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Introduction

Outside houses 1-8 in St Andrew’s Place, Jane Knowles the Head Gardener to the College, and Gardener Clare Beacham, have been busy. Since the end of 2006 when the diamond parterres of box (Buxus sempervirens ‘Suffruticosa’) were planted, and vast quantities of mushroom compost (27 tons in all) were spread over the garden, these beds have been gradually changing from small lawns to pages of the College’s history. 
Each garden represents plants that the College of Physicians judged had medicinal value when they published the Pharmacopoeia Londinensis in May 1618. King James I ordered that medicines should only be made up by the Apothecaries according to the formulae within this book, in a Royal Proclamation. After the pages of medicines, were the plants, listed according to whether they were valued for their roots, their flowers or their leaves, etc. Each bed represents one of these sections. The College’s Pharmacopoeia gives no information about the plants, and I have relied on Nicholas Culpeper who translated it into English and gave the uses of each plant, in The Physicall Directory first published in 1649; the English Physitian published in 1652 (here he describes the plants as well), and the London Dispensatory of 1653 (being his translation of the later, enlarged, edition of the College’s Pharmacopoeia Londinensis). These are all in the College Library. I have quoted principally from Culpeper’s 1653 publication as its description of the ‘virtues’ of each plant is brief, and it omits the reams of astrological beliefs that colour the others. 
Culpeper is famous for presenting herbal medicine in English to the public. His debt to the College for their Pharmacopoeia is less well known, and similarly his use of older writings is sometimes forgotten. Others translated ancient texts into English, but never published, and one such was John Goodyear, a botanist from Petersfield, who ‘between the years 1652 and 1655 ... laboriously wrote out the entire Greek text of Dioscorides’ Materia Medica with the interlinear English translation on 4,540 quarto pages’. It was discovered in the library of Magdalen College, Oxford, and published in 1934 by Robert Gunther. Culpeper often acknowledges Dioscorides as the source of his knowledge and I have used Gunther’s publication when quoting Dioscorides.
This report is a record of the plants in the College’s Pharmacopoeia Londinensis gardens, and their uses as given by Culpeper (mostly from his 1653 publication). I have given the Latin name (genus+species name); the person who gave it its Latin name (using standard botanical abbreviations – e.g. L. stands for Linnaeus; Mill. for Miller); some of its English names, and the region from which it originates. Many plants are called officinalis or officinale which derives from the Latin word officina used for the storeroom of a medieval monastery where medicines were kept, and hence indicates it had medicinal use. The word ‘wort’ (pronounced ‘wurt’) in an English plant name comes from the Middle English wort; Anglo-Saxon wyrt, meaning ‘plant’. Several plants used medicinally have ancient English names that incorporate the ‘wort’.
Reading Culpeper (as a 20th/21st century physician) one is struck by how little he, or the physicians of the first half of the 17th century, knew of the properties of plants used in medicine today. The psychotropic actions of cannabis had not been observed; willow bark – a source of salicylates, effective in reducing raised temperatures – is not known, and the nearest Culpeper gets to this use is to say: ‘Salix. Willow leaves ... the boughs stuck about a chamber wonderfully cool the air and refresh such as have fevers, the leaves applied to the head, help hot diseases there, and frenzies.’ They appeared to know nothing of the properties of foxglove, Digitalis purpurea and Digitalis lanata, as it has no mention in the Pharmacopoeia Londinensis or Culpeper. Medicine had to wait until 1785 when William Withering published An Account of the Foxglove and some of its medicinal uses before its value was appreciated. Reading the properties attributed to plants by Culpeper and in modern herbalism literature, one is continually struck by the need for robust assessments of their effectiveness and side effects in the short and long term. For example, Senokot, from the leaves and pods of Senna (we grow Senna corymbosa a native of Argentine, Paraguay and Brazil) is an effective purgative but long term use damages the large bowel and by itself causes constipation. 
This article reports on the medicinal uses of the plants, as believed in the first half of the 17th century. Even the box being grown in the parterres had a value in the medicine of that time; Culpeper writes ‘Buxus. Boxtree, the leaves ... are profitable against the bitings of mad dogs, both taken inwardly, boiled and applied to the place, besides they are excellent to cure horses of the bots.’ About the bark he writes ‘Many Physicians have written of it, but no physical vertue of it, I suppose the College quoted it only as a word of course.’ I have added my own comments, sometimes flippant, but there is nothing flippant about Buxus, which contains alkaloids, including buxine which causes respiratory paralysis in humans and livestock; and may also cause a contact dermatitis in humans. It also contains cyclobuxine which is teratogenic and cycloprotobuxine that has been investigated as a chemotherapeutic agent in cancer therapy. Modern treatment of bites from rabid dogs, does not include drinking box tree tea, or applying box poultices. Medicine moves on continuously, and the majority of the College’s simples (medicinal plants) of 1618 are as far removed from modern medicine as the ancient and treasured texts in historic libraries; neither should be discarded.
Useful information about potentially dangerous herbal remedies can be found in Safety of Herbal Medicinal Products published by the Medicines Control Agency (UK, July 2002), and publications from the UK Medicines and Healthcare Products Regulatory Agency.
Gardens of St. Andrew’s Place, Plants from the London Pharmacopoeia of 1618
House 1 – Flowers of medicinal value
House 2 – Roots of medicinal value
House 3 – Roots of medicinal value
House 4 – Fruits of medicinal value
House 5 – Leaves of medicinal value
House 6 – Leaves of medicinal value
House 7 – Seeds and barks of medicinal value
House 8 – Gums and resins of medicinal value
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Royal College of Physicians, St. Andrew’s Place 
Garden of House 1

Plants listed as having flowers of medicinal value,

 in the Pharmacopoeia Londinensis of 1618
Borago officinalis L. – Borage – Europe. 
Culpeper: “... comforts the heart, cheers the spirit, drives away sadness and melancholy, they are rather laxative than binding; help swooning and heart qualms, breed special good blood; help consumptions, madness and such as are much weakened by sickness”. He also writes “Borage and Bugloss flowers strengthen the heart and brain and are profitable in fevers.”
Notes: It is (or was) added to Pimms, along with oranges and cucumber etc., but Culpeper was referring to it cheering the human spirit. Under Bugloss, Culpeper notes ‘Buglossum. Buglos, its vertues are the same as Borage’ with a margin note that ‘In Sussex (because they must be francified [=rendered into French]) called Languedebeef; in plain English Oxtongue.’ Lindley, while noting its cucumber flavour and that it was added to cordials, doubted that it had any ‘exhilarating qualities’. He wrote that it ‘was once esteemed as a pectoral medicine.’ It has been suspected of being hepatotoxic when taken internally and is genotoxic and carcinogenic. It should not be taken internally (MCA, 2002).
Centaurea cyanus L. – Cornflower, Bluebottle – North temperate regions.
Culpeper: “ ... helps the yellow jaundice, opens obstructions of the liver, helps pains of the spleen, provokes the terms, brings out the birth and afterbirth.” 
Notes: There is a problem with this one for the Centaury of the Physicians may be Centaurium minus (an erect annual with five-petalled, pink flowers), the Common Centaury and not the blue Cornflower. Culpeper also recommends the Greater Centaury, which could be the Centaurea glastifolia of Linnaeus which is also called Centaureum majus. Lindley notes that Centaurea were used as a febrifuge.
Crocus sativus L. – Saffron – southern Europe and southwestern Asia, as a sterile, triploid cultivar of the Cretan plant, Crocus cartwrightianus.
Culpeper: “ ... powerfully concocts, and sends out whatever humor offends the body, drives out inflammations, being applied outwardly, increaseth lust, provokes urine.” 
Notes: It has been in cultivation and medicinal use for over 4,000 years, although now principally used as a food spice and dye, sourced from the stigmas. It may have pharmacologically useful properties. Saffron based cave paintings over 50,000 years old are known. ‘An agreeable stimulant in many culinary preparations and liqueurs ... but in modern practice is little used’ according to Lindley (1838).
Calendula officinalis L. – Common marigold, Ruddles – Origin unknown but probably from the Mediterranean.

Culpeper: “ [recommending the leaves] ... loosen the belly, the juice held in the mouth helps the toothache and takes away any inflammation, or hot swelling being bathed with it mixed with a little vinegar.” 
Notes: It has been used for over 2,000 years, both medicinally and as a food dye; the petals are used as a saffron substitute (‘formerly much employed as a carminative; it is chiefly used now to adulterate saffron’ according to Lindley), and a ‘tea’ made from dried marigold flowers is still recommended as a gargle for mouth ulcers (Wikipedia). Avoid in pregnancy as it is a uterine stimulant (MCA, 2002). 
Chamaemelum nobile (L) All. – German chamomile – Europe, Mediterranean
Culpeper: “... assuage swellings, inflammations of the bowels, dissolve wind, are profitable given in clysters or drink, to such as are troubled with colic or [renal] stone.” 
Notes: The leaves are pleasantly fragrant, hence its use as a lawn plant, but also in aromatherapy. A ‘tea’ made from the flowers is apparently used to lighten hair colour. Chamomile contains sesquiterpene lactones, and these are known to possess allergenic properties. Hypersensitivity reactions have been reported in this and other members of the Compositae (Asteraceae) and cross sensitivity reactions may occur (MCA, 2002).
Cytisus scoparius (L) Link. – Common broom – Europe, including GB.
Culpeper: “... purge waters and are good in dropsies.” 
Notes: Dropsy basically means swollen ankles from fluid retention, for which there may be several causes. The expression ‘purge waters’ may mean that is was thought to increase urine output. However it contains the alkaloid sparteine which is a cardiac depressant (MCA, 2002) so should not be used in heart failure.
Dianthus caryophyllus L. – Carnation, Clove-gilliflower – Mediterranean.
Culpeper: “... Clove-gilliflowers resist the pestilence, strengthen the heart, liver and stomach, and provokes lust.” He also called it Betonica coronaria.
Notes: Pestilence was the bubonic plague, that was prevalent in London (and Europe generally) at that time. A bunch of carnations may still, at least, encourage affection (if not lust), but most hospitals now dislike flowers in their wards, whether affected by plague or not. 
Fumaria officinalis L. – Fumitory – North temperate regions.
Culpeper: “... helps such as are itchy and scabbed, clears the skin, opens stoppings of the liver and spleen, helps rickets, hypochondriac melancholy, madness, frenzies, quartan agues ...” etc.
Notes: While it is still used in modern herbalism as a topical lotion or cream to treat skin diseases, it does contain poisonous alkaloids and should not be eaten (drunk, etc.). No evidence has appeared for its other uses as described by Culpeper.
Hyssopus officinalis L. – Hyssop – S & E Europe (naturalised in US).
Culpeper: “... Helps cough, shortness of breath, wheezing, distillations upon the lungs, ... kills worms in the body, amends the whole colour of the body, helps the dropsy and spleen, sore throats and noise in the ears.”

Notes: In the King James’ Bible New Testament translation, a sponge soaked in sour wine or vinegar was stuck on a branch of hyssop and offered to Jesus of Nazareth on the cross just before he died (John 19:29) – but this phonetic transliteration of ezob may not have been the same plant (Wikipedia). It is poisonous.
Jasminum officinale L. – Common jasmine – Asia Minor, Himalaya, China.

