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FOREWORD

To the uninitiated, plants might seem just a bit of frivolous decoration, something to brighten up a windowsill or add a splash of colour to our outdoor spaces. For thousands of kids, being dragged around endless shelves of bedding plants each spring has all the appeal of shopping for soft furnishings. So its not surprising that my mates think my plant obsession is possibly the least cool of all interests  and looking at it from their perspective, I agree with them.



What none of them realize, however, is that this perception of plants as purely ornamental objects is a strange cultural anomaly that has existed in only one civilization in history  our own. To every other culture, the plants that surround us are a living supermarket, a pharmacy, a builders merchant and even an off-licence  all rolled into one. In just a couple of generations, we in the West have lost a huge amount of knowledge of the varied and vitally important uses of the botanical world. The irony, however, is that we are just as reliant on plants for all aspects of our daily survival as we have ever been  we just dont know it. They are not only responsible for the air we breath, the food we eat and the stability of the planets very climate, but are the basis of a large part of our medicine, with up to 50% of the worlds top proprietary drugs being originally derived from natural sources.



As an ethnobotanist, I am trained to look beyond the aesthetic and to see plants for what they really are  the chemical factories that make all life on earth possible. When I walk around a garden centre, I see a kind of living pharmacy collected together from all over the world  the leaves of an assassins poison on one shelf, the flowers of a ritual hallucinogen on another, or a cutting-edge anti-malarial growing as a weed in the pot of a common garden tree that is currently being analysed for use in the treatment of cancer. Looked at this way, plants become warehouses of infinite possibility. Understanding the medicinal uses of the plants around us is not some superhuman (or should that be supergeeky?) ability but is actually the way in which every other culture on earth sees plants  the way, in fact, that we all did until a few short decades ago.



Many of these beliefs arent just old wives tales, either, a last bit of mumbo jumbo that has yet to be swept away by reason and science. Traditional plant-based remedies have provided modern Western medicine with some of its most important drugs, and are still studied by pharmaceutical companies, offering tip-offs that may lead to new breakthroughs. Indeed, the natural origins behind major drugs such as aspirin, morphine, penicillin, and even the contraceptive pill reveal that natural medicine is not as separate from conventional medicine as it is popularly conceived to be. In fact, the World Health Organization estimates that up to 80% of the worlds population relies on plant-based medicine as the key form of healthcare, and actively promotes its use.



In many ways, I feel fortunate that I first experienced plants not as simply decorative but as an intrinsic part of everyday life in rural Malaysia. I remember sitting, fascinated, on the kitchen floor with my grandmother as she poured mixtures of pungent spices and brightly coloured roots from the garden into a huge stone pestle and mortar, then ground them up into a fragrant mush to make tonics  though also I found, to her horror, that it made great makeshift face paint. Her plants and remedies were always to hand, whether it was small bottles of camphor (Cinnamomum camphora) and eucalyptus (Eucalyptus globulus) oil whipped out of her handbag to take the itch out of mosquito bites at the Chinese New Year firework display, or the bright red orchid (Bletilla chinensis) roots lifted from the back yard and boiled up to make a spicy chicken soup when I had a cold. I was always brought up to see plants as solutions in life rather than just a pretty backdrop to it  and it is a glimpse into this way of seeing plants that I hope this book provides.




INTRODUCTION

In the last few years, theres been a surge of interest in using herbs and plants to treat common ailments. Many people consider plant-based remedies to be natural, cheap and less harmful to the body than pharmaceutical drugs, able to ease both everyday and chronic health problems that orthodox medicine finds so difficult to treat.

At least, thats the theory; the reality is not quite so straightforward. Yes, theres a long history of using plants to treat disease, but until the 20th century these were the only medicines available, and the herbal remedies passed down over the generations cannot necessarily be relied upon. There are up to 50,000 plants used medicinally across the globe, and were constantly bombarded with wonder claims for the latest, often rather pricy, herbal cure. How can you tell which plants work  and which dont? And which can you grow at home?

