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all’. Their favoured mistletoe grew not on 
oak, but willow trees. 

Across Scandinavia, the tradition of 
lighting huge Summer Solstice bonfi res still 
persists; Frazer linked this to the ritual har-
vesting of mistletoe, proposing that humans 
were once burned to death in such fi res. 
Frazer transposed mistletoe-gathering from 
midwinter to midsummer, arguing that the 
sacrifi cial victims represented the sacred 
oak, which must be cleared of its protective 
mistletoe before it could be burned. Frazer 
listed many examples of ritual oak fi res 
across Europe, citing the customs of the 
ancient Celts, Slavs, Romans and others.

Residual evidence of midwinter fi re 
rituals may still be found – notably in the 
widespread custom of burning an oak 
yule log at Christmas. Richard Mabey has 
gathered fi rst-hand accounts of British fi re 
rituals involving mistletoe. 8 ‘Burning the 
Bush’ persisted in Herefordshire, in various 
forms, until World War I. A globe was made 
by twisting mistletoe and hawthorn twigs. 
On New Year’s morning it was burned on 
a straw fi re in the fi rst wheat fi eld to be 
sown. Elsewhere in the county the globe 
was fi lled with burning straw and carried 

by a runner over the fi rst dozen furrows of 
the fi eld. In another version two globes, one 
inside the other, were burned together. In 
most Herefordshire cottages, wrote Mabey, 
it was customary to cut a mistletoe bough 
on New Year’s Eve and hang it as the clock 
struck midnight. The bough that had hung 
throughout the previous year was then taken 
down and burned.

MISTLETOE MURDER
In Norse mythology the god Baldur the 
Beautiful (also spelled Balder, Baldr) was 
the son of Odin and Frigg, goddess of knowl-
edge and clairvoyance. Baldur had many 
brothers, including Thor and the villainous 

Loki, who resented Baldur for his good 
looks and for being his mother’s favourite. 
Baldur began to have prophetic dreams of 
his own death; when Frigg had the same 
dreams, she hatched a plan to save Baldur. 
Frigg persuaded every object on Earth to 
solemnly vow that they would never harm 
her son. But, for various reasons, the humble 
mistletoe was not included, so it alone made 
no vow. Loki discovered this and sought 
out Baldur: he was with the other gods, 
who were amusing themselves by throwing 
rocks and other objects at Baldur, in order 
to see them bounce off harmlessly. Loki the 
trickster then fashioned an arrow (or spear) 
from mistletoe wood and either killed Bal-
dur himself or tricked another brother, the 
blind god Hodur, into killing Baldur. Robert 
Graves noted that in the Norwegian version 
of the story, Baldur was fatally injured by a 
shot to his heel – the traditional weak spot 
of heroes. Graves also related that he had 
personally sharpened a stave of mature 
mistletoe wood in France and found it to be 
unexpectedly hard and strong.

Baldur’s story varies in the different 
Norse sagas, but always ends with his death 
and immolation on a great funeral pyre. In 
Victorian Britain, the tale was extended to 
add credence to the new ‘tradition’ of kiss-
ing beneath the mistletoe. Baldur’s mother 
Frigg was recast as the ‘Norse goddess of 
love’. On discovering that her son was dead, 
her tears turned into mistletoe berries; she 
then declared that henceforth mistletoe 
should be a symbol of love and thus initi-
ated the kissing tradition. Exactly when the 
kissing tradition was invented is not certain, 
though some time in the 1830s is likely. A 
popular export, the custom was adopted by 
many other countries, notably the USA.

LEFT: Baldur’s death, in an 18th century Icelandic 

manuscript. ABOVE: Aeneas and the Golden Bough.
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fashioned a spear 
from mistletoe 
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The medicinal uses of 
European mistletoe (Viscum 
album) are probably as old 
as the legends and magical 
beliefs that surround this 
fascinating plant. Mistletoe 
is a shrub found attached to 
the branches of broad-leaved 
trees, particularly apple, 
lime, poplar and hawthorn. 
It is hemi-parasitic: that is, it 
derives some of its nutrition 
from the host tree, but also 
uses photosynthesis to 
produce its own. Mistletoe 
distributes its seeds largely 
through the agency of birds 
and mammals. The berries are 
covered in a sticky substance 
which can survive an animal’s 
digestive tract. When the bird 
or animal defecates onto a 
branch, the seed sticks to the 
tree’s limb and germinates, 
drilling down through the wood 
to reach the host’s nutritional 
system.