Culpeper: “Jasmine flowers boiled in oil, and the grieved place bathed in it, taketh away cramps and stitches in the side: the plant is only preserved here in the gardens of some few, and because hard to come by, I pass it.”
Notes: This is in the College’s Pharmacopoeia of 1618 as “Sambacis vel [=or] Iasmine” and Culpeper (1653) does not list it along with the flowers in his translation, except (page 44) where he describes flowers according to their ‘properties’.
Lamium album L. – White dead nettle – Europe to western Asia
Culpeper: Makes no comment about it.
Notes: Called Lamii alba in the College’s Pharmacopoeia. Modern herbalism appears to use it for almost everything (http://www.pfaf.org/) and it is cooked as a vegetable or drunk as a tea.
Lilium candidum L. – Madonna lily – Balkans, E. Mediterranean
Culpeper: “The root ... helps burnings, softens the womb, provokes the terms; if boiled in wine it is given with good success in rotten fevers, pestilences, and all diseases that require suppuration: (it being outwardly applied) helps ulcers in the head, and amends the ill colour of the face.” 
Notes: The College lists this under ‘flowers’, but Culpeper has it under ‘roots’.
Lavandula angustifolia Mill. – English lavender – Mediterranean.
Culpeper: “... resist all cold afflictions of the brain, convulsions falling sickness, they open cold stomachs, and open obstructions of the liver, they provoke urine and the terms, bring forth the birth and afterbirth.”
Notes: Still used in aromatherapy.
Melilotus officinalis Lam. – Meliot, Yellow sweet clover – Europe to East Asia but following introduction to North America, is widely distributed there.
Culpeper: ‘Meliotus. Meliot. Inwardly taken provokes urine, breaks the stone, clenseth the reins and bladder, cutteth and clenseth the lungs of tough phlegm; the juice dropped into the eyes cleers the sight, into the ears mitigates pain and noise there; the head bathed with the juice mixed with vinegar takes away the pains thereof, outwardly in poultices, it assuages swellings in the privities, and elsewhere.’
Notes: It is used as a vegetable and a flavouring (despite reports of toxicity), and, in herbal medicine, for the treatment of varicose veins and haemorrhoids where fresh leaves are recommended as the dry leaves are reported to be toxic (although it is not clear why this applies only to dry leaves). The plant contains coumarine or dicoumarine, which converts to dicoumerol, an anticoagulant. A legume whose root nodules fix nitrogen; the flowers are a honey source for bees; grown as a forage crop. It has become a major food source for American deer and elk, and is so widespread as to be rated a noxious weed in some areas (for more information see http://www.fs.fed.us/database/feis/plants/forb/meloff/all.html ). Horses, cattle and sheep have been poisoned by it. 
Narcissus pseudonarcissus L. – Lent lily, wild daffodil – W. Europe to N. England.
Culpeper: Makes no mention of it.
Notes: All parts of the plant are poisonous, especially the bulbs, so Culpeper was right to omit it. The on-line herbal medicine site http://www.holisticonline.com/ does not include it, although it is listed as both poisonous and having medicinal use in http://www.pfaf.org, where (dangerously) they advise it for bronchitis in children.
Papaver rhoeas L. – Corn poppy, Field poppy, Flanders poppy – Temperate Old World.
Culpeper: (in The English Physitian, 1652) ‘... is good to prevent the falling sickness [epilepsy] ...’
Notes: See also the notes for it in House 4. Culpeper gives many more remedies in the English Physitian of 1652 than in his London Pharmacopoeia of 1653. In the former he uses corn poppy for ‘procuring rest and sleep’, for curing coughs and sore throats, treating menorrhagia, agues (aches), frenzies (delirium), pleurisy and toothache; and if applied as a poultice for reducing inflammations and erysipelas (St. Anthony’s Fire). Most of these are mediated by the opium content of the seedpods of the corn Poppy, which is little noted upon in modern literature.
Primula veris L. – Cowslip – Europe, western Asia.
Culpeper: “... strengthen the brain, memory, senses, exceedingly, resist all diseases there, as convulsions, falling sickness and palsies, etc.” .

Notes: It contains quinones and these may give rise to allergic reactions (MCA, 2002).
Rosa × alba L. 'Maxima' (? R. gallica × R. arvensis) – White Rose of York; Jacobite Rose for the cultivar – a garden hybrid. 
Rosa × damascena Mill. ‘Quatre Saisons' (R. gallica × R. moschata) – Summer damask rose – Asia minor
Rosa × damascena Mill. ‘Trigintipetala’ – Kazanlik Rose – Asia minor?
Rosa gallica officinalis L. – Apothecaries rose, Red Rose of Lancaster - S & C Europe, western Asia.
Culpeper: “Red roses cool, bind, strengthen both vital and animal virtue, restores such as are in consumptions, strengthen. 
Notes: Rose water and distilled oil of roses have been used in herbal medicine for over a thousand years, and are still used in aromatherapy. The Red Rose of Lancaster and the White Rose of York can be seen in the stone carvings at the back of the North American beds (by the exit to the car park).
Rosa gallica L. ‘Versicolor’ – Rosa mundi – S & C Europe, western Asia

Notes: The variegation of Rosa mundi is due to transposons, small chains of genetic material that jump in and out of locations within the genome, interfering with the expression of the gene for pink colour within the flower.
Rosmarinus officinalis L. – Rosemary - Mediterranean
Culpeper: “... strengthen the brain exceedingly, resist madness, clear the sight.”
Notes: This is an extra reason for adding it to the joint of lamb, for the Sunday roast.
Stachys officinalis (L) Trev. – Bishop’s wort, Wood betony, Betonica vulgaris, Stachys betonica – Europe, Asia
Culpeper: “... helps the falling sickness [epilepsy], and all headaches coming of cold, cleanseth the breast and lungs, opens stoppings of the liver and spleen, as the Rickets etc. [suggests that Culpeper thought rickets – Vitamin D deficiency – was due to a ‘stopping’ – whatever that is - of the liver or spleen], procures appetite, helps sour belchings, provokes urine, helps the stone, mitigates the pain of the reins [kidneys] and the bladder, helps cramps and convulsions, resists poison, such as piss blood, madness and headache, kills worms, help bruises and cleanseth women after their labour.”
Notes: While modern herbalism still recommends it for a similar multitude of illnesses, there is no data on its safety. It is given as a ‘tea’ made from very small quantities of the dried flower. 
Tamarix gallica L. – Manna tree – Mediterranean
Culpeper: “... hath a notable verme against the rickets, and infirmities of the spleen, provokes the terms.”
Notes: There are three Tamarix plants in the centre of the garden, all different, so we appear to have three different species. Tamarix gallica is thought to be the ‘Tamaris’ of Culpeper and the College. The ‘manna’ referred to in its popular name is an edible substance produced as a result of insect damage, but, strangely, it is not clear if it is the excretion of scale insects or sap from the plant. It may be the manna mentioned as a food in the Old Testament, but there are other plant contenders for this.
Viola odorata L. – English violet – S, SC & W. Europe
Culpeper: “Violets (to whit the blew ones, for I know little or no use of the white ones in physic) ... provoke sleep, loosen the belly, resist fevers, help inflammations, ... ease pains in the head, help the roughness of the windpipe, soreness in the throat, inflammations in the breast and sides, pleurisies, open stoppings of the liver and help the yellow jaundice.” 
Notes: It still has the same reputation in modern herbal medicine, and while its safety is not known, it is regarded as edible and flowers are used to garnish salads. Larger quantities are emetic – make one vomit. 
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Garden of House 2
Plants listed as having roots of medicinal value,

 in the Pharmacopoeia Londinensis of 1618
Anchusa officinalis L. – ? no common name – Europe, Asia minor.

Culpeper: “Good for old ulcers.”

Notes: In the mid-nineteenth century the young leaves were eaten as a vegetable in parts of France and Germany (according to Sturtevant). A red dye can be extracted from the roots and is used as a food colouring (www.pfaf.org).
Arctium lappa L. - Burdock
Culpeper: ‘Burdanae, etc. Of Bur, Clot-Bur or Burdock, ... helps such as spit blood and matter, bruised and mixed salt and applied to the place, helpeth the bitings of mad dogs. It expels wind, easeth pains of the teeth, strengthens the back, helps the running of the reins, and the whites in women, being taken inwardly.’
Notes: The roots contain inulin, which is made into a non-digestible sweetener for diabetics. It has a multitude of uses in herbal medicine, in particular it is a component of a compound called ‘essiac’ that has been widely used as a treatment of cancers in the USA, but which is of no proven benefit. The young roots can be eaten raw or cooked. The seeds are hairy and care should be taken when harvesting them as inhaled they are reported as ‘toxic’.
Chelidonium majus L. – Greater Celandine, swallow wort – Europe, western Asia
Culpeper: “... for such as have the yellow jaundice, it opens obstructions of the liver ... if chewed it the mouth, it helpeth toothache.” He writes (1826) that Chelidonium is the Greek name for a swallow and that it is called swallow wort because if one blinds young swallows with a needle, this herb recovers their sight. He adds that he has blinded swallows and they recover their sight even without the herb. Whatever, this seems a bizarre experiment and would fail to get ethical committee approval today.
Notes: The unrelated Lesser Celandine, Ranunculus ficaria, is known as Pilewort, and carrying the roots, or applying a paste made from them, alleviated haemorrhoids/piles, according to Culpeper. Another name for a haemorrhoid was ‘Fig’, and it is possible that the suffic ‘-aria’ may be an abbreviation of ‘-arian’, signifying ‘belonging to’ as in ‘sectarian’, ‘vegetarian’, ‘parliamentarian’, and that ‘ficaria’ means ‘pertaining to piles’. Greater Celandine crushed and made into a gargle was used for toothache. Its sale is restricted to pharmacies only (in the UK), because of unspecified hazards.
Cynoglossum officinale L. – Hound’s tongue – Europe to western Asia.
Culpeper: “... being roasted and laid to the fundament, helps the haemorrhoids. It is also good against burnings and scaldings.” 
Notes: It contains hepatocarcinogenic pyrrolizidine alkaloids and while people are known to eat the young leaves as a vegetable, this is inadvisable. The whole plant is hairy and may cause contact dermatitis. The use of herbal remedies, which contain these alkaloids, by the Bantu of southern Africa correlates with their high incidence of tumours of the liver and pancreas. 
Euphorbia lathyris L. – Caper spurge, myrtle spurge, mole plant, Esulae – SW & C Europe, E Mediterranean, NW Africa, naturalised in C & S America.
Culpeper: “Esulae, majoris minoris, spurge the greater, the lesser, they are both (taken inwardly), too violent for a vulgar use; outwardly in ointments they cleanse the skin, and take away sun-burning.”
Notes: Not the source of the edible capers – for, like many plants, it is very toxic (especially the seeds), and should not be taken internally. Like all spurges, the white latex is irritant and has been used on warts and corns. On normal skin it causes redness and, with repeated use, ulceration. It is said to repel moles (the animal sort), but proof is lacking. It has been investigated for anti-cancer properties.
Foeniculum vulgare Mill. – Fennel – Europe, Mediterranean, naturalised in Britain.
Culpeper: “The root ... provokes urine and the Terms, strengthens the liver, and is good against the dropsy.”

Notes: In modern usage the leaves of Fennel are eaten as a garnish, raw or cooked, commonly with salads and fish. The cooked root is said to taste like parsnip. It is also used in herbal medicine. An oil made from the seeds is used in aromatherapy, but taken internally is toxic. The sap and fennel oil can cause dermatitis.
Filipendula vulgaris Moench. – Dropwort – Europe, N & C Asia
Culpeper: “... the roots ... provoke urine, ease pain in the bladder, and are a good preservative against the falling sickness [epilepsy].”  

Notes: The common name, Dropwort’, reflects its use against epilepsy, the falling sickness. The Latin name means ‘hanging threads’, which refers to the structure of the roots. It is still used in herbal medicine, and – in emergencies – the leaves and roots may be eaten raw or cooked.
Gentiana lutea L. – Great yellow gentian – Europe (Mountains).
Culpeper: “... some call it Felwort or Baldmoney. It is ... a notable counterpoison, it opens obstructions, helps the bitings of venomous beasts, and mad dogs, helps digestion, and cleanseth the body of raw humours; our chyrugians [surgeons] use the root in the form of a tent to open the sore, they are also very profitable for ruptures [hernias] or such as are burnt.” 

