
[image: Book cover of 'Witch's Orchard', 'The Magic and Folklore of Fruit, Nuts and Nature's Sweet Harvest', by Sandra Lawrence, features various leaves, flowers and fruits, including berries and grapes. Surrounding the cover are several symbolic elements: an eye set within an open palm, a trident with a cross at the handle, a sun motif, a circular shape with arrows, a figure with outstretched arms and legs positioned within a pentagram, a mortar and a pestle filled with leaves, a skull, a cross and an octagram marked with additional symbols. The text at the top left reads 'Royal Botanic Gardens Kew'.]



DISCLAIMER

This book is a reference book about the history of plants and their uses. When foraging you should always be careful to pick edible foods, if in doubt do not pick the items. 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 medical 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

Today, few of us get to explore or even visit a good old-fashioned meadow orchard on a regular basis, but that does not stop its strong emotional appeal. Visions of the hope-filled blossoms of spring, buzzing summer greenery and overflowing harvesting baskets fuel a modern, romantic ideal of the countryside, but for millennia, the orchard was more than pretty trees and sweet treats. It played a vital role, providing sustenance, medicine, energy and, above all, sweetness. In a world before processed sugar, fruit brought cheer to bland diets and joy to the dark months.

An orchard is a managed grove of fruit or nut trees cultivated for food. Of course, not all fruit is grown in orchards, not all fruits are sweet, and not all fruit is fruit. Botanically, a fruit is a mature, seed-bearing receptacle formed from the ovary of a plant, but common parlance overrides such technicalities. Our most plentiful natural sweeteners, sugar cane (Saccharum officinarum) and sugar beet (Beta vulgaris subsp. vulgaris Altissima Group), are, respectively, their plants’ stem and root, nothing to do with reproduction. Tomatoes, cucumbers and aubergines are all berries, yet none is habitually found in a fruit bowl.

This book explores the common and culinary understandings of orchards and fruits within our collective imagination, via folklore, history and mythology. Orchards, more than any other part of a homestead or farm, were liminal places, inhabited by spirits. Many were considered part of the family, expecting small offerings and special ceremonies at specific times of the year. A respectful household would be rewarded with bounty; neglectful farmers reaped rotten fruit and diseased trees. The orchard was included in family news; most famously by “telling the bees” of a death, but in some regions also informing the trees themselves. In Morocco, where such tidings were formally imparted, any trees the dead person personally planted might wilt in mourning or even die from grief. Such visceral close bonds never seem to form with a field of potatoes.

And thus, has it ever been. The gods themselves kept orchards of magical fruits that were the key to life and/or youth. Fruit is intrinsically associated with rebirth and reproduction but, like life, not guaranteed. It has always been special, a luxury gift, served on important occasions. Fruit traditions, often extremely ancient, can seem like a cornucopia of fertility symbols and wedding favours. Sometimes such associations become quite… fruity… but it all comes down to one thing: interaction, with each other, and the natural world.
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