
WORMWOOD 
Artemisia absinghium 

 
Wormwood or Artemisia as we know it has a long and sometimes distinguished history.  It has 
been recorded in medical books, Papyrus Ebers, written in Egypt 3,500 years ago. 
Greek and Roman physicians recognized it as a medicine and recommended it to patients for 
good digestion, bowel movements and for better sexual activity.  Wormwood wine was given to 
induce vomiting thus getting rid of “stomach worms.”  With this use, the English name perhaps 
came into being. 
 
In Germany it was used as a spice in pork and lamb dishes.  It also improved the taste of turnips.  
Because of its distinctive smell, German farmers often tried to protect their seed and grain from 
rodents by surrounding storehouses with a barrier of wormwood.  This practice was used late as 
the 1930s.  Librarians and authors put wormwood juice in ink in hopes of keeping the 
manuscripts from being eaten. 
 
Wormwood has long been a part of various beverages 
in order to keep the fermentation from becoming 
bitter and so undrinkable.  At the Merovingian court 
of Soissons, King Chilperic I, considered an 
unpleasant barbarian, was assassinated with a goblet 
of poisoned wine whose taste had been disguised by 
wormwood and honey.  Arabs, long before the 
Christians, used wormwood as a primary spice to 
improve brandy.  Grain farmers learned to make beer 
in the seventeenth century and one hundred years 
later the potato was a main ingredient for alcohol.  
The products had an awful taste of oil because of the 
crude equipment used in making the drinks.  Strong additives were needed to hide the noxious 
fumes of the mulled wine.  The Scandinavians used wormwood, but in England and Holland 
juniper was the chosen spice leading to the invention of gin and geneva. 
 
The French used the leaves of the wormwood plant to get a narcotic effect.  The result was a 
liqueur called absinthe, but the Swiss forbade absinthe in 1907 because the drink could cause 
mental and physical illness.  Many other countries also banned the drink.   
Vermouth was created in 1796; its name deriving from the German word for wormwood. 
Today the drink is spiced with only a small amount of wormwood and many others spices play a 
larger role in vermouth’s taste. 
 
Wormwood, because of its distinctive smell, has also been used to keep evil spirits away.  The 
evil eye could not affect anyone using artemesia.  In Vietnam it repelled demons. 
Shakespeare spoke of wormwood, as have many other authors.  What a diverse plant with such a 
rich history and so many possibilities.  It also makes a lovely plant in almost any garden setting 
that repels deer and who knows what evil spirits? 
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