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Jane Hughes on lessons in the healing power of herbs

t the age of ten, Lily Mae
Prausnitz made cough
lozenges from liquorice
and slippery elm, cured
her verruca with a herbal
paste she had mixed herself, and
cleared her eczema with a calendula
ointment. Saturday mornings bubbled
with activity as she and her friends
weighed out ingredients, mixed pastes
and potons and filled jars and bottles
with brightly coloured remedies.

It might sound like the sort of thing
that Harry Potter and his pals would get
up to. In fact, says Fiona Burns, who
runs the herbal potions classes, the
magic for Lily Mae and the other
children was that their concoctions
worked. “They loved making cosmetics,
like fizzy bath bombs and body sprays,”
says Fiona, a qualified medical herbalist.
“But what really fascinated them
was the discovery that they could
use natural remedies to treat minor
ailments and take care of themselves.”

Certainly for Lily Mae, who attended
two of Fiona's courses at the Islington
Ecology Centre in London, this was
exciting stuff. “T'd had a verruca on the
sole of my foot for months but the
creamn from the chemist’s hadn’t
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worked,” she says. “T had to wear a
rubber sock when I went swimming,
so I asked Fiona if she could do
anything about it.” The whole class
went into action to produce a remedy.
“We mixed slippery elm powder
with a calendula tea infusion and aloe
vera jelly that we got out of the plant
leaf,” says Lily Mae. “The paste was
really mushy but I put it on my foot
every day under a plaster and in two
weeks the verruca had gone. I was
surprised but really pleased. Everyone
in the class was proud when they saw
my foot.” According to Fiona, calendula

_ has anti-viral and healing properties,

while slippery elm is soothing and
healing both to skin and internal
membranes. The children used it again
with liquorice — an and-inflammatory
— to make lozenges by cutting shapes
from a paste they had rolled out.

“We dried the lozenges overnight
and then kept them in the fridge,” says
Lily Mae. “When my brother had a
cough, I gave him some because they
are really good for the throat. We
mixed some liquorice cough syrup,
too, and it helped my asthma.” In one
session, the children made a calendula
sun infusion by steeping the flowers in
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olive oil and leaving it next to the
window. Two weeks later, it was ready
to use. “T had eczema on my arm,” says
Lily Mae, “so we mixed the calendula
oil with beeswax and cocoa butter to
make an oinoment. I put it on my skin
and the eczema went away in a few
days, which made me very happy.”

Another useful herb for weating
eczema, as well as sprains, explains
Fiona, is comfrey. The plant’s stalks
contain the active healing ingredients,
mucilage and allantoin, which
are soothing and help with tssue
regrowth. One nine-year-old boy was
delighted when he made a comfrey
cream that helped to keep his eczema
at bay. He took it to school and his
teacher was so amazed that Fiona was
invited to do a project on plants with
the whole class. Having already worked
with two London schools — within
the non-statutory personal health and
social education part of the national
curriculum — Fiona is convinced that
learning how nature can support the
body is empowering.
“Many children have never
thought about plants having
medicinal properties, so
it’s great when they begin
to identfy things like
dandelions, nettles and
elderberries as they walk
down the street,” she says.
“Even more so when they
start thinking about how
these plants can help the
body — for example, nette
tips are anti-allergic and
good for cleansing the
blood, while elderberries
are high in vitamin C and
help stop viruses from
entering cell membranes.”

In one class, Fiona chopped comfrey
stalks and mashed them into a paste
that the children formed into poultices.
“You can freeze them and strap them
on to the skin to reduce inflammation,”
she says. “The mothers think they are
great. They are always coming back and
saying they have run out.”

Lily Mae’s friend, Heloise Gaskin,
remembers learning about the digestive
system and-trying out different herbal

teas to see how they worked. “We tried

to think about where we could feel the
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