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The Chelsea Physic Garden

Chelsea Physic Garden’s 1.6 hectares (4 acres) of gardens on the banks of the River Thames in London house 5,000 different types of plants – an incredible resource for gardeners, botanists, artists and anyone seeking some green relief from the hurly-burly of the Chelsea streets outside its sheltering walls. London is a relatively ‘green’ city, but the Garden’s ordered beds and meandering paths, glasshouses and trees create a special haven that is somehow private to all those who come to visit.

Founded in 1673 by the Worshipful Society of Apothecaries, Chelsea Physic Garden was used by the Society to train its apprentices, so that they might recognize and learn how to administer the various herbs used for medicinal purposes at the time. The gardens were organized to best serve their educational function, something that continues to this day, with different areas showing plants used for medicine, food and more. Over time, many specimens brought back by plant hunters and colonists were originally housed here, and today the Garden also displays plants according to their natural habitat and history.

Over the last three centuries, many notable horticultural personalities have been connected with the Garden. These include the plant hunter Robert Fortune, who introduced many new species to Europe from Asia and was instrumental in the establishment of the tea industry in India, and John Lindley, who successfully fought off the closure of Kew Botanic Gardens and established the London horticultural library that now bears his name (run by the Royal Horticultural Society). Sir Hans Sloane had trained with the Society of Apothecaries in the 18th century, and when in his later life he found himself a wealthy man – wealth that had relied on the use of indigenous and enslaved people – he bought the Manor of Chelsea, including the Garden. He rented the Garden back to the Society for £5 per year in perpetuity, forever to be used as a garden for teaching about plants, thereby ensuring its future for centuries.

The Garden is now managed by a charity. It opened to the public in 1983, and continues to inspire, instruct and connect people with plants.
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Introduction

‘O who can tell The hidden power of herbes and might of Magicke spell?’

– Edmund Spenser, The Faerie Queene (1590)

Writing in The Book of Herbs in 1912, Lady Rosalind Northcote listed ‘a liberal allowance’ of 35 different herbs that could be used in salads, noting that this had diminished from accounts 100 years earlier that listed 44. Such variety is rare today and our diets are the poorer for it. However, there is a world out there – in our gardens, parks, woodlands, scrubland and hedgerows – brimming with seasonal herbs that can bring nutritious and therapeutic value to our plates and teapots, and incorporating them into our lives is simple.
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In seeking out or growing these plants we can not only add seasonality and culinary interest to our diet but also rekindle a healing connection with the natural world. This almanac of seasonal herbs to gather and use seeks to give a flavour of their history, folklore and environmental interest. It obviously cannot possibly incorporate it all, as there is much more to know from different cultures and countries, and from nature herself – but it will introduce you to the joys of learning about and using seasonal herbs and will point you in directions that you may want to explore further.

A balanced approach

Every culture has developed its own methods to make sense of illness, but it is telling that most of them are based on an idea of balance – not just treating the symptoms but also seeking to harmonize the body and mind to keep both in the best possible health. Using herbs to promote and maintain this balance would then enable the patient to further resist infection and malady, an approach particularly obvious in Ayurveda, but also present in traditional Chinese medicine and ancient Western herbalism. Conventional medicine has brought untold benefits for humankind but does perhaps lack a balanced, holistic approach to the health of body and mind together.

Using seasonal herbs and folk medicine is an easy way to promote immunity and improve nutrition in the diet, and it empowers us to take some control over our own health, well-being and healing. Nature provides an ample medicine cabinet for minor ills, helping us to redress seasonal imbalances. From cleansing spring cleavers and immune-boosting autumn berries, to summer hay fever relief and winter remedies for coughs and sniffles, healing herbs can be a valuable part of our everyday lives.

Natural well-being

There is an increasing body of evidence proving that the activities that are part and parcel of gardening and foraging make us feel good. Walking, fresh air, exercise, getting our hands in the soil and engaging with nature have untold benefits for our well-being. These include (but are far from limited to) alleviating depression and anxiety, increasing immunity, diversifying gut flora, improving memory and reducing stress and other health risks. Getting outside into natural light helps keep us more in tune with the seasons and our circadian rhythms, disruption of which can have a negative effect on our sleeping patterns and health. Even the simple act of tending a few houseplants has a positive effect on mood and stress levels.

