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ABSTRACT: The stinging nettle Urtica dioica L. and small nettle U. urens L. are wild herbaceous plants which
commonly occur in the present-day flora of Poland. Nettle is an herb that has a long tradition of use for food

and medicinal purposes. In Polish archaeological sites,

macroscopic remains of nettles are neither frequent nor

numerous, probably due to its collection just before the flowering season. Therefore, when it appears in a small
number of fruits, it is usually interpreted as evidence of intentional use.
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INTRODUCTION

Nettle, despite a small beauty, is a com-
monly known plant. It is easily recognizable
from childhood because of the itching and rash
that it produces upon contact with the skin.

To the nettle genus Urtica, from the Urti-
caceae family, belong 33 species, including the
stinging (common) nettle Urtica dioica L. and
the small nettle U. urens L. (Zemanek 1999,
p- 305, Szafer et al. 1986, p. 79). Both of these
species occur in the present-day flora of Poland
where they are wild herbaceous plants with
the stinging nettle perennial and the small
nettle an annual plant. While both species are
common in Poland, U. urens is not found in
the south- and north-eastern regions (A. Zajac
& M. Zajac eds. 2001, p. 566).

The stinging nettle is a native plant occur-
ring in natural habitats in humid forests and
riparian thickets of willow-poplar and alder-
ash. It is a species characteristic of the Salicion
albae alliance that grows in sandy and gravel
alluvia located in river valleys (Matuszkiewicz
2001, p. 142). It also develops well in fertile
ruderal habitats and also in shady and marshy
places (Mowszowicz 1986, p. 310, Matuszkie-
wicz 2001, p. 192).

The small nettle is an archaeophyte of
Mediterranean-Subatlantic-Eurosyberian ori-
gin (Zajac 1978). It grows in ruderal habitats
mainly in association with Urtico-Malvetum
neglectae from the Sisymbrion officinalis alli-
ance (Matuszkiewicz 2001, p. 102). This com-
munity mostly appear in very nitrophilous
habitats (Matuszkiewicz 2001, p. 185). Urtica
urens is also a weed that occurs in domestic
vegetable gardens. The small nettle requires
a nitrogen and rich humus as well as weakly
acidic or alkaline soil for growth (Medwecka-
Kornas et al. 1972, p. 284, Szafer et al. 1986,
p- 79, Zarzycki et al. 2002).

ECONOMIC SIGNIFICANCE
OF NETTLES

Information on the economic significance of
nettles mainly relates to the common nettle,
nevertheless, the small nettle can be used in
a similar manner (Luczaj 2004, p. 168). The
utilitarian qualities of nettles result from
the presence of many biologically active sub-
stances throughout the herb. In nettle leaves
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there are, among others, glycolic, glycerol and
formic acids, vitamins C, K, E, B2, flavonoids,
tannins, phytosterols, histamine, mineral
salts, and nutrients. This plant has hemat-
opoietic properties due to the presence of iron.
In the stinging hairs, called trichomes, ace-
tylcholine, histamine, and formic acid appear.
Also, the root contains some active substances
(Ozarowski & Jaroniewski 1989, p. 302).
Nettles have been employed in ancient and
medieval medicine. It was described, among
others, by Hippocrates, Dioscorides and later
by St. Hildegarda and Paracelsus (Nowinski
1983, p. 60). In folk medicine, the nettle was
used for flogging naked body in a variety of
chronic diseases (Nowiniski 1983, p. 60), as well
as rheumatism and paralysis (Henslowa 1962,
p- 30). Rubbing the body proved to be stimu-
lating in the case of “male impotence” (Kluk
1788, pp. 142, 143). Drinking fresh nettle juice
contributed to the overall strengthening of the
body (Kiljanska & Mojkowska 1988, p. 279).
An infusion of leaves, tea or syrup made from
fresh leaves and stems with sugar was drunk
for the treatment of upper respiratory system
diseases (KuzZniewski & Augustyn-Puziewicz
1986, p. 95, Tylkowa 1989, p. 54). Tea or syrup
was also recommended for treating jaundice,
asthma, tuberculosis, rheumatism, scurvy, and
sore throat (Kluk 1788, pp. 132-133). An infu-
sion of leaves is a specific remedy for excessive
menstruation, pulmonary bleeding, and bloody
diarrhea; it also helps to control and prevent
hemorrhaging (Kuzniewski & Augustyn-Puz-
iewicz 1986, pp. 147, 160). Herbal remedies
made from nettle roots have also been a suc-
cessful treatment for dissolving stones inside
the body as e.g. kidney stone, cholelithiasis
(Mikotajezyk & Wierzbicki 1983, p. 202). Wine
extract from the seeds mixed with horseradish
was recommended for the lubrication of pim-
ples and skin rashes (Kuzniewski & Augustyn-
Puziewicz 1986, p. 126). An alcoholic extract
(a tincture) of the herb or tea of the leaves was
directly applied to rheumatic pain areas and
when ingested they were proved to have anti-
cancer properties (KuZniewski & Augustyn-
Puziewicz 1986, pp. 139, 156). The nettle has
also been used as an analgesic for toothache.
In such cases, it was helpful to keep its fresh
leaves in the mouth, to rinse with its decoc-
tion and to use as incense (Henslowa 1962,
p- 30). Nettle seeds were regarded as poison
or medicine, which excites “the spirits of life

and marital affairs” and it also was used as
a means of slimming (Kluk 1788, vol. III, pp.
142-143).