Notes: The root is used as a bittering agent, and is widely recommended in herbal medicine as a general tonic, and for uses such as a treatment for intestinal worms.
It is not the source of Gentian violet, a blue-purple dye, which is derived from coal tar.
Hermodactylus tuberosa L. (Mill.) – Snake’s head Iris, widow iris – S. Europe.

Culpeper: “They purge flegm, especially from the joynts, therefore are good for gouts, and other disease of the joynts. Their vices [side-effects] are corrected with long pepper, ginger, cinnamon or mastich: I would not have unskilful people to busy with purges.” 
Notes: This is a beautiful dwarf iris, but seems to have completely disappeared from modern herbals and all I can offer you is that John Gerard (1545-1612), the herbalist, described the colour as ‘goose-turd green’.
Helleborus niger L. – Christmas rose, Bear’s foot, Christmas flower – C. Europe (Alps).
Culpeper: “The roots (boiled in vinegar) ... be an admirable remedy against inveterate scabs, itch and leprosy, the same helps the toothache, being held in the mouth (.) dropped into the ears, helpeth deafness coming of melancholy and noises in the ears; corrected with a little cinnamon (as powder) it purgeth melancholy, resisteth madness.”  
Notes: A poisonous plant containing cardiac glycosides, that when eaten may cause the classical triad of coma, convulsions and death, but on the way causes vomiting and purging, and symptoms similar to those of digoxin poisoning with bradycardia and also bundle branch block, ventricular fibrillation and asystole. Used to be used to kill intestinal worms and presumably a dose just sufficient to kill the parasites was too small to kill the patient. It was used to kill lice but the sap causes dermatitis so, all in all, it is best avoided. Many other plants in the family Ranunculaceae, to which Helleborus belongs, contain numerous toxins. The name derives from the Greek, meaning ‘to injure + food’, and niger, meaning ‘black’ refers to the colour of the roots.
Iris germanica var. florentina (L.) Dykes – Bearded iris, Orris - Mediterranean
Culpeper: “They ... resist poison, help shortness of the breath, provoke the terms; the root being green and bruised takes away blackness and blewness of a stroke [viz: the discolouration of a bruise], being applied thereto.”

Notes: The roots are dried and ground up to make Orris powder. This has a fragrance of violets, improving with age, and is used as a basis for perfumes and as a food flavouring. In herbal medicine it is used to treat diarrhoea, chest complaints, and as a diuretic, but it is potentially toxic. Deer apparently do not eat it. It can cause contact dermatitis. The roots produce a black dye, the flowers a blue dye. Orris oil can cause a contact dermatitis. 
Polygonum bistorta L. (Persicaria bistorta (L.) A.Samp.) – Bistort, snakeweed, Easter Ledges – Europe, N & W Asia 
Culpeper: “... taken inwardly resist pestilence and poison, helps ruptures, and bruises, stays fluxes, vomiting and immoderate flowing of the terms in women, helps inflammations and soreness of the mouth, and fastens loose teeth, being bruised and boiled in white wine and the mouth washed with it.”

Notes: In modern herbal medicine it is still used for a similar wide variety of internal conditions, but it can also be cooked and eaten as a vegetable. The use to relieve toothache, applied as a paste to the affected tooth, seems to have been widespread.
Petasites hybridus (L) P. Gaertn., Mey. & Scherb. –  Petacitae, Butterbur, Bog rhubarb – Europe, N.W. Asia.

Culpeper: “The roots are ... exceeding good in violent and pestilential fevers, they provoke the terms, expel poison, and kill worms.” 

Notes: Modern herbalists recommend it for a wide range of therapies, but authors caution that it contains potentially toxic alkaloids so internal use is not advised. In a trial aimed at reducing frequency of migraine attacks, a standardised commercial preparation was well tolerated, and was effective at higher doses, but placebo in this trial reduced migraines by over 50% in 49% of the patients (Neurology 2004; 63: 2240-2244).
 Rheum officinale Baill. –  Rhabarbari monachorum, Chinese or Indian Rhubarb, Patience, Monks ruebarb, Bastard ruebarb – W. China, Tibet

Culpeper: “... it also purgeth, cleanseth the blood, opens obstructions of the liver.”
Notes: Not the same thing as the well known edible rhubarb, Rheum hybridum. It is used for a wide spectrum of conditions by herbalists, but is mainly laxative due to anthraquinones (also present in Senna) which are a gastrointestinal irritant. Herbalists use the roots, not the leaves which contain soluble oxalates which impair blood clotting, and cause vomiting and diarrhoea. As a herbal medicine, the roots of Rheum officinale is said to be more effective than Rheum palmatum (Turkey rhubarb), the leaves of which are used to make an insectide.
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Acorus calamus L. – Sweet flag, sweet calamus, Myrtle flag, calamus, flagroot – Asia, SE US.

Culpeper: ‘I shall not, nor dare not make a long paraphrase about the sorts of it, one of which is Water-Flag or flower-de-Luce, which ... binds, strengthens, stops fluxes of the belly, and immoderate flowing of the terms in women, a drachm being taken in red wine every morning.’  

Notes: Oil of calamus contains beta-asarone which is carcinogenic, nephrotoxic and causes convulsions (MCA, 2002). It should not be taken internally and its use has been banned in most countries. In South African herbal medicine it is used to treat diarrhoea. The powdered root used to be used as to clean teeth.
Angelica archangelica L. – Archangel, wild parsnip – N & E Europe, C. Asia, Greenland

Culpeper: ‘... strengthens the heart exceedingly, and is a singular remedy against pestilence and poison ...’

Notes: Claimed to have been introduced by the Tradescants from Archangel in Russia early in the 17th century, it was widely recommended against the plague. It was also thought to be an aphrodisiac. The stems are cut up and now merely used - as candied angelica – to decorate cakes.
Althaea officinalis L. – Marsh Mallow, white mallow – Europe, naturalised in E. US.
Culpeper: ‘Of Marshmallows ... ease pains, help bloody fluxes, the stone and gravel; being bruised and well boiled in milk, and the milk drunk, is a gallant remedy for the gripings of the belly, and the Bloody flux: if a feaver accompany the disease, boil a handful of common mallow leaves with a handful of these roots.’ 

Notes: Dioscorides recommended it as a treatment of bee and wasp stings, and said that applying the leaves crushed up in oil to the skin would prevent these insects from stinging. It was used as a vegetable in the Middle East, but – more obviously – is an ingredient in the sweets called marshmallow, using a mucilaginous substance extracted from the roots mixed with sugar, egg whites, gum arabic and a flavouring such as vanilla.
Asarum europaeum L. – Asarabacca – W. Europe.
Culpeper: ‘Of Asarabacca: the roots are a safer purge than the leaves, and not so violent, I do not much fancy any of them both, ignorant people had best let them alone than be too busy in what they have no skill in: they purge by vomit, stool and urine, they are profitable for such as have agues, dropsies, stopping of the liver, or spleen, green sickness [= anaemia].’

