
Phytotherapy
Plants to treat animals in Britain and Ireland

William Milliken



















Schools’ Folklore Scheme
IRELAND
1937-9





SHERKIN ISLAND



MEDICINES FOR PEOPLE







DATA COLLECTION



• 198 medicinal plants recorded.
• The main treatments were on cattle, horses, 

sheep, dogs, hens & pigs.

• Garlic [cultivated/wild]

• Ivy

• Comfrey

• Elder

• Herb Robert

• Dock

• Gorse

• Broom

• Male Fern

• Oak

• Bramble

• Nettle

• Common Mallow

• Groundsel

• Foxglove

• Bog Myrtle



Animal age Plant part Preparation

Administration Dose Timing

CITIZEN SCIENCE



Marshmallow is a 
good cure for 
swelling in horses 
and pigs or for a 
blast on a cow’s 
udder. 
Monaghan

Plant Identification

Althaea officinalis (Marsh Mallow)Malva sylvestris (Common Mallow)



Althaea officinalis (Marsh Mallow) Malva sylvestris (Common Mallow)



Oenanthe crocata (Hemlock Water Dropwort) Conium maculatum (Hemlock)

There is a weed called Hemlock and it is poison. The people 
long ago used to pound it up and use it for sheep dip. They 
used to have a special hollow store for pounding it in. Some 
other ingredients used to be mixed through it and then they 
used to rub it into the sheep. It is not known now what was 
the other ingredient.

Kildare



“Garlic will cure animal’s 

coughs. It is cut up in small 

pieces and put in the animal’s 

food.”

Westmeath

“I can remember my father 

collecting wild garlic, 

liquidising it and drenching 

cows which were very poorly 

with mastitis; as far as I know 

garlic and onion is a natural 

antibiotic.

Lancashire

Allium ursinum (Wild Garlic)

Allium sativum (Garlic)





“Blood-wort is used for 

curing cattle that have 

the murrain. This herb 

grows in turnip field. 

You would get this herb 

and put it in cattle’s 

food and give it to the 

cattle.”

Wexford

Geranium robertianum (Herb Robert)





My best herbal remedy is one I have used on my pet 

rabbits for over 50 years. Some shepherd’s purse 

(Capsella bursa-pastoris) is very effective if given to a 

rabbit with diarrhoea or a tummy upset. [Suffolk]

Garlic boiled in new milk and given to a 

dog to drink cured him of the fits or 

hysteria. [Kerry]



“We always collect ivy 

for any poorly sheep, 

animals that are off 

their food will usually 

take it and improve”

Caernarvonshire

“Yes, ivy is strange stuff. 

Sheep are passionate 

about it, and it will often 

get a sick sheep eating 

and cudding again”

West Sussex

Hedera helix (Ivy)





“Bog beans are very 

good for cows after 

calving. This herb 

grows in a marshy 

place. When the cow 

calves, it is given to 

her as grass.”

Leitrim

Menyanthes trifoliata (Bogbean)
Malcolm Macaulay



“I was told by an old 

Scillonian that yarrow 

was picked and hung 

in the kitchen to dry... 

During the winter it 

could be used - the 

dried leaves boiled up 

and the resultant 

liquid used as a cow 

drench for cattle with 

stomach problems.”

Isle of Scilly

Achillea millefolium (Yarrow)





“Cure for a cow with 

sore spins [udders]. 

Boil elder leaves and 

dab the juice on her 

spins.”

Westmeath
Sambucus nigra (Elder)



“This was a cure for 

cows which were 

decreasing very much 

in their milk; elder 

leaves and berries 

mixed in their food 

was found a very 

successful cure.”

Tipperary

“Cure for a cow with 

sore spins [udders]. 

Boil elder leaves and 

dab the juice on her 

spins.”

Westmeath
Sambucus nigra (Elder)

Mastitis (udder)



“Get the bark of an oak tree boil it and strain the water keep it 

and rub it on the sore. This will cure a donkey's or a horse's 

breast when it stripped.” [Roscommon]

“The mucilaginous inner bark (Failm-an-Daraich) was 

applied to wounds on horses.” [Highland]



Scour/diarrhoea

“Briar bud is good for scour in lambs.” [Wexford]

“Root of the briar, cures scour in calves.” [Kerry] 





Number of 
medicinal species 
per ATCvet (Level 1)

QP = Antiparasitic 
products insecticides 
and repellents; QA = 
Alimentary tract and 
metabolism; QV = 
Various (medicinal); 
QG = Genito urinary 
system and sex 
hormones; QD = 
Dermatological; QJ = 
Anti-infectives for 
systemic use; QM = 
Musculo-skeletal 
system; QR = 
Respiratory system; 
QN = Nervous 
system; QS = 
Sensory organs.

?
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Long ago the people boiled 

the Rileóg (Bog-myrtle) for to 

cure man and beast, it is a 

small green plant that grows 

in the bog.



“Furze tops chopped up 

and given to horses 

cures the worms in 

them.”

Meath Ulex europaeus (Gorse)



“Horse with bad hoof 

cured by putting comfrey 

on. I am not sure of the 

method, but I think the 

leaves were wet and 

warmed and put into hoof 

and replaced at least 

once.”