Historically, mistletoe 
was used predominantly in 
the treatment of nervous 
disorders, especially for the 
so-called ‘falling sickness’ 
(epilepsy) and ‘St Vitus’ 
Dance’ (nowadays called 
Sydenham’s chorea). In 
more recent times, its uses 
have also extended to the 
treatment of cardiovascular 
conditions, and as an anti-
cancer remedy. Additionally, 
mistletoe has immune-system 
stimulating properties. 

All these uses have 
been supported by modern 
scientifi c research. In the 
case of the cardiovascular 
system, mistletoe acts 
as a cardiac depressant, 
reducing raised blood 
pressure: interestingly, the 
best hypotensive activity has 
been noted from mistletoe 
collected from the willow 
tree, a plant that contains 
natural anti-infl ammatory and 
blood-thinning properties 
(aspirin, technically salicylic 
acid, derives both its name 
and its chemistry from the 
willow: Latin name Salix). 
Mistletoe can also serve to 
reduce an over-rapid heartrate 
(tachycardia) and strengthen 
the walls of the small blood 

vessels (capillaries). It is 
interesting to note that 
herbalists treating high blood 
pressure often combine 
mistletoe with hawthorn 
berries and lime blossom, two 
trees that are among its most 
frequent hosts.

The plants neurological 
activity is largely due to its 
relaxant properties, possibly 
by a direct action on the vagus 
nerve. Again, modern research 
has supported this traditional 
use, with for example one 
report of six cases of infantile 

spasms, one nine-year-old 
child, and two adult patients 
with epilepsy, all of whom 
became seizure free on 
treatment with mistletoe. The 
plant is also a useful remedy 
for less serious neurological 
complaints, such as 
neurasthenia or generalised 
nervous debility. 

As an anti-carcinogen, 
mistletoe has attracted a 
lot of attention. It is used 
extensively (particularly in 
Germany) in injectable form, 
especially for cancers of the 
breast, colon, cervix, rectum 
and stomach, and research 
has shown that the action 
of constituents in the plant 
support and enhance the 
body’s own defences against 
tumours (the so-called 
“Natural Killer” cells).

It should be noted that it 

is the leaves of the plant that 
are used in herbal medicine, 
as the berries are toxic (in 
the UK, preparations of 
mistletoe berries can only be 
sold in premises which are 
registered pharmacies and 
by or under the supervision 
of a pharmacist). Equally, 
incorrect dosage of mistletoe 
leaves can be toxic. 
This fact, along with the 
complexity and seriousness 
of the conditions treated, 
means that mistletoe is 
emphatically not suitable 
for self-medication, and a 
qualifi ed medical herbalist 
should be consulted before 
use. Mistletoe is unsuitable 
for use during pregnancy and 
breast-feeding.

Ned Reiter BA Dip Phyt FNIMH, 
Registered Medical Herbalist

MISTLETOE MEDICINE

ABOVE: A woman carries a branch of mistletoe through the snow. 

On the reverse of the card are directions for taking Mother Seigel’s 

Curative Syrup. LEFT: The oldest printed description and picture of 

mistletoe, from Hortus Sanitatis (“The Garden of Health”), 1491, 

which describes species in the natural world along with their 

medicinal uses and modes of preparation.
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STUKELEY’S DRUIDIC GARDEN
William Stukeley (1687-1765) was an enthu-
siastic antiquarian, known for his detailed 
recording of Britain’s prehistoric monu-
ments. As an early Freemason and neo-Dru-
id, Stukeley did much to popularise the use 
and propagation of mistletoe. He proudly 
wrote that mistletoe had been carried to the 
high altar of York Minster at Christmas, cast-
ing further doubt on its alleged banning by 
the Church. Dr Stukeley fi rst practised as a 
physician, then changed career to become a 
Church of England cleric. Oddly, his ordina-
tion, and his simultaneous promotion of Dru-
idism, were encouraged by the Archbishop 
of Canterbury. The ancient Druids, Stukeley 
claimed, practised ‘Patriarchal Christianity’ 
– a monotheistic religion that recognised the 
Holy Trinity and was entirely in accord with 
the views of the Church of England. 9 His 
writings on Avebury and Stonehenge contain 
numerous references to the Bible, and to 
ancient Egypt, that seem incongruous today 
but were highly relevant at the time.

