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DISCLAIMER: Medicinal and other uses are given as they have been received from informants or found in publications. No attempt has been made to evaluate them; some may be beneficial, some may be harmless, and some may be harmful. You should undertake your own research before following any of the remedies and recipes included here.


Methods and Acknowledgements

Material used in this work has been gathered since the early 1970s, with focused collecting starting early in the 1980s. Since then some 7,620 items of information have been received from over 2,160 contributors. Each of these contributors, regardless of how, or how much, they contributed, are thanked.

Thus the work is a product to which many people have contributed in different ways. These contributions could have been utilised in a variety of ways; other people might have used the information to produce different results, especially when it comes to plants for which a large amount of information exists; what is used is only a small representative sample. Production of a work like this depends to a large extent on serendipity, picking up a newspaper, pulling down a volume, or overhearing a conversation – which leads to fresh discoveries. Other people would have similar experiences which would lead them along different paths. This work is by no means definitive, I hope other folk floras will emerge; this is simply one contribution to our knowledge.

Much of the early collecting was done via appeals in local news­papers. This had the advantage that it allowed all parts of the British Isles to be covered quickly and letters could be written whenever spare moments were available; the disadvantage was that only those who felt able to put pen to paper responded. Over the years such publications have decreased in number, so other methods have been employed. The most important of these has been giving talks and leading walks discussing plant folklore, hoping that participants will be stimulated to share their knowledge. Such activities have had mixed success, some audiences being far more willing to engage than others. Events held in the Natural History Museum’s Wildlife Garden, in London, have proved particularly rewarding. They attract an international audience, so material contributed at them has helped develop an, admittedly vague, idea of how widespread British plant-lore is elsewhere. Thank you to Caroline Ware, the Museum’s Wildlife Gardener, for her ongoing support.

Appeals have continued to be published wherever possible, but the results have been disappointing. All too often, it seems, people regard what they know as being known by everyone else, and therefore unworthy of recording. This is untrue. We are all unique individuals with our own memories and beliefs, and far more records are needed before we can adequately understand the distribution of beliefs and prac­tices. Collecting continues and it is hoped that readers of this book will contribute to our greater understanding of British and Irish plant-lore. Please send information, comments and corrections via www.plant-lore.com.

It can be argued that the reliance on events such as talks and walks for information has resulted in a London bias. However, London is a great cosmopolitan city; people there have knowledge from all parts of the British Isles and beyond. Also, if one takes the view that areas which have the most ‘folk’ must, inevitably, have the most folklore, then perhaps London is under-represented. If one compares the popu­lation of London, estimated at 8.5 million, with that of Northern Ireland, estimated at 1.8 million, perhaps the latter is over-represented.

Two long-term attempts have been made to gather information. Eighty-five issues of the newsletter Plant-lore Notes & News were produced between 1988 and 2005, by which time it was receiving fewer contributions and attracting less interest. It was thought that a website would be more effective, and, eventually, in November 2010, the Plant-lore Archive website – www.plant-lore.com was created. Thanks to Trevor Maskery for his help in setting this up. Although the website is used a great deal and some useful information has been received from users, it appears that most users seek, but are reluctant to add, information.

Material collected since c.1975 forms the nucleus of the current work, so regardless of whatever shortcomings it might have, it contains a large amount of previously unrecorded information. This information has been supplemented by previously published material taken from a wide range of books, periodicals and ephemeral publications, and from unpublished archives, notably those held in the National Folklore Collection, University College Dublin. Thanks to all the librarians and archivists who care for this material, and so readily make it available.

The list of contributors to this work could be extended indefinitely. A full list of the helpers who are known would be prohibitively long and still omit those who are unknown, but whose contributions are equally valued and important. All who have contributed to the inception, development and completion of the work are profoundly thanked.

My contacts at Orion, Lucinda McNeile and Alan Samson, have been endlessly patient and have provided wise guidance. I am also grateful to Helen Ewing for her design input.

Finally, I thank mi marido, Carlos Bruzon, who, despite having little interest in plants or folklore, has faithfully supported me, particularly on travels in conjunction with this work.

To sum up, I quote from C.T. Prime’s introduction to his Lords and Ladies (1960):

Despite all the help so kindly given, I have ventured into so many fields that I fear I must have fallen into some errors or missed something important. Here I must beg the indulgence of the reader, and hope that [s]he will find some compensation in the text, and come to share an interest.


The Collection of Plant-lore in Britain and Ireland

The earliest information that we have on the folklore of plants is found in the writings of herbalists and antiquaries. In due course scientific botany diverged from herbalism and, much later, folklore emerged from what had become archaeology and local history. Occasionally a scholar ventured into both fields, the prime example of this being John Ray (1627–1705), who not only produced the first flora of the British Isles, and whose 1660 Catalogus Plantarum circa Cantabrigiam nascentium is considered England’s first county flora, but also published a collection of English proverbs.

The writings of English herbalists were to a large extent derived from continental, often Mediterranean, sources, and contained few observations relevant to British plant-lore. Nonetheless, the ‘father of English botany’, William Turner (c.1508–68), mentioned the Glastonbury, or Holy, Thorn in his New Herbal of 1562. This tree was also mentioned, without enthusiasm, by John Gerard (1545–1612) in his Herball of 1597. In her classic study Herbals (1912, 2nd ed. 1938) Agnes Arber dismissed Gerard’s work, suggesting that he used a translation of Rembert Dodoens’s 1583 Stirpium historiae pemptades sex without acknowledging his debt. However, the Herball contains useful information on where various plants were found and some notes on local uses. For example, butterwort:

groweth in a field called Cragge close, and at Crosbie, Ravenswaith in Wetmerland, upon Ingleborough fels, twelve miles from Lancaster … wives of Yorkshire do use [it] to anoint the dugs of their kine with the fat and oilous juice of the herbe butterwort, when they are bitten with venomous worm … and hurt by any other means.

In the seventeenth century antiquarians started travelling the country or delving into their home areas, seeking out antiquities and stories associated with archaeological sites. John Aubrey (1626–97) noted that dwarf elder – ‘dane’s blood’ – grew abundantly at Slaughtonford in Wiltshire, formerly the site of a ‘fight with the Danes’, and John Taylor, in his Wandering to See the Wonders of the West (1649) described the destruction of the Holy Thorn by a Roundhead, who ‘did cut it downe in pure devotion’.

The same century saw the publication of Ray’s Flora of Cambridge­shire which contained much information on the uses of the plants listed, mainly derived from non-British sources. However, some of his notes appear to be original, such as the recommendation that water found in the leaf bases of teasel plants can be used to cure warts. He also mentioned that the Jew’s-ear fungus (now known as jelly-ear fungus, Auricularia auricula-judae) is found on elder, and uses this as an opportunity to robustly denounce the Doctrine of Signatures, which suggested that the ear-shaped fungus was good for ears.

The accumulation of ethnobotanical information continued in later county floras, in which compilers usually repeated material from other works, without making much, if any, effort to collect local information. There were, however, a few admirable exceptions, such as John Lightfoot, who in his Flora Scotica (1777) included a mass of information which he had collected in the Highlands and Islands, and related this to material he had come across elsewhere.

In the mid-nineteenth century a number of semi-popular works on wild plants included valuable information on plant-lore. Such books included C.A. John’s Forest Trees of Britain (2 volumes, 1847 and 1849) and Anne Pratt’s Wild Flowers (1857) – both published by the Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge – and Lady Wilkinson’s Weeds and Wild Flowers: Uses, Legends, and Literature (1858). This tradition continued with such works as A.R. Horwood’s six-volume New English Flora (1921).

The 1870s and 1880s saw an unprecedented number of publications on plant folklore. In 1878, the year in which the Folklore Society was founded, the first part of the English Dialect Society’s Dictionary of English Plant-names, compiled by James Britten and Robert Holland was produced. The Dictionary, completed in two further parts in 1880 and 1886, is an underrated work, which contains much information on plant folklore. Britten and Holland continued to accumulate plant-names until the end of their lives, but no supplement was ever produced.1

In September 1870 Britten appealed for information for inclusion in a ‘small volume on folklore connected with plants’.2 The volume never materialised, but Britten produced a large number of semi-popular articles on plant folklore, often in magazines where one would not expect to find such things. However, from October 1884, Britten, a devout – perhaps fanatical – convert to Roman Catholicism, threw his energy and enthusiasm into the revival and organisation of the Catholic Truth Society. This activity dominated most of his spare time throughout the remainder of his life, although he continued to produce occasional art­icles and book reviews about plant-lore subjects, mainly in the Journal of Botany, which he edited from 1879 until his death in 1924.3

Other works produced during the 1880s included Hilderic Friend’s Glossary of Devonshire Plant-names in 1882, and Flowers and Flower Lore in 1884. Although the latter is typical of its period, being a lengthy accumulation of poorly authenticated material, Friend made some attempt to collect information from people he met as he strolled through the countryside in the course of his duties as a Methodist minister. These scraps of information ensure that Friend’s work remains of some lasting value. He promised further volumes on the folklore of plants – notably on the plant-lore of the Far East, where he had lived as a missionary – but these too never materialised. Friend became increasingly interested in earthworms, becoming (at least in his own eyes) a leading authority on the group, so it is likely that this enthusiasm overwhelmed his earlier interest in plant-lore. Today Friend’s work on earthworms is considered to be of little value, and is best forgotten or ignored; most of the supposedly new species he described are not considered to be valid.

Also published in 1884 was Richard Folkard’s Plant Lore, Legends and Lyrics which uncritically threw together a wide range of material derived from a wide variety of sources. Many of the outlandish statements found in popular works on plant folklore can be traced back to this volume.

A little later, in 1889, T.F. Thiselton-Dyer published his Folklore of Plants, one of several books on various aspects of folklore that he produced. This volume attracted attention as careless reviews confused Thomas Firminger, a clergyman, with his better-known brother, William Turner Thiselton-Dyer, Director of the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew. Thus the work erroneously became attributed to the British Empire’s most eminent botanist.

The late nineteenth century also saw the publication of many dialect dictionaries, extensive compilations assembled by local enthusiasts, encouraged and often published by the English Dialect Society. These culminated in Joseph Wright’s English Dialect Dictionary, published in six volumes between 1898 and 1905. Wright not only incorporated material from county dictionaries, but also utilised the enthusiasm and local expertise of a large number of ‘voluntary readers’, compilers of unprinted collections, and correspondents. James Britten acted as botanical advisor. The Dictionary contains a vast number of plant-names, usually carefully identified, and often giving explanations of why these names were used.

The Folklore Society was formed in 1878 and early volumes of its journal included a wealth of information sent in by collectors working in rural areas. The first volume of the journal contained an extensive article on the folklore of west Sussex, collected ten years earlier by Charlotte Latham, a local clergyman’s wife. This was followed by an art­icle in which Britten attempted to put Latham’s plant-lore into context by citing similar beliefs and customs from other parts of the British Isles. Although much of the material included in the journal is valuable, its value is seriously diminished by the fact that little attempt was made to check the identities of the plants involved in various beliefs and remedies. What, for example, was ‘red roger’, which in 1897 was recorded as being ‘used to stop bleeding at the nose’ in County Down? Articles on the folklore of various parts of the British Isles continued to be published until about the end of the century. Then, until about the outbreak of the Second World War, came short notes contributed by correspondents in country villages. Later articles in the journal tended to be less concerned with recently collected material and concentrated on the interpretation of previously published works.