Notes: It was also used as a nervine – a substance that made one sneeze – and as such was taken as snuff made from the dried roots. It is a poisonous plant and herbalists have followed Culpeper in abandoning it for safer products.
Astrantia major and Astrantia maxima - Gentleman's Melancholy, Hattie's Pincushion, Mountain Sanicle, & Black-root Sanicle.
Herbalists recommend a tea made from the roots of Astrantia major as purgative and from the whole plant as a diuretic. Astrantia major is known as Great Masterwort, and the Masterwort of Culpeper and the Physicians was Common Masterwort - Imperatoria ostruthium L. (now Peucedanum ostruthium (L.) Koch.), known also as Magistrantia. All three are in the Family Apiaceae. 
Of Peucedanum ostruthium we have the following information:
Culpeper: ‘Imperitoriae etc. Of Masterwort. The root ... mitigates the rigor of agues, helps Dropsies, provokes sweat, breaks carbuncles, and plague sores being applied to them; it is very profitable being applied inwardly in bruises.’
Notes: Herbalists recommend a tea made from the roots as purgative and from the whole plant as a diuretic. It was known as Masterwort and Magistrantia, implying it was only fit for use by experienced herbalists. Woodville notes that in some diseases, such as hysteria, hydrops, colic, paralysis, intestinal parasites and intermittent fevers, it was ‘employed with so much success as to be distinguished by the name of ‘divinum remedium’ [=divine remedy], and notes that it was no longer so regarded. It contains saponins that have antifungal activity when applied topically.
Bryonia dioica Jacq. – White Bryony, wild hop – Europe, N Africa, W Asia
Culpeper: ‘Of briony, both white and black ... purge phlegm and watery humours, but they trouble the stomach much, they are very good for dropsies; the white is most in use and is admirable good for the fits of the Mother; both of them externally used take away freckles, Sunburning and Morphew [= ‘a scurfy eruption’] from the face, and cleanse filthy ulcers; it is but a churlish purge, but being let alone can do no harm.’
Notes: Highly poisonous roots and berries, containing the glycoside bryonidin and the resin bryoresin. The poisonous compounds are known as cucurbitacins. 
Cyclamen hederifolium Ait. – Cyclamen, Artanita, Sow-bread – S Europe to Turkey.
Culpeper: Under ‘Roots’ he writes: ‘ a most violent purge, dangerous; outwardly applied to the place, it profits much in the bitings of venomous beasts, also being hung about women in labor it causes speedy deliverance. See the herb.’ Under ‘Herbs’ he writes: ‘Sow bread, it is so dangerous a purge that I dare not take it myself, therefore would I not advise others. outwardly in ointments it takes away freckles, sunburning and marks that Small Pox leaves behind; dangerous for women with child, yea so dangerous that both Dioscorides and Pliny say that it will make a woman miscarry if she do just stride over it.’ 
Notes: Dioscorides is thought by John Goodyear to be referring to Cyclamen graecum, when he writes ‘They say that if a woman great with childe doe go over ye roote, that shee doth make abortion, and being tyed about her it doth hasten the birth.’ and clearly attributes this to an earlier author.
Eryngium maritimum L. – Sea holly, Sea holm, sea eryngium – Europe, naturalised E coast of US.
Culpeper: ‘ ... bruised and applied to the place, they help the Scrophula, or disease of the throat called the King’s evil, they break the stone, increase seed, stir up lust, provoke the Terms etc.’ 
Notes: The King’s Evil, or scrofula, was the name for a tuberculous infection of the lymph nodes in the neck, which was supposed to be cured by the touch of a King. 
Geum urbanum L. - Herb bennet, cariophillatae, caryophyllata, cloveroot, wood avens – Europe.
Culpeper: ‘Cariophillatae: of Avens or Herb Bennet: the roots ... keep garments from being moth eaten. See the leaves.’ Under leaves he writes: ‘Caryophyllata: of Avens or Herb Bennet: ... they help the cholich, rawness of the stomach, stitches in the side, stoppings of the liver, and bruises.’
Notes: It has a long history of early Christian associations, and was known as the ‘Blessed Herb’, in Latin Herba benedicta, and hence to St. Benedict’s Herb, as this saint was supposed to have blessed a glass of poisoned wine whereupon the glass broke. Quite how the latter related to the plant is not clear, but 15th century monks believed that it protected one against poisons and hanging it around one’s neck kept Satan at bay. While it is still used in herbal medicine, one recipe involves macerating it for a fortnight in proof spirit (40% w/v) and one wonders if the equivalent of neat whisky might not have had the therapeutic effect.
Glycyrrhiza glabra L. – Licorice, Liquorice, sweetwood – Mediterranean to S W Asia
Culpeper: ‘Of Liquoris, the best there is grows in England. It ... helps the roughness of the windpipe, Hoarseness, diseases in the kidney or bladder, and ulcers in the bladder (which in my opinion is a very difficult thing to cure, although curable) ... helps difficulty of breathing ... the root dried and beaten into a powder, and the powder put into the eye is a special remedy for a Pin and a Web.’  
Notes: A Pin is caligo, a spot on the cornea that obscures sight; a Web is a pterygium, a vascular overgrowth from the conjunctiva over the cornea. They were brave herbalists (and patients) who put herbal compounds onto the eye. Avoid in pregnancy as it may cause abortions due to oestrogenic activity; hyper- aldosteronism may result from excessive ingestion (MCA, 2002).
Inula helenium L. – Elecampine, Elecampane, Enulae campinae, Helenii - Eurasia
Culpeper: ‘Elecampane, is ... wholesome for the stomach, resists poison, helps old coughs and shortness of breath, helps ruptures and provokes lust; in ointments it is good against scabs and itch.’
Notes: It contains sesquiterpene lactones which can cause allergies and irritation (MCA, 2002).
Laurus nobilis L. – True laurel, bay laurel, sweet bay, bay tree - Mediterranean
Culpeper: ‘Lauri. of the bay-tree. The bark of the root, drunk with wine, provokes urine, breaks the stone, opens obstructions of the liver and spleen. But according to Dioscorides is naught for women with child.
Notes: Dioscorides wrote ‘... the barck of the roote breakes the stone, kills ye partus [=foetus], and is good for ye liver-sick...’. The beautiful maiden, Daphne, was loved by Apollo, was changed into a laurel tree when she tried to escape from him, hence the tree became sacred to Apollo. People of Pompei today still drink a tea made from laurel leaves for abdominal complaints. Victors, in Ancient Rome, in battle or games wore a wreath of laurels; the leaves were eaten to bestow the power to prophesy, and modern cooks add them to stews (Jashemski).
Origanum dictamnus L. – Dittany of Crete, hop marjoram - Crete
Culpeper: ‘... hastens travail in women, provokes the Terms. See the Leaves.’ Under Leaves he writes: ‘Dictamny, or Dittany of Creet, ... brings away dead children, hastens womens travail, brings away the afterbirth, the very smell of it drives away venemous beasts, so deadly an enemy is it to poison, it’s an admirable remedy against wounds and Gunshot, wounds made with poisoned weapons, draws out splinters, broken bones etc. They say the goats and deers in Creet, being wounded with arrows, eat this herb, which makes the arrows fall out of themselves.  
Notes: Dioscorides’ Materia Medica (c. 100 AD), Pliny the Elder’s Natural History and Theophrastus’s Enquiry into Plants all have this information, as does Vergil’s Aeneid where he recounts how Venus produced it when her son, Aeneas, had received a deadly wound from an arrow, which fell out on its own when the wound was washed with it (Jashemski). Dioscorides attributes the same property to ‘Tragium’ or ‘Tragion’ which is probably Hypericum hircinum (a St. John’s Wort): ‘Tragium grows in Crete only ... the leaves and the seed and the tear, being laid on with wine doe draw out arrow heads and splinteres and all things fastened within ... They say also that ye wild goats having been shot, and then feeding upon this herb doe cast out ye arrows.’ 
Rubia tinctorum L. – madder – E Mediterranean to C Asia
Culpeper: ‘Rubiae tinctorum. Of Maddir. In this were Galen and Dioscorides quite beside the cushion [= an ancient expression, apparently coined by Judge Jeffreys, meaning ‘not to the point’] in saying this root was cleansing and opening when clean contrary it is both drying and binding, yet not without some opening quality for it helps the yellow jaundice and therefore opens the obstructions of the Liver and Gall; it is given with good success to such as have bruises by falls, stops the Looseness, the Haemorrhoids, and the Terms in women.’
Notes: Dioscorides writes ‘The root is red, fit for dying’ (the dye, alizarin, used to be produced from it) and ‘The root is thin, long, diuretical... it helps ye Ictericall [=jaundice] and ye Ischiaticall and ye Paralyticall: it drives out much and thick urine and sometimes also blood ...’ 
Ruscus aculeatus L. – Butcher’s broom, Box holly, Knee Holly, Jew’s myrtle – Mediterranean to GB and Azores
Culpeper: ‘Of knee-holly ... provoke urine, break the stone, and help such as cannot piss freely. Use them like grass roots.’
Notes: Culpeper’s source for this information is Dioscorides, who says of this plant ‘... ye leaves and berries drunk in wine have ye force to move urine, expel the menstrua, and to break ye stones in ye bladder ...’ and adds also ‘ ... it cures also ye Icterus and ye strangurie and ye headache.’
Scabiosa columbaria L. – Scabious – Europe, Africa, Asia
Culpeper: ‘The roots either boiled or beaten into powder and so taken, helps such as are extremely troubled with scabs and itch, are medicinal in the French-pocks, hard swellings, inward wounds ...’
Notes: The genus name comes from the Latin word scabies meaning ‘itch’, which according to the Doctrine of Signatures, the rough leaves indicated that it would cure eczematous skin. However, the leaves are not really very rough... Not used in herbal medicine at the present time except in Southern Africa where it is used fro colic and heartburn, and the roots made into an ointment for curing wounds (van Wyk).
Tamus communis L. – Black Bryony - Europe, Persia; Africa
Culpeper: regarded Bryonia dioica, white bryony (q.v.), as having the same properties.
Notes: The roots and berries are highly toxic, produce violent purgation and ‘death comes rapidly’ (Medical Botany, 1997).
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Punica granatum L. – pomegranate, granatum malum, balustines – E Mediterranean to Himalayas
Culpeper: makes no mention of the fruit, but says of the flowers ‘... they stop fluxes and the Terms in women.’ In the Complete Herbal and English Physician (1826) says the fruit ‘... has the same general qualities as other acid fruits.’ Of the flowers he says (among other properties) that ‘A strong infusion of these cures ulcers in the mouth and throat, and fastens loose teeth.’
Notes: The dwarf form of this species, Punica granatum var. nana with fruits no more than 3cm across, grows in the border beds. Pomegranate bark can only be sold by registered pharmacies. In South Africa the fruit rind is used for diarrhoea and stomach ache, and the bark as a vermifuge, but undesirable side effects make this dangerous. It is reported to be effective against fevers, as a diuretic, to lower blood sugar and to be both antibacterial and antiviral (van Wyk).

Dianthus caryophyllus L. – carnation, clove-gilliflowers - Mediterranean
Culpeper: says of the flowers: ‘Clove-gilliflowers, resist the pestilence, strengthen the heart, liver and stomach, and provokes lust.’
Notes: They smell strongly of cloves, and an oil made from the petals is used in perfumery, soaps etc. The petals are sometimes used as a garnish for salads. In herbal medicine they are used to make a tonic.
Ecballium elaterium A. Rich. – Squirting cucumber, cucumers – Mediterranean to S Russia

Culpeper: ‘Cucumers, or (if you will) cowcumbers, cool the stomach and are good against ulcers in the bladder.’

Notes: Contains the resin elaterin, a powerful purgative; its sale is restricted in the UK to registered pharmacies. The cucumber of today’s salads is Cucumis sativus.
Ficus carica 
Culpeper: ‘Green figs are held to be of ill juice, but the best of it is that we are not much troubled by them in England. Dry figs helps coughs, cleanses the breast, and help infirmities of the lungs, shortness of wind, they loose the belly, purge the reins, help infirmities of the liver and spleen; outwardly they dissolve swellings; some say the continual eating of them makes men lousie.’ 
Notes: The leaves may cause photodermatitis. ‘Syrup of Figs’ was available, within living memory, as a treatment for constipation – and the figs themselves were recommended for this by both Dioscorides and Pliny the Elder. A use which has gone out of fashion since their time is applying the white sap to warts to soften and eventually remove them – in the same way as spurges are still used.
Papaver rhoeas L. – Corn poppy, field poppy, Flanders poppy, corn rose, wild poppy, Papapaver rubrum – Temperate Old World

Culpeper: ‘Poppy seeds ease pain and provoke sleep. Your best way is to make an emulsion of them with barley water.’ 
Notes: See also the notes about it in House 1. The petals were used to make an opium containing syrup for children according to Sowerby’s (1818) English Botany, vol. 5, but this states that poppy seeds contain no opium (which is not likely to be true, but is still debated). Seeds of Papaver somniferum, the opium poppy, are used to decorate bread and bagels.
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Achillea millefolium L. – Soldier’s Wound wort, Sanguinary, Millefolium, Yarrow  – Europe to W. Asia  

Culpeper: Millefolium. Yarrow... an healing herb for wounds, stauncheth bleeding; and some say the juice snuffed up the nose causeth it to bleed, whence it was called Nose-bleed; it stoppeth Lasks, and the Terms in women, helps the running of the reins [= kidneys], helps inflammations and excoriations of the Yard, as also inflammations of wounds.’
Notes: The hairy leaves are likely to promote blood clotting when applied to bleeding surfaces. However, they contain sesquiterpene lactones that may be allergenic and cause dermatitis; should be avoided in pregnancy (MCA, 2002).
Artemisia absinthium L. – Common absinthe, Old Man, Lad’s Love, Wormwood – temperate Eurasia, N. Africa
Culpeper: ‘... help weakness of the stomach, clense Choller, kill worms, open Stoppings, help surfets, cleer the sight, resist poisons, clense the blood and secure cloaths from moths.’ 
Notes: Used in the manufacture of the liqueur, absinthe, but it is said to be toxic – causing brain damage - and its use has been banned in many countries. Whether the hallucinations and brain damage of heavy absinthe drinkers are any different from those of all other alcoholics is still contested. The oil was used as a moth and insect repellent. It contains santonin, previously used as a vermifuge before less toxic treatments were known. It has been used as an abortifacient and a contraceptive, but its main use in Roman times – and in present day Pompei – is for colitis.
Artemisia abrotanum L. – Southernwood, Abrotanum – Origin uncertain, naturalised in Europe
Culpeper: ‘Abrotanum mas, foemina. Southernwood, male and foemale.... resists poison, kills worms, provokes lust; outwardly in plaisters it dissolves cold swellings, and helps the bitings of venomous beasts, makes hair grow.’
Notes: It is used as a tea in Southern Europe and parts of Asia; its antihelminthic activity is due to coumarin glycosides. As with many poisons and medicines, it is necessary to find the dose that kills the worms and not the patient.
Aquilegia vulgaris L. – Columbine, Granny’s bonnets – W C & S Europe, naturalised N America
Culpeper: ‘Columbines ; help sore throats.’
Notes: Contains a poison similar to aconite; ingestion of the seeds has been fatal in children.
Agrimonia eupatoria L. – Agrimony, Ageratum, Eupatorium, Maudlein – Europe, N & S Africa, N Asia
Culpeper: ‘Ageratum, Mesue [an Arabian physician] his Eupatorium. Maudlein. ... provokes urine and the terms, dries the brain, opens stoppings, helps the green sickness [a form of anaemia], and profits such as have a cold, weak liver; outwardly applied it takes away the hardness of the matrix [=? - not known] and fills hollow ulcers with flesh. 
Notes: Its most long standing use in herbal medicine is as a vulnary – an agent for healing wounds. Laid under a pillow it was said to induce sound sleep, but it has not been used internally for this. It has been used for fevers, as a tonic, diuretic, as a gargle and much else. The species name comes from Mithridates Eupator VI of Pontus (132-63 BC) who was a great herbalist as well as a formidable soldier whose army of 400 ships, 50,000 horse and 250,000 infantry challenged the might of Rome for many years. A mithridate is the name given to any cure-all. There are interesting articles about Mithridates on http://www.fordham.edu/Halsall/ancient/mithradates1.html and http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mithridates_VI_of_Pontus
Anemone nemorosa L. – Wood Anemone, windflower – Europe (not Mediterranean)
Culpeper: ‘Herba venti, anemone. Windflower. The juice snuffed up the nose purgeth the head, it cleanseth filthy ulcers, increaseth milk in nurses and outwardly by ointment helps leprosies.’ 
Notes: Like many members of the Ranunculaceae family, it is poisonous. Fresh plant material can cause severe gastric irritation if eaten and a local dermatitis if applied to the skin. Drying or cooking the plant material appears to abolish this property. It is used in herbalism, applied to rheumatic joints, and may act as a counter-irritant. 
Ballota nigra L. – Black Horehound, Marrubium nigrum – Eurasia, N Africa, naturalised in NE US
Culpeper: ‘Marrubium nigrum & foetidum. Black and Stinking Horehound I take to be all one. ... cure the bitings of mad dogs, waste and consume hard knobs in the fundament and matrix, cleanse filthy ulcers.’
Notes: Recommended that it be avoided in pregnancy (MCA, 2002).
Cnicus benedictus L. – Blessed thistle – Mediterranean, Portugal
Culpeper: ‘Carduus Benedictus. In plain English Blessed Thistle, though I confess it be better known by the Latin name. It ... helps swimming and giddiness in the head, deafness, strengthens the memory, helps griping pains in the belly, kills worms, provokes sweats, expels poison, helps inflammation of the liver, is very good in pestilences and the French Pox. Outwardly applied, it ripens plague sores, and helps hot swellings, the bitings of mad dogs, and venomous beasts and foul filthy ulcers. Everyone that can but make a Carduus posset [= a hot milk drink with added alcohol] knows how to use it.’ 
Notes: Not an English plant, so it is surprising that it was apparently so well known. It has been investigated for anti-cancer activity. It was introduced to South Africa 150 years ago where it is used for diabetes and arthritis, loss of appetite and indigestion. It contains a bitter lactone, cnicin, that stimulates gastric acid production (van Wyk).
Laurus nobilis ‘Angustifolia’ – Narrow-leaved bay tree - Mediterranean

