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DISCLAIMER

This book is a reference book about the history of plants and their uses, the information in this book is for informational purposes only and any recipes within it are for reference purposes only. You should not use, follow or make any of the recipes in this book or encourage others to do so. This book is not intended as a replacement for professional medical treatment and should not be relied upon as recommending, encouraging or promoting any specific diet or practice. It is also not intended as a guide to which plants are edible or have nutritional or medicinal benefits or to replace the advice of a nutritionist, physician or medical practitioner.

We strongly advise you to consult a medical practitioner before using any herbal remedies, especially if you have an existing medical condition, are taking medication, are pregnant or are breast-feeding. You should not use the information in this book as a substitute for diagnosis, medication or other treatment prescribed by your medical practitioner.

There is the possibility of allergic or other adverse reactions from the use of any plants mentioned (and plants not mentioned) in this book. You should seek the advice of your doctor or other qualified health provider with any questions you may have, especially in relation to medical conditions or allergies. Some plants may interact with prescription drugs including, but not limited to, the Pill and anti-depressants; if you are using any medication you should always consult with a qualified medial practitioner before taking any herbal remedies.

The publishers and author do not accept any liability for any harm that results from your use, or misuse, of this book, or for your failure to seek appropriate medical advice.
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Introduction

Most of us know instinctively that plants make us happy. The joy we feel when given a bouquet of colourful blooms or the positive energy we experience when walking through a wood or meadow dotted with wild flowers is undeniable, but you may be wondering why plants have these effects.

This book aims to answer that question, delving into the science that explains how flowers can focus our minds and help our brains recharge, and why the scent of our favourite plants can stimulate happy memories. It also explores the reasons why some colours help us to relax and enjoy the moment and how the antics of bees and birds that visit our garden plants also bring joy.

More surprising, perhaps, are the plants that provide environmental benefits above and beyond their well-documented power to reduce carbon emissions by absorbing CO2. Did you know, for instance, that sunflowers can help to clean up soils contaminated with dangerous heavy metals, or that some everyday hedging plants can trap the small air particles in vehicle exhaust emissions, reducing pollution levels? These fascinating facts and more are revealed in the pages that follow.

Herbs and edibles offer us tasty treats that make us smile, but many also deliver a range of amazing health benefits, boosting our immunity and helping to ward off heart disease, some cancers, and Type 2 diabetes. The good news is that nutrient-rich plants with these special powers such as tomatoes and chillies are easy to grow in a pot on a balcony or terrace.

Other plants, including many that we use to decorate our homes, make us happy because their natural shape and colour lifts our mood with their natural grace and beauty.

The evidence is all there to prove that plants make us happy on a number of different levels, and by selecting a few of your favourites, you can reap the benefits, whether you have a windowsill, small patio, town garden, or an acre of land to grow them on.
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Positive plants

Most plants have the power to boost our mental wellbeing and make us happy, but this selection is particularly beneficial, and planting a few in your garden will help to bring you joy throughout the year.

Japanese maple

ACER PALMATUM

One of the most popular trees for small gardens, the colourful Japanese maple will bring a smile to your face all year round, but its spectacular autumn show, when the leaves sparkle in shades of red, crimson, orange and yellow, marks it out from the crowd.

Benefits

Foliage interest; autumn colour; interesting seed heads; wildlife plant (food for birds and moth caterpillars)

Height & spread

From 2.5 x 2.5m (8 x 8ft) to 4 x 4m (13 x 13ft) or more, depending on the cultivar

The sheer elegance and beauty of maple trees will improve your mood, capturing your attention as they evolve with each passing season, and helping your brain to switch off and relax. Children also enjoy collecting the fiery autumn leaves and making them into colourful collages or acer bunting by stringing them together. The tree produces winged seed cases just before leaf fall, too, which spin in the air like tiny helicopters, gripping the imagination of adults and children alike.

The benefits continue throughout winter, when the patterns made by the now-visible branches also hold our attention. Studies show that these repetitive patterns, known as fractals, hold our gaze yet are easy for our minds to process, allowing the brain to recover from stress.

There are over a thousand varieties of Acer palmatum to choose from, each sporting this maple’s distinctive finely cut, hand-shaped foliage in various forms and sizes. Beginners may wish to opt for one with simple lobed leaves, such as ‘Ōsakazuki’, ‘Sango-kaku’, and the moody purple ‘Bloodgood’, which tend to be more tolerant of a range of site and soil conditions. ‘Sango-kaku’ also sports coral-coloured new shoots in spring, while the compact cultivar ‘Winter Flame’ has pink-tinged young shoots and pinky red bark through winter. Trees that offer this additional stem interest are known as coral bark maples.

All Japanese maples prefer a sheltered location in partial shade, with moist but free-draining soil.
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Snapdragon

ANTIRRHINUM

These timeless annual flowers with their intriguing summer blooms have been favourites for many generations, and may have been enjoyed by your grandparents and great-grandparents in their gardens.

