
 

 

 
 

CLINICAL RESEARCH SEEDS 
Ephedra sinica 

Nicotiana tabacum 
 

 
 
Thanks for agreeing to join in this year of shared home grown medicine; remote growing towards a 
communal apothecary garden at The White House in Dagenham, or remotely wherever you are. Through the 
summer and autumn there will be opportunities to make some medicinal preparations and I very much hope 
we can find ways to come together to enjoy the medicinal plants and remedies we have grown, either in 
person at the house, or remotely. 
 
For this first letter, I enclose seeds chosen for their place in the current world of clinical research trials.  
 
Please don't get too disheartened if they don’t work, or if they grow in their own time, it’s a learning 
experiment for me too - I will also send easy to grow seeds for some immediate gratification, but these small 
fussy ones need to get germinated soon and some may take years. I enclose original packaging so you can see 
the guidelines, and any interesting information. Seeds can be planted wherever you have space- on the 
kitchen countertop in some soil in an old food container, or in the soil in a garden if you have access to one, 
or sent to a friend. 
 
Lastly, but importantly, if you have any medicinal plants in particular that interest you, any expertise or 
ideas please do let me know so we can include it in our garden, and as our seedlings get further along and 
become plants I’ll be back in contact with ways we can share decoctions, teas, recipes, remedies, balms, 
soaps, syrups and pills according to ancient and modern apothecary and pharmacy recipes. 
 
The information I enclose is an edited selection of my research folders to contextualise the plants as they 
grow. 
 
Sending my very best wishes, 
  
 
Rachel Pimm 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Sent by Rachel Pimm, currently at: 1 The Dovecote, Pitsford, Northamptonshire, NN6 9SB 

The image for this letterhead is adapted from the illuminated frontispiece of The Garden of Cyrus, a 1658 book by Thomas 
Browne, on ancient and sacred geometries, and patterns of planting networks. 

 



 
 
 
Ephedra sinica is a plant amphetamine which has been used for millennia, though since the 1880s and 
into the 70s these have been synthesised to make amphetamines including crystal meth, LSD and MDMA, 
which I learnt about from a visit to the Royal College of Physicians Garden led by Dr Henry Oakley who 
helped establish the planting of the Garden. Though I don’t know much about the chemistry that affects the 
body, ephedrine as a substance is something I'm really keen to learn more about. 
 
It is also sold dried as a herbal supplement, especially common in Traditional Chinese Medicine, good for 
the lungs, and has a 5000 year or longer presence in chinese medicine as a stimulant found in ma huang, not 
dissimilar to the use of digitalis from the foxglove. 
 
 
Seed packet/ growing notes below 
 
Image from Botanic Gardens Edinburgh 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Excerpts from a paper published by the Royal College of Physicians in Edinburgh, Dr Lee 
Herbarium specimen, Royal College of Physicians, London, Dr Oakley 
 
 

 

 



 
 
 
Nicotiana tabacum is, as it sounds, tobacco. It's both ancient and super new. It is a regulated substance, 
taxed by HMRC if you intend to grow it for profit and even for personal quantities replacing buying 
cigarettes to smoke, on any real scale. I’m mainly interested, though because nicotine plants were the 
earliest GM plant models (c.1983)  for research in biochemistry and molecular biology- they are used to grow 
hybrid genetics for vaccines. PubMed research says that there are over 3500 papers published in this field to 
develop vaccines for SARS, malaria and more. 
 
It’s also grown decoratively, but its long link to medicine past and present makes it the most potentially 
interesting. My extended family have also farmed tobacco. While I’m not about to start farming myself, the 
licences are ridiculous- growing them dispersed to get to know them as plants as opposed to producers is 
something I’d like to try. I have a year old plant from seedling but I’d like to start from seed. 
 
 
 
 



Seed packet/ growing notes

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
My own dried tobacco leaf, and an apothecary jar, RCP Dr Oakley 
 
Excerpt from Culpeper’s Herbal, 1653 
 

 
 
Excerpts from Gerard’s Herbal, 1597 

 


