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Take a look around you now. 

It is likely that there is evidence of plants somewhere. The pattern of the curtains or wallpaper, the name of the paint, wooden pencils, rubber bands, tables, chairs, the view outside. What about the clothes you are wearing? At home there is the fence, doors, shampoo, medicine cabinet, moisturisers, perfumes, spices, vegetables, grains and fruits. We are surrounded by plants for one good reason - we need them for our survival and they have a universal relevance to our lives.
This newsletter will explore some of the ways that this is true. Growing food has become an essential part of human life. Today more food is being produced than ever before (at some considerable costs to the Earth’s landscapes and perhaps our health). One of the most widely grown world food crops is a grass called wheat (Triticum vulgare), or corn, not to be confused with maize. It has also been used as a medicinal remedy as far back as biblical times. Wheat flour was chewed raw and placed on ulcers - causing them to burst. The starch from the grain was used by the ancient Hebrews as a powder in all kinds of skin remedies. Peppermint (Mentha piperita) is an ancient Chinese plant that the Egyptians recognised for its medicinal value in 1550 B.C. The Greeks and Romans learned of it via Palestine. It Contains menthol (amongst other things). It is an antiseptic, anaesthetic and can relieve spasms, jet lag, flatulence, indigestion and it can be used as an insect repellent. Used in sweets and toothpastes, its refreshing and stimulating aroma can ‘clear the head’. 

Do not use peppermint essential oil while pregnant.

“For each tree is known by its own fruit: you do not gather figs from thistles, and you do not pick grapes from brambles” (Luke 6:44). 

The plant known regionally as brambles, blackberries, hawk’s bill, black spice, mooches, Rubus fructuosus, is a particularly aggressive woodland plant, but is very useful medicinally. Its Cumberland common name is doctor’s medicine. The ancient Arabs used it as an aphrodisiac. An infusion of the leaves can be drunk as a cure for diarrhoea and stomach disorders. Its berries (blackberries) ripen at different times and are popular with wild birds, who help disperse the seeds in the sweet flesh. An extinct punctuation mark known as the Hedera, or ivy-leaf was used in classical times to separate words, and in Anglo-Saxon times to separate major sections of text or mark the end of a passage. 

Around Christmas time we might have the odd encounter with a parasitic plant called Viscum album, or mistletoe. Our ancestors held this as a sacred, magical plant, perhaps because it remained green on an otherwise lifeless oak bough. Perhaps because the ripe berries, open flowers, green berries and immature leaves can all be found at the same time and the seeds germinate only in the light. Medicinally, the tumor-inhibiting activity of mistletoe is being investigated. It is recommended for use after a stroke and for low or high blood pressure. Culpepper (1616-54) recommended it for epilepsy, convulsions, sores and ulcers. A plant often has a number of uses and values associated with it. One example of this is another traditional Christmas plant, Holly. Other names for this plant include Christmas-tree, crocodile, hollin, prick-bush, not to forget its Latin name Ilex aquifolium. When used in Bach flower remedies (a form of homeopathy), this prickly evergreen shrub is useful in alleviating feelings of hatred, envy and jealousy which have no apparent cause. 

Holly wood is quite hard and used in turnery, printing and carving. Chess pieces, some piano parts, skittles and walking sticks might be made of this wood. In a mythological context, Holly represents the King of the waning year - Saturn and is therefore associated with the festival of Saturnalia which lasts for seven days from December 17th. Holly is a symbol of goodwill and joy. In the Victorian language of flowers, Holly means foresight. 

Aproximately150 million people around the world visit botanic gardens annually and many more keep house-plants and read about them in the multitude of publications devoted to their care and appreciation. This reflects the aesthetic pleasure and joy that plants of all shapes and sizes give human beings. One of the reasons for this is probably that we enjoy and delight in the variety of plant life:- the colours and smells, textures and sounds, patterns and shapes, adaptations not to mention the unusual, new and the curious. Biological diversity is a term being used and understood more and more and refers to the variety of life on the planet (plant, animal, bacteria, fungi and protista). 
Biodiversity can be measured on a genetic, species, ecosystem or habitat level. Gardens, reserves and parks of all sizes in all countries are vital as oases of conservation, variety, knowledge and enjoyment as well as wildlife habitats and green sanctuaries. Steam-loving house-plants might thrive in a sunny bathroom, close to the medicine cabinet with its willow derived aspirin, tea tree oil for antiseptic, and minty fresh toothpaste. You may or may not know that this item for our dental health care contains several ingredients including wood pulp (yes that is mashed up trees) under the name of carboxymethyl cellulose, or cellulose gum - about 2% by weight. It is useful to hold the ingredients together on the brush yet disperse evenly in the mouth and rinse free of the brush after brushing. Another use of woody plant matter is in the art of weaving. This might be for garments and baggage, but is also for some boats, sails as well as the ropes to hold boats together. In this respect, plants have had an enormous impact on various cultures by transporting individuals, armies, crops and livestock from place to place. These voyages across our watery world have had impacts in the political and religious realms as well as profound biological and ecological influences and upheavals. On the north coast of Peru, the fishermen travel out to sea in boats made from Tutored reeds. These hard-wearing structures are identical to ones used by the Moche people in pre-Inca times.