Between 1895 and 1914 the Society also produced a series of volumes on the folklore of various counties. These avoided newly collected material and reflected the Society’s historical bias by restricting the contents to extracts from previously published works. Presumably the implication was that material collected and published in, say 1802, was more ‘authentic’ than anything gleaned a century later.

In the periods before both world wars Britain depended on Germany for pharmaceutical drugs.4 When these drugs became unobtainable, especially during the 1939–45 war, the British were forced to re-evaluate their islands’ heritage of medicinal and edible plants. This led to the publication of Mary Thorne Quelch’s Herbs for Daily Use (1941) and Florence Ranson’s British Herbs (1949). This tradition continues with the production of Richard Mabey’s Food for Free (1972 and frequently reprinted), and the large number of books on foraging wild foods which this in turn stimulated.

The growth of nationalism and interest in national identity resulted in conscious efforts being made to collect and preserve the folk culture, both oral and material, of Ireland, Scotland and Wales. In 1919 Michael Maloney published his Irish Ethnobotany, which ‘endeavoured to indicate the wealth now lying hidden in the Gaelic nature creeds’. This publication appears to have introduced the term ‘ethnobotany’ – first used by J.W. Harshberger in a lecture to the Chicago University Archaeological Association in December 1895 – to the British Isles. The Irish Folklore Commission was established in 1935, the Welsh Folk Museum in 1948, the School of Scottish Studies in 1951, and the Ulster Folk Museum in 1961.5 These organisations have devoted much effort to recording material in their countries, often concentrating their efforts on collecting in minority languages – Irish, Welsh and Gaelic. Pre-eminent among these organisations is the National Folklore Collection at University College Dublin, the successor to the Irish Folklore Commission, which holds some two million manuscript pages covering all parts of the country. There has been a tradition of professional collectors working in the field, and their collections were extensively supplemented by material contributed to the Commission’s Schools’ Scheme of 1937–8, when children attending Ireland’s 5,000 primary schools were asked to collect local folklore. The material contributed to the scheme varies. Some head teachers thought they knew best and wrote essays; more satisfactory information comes from schools where the children contributed their knowledge. Among the contributed mat­erial is a wealth of herbal remedies and other aspects of plant-lore including a number of riddles, a subject which tends to be neglected in other collections.

As the historically dominant nation, the English have not considered it necessary to gather their folklore and use it to establish their identity. Thus there is no publicly funded national centre in England. While the Irish, Welsh, and Highland Scots are proud of their folklore and knowledge of it, the English tend to deny any acquaintance with such matters. However there has been intermittent activity in England. Late in the 1940s the English Dialect Survey was established at the University of Leeds, leading to the formation of the Leeds Folklife Survey in 1960, and becoming the School of Dialect and Folk Life Studies in 1964. The school flourished for twenty years before closing in 1984. Similarly in Sheffield, the university’s Survey of Language and Folklore, founded in 1964, became the Centre for English Cultural Tradition in 1975, and from 1997 the National Centre for English Cultural Tradition, before fading away in the first decade of the twenty-first century,6 its archives being moved to the university library during the 2007–8 academic year.

In England, folklore studies have struggled along rather informally with folklore sometimes being included in the publications of local history and archaeology societies. Most of the well-established county societies have included some folklore in their journals. Particularly important is the Devonshire Association for the Advancement of Science, Literature and the Arts, which between 1876 and 2011 included 80 reports on folklore and 94 reports on dialect in its transactions. Since 2011 the reports have continued, amalgamated into one.

Though primarily a personal, rather literary, look at British plants, Geoffrey Grigson’s Englishman’s Flora, 1955, has provided bedside reading for people interested in plant-lore and plant-names ever since. Elegantly written and benefitting from wide reading and a thorough knowledge of plants and their habitats, the Flora exerted consider­able influence, both positive and negative. Grigson alerted the reading public to the rich variety of local names which had been given to British plants (although he was perhaps ungenerous in acknowledging his great debt to nineteenth-century collectors of dialect words, especially Britten and Holland). On the negative side, his work unintentionally gave many the impression that all that could be said concerning British plant-lore had been safely garnered. There was no further work to be done, nothing more to be said. This spurious belief, together with the more recent, but widely held, impression that ethnobotany survives – or is only interesting – when ‘primitive’ isolated tribal peoples are concerned has seriously impeded collection and investigation.7

Four years later, in 1959, Iona and Peter Opie published their Lore and Language of Schoolchildren. This work, like Grigson’s, was often considered to have brought together all that could be said on the subject and thus did not stimulate further work in its field. However, the Opies’ work, together with the publications of Enid Porter of the Cambridge and County Folk Museum, demonstrated that the collection of British, and especially English, folklore could be a worthwhile pursuit. There was still plenty of interesting material awaiting collection.

The 1960s revival of interest in traditional song, dance, music and customs, along with the availability of relatively cheap and portable tape-recorders, led to further collecting activities. Many of the collectors of this era, some of whom are still active, remained content merely to collect. They were unpaid with little spare time, and preferred the excitement of collecting, ‘before it was too late’, to organising and publishing their collections. What might be considered to be the last phase of this period was the publication of a series of ‘county’ folklore books, under the general editorship of Venetia Newall, then Honorary Secretary of the Folklore Society. The series ran to seventeen volumes published between 1973 and 1978, and involved a variety of contributors ranging from well-known folklorists to folk singers and journalists, all of whom tried to supplement information from earlier publications with newly collected material. Inevitably the results were mixed, depending on the contributor’s knowledge, but the persistent weakness of such publications is that they tend to overstress what makes an area unique, concentrate on peculiar local customs, and ignore everyday practices and beliefs.

In March 1982 the Folklore Society initiated a survey of plants which were believed to produce misfortune if picked or taken indoors. The survey continued until October 1984, by which time information had been received on over seventy ‘unlucky’ plants, vividly demonstrating the widespread knowledge and distribution of such beliefs.8 Many of those collected in the early 1980s – for example the belief that the picking of cow parsley led to the death of one’s mother – had not been collected before. Had these beliefs come into being in comparatively recent times, or had they escaped collectors in the past? The survey also revealed how people wanted to record and pass on what they knew.

This stimulated a major attempt to collect plant-lore, through the newsletter Plant-lore Notes & News, eighty-six issues of which were produced between 1988 and 2007,9 and led to the publication, in 1995, of Roy Vickery’s Dictionary of Plant-lore, the precursor of the present Flora. At the same time the environmental group Common Ground pro­moted Richard Mabey’s work, which led to the publication of his Flora Britannica in 1996.10 This amazing bestseller is often considered to be the ultimate source of information on plant folklore, but it tends to emphasise how people as individuals react to plants, rather than how the ‘folk’, people as communities, do so. The Dictionary and the Flora being published approximately a century after the late nineteenth-century flurry of interest in the subject allow students of plant-lore to compare and contrast the methods used and the results obtained in the 1880s and the 1990s.

More recently a number of other initiatives have been launched. From 1993 to 2012 Ethnomedica, based at the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew, collected remedies from around Britain. This led to the accumulation of over 6,000 records (of which the use of dock leaves to treat nettle stings was by far the most common); few publications have resulted from this collection and the records remain archived at Kew.11 Between 1999 and 2004 William Milliken and Sam Bridgewater at the Royal Botanic Garden, Edinburgh, collected information on the uses and folklore of Scottish plants, leading to the publication of their magnificent Flora Celtica.

Two other noteworthy publications relied mainly on previously published works. David Allen and Gabrielle Hatfield’s Medical Plants in Folk Tradition, also published in 2004, sought to analyse how native British plants were used in folk medicine. For this they assembled a huge amount of interesting material, though their emphasis on the distribution of remedies left little space to describe how different remedies were prepared and used. A decade later, in 2014, Peter Wyse Jackson, formerly of the National Botanic Garden, Glasnevin, published his monumental Ireland’s Generous Nature, which sought to record the uses made of wild plants in Ireland, but, in fact, strays beyond his remit to include information on imported foods and crop plants.

We have come a long way since the 1960s when the folklore of plants was considered a rather frivolous matter – ‘let’s have a giggle about some of our ancestors’ quaint beliefs’ (even though many of the more bizarre ideas were those propounded by the literate elite, the scientists of their day, rather than the more pragmatic and practical ‘folk’). We now have a shelf-full of serious, but, in their way absorbing and entertaining volumes, in which it’s not considered necessary to finish every other sentence with an exclamation mark. Their contents are sufficiently interesting to render such prompts redundant.


Notes for readers

Lack of space has limited the scope of this volume to vascular plants: flowering plants, conifers, and ferns. Mosses, seaweeds, fungi and lichens are excluded.

Geographical scope

This work focuses on Great Britain and Ireland, the Channel Islands, and the Isle of Man, material from elsewhere has largely been relegated to endnotes.

Scientific names

Names for native and naturalised wild plants are those given in the 2010 edition of Clive Stace’s New Flora of the British Isles; names for cultivated plants are taken from a variety of sources, primarily the 2008 edition of David Mabberley’s Plant-Book.

A number of abbreviations have been used in connection with scientific names:

agg. – a group (aggregate) of closely related species, e.g. Rubus fruticosus agg., the common brambles or blackberries.

cv. – cultivar, a plant of cultivated origin, derived from a known species (e.g. both beetroot and mangold are cultivars of the wild beet, Beta vulgaris) or of uncertain parentage (e.g. banana, Musa cv.).

sp. – species (singular), used when the exact specific identification of the plant is unknown.

spp. – species (plural), used where a passage refers to two or more species.

syn. – synonym, used to indicate a scientific name which was formerly used but is now considered incorrect.

Local names

The ‘local’ plant-names included in this work are derived from a wide range of sources, the most important being:

‘Verbal provincialisms’ and later dialect reports, 1876 – present (since in the 2011 reports on dialect and folklore) in the Report and Transactions of the Devonshire Association for the Advancement of Science.

James Britten and Robert Holland, A Dictionary of English Plant-names, [1878–] 1886, and manuscript slips intended for a supplement to this.

A.S. Macmillan, Popular Names of Flowers, Fruits, etc., 1922.

Geoffrey Grigson, The Englishman’s Flora, 1955 and frequently reprinted.

Obviously the collection of names has depended on local enthusiasm, consequently Somerset and its surrounding counties, on which Macmillan focused, are exceptionally well represented. Counties have come and gone, or their boundaries have been redrawn, since most of these publications were produced. It is regretted that it was impossible to update county names, so the lists of names include a number of counties which no longer exist. Where a name is listed in capitals this indicates that it has been used for more than one species.

Names are included in the present work without their sources being cited. If further information is required readers are advised to visit the ‘Local Names’ page on www.plant-lore.com, where sources and further information, can be obtained. Names given in the Plant-name Index (pp. 809–91) include only those which are used for plants in the main part of this book. Sometimes a name is more commonly used for a plant not included; for example, marshmallow, listed as a name for mallow (Malva sylvestris) and tree-mallow (M. arborea), is the ‘official’ name for Althaea officinalis, but as this species is not included elsewhere in the book it is excluded from the index.

