating mounds that can be separate or knitted together, with varying leaf textures, flowering times and seasonal colour.

A key trait of blob plants is that unblobbed, they are rather ordinary. Think cotoneasters, the Portuguese laurel (or Prunus lusitanica ‘Myrtifolia’), Viburnum tinus, silverberry (Shepherdia argentea), honeysuckle (Lonicera). The transformation is in the pruning: turn over your shears, so they are slightly domed, and clip the plant two to four times a year (depending on growth), ensuring it is wider than it is tall. It makes sense to mix fast growers (honeysuckle) with slow (yew). You can also experiment with the shape, creating a blob dome, for instance, by removing lower branches. Blobs look great when contrasted with flowering grasses or with topiary triangles or, even, a cloud-pruned shrub. Blobs are not about feeling bad but rather being brave, bold and experimental.



[image: Illustration showing four rows of pruned hedges and trees in different shapes.]
‘Blobby’ hedgerow styles: Johann David Fülck, from Neue Garten Lust, oder Völliges Ornament, 1710–20.



Your sex life is uninspiring and lacks that certain something

Drab sex life, spicing up

If your sex life has taken a turn for the worse, then take a few lessons from the not-so-humble frog, as seen in gardens galore. Amphibian sex is, well, just a bit wild. They don’t call it the Kermit Sutra for nothing. It all begins by early spring when a male frog makes it clear he is bored bored BORED with hibernating. He knows what he wants and he heads for ‘his’ pond with a plan. ‘Sex! Sex! Sex!’ he cries in his low, croaking call (translation accurate).

Here’s how it works. He’s the showboater. She’s the choosy one. Frog experts say that what female frogs find sexy varies around the world. Some females like complex calls, others prefer the deepest or loudest. The male just keeps on calling. He’s keen and believes that ‘Sex! Sex! Sex!’ is going to work in the end. Plus, it’s all he knows.

Frog sex is called ‘amplexus’, which is a fancy word for what might be called a ‘love hug’ or (sigh) ‘cuddle’. The male frog, which is slightly smaller than the female, climbs onto her back and grasps her behind the forelegs or around the ‘waist’. His hold is pretty good, as the grip of his toes and nuptial pads improves during the mating season. Besides the basic piggyback position, there are variations in amplexus, including the ‘dorsal straddle’, ‘head straddle’ and one called ‘independent’ which is tail to tail. There is also one called ‘glued’, which is a good description of most frog sex because they can stay in amplexus for days.

A popular pond can quickly descend into orgiastic scenes. Couples bob up and down, hang out just below the surface, overlap with other couples. They do not seem to be doing much, heads facing forward, lips closed. At some point, the female expels her eggs and the male reacts simultaneously, sending out the sperm to fertilize. Soon more frogs are coupling amid the frogspawn. Frog sex is all done externally, but they clearly like to have quite a bit of skin-on-skin action. What are the lessons of frog sex? Don’t be shy. Be consensual. Be patient. Be sexy. For days.



[image: Illustration of a green, speckled frog viewed from above, with limbs extended. Beside it is a lady's slipper orchid.]
Bull frog (Rana maxima) by Mark Catesby, from The Natural History of Carolina, Florida and the Bahama Islands, 1754.



There is no lack of advice from ancient folklore

Pregnant, desire to be

There are so many folkloric garden cures for women when it comes to getting pregnant that it seemed a shame to pick just one. Of course, no one knows if any of them, or indeed all of them, will work, but there are enough here to offer a planting plan for an ‘I Want To Get Pregnant’ flower bed. This is what you could do if you want to plant a seed:

•   Pick St John’s wort (Hypericum perforatum): The idea is to







[image: Botanical illustration of a mandrake plant, Mandragora officinarum, showing its forked root, large leaves, and small white flowers.]



Impregnate, desire to







[image: Botanical illustration of a plant with heart-shaped, serrated leaves and spidery yellow and white flowers.]



Howl, desire to





[image: Botanical illustration of a wolf's bane (Aconitum) plant with a tall spike of hood-shaped pale blue and white flowers and deeply lobed green leaves.]



Sunburn (or frostbite), how to alleviate





[image: Botanical illustration of an aloe vera plant with a cluster of spiky green leaves, some cut to reveal the inside, and a tall yellow flower spike.]



Snakebite, treating






[image: Illustration of a coiled rattlesnake with its head raised and tongue flicking. To the left is the text 'Crotalus horridus'.]



Bloating and constipation, relief from





[image: Botanical illustration of a whole dandelion plant, showing root, jagged leaves, a yellow flower and a seedhead.]



Eyes, bloodshot






[image: Illustration of common eyebright showing its roots, branched green stem, toothed leaves, and small white flowers with yellow spots.]



Hay fever, treating






[image: Botanical illustration showing a large rounded head of tubular blue flowers atop a tall green stem, with strap-like green leaves.]



Gout, suffering from





[image: Watercolour painting of four purple Colchicum autumnale flowers on long, leafless white stems.]



Cholesterol, too much bad





[image: Botanical illustration of an avocado branch with large leaves, small yellow flowers, a whole  fruit, and a half fruit showing the large seed.]



Heart failure, treatment for








[image: An 18th-century botanical illustration of a foxglove (Digitalis purpurea) with two winged insects hovering nearby.]



Venous insufficiency




[image: Illustration of two young men playing conkers. One swings a conker on a string at the other's dangling conker. A dog watches.]



Cancer, treatment of









[image: Botanical illustration of a Madagascar periwinkle plant with two pink flowers.]



Ovarian and breast cancer, cure for













[image: Botanical illustration of English yew has branches with needles and red berries, plus detailed views of the berry, seed, and flowers.]



Urinary tract infection




[image: Botanical illustration of a cranberry plant with leaves, pink flowers, berries, root system, and detailed flower and fruit dissections.]



Insomnia, dealing with





[image: Botanical illustration of common valerian showing a central stem topped with clusters of tiny white and pink flowers.]



Menopause, navigating





[image: Botanical illustration of a wild yam showing a leafy vine, roots, seeds, and a single white flower.]
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		Save the planet, in small(er) ways


		Save the planet, making a pledge to


		Role model, need for one
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