Stukeley’s repeated claim that the 
number three had held special importance 
for the Druids, and for the Egyptians before 
them, was not just a personal obsession: 
in the early 1700s it was central to a bitter 
religious debate. Stukeley was a Protestant, 
and in common with Catholics he supported 
Trinitarianism – the orthodox belief that 
Father, Son and Holy Spirit existed as 
three equal aspects of the same one God. 
Antitrinitarianists believed, reasonably 
enough, that this amounted to polytheism 
and was therefore heretical. Stukeley 
attempted to bolster the Church’s position 
by using his antiquarian research and 
knowledge to prove that Trinitarianism had 
an ancient lineage. The Druids who built 
Avebury and Stonehenge, he declared, 
were Trinitarianists even before the Roman 

invasion of Britain. Stukeley’s claims were 
not widely accepted but he was rewarded 
with promotion in the Church.

In his books, Stukeley proudly announced 
himself as a practising Druid, adopting the 
Druidic name Chyndonax. As his passion for 
Druidry grew, he gave it physical expression 
through gardening. First, in Grantham, 
Lincolnshire, he made a Druidic garden with 
a circular orchard, chapel and Roman altar. 
Around “an ancient apple tree overgrown 
with sacred mistletoe” a “temple of the 
Druids” was constructed, using pyramidal 
topiary instead of standing stones.

In 1730, Stukeley became a vicar and 
moved to Stamford, Lincolnshire, where he 
built a considerably larger Druidic garden, 
‘The Hermitage’, covering half an acre. 
This new effort featured a rustic ‘Merlin’s 
Cave’ inspired by the grottos that were 
then becoming fashionable. The garden was 
stocked with antique masonry gathered from 
demolished local buildings. Then, in 1741, 
Stukeley bought another house in Stamford 
with two acres of grounds, demolishing 
several buildings on the site to make way 
for his increasingly ambitious garden 
schemes. Part of the new garden became a 
bowling green; the rest became a bucolic 
Druid’s paradise. As Stukeley described 
it: “All the rest of the ground I threw into 
a wild forestiere form, full of walks, trees, 
fruit, fl owers, shrubs of all kinds, annual & 
evergreen, the whole blended together & 
intermixed without regularity.”

No Druidic garden would be complete 
without the sacred mistletoe and Stukeley 
enjoyed considerable success in propagating 
it “on several kinds of trees”. He invented a 
method that he termed ‘inoculation’ – now 
known as bud-grafting. He also used the 
simpler method, common today, of simply 
squishing a mistletoe berry into the bark 

of a host tree. Growing mistletoe from seed 
in this way is usually successful but cannot 
be hurried: it takes around three years for 
the plant to become visible. The best hosts 
are apple, lime and willow, but mistletoe 
will also grow on garden shrubs such as 
cotoneaster. 

If readers in the UK are tempted to 
grow their own mistletoe, please try to use 
locally sourced berries rather than imports. 
Mistletoe expert Jonathan Briggs sells 
‘growing kits’ as well as other mistletoe 
merchandise, and detailed instructions for 
propagation may be found on his website.10
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✒ STEVE MARSHALL had a long career 
as a fi lm composer before becoming an 
archæological researcher and the author 
of three books, including the bestselling 
Exploring Avebury: The Essential Guide (2016) 
and its musical sequel, Avebury Soundscapes, 
an album of music and 3-D binaural sound.

ABOVE LEFT: Stukeley’s drawing of his garden at Barn Hill, Stamford, 1743. ABOVE RIGHT: Propogating mistletoe by squashing the berry into the bark of the host tree.
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