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BACKGROUND

As part of the development of Charles Causley’s house, 
Cyprus Well, Launceston it became clear that decisions 
would need to be made about the future of the garden. After 
discussion it was decided to replant the garden with the 
plants mentioned in Causley’s poems. Many of these plants 
are native species and in some cases more ornamental 
garden varieties were selected to ensure an attractive garden. 
A colour palette based around purples, yellows and oranges 
was chosen to achieve a cohesive overall design. We were 
also keen to choose plants that would be likely to flourish 
there but not present a problem by becoming too invasive. 
Alder was therefore excluded as being a tree of damp ground 
unsuitable for the site.  Blackthorn and dandelion were 
excluded as being too invasive. It is likely that certain plants 
e.g. pennywort and some ferns might establish themselves 
naturally. Plants mentioned in the Australian and Canadian 
poems have been excluded as unsuitable for the site.

SECTION 1

Introduction
In his own words Charles Causley 
was ‘an unrelenting non-gardener’. 
This does not mean, however that 
he was unaware of or uninterested 
in plants. It is clear that, though 
Natural History was not a major 
interest he had a sharp and 
informed eye for the natural world.

The main focus of his interest was 
people – in all their variety, 
eccentricity, vulnerability and 
resilience. It is not, therefore, 

surprising that the plants that attract his interest are not those 
of great gardens but those used by people down the ages for 
food, medicine and indeed magical purposes. The titles of some 
of his broadcast talks and occasional articles indicate all these 
concerns. ‘Magic on the Moor’, ‘Working Like a Charm’, ‘In 
Beauty as the first of May’ (about May-Day customs), Christmas 
time in Cornwall’ (about Christmas customs) and ‘Primitive 
Physic’. Many the relevant poems are not found in the general 
volume of Collected Poems but in the Collected Poems for 
Children particularly the section ‘Charm and Flower’.

The purpose of this pamphlet is to relate the plants to the poems 
in which they are mentioned and to provide a brief explanatory 
comment. The plants are listed in alphabetical order against the 
name of the relevant poem and a page reference. The particular 
plant species referred to are those that we have planted in the 
garden.
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NOTES

Many of the relevant poems are not found in the general 
volume of Collected Poems but in the Collected Poems 
for Children particularly the section ‘Charm and Flower’. 

Collected Poems is referred to as CP. Collected Poems for 
Children is referred to as CPC.  The editions referred to 
are:

Collected Poems 1951-2000 [revised edition]

Picador 2000 (ISBN 0 330 37557 1)

Collected Poems for Children 

Macmillan 1996  (ISBN 0 333 62588 9) 

(This is alternatively published as I Had a Little Cat)

In this publication we annotate the planting as follows:

Name of Plant Name of Plant 
Title of Causley Poem (Page Ref)

Disclaimer: Please note that detail about the historical uses of 
plants in this publication is for information and entertainment 
only and The Charles Causley Trust and its partners do not 
recommend such use in any shape or form. 

 

SECTION 2

The Garden
Aconite Eranthis hyemalis  
The Mystery of St Mylor (CP p372)

There are two churches dedicated to St Mylor in Cornwall, one 
at Mylor near Falmouth, the other is much nearer Launceston 
in Linkinhorne. It is likely that this latter one is referred to 
here (Causley also wrote a poem ‘At Linkinhorne CPC p92). 
Here he visits the church in spring when the bright yellow 
flowers of Winter Aconite stud the grass.

Almond Prunus dulcis ‘Robijn’  
The Seasons in North Cornwall (CP p31)

It is springtime in North Cornwall. The hedgerows are 
‘bursting with almond and may’

Apple Tree Malus ‘Golden Gem’  
The Apple Tree Man (CPC p113)

There are many customs relating to ways to promote the 
health of apple trees. This poem relates to a story related in 
Somerset and climaxes with the ‘wassailing’ of the tree on 
Twelfth night.

Celandine  Ranunculus ficaria  
Photograph (CP p379)

Causley visits the grounds of the Priory in Launceston where 
his grandmother was photographed. It is spring and the grass 
is starred with the flowers of Lesser Celandine.
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Creeping Jenny Lysimachia nummularia  
Spell  (CPC p85)

Walking by the Tamar he picks a bunch of common flowers – 
this one along with sorrel, dock and harts tongue fern. Dock 
and creeping jenny have uses in folk medicine – dock against 
nettle stings, creeping jenny against bleeding. Sorrel was used 
to make a ‘tea’ against fevers. The poem tells us the bouquet 
will droop soon.

Dock Rumex sanguineus 
Spell – see above  
Elder Tree  Sambucus nigra  
At Candlemas (CP p219)

Candlemas is February the second. An early mild spell which 
induces the elder to leaf can be followed by sharp frost. The 
elder is a tough plant and will survive. One of the most 
familiar British shrubs with many uses.

Foxglove Digitalis x mertonensis and Digitalis ferruginea  
‘Foxglove’ (CPC p89)   

One of the most striking and familiar of the countryside plants 
and many stories and uses attach to it at which the poem 
hints, not least a supernatural association with fairies and 
witches.

