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HENBANE

Family:- Solanaceae

Latin name :-  Hyoscyamus niger

Local names:- Devil’s Eye, Stinking Roger.

The leaves of Henbane are greyish-green and covered with sticky hairs as is the stout round stem. The flowers are pale yellow with many purple veins. The plant  grows to a height of 80cms. and flowers from June to August

At one time the petals provided a remedy for tooth-ache.

Dr. Gerrard the famous herbalist said of Henbane, “The seede is vsed of mountibancke toothdrawers which runne about the countrey, for to cause woormes come foorth of mens teeth by his mouth ouer the fume threreof: but some craftie companions to gaine money convey small lute strings into the water, perswading the patient that those small beasts came out of his mouth or other parts which he intended to ease.”
The pain would certainly have been dulled as would the patient’s senses as the hallucinatory effects of the poisonous drugs, hyoscamine and hyoscine, found in the plant took effect. Every part of the plant is poisonous and induces symptoms which include disturbed vision, delirium, convulsions and coma leading to death. 

In 1910 Dr Crippen used these drugs to murder his wife.

In 1966 a specimen of Henbane was found growing near to The Festival Hall in London.

The plant is found scattered throughout Britain but is rare in the north.
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WORMWOOD

Family:- Compositae

Latin name:- Artemisia absinthium

Local names:- Mugwort, Wermud, Wormit, Wormod

Wormwood grows on roadside verges, railway embankments and waste ground. The plant is thought to be an ancient medicinal introduction from southern Europe. In England it is found in the Midlands and Wales but is rare elsewhere in the UK. It grows to a height of 80cms. with silvery leaves.  

Thomas Tussar, in the sixteenth century said, 

“While woormwoode hath seede, get a bundle or twayne,

to saue against March, to make flea to refraine.

Where chamber is swept, & ye wormwood is strowne

No flea for his life, dare abyde to be knowne.”

The Russian name is “Chernobyl”.

Wormwood is a pungent smelling herb and as well as deterring fleas was used medicinally to stimulate the appetite and is still used to flavour the drink Absinthe. 
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  GOOD KING  HENRY 

Family name:- Chenopodiaceae

Latin name:- Chenopodium bonus-henricus

Local names:- Mercury, Mercree,          All Good,

The name is a translation of the German Guter Heinrich. The “King” was added in this country in Tudor times. The plant is a type of Goosefoot of which there are 15 different varieties growing in the British Isles. Good King Henry is widespread but scarcer in the west and north. It likes a rich soil and has naturalised on arable land, roadsides and in farmyards where it grows to a height of 50cms. It is upright and sometimes the triangular leaves are red tinged. The greenish- yellow flowers which form a pyramidal shape at the top of the stem are insignificant.
The leaves and young shoots used to be eaten as a vegetable, as it is a kind of wild spinach. Until recently it was sold on Penrith market. Its use as a food, together with Fat Hen, has been traced back, in Sussex and Scotland, to the Bronze Age.
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“These three plants, which though not rare, are not very common, grow wild in the waste corners of the streets of this village: these are, chenopodium, bonus henricus, or mercury, a very useful salad, as a substitute for spinach: the hyoscyamus niger, or black hen bane, which, though poisonous to men, dogs, and birds, does not affect cows, goats, horses, and swine, being grateful, it is said, to the last named of these animals, as to have been thence called hog-bean: and the Artemisia abscinthium, or common wormwood.”

The above is a  foot-note to the section on Blencogo in the parish of Bromfield  (p. 316) of Hutchinson’s History of Cumberland published in 1794 .     
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