This book provides some of the answers. First and foremost, its a guide to help you get the most out of plants and their various properties. It explains how to grow and harvest suitable plants in your back garden, and then make them into simple, effective remedies to treat a range of common ailments. There are over 60 recipes for teas, tinctures, creams, lotions, balms, gargles, cough syrups and sweets  all easy, cheap and fun to make. And just in case your beauty cupboard is looking bare, there are also lots of natural alternatives to your existing beauty products, from moisturizers and lip salves to bath bombs and face packs.

In the second half of the book, the section Top 100 Plants offers first-class horticultural information as well as scientific insights into the plants, flowers, fruits and roots youll encounter on your herbal journey. How plants can improve health is currently the subject of much scientific analysis. This book distils the knowledge of herbal practitioners with the most up-to-date scientific findings to bring you practical and reliable information about these plants and the natural remedies made from them. The majority of these plants will happily root in your back garden, but I have also included a few exotic, tender specimens because they are such outstanding performers. You may not be able to grow these yourself, but will find the essential oils or extracts, as well as dried herbs, on sale in health food shops or online.

Safety is a primary concern when using plant material. Although some of these treatments may give over-the-counter medicines a run for their money, it is important that you dont diagnose or medicate yourself or others without first seeking medical advice. This is particularly true if you have an existing medical condition, are taking medication, or are pregnant. Check with your GP before using these remedies. If you think you may be sensitive to any of the ingredients, try a 24-hour skin test first, because some people can react badly to them. Equally important is the need to make sure you have identified the species correctly: certain plants, even those closely related to medicinal species, can be poisonous or deadly.

Using plant-based remedies is a fascinating way to look after your familys health. Its a great pleasure to be in touch with nature, to grow and harvest your own plants, and to make your own remedies. Nowadays, were lucky enough to have the best of both medical worlds. Modern medicine is hugely effective in the treatment of serious diseases, but plant-based remedies give us gentle ways to manage everyday ailments and keep ourselves in optimum health. Youll never look at your back garden in the same way again.





Getting started

Reading the labels of the natural remedies and organic cosmetic products found in health food shops, you could be forgiven for thinking that you need to scour the Amazon for rare plants or own a state-of-the-art laboratory to prepare herbal remedies. In reality, however, natural remedies are almost always made from the most common backyard plants, knocked up on the kitchen stove in a matter of minutes.



It is important to remember that traditional plant-based medicine is a system of healthcare that evolved in societies where people did not always have a great deal of money, time or resources. The indigenous women I studied in rural Ecuador as part of the research for my Masters degree, for example, couldnt go trekking into the mountains for herbs and spend hours grinding, boiling, filtering and drying these each time one of their children has a headache. With up to eight other children to take care of, they needed to find effective solutions in their immediate environment. Solutions that were cheap, easy and quick to prepare  basically made from the contents of their back yard. The parallels with our own time-starved way of life in Western society are obvious.



All you need to get started are the basic tools of any kitchen, as well as access to plant material, whether thats in a tiny window box, your local supermarket or even the weeds growing in your back lawn. Quite literally, if your kitchen facilities and cooking ability can stretch to making beans on toast, you can make herbal remedies. Now go on and get started!







HOME LARDER

Making herbal remedies is just like cooking, and youll probably find you already have most of the basic ingredients on your kitchen shelves. Staples like olive oil, sea salt, honey, cider or wine vinegar, cornflour and bicarbonate of soda are the basis for many of these recipes. However, there are also a few extra ingredients youll need, especially if you want to make creams, balms and lotions:

Beeswax and Emulsifying Wax

Lotions and creams are essentially made up of oil and water, but as every schoolchild knows, oil and water dont mix. Something extra  a wax or other emulsifier  is needed to glue and bind the cream together. Emulsifiers work at a molecular level, by attracting and trapping water and oil. They also thicken the mix to create a lotion or cream that can be smoothed into skin.

Beeswax, whether white or yellow, is a natural emulsifier taken from honeycombs, the internal walls of a hive. It is antibacterial, as well as being an excellent skin softener, soother and moisture retainer. You can buy it online as granules, pellets or solid wax. (You can also use beeswax candles or beeswax furniture polish as long as these are labelled 100% pure beeswax.)

