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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

Apothecaries, herbalists, medicine men, shamans, old wives and folk healers: human beings have always looked at the plants growing around them and wondered how to use them to soothe and alter their bodies and minds.

From before the dawn of written records, even the smallest human societies had healers. Hunter-gatherers looked for effective medicines in the wild; in more settled groupings, medically minded gardeners grew plants they knew would treat and strengthen the infirm. The mastery of plant medicines was a powerful skill. The ability of such healers to help their patients gave them an air of supernatural power, and sometimes such figures were seen as having contact with other realms, beyond that of the living, especially when they used hallucinogenic and psychotropic plants to induce altered mental states.

The very earliest lists of medicinal plants exist not in books but written on papyrus and inscribed on palm leaves – or, as in ancient Babylon, stamped on clay tablets. The huge medical archive of King Ashurbanipal (668–627 BCE) survives in fragments, and dating from around 250 BCE is the library of a Babylonian physician, or asipu. Among the illnesses and treatments these earliest herbalists discussed, some are still recognizable to us today. Certain medicinal plants – such as turmeric, fig and poppy – have been in use for thousands of years, in an unbroken tradition.
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Fourteenth-century illustration of an apothecary, from the Tabular Register of Health.
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Engraving from Boutique Pharmaceutique ou Antidotaire (1626) showing the interior of a French apothecary.
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Dropsy Courting Consumption, Thomas Rowlandson, 1810. We now know “dropsy” is a symptom of other serious conditions.

In China, a thousand years before the Common Era, herbalists began to compile lists of useful plant remedies, and in India, Bangladesh and Pakistan, Ayurvedic medicine was doing the same. The Sushruta Samhita, one of the earliest texts of Ayurveda, predates printing, and was first written onto long palm leaves to preserve its wisdom. One such palm leaf manuscript was dated by its scribe the day the work was finished – Sunday April 13, 878.

Such medicaments were highly valued, and would often be costly. From the Bible, the Book of Exodus tells us, “thou shalt make it an oil of holy ointment, an ointment compound after the art of the apothecary”. The role of the apothecary thus rose into a profession in its own right. Healers grew, prepared and sold drugs and medicines, studying and researching the properties of the ingredients they sold. (The word apothecary comes from the same Greek root, apoteka, as today’s boutique and the bodegas of New York City and the Spanish-speaking world.)

Some things written in ancient herbals remain true, such as the advice from Parkinson in 1640: “the juice of lemons is singular good to use at Sea in long voyages, to put into their Beverage to keep them from the Scurvy”. However, others, such as the flower which hatched geese, may have been recognized even at the time as palpably false. The notions of disease in the past were very different to ours. Many deaths before the modern era were attributed to “dropsy”, a swelling of water under the skin that we now understand as oedema, which is a symptom of heart failure or other serious conditions, rather than a cause of death in itself.

What kind of treatments were people seeking? Any human being with toothache knows that killing the pain is a central part of what we hope for from doctors; but once pain abates, we can pay attention to longer-term goals, such as rebuilding strength after illness, or improving anxiety or depression. For many, changing reproductive and sexual outcomes is important. A longed-for child, or a hope to enjoy sex without the worry of pregnancy: plants seemed to offer a solution for both.
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Acupuncture and moxibustion chart showing the cervix, from Chuanwu lingji lu (Record of Sovereign Teachings), by Zhang Youheng, 1869. People have long sought traditional treatments for issues with sexual health and reproduction.

From the 1600s, apothecaries became members of a regulated and recognized profession. In London, they earned a good reputation by remaining to treat those affected by the Great Fire, when many physicians (who generally came from a wealthier class) fled. Apothecaries became increasingly concerned with purity and standards in prescribed medications. The word drug comes from the Dutch word droge, which means “to dry”, as herbalists dried plants for later use. Eventually the pharmaceutical industry took over most of the making of powdered medicines; today, though, herbalists remain responsible for making many treatments from fresh plants of various kinds.

Even now, in most parts of the world, many people still rely on traditional plant-based medicines for their primary healthcare. The reason for this is that plants contain many compounds we call bioactive, meaning that they affect and change the cells of other living things. There is often an evolutionary, obvious yet interesting reason for this: plants cannot move or defend themselves by physical means. When predators help themselves to plants, eating them or harvesting them for other uses, the plants must fight back in more devious ways. Many of the bioactive compounds we use today existed in plants originally as chemical defences. Some of them are even strong poisons.

Plant medicines can therefore be surprisingly strong and have powerful effects on the human body, and should not be taken lightly. Plants have provided about half of the commonly used medicines you can find in a pharmacy, ranging from aspirin to aloe vera and morphine, and in the twenty-first century, about 10 per cent of the World Health Organization’s list of 250 most basic and essential drugs are derived exclusively from plants.

Plants are also a powerful source of specialist drugs – for example, in the field of chemotherapy, where it is vital to damage the fast-dividing cancer cells while not destroying the body’s normal functioning. The Madagascar periwinkle had been used across the Pacific for hundreds of years as a medicine, but now contributes the drug vincristine, which has completely changed the prognosis for children suffering from leukaemia. To process even a small quantity of the substance used for chemotherapy once required harvesting many tonnes of plants (recent innovation means it can now be synthesized). Such beneficial organic compounds are not just derived from plants – fungi, which are understood today to be a completely separate kingdom, are also important. Epirubicin refined from Streptomyces, a soil bacteria, is a central strand in modern treatments for breast cancer.

Across the globe, medicinal plants have been used with enthusiasm, and today cutting-edge scientists know that one way of discovering treatments new to the pharmacy is to go and talk to the elders of indigenous communities and other holders of traditional wisdom and craft with respect to plants. Today, this process is regulated by legal agreements that make sure any profit from the sharing of knowledge benefits all the stakeholders equitably. Botanic gardens such as Kew hope to ensure that this gives us all the incentive to be careful guardians of rich botanical environments, so that they survive for future generations.

However, even in our own gardens, vegetable patches, balconies or window boxes, there are interesting healing powers to be found. There are many advantages of a plant-based diet beyond the obvious fresh appeal and healthy fibre content. Doctors such as Tim Spector advocate for plant-based diets, setting a target of eating 30 plants a week. They argue that the powerful phytochemicals contained in plants offer us the widest range of nutrients for good health.

In this book, we will explore 60 of the globe’s most intriguing medicines produced from plants and fungi found on every continent inhabited by humans, ranging from holy basil to arnica, and which were first used by Native Americans and Australian First Peoples and in medical systems from Indian Ayurveda to traditional Chinese medicine (TCM). The search for remedies and treatments from the plant world unites human beings across the globe. One of the most exciting things about plant medicine is how much more there always is to learn.
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Woodcut depicting Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) as “the mirror of eating and drinking”, by Utagawa Kunisada, c.1850.
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