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Inula helenium

•	Propagate by seeds, which appear on 
the plant after f lowering; they look 
similar to those of the dandelion 
and float on the air in the same 
way. Sow into seed trays or plant 
into pots or the garden when large 
enough to handle.

•	Root division of mature plants in the 
autumn or by off-shoots around the 
base. Self-seeds freely: cut off seed 
heads when they first appear.

•	Dig roots in autumn of the two-
three-year-old plants; can be frozen 
immediately or dried. Collect 
f lowers when they first open for 
using fresh or dried.

•	A perennial in hotter 
climates/annual where it 
is cooler. Needs protection 
and warmth if grown in 
temperate climates.

•	Can be grown from seed; 
soak the seed for twelve 
hours in hot water to quicken 
germination. Sow into 
modules under glass with 
bottom heat in the spring.

•	Can also be grown from 
cuttings when the plants 
start to “grow away” in  
late spring.

•	Grows well in nutrient 
deficient soil.

Elecampane is considered one of the largest perennial 
herbaceous herbs. A member of the daisy family (Asteraceae), it 
originates from Asia and is found in China, Mongolia, and Korea. 
It travelled to Europe, where it was especially prized in Holland, 
Switzerland, Germany, and France for its essential oil. At one 
time it was used to flavour absinthe. It was introduced to North 
America by settlers and is now naturalized from Nova Scotia to 
North Carolina and westward as far as Missouri.

The root was eaten by ancient Romans as a vegetable and 
according to Pliny, the Empress Julia Augusta “let no day pass 
without eating some of the roots candied, to help the digestion 
and cause mirth”. The name helenium gives another possible 
explanation for its etymology. Helen of Troy was said to have 
been holding a bunch of elecampane when she was taken away 
by Paris; another legend holds that the plant grew from the 
tears she shed. Apothecaries in the Middle Ages candied the 
roots into flat, pink sugary cakes, which they sold to alleviate 
asthma and indigestion. Elizabethans made a confection similar 
to marzipan from its ground roots mixed with eggs, sugar, 
saffron, and other spices. Scandinavians put an elecampane 
flower in the centre of a nosegay to symbolize the sun and the 
head of the Norse god Odin.

Elecampane

ELECAMPANE | 0606 | INDIGO 

Indigofera tinctoria

Indigo is native to India and is cultivated mainly in 
subtropical countries. It is classed as a sub-shrub, 
which belongs to the pea family, the Leguminosae. 
Evidence of the blue dye from indigo has been 
found on pieces of cloth in ancient Egyptian 
tombs, indicating its use for at least 3,000 years. 
When trade routes from Europe to the East 
Indies became established in the sixteenth 
century, indigo was one of the many commodities 
brought back to Europe, where it was enthusiastically 
embraced and came to replace native woad (see p. 97) as 
the source of blue dye. It was in great demand in the European 
textile industry. By the eighteenth century, it had found its way to the 
North American colonies, where wild indigo (Baptisia tinctoria) and blue 
false indigo (B. australis) had been the source of a much weaker blue 
dye. In South Carolina indigo was cultivated on a large scale. In 
1859 farmers in Bengal, India, revolted against growing indigo. 
True indigo dye was not readily available; rich, deep, and with a 
better natural colour fastness, it takes several processes of 
fermentation to produce the depth of colour. Huguenot 
planters continued to grow indigo for domestic use after it 
collapsed as a crop in the United States.

Indigo

Indigo is no longer used 
in traditional medicine as 
it can cause severe vomiting.

The best plant for the best 
brilliant blue, indigo is still 
used by specialist cloth and 
clothing producers, natural 
dyers, and designers. It is 
now commanding high prices 
for the garments produced. 
It was used to dye denim 
jeans until recently

People have used indigo, 
alone or in combination with 
henna, to dye their hair black 
for about 4,000 years.

Not to be taken by those allergic to the daisy or 
sunflower family of plants. Can cause intestinal 
irritation. Do not take in large quantities and 
consult a qualified herbalist practitioner before 
use. Avoid if pregnant.

The root was used in ancient medicine: antibacterial, 
antifungal, anti-inflammatory, antiparasitic, antiseptic, 
diuretic, expectorant, and immunostimulant. A decoction  
of the root is best mixed with honey for chest and 
respiratory complaints; it soothes and reduces coughing, 
and loosens phlegm. Good for chest infections, asthma, 
and breathing allergies, such as hay fever. It can also be 
made into tinctures and syrups for storing.

Not a chest of 

indigo reached 

England without 

being stained by 

human blood.

COMMISSION REPORT ON 
INDIGO REVOLT OF 1859

Citazione Fonte della 
citazione
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Legenda dei box tematici

Gastronomia Medicina Casa

AvvertenzeCosmesiFolklore & Religione

Piante compagne Artigianato

Le erbe magiche sono alla base 
del folklore, e compaiono nelle 
antiche credenze sul mondo 
sovrannaturale. Si credeva 
che alcuni amuleti fatti di erbe 
proteggessero dalla magia e 
dal male.

Se piantate vicino a colture 
alimentari o ornamentali, 
alcune erbe sono valide “piante 
compagne”, capaci di aumentare 
il vigore delle vicine, guarirle 
o proteggerle da malattie e 
parassiti.

Fin dai tempi antichi è stato 
fatto uso cosmetico delle erbe, 
presenti in lozioni, pomate e 
saponi. Le essenze apportano 
profumo e proprietà curative 
a migliaia di preparati. 

A lungo gli artigiani hanno usato 
le erbe come materia prima; ad 
esempio tessevano le fibre del 
lino e dell’ortica e coloravano i 
tessuti con tinture estratte da 
piante quali robbia e guado.

Interi settori della farmacopea 
utilizzano le antiche conoscenze 
delle proprietà di particolari 
piante di alleviare, e talvolta 
curare, le malattie.

Nel corso dei secoli si 
spargevano erbe per casa per 
purificare l’aria e allontanare 
gli insetti, e le si usavano per 
creare prodotti per il benessere, 
come sacchetti profumati e cera 
per mobili.

Proprio come alcune erbe sono 
potenti curativi, altre sono 
velenose e pericolose. Alcune 
possono essere entrambe le cose: 
sono benefiche in piccole dosi ma 
dannose se prese in eccesso o se 
erroneamente preparate.

Le erbe sono all’avanguardia 
nell’attuale rivoluzione 
gastronomica e della cucina 
internazionale, con un’ampia 
gamma di essenze esotiche 
che apportano i loro sapori agli 
ingredienti occidentali.
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