Nowadays nettles are used for medicinal pur-
poses. In phytotherapy, extracts from the leaves
are employed to treat urinary tract infections,
rhinitis, gastroenteritis, kidney stones, rheu-
matic and skin diseases. Its decoction is given in
cases of metabolism disorders. It is also recom-
mended in the case of avitaminosis and anemia
due to the high iron content. Nettle also reduces
blood sugar levels. Nettle is part of many herbal
preparations and mixtures (Ozarowski & Jaro-
niewski 1989, p. 303; Klimuszko 1989, pp. 111,
114, 117 and following).

Young plants can be used as vegetables
(Nowiriski 1983, p. 60, Henslowa 1962), whereas
the leaves can be prepared like spinach and
could have been an ingredient of herbal soups
(Luuczaj 2004, p. 168, A. Lis & P. Lis 2009).
Nettles have also been eaten during periods of
hunger (Twarowska 1983, Luczaj 2008), and
dried and crashed nettles have been widely
used for feeding farm animals (Podbielkowski
1985, p. 288).

Juice of leaves or decoction of the whole
plant can be used for rennet to make dairy prod-
ucts and young leaves could be used for beer
production (Luuczaj 2004, p. 168). Also, nettle
juice has been utilized to obtain a bright green
or yellow dye (Nowiniski 1983, p. 60). Nettle
stems contain a bast fibre that has been used
for making cloth, ropes, and fishing nets. Tex-
tile fibre made from nettle is also occasionally
encountered in Europe (Gale & Cutler 2000,
p. 268).

The use of nettles in cosmetics has been
fairly widespread. Various skin disorders and
conditions are also effectively treated using
herbal remedies derived from the nettle. For
example, regeneration of hair growth. Mouth-
washes and toothpastes containing this plant
can reduce plaque and gingivitis. Nettle extract
is used in shampoo and other hair tonics or
lotions (Kuzniewski & Augustyn-Puziewicz
1986, p. 178, Kiljanska & Mojkowska 1988,
p. 279).

PLANT REMAINS

Two kinds of remains are found in sub-fos-
sil plant materials from Poland: pollen grains
and fruits. Pollen grains are determined to



the generic level as Urtica. Its presence in the
Holocene pollen spectra, according to Behre
(1981), is one of the most important economic
indicators of human activity. In this classifica-
tion, nettles are considered among the group
of weeds that have grown in ruderal and tram-
pled places (Behre 1981, see also Latatowa
2003, pp. 279-280).

Macroscopic plant remains from archaeo-
logical sites have been indentified to the spe-
cies level (Tab. 1). Fruit of the stinging nettle
(Urtica dioica) have been found in 29 archaeo-
logical sites. The oldest remains come from the
Mesolithic levels at the Tlokowo site (Schild
et al. 2003). Other older remains found in the
archaeological sites dated to the Bronze Age,
the Hallstatt Period and Roman Iron Age.
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However, the nettle was more frequent in the
Early and the Late Medieval periods. Plant
remains have been found preserved in charred
and uncharred conditions. The number of speci-
mens varies among individual sites, from single
to relatively numerous ocurrences, as noticed
at Pieczarki (Polcyn 2000), Krakéw-Wawel Hill
(Wasylikowa 1978), Wolin, site I (Latalowa
1999), and Wrzes$nica (Latalowa 1998).

On the other hand, the small nettle (Urtica
urens) has been rarely recorded. It was only
discovered in archeological materials dated
to the Early Medieval Period. Its fruit, pre-
served as charred and uncharred specimens,
appeared in only six sites. The most numerous
assemblages were found at the Wawel Hill in
Krakow (Wasylikowa 1978).

Table 1. Fruit of Urtica dioica and U. urens from archaeological sites in Poland. Explanations: Number of fruit are given.
State of preservations: ch — charred, uch — uncharred; ? — unknown number or state of preservations

Chronology /culture Site

Urtica dioica Urtica urens

Mesolithic Ttokowo

ch (Schild et al. 2003)

Bronze Age, Trzciniec culture | Stonowice site G

6 unch (Litynska-Zajac unpubl.)