Culpeper: ‘Laureola. Laurel. The leaves purge upwards and downwards. They are good for rheumatic persons to chew in their mouth, for they draw forth much water.
Notes: It is widely used in herbal medicine, and also in cooking with other herbs. No poisonous compounds reported from it.
Lonicera periclymenum L. – Honeysuckle, woodbine, caprifolium – Europe, W. Asia, Asia Minor, Caucasus 
Culpeper: ‘Caprifolium. Honeysuckles. ... If you chew but a leaf of it in your mouth, experience will tell you, that it is likelier to cause than to cure a sore throat, they provoke urine and purge by urine, bring speedy delivery to women in travail [=labour] yet procure barrenness and hinder conception; outwardly they dry up foul ulcers and cleanse the face from morphew [=scurfy eruptions], sunburning and freckles.
Notes: Another plant widely used in herbal medicine, but reported poisonous in large amounts. The fruits make one vomit, but otherwise the plant seems mostly recommended for treating ‘nervous asthma’ (not explained) in herbal medicine.
Mentha longifolia (L.) Huds. – Horsemint – Europe, W. Asia, C Russia, Ethiopia, S. Africa
Culpeper: ‘Methastrum. Horse mint. I know no difference between them and water mints.’ About the latter he writes: ‘Mentha acquatica. Water mints. Ease pains of the belly, headache and vomiting, gravel in the kidneys and stone.’ In his English Physitian (1652) he writes at length of its ability to cure everything from leprosy to preventing milk curdling, but warns that ‘They are extremely bad for wounded people; and they say a wounded man that eats mint, his wound will never be cured, and that is a long day.’ No evidence for any of it ...
Notes: Mint of various sorts remains hugely popular in cooking and salads, and plants from Europe have become widely distributed and naturalised worldwide. John Gerard (1545-1612), writes 'The smell of Mint does stir up the minde and the taste to a greedy desire of meate’. Other mint species are used in making tea in North Africa. In South Africa it is used for coughs, colds, asthma, headaches, fevers, indigestion and much more, mainly as an infusion. It contains fragrant aromatic oils (van Wyk).
Marrubium vulgare L. – Common Horehound, White Horehound – Europe, N. Africa, Asia, Canary Islands  

Culpeper: ‘Marrubium album is Common Horehound. Openeth the liver and spleen, cleanseth the breast and lungs, helps old coughs, pains in the sides, Phtisicks, or ulceration of the lungs, it provokes the terms, easeth hard labour in child-bearing, brings away the afterbirth.’  
Notes: In the 1930s it used to be used in Norfolk as a hop substitute for flavouring Ale – Horehound Ale – because of its bitter taste.  
Melissa officinalis L. – Bee Balm, Lemon Balm, Bawm - S Europe 

Culpeper: ‘Melissa. Bawm. Outwardly, mixed with salt and applied to the neck helpeth the King’s Evil [=tuberculous infection of the lymph nodes in the neck], bitings of mad dogs, venomous beasts, and such as cannot hold their necks as they should do; inwardly it is an excellent remedy for a cold and moist stomach, cheers the heart, refresheth the mind, takes away grief, sorrow and care, instead of which it produces joy and mirth.
Notes: It is still used in pot-pourri and as a tea for persons with fevers. The King’s Evil was so called as it was supposed – until George II gave up the practice – to be cured by the touch of a King. There is a report of a king ‘touching’ 1,500 people in one day, and one might have thought they would have got together afterwards to see the results. In children the King’s Evil is usually caused by non-tuberculous mycobacterium, in adults by tuberculosis. It is rare to see it now as it is so readily cured with antibiotics.  
Mentha spicata L. – Spearmint – S & C Europe
Culpeper: ‘Mentha sativa. Garden Mints, Spear mints. ... are wholesome for the stomach, stay vomiting, stop the terms, help sore heads in children, strengthen the stomach, cause digestion; outwardly applied, they help the bitings of mad dogs: yet they hinder conception, and are naught for wounded people, they say by reason of an antipathy between them and Iron.’
Notes: The leaves, and spearmint oil, may cause contact dermatitis, but this must be rare. Still very popular in cooking. Pliny recommended mint for stomach problems. Menthe was the mistress of Hades, god of the Underworld, and was trampled underfoot by Persephone, his Queen. As a result Menthe was changed into this herb, which smells sweetly when trodden on (Jashemski).  
Origanum vulgare L. – Wild Marjoram, Oregano, Sweet Marjoram - Europe
Culpeper: ‘Amaracus, Majorana. ... Sweet marjoram is an excellent remedy for cold diseases of the brain, being only smelled to, helps such as are given to much fighting, easeth pains in the belly, provokes urine being taken inwardly... Outwardly in oils or salves it helpeth sinews that are shrunk, limbs out of joint, all aches and swellings...’ 
Notes: It is still used as an analgesic against toothache, the a piece of cotton being soaked in the oil and applied to the carious tooth. 
Ononis repens L. – Rest Harrow, Cammock – W & C Europe, E Sweden to Estonia, N Balkan peninsula.
Culpeper: ‘Ononidis, Arrestae bovis etc, Of Cammock or Rest Harrow, so called because it makes oxen stand still when they are ploughing. ... it breaks the Stone (viz the bark of it), the root itself, according to Pliny, helps the Falling Sickness [= epilepsy], according to Mathiolus, helps ruptures.’ He gives no uses for the leaves (except ‘see Roots’), although the Pharmacopoeia Londinensis lists it as having medicinal value under both roots and leaves.
Notes: Used to be eaten as a vegetable, but not much used in herbal medicine now.
Pistacia lentiscus L. – Mastic, Lentisco, Chos mastic – Mediterranean except NE Africa
Culpeper: ‘Lentiscus. Mastic tree. Both the leaves and the bark of it stop fluxes, spitting and pissing of blood, and the falling out of the fundament [=rectal prolapse].’
Notes: Used to make a type of chewing gum from the resin, also in the production of ‘Turkish Delight’. An aromatic plant, it has also been used for embalming, and making a glue used for affixing false beards!
Primula veris L. – Cowslip - W. Asia, Europe
Culpeper: ‘Cowslips strengthen the brain, senses, and memory, exceedingly, resist all disease there as convulsions, falling sickness, palsies etc.’ Under ‘Leaves’ he refers one to the ‘Flowers’. It is noted in both places in the Pharmacopoeia Londinensis.
Notes: It contains quinones and these may give rise to allergic reactions (MCA, 2002).
Salvia officinalis L. – Common Sage – Mediterranean, N. Africa
Culpeper: ‘Salvia. Sage. ... it stays abortion in those women that are subjedt to come before their times, it causeth fruitfulness, it is singular good for the brain, it strengthens the senses and memory, helps spitting and vomiting of blood.  
Notes: Used as a gargle to relieve toothache in herbal medicine. Widely used as a flavouring in cooking e.g. sage and onion stuffing used for poultry dishes.
Sedum telephium L. – Orpine, Live-forever – UK to Japan, naturalised in the USA.
Culpeper: ‘Crassula. Orpine. ... Outwardly, used with vinegar it clears the skin, inwardly taken, it helps gnawings of the stomach and bowels, ulcers in the lungs, bloody flux and Quinsy in the throat: for which last disease, it is inferior to none. Take not too much of it ...’
Notes: The Plants for a Future database www.pfaf.org reports: ‘The whole plant is astringent and cytostatic. It is a popular remedy for diarrhoea, stimulates the kidneys and has a reputation in the treatment of cancer. A poultice of the crushed leaves has been used in the treatment of boils and carbuncles.’ Named after Telephus, the son of Hercules.
Scrophularia nodosa L. – Knotted Figwort - Europe to temperate Asia. 
Culpeper: ‘Scrophularia. Figwort. So called of Scrophula, the King’s Evil, which it cures, they say, by being only hung about the neck, if not bruise it, and apply it to the place, it helps the Piles or Haemorrhoids, and (they say) being hung about the neck preserves the body in health.’
Notes: Fig is an ancient word for piles, so figwort means ‘pile plant’. Linnaeus gave it its Latin name in 1753, and added nodosa which may refer to the nodular roots. The King’s Evil, or scrofula, was the name for a tuberculous infection of the lymph nodes in the neck, which was supposed to be cured by the touch of a King. The lymph nodes produced nodular swellings, hence the belief that the roots could cure them. By the time Lindley wrote (1838), it was only used to treat ‘scab’ in swine and ‘said to be pugative and emetic’. The leaves and roots have a bitter taste.
Teucrium chamaedrys L. – Wall Germander – Europe to Caucusus
Culpeper: ‘Chamaedris. Germander. ... cuts and brings away tough humours, opens stoppings of the liver and spleen, helps coughs and shortness of breath, strangury and stopping of urine, provokes the terms.’ 
Notes: Germander used to be used in France to induce weight loss, but has been banned since 1992 after 26 cases of severe hepatitis associated with its use were reported. Diterpenoids are thought to be responsible (MCA, 1992 and others).
Teucrium marum L. – Cat Thyme – W Mediterranean
Culpeper: ‘Marum. Herb Mastich ... good against cramps and convulsions.
Notes: The most potent catnip of them all ... presumably contains a feline aphrodisiac as it apparently makes cats go into ecstasies. Try using to bring your cat in at night and if this does not work, try Nepeta cataria.
Thymus vulgaris L. – Common Thyme – W Mediterranean
Culpeper: ‘... helps coughs and shortness of breath, provokes the terms, bringeth away dead children and the afterbirth, purgeth phlegm, cleanses the breast and lungs, reins [=kidneys] and matrix [?],helps the Sciatica, pains in the breast, expels wind in any part of the body, resisteth fearfulness and melancholy, continual pains in the head and is profitable for such that have the falling sickness to smell to.’  
Notes: Oil of thymol is irritant to the gastrointestinal tract (MCA, 2002) and can cause a contact dermatitis.
Valeriana officinalis L. – Common Valerian, Garden Heliotrope, Setwal – Europe, W. Asia  

