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Wild Garlic
Allium ursinum
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Parts Used:
Leaf, flower, bulb

Growth:
30cm

How to source:
Grow –  shady, damp areas.
Forage – shady, damp woodlands, fields and 
hedgerows.
Harvest – Flower & Leaves during April – June 
and bulbs can be harvested at any time the plant 
is dormant from early summer to early winter 

Caution:
Some people are allergic to plants related to 
garlic and reported side effects from taking wild 
garlic range from bad breath and stomach upsets
to allergic reactions. Overindulgence in the herb 
might also cause flatulence and heartburn.

Constituents:
Sulfoxides, methiin, alliin, isoalliin. Thiosulfinate compounds including; allicin, methyl allyl 
thiosulfinate 

History
Wild garlic (or ramsons, bear garlic) can be found growing prolifically throughout the British 
countryside between the months of March and June. The plant is usually found in damp areas of 
woodland or riverbanks, but can easily thrive in urban areas, too. It is part of the allium family, 
along with onions, leeks and (unsurprisingly) garlic but is not the same as the ususal garlic bulbs 
most people use for cooking.

The plant’s common name of ‘bear garlic’ is from the belief that bears ate wild garlic to regain their 
strength after a long winter’s slumber and it is said Brown bears and wild boars have developed 
quite the taste for wild garlic, hence the plant’s Latin name Allium Ursinum.

Wild garlic is one of the few things that are safe to forage without much knowledge – while the 
plants do look similar to the toxic Lily of the Valley, simply rubbing a leaf between your fingers and
smelling it will tell you whether you’ve picked the correct plant or not.

The ancient Greek physician Dioscorides wrote in the 1st century that garlic could cure the bites of 
snakes, although this remedy was little mentioned in the works of early herbalists in Britain and 
Ireland.

Early healers among the Celts, Teutonic tribes and ancient Romans were familiar with the wild herb
and called it herba salutaris, meaning ‘healing herb’.

The Physicians of Myddfai, a group of herbalists first recorded around the 13th century in Wales, 
used wild garlic as a healing plant.

A remedy was recorded by the Welsh physicians: “for a swelling of the stomach. Take goats’ whey, 
and pound the herb called ramsons, mixing together and straining. Let it be your only drink for 
three days”. John Gerard, English herbalist in the 16th century, wrote that wild garlic was good as a 
cure for stones in the body.

His recommendation was carried into the Scottish Highlands and Islands, where an infusion of the 
leaves was drunk for ‘gravel’ or ‘stone; the remedy was sometimes taken with brandy.
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Medicinal uses
The plant is anthelmintic, antiasthmatic, anticholesterolemic, antiseptic, antispasmodic, astringent, 
cholagogue, depuritive, diaphoretic, diuretic, expectorant, febrifuge, hypotensive, rubefacient, 
stimulant, stomachic, tonic and vasodilator.

Wild garlic is one of the few things that are safe to forage without much knowledge – while the 
plants do look similar to the toxic Lily of the Valley, simply rubbing a leaf between your fingers and
smelling it will tell you whether you’ve picked the correct plant or not.

It was recognised as “Plant of the Year” in 1992 by the Association for the Protection and Research 
of European Medicinal Plants.

Wild garlic has higher quantities of the heart-friendly constituents ajoene and adenosine, which help
to lower blood pressure and reduce blood cholesterol and one gram of wild garlic taken daily can 
improve blood circulation. It is not only a heart protector and blood purifier, it also cleanses 
and improves digestion, which is helpful to various ailments from skin disorders to stomach 
problems, and it boosts the body’s immune system.

Present-day herbals also recommend wild garlic as a stomach tonic, and for conditions that benefit 
from an improved flow of bile and increased urination; it can be used to relieve cramps and 
tackle obesity.

The leaves were once boiled and the resulting liquid used as a disinfectant.
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How to use
All parts of the plant can be used, but the bulb is most active.

Juice:
The juice of the plant is used as a moth repellent.

Leaves:
Used as a garnish they are popular for making garlic pesto sauce with walnuts, olive oil and a few 
tablespoons of parmesan added after, the leaves.

Bulbs:
Once dug up they can be used in cooking like regular garlic.

Salad:
Add leaves to salad or as garnish.

Soup:
You can create a lovely spring soup from the leaves 

Similarly to frozen fruit or vegetables, wild garlic can be frozen to preserve its freshness and 
nutrients. Simply, wash and dry and place in a freezer bag and freeze.

Another benefit freezing wild garlic this is you can cook with wild garlic out of season.
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Drug Interactions

 It may thin blood and therefore is not suitable for people taking blood-thinning 
medication.
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Magical uses
The cloves of wild garlic were planted for good luck in the thatch of Irish cottages; this custom was 
also thought to deter fairies.

The plant makes an appearance in Irish legends and poems. The Mad Sweeney – a king of Country 
Antrim – exiled himself from society and survived in the wild by eating plants, including wild 
garlic.

The poem about the Hill of Howth, in north County Dublin, mentions the herb: “the peak bright-
knolled beyond all hills…full of wild garlic and trees”.

In magic and ritual, wild garlic was thought to scare away venomous creatures; as you’ll read later, 
this might explain why Dioscorides thought it cured snake bites.

A stranger custom told athletes to chew a piece of the plant before a race to ensure victory, and a 
similar belief was held for men going into battle.

In astrology, wild garlic was ruled by Mars and Neptune. If it was planted at full moon, it was 
thought to grow like an onion with only one bulb.

In early Christian traditions, wild garlic flowers were used to decorate churches on the feast day of 
St Alphege (19 April). The church must have overwhelmed its congregation with the smell.

Its smell is said to repel cats.
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