A Garden Pharmacy

Take a walk through your garden sometime soon and think of ancient cultures and even some that aren’t quite so old and try to visualize how those people would look at the plants and flowers in your garden.  What would they see differently?  Would it be the plant’s beautiful colors, texture, and shapes that most gardeners now look for when they purchase them or would they see something entirely different?


Plants in general, we all know, were the backbone of life in ancient cultures.  They were, along with the wild animals that they killed, their source of food and more importantly their only medicines.  In our society today, plants still are one of our main sources of nutrition, but seldom do we grow them ourselves for food.  Nor do we depend primarily on them as a source of medicine. The plants we do grow, we grow primarily for our visual pleasure, although on occasion a flower blossom or two from our garden might end up gracing a salad on our table.


In that walk around your garden did you ever wonder or consider that you might be possibly growing a plant that the ancient one picked on occasion for its medicinal value?  You may have heard something about digitalis, an extract from foxglove that was used more recently in some heart medicines.  That’s a true fact, but are there other plants in our gardens that in the past were used in what we today term folk medicines?  Research shows that there are many.  


Consider some of the more common ones listed in the book “Magic and Medicine of Plants” published by Reader’s Digest.  It lists these flowers and their former usages: autumn crocus, blue flag, catnip, purple coneflower, cornflower, daffodil, feverfew, forget-me-not, larkspur, lavender, lily of the valley, pansy and yarrow.  Pumpkin seeds and raspberry leaves have also been used for various reasons as have clovers and mints.  There are also large numbers of herbs, trees, and what are commonly considered in today’s world as weeds that formerly were used as medicinals.


Pharmacologists have validated the use of many of the plants used by our ancestors, but they have proven that just as many had absolutely no medical value and in fact some have been proven to be harmful or actually poisonous.


Authors Steven Foster and James A. Duke point out in Peterson’s A Field Guide to Medicinal Plants, Eastern and Central North America that one in four prescription drugs contains an active ingredient derived from a flowering plant and one in five plants has a documented medicinal use.  But if anyone is possibly interested in growing a “Medicinal Garden” vs. the more common “Herb Garden” then they should diligently and carefully research the plants they intend to plant, being careful that they select none that are harmful or poisonous.  Even then they shouldn’t attempt to actually use them, for the non-pharmacologist gardener has no way of measuring accurately the amount or strength of the medicinal quality produced by the plant.


There are many gardening books available in libraries that cover differing aspects of this interesting topic, including field guides to wild medicinal plants.  A person might also approach the subject from the focus of an herbalist, for there are many books that approach it from that perspective.  A third perspective can be gained via ethnobotany, the study of plant lore of a race or people, where the people themselves and their culture are the main topic of interest instead of just the plants.


As the seeds of this topic germinate in your mind, may you enjoy many pleasant hours wandering through your garden contemplating the past.  And maybe, in a few months when your plants are no longer growing, you might find yourself curled up in front of a nice warm fire on a cold winter night passing other enjoyable hours reading a book on this fascinating subject.