As a general rule only those names for which localities are recorded have been included. Thus most of the names recorded in Mabey’s Flora Britannica are omitted, since he considered that ‘the geographical mobility of contributors … and the mobility of the names themselves through mass media would have made this a misleading and potentially inaccurate qualification’. However, these names are included on the website, together with many names for plants which are not included in this volume.

Names recorded in minority languages are not included in either the website or this book. Their addition would have led to a massive extension to the lists provided, and, as the author lacks knowledge of these languages, would have undoubtedly led to the inclusion of numerous errors.

Description and distribution of plants

Only plants which significantly feature in British and Irish folklore are included in this volume. Entries begin with a very short description of the plant, an indication of its distribution within Britain and Ireland, and where appropriate when it was first introduced to our islands. Thus ‘cultivated since late in the sixteenth century’ means a plant has been grown in Britain and Ireland since that time; it may well have been cultivated elsewhere for much longer.

Illustrations

Black-and-white engravings included in the text are derived from Walter Hood Fitch and Worthington George Smith’s Illustrations of the British Flora, first published in 1880 to provide images to supplement George Bentham’s Handbook of the British Flora, first published in 1853 and frequently revised, notably by Joseph Dalton Hooker in 1886. Photographs in the plate sections are by the author.

Calendar customs

Customs, however ‘traditional’ they claim or appear to be, are in a state of constant change; some older customs rapidly die out when the families which have run them for decades lose enthusiasm, others change their dates often from weekdays to weekends, some are revived after many years, and others start and after a few years are regarded as traditional. People wanting to attend any of the customs mentioned in this book are advised to check carefully, using if possible several sources, before travelling.


THE FLORA
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ABORTION – HOUSELEEK, JUNIPER, PENNYROYAL and TANSY produce.

ACHES – YARROW used to treat.

ACNE – LEMON used to treat.

ADDER (Vipera berus)

Britain’s only venomous snake was associated with various plants, and especially fruits which are, or are believed to be, poisonous. Such fruits were often referred to as ADDER’S MEAT, or adder’s food.

Adder’s meat was a name for the fleshy fruits of STINKING IRIS,1 and BLACK BRYONY2 in Devon, and LORDS-AND-LADIES elsewhere.3 Other plants which were given the name included cow parsley in Somerset4 and dog’s mercury in Hertfordshire.5

According to Macmillan, writing of Somerset, the name adder’s food is:

given to the red berries of a number of plants, which are poisonous or supposed to be so, particularly those of the wild arum [lords-and-ladies], the [stinking] iris, bryony, etc. The word adder in this and most [plant-names] … has nothing to do with snakes and reptiles at all. It is neither more nor less than the Anglo-Saxon word attor, which means poison. Attor-berries, meaning poison-berries (the very name still used in Sussex) was changed first to adder berries, then to adder’s food or adder’s meat, and finally in many cases to SNAKE’S FOOD.6

Other plants associated with adders include GREATER STITCHWORT; ASH was believed to be feared by adders; HAZEL was thought to be poisonous to adders.

ADDER’S TONGUE (Ophioglossum vulgatum)

Small, inconspicuous fern, widespread in dampish places.

Local names are all variants of the standard name: adder’s spear in Surrey and Sussex, edder’s tongue in Cumberland, SNAKE’S TONGUE and serpent’s tongue.

[Adder’s-tongue fern] was as an ingredient in an ointment, which, under the name of adder’s spear ointment, is still, or was until recently employed, among other purposes, as a healing application to the inflamed udders of cows.1

Crushed and boiled in olive oil it is used as a dressing for open WOUNDS. Most gypsies … denied knowledge of it, but I have had it given to me by three old women in widely separated districts.2

[image: image]

AFRICAN MARIGOLD (Tagetes erecta) and FRENCH MARIGOLD (T. patula)

Annual herbs with garish, usually orange, flowers, which despite their names are native to Mexico. The robust African marigold is believed to have been introduced via North Africa in 1535, while the smaller French marigold is said to have been brought to England by Huguenot refugees in 1572.1 Both species are reputed to keep insect pests and BLIGHTS at bay.

A tip for TOMATO-growers: put a French marigold among the tomato plants in the greenhouse to keep GREENFLY away.2

African marigolds were planted along with CARROTS and ONIONS to keep away pests.3

Plant small French marigolds in a greenhouse of tomatoes for they ward off blight.4

Similar practices are common in parts of France.5

AGRIMONY (Agrimonia eupatoria and A. procera)

Perennial, yellow-flowered herbs, widespread in rough grassy places such as roadsides, railway embankments and woodland margins; absent from much of Scotland.

Local names include:

AARON’S ROD, and aggermony, in west Somerset

Bishop’s rod in Dorset

Bunch-flower in Somerset

Chinese tea in Dorset

Church steeples in Somerset and Sussex

CLOT-BUR, and cockle-bur, in Somerset

Eggremunny in Cumberland

Fairy’s wand in Dorset

Harvest lice, applied to the fruits in Hampshire

GOLDEN ROD in Dorset

Lemon-flower, and lemonade, in Somerset; ‘no doubt in consequence of the lemon-like perfume given off by the plant’

Lucky money in Berkshire

MONEY-IN-BOTH-POCKETS in Dorset

RATS’ TAILS in Co. Durham and Wiltshire

Salt-and-pepper in Cornwall

SWEETHEARTS in Somerset; ‘from the clinging receptacles of the fruit, cf. Galium aparine’

TEA-FLOWER in Berkshire.

[image: image]

Tea plant … an old lady living at Mudford [Somerset] tells me she has always known the common agrimony … by this name and by no other. In her younger days all the TEA she drank was made from it … an old resident of Blackmore, West Buckland, would never take any other ‘tea’ and attributed her long life and great vigour to the use of this her favourite beverage.1

Somewhere around 1914 … after cutting the hay, the carter went down the rows picking out … agrimony, and hanging a great sheaf of it on the tail-board of the cart. On asking him what it was for, he replied ‘Agrimony tay, the best physic as there is come spring-time.’2

[Horseheath, Cambridgeshire] Agrimony tea was supposed to be good for LUMBAGO.3

When shepherd Tidmarsh [presumably of Ashton-under-Hill, Worcestershire] was ill he asked me to collect the little yellow flowers of agrimony for him. He used this as an infusion to make a kind of tea which he said stimulated the BLADDER.4

Aggermoney tea for chesty COUGHS.5

AGUE – Beaumont’s Tree (an ELM) and GROUNDSEL cure.

ALDER (Alnus glutinosa)

Deciduous native tree, common beside streams and in other damp places. The fruits of alder are known as black knobs in the Peak District of Derbyshire, where they are much used in WELL-DRESSING.1

Local names include the widespread variants allar, aller and aller-tree, and:

Aer in western Scotland

Alls-bushes, in Devon

Arl in Gloucestershire

DOG-TREE in northern England

ELDER in Co. Donegal

ELLER in Sussex

Ellers in Cumberland

Gue in Yorkshire

Harrul in Gloucestershire

Irish mahogany in Co. Waterford

Orle in Gloucestershire

Orrel in Herefordshire

Owler in Craven, Yorkshire.

[image: image]

Known locally as aul, alder was watched by Herefordshire fishermen, according to whom:

When the bud of the aul is as big as a trout’s eye

Then that fish is in season on the River Wye.2

There are scattered records of alder being used medicinally.

[Worcestershire] A superstition exists in some parts of the county that if pieces of the alder tree are carried in the waistcoat pocket, they will be a safeguard against RHEUMATISM.3

In the late 1950s my father-in-law, Ernest, had a bad attack of GOUT. An elderly country farmer, well-known locally for herbal cures … came to see him. ‘What’s wrong wi you, Ern?’ he asked. ‘I don’t know what’s wrong, but I know tis bloody painful,’ Ernest replied. ‘All you want to cure that is some ripe alder cones, and boil in water till tis a rich brown colour, and then you drink a wine glass full of the juice very day for a wik, and thees’ll be as right as rain, long before that.’ And so, having faith (or fear of more pain), Ernest decided to do this. Our two sons went out and collected some cones which were boiled for a long time (two hours, I think), and when it was cold Ernest had his first glass. No result. The next day he had another glass, but still no result. On came the third day, and doubts about the cure began to creep in, but Ernest carried on. But after dinner poor Ernest began to feel giddy and could hardly stand. Funnily enough at that time the herbalist, Mr Isaiah Bowditch, arrived. He took one look at Ernest and said, ‘You don’t look no better, Ern.’ By this time Ernest was in no mood to take that type of joke, and said, ‘Tis all thy fault, it’s that old muck you told I to take, I can’t stand now.’ Isaiah said, ‘I think the best thing you can do is see the doctor quick.’ Ernest did this, and was soon cured by conventional medicine.4

Hall … grows on the banks of streams and rivers and resembles the hazel leaf. In spring time the leaves are very sticky, and if the tree is cut down the bark is very red. A handful of these leaves were boiled in water, left to cool and the liquid put in a jug. I well remember a local man telling my father his little girl had SORES on her scalp. In those pre-war days there were no antibiotics with the result the medics considered cutting off [her] hair which was a rich auburn colour. My father suggested he use[d] this herb, which consisted of putting the liquid in a saucer and dapping the liquid on to the scalp with cotton wool. It cured the little girl’s scalp within a month, and hair was not cut.5

Alder wood was used in clog-making, as timber, and valued as a fuel.

As a child, in Herefordshire [pre-Second World War], I saw, every few years, for a few weeks at a time, a small lorry passing thro’ to the station with loads of roughly shaped clog soles. The wood was a rich red colour. Gangs of men cut down the trees and cut lengths to shape in a temporary camp.6

Alders [are] constantly sought after for such buildings as lye constantly under water, where it will harden like a very stone; whereas being kept in any inconstant temper it rots immediately.7

Dorset woodmen apply the following adage to the alder poles, when peeled for rafters, viz:

Thatch me well, keep me dry,

Heart-of-oak I will defy.8

When we were living at Woolminstone, near Crewkerne [Somerset], we used a sleigh … to transport wood. We used to supply aller [alder] to Hinton House – there was a college evacuated to there during the War, and we supplied the wood, which was sawn up using a circular saw … Aller wood is very good for burning; it takes a year to dry, then it burns well.9

ALDER BUCKTHORN (Frangula alnus)

Deciduous shrub or small tree, scattered throughout England, scarce in west Wales, Scotland and Ireland.

Local names include the widespread black alder on the Isle of Wight, BLACK ALLER, DOGWOOD in Cornwall and STINKING ROGER in Cheshire.

The berries make a very powerful PURGATIVE. Once popular, this is very rarely used nowadays. A decoction of the bark is used [by gypsies] as a purgative, being mild in action.1

The wood yields by distillation in close vessels a very superior CHARCOAL for making gunpowder, for which purpose … it is planted in some parts of Kent and Sussex.2

ALE – made from HEATHER; GROUND IVY used when brewing.

ALEXANDERS (Smyrnium olusatrum)

Perennial herb, growing mostly by the sea in hedge-banks and on clifftops; native to southern Europe, said to have been introduced in Roman times, and widely cultivated until replaced by CELERY in the fifteenth century.