Benefits

Scented flowers; good cut flower; pollinator plant; wildlife plant (food for birds)

Height & spread

90 x 30cm (36 x 12in) for tall varieties; shorter cultivars are also available

Deservedly popular, snapdragons come in a vast array of colours, from fiery red and dark burgundy to pale pink and elegant white, but it is their curiously constructed flowers that set them apart from other bedding plants and make us happy.

Gently squeeze the outer edges of the tubular flowers and they open their dragon-like mouths to reveal the nectar and pollen inside. While this is a great game for children, bees cottoned on to it long before us humans, and you can watch them clinging to the lower lip petals, which are covered in cone-shaped cells that help them to grip on, as the plant dutifully opens its mouth.

Just gazing at these beautiful blooms will bring joy and help you to stay in the moment as you watch the bees come and go. In addition, the flowers have a very low allergen rating, since the pollen is both sticky and hidden for most of the time, making snapdragons a great choice for sufferers of hay fever. The flowers are edible, too, and can be used to decorate cakes or cocktails, and they last a long time in a vase, so you can enjoy them indoors. Cutting the stems will simply encourage the plant to produce new flowers, too, extending the display throughout the summer.

Snapdragons are easy to grow from seed in spring, and you may find that these so-called half-hardy annuals are actually pretty tolerant of low temperatures and survive from year to year in a pot of free-draining compost, tucked into a sheltered spot near the house. Sowing seeds is also restful, so take the time to raise a few plants on a windowsill indoors, planting them out after the frosts in late spring.
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Himalayan birch

BETULA UTILIS

Our spirits can be dampened in winter as short days and inclement weather deprive us of sunlight, but plants such as the Himalayan birch that draw us outside can lift our mood.

Benefits

Autumn foliage colour; pollinator plant

Height & spread

18 x 9m (60 x 30ft); smaller cultivars are available

Gloomy skies and long nights in winter can affect the body’s internal clock, disrupting the production of serotonin, which regulates our appetite and mood, and the sleep hormone melatonin. However, being outside in the garden can make us feel happier, and plants with winter interest such as birches help inspire us to leave the house. The stems of the Himalayan birch are its main attraction and when stripped of foliage they stand out in startling silhouette. The species Betula utilis has peeling coppery pink stems, while the designers’ favourite Betula utilis subsp. jacquemontii has pure white stems that gleam in low winter sun.

It is a medium-sized to large tree, growing up to 18m (60ft) in height, so opt for a more compact cultivar such as ‘Trinity College’, which reaches just 6m (20ft), if you have a small garden. All have green leaves that turn buttery yellow in autumn before they fall, and dangling catkins in spring that dance in the breeze, features that hold our interest and elevate our mood. The foliage also feeds moth caterpillars in spring, helping to increase the biodiversity in our gardens. The tree will grow in most soils and in full sun or part shade.




[image: Himalayan Birch plant with oval, elongated leaves with pointed tips and visible veins, and long, slender, cylindrical flower clusters hanging from the stems.]


Candyfloss tree

CERCIDIPHYLLUM JAPONICUM

You may have never heard of the candyfloss tree, but once you see it – or rather smell it – in autumn, the fragrant foliage will lift your spirits and remain in your memory forever.

Benefits

Autumn foliage colour; fragrant leaves

Height & spread

12 x 8m(40 x 26ft); smaller cultivars are available

The candyfloss tree, or katsura tree as it’s also known, is named after the unusual sugary scent that the heart-shaped foliage emits when it turns from green to yellow, orange and pink just before it falls. This special gift can stop us in our tracks and lift our mood by bringing back memories of the summertime confection that we loved as children.

The candyfloss tree is suitable for medium-sized gardens, but a more compact cultivar, ‘Boyd’s Dwarf’, which grows to just 4m (13ft), is also available for those with smaller spaces. This tree prefers a neutral to acid soil, and a sheltered spot in sun or part shade.




[image: Candyfloss twig with pairs of young lime green heart-shaped leaves that taper to a point, accompanied by slender, pinkish-red thread-like emerging buds.]


Armand clematis

CLEMATIS ARMANDII

Clematis are all beautiful plants, but the early flowering species, C. armandii, has the edge in spring, when its clusters of white, scented flowers are guaranteed to lift the spirits at a time when much of the garden is still asleep.

Benefits

Scented flowers; evergreen leaves

Height & spread

Up to 26 x 2.5m (26 x 8ft)

The dark green, slim leaves of this clematis are evergreen, too, offering another source of colour to boost our mental wellbeing in early spring. Another benefit to allergy sufferers are the blooms’ low levels of pollen, which are rated just 3 out of 10 on the Ogren Plant Allergy Scale (OPALS)™. This scale, developed by horticulturist Thomas Ogren, assigns a rating from 1 to 10 to each plant, based on its allergen level, with 1 the lowest and 10 the highest. Many insect-pollinated plants such as clematis have a low rating, while grasses and birch trees, for example, are wind pollinated and send clouds of pollen into the air, causing grief to those with allergies.