Culpeper: calls it Setwal and writes: ‘see the Roots’ where he lists it by another name: ‘Behen. alb. rub. Of Valerian white and red, Mesue, Serapio and other Arabians say they ... comfort the heart, stir up lust. The Graecians held them ... to stop fluxes and provoke urine.’  
Notes: The related Red Valerian, Centranthus ruber, was used medically in the past as a sedative for hysteria, anxiety, insomnia, and as an anticonvulsant, and both (as a tea made from the flowers) are used as a sedative in Italy at the present time (Jashemski). The narcotic compounds in the latter are the monoterpene valepotriotes. 
Verbena officinalis L. – Common Verbena, Common Vervain – S Europe 
Culpeper: ‘ ... it helps the yellow jaundice, defects in the reins and bladder, pains in the head, if it be but bruised and hung about the neck; all diseases in the secret parts of men and women; made into an ointment it is a sovereign remedy for old headaches, ... it clears the skin and causes a lovely colour.’
Notes: Mainly used now in a tea as a tonic and restorative, it used to have much religious significance. It was called Herba sacra or sacred herb, although because it was reputed to be aphrodisiac it was also called Herba veneris. A tea made from it is still used to treat ‘liver complaints’ (Jashemski).
Viola odorata L. – Sweet Violet, Common Violet, English Violet – S SC & W Europe
Culpeper: ‘Violaria. Violet leaves, they are cool, ease pains in the head proceeding of heat, and frenzies, either inwardly taken or outwardly applied, heat of the stomach, or inflammation of the lungs.’  
Notes: Oils extracted from violets are used in perfumes.
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Glaucium flavum Crantz. – Yellow Horned Poppy – Europe, N. Africa, W. Asia  
Culpeper: No notes about this in Culpeper for 1653, or in the Pharmacopoeia Londinensis, but in his Complete Herbal and English Physician (1826) he notes it as a Celandine, good against the plague, and for curing jaundice and scurvy, among many other properties. 
Notes: Dioscorides in his Materia Medica calls it Mekon keratites and notes that its properties resemble that of opium and that ‘ye decoction of ye root os darank and cures dysenteries’. It is difficult to find out the active agent in Glaucium flavum but it may be glaucine, and opinion is that it has opiate like actions and can be smoked, or taken orally, and be used to suppress coughs. 
Galega officinalis L. – Goat’s Rue – C & S Europe, Asia Minor
Culpeper: ‘... resists poison, kills worms, resists the falling sickness, resisteth the pestilence.’
Notes: Galega officinalis reduces blood sugar by decreasing insulin resistance, and this is attributed to the guanidine present in the plant. Metformin and Phenformin are drugs for type II diabetes that rely on this group of chemicals, known as biguanidines. Its name gala, meaning milk plus ega meaning to bring on, refers to its alleged property of increasing milk yield, and has been used in France to increase milk yield in cows. 
Hordeum vulgare L. – Barley – North temperate Europe
Culpeper: ‘French Barly is cooling, nourishing and breeds milk.’
Notes: The main use of barley is the production of beer – in 1985 29 million pints of it were drunk daily in Britain. Barley water is a refreshing drink that was useful for thirst associated with diarrhoea and vomiting in cholera, according to Celsus (Jashemski). 
Mentha pulegium L. – Penny royal – SW & C Europe to GB
Culpeper: ‘Pulegium, penyroyal: provokes urine, breaks the stone in the reins, strengthens womens backs, provokes the terms, easeth their labour in child-bed, bringeth away the after-birth, stays vomiting, strengthens the brain, (yea the very smell of it), breaks wind, and helps the vertigo.’
Notes: Should be avoided in pregnancy as it is an abortifacient (MCA, 2002).
Myrrhis odorata (L.) Scop. – Great Chervil, Sweet Cicely, Great Chervil, Garden Myrrh - Europe
Culpeper: ‘Cerefolium vulgare & Myrrhis. Common and Great Chervil: take them both together and they ... provoke urine, stir up lust and the desire for copulation, comfort the heart and are good for old people, help pleurises and pricking in the sides.’ He adds (in his Complete Herbal and English Physician, 1826) with respect to Sweet Cicely ‘... leaves cut into divers parts, but of a fresher green colour than the hemlock, tasting as sweet as aniseed.’ 
Notes: This is in the Pharmacopoeia Londinensis as Myrrhis, but it is not clear if this is now known as Anthriscus sylvestris (Cow Parsley or Wild Chervil), or Myrrhis odorata (Sweet Cicely). This was the problem with names before Linnaeus, and the botanists that came after him, gave plants individual Latin names, the binomial (two name) system, starting in 1753. Both plants can be confused with hemlock, Conium maculatum, the source of the poison that killed Socrates (for a masterly account of the detective work that settled two millennia of debate on the subject see http://www.nd.edu/~plato/bloch.htm). In the middle of the 19th century, physicians experimented extensively with hemlock as a medication, including using it to control hyperactive children. In 1845, a Scottish tailor died, from paralysis of his respiratory muscles in three and a quarter hours, after heating a hemlock sandwich prepared by his children who thought they had collected wild parsley. This is a suitable cautionary tale to warn of the dangers of eating any wild herb unless one is really an expert in taxonomy. Of all the Umbelliferae (now called Apiaceae) hemlock is the most poisonous. 
Myrtus communis L. - Myrtle – Mediterranean, SW Europe
Culpeper: ‘Myrtus. Mirtle tree, the leaves are ... good for vomiting, spitting and pissing of blood ...’
Notes: We also grow Myrtus communis. 'Variegata' - Variegated Myrtle. In antiquity it was sacred to Venus, who had used it to hide her naked body, after bathing, from the stares of satyrs, according to Ovid. In the ruins of Pompei were found a basket of myrtle berries, and present day Pompeians make a stomach medicine from the berries, sugar and water, but Pliny and Dioscorides used it for heart, bladder and bowel problems. The berries are also used in cooking  (Jashemski).
Nicotiana tabacum L. – Tobacco – NE Argentina, Bolivia, West Indies.
Culpeper: Culpeper praises it unreservedly, giving it as a cure for almost everything; as far as smoking it is concerned, he writes: ‘Taken in a pipe it has almost as many vertues, it easeth weariness, taketh away the sense of hunger and thirst ... the Indians will travel four days without meat or drink, by only chewing a little of this (made up like a pill) in their mouths ... and indeed a man might fill a whole volume with the vertues of it.’
Notes: Nicotiana tabacum from South America, is the tobacco plant that has been used for cigarettes, grown in Virginia, since circa 1620. This is the plant known to Culpeper. The original, small-leaved, tobacco that was introduced from Virginia, Nicotiana rusticum, is now known as Turkish tobacco, and is grown principally in the Middle East. This is the world’s most poisonous plant, killing more people each year than any other, because it is carcinogenic. Sir John Hill, a physician and botanist, first reported the association of fatal malignant polyps in the nose in people who used tobacco snuff excessively, in 1761. Oral carcinoma is common in people who chew tobacco. Apart from the dangers of smoking it, chewing it and using it as snuff, every member of the genus Nicotiana contains (obviously) the toxic alkaloid nicotine, which is a useful insecticide, but eating it (e.g. boiled leaves) causes vomiting, diarrhoea, slow pulse, respiratory failure and death. It is also teratogenic. Nicotiana is an excellent example of the reasons why the value and dangers of herbal medicines are difficult to quantify. Pharmacologically produced medicines are usually single molecules, and can be administered in exactly measured doses. Herbal substances may contain hundreds of different chemicals with various properties; the leaves of Nicotiana are known to contain over 1,200.  Best avoided... 
Ocimum basilicum L. – Common Basil – Tropical Asia
Culpeper: ‘Ocymum. Basil. Hot and moist. Simeon Sethi saith the smell of basil is good for the head, but Hollerius (and he no mean physician neither). saith the continual smell of it hurts the brain and breeds Scorpions there ... the truth is it will quickly putrify and breed worms. Hollerius saith that they are venomous and that is the reason the name Basilicon was given to it ... It gives speedy deliverance to women in travail [=labour].’ He adds ‘there is an antipathy between it and Rue’ 
Notes: Basilisks are small lizards, but in mythology were fabulous reptiles, hatched by a serpent from the egg of a cockerel, able to blast by its fiery breath or stare. The lifecycle of animals and insects was still a mystery in the early 17th century. Basil is widely used in salads, especially with tomatoes. Modern internet herbals recommend it for a much wider spectrum of illnesses, but follow Culpeper in advising that it does not grow well when planted near Rue.
Origanum majorana L. – Sweet Marjoram, Knotted Marjoram – Mediterranean,Turkey, naturalised in all Europe
Culpeper: ‘Origanum. Organy: a kind of wild marjoram, ... helps the bitings of venomous beasts, such as have taken Opium, hemlock or poppy; provokes urine, brings down the terms, helps old coughs; in ointments it helps scabs and itch.’
Notes: It is a culinary herb, but is still widely used as a general tonic in modern herbalism and, to quote www.pfaf.org ‘The herb is antiseptic, antispasmodic, carminative, cholagogue, diaphoretic, diuretic, emmenagogue, expectorant, stimulant, stomachic and mildly tonic ...(used) internally in the treatment of bronchial complaints, tension headaches, insomnia, anxiety, minor digestive upsets and painful menstruation.’
Papaver rhoeas L. – Corn poppy, field poppy, Flanders poppy, corn rose, wild poppy, Papapaver rubrum – Temperate Old World

Culpeper: ‘Poppy seeds ease pain and provoke sleep. Your best way is to make an emulsion of them with barley water.’ 

Notes: The petals were used to make an opium containing syrup for children according to Sowerby’s (1818) English Botany, vol. 5, but this states that poppy seeds contain no opium (which is not likely to be true, but is still debated as seeds of Papaver somniferum, the opium poppy, are used to decorate bread and bagels).
Prunella vulgaris L. – Self Heal, Carpenter’s Herb, Sicklewort, Consolida minor - Europe
Culpeper: ‘See Bugle. So shall I not need to write the same thing twice, the vertues being the same.’ Under Bugle he writes: ‘Bugula. Bugle or middle Comfrey ... excellent for falls or inward bruises, for it dissolves congealed blood, profitable for inward wounds, helps the rickets and other stoppings of the Liver, outwardly it is of wonderful force in curing wounds and ulcers, though festered, as also gangrenes and fistulas, it helps broken bones and dislocations. To conclude, let my countrymen esteem it as a Jewel...’ 
Notes: Bugle is Ajuga reptans which has the same creeping habit, but is in another genus. 
Plantago major L. – Common Plantain, White-Man’s Foot, Cart-Track Plant – Eurasia, naturalised world wide.
Culpeper: ‘Plantago. Plantane... an herb though common, let none despise it, for the decoction of it prevails mightily against tormenting pains and excoriations of the guts, bloody fluxes, it stops the terms and spitting of blood, Phtisicks or consumption of the lungs, the running of the reins and the whites in women, pains in the head and frenzies: outwardly it clears the sight, takes away inflammations, scabs, itch, the shingles, and all spreading sores, and is as wholesome a herb as can grow about a house.’