Local names include:

Alick, ‘men, women and children, sailors and country-folk all call it by [this] one name’, around Dover, Kent

Allsanders in Cornwall

Hell-root, helroot, or helrut, in Dorset

HORSE-PARSLEY in Somerset

Megweed in Sussex

Melinroot in Dorset

Skeet and skit in Cornwall

Wild celery in the Isle of Wight.

The flower buds of alexanders are delicious in salads, and the roots may be served instead of PARSNIPS. The leaves can be used as herbs or made into a white sauce, and the soft stems can be cooked like asparagus.1

Alexanders is prolific by the sea. Some people locally use the very young shoots as a vegetable although I have no personal experience of this.2

Wild plants as food … alexanders (said to be edible in all parts).3

ALEXANDRIAN LAUREL (Danae racemosa)

Small evergreen shrub, producing scarlet berries, native to south-west Asia, and occasionally cultivated, and sometimes used in churches on PALM SUNDAY,1 possibly replacing the more traditional BOX.

ALLAH – AUBERGINE associated with.

ALLERGIES – NETTLE used to treat.

ALLEYN’S SCHOOL, Dulwich – CORNFLOWER associated with.

ALL FOOLS’ DAY – see APRIL FOOLS’ DAY.

ALL SOULS’ DAY, 2 November – CHRYSANTHEMUM associated with.

ALPINE MEADOW-RUE (Thalictrum alpinum)

Inconspicuous perennial herb growing in damp places in upland areas, mainly in Scotland.

Known as REDSHANK on the Shetland Islands, where it was used to produce gold and olive DYE.1

AMPHIBIOUS BISTORT (Persicaria amphibia)

Widespread perennial herb, growing in two forms, with floating leaves in lakes and slow-moving water, and erect on damp soil.

Local names include DOCK-FLOWER in Somerset and reed-willy, ‘i.e. red willow’, in Northumberland. Names given to the aquatic form include flatter-dock, ‘flatter probably refers to the floating leaf’, in Cheshire. Two names have been recorded for the land form in East Yorkshire: willow-grass, because it ‘frequently forms a considerable part of the herbage of low, wet meadows in the north; the leaves resemble those of the willow in shape’ and WILLOW-WEED.

Formerly used [on the Shetland Islands] to produce a yellow DYE … as yallowin’ girse or persicaria, and reported to us as still being used for this purpose in Fair Isle.1

ANGELICA (Angelica spp.)

Perennial herbs. Garden angelica (A. archangelica) cultivated since the sixteenth century, and wild angelica (A. sylvestris) which is widespread in damp places.

Names given to wild angelica include:

AIT-SKEITERS in Morayshire; ‘children shoot oats through the hollow stems as peas are shot through a pea-shooter’

FIFES, and FLUTES, both used for the hollow stems, on Clare Island, Co. Mayo

GHOST KEX in Yorkshire

GROUND ASH in northern England and Berwickshire

GROUND ELDER in Cheshire

HOLY GHOST in Somerset

JACK-JUMP-ABOUT in Northamptonshire

Jellico in northern England

KEDLOCK in Cheshire and Lancashire

KEGLUS in Cheshire

KESK in Cumberland

KEWSE in Lancashire

KEWSIES in Lincolnshire

SCAB-FLOWER in Devon

Scoot, and scout, in Co. Donegal; ‘its hollow tubes are used to make scoots or squirts by boys, with a ramrod’

SKYTES, ‘from being used as skyters, i.e. shooters’, in Scotland

SMOOTH KESH in Cumberland

Spoots and switiks in Shetland

Water-kesh in Cumberland.

They used to hang angelica over their doors in the gypsy camp near Fremington [Devon] ‘to ward off dark spirits’.1

[Gypsies used to smoke HOGWEED] and wild angelica too, the latter sometimes filled with dried and crushed ELM leaves.2

Wild angelica – swittik – makes black DYE. The hollow stems of hogweed (spootitrump) and wild angelica (swittik) were used as PEA-SHOOTERS.3

ANNE, QUEEN (1665–1714) – COW PARSLEY and WILD CARROT associated with.

ANNUAL KNAWEL (Scleranthus annuus)

Small annual or biennial herb, on dry open sandy soil, mainly in lowland areas; scarce in Ireland.

Other names include green-eyes in Dorset, and German knotgrass and KNOTGRASS, both of which are unlocalised:

[Ireland] Given in URINARY complaints. Is a favourite herb with the herbalists of the present day. It is given by them in all diseases accompanied by a disordered urinary function.1

ANTIRRHINUM (Antirrhinum majus), also known as SNAPDRAGON

Short-lived perennial herb, native to south-west Europe, cultivated in British and Irish gardens as an ornamental since Elizabethan times, widely naturalised on old walls throughout lowland Britain.

Local names, most of which refer to the shape of antirrhinum’s flowers, include:

Babies-in-the-cradle in Dorset

Bonny rabbit in Devon; ‘i.e. bunny rabbit, a tautological children’s name’

BOOTS-AND-SHOES in Dorset

BULLDOGS in Somerset

Bunny mouth in Kent and Surrey

BUNNY RABBITS in Devon

BUNNY-RABBITS’ MOUTHS in Somerset

Catchfly in Lincolnshire

Chooky-pig in Somerset

CHUCKY-PIG in Devon and Somerset

Dog-mouth in Lincolnshire and Yorkshire

Dogs-d’-bark in Somerset

Dog’s mouth in Wiltshire

Dog’s nose in Somerset

Dog-snout in Norfolk

Dog’s snout in Norfolk

Dragon’s heads in Buckinghamshire and Somerset

DRAGON’S MOUTH in Lincolnshire

Frog’s mouth in Dorset

GAP-MOUTH, ‘a common name’

GRANNY’S BONNET in Somerset

GRANNY’S NIGHTCAP in Somerset

Horse’s mouth in Somerset

JACOB’S LADDER in Somerset

LADY’S SLIPPER in Dorset

LION’S MOUTH in Sussex

Lion’s snap in Somerset

Mappie’s mou, i.e. rabbit’s mouth, in Morayshire

Mappie’s mouth in Scotland

MONKEY-CHOPS, monkey-faces, MONKEY-FLOWER, MONKEY-MOUTHS, and monkey-musk, in Somerset

Monkey-noses in Dorset

Monkey-sticks in Somerset

Old-man’s face in Devon

Open jaws, open mouths, piggy-wiggy, and pig-o’-the-wall, in Somerset

Pig’s chops in Somerset and Staffordshire

Pig’s snouts in Somerset

RABBIT-FLOWER in Devon

RABBITS in Cheshire and Devon

Serpent’s tooth in Cornwall

Snapdock in Devon

SNAP-JACKS in Somerset

TIGER’S MOUTH in Suffolk and Sussex

Yap-mouth in Somerset.

Plants grown on or about the roof of the house to bring good LUCK and guard against FIRE were [BITING] STONECROP (Sedum acre) around Tranmore, County Waterford, and snapdragon (Antirrhinum majus) in county Westmeath.1

APHRODISIACS – BROAD BEAN, EARLY PURPLE ORCHID, LORDS-AND-LADIES, HAZEL nuts, and SPIGNEL thought to be so.

APPETITE – CENTAURY, DWARF CORNEL, ELECAMPANE, HOP, RUE and WORMWOOD stimulate.

APPLE (Malus pumila)

Long-cultivated fruit tree believed to have originated in the Tien-Shan mountains on the border of China and Kazakhstan; the most widely cultivated fruit in Britain and Ireland. Cultivated apples can be divided into three groups: dessert apples, which are eaten raw; cooking apples; and cider apples, which are used in the production of the alcoholic drink. It is estimated that 2,000 varieties of dessert and cooking apples and hundreds of varieties of cider apple occur in the British Isles: ‘you could eat a different apple every day of the year for more than six years and still not come to the end of the list.’1 The National Fruit Collection at Brogdale, Kent, contains over 2,200 apple cultivars.

In common with other FRUIT TREES it was believed that if an apple flowered out of season misfortune or DEATH was foretold.

Remarking an apple blossom a few days ago, month of November, on one of my trees I pointed it out as a curiosity to a Dorset labourer. ‘Ah! Sir,’ he said, ‘tis lucky no women folk be here to see that’; and upon my asking the reason he replied, ‘Because they’s sure to think somebody were a-going to die.’2

[South Moulton, Devon] we had apples and blossom on one branch of the tree one September, and were told it was a sign of death.3

If an apple tree blossoms very much out of season it foretells a tragedy in the family before the year is out.4

My mother has mentioned the superstition that apple blossom on the tree in August, with fruits, is a bad warning of death in the family. This was certainly then alive in the village of Crondall … where she spent her childhood in the 1920s.5

A belief recorded from Derbyshire6 and elsewhere was that if the sun shone through the branches of apple trees on CHRISTMAS Day or OLD CHRISTMAS DAY an abundant crop of fruit was foretold. In Dorset:

If wold Christmas Day be fair and bright Ye’d have apples to your heart’s delight.7

At about the same time of year apple trees were wassailed:

In certain parts of this country superstitious observances yet linger, such as drinking the health to the [apple] trees on Christmas and Epiphany eves, saluting them by throwing toasted crabs or toast round them, lighting fires &c. All these ceremonies are supposed to render the trees productive for the coming season.

I once had the occasion to pass the preceding Twelfth day at a lone farm-house on the borders of Dartmoor, in Devonshire, and was somewhat alarmed at hearing, very late at night, the repeated discharge of fire-arms in the immediate vicinity of the house. On my inquiring in the morning as to what was the cause of the unseasonable noise, I was told that the farm-men were firing into the Apple-trees in the orchard, in order that the trees might bear a good crop.8

Although this custom seems to have been most prevalent in Devon and Somerset, it also occurred in other apple-growing areas, but appears to have been absent from the cider-making district around Hereford. According to Hutton9 the earliest recorded date for the custom is 1585, at Fordwich in east Kent, outside its later core areas. In Sussex, where the custom was known as ‘howling’, the earliest reference dates back to 1670, when the rector of Horsted Keynes recorded in his diary on Boxing Day, ‘Gave the howling boys sixpence.’10 In the 1920s at Duncton, in West Sussex, ‘Spratty’ Knight was the chief wassailer. He was ‘Captain’ of a team which would assemble at the village pub and go around local farms asking each farmer ‘Do you want your trees wassailed?’

The gang, followed by numerous small children, then went to the orchard. Spratty blew through a cow’s horn, which made a terrible sound. It was to frighten away any evil spirits that might be lurking around. Next one of the trees, generally the finest one, would be hit with sticks and sprinkled with ale. This was a gift to the god who looked after the fruit trees. Lastly all the company joined the wassailing song, the words of which were as follows:

Stand fast, root, bear well, top,

Pray, good God, send us a howling crop,

Every twig, apples big; every bough, apples now;

Hats full, caps full, five bushell sacks full,

And a little heap under the stairs.

Holloa, boys, holloa, and blow the horn!

