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			For John, whose encouragement, tireless research, and fierce opinions made this book more fun to write and more interesting to read. Little did we know, when you gave me my first Theophrastus, that we would end up here.
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			Introduction

			When Prometheus stole fire from the gods and gave it to mankind, he hid it in a stalk of giant fennel. Ancient Greeks waiting to question the oracles were given cannabis as part of their cleansing rituals. A quince fruit started the Trojan War. The goddess Demeter was so distraught when Hades kidnapped her daughter that she caused winter to blanket the earth, killing all plants. 

			In Greek mythology, plants were used for tools, intoxication, warfare, food, medicine, magic, and rituals. Some of those plants were real and still exist today; some of them are mythological, with powers we can only imagine. One very special plant was believed to be extinct for millennia, but modern lab techniques, combined with relentless exploration, have led to an intriguing discovery that may rewrite botanical history.

			Mythology is fiction. Mostly. The fantastic adventures, the larger-than-life heroes, the epic romances . . . these capture our imaginations. We know they aren’t real, but there’s a part of us that wants them to be. And often, buried deep inside the mythological details, there’s a grain of truth.

			There’s a reason we read these stories over and over again, thousands of years after they were written. They are compelling, emotional, dramatic, and seductive. They may seem to be about immortals, but at heart they are intensely human, depicting triumph and failure, desire and despair. And when you combine the mythological with something as real and grounded as plants, it makes those original myths ring true.

			Exploring these legends through the lens of horticulture brings us closer to understanding why these narratives were so important to the people who created them. Plants bring the stories down to earth. And knowing that some of the plants actually have the powers and properties extolled in the myths makes these accounts more immediate and real. Would you like to use yarrow, like Achilles, to stop a cut from bleeding when you don’t have a bandage? Maybe you’ll harvest chaste tree fruit, like the Athenian women did, and use them to ease the symptoms of PMS. You may end up planting an entirely mythological garden, filled with herbal remedies, tasty fruit, and beautiful flowers.

			Even the entirely fictional plants are interesting. Will you ever cast a spell by throwing a golden apple at your beloved? Probably not. But now that you know it’s a thing, don’t you want to know more? 

			Who were the Greek gods?

			While the Olympians, so named because most of them lived on Mount Olympus (Hades lived in Hades, another name for the underworld), are the best-known gods of Greek mythology, they were actually the third and fourth generations of immortal beings in the Greek pantheon. In the beginning there were Ouranos and Gaia, i.e., the Heavens and the Earth. Their children, the Titans, included Kronos and Rhea, a pair of married siblings. Kronos castrated his father and took his throne; then, fearing one of his children might do the same to him, he ate each child as soon as it was born. An angry Rhea tricked Kronos by swaddling a stone and presenting it to Kronos as newborn Zeus. Zeus was hidden and raised on the island of Crete and eventually forced his father to vomit up his brothers and sisters, who emerged fully grown and intact. The war of the Titans ensued, which was won by Zeus and his siblings. Kronos was sent to Hades and never heard from again. 

			Zeus was king of the Olympians. He ruled the Heavens and the Earth with lightning and thunder, and his numerous infidelities (with mortals of both sexes, nymphs, and goddesses) made Hera—his wife and sister—insanely jealous. 

			His siblings included Hera, goddess of marriage and family, and Zeus’s long-suffering and often vengeful wife; Poseidon, god of the ocean; Hades, god of the underworld; Persephone, goddess of the harvest; and Hestia, the often overlooked goddess of the hearth. Hestia was eventually replaced as an Olympian by Dionysus, god of wine and son of Zeus with the mortal Semele. Aphrodite sprang spontaneously from the foam produced by Ouranos’s genitals, after he was castrated by his son Kronos.

			The rest of the Olympians were children of the original six. Athena, goddess of war and wisdom, was born from Zeus’s head, without input from a mother. Hephaestos, god of fire and metalworking, was born to Hera without input from a father. Ares, god of war, was born of Hera and Zeus. The twins Apollo, god of music and light, and Artemis, goddess of the hunt, were children of Zeus with the Titan Leto. Hermes, the messenger of the gods, was the son of Zeus and Maia, a nymph.

			Also immortal, but nowhere near as powerful as the Olympians, were many minor gods and goddesses. The three Fates determined how long mortals would live and under what circumstances they would die. Each of the four winds was a god. Helios was the god of the sun, Selene was the goddess of the moon, and Iris was the goddess of the rainbow. Nemesis was the god of retribution, and Morpheus was the god of dreams. Basically there was a god or goddess for everything. 
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			Some nymphs were immortal, while others were merely long-lived. There were thousands of them, including tree nymphs (dryads), sea nymphs (nereids), freshwater nymphs (naiads), and mountain nymphs (oreads). Some nymphs were tied to a particular place or thing in nature, and when that thing died, so did the nymph. Nymphs were always female, and while they couldn’t all make magic on their own, many of them had a direct line of communication with the big twelve. 

			What makes a hero a hero?

			Sometimes the main characters in myths are heroes, not gods. Often a bit of immortal blood ran through the veins of a hero, and while this may have conferred some kind of superpower, it did not make a hero immortal. Any amount of mortal blood in the family tree conferred mortality on subsequent generations. In fact, mortality may be a requirement for being a hero, for it is the combination of heroic deeds and some kind of tragic, perhaps avoidable, death, that makes these stories memorable. 