The famous Tudor warship the Mary Rose was labour intensive to build, not to mention costly in terms of materials. It is estimated that 14.5 hectares of trees from southern England were required for such an undertaking. Strong ancient oak trees were preferred for their resilience and curvature.

In the Manu’a islands of Samoa, fish are sometimes caught in traps (‘enu) woven from the roots of the ‘ie’ie vine (Freycinetia reinackei). New ‘ie’ie vines are becoming scarce. This is because the plant relies on a flying fox (large bat) called Pteropus sanoensis to move pollen from the male plants to the female plants.

Due to logging, cyclones and hunting, the flying fox population is declining, and the ‘ie’ie vine is not producing seeds - reducing the potential supply of ‘enu fish traps. At the Chelsea Physic Garden, there are approximately 5000 different plants. Some of these are food plants, others are used for dyes, textiles or perfumery. The main reason the garden exists is because in 1673, -the Society of Apothecaries founded it for their apprentices to learn about plants and medicine. Today, there is still an emphasis on the use of plants for medicine and its research. New beds have just been carefully created to grow/show plants important in the different types of western medicine, these are:- oncology, ENT & lung disease, parasitology, psychiatry, dermatology, gastroenterology, neurology & rheumatology, ophthalmology, cardiology, anaesthesia and analgesia. 

The garden of world medicine focuses on different cultures and the plants vital to their medicinal practices. Aboriginal, North American Indian, Ayurvedic (Indian) and Chinese are amongst those represented. A Chinese plant called Buddleja officinalis, butterfly bush or Mi-men-hua is prescribed for eye complaints including cataracts and photophobia. It is also an attractive plant for a garden since its strong scent attracts nectar-feeding insects. Often seen on derelict land, the roots of Buddleja can penetrate concrete.

Many ingenious indigenous peoples use their understandings of the world around them (especially plants) for recreation, peace making and ritual. Some of the rituals involve the plants helping to open channels to worlds perceived to be inhabited by spirits and ancestors - guardians of knowledge, power, peace, good fortune, health and insights.

One such plant, still widely used today, although a much milder variety, is tobacco (Nicotiana tabacum). It was once so valuable to the Plains Indians of North America, that it was used as a currency - potent enough to induce trances and visions when smoked or drunk. Such visions were thought to help ward off evil, improve hunting and foresee future events amongst other things. Medicinally, tobacco was used to alleviate the pains of childbirth, bites, stings and wounds, insomnia, headaches and dysentery. It was also widely used and exalted by Amazonian peoples. In addition to the plants contained in our cosmetics, fuels, foods, fibres and buildings, there are the plants ingrained within our cultures and associated symbols, languages, customs, beliefs, rituals, songs and stories.

In The Bible, we see plants mentioned fairly early on, with Adam and Eve gathered by the tree of knowledge which has been depicted as a fig tree, a lemon, palm, mountain ash and most commonly an apple tree in different illustrations and interpretations. Trees as symbols of wonder, wisdom and creation are not confined to the Bible. In Norse mythology, Odin hung in the world tree, the fountain of life and immortality for nine days and nights to gain wisdom. The name of this tree was Yggdrasil, whose roots are in the depths of the underworld (Hel), its trunk passes through Middle Earth (Midgard) and its branches are in the heavens where the gods met in council (Asgard). We call this tree ash (Fraxinus excelsior) Some people make healing wands from ash sticks. Others make hockey sticks and charcoal. It symbolised grandeur to the Victorians.

The olive tree (Olea europaea) is sacred to many. The prophet Mohammed climbed an olive in a dream. For the Arabs, this tree stands at the centre of the world. Since the time of Noah, the olive (and dove) have been symbols of peace. The largest fruiting olive tree in Britain grows at the Chelsea Physic Garden.

To the Chinese, the mulberry (Morus spp.) is their founding tree and universal essence. They believe it to be a hermaphrodite which stands in time before the division into male and female, yin and yang, light and dark, sky and earth. Silk worms (silk moth larvae) feed on the leaves of the mulberry tree. A decoction of the bark and leaves of this tree are good for toothache, according to Culpepper.

Beneath the banyan tree Buddah achieved enlightenment - it symbolised him and is also sacred to Hindu gods.

The seven branched candle stick known as the Menorah in Judaism is a modern representation of the tree of life (Ets Chayyim). The Christian cross and the Native American totem are also based on trees.

One of the trees revered by the Romans and the Celts is the yew tree (Taxus baccata). This is probably because the yew gave warriors wood for their bows and its sap gave them poison for the arrows. Yews, with their dense wood and slow growth, survived our last ice age, and are therefore some of the oldest British trees standing - often in churchyards. The druids believe the yew to be immortal. Current research is finding this, and related species to be very promising with regard to treatments for cancers. The name of the drug is Taxol, and is derived from the bark and the leaves. Eating the leaves can be fatal. Beware!
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