And hulloa they did, to the accompaniment of the horn. This completed the wassailing, and everyone trooped out of the orchard up to the farm-house door, where they were greeted by the farmer’s wife with drinks and goodies. Sometimes money was given instead of good cheer … and then on around the village, till they arrived at the Cricketers’ Inn, which was their last port of call.11

Similarly, in Devon in the 1940s:

The sun on apple trees on Christmas Day would mean a good crop, and at Dunkerswell up the Culm Valley, on TWELFTH NIGHT they went out from the local pub at night to shoot into the branches and sing an old song.12

Wassailing went into ‘fairly steady decline’ from early in the nineteenth century,13 but there have been a number of revivals, some of which have persisted for many years. Of these the best known is that at Carhampton in Somerset, where the custom continues to take place behind the Butcher’s Arms Inn each January.14 Elsewhere wassailing has been revived to provide publicity for cider companies, or by folk enthusiasts. In 1974 the Taunton Cider Company promoted a wassailing, complete with a Wassailing Queen, at Norton Fitzwarren in west Somerset.15 For over fifty years Chanctonbury Ring Morris Men have been wassailing apple trees in West Sussex. In 1978 Dick Playl, a former Squire of the Men, explained:

The practice is undoubtedly traditional to Sussex where it is known as ‘Apple Howling’ rather than ‘Wassailing the Apple Trees’, but the proceedings, as conducted by the Chanctonbury Ring Morris Men, are a compilation of traditions from various parts of the country rather than a purely Sussex tradition. We have used Christina Hole’s British Folk Customs and records of the event at Carhampton, Somerset, to produce an hour long event which has proved a great success. As you will see in Geoffrey Palmer and Noel Lloyd’s A Year of Festivals [1972] it is our team at Tandring, Hailsham, which is used to illustrate this traditional event! This was the first occasion that we did it, in 1967 (January 6th) … Chanctonbury Ring M.M. have now successfully done their apple howling for the past two years at Furner’s Farm, Henfield, Sussex. We try to do it on the Eve of Epiphany, but since Friday clashes with a Folk Song Club commitment we have chosen a Thursday on both occasions. We had 300 spectators this year and in addition there were 25 morris men. Mr Whitstone, the owner of the orchard, is most co-operative! The morris men are enthusiastic!

This revival started at a time when there was a resurgence of interest in English folk music and dance. Later, in the 1990s, a time of ‘green’ and New Age ideas, further revivals reflected these concerns:

There seems to be no record of apple tree wassailing in Yorkshire, and my attempts at reviving the custom will undoubtedly be frowned upon by some folklorists who are of the opinion that such a revival should not be contemplated in an area where the custom has not been previously performed. My reply is that apple trees have a right to be wassailed wherever they grow … There is a great affinity between trees and humans, but also, unfortunately at present, great isolation. Wassailing the apple trees is one way of helping to restore harmony and thus correcting this imbalance …

This year I finally managed to find a suitable location in the Sheffield area, although only five people attended … Plans for 1994, apart from a repeat of the 1993 wassails, include a possible second wassailing location in the Sheffield area, and a possible one near Rotherham.16

Early in the twenty-first century community orchards became popular, leading to another spurt of wassailing activities. On 28 January 2017 such a wassailing, described as ‘traditional, rural and family’, was held at a community orchard in Mitcham, Surrey. A good number of people gathered to enjoy cider, foodstalls, music and displays of border-morris. The actual wassailing was performed by druids, who, after summoning of the spirits of the four points of the compass, poured lambswool (mulled cider) on the roots of a selected tree, and invited people to place toast soaked in lambswool in its branches ‘for the robins’.17

Writing in 1884 Sabine Baring-Gould recorded a Devon belief that it was usual for there to be a late frost which severely damaged apple blossom on the nights of 19, 20 and 21 May. This period was known as ST FRANKIN’S DAYS.

The pre-Reformation church blessed each year’s apple crop on ST JAMES’S DAY,18 while in the seventeenth century it was recorded:

In Herefordshire, and also in Somersetshire, on Midsommer’s-eve, they make fires in the waies: sc – to Blesse the Apples. I have seen the same custome in Somerset, 1685, but they do it only for custome sake.19

In a letter written from Elton, Herefordshire, in 1880, it was recorded:

Unless orchards are christened on ST PETER’S DAY [29 June] the crop will not be good; and there ought to be a shower of rain when the people go through the orchards, but no one seems to know for what purpose exactly.20

However, the most widespread and persistent date for the christening of apples was ST SWITHIN’S DAY (15 July).

In the Huntingdonshire parish wherein I passed St Swithin’s Day, 1865, we had not a drop of rain. A cottager said to me, ‘It’s a bad job for the apples that St Swithin hadn’t rained upon ’em.’ ‘Why so?’ ‘Because unless St Swithin rains upon ’em they’ll never keep through winter.’ 21

When I was a lad we were told not to eat apples before St Swithin’s Day or they would make us ill, as they had not been christened. This was in South Notts.22

The Christening of Apples. This is a common expression for St Swithin’s Day in the neighbourhood of Banbury in the middle of the last century. On that day apples were supposed to get big and mature quickly.23

The Apple Christening Day is still a common folk-name given to St Swithin’s Day in Surrey as well as in Berkshire and Oxfordshire, as I am told by many friends.24

[Whitchurch, near Coalville, Leicestershire] Early apples are ready after St Swithin’s Day.25

But the idea of apples being blessed on St James’s Day also lingered:

‘On St James’s Day the Apples are Christened.’ This saying is found among the people of Wiltshire and Somersetshire. Was St James considered to be patron of orchards? and was he invoked for a blessing on the infant fruit? as, at that season, May 1, the apple trees are in bloom.26

In 1913 a farmer living in Veryan, Cornwall, advised:

Never pick apples before St James’ Day, when they receive their final blessing.27

Clearly there is confusion over which St James’s Day is intended: the 1856 passage refers to the feast of St James the Less (1 May) and the 1913 one seems to refer to the feast of St James the Great (25 July).

Since 1989 the environmental charity Common Ground has promoted 21 October as Apple Day, with the intention of stimulating a greater appreciation of local varieties of apple:

We wanted to create a popular festival, a date in the calendar to alert people to our heritage, to broaden their knowledge and inspire action … We brought together forty stallholders with integrity and passion at Covent Garden.28

On 17 October 1992 The Times reported:

More than 80 apple-promoting events have been planned around the country next week, from planting a new orchard of Cox’s Orange Pippin, near Slough, home of its 19th-century founder … to cider-making demonstrations in Devon and Somerset, and children’s apple activity day at Greenwich Borough Museum.

Apple Day has become a nationally recognised festival with events being held at National Trust properties, farmers’ markets, and elsewhere each year, while increased interest in local varieties of apples has led to the planting of community orchards. On 26 October 2008 the Apple Day programme at London’s trendy Borough Market invited people to:

Come and enjoy a cornucopia of Autumn produce at Borough Market’s celebration of Apple Day.

Cheeses, meats, bread, delectable cakes and pies, cider, calvados, apple juice, mountains of apples of every imaginable variety and many more autumnal treats.

Traders will be at Borough Market from 11 a.m. to 5 p.m. Music and festivities celebrating apples and autumn will be taking place throughout the day.

Across the road, in Southwark Cathedral:

Apple Day will be marked … in the Choral Eucharist at 11.00 a.m. when the Cathedral will be decked with special displays. ‘Fun with Apples’ will be provided by the Ministry of Fun in the Churchyard after the service.

The Cathedral’s restaurant, The Refectory, will serve a bespoke apple-y menu.

On 15 October 2016 the Ely, Cambridgeshire, Apple Festival, promised an apple identification service, an apple market, morris dancing and folk music, and ‘the ever-popular longest apple peeling competition’, apple and spoon races, and apple shy.29

Particularly in Ireland, apples were widely used in HALLOWE’EN activities.

[Co. Cork] Hallowe’en is celebrated on the night of 31st October … The children get a tub full of water and put it in the middle of the floor. They put an apple or a couple of apples into the tub. The children then kneel down around the tub and put their heads into the water, and try to catch an apple in their mouth. They enjoy themselves very much at this. This might be also known as ‘Snap-Apple Night’.30

I was born in 1946 and brought up in a working-class area of Manchester … [at Hallowe’en] occasionally during my childhood we bobbed for apples in a tin bath, or tried to eat them off strings with hands tied behind back. This happened once or twice in early childhood. Nowadays we have apple bobbing, apples on strings.31

In nineteenth-century Cornwall:

The ancient custom of providing children with a large apple at Allhallow-eve is still observed to a great extent, at St Ives. ‘Allan-day’ as it is called is the day of days to hundreds of children, who would deem it a great misfortune were they to go to bed on ‘Allan-night’ without the time honoured Allan apple to hide beneath their pillows. A quantity of large apples are thus disposed of, the sale of which is signified by the term Allan Market.32

Similarly, according to a writer born in 1931:

Allantide was still a popular occasion in my Newlyn childhood, and extra-large ‘Allan Apples’ very much in demand. The older girls put them under their pillows to dream of their sweethearts. While boys hung them on a string and took large bites.33

The peeling of an apple (or more rarely an ORANGE) so that the peel remained in one long strip, which was thrown over the shoulder to form the initial of a potential husband on the ground, was a widely recorded practice, particularly at Hallowe’en:

‘At Midnight’, says a 14-year-old in Aberdeen, ‘all the girls line up in front of a mirror. One by one each girl brushes her hair three times. While doing this the man who is to be her husband is supposed to look over her shoulder. If this happens the girl will be married within a year.’

‘After they have done this,’ continues the young Aberdonian, ‘each girl peels an apple, the peel must be in one piece, then she throws the peel over her left shoulder with her right hand. This is supposed to form the initial of her husband-to-be.’34

In Cornwall a more rough-and-ready method of LOVE DIVINATION was attempted:

An apple pip flicked into the air indicated the lover’s home, so long as this verse was used: North, south, east, west, Tell me where my love does rest.35

Similarly, in Lancashire (now Cumbria):

In order to ascertain the abode of a lover, the anxious inquirer moves round in a circle, squeezing an apple pippin between the finger and thumb, which, on pressure being employed, flies from the rind in the supposed direction of the lover’s residence. The following doggerel is repeated during the operation:

Pippin, pippin, paradise,

Tell me where my true love lies;

East, west, north or south,

Pilling brig or Cocker-mouth.

That the reply may be corroborated, the inquirer afterwards shakes another pippin between the closed hands, and, on ascertaining the direction of the point of the pippin to the point of the compass, the assurance is supposed to be rendered doubly sure, if the charm works as desired, but not otherwise.36

Dorset girls could use an apple pip to test a lover’s fidelity:

If on putting it in the fire, it bursts with the heat she is assured of his affection; but if it is consumed in silence she may know that he is false. Whilst they anxiously await the effect the following couplet is usually announced:

If you love me, pop and fly;

If you hate me, lay and die.37

In 1882 it was recorded that on St Thomas’s Day (21 December) Guernsey girls would use apples to obtain a glimpse of future lovers:

On that day you would take a golden pippin, and having walked backwards to your bed, and having spoken to no one, you must then place it underneath the pillow, and St Thomas will grant to you when asleep a vision of your future consort. On placing the pippin underneath the pillow, the following charm must be repeated:

Le jour de St Thomas,

Le plus court, et le plus bas,

Dieu, fais me voir en mon dormant,

Ce que j’aurai pour mon amant.