Notes: This is best known to gardeners as the plant that grows happily in one’s lawn. In Pompei it is still used to treat colitis. Dioscorides called it Arnoglossum, and lists all sorts of diseases that it treats, from dropsy to erysipelas.
Rosmarinus officinalis L. – Rosemary - Mediterranean

Culpeper: ‘... stops fluxes, helps stuffings in the head, the yellow jaundice, helps the memory and expels wind.’ Under ‘Flowers’ he writes: ‘... strengthens the brain exceedingly, and resists madness. Clear the sight.’ 
Notes: Rosemary oil can cause a contact dermatitis.
Sanguisorba officinalis L. – Great Burnet, Burnet Bloodwort - W Europe, Orient, N America
Culpeper: there is no mention of it in 1653, but in his English Physitian of 1652, he writes at length, praising its virtues (prepared in a glass of claret) in treating diseases of the heart, driving away melancholy, treating discharges, bleeding, ulcers and preventing the plague. 
Notes: Modern Chinese herbal medicine uses this in compounds for the topical treatment of third degree burns.
Succisia pratensis Moench. – Devil’s Bit Scabious, Blue Buttons – Europe, W Asia, Africa

Culpeper: under ‘Herbs’ he writes: ‘Succisa, Morsus diobolo, Devil’s Bit. Inwardly taken it easeth the fits of the mother, and breaks wind, taketh away the swellings in the mouth, and slimy phlegm that sticks to the jaws, neither is there a more present remedy in the world, for those cold swellings of the neck, which the vulgar call the Almonds of the neck than this herb bruised and applied to them.
Notes: 
Symphytum officinale L. – Comfrey - Europe
Culpeper: ‘Consolida major. Comfrey. I do not consider the leaves to be so vertuous as the roots’. As far as the roots are concerned he says: ‘it is excellent for all wounds, both internal and external, for spitting of blood, ruptures or burstness, pains in the back, it strengthens the reins, stops the terms and helpeth haemorrhoids. The way to use them is to boil them in water and drink the decoction.’
Notes: The hairy leaves of comfrey might be expected to aid in blood clotting when applied to external wounds, in the same way as cotton wool acts when one has cut oneself shaving. Try Googling ‘Hepatitis’+‘Comfrey’ and you will receive 61,100 webpages (many of them duplicates) about the dangers of this herb. It contains pyrrolizidine and may cause acute hepatic venous occlusion with massive liver damage and occasionally death. Hepatic cirrhosis is reported in low dose regular users, and transplacental pyrrolizidine induce liver damage has been reported in a newborn whose mother had consumed herbal tea in pregnancy. It is also genotoxic and carcinogenic. In the UK it has been removed from all licensed products intended for internal use. It is permitted as an ingredient of products intended for external use on unbroken skin (MCA, 2002).
Tussilago farfara L. – Coltsfoot – Europe, N. Africa, W & N Asia  
Culpeper: ‘Tussilago. Coltsfoot. ... they are admirable good for coughs and consumptions of the lungs, shortness of breath etc. It is often used and with great success taken in a tobacco pipe, being cut and mixed with a little oil of Annis seeds.’
Notes: It was suspected that it might be hepatotoxic (MCA, 2002), but it is likely that a Senecio was responsible. However it is genotoxic and carcinogenic due to the pyrrolizidine alkaloids that it contains. It should not be taken internally (MCA, 2002).
Viola odorata L. – Sweet Violet, Common Violet, English Violet – S SC & W Europe

Culpeper: ‘Violaria. Violet leaves; they are cool, ease pains in the head arising from heat, and frenzies, either inwardly taken or outwardly applied, heat of the stomach or inflammation of the lungs.’
Notes: While cooks liberally offer flowers of violets and pansies to supplement salads, the rhizomes and seeds are poisonous, causing severe gastroenteritis, nervousness, and respiratory and circulatory depression that can be serious.
Veronica officinalis L. - Common Speedwell, Gypsy weed - Europe
Culpeper: ‘Veronica. See Betonica Pauli.’ He writes of the latter: ‘Betonica pauli. Paul’s Betony or male Lluellin, to which add Elatine, or female Lluellin, which comes afterwards ... are profitable in wounds, helps foul filthy eating cankers.’
Notes: It is still used in herbal medicine to treat chronic skin conditions.
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Anethum graveolens L. – Dill – SW Asia, naturalised in Europe and US
Culpeper: ‘Anethum. Dill ... Dioscorides says it breeds milk in nurses, but Galen he denies it, however it stays vomiting, easeth hiccoughs, assuages swellings, provokes urine, helps such as are troubled with the fits of the mother, and digest raw humours.’ ‘Dill seed ... dulls the sight and is an enemy to generation.’
Notes: Contact with the leaves may bring on dermatitis, so care must be taken when handling these plants. 
Carthamus tinctorius L. – Safe Flower, False Saffron - W. Asia  
Culpeper: Culpeper makes no mention of it in his early works, but later (1826) have the following: ‘Wild Saffon, or Saf-flower ... accounted a pretty strong cathartic, evacuating tough viscid phlegm, both upwards and downwards, and by that means is said to clear the lungs, and help the phthisic. It is likewise serviceable against the jaundice; although pretty much out of use.’
Notes: Safflower oil is used for cooking; making margarine, and as a substitute for linseed oil in making up paints where the yellow colour of the latter would spoil the paint. Recently genetically modified plants have been produced that synthesise insulin. It is used to produce a dye, and cloth dyed with safflower was found in the tombs of the Pharaohs, dating back to 2,000 BC, including the tomb of King Tutankhamen. The dye is also used in foodstuffs. 600,000 tons a year are produced worldwide for the production of margarine.
Coriandrum sativum L. – Coriander, Chinese Parsley - Europe
Culpeper: ‘Coriander seed ... expels wind but is hurtful to the head, send up unwholesome vapours to the brain, dangerous for mad people; therefore let them be prepared as you shall be taught towards the latter end of this book.’
Notes: Coriander oil may cause a contact dermatitis. It has been used as a hypoglycaemic agent in the search for insulin substitutes in diabetes.
Cucurbita pepo L. – Pumpkin, Marrow, Courgette, Zucchini - USA 
Culpeper: ‘... cool the blood as also the stomach, spleen and reins, and allay the heat of fevers. Use them as you were taught to do with Poppy seeds.’
Notes: No opiate activity is reported from this plant, and it is not now regarded as sedative. It is unlikely that any of the College pumpkins will approach the world record of a Cucurbita maxima that weighed over 1,506 pounds (666 kgm). The orange pumpkins contain carotene, a source of Vitamin A. In Brazil the seeds, peeled and boiled in coconut milk, are used as a vermicide and also reported to inhibit the growth of Schistosoma japonicum. 
Delphinium staphisagria L. - Stavesacre   - Mediterranean
Culpeper: ‘Stavesager, kills lice in the head, I hold it not fitting to be given inwardly.’
Notes: Because of its toxicity if ingested, as noted by Culpeper, it can only be sold by registered pharmacies. Dioscorides used it as a purgative and for toothache. Pliny the Elder recommended the crushed seeds for killing head lice, and for curing ‘itch scab’, and advises against eating the seeds, although he wrote that the flowers pounded in wine counteracted snake bite. All Delphinium species are poisonous.
Eruca sativa Mill. – Rocket Salad, Italian Cress - Mediterranean
Culpeper: ‘Rocket seed provokes urine, stirs up lust, increaseth seed, kills worms, easeth the pains of the spleen.’
Notes: Aphrodisiacs are always popular but the recent discovery of Sildenafil (same actions as Viagra) in a herbal medicine preparation caused considerable concern to the Medicines Control Agency
Foeniculum vulgare Mill. 'Purpurea' – Fennel – Mediterranean, Europe
Culpeper: ‘Fennel seeds breaks wind, provokes urine and the terms, increaseth milk in nurses, 
Notes: Fennel oil can cause a contact dermatitis. Pliny recommended the sap in honey as an eye salve to improve sight. Dioscorides used it for bladder and stomach problems, snake and dog bites, and Celsus used it to treat flatulence (Jashemski).
Inula helenium L. – Elecampine, Elecampane, Enulae campinae, Helenii - Eurasia

Culpeper: ‘Elecampane, is ... wholesome for the stomach, resists poison, helps old coughs and shortness of breath, helps ruptures and provokes lust; in ointments it is good against scabs and itch.’

Notes: It contains sesquiterpene lactones which can cause allergies and irritation (MCA, 2002).
Levisticum officinale Koch. – Lovage – E Mediterranean
Culpeper: under ‘Herbs’ he writes: ‘Livisticum. Lovage. Clears the sight, takes away redness and freckles from the face.’ Under ‘Roots’: ‘Levistici. Of Lovage. ... exceeding good for any diseases coming of wind.’
Notes: Used to be eaten ,like celery, in the middle ages or candied in the same manner as Angelica. It can be used as a tea, but the summer cordial called ‘Lovage’ is not prepared from this plant.
Mandragora officinarum L. – Mandrake, Devil’s Apples – N Italy, W. Yugoslavia
Culpeper: under ‘Herbs’ he writes: ‘Mandragora. Mandrakes. Fit for no vulgar use, but only to be used in cooling ointments.’ Under ‘Roots’: ‘Mandagorae. Of mandrakes. A root dangerous for its coldness ... the root is scarcy [=scarce], and dangerous for the vulgar to use; therefore I leave it to those that have skill.’ 
Notes: This is a member of the family Solanaceae, and like Atropa belladonna and Hyoscamus niger contains the atropinic alkaloid, hyoscine/scopolamine. This is still used as a premedication prior to surgery as it causes sedation, a degree of amnesia, and is anti-emetic. It also produces a dry mouth and a slow pulse (unlike atropine), but in larger doses hallucinations, coma and death. In the elderly especially it may cause excitement and confusion. Dioscorides (Materia Medica, c. 100 AD) has more information on its sedative and analgesic properties: ‘Ye juice being drunk ... doth expel upward phlegm and black choler ... but being too much drank it drives out life.’ and ‘that there be given of it ... to such as shall be cut, or cauterised ... for they do not apprehend the pain, because they are overborn with dead sleep.’ It is interesting to see that the use of hyoscine/scopolamine has continued for two millennia for the same purpose.
Myrtus communis L. - Myrtle – Mediterranean, SW Europe

Culpeper: ‘Myrtus. Mirtle tree, the leaves are ... good for vomiting, spitting and pissing of blood ...’
Notes: This does not come from Dioscorides, who recommends it in various forms for scorpion bites, topically in wine for cutaneous ulcers; as myrtle wine to reduce appetite; for vaginal and rectal prolapse; fractures that will not heal; for vitiligo; to dye hair black; for reducing armpit sweating, and a few other matters.
Physalis alkekengi L. – Chinese Lanterns, Winter Cherry, Bladder Cherry – C & S Europe, W. Asia to Japan
Culpeper: In his English Physicitian of 1652 he writes: Winter Cherry ...are of great use in physic ...’ and recommends them for almost all problems with kidney and urinary problems. In particular he seems to advocate the use of green berries in beer, for preventing kidney stones lodging in the ureters. 
Notes: It is called ‘aikakengi’ in the College’s Pharmacopoeia Londinensis of 1618. Belonging to the family Solanaceae, all its parts are poisonous except the ripe fruit. The green fruit and the rest of the plant contain atropinic compounds and will produce a dry mouth, rapid heart beat, hallucinations, coma and death if enough is taken. As the atropine is only present in the unripe fruit eating one will make the mouth go dry, but it will also relax the smooth muscle in the wall of the ureter which helps passage of ureteric stones. Culpeper’s observations on its usefulness are supported by more modern observations. When ripe, the orange fruit inside its skeletal outer ‘lantern’ is both edible, free of atropine, and delicious.
Plantago psyllium L. – Fleawort, Spanish Psyllium - Mediterranean
Culpeper: in The English Physitian (1652) ‘The mucilage of the seed, made with rose water, and a little sugar candy put thereto is very good in all hot agues and burning fevers, and other inflammations to cool the thirst ...’
Notes: Dioscorides called it Psullion and recommended it for arthritis, oedema, headaches, erysipelas, and ‘They say that being brought into the house, green, doth not suffer fleas to breed’ which property is clearly the origin of the English name ‘Fleawort’.
Ruta graveolens L. – Rue, Herb of Grace – Balkan Peninsula, SE Europe
Culpeper: ‘Rue seeds help such as cannot hold their water.’
Notes: Rue is best known now for causing a severe photosensitivity reaction on skin contact with the leaves, to the extent or causing painful blistering and scarring. It contains a chemical, rutin, that has vasopressor activity. It is used to give a pleasant aroma to grappa, the Italian drink made from the dregs of grapes, and was used, as a tea, to induce abortions (Dioscorides, Pliny, Celsus and others). The famous mithridate, the antidote to all poisons, named after King Mithridates, was a mixture of rue leaves, walnuts, figs and a pinch of salt (Jashemski).
Vicia faba L. – Broad bean, Fava bean - N. Africa, SW Asia

