
St. John's Wort - Celebrates St. John the Baptist’s Feast Day 
 Genus: Hypericum 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Hypericum, or St. John's Wort is known all over the world, having over 400 species world-wide. Native to  
Europe, West Asia, North Africa, Madeira and the Azores, it has since naturalized in many parts of the  
world, especially North America and Australia. It is considered to be invasive, though it can be controlled  
by pulling, and has been reported in all of the United States except North Dakota and Florida. In fact,  
while I was researching this topic, I found a native species in my yard that I hadn't previously known to  
be St. John's Wort.  
 
Species native to Virginia are Hypericum prolificum, (Shrubby St. John's Wort), Hypericum mutilum (Dwarf St.  
John's Wort, and Hypericum punctatum (Spotted St. John’s Wort). The flowers range from ¼” in H.  
mutilum to 1" in H. prolificum.  
 
An herbaceous perennial, spreading by rhizomes and seed, it grows in a wide variety of soils, from dry to  
moist, well-drained moderately rich soils, also dry rocky or sandy soils. H. mutilum likes acidic soils that  
are moist to wet. Easy to see why there are over 400 species that are adapted to so many places. They  
can take full sun to part shade.  
 
The flowers bloom from June-August, and produce a red dye when rubbed between the fingers. They  
produce no nectar, but do have abundant pollen, which attracts native bees such as bumble bees and  
sweat bees, as well as other pollinators. The leaves are a food source for some beetles, and moth and  
butterfly larvae also feed on leaves. Other butterfly larvae feed on the seed pods.  
 
Historically, Hypericum perforatum, which gets its name from the many glands on the back of the leaves  
that look like tiny pores, was both a medicinal herb and a talisman for protection against dangers of  
everyday life. The genus name, Hypericum, may derive from the Greek "hyper" (above) and "eikon"  
(picture).  
 
Named for St. John the Baptist, it was used to celebrate his feast day, June 24th, which coincides with its  



bloom time. It would be hung over religious images to keep away evil. Hung over doorways, it kept the  
devil from crossing the threshold, and protected against witches. It was also thought to protect against  
the more mundane dangers of thunder, lightning, and fire. In Scotland, people wore sprigs to ward off  
the Evil Eye. In Wales, until the industrial era, people believed that sprigs could predict the time of a  
person's death. Sprigs representing each person were hung overnight from a rafter. The amount of  
shriveling overnight could indicate how soon someone would die.1  
 
More recently, because of its antibacterial and anti-inflammatory properties it was used in England and  
in the NE USA to wrap cheeses for transport, helping with preservation. As the leaves are quite small I  
am imagining a bed of sprigs surrounding cheese wheels. It is currently being studied as an anti-viral  
with uses for treating HIV, viral hepatitis, and chronic fatigue syndrome.3  
 
Traditionally, St. John Wort was used as a nerve tonic, or was used in oil to treat bruises or sprains. It was  
also ingested for gastric problems, including worms. As stated by William Coles (1626-1662) "The little  
holes where of the leaves of Saint John's wort are full, doe resemble all the pores of the skin and  
therefore it is profitable for all hurts and wounds that can happen thereunto." Though it fell out of favor  
in the 19th century with the onset of "modern medicine" it is enjoying a resurgence now. It is again used  
for many of those same purposes, in herbal antidepressants and in healing oils for nerve pain, bruises,  
massage for aching muscles and joints, even sunburn. One Maine practitioner uses it to massage  
patients with Lyme disease.  
 
A caution about overuse or misuse of the oil: it can make skin light-sensitive and the plants can be  
poisonous to livestock. As always, don't try this at home without consulting someone who does have  
knowledge of the herb. Additionally, when used as an antidepressant it is vital to not to combine it with  
other antidepressants without consulting a medical doctor.  
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