Montre moi et mon épousé

La maison ou j’habiterai.38

In Lancashire in the 1980s:

I remember twisting off apple stalks, each time the apple was turned a letter of the alphabet was said, when the stalk broke that letter was the initial of the Christian name of the one you were to marry. The broken stalk was then poked into the apple, counting letters again, when the skin broke that letter was his surname initial.39

The NURSERY BOGIES Awd Goggie and Lazy Laurence protected orchards and unripe fruit. In the East Riding of Yorkshire:

There is another wicked sprite, who comes in most usefully as a protector of fruit. His name is Awd Goggie, and he specially haunts woods and orchards. It is evident, therefore, that it is wise on the children’s part to keep away from the orchard at improper times, because otherwise ‘Awd Goggie might get them’. 40

Further south, according to Katharine Briggs:

Lazy Laurence was a guardian spirit of the orchard, both in Hampshire and in Somerset … In Hampshire, he sometimes took the form of a colt and chased orchard thieves … In Somerset, Lazy Laurence seems rather to afflict the thieves with what is described in one of the night spells as ‘Cramps and crookeing and fault in their footing’. The Somerset proverbial saying runs:

Lazy Lawrence let me goo,

Don’t hold me Winter and Summer too.41

Here, as elsewhere in her publications, Briggs relied heavily on the Somerset ‘folklorist’ Ruth Tongue (1898–1981), with whom she collaborated on several works. Tongue claimed to have collected a wealth of folk-tales and folklore in the West Country and elsewhere, but her work is not considered to be an authentic record of folk traditions. She was involved in the theatre, and as a sought-after teller of folk stories, she embellished genuine material with material which she had, consciously or unconsciously, taken from written sources. In her Forgotten Folk-tales of the English Counties,42 she relates a story, supposedly set in Wareham, Dorset, in which a potential apple-thief is foiled by Lazy Laurence, a pixy-colt. J.B. Smith traces Lazy Laurence’s pedigree back to an 1809 chapbook, The History of Lawrence Lazy, which was, perhaps, printed as early as 1670. This he sees as ‘a social document, expressing as it does through the almost allegorical character of Lawrence the frustrations of down-trodden schoolboys and apprentices’. He questions whether Lazy Laurence ever grew into a ‘spirit in the imaginations of the folk rather than folklorists’, and concludes that although Tongue’s story is an interesting artefact it is doubtful if it can be classified as a real folk-tale.43

Tongue also provides vague recollections of the Apple-Tree Man, which according to her was the oldest tree in the orchard.

Pitminster was the place where in my childhood I was gravely and proudly conducted by a farm-child to a very old apple tree in their orchard and told mysteriously that it was ‘the Apple-Tree Man’. In 1958 I heard of him again on the Devon-Somerset borders.44

According to Briggs, ‘it seems that the fertility of the orchard was supposed to reside there’.45

The well-known proverb ‘An apple a day keeps the doctor away’ is said to have been coined by a Missouri fruit specialist for the 1904 St Louis World Fair.46 However, an earlier saying, recorded in 1866, advised ‘Eat an apple going to bed, and you’ll keep the doctor from earning his bread.’47 In some west Dorset farming families this injunction seems to have been taken literally, for apple dumplings formed a standard part of the daily evening meal, and:

They used to keep apples from one year so that the last of them could be made into a pie eaten at the end of sheep shearing time [in May] the following year.48

In 1997 Food Chain, a charity which aimed to ‘deliver nutritionally-
balanced three-course meals across Greater London every Sunday to people who are housebound with HIV and AIDS-related illnesses’, utilised an apple motif and ‘An apple a day …’ on its publicity material.

Apples were used in a variety of folk remedies.

During my childhood in a Pennine village I was sent to the greengrocer for a rotten apple – a mouldy one – as a remedy for an obstinate STYE.49

Thoroughly rotten apples were threaded onto CHILBLAINed toes to cool the burning and itching.50

According to my 86-year-old aunt, an apple was placed in a room where there was SMALLPOX; as the apple went mouldy the smallpox was believed to be transferred from that patient to it.51

Devon, 1990s. Local gypsies rubbed apples on WARTS and fed to pigs. This cured warts overnight.52

Burning apple wood ‘will scent your room with an incense-like perfume,’ 53 or ‘fill your room with the gentlest of perfume.’54

APRIL FOOLS’ DAY (All Fools’ Day, 1 April) – game played with GOOSEGRASS.

ARBOR DAY (29 May) – a BLACK POPLAR at Aston-on-Clun decorated; see also OAK Apple Day.

ARTHRITIS – treated using BOGBEAN, CABBAGE, COMFREY, DANDE­LION, NETTLE and SAGE.

ARUM LILY (Zantedeschia aethiopica), also known as ALTAR LILY

Native to South Africa, introduced as an ornamental in 1731; now widely cultivated, becoming naturalised in many temperate areas, including the borders of former bulb-fields in Cornwall.

In many parts of the world arum lilies are associated with mourning and used to decorate graves. Consequently they were considered to be inappropriate for domestic flower arrangements or hospitals.

In 1946, following demobilisation from the Royal Navy, I emigrated to New Zealand. I was lucky enough to obtain an apartment in St Heliers Bay, Auckland.

The rent included the garden, the maintenance of which I took on. At the bottom, in a sort of wild corner, was an enormous spread of arum lilies. They were breathtaking in their beauty, and finding a huge vase which stood on the floor, I cut some of the lilies and arranged them to make a pleasant display.

Next day my landlady arrived to check that I had everything I wanted …

On entering the living room, her hands flew to her mouth and she cried out: ‘Oh, whatever have you done!’ She turned to me, eyes blazing: ‘You’ve brought arum lilies into the house. Don’t you know you must never do that? They mean there will be a DEATH in the house.’

I confessed my ignorance of this ‘old wives’ tale’ and said they looked so beautiful I could not resist bringing them in. She said that in New Zealand arum lilies grew like a weed and were treated as such. When she told a neighbour what I had done the other woman actually crossed herself, and, needless to say, I did not do that again.1

In hospitals they used to think lilies – you know, the big ones they used to have in wedding bouquets – arum lilies – UNLUCKY, and wouldn’t allow them in the wards. When I worked in a hospital I ignored this twice, but each time, that night …2

Arum lilies … never bring them indoors or plant them in your garden.3

Arum lilies are frequently used to decorate churches on EASTER day, often bought with donations given in memory of the dead.

In 1947–8 the Rev. George Grove became Vicar of Thorncombe [west Dorset] and suggested to me that in order to achieve flowers in nice numbers cheaply for Easter parishioners might like to donate arums (the cost of them) in memory of someone known to them. This idea has continued ever since, though nowadays the cost of even one bloom can be too much for an individual, so we tend to ask people to give what they can towards flowers … We used to get about 50 flowers, and still achieve between 30 and 40.4

In recent years Lilium longiflorum, which has been given the name EASTER LILY, has tended to replace the arum lily for decorating churches at Easter.

However the Easter lilies associated with the 1916 Easter Rising in Ireland are arum lilies.

The republican women … devised, made and sold the Easter lily emblems from 1926 onwards. Representing the arum lilies trad­itionally used to decorate churches at Easter, they were also partly inspired by the red POPPIES commemorating British victims of the First World War. Like them, and like the SHAMROCK, they are simple, personal, natural, religiously inspired emblems.5

In the late 1960s these Easter lilies became important emblems of the Nationalist groups in Northern Ireland. At their Easter parades:

nearly all those attending display a single emblem. This is generally a paper Easter lily. The style in which it is worn indicates whether its owner supports the Officials or the Provisionals. When the republican movement split in 1969, the Officials chose to stick the lily to the coat lapel, while the Provisionals opted to use a pin … So important is this distinction that when, in the 1980s the Provisionals were driven by increasing costs to employ sticky badges themselves, they reputedly had a drawing of a pin superimposed in the design.6

According to a card provided at a stall selling paper lilies for wearing on lapels outside the General Post Office building in O’Connell Street, Dublin, on Easter Saturday 2017:

Today, republicans continue to honour the heroic sacrifice made in 1916, when the IRA, hopelessly outnumbered and ill-equipped, took on the might of the British Army … Republicans wear the lily to honour all those who have given their lives in the cause of Irish freedom.

However, in 2017, comparatively few people were seen wearing lilies, although they continue to be frequently depicted on murals in Republican areas of Belfast.7

Despite their association with death and misfortune, arum lilies enjoy intermittent popularity in bridal bouquets.

ASCENSION DAY (fortieth day after EASTER) – ELM associated with.

ASH (Fraxinus excelsior)

Deciduous tree, widespread in hedgerows and woodland, readily colon­ising neglected cemeteries and similar habitats.

Local names include the widespread esh and:

Eshen tree in Norfolk

Hampshire weed

Skedge in Cornwall

Names given to ash fruits – ‘keys’ – include:

Ash candles in Dorset

BOOTS-AND-SHOES in Somerset

CATS-AND-KEYS in Somerset

Cat’s keys in Teesdale

Cattikeyns in Wiltshire

Chat in Norfolk, Suffolk and Yorkshire

Eisch-keys in Lancashire

Esh-keys in Lancashire and Yorkshire

Pattikeys in Northamptonshire

Shacklers in Devon; shackle = to rattle

Widow-maker, ‘because of its lethal habit of splitting as it is felled’, in Essex.

[image: image]

WINGS in Somerset.

In the nineteenth century it was believed that if ash trees failed to produce keys disaster was foretold. In Yorkshire:

Some people every summer examined the ash tree … to see whether or not they had produced any seed; for the barrenness of the ash was said to be a sure sign of public calamity. It was a tradition among aged and thoughtful men, that the ash trees of England produced no seed during the year in which CHARLES the first was beheaded.1

In East Anglia:

The failure of the Crop of Ash-keys portends a death in the Royal Family … the failure in question is certainly, in some seasons, very remarkable; many an old woman believes that, if she were the fortunate finder of a bunch, and could get introduced to the king, he would give her a great deal of money for it.2

Mountain ash, or ROWAN, an unrelated tree with leaves similar to those of ash, was widely believed to provide PROTECTION, and occasionally ash itself was considered to be protective:

Rowan and ash sticks were used to drive cattle … believed to be ‘kindly’ and both trees were believed to be endowed with properties that ensured no interference from harmful influences.3

More widely it was believed that carrying an ash stick would provide protection against ADDERS.

The snakes were believed to avoid and dread them. Striking an adder with an ash branch was thought to kill it outright and a West Country cure for snake bite was not simply (and foolishly) to suck and spit, but also to intone a rhyme: ‘Ashing tree, ashing tree, take this bite away from me.’ This belief led to the rather dangerous notion that, if you walk through a snake-infested area carrying an ash branch, you are protected.4

In rural areas ‘even’ ash leaves – leaves which lacked a terminal leaflet and therefore had an even number of leaflets – were used in LOVE DIVINATION. The earliest record of this is from Wales in 1813, when young people would search for an even-leaf and ‘the first of either sex that finds one calls out Cyniver, and is answered by the first of the other that succeeds; and these two, if the omen fails not, are to be joined in wedlock.5 This method of divination does not seem to have been recorded elsewhere, but in 1831 the usual form of divination was first recorded from Dorset.6

The ash leaf is frequently invoked by young girls as a matrimonial oracle in the following way:

The girl who wishes to divine who her future lover or husband is to be plucks an even ash leaf, and holding it in her hand, says:

The even ash is in my hand,

The first I meet shall be my man.