Emulsifying waxes are synthetically produced and used in most over-the-counter cosmetic products. There are many different kinds, most of which are suitable for vegans. They usually come as granules, which melt quickly and can be bought online.

Essential Oils

Some recipes use essential plant oils. These add fragrance and many also have medicinal properties  for example, tea tree oil is an antibacterial. However, they are extremely concentrated and should never normally be taken internally. If undiluted oils get on to you skin, wash off immediately.

Gelatine

Gelatine is a clear thickening and setting agent used to make gels. Powdered gelatine is easiest to use, dissolved with cold or slightly warm water  boiling water impairs its setting qualities. You can buy animal-based or vegetable gelatine from supermarkets.

Glycerine

Glycerine is a clear, odourless liquid that can be used to make tinctures for children or adults who dont want alcohol-based ones. (Do bear in mind, though, that these tinctures have a shorter shelf life than alcohol-based tinctures). Glycerine is slightly sweet and has soothing properties, so it is often used in over-the-counter products for sore throats and intestinal disorders. It is also used in the preparation of creams, lotions and syrups as a thickener and preserver.

Oils

The base oil for these recipes is usually olive oil, sunflower oil or almond oil (which is good for topical use because it is high in vitamin E). Other oils  such as wheatgerm, avocado, sesame and coconut  have specific properties that are useful in certain remedies. Always choose a fresh, good-quality oil that has been stored in a cool dark place  oils can go rancid quickly.

Vitamin C Powder

Vitamin C is a powerful antioxidant that acts as a natural preservative. It is commonly used in skin creams.

Suppliers

Most of these products are available in supermarkets and health food shops (see Resources, page 219).







OUTDOOR PHARMACY

Where do you find the plants to harvest and make plant-based remedies? You can grow most in your garden at home, and forage others from the countryside, hedgerows and the wild. Many plants used in these recipes grow so freely that they are classed as weeds  chickweed, dandelion, nettles and plantain spring to mind.

Fresh v Dried

Most of the recipes use fresh plant material where possible, so you can grow, pick and use your own directly from the garden, ensuring that all the active ingredients are present in the maximum amounts. However, fresh plant material is unobtainable at certain times of year, so you will have to use dried herbs instead. If these have been dried carefully and thoroughly, they can be used just as effectively as fresh. Drying your own is easy  see How to Dry Plants, page 37. Occasionally dried plants can be a little different to fresh  think of the change in ginger when it is dried  but this is fairly unusual.

When using dried herbs in a recipe, use only about half the amount specified for fresh plant material because it is more concentrated.

Growing at Home

Even if you dont have a garden, you can use pots and window boxes for growing a surprisingly large number of these plants, even small shrubs and trees. For example, a fig tree grows well in a good-sized pot; in fact, restricting its roots in this way makes it produce more and bigger fruit. Plants that do well in pots include:

 Most small herbs, including caraway, dill, lemon balm, all the mints, parsley and sage.

 Fruits and vegetables like bilberry, cranberry, goji berries, chilli peppers, garlic, watercress and wheatgrass.

 Flowers like lavender, marigold [Calendula officinalis], nasturtium and rose geranium.

 Roots like ginger and horseradish.

 Small trees like fig or cultivars of spruce and thuja (Amber Glow, Caespitosa or Tiny Tim), so long as the pots are large.



The biggest danger with pots is drought: the soil dries out quickly, especially in highly porous terracotta pots, leaving the roots searching round to find water in a very confined space. Water and feed the soil in pots regularly during the growing season from spring to summer, but keep the potting mix from just drying out in winter (overwatering is as big a killer as underwatering in indoor plants). Whenever you can, put pots outside on balconies, porches or window ledges to catch the sun, and choose frost-resistant containers that wont crack and expose roots to freezing temperatures.

TOP 10 SUPERSTAR PATCH

Even in the smallest garden, you can create a complete medicinal herb patch. With space at a premium, you need to make sure that each plant is really earning its keep.



These are the 10 plants that are as versatile as they are effective:



Chamomile (Matricaria recutita)  soothes indigestion and colic, eases tension, and is good for skin irritations.



Echinacea  boosts the immune system, and lessens the severity of colds and flu.



Lavender  calms and relaxes, eases pain, and is antiseptic for cuts and bruises.



