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Introduction

Every herb has a story. The dried herbs in the kitchen cupboard, the spice aisle in the supermarket and the potted plant on the windowsill all have complex histories, but we often take their availability for granted. The seasonality of produce is far less of a concern today than it was for ancient humans, who took great care in harvesting their beloved plants from nature; for them, timing was essential, as was knowledge of the edible and functional plants, and of those that were dangerous. As agricultural communities developed about 10,000 years ago, humankind transitioned from the nomadic lifestyle of hunting and gathering to one that involved domesticating plants and animals in an established ‘home’.

It is this that has allowed the world’s population to grow over the millennia from around 5 million people back then to nearly 8 billion today. Unsurprisingly, this has changed the way we live. Most people in developed countries can now buy herbs, grown across the world, all year round at local shops. We now have the luxury of using herbs every day, from the black pepper (p.210) that seasons our food, to the meadowsweet (p.108) in our aspirin, to herbal teas and the sweeteners in fizzy drinks. We may have advanced as a society, but our reliance on herbs and the natural world has not ceased.

People have always used plants for their medicinal, spiritual, edible, ornamental and narcotic value. When we look back in time, we see that humans are inextricably linked with plants and the natural world. The very earliest humans, searching for remedies for diseases and injuries, looked for drugs in nature. As the pursuit of medicinal plants became more scientific, the possibility of a profitable drug trade made any discovery as much a commercial opportunity as a medicinal one. Herbs have created empires. Trade routes, such as the famous Silk Road (see here), were established for the exchange of prized herbs. People risked their lives on dangerous expeditions by sea and land to places unknown in order to discover new herbs. Some became conquerors. They went to make riches, not to trade, and took both herbs and countries by force. This resulted in the colonization of such pivotal and profitable trade locations as India, Indonesia and South Africa. For herbs, wars were waged, and lives taken or subjected to extreme cruelty and slavery. Powerful companies, such as the Dutch East India Company, used herbs to form monopolies for the rich of the world, creating markets in which a few wealthy countries reigned at the expense of Indigenous communities and poorer nations. These companies caused irreversible damage to the environment through overharvesting, a practice that endangered plants and, in some cases, caused them to be lost forever.

The World Health Organization estimates that some 4 billion people across the globe use herbal medicine as their primary source of medical treatment, and that 80 per cent of people in the ‘advanced’ nations rely on herbal medicines for some of their healthcare. It is thought that 50,000–70,000 species of plant (out of an estimated 350,000 in the world) have medicinal use, but these are only the ones that are known to science and have been studied. Tens of thousands have not been investigated, or have been investigated only partly, while others have not even been discovered yet. As technology develops even further, we will surely discover more and more about the benefits of plants as medicine and food.

Before we delve into the world of herbs, it is important to understand exactly what a herb is. There are two definitions: the botanical and the cultural. The word ‘herb’ derives from the Latin herba, ‘grass’: a non-woody plant that begins growing in the spring and dies back in the autumn – a herbaceous plant. Botanically speaking, this excludes trees and shrubs. However, many trees and shrubs are used for herbal healing and in food. Such species as cloves (here; more commonly thought of as a spice), rosemary (here) and St John’s wort (here), despite not being herbaceous, are commonly considered to be herbs. This book, then, uses the cultural definition of a herb: a plant, or any part of a plant, that has medicinal, culinary or therapeutic uses.

In How Herbs Healed the World I tell the stories of 75 such plants, examining their healing properties, historical uses, folklore and present-day applications, and summarizing scientific research into their uses, benefits and dangers. The herbs I have chosen grow in a range of conditions, from sunny, rocky Mediterranean landscapes to humid tropical rainforests. The selection is also inclusive of a variety of forms, from annuals to long-lived trees, with useful parts that include fruit, buds, leaves and bark. Most herbs have developed a range of adaptations that allow them to survive and grow outside their native range. In those new locations some are grown and valued as ornamental plants, while others make a nuisance of themselves as unwanted weeds. I have aimed to showcase the variety of species that are beneficial to humans, and the range of uses we have discovered or created.

The herbs have been carefully chosen to demonstrate a range of historical applications and, where possible, scientifically proven uses in the present day. I have deliberately excluded some well-known plants, such as Madagascar periwinkle (Catharanthus roseus), yew (Taxus baccata) and witch hazel (Hamamelis virginiana), in favour of lesser-known herbs that are important to Indigenous communities, are regionally important, have a rich history or have become increasingly popular and widespread in recent years.

The herbs are divided into seven chapters to highlight the diversity of their origins and applications: culinary, mystical, narcotics and poisons, healing, indigenous, monastic and exotic. Each entry is accompanied by an illustration, a short description of the herb (including how it grows, its botanical features, and related species or genera) and an in-depth look through time from its traditional uses to its present-day applications. Where relevant, I refer to herbalists who used the plant, the etymology of the botanical or common names, and the groups of people who have used the plant the most.

Through this book, I hope to spread the knowledge of herbs so that we can approach the familiarity our ancestors had with these crucial plants. It is my intention to tell the stories of the plants we grow in our gardens and allotments, the herbs we eat, use to flavour and add spice to our meals, and take as medicine to keep us healthy and improve our overall well-being. I hope the information within these pages instils in the reader a greater appreciation for the natural world and what it gives us.

The information I have included in this book about the use of herbs in traditional remedies and their healing properties is for reference purposes only. This book is not intended to be used as a guide to self-diagnosis or self-treatment and is not a substitute for medical advice. You should consult a qualified healthcare professional on any matters requiring diagnosis or medical attention.
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