Then putting it into her glove, adds:

The even ash leaf in my glove,

The first I meet shall be my love.

And lastly, into her bosom, saying:

The even ash leaf in my bosom,

The first I meet shall be my husband.

Soon after which the future lover or husband will be sure to make his appearance.7

According to a 52-year-old Dorset woman who in 1976 described divination with even-ash leaves during her childhood:

Start at the bottom leaflet on the left-hand side and say:

An even ash is in my hand

The first I meet will be my man

If he don’t speak and I don’t speak,

This even ash I will not keep.

As each word is said, count a leaflet around the leaf until the rhyme is completed (this probably entails going round the leaf several times). When the rhyme is finished, continue reciting the alphabet until the bottom right-hand leaflet is reached. The letter given to this leaflet gives you the initial of your boyfriend. Two or three leaves may be used so that you get a wider range of letters.8

Although this practice seems to have been recorded most frequently from Dorset and adjacent counties, it was also known Northumberland in the 1840s, where after the rhyme was completed the leaf had to be placed in the enquirer’s left shoe.9

In County Donegal:

A girl carries a[n ash] leaf with an even number of leaflets. The first man she meets she asks the name of. His Christian name will be that of her future husband.10

In Lincolnshire, where ash was known as ‘esh’:

there is a widespread opinion that if a man takes a newly-cut esh-plant not thicker than his thumb, he may lawfully beat his wife with it.11

Burning the ashen faggot – a faggot made from young ash stems – was a widespread Christmastide custom in Devon and Somerset during the nineteenth century. According to a writer late in the century, it was:

an ancient ceremony transmitted to us from the Scandinavians who at their feast of Yuul were accustomed to kindle huge bonfires in honour of Thor. The faggot is composed of ashen sticks, hooped round with bands of the same tree, nine in number.12

However, Ronald Hutton gives the first two records of the custom as 1795 and 1806.13

In the first half of the nineteenth century:

Some towns in Somerset held ‘Ashen Faggot Balls’. The one in Taunton on January 2nd 1826 was ‘most respectably attended by the principal families of the town and neighbourhood’. It was still held twenty years later, but by then the event was losing its appeal.14

Ashen faggots continue to be burnt in a few West Country pubs, and possibly miniature faggots are prepared for burning in private homes.

On the evening of January 5th (‘old’ Christmas Eve) at Curry Rivel, a Somerset village situated on the southern edge of Kings Sedgemoor, the wassailers go ‘visiting’ around the parish with their wassail song and the ashen faggot is ceremoniously burned at the King William IV public house. The faggot is made from young ash saplings and bound with bonds (‘fonds’, ‘fronds’, ‘thongs’, or ‘bonds’) of withies (osiers); bramble has been used occasionally in the past. The number of bonds is variable but since the bursting of any one during the burning is a signal to ‘drink up’, decency and country logic demands a ‘reasonable few’. Either five or six are normally used. At the appropriate moment the faggot is placed on the fire, traditionally by the oldest customer – one villager can recall the faggot being brought in a wheelbarrow as was ‘right and proper’ – and as each bond bursts there is much cheering and a general clamour for drink. The landlord, Mr John Cousins, prepares a bowl of hot punch for the occasion to augment the barrel of beer usually provided by the house Brewery. Until quite recently cider was consumed in large quantities; the ‘brew’ of cider and perry donated by (Langs) Hambridge Brewery in 1957 is particularly remembered.15

It is thought that the Curry Rivel’s King William IV is the only place where the custom has been maintained without any breaks, but there are at least two well established revivals: at the Luttrell Arms in Dunster, Somerset, since 1935, and at the Squirrel Inn, at Laymore on the Dorset/Somerset border since 1972:

The Luttrell Arms occasion is the grandest, with a local carol sung as the flames rise and couples laying wagers upon which will be the first band to burst (a successful bet being said to bring luck in marriage).16

Although well-attended, the event at the Squirrel tends to be rather low key; people gather at the bar while the faggot burns almost unnoticed at the other end of the room. According to what appears to be a recent tradition, it is said that if a woman steps over the faggot she will become pregnant.17 A local historian has suggested that this belief is a reminder of the Squirrel’s possible former use as a venue for informal weddings, at which the couple, watched by witnesses, jumped over a besom.18

In parts of southern England ash twigs were carried by children on Ash Wednesday:

In villages around Alton in Hampshire, and as far away as East Meon, near Petersfield, at Crowborough in Sussex, and doubtless in other places, children pick a black-budded twig of ash and put it in their pocket on this day. A child who does not remember to bring a piece of ash to school on Ash Wednesday can expect to have his feet trodden on by every child who possesses a twig, unless, that is, he or she is lucky enough to escape until mid-day.19

[Heston, Middlesex, 1930s] On Ash Wednesday we all took a twig of ash tree to school and produced it when challenged or risked a kick – we had to get rid of it at 12 noon. We even risked the wrath of the teacher by rushing to the window to throw out our twigs as soon as the mid-day dinner bell rang.20

When I was at school [c.1950], on the Hampshire, Sussex and Surrey borders, you had to have an ash twig tucked into your sock on ASH WEDNESDAY, until 12 o’clock; if you had one after 12 you were punished by having your feet stamped on. I assume the custom came to an end when schoolboys stopped wearing short trousers.21

According to Simpson and Roud, this custom ‘must be related to the Catholic ritual of blacking one’s brow with ashes, but whether as parody or as a misunderstanding of the word “ash” is impossible to say’.22 The custom does not seem to have been recorded until the twentieth century and apparently died out last in Cranbrook, Kent, in the early 1970s.23

A widespread cure for HERNIA involved passing the patient through a split ash sapling, preferably one which had grown naturally from seed and had not previously been damaged by man. The tree was then tightly bound up and as it grew together the patient would be cured. This practice seems to have been first recorded by John Evelyn in the fourth (1706) edition of his Sylva:

But (whether by the power of magick or nature, I determine not) I have heard it affirm’d with great confidence, and upon experience, that the rupture, to which many children are obnoxious, is healed, by passing the infant thro’ a wide cleft made in the hole or stem of a growing ash-tree, thro’ which the child is to be made pass; and then carried a second time round the ash, caused to repass the same aperture again, that the cleft of the tree suffer’d to close and coalesce, as it will, the rupture of the child, being carefully bound up, will not only abate, but be perfectly cur’d.24

A detailed description provided by the wife of a West Sussex clergyman in 1868 demonstrates how this cure, which required communal co­operation, was considered normal:

A child so afflicted must be passed nine times every morning on nine successive days at sunrise through a cleft in a sapling ash tree, which has been so far given up by the owner of it to the parents of the child as that there is an understanding that it shall not be cut down during the life of the infant that is passed through it. The sapling must be sound of heart, and the cleft must be made with an axe. The child, on being carried to the tree, must be attended by nine persons, each of whom must pass it through the cleft from west to east. On the ninth morning the solemn ceremony is concluded by binding the tree tightly with a cord, and it is supposed that as the cleft closes the health of the child will improve. In the neighbourhood of Petworth some cleft ashes may be seen, through which children have very recently been passed. I may add that only a few weeks since, a person who lately purchased an ash-tree standing in this parish, intended to cut it down, was told by the father of the child who had some time before passed through it, that the infirmity would be sure to return upon his son if it were felled. Whereupon the good man said, he knew such would be the case; and therefore he would not fell it for the world.25

Similarly, according to the Bath and Wells Diocesan Magazine of 1886:

A remarkable instance of the extraordinary superstition which still prevails in the rural districts of Somerset has lately come to light at Athelney. It appears that a child was recently born in the neighbourhood with a physical ailment, and the neighbours persuaded the parents to resort to a very novel method of charming away the complaint. A sapling ash was split down the centre, and wedges were inserted so as to afford an opening sufficient for the child’s body to pass through without touching either side of the tree. This having been done, the child was undressed, and, with its face held heavenward, it was drawn through the sapling in strict accordance with the superstition. Afterwards the child was dressed and simultaneously the tree was bound up. The belief of those who took part in this strange ceremony is that if the tree grows the child will grow out of its bodily ills. The affair took place at the rising of the sun on a recent Sunday morning, in the presence of the child’s parents, several of the neighbours, and the parish police-constable.

It appears that this practice died out in the 1940s,26 but an example of an ash so used is preserved in the Somerset Rural Life Museum at Glastonbury.

A similar practice could be used to cure IMPOTENCE:

In Wales the similar ritual was to split a young ash or HAZEL stem and hold it just fastened at the top. This made a symbolic vulva into which the impotent male introduced his recalcitrant organ. Binding up the tree again enabled it to heal, during which the impotence faded.27

In Cheshire a cure for WARTS was:

to steal a piece of bacon and push it under a piece of ash-bark. Excrescences would then appear on the tree; as they grew, the warts would vanish.28

In Wiltshire NEURALGIA sufferers were advised to seek out a maiden (undamaged) ash and:

cut off a piece of each finger and toe nail and a piece off your hair. Get up on the next Sunday morning before sunrise and with a gimlet bore a hole in the first maiden ash you come across and put the nails and hair in; then plug the hole up.29

In many areas ‘shrew-ashes’ were used to cure lameness in cattle and other illnesses. The earliest record of this cure, from Staffordshire in 1686, stated that OAK, ash or ELM trees could be utilised – ‘it being indifferent which’,30 but later it seems that only ash was used. On 8 January 1776 Gilbert White noted:

A shrew-ash is an ash whose twigs and branches, when gently applied to the limbs of cattle, will immediately relieve the pains which a beast suffers from the running of a shrew-mouse over the part affected … Against this accident, to which they were continually liable, our provident forefathers always kept a shrew-ash at hand, which, once medicated, would maintain its virtue for ever. A shrew-ash was made thus: Into the body of the tree a deep hole was bored with an auger, and a poor devoted shrew-mouse was thrust in alive, and plugged in, no doubt, with several quaint incantations long since forgotten.31

In the nineteenth century a particularly well-known shrew-ash grew in Richmond Park, Surrey. According to the park-keepers’ tradition ‘good Queen Bess [ELIZABETH I] had lurked under its shade to shoot deer as they were driven past’.32 This tree was closely observed by Sir Richard Owen (1804–92), first director of the Natural History Museum, London, who from 1852 lived nearby at Sheen Lodge:

Either the year he came to live in the park or the year after … he first encountered a young mother with a sick child accompan­ied by ‘an old dame’, ‘a shrew-mother’, or, as he generally called her a ‘witch-mother’. They were going straight for the tree; but when they saw him, they turned off in quite another direction till they supposed he was out of sight. He, however, struck by their sudden avoidance of him, watched them from a distance, saw them return to the tree, where they remained some little time, as if busily engaged with it; then they went away. He was too far off to hear anything said, but heard the sounds of voices in unison on other occasions. He heard afterwards from the keeper of Sheen Gate … that mothers with ‘bewitched’ infants, or with young children afflicted with WHOOPING COUGH, decline, and other ailments, often came, sometimes from long distances, to this tree. It was necessary that they should arrive before sunrise … Many children were said to be cured at the tree. The greatest secrecy was always observed when visiting. This was respected by Sir Richard Owen, who, whenever he saw a group advancing towards it, moved away, and was always anxious that they should not be disturbed. He could not tell me in what year he last saw a group approach the tree to seek its aid. He could only say he had seen them often, and thought they continued to come for many years.33

During a recent survey [of the Park] the site of the old shrew ash was identified. This proved to be … the spot where an ancient ash still stood in 1987. A sucker from its roots was still alive, although the tree itself was passé. The storm of autumn [? 1987] brought the trunk down. A railing has now been erected around the remains, which are to be left in the ground, and a young ash planted alongside the stump. Presumably it will eventually replace the old tree, but it means that the site at least will remain identifiable.34

It seems that beliefs concerning shrew-ashes died out late in the nineteenth century.

