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In the third of a series of articles on Raasay’s flora, botanist STEPHEN BUNGARD takes a closer look at worts 

There are dozens of plants to be found on Raasay whose names end in 
wort (pronounced wert, not wart) derived from the Old English word 
wyrt which just meant plant. Many of these plants were used in 
primitive medicine, the first part of the word denoting the complaint 
against which it was supposed to be effective or the part of the body to 
be treated.  The “doctrine of signatures” suggested that herbs 
resembling various parts of the body can be used to treat ailments of 
those parts of the body. There is no evidence that morphological plant 
signatures ever led to the discovery of medicinal properties. Some 
plants that bear “signatures” are efficacious, as are many that do not. It 
seems likely that the doctrine of signatures acted as a memory aid, and 
in oral traditions plants that are both efficacious and easy to remember 
are more likely to be maintained in the pharmacopoeia.  
Liverwort, pilewort, spleenwort, stitchwort, woundwort and less 

obviously, figwort (figs = piles) and pearlwort (pearl = an eye disease) 
fit this bill.  
Some wort names, however, result from other beliefs such as milkwort 

stimulating milk production, sneezewort (when dried and pulverized) 
provoking sneezing, and sheep feeding on lousewort being prone to lice. 

Others appear to relate solely to the 
appearance of the plant such as 
bladderwort, pennywort, spearwort, 
moonwort, quillwort, ragwort, stonewort 
and water-starwort.  
Here are three of our commonest worts:  
On the moors, Heath Milkwort (Polygala serpyllifolia), Slender (or 

Beautiful) St John's-wort (Hypericum pulchrum) and Lousewort 
(Pedicularis sylvatica) are widespread. Heath Milkwort flowers are most 
commonly bright blue but can 
also be light blue, white or 
pink/purple. Lousewort comes in 
two subspecies with the less 
common form (Pedicularis 
sylvatica subsp. hibernica) 
having a hairy calyx – the 
bladder-like structure below the 
petals. This subspecies is 
restricted to Ireland, Western 
Scotland, Western Wales and a 
couple of outlying sites in the 
Pennines. On Raasay it accounts 
for an eshtimated 3-5% of the species in total but it is absent in some 
areas whilst, very locally, the sole representative in others. 
Stephen (pronounced Steven not Stefan) is Vice-county Recorder for the 
Botanical Society of Britain & Ireland for Skye, Raasay and the Small 
Isles. His website, including Flora of Raasay, can be found at 
tinyurl.com/Raasayflora OR bit.ly/Raasay, and his botanical blog can be 
found at skyeraasayplants.wordpress.com. 
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