Hedera  helix

Common name:  Ivy

Family: Araliaceae

Botany: An evergreen woody climber which can grow up structures and trees to a height of 30 m. It also forms ground-covering mats and clings by adhesive rootlets. The immature leaves have three lobes whilst the flowering stems hold oval un-lobed leaves. They plant is hairless and the leaves are dark green (although there are variegated forms as well); the leves also have a glossy waxy coat. The flowers are only produced in the sun and are yellowish green and held in umbels. They are a favourite autumn source of nectar for various butterflies.  The berries are black and round.  It is very tolerate of shade but does not like acid soils; it also dislikes very dry or overly wet soil.

Parts used: Younger leaves, preferably fresh The bark was formerly used against sores and the wood was used to carve drinking vessels. The fruits are toxic and purgative.

History and folklore: Sacred to Osiris and to Bacchus/Dionysus – it was believed it lessened drunkenness if added to wine or an ivy wood vessel was used.  In some parts of West Cork it is believed that ivy grows so rapidly due to its ability to use the moon’s light to photosynthesise as well as that of the sun.  It is associated with deep grief and mourning – it can clear out the deep old grief held in the lungs. It is maligned as a plant that will smother and kill trees; however, it will only do this to weak trees or if allowed to grow over the crown.  Otherwise, it can act as a winter duvet for trees protecting against frost and wind chill. It is a valuable winter habitat for over-wintering butterflies and provides nectar for them in the autumn.  There are many legends and myths associated with ivy (read Niall Mac Coitir for more info).  It was valued as winter fodder and therefore was named in the Brehon Laws as one of the bushes of the wood – my neighbour’s sheep graze on it avidly.

Constituents Saponin, Gum resin, Alkaloid, Triterpenoid glycosides
Actions Analgesic, Antispasmodic, Vasoactive, Cardiodepressant
 Traditional and current uses

· Used internally with great caution for whooping cough and bronchitis

· Topically used for neuralgia, neuritis, corns, rheumatic pains, cellulitis

· Used as a poultice to draw boils and abscesses