Geranium Pelargonium  
A Visit to Van Gogh (CP p414)

The Provencal town is bright with the pelargoniums that are 
everywhere in the South of France.

Harts Tongue Fern Asplenium scolopendrium  
Spell -  see above

Hawthorn Crataegus laevigata  
Hawthorn White, Hawthorn Red (CP p67)

Otherwise known as the May Tree – and referred to as such in 
many of these poems. Hawthorn attracts a wide range of 
beliefs and practices – not least its gathering for May Day 
festivals – and the associated amorous activities. It is a 
powerful plant and to bring it into the house leads to bad luck. 
Also appears in A Green Man poem, see entry under ivy, 
below.
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Hazel Corylus avellana ‘Red Majestic’      
Hazel (CPC p94)

One of the most useful plants, good for finding water 
(dowsing) – ‘tell me where your waters be’ – and against 
damage to your house from fire or flood - or against evil 
spirits. 
 
Holly Ilex aquifolium ‘Baccifalvia’      
They’re fetching in ivy and holly (CPC p236)

An unusual approach to the well-loved Christmas customs 
seen from the angle of a cat. (Causley loved cats). In this 
perspective the customs seem irrational and rather 
inconvenient. Also appears in A Green Man poem, see entry 
under ivy, below.

House-leek Sempervivum tectorum     
House-leek (CPC p90)

Planted on the roofs of houses since pre-Christian times 
against all forms of damage by fire or lightning – and, 
similarly good against burns and inflammations.

Ivy Hedera colchica ‘Sulphur Heart’     
Green Man in the Garden CP p243

The Green Man is often to be found in church carvings. He 
appears in certain folk festivals. He is always dressed in 
greenery – especially hawthorn, holly and ivy – the plants that 
persist throughout the year. He signifies irrepressible life and 
is subversive of good order in the home. Causley wills him to 
go away, but he returns despite the poet’s wishes.

Lavender Lavandula  angustifolia ‘Silver Mist’  
Marguerite Argyranthemum frutescens  
At the British War Cemetary, Bayeaux (CP p59)

Plants familiar to both Britain and France give a touch of 
‘home’ to this foreign cemetery where so many British soldiers 
lie buried.

Michaelmas Daisy Aster novi-belgii  
Zelah (CP p206)

Causley’s poem reminds us that the Michaelmas daisy is the 
flower appropriate to St.Michael, associated with many 
Cornish sites, whose feast day occurs in the autumn.
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Poppy Papaver rhoeas ‘Flanders’ and Papaver orientale 
‘Harlem’ 
On Launceston Castle (CP p286)

The red flowers of poppy (and valerian) are a wound on the 
valley’s side.

Ragged Robin Lychnis flos-cuculi   
Ragged Robin (CPC p101)

Ragged robin flowers when the cuckoo comes – as its Latin 
name - flos-cuculi indicates. It is called Cuckoo flower in 
Devon dialect. It appears to have little herbal use but its 
attractive pink flowers have ensured it is a well-known and 
well-loved plant.  Less common now as the damp meadows 
which it likes are drained.
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Rose Rosa ‘Falstaff’ and Rosa ‘William Lobb’    
Rondel (CP p42)

From classical times the poets’ image of ‘beauty that must die’ 
– and here the soldier speaks of it as indicating his own 
destined death. Many other references in Causley’s work.

Rosemary Rosmarinus officianalis ‘Sissinghurst Blue’  
 Time like a Saucy Trooper (CP p79)

‘There’s Rosemary for you – that’s for 
remembrance’ (Ophelia). Not a British plant in origin but 
grown probably since Roman times and familiar to 
Shakespeare. Always associated with memories, particularly 
sad ones and used in funeral garlands. Here associated with 
the loss of a loved one.

Rowan Sorbus aucuparia ‘Autumn spire’    
How to Protect a Baby from a Witch (CPC p103)

Believed throughout Britain, Ireland and widely in Northern 
Europe to have strong powers against evil influences 
especially witches. Good against rheumatism and the 
spasmodic pains of childbirth. A sprig of rowan placed on a 
baby’s cradle will keep it free from harm.

Sorrel Rumex acetosa     
Spell - see above under Creeping Jenny    
Strawberry Fragaria ananasssa 
Tansy Tanacetum vulgare   
At the Statue of William the Conqueror, Falaise (CP p58)

These plants are familiar in Normandy where William the 
Conqueror came from and here where he came and 
conquered. This poem and the British War Cemetery Bayeux 
(see above) were visited by Causley on his first trip to France 
after he returned home from war service in the Navy on, as he 
called it, ‘Survivor’s Leave’.
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COPIES OF THIS PAMPHLET

In the UK, copies of this limited edition pamphlet may 
be obtained free of charge by sending an A5 stamped 
addressed envelope (large letter rate) to: 

Charles Causley House, 2 Cyprus Well, Ridgegrove Hill, 
Launceston, Cornwall PL15 8BT marked ‘Charles 
Causley’s Garden Pamphlet’. 
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