			Herakles was the son of Zeus and the human Alcmene. He was most famous for accomplishing the Twelve Labors, seemingly impossible tasks he had to perform to atone for murdering his wife and children. (It wasn’t his fault—Hera cursed him with madness.) A demigod by birth, Herakles begged for death after being poisoned by his second wife. He built his own funeral pyre and threw himself upon it to end the pain caused by the poison. Only after he had died did Zeus immortalize Herakles and bring him to Mount Olympus. Herakles had to suffer a painful, mortal death despite his father’s immortal blood. 

			Achilles was the son of the mortal Peleus and Thetis, a sea nymph. Thetis tried to confer immortality on Achilles but because his father was mortal, this was impossible. Achilles knew he was going to die, but unlike most of us, he had a choice as to how. In book 9 of the Iliad he tells us that Thetis showed him two possible fates: a short life where “glory never dies” or a long and unremarkable existence. By nature heroic, Achilles chose the path to glory.  

			Odysseus, on the other hand, was mortal through and through, albeit more clever than most. He conceived of the Trojan horse, slew the Cyclops, and traveled to Hades and back. He could not, however, save his men, and he returned to Ithaka alone, after a ten-year journey. Nor could he save himself. Warned that his death would come from the sea, Odysseus died at the hands of his unknown son (by Circe), who was armed with a spear tipped with the poison of a stingray.  

			Many Greek heroes were worshipped after they died, with cults formed around their personalities. Shrines were built for Herakles, Achilles, and Odysseus, among others. We still remember them today, but to consider them equal to the gods would certainly incur the wrath of Zeus.

			Who wrote these stories?

			Many of us were taught that Homer wrote the Iliad and the Odyssey. We were told he was a blind poet who composed and recited his epic poems, traveling through Greece several hundred years after the Trojan War. Alas, this simplified biography is no longer universally accepted. Today’s scholars agree that these epic poems were passed down through the oral tradition, and that multiple poets contributed to them until they were finally written down.

			While this may be a question of burning importance for classicists, establishing authorship is less relevant to our exploration of plants in mythology. There are often multiple versions of individual myths, each interesting in its own right. Different authors tell the same story, adding their own spin to a familiar tale. A list of all the authors referred to in this book can be found at the back of the book, along with the titles of their most famous works and the dates they lived.

			Speaking of dates, the stories gathered here date primarily from 800 bce to 200 ce. Just as we divide our modern eras into things like “the industrial revolution,” “postwar,” and “the information age,” we also have names for the different eras of ancient Greece: 

			
					The Archaic Period (circa 750–480 bce) includes the poets Homer and Hesiod. These are foundational authors, credited with establishing the original Greek mythology. 

					The Classical Period (479–323 bce) falls between the Persian War and Alexander the Great’s invasion of Asia. The most famous Greek writers during this period include the historians Herodotus and Thucydides, and the playwrights Aristophanes, Euripides, Sophocles, and Aeschylus. 

					The Hellenistic Period (322–31 bce) begins with the death of Alexander the Great and ends with the Battle of Actium and the collapse of the final existing Hellenistic kingdom (Ptolemaic Egypt, ruled by Cleopatra). The historian Diodorus Siculus wrote his forty-volume Bibliotheka Historica during this time, and several Roman authors, like Ovid and Virgil, wrote about Greek mythology during the same era. 

			

			These writers not only tell stories, but also give us insight into how the ancient Greeks viewed their mythology. As with any religion, some followers took the stories literally, while others saw them as allegorical. Greek mythology was used to teach lessons, explain the unexplainable, and even to manipulate the population. 

			Where was ancient Greece?

			Today Greece is a small country in the eastern Mediterranean. It’s home to more than 10 million people and a vacation spot appreciated by historians, beach lovers, and drinkers of ouzo. But in the first millennium bce, Greek exploration established colonies throughout the Mediterranean and around the Black Sea. These colonies included, at various times, parts of Italy, France, Spain, Egypt, Turkey, Libya, Yugoslavia, Croatia, Montenegro, Serbia, Albania, Bulgaria, Romania, Macedonia, Georgia, Russia, Ukraine, and Moldova. This was known as Magna Graecia, i.e., Greater Greece.

			As the populations of Greek city-states grew, people ran out of land to cultivate and places to live. Locations for new colonies were chosen based on which raw materials could be exploited and exported, as well as on strategic placement for safe, long-distance trade routes. Often a city in Greece would send a group of colonists off to establish a new city, which would remain closely tied to its mother city. Those relationships didn’t always last. Mother cities required tax payments, military service, and exclusive trade agreements, which often inspired rebellion. 

			The expanded geographical area of ancient Greece in its prime meant that ancient Greeks had access to many more plants than can be found in Greece today. Valuable plants, like cannabis and silphion, were imported from distant lands; ingredients and recipes for medicines and poisons, like myrrh and nepenthe, were copied from colonized peoples; and herbs and fruits, like sweet apples and quinces, were imported and added to the Greek diet. Considering the vast geographical differences between the steppes of Russia and the Nile Delta, both colonized by Greeks at one time, it’s no wonder so many different plants made their way into Greek mythology.

			Two more things . . .

			There are never enough pages in a book to include everything, and I haven’t been able to include citations for my sources here. But trust me, I’ve kept track! If anyone is interested in the research, you can find the citations at: mythicplants.com/citations.

			Also, the names of places, heroes, and written works in this book are usually spelled the Greek way. Until recently, these spellings were Romanized, but modern transliterations try to come as close as possible to the spellings in the original language. For example, there is no “c” in Greek, so Heracles is Herakles and Ithaca is Ithaka. In instances where I’ve quoted from older translations, you’ll find the outdated, less accurate spellings. I promise it’s not as confusing as it sounds. 

			So sit back and let me tell you a story. Or several stories. About powerful plants from the Gardens of the Gods.
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