Other medicinal uses of ash depended less on magic and may have been of more practical benefit.

The sap of a young ash sapling was used to cure EARACHE. A sapling was cut and put into a fire so that when the stick started to burn the sap came out the end and was caught on a spoon. This could be put on cotton wool and put into the ear.35

RINGWORM was more common in my childhood … a remedy resorted to was to burn ash twigs in a tin box or similar container and allow the smoke from the smouldering twigs to envelop the affected part – usually arms, neck or face.36

Ash leaves are used to combat viper [ADDER] bites. When an animal has been bitten farmers boil ash leaves and give the animal the resulting liquid and place the boiled leaves as a poultice on the bite. Works on people too!37

Roy and Ursula Radford, writing of the West Country, which they define as stretching from Cornwall to the Cotswolds, record that ‘feeding ash-tree leaves to cattle suffering from FOOT-AND-MOUTH DISEASE was a way of curing them’.38

In Ireland ash sticks were used as weapons:

The Joyces are tinkers … they are wary and row among themselves. They do have some fierce fights in which the women join in. When they have each other’s heads well cut with ash plants they settle down and are as friendly as ever.39

Stories relating to Ireland’s past tell of fair-day brawls where ash plants were used and blood flowed freely.40

In Desborough, Northamptonshire, in the 1920s, ‘children made Rowell-Fair WALKING STICKS. These were made from straight unbranched young ash stems. Bark was removed all around the stem for about 2 inches, and this was repeated all down the stem at 2 inch intervals, giving quite an attractive effect’.41

Ash WOOD, which burns well even when damp, was a valued fuel. In east Devon, around Branscombe, ashes were pollarded ‘primarily for the wood from the poles which provided high quality fuel for bread ovens of the local bakery. The old trees stand in old pastures and it seems likely that the cut branches were left for the local livestock to strip of leaves and bark as part of the seasoning of the wood prior to removal and burning.’42

According to Boulger:

Few trees become useful so soon, it being fit for walking-sticks at four years’ growth, for spade-handles at nine, and when three inches in diameter it is as valuable as the timber of the largest tree. In the Potteries it is largely used for crate-making, and in Kent for HOP-poles. Both the spokes and the felloes of wheels, carriage-poles and oars are made from it, and from its flexibility it is, in fact. ‘the husbandman’s tree’ for every kind of agricultural implement.43

In many parts of Europe ash trees are pollarded and their leafy branches used as cattle fodder, but this practice, perhaps once widespread in the British Isles, seems to have died comparatively recently, as it is still possible to see trees which have obviously been pollarded in the Lake District, and in Worcestershire.44 However, according to a report in the Daily Telegraph of 5 December 2012, each autumn free-ranging New Forest ponies veer off their normal routes to eat falling ash leaves, remembering locations year after year, and eating so many leaves that they ignore all other food.

A number of cultivated forms of ash are grown in parks and gardens. In ‘Heterophylla’ each leaf has only one leaflet, and ‘Pendula’, commonly known as weeping ash, has pendulous branches. In Leicestershire:

Weeping ash is an important indicator of wealth/status when associated with an old farm or manor house. There is one in Dolesfoot Farm garden in Newborough, and in the Manor House at Clifton Camville, and in an old farmhouse on the Ashby Road on the outskirts of Ashby de la Zouch. If you could plant a weeping ash as opposed to the timber variety it was a sign you didn’t need to concentrate on growing timber for construction. We do not have a weeping ash.45

For weather rhymes concerning oak and ash see OAK.

ASH WEDNESDAY – ASH twigs carried on; YEW burnt to provide ashes on.

ASPEN (Populus tremula)

Widespread deciduous tree, sometimes suckering to form thickets.

Local names include:

Ebble in Sussex

MOUNTAIN ASH in Inverness-shire

Old-wives’ tongues, ‘due to its constantly moving leaves’, in Roxburghshire

OOMAN’S TONGUE, ‘because motion is caused by the lightest breeze, and so they are always on the move’, in Berkshire

Pipple on the Isle of Wight

Quaking ash in Inverness-shire

Quiggen espy, ‘a corruption of quaking aspen’, in Co. Antrim

Snapsa on the Isle of Wight.

The Highlanders entertain a superstitious notion that our Saviour’s CROSS was made of this tree, and for that reason suppose that the leaves of it can never rest.1

The people of Uist [Hebrides] say ‘gu bheill an crithionn crion air a chroiseadh tri turais’ – the hateful aspen is banned three times. The aspen is banned for the first time because it haughtily held up its head while all the other trees of the forest bowed their heads lowly down as the King of all created things was being led to Calvary. And the aspen is banned the second time because it was chosen by the enemies of Christ for the cross upon which to crucify the Saviour of mankind. And the aspen is banned the third time – here the reciter’s memory failed him. Hence the ever-tremulous, ever-quivering, ever-quaking notion of the guilty hateful aspen even in the stillest air.

Clods and stones and other missiles, as well as curses, are hurled at the aspen by the people. The reciter, a man of much natural intelligence, said that he always took off his bonnet and cursed the hateful aspen tree in all sincerity whenever he saw it. No crofter in Uist would use aspen about his plough or about his harrows, or about his farming implements of any kind. Nor would a fisherman use aspen about his boat or about his creels or about any fishing-gear whatsoever.2

ASTHMA – treated using BEETROOT, EYEBRIGHT, HEATHER, MULLEIN and NETTLE.

ASTROLOGICAL BOTANY

Popular books on plant folklore often contain statements which associate plants with different planets.

Astrologically under the sign of Saturn, black nightshade [Solanum nigrum] is the birthday flower for 23 January, and in the LANGUAGE OF FLOWERS means ‘Your thoughts are dark’.1

Such statements derive from systems expounded by seventeenth-
century philosophers and herbalists, who believed that plants and illnesses were governed by a constellation or planet. A disease caused by one planet could be cured by the use of a herb belonging to an opposing planet. Alternatively, illnesses could be cured by sympathy – by the use of herbs belonging to the planet which was responsible for the disease.

Every Planet cures his own diseases, as the Sun and Moon by their Herbs cure the Eys, Saturn the Spleen, Jupiter the liver, Mars the Gall and diseases of the Choller, and Venus disease in the Instruments of generation.

Conversely, the blessed thistle (Cnicus benedictus), a herb of Mars, cured the French pox (syphilis) ‘by antipathy to Venus who governs it’, while sanicle (Sanicula europaea), a herb of Venus, was recommended as a cure for wounds and ‘other mischiefs Mars inflicteth upon the body of Man’.

The best remembered of these botanists is Nicholas Culpeper (1616–54). After having set himself up in practice as an astrologer physician in Spitalfields, Culpeper published his Physicall Directory in 1649. This work, he proclaimed, superseded all previous publications, which, in his opinion, were as ‘full of non-sense and contradictions as an Egg is full of Meat’. The Directory, a pleasant little octavo volume, was followed in 1652 by his English Physician, a work which proved so popular that forty-five editions of it were produced before the end of the eighteenth century. A Welsh edition, translated by D.T. Jones of Llanllyfni, appeared in 1816/17,2 and the book has continued to be in print in various forms for over 300 years. Although Culpeper’s work is now invariably known as his ‘Herbal’, the word herbal did not appear in its title until over a century after its original publication, when Ebenezer Sibley published an illustrated edition entitled Culpeper’s English Physician, and Complete Herbal in 1789.

Today astrological botany is derided, but those who do so fail to realise that the idea that plants are ‘under the dominion’ of planets was not isolated from other beliefs prevalent during the period in which it evolved. In the seventeenth century there was a widespread belief that astrology, avidly studied by many leading scholars, held the key to the understanding of the Universe.3

ATHEIST’S TOMBS – formerly marked by a FIG tree in Watford, and SYCAMORES at Aldenham and, still marked by ash and SYCAMORE at Tewin.

AUBERGINE (Solanum melongena)

Herb, native to tropical Asia, long cultivated in India, introduced to Spain by Arabs in the eighth century; now widely cultivated in tropical and warm temperate regions for its edible fruit.

Late in March 1990 it was reported that the word Allah, written in Arabic, had been found inside aubergine fruits in Muslim households in the English Midlands.

The curious phenomenon of God’s name appearing in Arabic inside aubergines has spread from Nottingham to Leicester, where three cases have been reported by devout Muslims in the past week. As many as 5,000 pilgrims from all over the Midlands are reported to have visited the remarkable vegetables.

Tasleem Moulvi, of Kingnewton Street, Leicester, told the Independent yesterday that her mother found two significant aubergines on Friday night when she sliced them open after visiting another one, exposed in Bakewell Street.

One, sliced twice, shows the Arabic characters for Allah, repeated three times; the other, she said, appeared to contain a verse from the Koran, though this has not yet been deciphered.1

Thousands of Muslims are travelling to a terrace house in the backstreets of Leicester to see what is claimed to be a miraculous aubergine.

Farida Kassam asks visitors to take off their shoes as a mark of respect for the sliced vegetable, exhibited in a bowl of white vinegar in her front room. Beside it is a plate bearing the Arabic inscription Yah-Allah, meaning Allah is everywhere. Mrs Kassam, aged 30, proudly points out that the unusual seed pattern inside the aubergine appears to match the Arabic writing. The has fulfilled the faithful and confounded the curious, who have flocked to inspect the evidence. A magnifier has been thoughtfully provided … Mrs Kassam said: ‘It is a miracle. This has happened to an ordinary family, that is why I am very proud of it. Allah never forgets anybody. We will preserve the aubergine as long as we can and then bury it in holy ground.’2

Elsewhere, on 14 April 1990, the Nairobi Nation reported:

A family in Nairobi got an Easter and Ramadan surprise when they cut open an aubergine and found the word Allah in Arabic. A week earlier, a member of the family studying in Britain had had a similar experience.3

Similar stories reappear from time to time. Thus on 4 June 1996 The Times carried a report that Muslims on a day trip to the Scottish Highlands had discovered a stone with the word Allah spelt out in white and brown markings. This was said to be the first time Allah’s name had been discovered in stone in the British Isles, ‘but it has been discovered several times in seed patterns within aubergines. The most recent case was in March when Salim and Ruksana Patel of Bolton, Greater Manchester, found the name inside an aubergine bought for 25p.’

Similarly, in 1999 a TOMATO displaying sacred Arabic scripts was discovered in Bradford.4

AUTUMN GENTIAN (Gentianella amarella)

Annual or biennial herb with dull purple flowers, on well-drained basic soils and dunes.

Autumn gentian was known on the Shetland Islands as dead-man’s mittens, the ‘half-open buds like livid finger-nails protruding through the green’.1
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