To grow this beautiful plant, you will need a structure such as a wired fence, large trellis or mature tree for its twinning tendrils to grasp. You could match it with an apple tree, the blossom of which also has a low OPALS rating, and spring flowers such as crocuses, daffodils and tulips. It also makes a great choice for decorating the boundary walls or fences of a town or city garden, where pollution can exacerbate the effects of allergens.

The stems of the Armand clematis can reach up to 8m (26ft), and although it can be trimmed after flowering, it looks best when given space to perform to its full potential. It also prefers free-draining soil, a sunny aspect and some shelter from cold winds.

You may find that the leaves die off and fall during long, hot summers, but the plant will soon recover – a couple of doses of high-potassium fertilizer in late spring and early summer, given at fortnightly intervals, will encourage new growth.
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Saffron

CROCUS SATIVUS

Cooks will know that saffron is one of the world’s most expensive spices, but gardeners may also be aware that the plant from which it is derived is actually very easy to grow.

Benefits

Pollinator plant; edible flowers

Height & spread

30 x 15cm (12 x 6in)

The diminutive Crocus sativus is an autumn-flowering bulb, and produces mauve goblet-shaped blooms, similar to those of its spring-flowering cousin, with bright red stigmas nestled inside, which are harvested and dried to make saffron. The flowers are surrounded by slim, grasslike green foliage.

The pretty blooms and saffron’s delicate colour and taste make us happy, of course, but research also shows that compounds in the spice may act as a mild natural antidepressant, improving our mood. The nectar-rich flowers also attract bees, so perhaps grow enough for your needs and those of the garden wildlife, too.

If you want to grow and harvest your own saffron, buy bulbs from specialist suppliers and plant them in late summer or early autumn in a sunny spot and free-draining soil. Take care when ordering that you buy Crocus sativus and not the highly poisonous Colchicum, which is also known as autumn crocus or autumn saffron.

When the flowers bloom, use a pair of tweezers to remove the long floppy stigmas (bright red saffron threads) from each flower, avoiding the pale orange, upright stamens that carry the pollen. Leave the saffron threads to dry and store in an airtight container. Before use, you will need to rehydrate the threads in a few tablespoons of warm water for a few hours. For a pinch of saffron, you will need about 20 threads.

These crocus plants are hardy and will die down in the spring but reappear the following autumn, offering a harvest of saffron each year.




[image: Soft lavender-purple Saffron flowers with pointed oval petals marked by darker veins, opening wide to reveal bright orange-yellow stigmas.]


Maidenhair tree

GINKGO BILOBA

Often referred to as a “living fossil”, the maidenhair tree is one of the oldest living tree species and provided food for plant-eating dinosaurs hundreds of millions of years ago. Today, its beauty and ancient heritage evoke feelings of strength and hope.

Benefits

Decorative leaves; autumn foliage colour

Height & spread

Up to 12 x 5m (40 x 16ft)

The tree is celebrated for its resilience and endurance, and specimens even survived the atomic bombing of Hiroshima in 1945, starting to bud soon afterwards. Showing little sign of long-term damage, they continue to thrive today, and the seeds of the atomic bomb survivors have been planted at gardens and arboretums around the world as symbols of peace and hope.

The oldest living maidenhair tree is thought to be 3,500 years of age, and in Asian countries it is often planted close to temples as a sign of enduring life.

In addition, Ginkgo biloba is known for its potential to improve memory and blood circulation, although the results from scientific studies are mixed on its levels of effectiveness.

From an aesthetic point of view, this beautiful native of China has many benefits. Adorned with textured brown stems and distinctive fan-shaped green leaves that sparkle in autumn when they turn a glittering shade of gold, it creates an uplifting feature in the garden. However, it grows into a large tree, and the smaller cultivar ‘Mariken’, which reaches just 2m (6ft 6in) in height, or the tiny ‘Troll’, are better choices for compact spaces.

While this tree is very resilient and will grow in most garden conditions, it favours full sun and a free-draining soil. The small cultivars







Witch hazel

HAMAMELIS















Honeysuckle

LONICERA PERICLYMENUM















Forget-me-not

MYOSOTIS SYLVATICA
















Daffodil

NARCISSUS


















Winter-flowering cherry

PRUNUS × SUBHIRTELLA ‘AUTUMNALIS’














Lamb’s ears

STACHYS BYZANTINA













French marigold

TAGETES PATULA

















Clover

TRIFOLIUM














Pansy

VIOLA
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