Learning about wild and garden plants also teaches us to notice more, to be more mindful. Walking the same path around a park or woodland can be something like a mantra: it is repetitive and familiar, and yet nature shows us new details every time. Woodland and water are both known to be revitalizing to the mind, and looking at green colours and curved shapes is restful. Awe-inspiring or intricately patterned aspects of nature, from vast landscapes to tiny flowers, have also been discovered to be beneficial to the brain. Examples of intricate patterns include fractals (natural patterns repeated at different scales) and Fibonacci spirals (spirals based on squares with sizes corresponding to the Fibonacci mathematical sequence) which sound complex but are widely found throughout nature, such as in the arrangement of leaves, petals and seeds. Adding a foraging or harvesting element to time spent outdoors, gathering delicious and therapeutic herbs, further enhances a connection with nature. Nor is that connection limited to pristine countryside – a relationship can be forged with the natural world in city parks and weedy street corners just as much as in ancient woodland or floriferous rural hedgerows.
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Folklore, the fey and magic

The term ‘folklore’ was coined in 1846 by a correspondent to the Athenaeum journal, suggesting that it could encompass the myriad cultural aspects of what had previously been known as ‘popular antiquities’. Thus the canon of folklore is the vast, varied, complex and ever-changing collected stories, beliefs, customs, crafts, traditions, rituals, music and dance of a country’s people. Some of this is authentic, and some less so. For example, many English ‘folk’ songs that would seem to originate in the countryside were actually written in industrialized towns as a form of nostalgic entertainment, often either romanticizing or parodying country life.

The fey have many names, but this term broadly encompasses all supernatural, non-religious beings, such as elves and sprites, leprechauns and will-o’-the-wisps, a realm sometimes called the Secret Commonwealth (most recently by Philip Pullman in his The Book of Dust trilogy). In England they are the fairy folk, in Ireland the sidhe and in Wales the tylwyth teg, but there are also many other specific names for particular creatures such as Yallery Brown, a small creature with a mane of hair like a dandelion flower, and Puck/Robin Goodfellow, the trickster elf prone to practical jokes. The twists and turns of life can be mysterious now, but historically much would have been downright unexplainable and many people would have rationalized events by attributing them to benevolent or malign fey.

As life became more industrial and scientific through the 18th and 19th centuries, a nostalgia for countryside led to a blossoming of interest in folklore and fairies, with much serious and scholarly fairy hunting in Victorian times. It culminated in the 1917 photographic hoax of the Cottingley Fairies, after which to believe in fairies was seen as, perhaps as it is today, romantic to the point of tragic.

However, believing in the fey and in natural spirits is simply a different way to perceive and experience the world. It is a form of animism, a means of personifying the landscape and natural world, giving it a recognizable face and an equality with humankind. How people choose to relate to the natural world might be influenced by science and fashion but is always going to be entirely personal.

In his 1829 poem Sonnet – To Science, Edgar Allan Poe laments the loss of magic, imagination and dreams in life now that science ‘alterest all things with thy peering eyes’, tearing ‘the Naiad from her flood’ and the ‘Elfin from the green grass’, but he does the collective memory a disservice. Traditions bring comfort and a way of making sense of the world, and they instil a sense of cultural identity and community. The magic is still there, it is just diluted, watered down to a point far enough removed from the idea of witchcraft as to be culturally and socially acceptable. Treasuring a four-leaf clover for luck, hanging evergreen plants in the house for Christmas and kissing under the mistletoe – these are all derived from folkloric superstitions. Everyone does magic; it is simply a form of hope, an attempt to ward off misfortune and other things that we cannot control. If we choose to believe that the fey exist, unless they reveal themselves, they can take any form in our minds: Shakespeare’s Oberon and Titania; William Allingham’s ‘little men’ in his 1850 poem The Fairies; Tolkien’s statuesque and powerful elves or something else altogether – the choice is entirely of our choosing.
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Reconnecting with the natural world

The modern trends of meditation, mindful birdwatching, gardening, forest bathing and foraging have inspired many people to regain an appreciation of, and even an immersion in, the natural world. The Covid-19 pandemic lockdowns, dubbed ‘anthropauses’ by scientists, gave us a glimpse of an alternative way of living: birdsong not drowned out by traffic noise, floriferous unmown verges buzzing with insects, home-grown food, and goats in town centres. While perhaps not all of these are desirable going forward, there is a sense among many people that here is a chance not to return exactly to life as it was.

Before the age of global interconnectedness, life was smaller but no less rich. There was time to notice the details of the world around us: and to observe and know something is to appreciate it (and want to save it). Heeding traditional celebrations and times to sow and to gather is a way to ground ourselves in the natural world and to live more in tune with seasonal rhythms. Every season brings new yet comforting harvests – the green leaves of spring, summer flowers, autumn berries and seeds, roots and bark in winter. Using herbs seasonally to add variety and therapeutic benefit to our lives reconnects us with generations past and with nature herself.
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