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Anything is possible if you surround
yourself with the right people.
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Christine Iverson discovered a love of all things herbal after moving to a Sussex downland village in 2001. This fascination led Christine to volunteer as an apothecary at the Weald and Downland Living Museum, where she taught school children about medieval and Tudor medicine. Keen to learn more, she became a regular contributor to her local parish magazine, sharing the folklore and superstitions of herbs with her local community.

Her first book, The Hedgerow Apothecary, inspired an undiscovered love of writing and a passion for researching British social history and folk medicine. Taking inspiration from her own back garden, The Garden Apothecary and The Hedgerow Apothecary Forager’s Handbook followed in quick succession, published by Summersdale.

Christine can often be found foraging along the hedgerows and in woodlands with her faithful companion, Rosie the springer spaniel.


 

 

INTRODUCTION

“Pay heed to the tales of old wives. It may well be that they alone keep in memory what it was once needful for the wise to know.”

J. R. R. Tolkien

My interest in herbs started when I was in infant school, making rose water perfume and potions for my mum from the flowers in our back garden. She was always very appreciative and I realized then how very special it was to be able to create a homemade gift for someone that you love. Since then, herbs have taken over my life, my kitchen cupboards (never throw away an empty bottle or a jar, you never know when you might need it!) and most of the windowsills in my house.

Herbs aren’t only plants whose flowers or seeds are valued for their pleasant taste or scent – they also have ample medicinal properties. Creating a simple homemade remedy for a family member with a sore throat or problem skin is such a great skill to learn and one that will set you up for life. Knowing when it’s best to seek medical attention is a skill: common sense must be your watchword.

The practice of using plants as medicine dates back thousands of years, with the Ancient Greeks and Romans being the first to record hundreds of types of different herbs and spices and their uses. We have the Roman Empire and its invading forces to thank for introducing the majority of the culinary and medicinal herbs we are familiar with today.

Wise women or cunning folk were to be found in every medieval town or village throughout Europe and were the “go to” people for herbal remedies, potions and charms. This knowledge of plants and their properties was passed down orally from mother to daughter and father to son. Unfortunately, very little was documented in writing because the majority of working people were illiterate at this time.

The ascension of King James I to the English throne in 1603 created a culture of suspicion and fear. He was an enthusiastic hunter of “witches” – anyone who administered herbs immediately fell under suspicion and ran the risk of persecution. Sadly, this climate of paranoia led to an immense amount of herb-lore being lost forever, as well as many innocent people being tortured to death.

The one guiding light in this dark period of British history, and a bit of a hero of mine, is the English apothecary Nicholas Culpeper. Unlike his counterparts, who wrote in Latin in order to retain knowledge for themselves, Culpeper wrote his seventeenth-century Complete Herbal in English so that anyone, rich or poor, could access medical and pharmaceutical information. To the disapproval of his peers, Culpeper documented hundreds of herbs and spices, along with instructions on how to make simple remedies that ordinary people could follow.

There are many wonderful stories to discover about herbs and their uses throughout history, from prehistoric times through to the Greeks and Romans, right up to the present day – and we are still learning how beneficial they can be. I hope that The Herbal Apothecary will summon your ancient “cunning folk” gene and inspire you to incorporate herbs into your everyday life.

This book is intended to be both enlightening and entertaining – it is NOT intended to provide medical advice. It is vital that you take personal responsibility for your own safety when using these remedies. Many herbs and spices should not be used during pregnancy, on babies and small children or by people with certain medical conditions. Always carry out a patch test before putting things on skin or hair in case of allergic reactions.

Consult your GP if you have any doubts and always do your research thoroughly.


 

 

PREPARING BOTANICALS

It’s important to prepare fresh botanicals before infusing them into carrier oils; excess moisture in the plants can turn the oil rancid, rendering it useless. You don’t need equipment like dehydrators to prepare your herbs and flowers. I use a piece of chicken wire fashioned into a frame for drying flower heads and petals. Herbs and flowers don’t have to be absolutely dry, but they do need to be “wilted” for a couple of hours to remove some of the moisture. Lay petals and leaves onto kitchen paper overnight – whole flower heads will take a bit longer. Bunches of woody herbs can be hung up in cool airy places like outhouses or garden sheds; avoid the kitchen, as they can absorb the cooking smells and smoke.


HERBS

Herbs are at their best before they begin to flower. Harvest them mid-morning on a dry day before the sun has burned away the flowers’ essential oils.




	Remove any old, dead or diseased leaves. There’s no need to wash them if you grow without the use of pesticides. Give them a gentle shake to remove any insects.

	Tie the herbs into loose bundles with natural twine, hang upside down and put a brown paper bag over them to catch leaves as they dry. 

	Keep them away from direct sunlight and leave for at least two weeks or until the leaves are crunchy. It’s important that your herbs are completely dry or they could be spoiled by mould growth – check on them regularly and discard any that smell musty or have fluffy mould growing on them.

	Crumble the herbs with your fingers and store in an airtight container, where they will keep for about a year. I’ve found that rubbing the dried herbs through a colander effectively removes any woody stalks and crumbles the leaves up finely as well.



FLOWERS AND PETALS

Harvest flower heads and petals mid-morning on a dry day when the flowers are looking their best. Avoid drying in direct sunlight as this can destroy the very health-giving properties that you wish to harness in your remedies. All you need for the drying process is a flat surface that allows air to circulate freely; chicken wire is perfect for this. Alternatively, hang up some muslin to create a flat hammock, or even use an old wire shelf from the oven. I place my chicken wire tray under the shade of a big old apple tree in the garden on a dry day, although if it’s windy you might lose a few flowers. Remember to bring them back inside before nightfall, otherwise the flowers will get damp with the morning dew.
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	Lay baking paper over the wire of your drying surface, to prevent smaller petals falling through the gaps.

	Spread petals across the surface in a single layer, trying not to overlap them. They will dry quite quickly.

	Place flower heads far enough apart so they don’t touch – these will take a while longer. They will shrivel and become crumbly as they dry. Place in a cool, airy place away from direct sunlight and turn them over occasionally.

	When they feel crunchy and crumble easily, store in an airtight container, label and date. Depending on the drying environment and type of flower, they can take anything from two to four weeks to dry completely. Flower heads and petals will keep for up to a year.
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