Culpeper: ‘Fabarum. Of Beans. Of Bean Cods (or Pods as we in Sussex call them) being burned, the ashes are a sovereign remedy for aches in the joints, old bruises, gout and sciaticaes.’ 
Notes: This is perfectly edible for the majority, but 1% of Caucasians, predominantly among Greeks, Italians and people from the Eastern Mediterranean regions, have a genetic trait in that they lack the ability to produce the enzyme glucose-6-phosphate dehydrogenase. As a consequence, eating broad beans or even inhaling the pollen, causes a severe haemolytic anaemia a few days later. This condition is known as favism. The whole plant, including the beans, contains levodopa, a precursor of dopamine, and some patients with Parkinsonism report symptomatic improvement after commencing on a diet that contains these beans regularly. A case of neuroleptic malignant-like syndrome (fever, rigidity, autonomic instability, altered consciousness, elevated creatine phosphokinase levels) consequent on abrupt discontinuation of a diet containing plenty of broad beans, has been described in a patient with Parkinsonism. This is usually seen when patients abruptly discontinue L-dopa therapy.
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Ammi visnaga (L.) Lam.– Bishops weed
Culpeper: under ‘Seeds’ writes: ‘The seeds of Ammi or Bishopsweed, help difficulty of urine the pains of the cholic, the bitings of venomous beasts, they provoke the terms and purge the womb.’
Notes: Known as Khella in north Africa, it has been used for the treatment of asthma. The seeds are used to synthesise the prescription drug sodium cromoglycate (Intal) which is used in inhalers to prevent asthma attacks.
Anethum graveolens L. – Dill – SW Asia, naturalised in Europe and US

Culpeper: ‘Anethum. Dill ... Dioscorides says it breeds milk in nurses, but Galen he denies it, however it stays vomiting, easeth hiccoughs, assuages swellings, provokes urine, helps such as are troubled with the fits of the mother, and digest raw humours.’ ‘Dill seed ... dulls the sight and is an enemy to generation.’
Notes: Contact with the leaves may bring on dermatitis, so care must be taken when handling these plants.
Asparagus officinalis L. – Asparagus – Europe, Asia, N Africa
Culpeper: ‘Asparagi. Of Sparagus of sperege ... they provoke urine, they cleanse the reins and bladder, being boiled in white wine, and the wine drunk.’
Notes: The roasted seeds are used as a coffee substitute.
Carum carvi L. – Caraway – Europe, W. Asia
Culpeper: in the English Physician (1652) writes that the ‘root is better food than parsnip’, ‘the powder of the seed, put into a pultis [=poultice] taketh away black or blue spots of blows and bruises’ with many other virtues.
Notes: Caraway oil can cause a contact dermatitis.
Cistus ladanifer L. – Common Gum Cistus, Ladanum - SW Europe, N. Africa
Culpeper: ‘Ladanum ... opens the mouths of the veins, stays the hairs from falling off, helps pains in the ears and hardness of the womb. It is used only outwardly in Plaisters [=plasters].
Notes: Gum labdanum (the spelling has changed over the years) is used in the Mediterranean region as an insecticide and deodorant.
Elettaria cardamomum (L.) Maton. – Cardamom, Ceylon Cardamom, Malabar Cardamom - India
Culpeper: under ‘Seeds’ he writes: ‘Cardamoms, heat, kill worms, cleanse the reins and provoke urine.’
Notes: Cardamom seed may cause a contact dermatitis.
Hedera helix L. – Common Ivy – Europe, Scandinavia, Soviet Republics
Culpeper: ‘Hedera Arborea, terrestris. Tree and ground ivy. Tree-Ivy helps ulcers, burnings, scaldings, the bad effects of the spleen; the juice snuffed up in the nose, purgeth the head, it is admirable for surfets [=excesses] or headaches, or any other ill effects coming of drunkenness, and therefore the Poets feigned Bacchus to have his head bound round with them. Your best way is to boil them in the same liquor that you got your surfet by drinking.’
Notes: This recipe for a hangover is following the doctrine of taking a ‘hair of the dog’, and as every alcoholic knows, another drink in the morning deals with the withdrawal symptoms. Culpeper’s remedy is not advisable, as the leaves and berries contain the tripertene sapogenin hederagenin which is poisonous and causes vomiting, diarrhoea and nervous depression. Ingestion may be fatal in children.
Hyoscyamus niger L. - Henbane, Black Henbane, Stinking Nightshade - Europe
Culpeper: from his English Physitian (1652): ‘The leaves are good for cooling hot inflammations in the eyes, or other parts of the body, and, being boiled in oil and used as a foment, it will assuage all manner of swellings, either in the scrotum, women’s breasts, and other parts of the body; also the gout, sciatica, and pains of the joints, if proceding from a hot cause... The oil of the seed is good for deafness, and noise and worms in the ears.’
Notes: It is a poisonous plant and one should still follow Culpeper in not taking it internally. A source of hyoscine or scopolamine, an atropinic alkaloid, that is sedative and has the other properties of atropine, namely hallucinations, tachycardia, dry mouth and agitation when taken in excess. It tastes awful so poisoning is uncommon.
Linum usitatissimum L. – Flax, Linseed - Asia  
Culpeper: ‘Linseed hath the same vertues as Fenugreek’, and about the latter he writes: ‘... bruised and mixed with vinegar they ease the pains of the spleen, being applied to the sides help hardness and swellings of the matrix; being boiled the decoction helps scabby heads.’
Notes: The leaves and seed contain the cyanogenic glycoside, linamarin, from which the enzyme linamarase is capable of releasing cyanide.
Nigella sativa L. – Black Cumin, Nutmeg flower, Roman Coriander - SW Asia  
Culpeper: under ‘Seeds’ he writes: ‘Nigella seeds, boyled in oil, and the forehead anointed with it, ease pains in the head, take away leprosie, itch, scurf, and helps scald-heads, inwardly taken they expel worms, they provoke urine and the terms, help difficulty of breathing: the smoke of them (being burned) drives away serpents and venomous beasts.’
Notes: The seeds are used as a spice, but as might be expected as a member of the family Ranunculaceae, the buttercup family, the plant contains a highly poisonous glycoside, in this case called melanthin. The amount of toxicity present in spices is clearly insufficient to cause problems when used as such.
Ocimum basilicum L. – Common Basil – Tropical Asia

Culpeper: under ‘Seeds’ he writes: ‘Basil seed, if we may believe Dioscorides and Crescentius, cheers the heart and strengthens a moist stomach, drives away melancholy and provokes urine.’
Notes: See the information under this plant in House 6.
Olea europea L. – Common Olive - Mediterranean
Culpeper: of the leaves he says ‘They are hard to come by here’ and of the fruits ‘They cool and bind’. He had little experience of it and he says almost nothing about its properties, but in this he is following Dioscorides, who knew it well but has few properties attributed to it.
Notes: It has been used as a hypoglycaemic agent in the search for insulin substitutes in diabetes. Olive oil for cooking and salads is almost its only use. In South Africa the subspecies africana is used to lower blood pressure, and it is thought this is mediated by a secoiridoid, oleuropein, increasing coronary artery blood flow, and by another, oleacein, inhibiting angiotensin converting enzyme. 
Papaver somniferum L. – Opium Poppy, Black poppy – SE Europe, W. Asia  
Culpeper: ‘... to procure rest and sleep, and to ease pains in the head as well as other parts ...’ (from English Physitian, 1652).
Notes: Culpeper did not believe that opium was produced from the seed heads of Papaver somniferum for he writes “... of the juice of it is made opium, only for lucre of money they cheat you, and tell you it is a kind of tear, or some such like thing that drops from Poppies when they weep, and that is somewhere beyond the sea, I know not where, beyond the moon.” The scratched ripe seed heads of the opium poppy do indeed weep sap, and it is this that is the raw ingredient, opium. There are several medicines containing opium. When discussing ‘crowfoot poppy’ (not identifiable) he writes: “It is the juice of the plant expressed, that is used by some to make way for the instruments of surgery ...” (from English Physitian, 1652). It is likely that the Papaver rubrum of the Pharmacopoeia Londinensis refers to the English red poppy, which Culpeper called the ‘wild poppy’ or ‘corn rose’ now known as Papaver rhoeas. This is present in the gardens of Houses 1 and 4. However, in the list of syrups (page 27) is a recipe containing seed heads of black and white poppies. The former may be the opium poppy seen here. Culpeper (1826, op. cit.) says of the Violet Horned Poppy, which has been Chelidonium hybridum and Papaver bivalve subs. hybridum and is now Roemeria hybrida, that ‘an infusion of the flowers boiled into a syrup, partakes, in a slight degree, of the nature of opium.’ 

Papaver extracts can only be provided on prescription from a registered doctor or dentist.
Petroselinum crispum (Mill.) A.W.Hill – Parsley - Europe
Culpeper: (under Barks) ‘Petroselina rad. Of Parsley roots. Opens obstructions, provokes urine and the terms, warms a cold stomach, expels wind and breaks the stone, 
Notes: ‘Parsley volatile oil contains apiole which is structurally related to the recognised hepatocarcinogen, safrole. Ingestion of apiole has resulted in a number of cases of fatal poisoning’. ‘Furanocoumarins, compounds known to cause phototoxic reactions, are constituents of parsley. Excessive ingestion of parsley has been associated with the development of photosensitive rash which resolved once parsley consumption ceased.’ It can also induce abortion. (MCA, 1992). It has been used in domestic medicine to remove small foreign bodies from the eye. A seed is placed under the eyelid, the eye closed, and the foreign material sticks to the seed and is then more easily removed. Sounds uncomfortable. As a vaginal pessary it was used as an abortifacient, and as a medicine to bring on menstruation it was used as a contraceptive. Best used as a culinary garnish and flavouring.
Smyrnium olusatrum L. – Alexanders, Black Lovage, Horse Parsley – W & S Europe, Mediterranean.
Culpeper: ‘Hipposelinum. Alexanders or Alisanders, provoke urine, expel the afterbirth, provoke urine, help the strangury, expel the wind.’ 
Notes: Culpeper has taken this mainly from Dioscorides’ Materia Medica (circa 100 AD). The species name comes from the Latin olus meaning a pot herb (cooking vegetable) and atrum meaning black, in reference to the seeds. It is described as tasting like a rather bitter, second-class celery. The English name may derive from Alexandria or Alexander the Great. It is rarely used in herbal medicine now. http://www.arthurleej.com/p-o-m-May06.html
Seriphidium maritimum (L.) Soják. (synonym is Artemisia maritima) – Sea Wormwood, Wormseed – W & N European coasts
Culpeper: ‘Wormseed expels wind, kills worms.’ 

Notes: Eating wild herbs always carries a risk, and it is reported that this one may cause psychiatric upsets, fits, and insomnia; just the smell of it causing headaches in others - www.pfaf.org . It was used in the production of Santonin, a treatment for intestinal worms, now abandoned due to its toxicity. One of its more famous side effects was xanthopsia – in which everything looked at appeared yellow (occasionally green, blue or red) – as well as the normal symptoms of poisoning including such as: ‘... gastric pain, pallor and coldness ... tremors, dizziness, pupillary dilatation, twitching of the eyes, stertor, copious sweating, hematuria, convulsive movements, tetanic cramps stupor, insensibility’ and death. Modern treatments for intestinal worms are simpler to administer and safe. Wikipedia has an interesting account of it (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Santonin) 
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