Lemon Balm  soothes nervous tension and anxiety, promotes sleep, and is good for cold sores.



Marigold (Calendula officinalis)  good for sunburn, and for acne and spots, soothes ulcers and digestive problems.



Peppermint  good for digestion, wind and headaches.



Rosemary  helps memory and concentration, improves mood, sweetens breath.



Sage  for coughs, colds and congestion, hot flushes.



St Johns wort  anti-depressant and promotes skin healing.



Viola (Viola tricolor)  anti-inflammatory, good for eczema and skin eruptions, and loosens phlegm.



If you have a greenhouse, you can boost the contents of your herbal cabinet by growing useful but tender plants such as ginger and cucumber. If you have a windowsill only, an aloe vera plant is a great option.

Buying Plants

Most plants can be grown from seed or bought in your local garden centre. Less common plants and trees can be sourced from specialist nurseries or online. Check the Royal Horticultural Sociaty (RHS) plantfinder database (www.rhs.org.uk) for information about nurseries that grow the particular plant you want.

In the Wild

Many of the plants in this book grow plentifully in the countryside or even on wasteland in towns and cities. For example, you can pick up conkers from under horse chestnut trees in your local park in September and October or find elderflowers on wasteland in late May and June.

Best Time for Harvesting

Leaves  gather leaves throughout the growing season (usually spring to autumn). If you want to harvest large amounts of a certain plant, cut back in early summer to half its height, leaving enough regrowth time for a second cutting later in the year.



Flowers  pick as soon as possible after they open.



Roots  harvest in autumn, when roots have most stored food and essential compounds.



Fruits and Seeds  pick when they ripen to a mature colour, before they shrivel or decay.

Plants grow in a variety of habitats in Britain and can sometimes be found in surprising places. Its worth keeping your eyes open for foraging opportunities wherever you are. On a trip to the coast in September or October, you might just spot goji berries and fennel coming into seed. On moorland, especially in Scotland and the north of England, look out for bilberries and juniper berries, while wild thyme loves the chalky downlands of southern England. Hedgerows are good sources of rosehips, haws and sloes, and on rough wasteland youll often find feverfew, elderflowers and weeds like nettles and dandelion. In woodland, look out for lime flowers and wild garlic.

Foraging Rules

You can gather fruit, flowers and foliage on wild land, so long as it is for your own use and not for resale. Still, there are a few guidelines that should always be followed when harvesting plants:

 Dont pick something unless youre absolutely sure what it is. It is easy to mix up two plants that look alike or which have similar names; for example, harmless, edible, sweet cicely and toxic hemlock look very similar. Take a well-illustrated field guide with you to identify plants. The Botanical Society of the British Isles (BSBI) has produced various guides, or check against the plant identifications and distribution maps available on its website (www.bsbi.org.uk).

 Dont pick from beside busy roads or on agricultural land, because the plants are likely to be polluted or sprayed with pesticides and chemical fertilizers. Remember, hedgerows at the edges of cultivated fields may also be in the spray zone.

 Dont pick plants that look diseased or stunted: you want the healthiest specimens you can find.

 Harvest only as much as you will use, and dont take more than half the leaves, fruit or stems of any plant. Always leave enough for wildlife to eat and to ensure future plant generations. If theres not enough of a plant to leave some of it behind, then dont pick it.

 Check with the local landowner before you dig up roots: you have a legal obligation to get permission from them first.

 Dont dig up roots unless it is a prolific plant, such as dandelion. Dont harvest too many roots in any one area.

 Never pick a rare or endangered species. You can download a rare plant register from the website of the BSBI (www.bsbi.org.uk).

Foraging Kit

All you need is a bag and a pair of scissors, but foraging fanatics may want to add the following items to their kit:

 secateurs

 scissors (for delicate stalks)

 hand shovel (for roots)

 knife

 carrier bags or trugs, to carry stems, flowers and leaves

 paper bags, to keep seeds dry and cool

 sealed plastic containers, to prevent fruit from squashing

 gardening gloves



Remember to keep your arms and legs covered to avoid nettle stings, insect bites and thorns. Good luck!








End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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