Sligo

Symphytum officinale (Comfrey)



Digitalis purpurea (Foxglove)

“Fairy finger roots 

boiled and strained and 

the water of it given to 

pigs will both prevent 

and cure convulsions.”

Leitrim

“The leaves of lady 

fingers are boiled in 

urine to cure animals of 

vermin”.

Wexford



“Docken plant 

(docken) - If the 

seed of a dock 

plant is boiled 

and then 

strained 

through a cloth, 

the liquid when 

given to 

animals is sure 

to cure a 

cough.”

Monaghan

Rumex spp. (Dock)



“Boiled Broom 

strained is also good 

for scour in cattle. 

Stewed tea is also 

used for this purpose.”

Wexford

Cytisus scoparius (Broom)



“The disease is given 

the cattle is called 

"fluke." The cure for 

the "fluke" is got from 

the male fern.”

Cork

Dryopteris filix-mas (Male Fern)



Euphorbia hyberna (Irish Spurge)

“Yellow root is a 

poisonous herb, but 

when it is washed it is 

used on sheep when 

they have mange.”

Kerry

Bainne caoin (Irish spurge) is used for poisoning salmon, it is 
used with milk and is put into the water. If cows drink the water 
it would kill them.

Kerry



My husband says that years ago his father put Puff 

Balls on the shelves in the cow shed and the stable. 

They then dried out and the centres turned to 

powder. When a cow or a horse injured its leg, the 

powder was "puffed" on to the injury to aid the 
healing process, apparently with great success.

Leicestershire



Traditional Knowledge



P
eo

p
le • Bramble: (diarrhoea)

• Ragwort: (wounds)

• Scarlet pimpernel: (fungi)

• Greater celandine: (warts)

• Comfrey: (broken bones)

• Tansy: (worms)

• Ivy: (eye problems) A
n

im
al

s • Bramble: (scour in cattle)

• Ragwort: (cattle wounds)

• Scarlet pimpernel: (ringworm)

• Greater celandine: (warts)

• Comfrey: (broken bones)

• Tansy: (gapes in poultry)

• Ivy: (eye problems)

“The tormental root (called by old people the tormenting root) is sometimes called septfoil 

[Potentilla erecta]. It is a small miserable looking plant which grows on the old ditch or 

barren soil and is a most powerful remedy for diarrhoea in the human being and very 

seldom fails to cure. It was largely used in olden times for the cattle scour as well.” [Cavan]



Kimberley Ubendran
MSc Ethnobotany

University of Kent
1. Interviews (in person): 6
2. Online (Facebook)

• 90 plant species used were for veterinary practices.
• Top species: Dandelion, Nettle, Calendula, Cleavers, Raspberry, 

Yarrow, Garlic, Chamomile, Plantain & Seaweed.
• Top treatments: anthelmintics, antidiarrheals, anti-

inflammatory and antirheumatic, anti-infective, general 
nutrients.

• All the informants (interviews) were women.
• They all had smallholdings.



“I read your letter in yesterday's Sunday Independent. A 

branch of male holly (the one with no berries) left hanging 

up will prevent and cure ringworm in a cattle shed over 

the winter. This is used locally here in Co Cavan.” [Cavan]

“The farsi usually effects horses, ponies and asses. The 

old people had a cure for it. They used to get a wild plant 

called Woodbine and then they to cut a hole in the 

forehead of the animal and cross the woodbine in the cut 

and then used to stitch it with woollen thread and say 

some words while stitching it.” [Tipperary]

MEDICINE OR FOLKLORE?

Ilex aquifolius (Holly)

Lonicera periclymenum (Honeysuckle)



I read your letter in yesterday's Sunday Independent. A 

branch of male holly (the one with no berries) left hanging 

up will prevent and cure ringworm in a cattle shed over 

the winter. This is used locally here in Co Cavan.

The farsi usually effects horses, ponies and asses. The 

old people had a cure for it. They used to get a wild plant 

called Woodbine and then they to cut a hole in the 

forehead of the animal and cross the woodbine in the cut 

and then used to stitch it with woollen thread and say 

some words while stitching it. [Tipperary]

“Another cure was woodbine mixed in his food for 

farcy in a horse.” [Tipperary] 

“When any animal was sick, two people used 
go to "three bounds water" and get water for 
the sick animal to drink, if they spoke either 
on the way for the water, or coming home, 
the spell was broken, and the cure would not 
be effective.” [Cork]









BROWSING

“I am a veterinary Surgeon in UK working in mixed practice. I use 

2 herbal treatments only. They are based on long experience and 
often taught me by clients. Firstly, willow leaves and bark for 
inflammation in cattle. I recommend the feeding of branches of 

willow which has salicylic acid in it.” [Northamptonshire]



Data collected from the past

• ‘More or less’ complete

Some data collected from the present

• More data to be collected before the knowledge has been 
lost

Development of novel veterinary medicines 

• Research to develop biodegradable medicines

• Reduce the impacts of pharmaceuticals in the environment



DO YOU HAVE KNOWLEDGE OF PLANTS/FUNGI TO TREAT ANIMALS IN BRITAIN AND IRELAND?

ARE YOU HAPPY TO CONTRIBUTE?

ONLINE SURVEY
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