Hallstat Period, Lusatian Biskupin

6 uch (Jaron 1938)

culture Grzybiany site 1

1 ch (Klichowska 1984)

Hallstat Period, Pieczarki 377 uch (Polcyn 2000)
West Baltic Barrow culture
Late Pre-Roman Iron Age Tczew 55 uch (Badura 2005)

Roman Period, Jakuszowice site 2

1 ch (Lityriska-Zajgc 2005)

Przeworsk culture Otalazka

13 uch (Madeyska 1984)

Roman Period Paprotki Kolonia site 41

3 ch (Piroznikow 2002)

Gniezno site 22

22 uch (Koszatka 2000)

Gniezno site?

6 uch (Jaron 1939)

1 ch (Jedliczka 1965)

1 uch (Wieserowa 1979)

56 uch (Wasylikowa 1978)

11 uch (Latatowa 1999)

8 ch (Alsleben 1995)

2 Krakéw, pl. Wita Stwosza 1 ch (Jedliczka 1965)
5 Krakéw, Market Squer 13 uch (Wieserowa 1979)
& Krakow, Wawel Hill 4 ch, 1689 uch (Wasylikowa 1978)
g Parchatka site 1 2 ch (Lityriska-Zajac 1995)
% Poznan, Ostréw Tumski uch (Moldenhawer 1939)
i Przemysl 1 ch (Wieserowa 1967)
?‘u Santok ? (Baas 1936)
= Wolin site I 242 uch (Latalowa 1999)
Wolin site 8 10 uch (Alsleben 1995)
Wrzeénica site 7 183 uch (Latatowa 1998)
g Elblag ? (Latalowa et al. 2003)
5 Kolobrzeg, Ratuszowa street |21 uch (Latalowa & Badura 1996)
& Kolobrzeg, Gierczak street 13 uch (Badura 1998)
g Kolobrzeg, Katedralna street | 2 uch (Badura 1999)
?: Kolobrzeg, Armii Krajowej 99 uch (Badura 1999)
= street
«% Krakéw, Ratusz ? uch (Wasylikowa 1965)
— Krakéow, Market Squer 25 uch (Wieserowa 1979)
15th Lekno 65 ch (Strzelczyk 2003)
18th Krakéw, Stara Boznica 13 uch (Tomczyriska

& Wasylikowa 1999)
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

In sub-fossil plant materials obtained from
archaeological sites, fruit and seeds were usu-
ally preserved. They have different possibilities
of deposition and preservation in the sediments
to the present day. These results consider on
one hand the habitats where the plants grew,
the structure of the diaspores themselves and
how they are spread, and on the other hand,
the use of the plants in ancient times and espe-
cially the methods associated with food prepa-
ration.

In archaeobotany, there is an assumption
that the occurrence of higher number of concen-
trated diasporas of a particular species, which
nowadays is considered to have some utilitar-
ian characteristics, is a direct confirmation of
its use. In other cases, it is only possible to use
a method of inference in which our knowledge
may indicate the potential qualities of a partic-
ular plant. On this basis we can assume that
the nettle was known to early human groups
and it was used by them. This is confirmed by
historical and ethnographical data presented
in this paper.

At the present time nettles are widespread
in the human environment. It is a high yielding
plant, as one plant of Urtica dioica produces
about 100000 fruits (Tymrakiewicz 1962,
p. 31). Nevertheless, at archaeological sites in
Poland, the remains of nettle are infrequent
and when encountered are not very numerous.
In the cultural layers, a small number of fruits
may be caused by the way in which nettles
were used for food preparation and for medici-
nal purposes — mainly young plants were nor-
mally collected, probably even before flowering
and yielding diasporas. The interpretation of
the context of the findings, such as deposition
of diasporas in archaeological features and lay-
ers is also very important. This context sug-
gests that the uncharred specimens of nettles,
especially those derived from early medieval
hill forts, may have come from growing places
in ruderal habitats located in the surroundings
of man. These habitats were probably rich in
nitrogen. Indirectly, it may be concluded that
the nettle occurred near areas inhabited by
man and was readily available and used.

Charred and uncharred nettle remains have
been found in individual samples containing
numerous grains of cereals or seeds of other cul-
tivated plants. In some of these cases, they are

considered vegetal weeds, brought from fields
together with the grains to the storage sites
(Litynska-Zajac 2005, p. 130). The remains of
Urtica dioica were preserved in two samples
of millet Panicum miliaceum at Wolin, site 8
(Alsleben 1995) as well as in one sample of rye
Secale cereale at Parchatka, site 12 (Lityriska-
Zajac 1995) and wheat club Triticum aestivum
at Przemys$l on the Castle Hill (Wieserowa
1967). In addition, in two instances they have
been preserved in flax Linum ussitatisimum
samples at Wrzesnica, site 7 (Latalowa 1998)
and from Wolin, site 8 (Alsleben 1995).

In the past, this species probably occurred
primarily in natural habitats, but in younger
periods it colonized ruderal places. Perhaps
the nettle was a weed which grew in cereals
and flax fields (Litynska-Zajac 2005, p. 130).

Diasporas of small nettle occurred in one
sample of rye Secale cereale at Wolin, site 8
(Alsleben 1995). This particular occurrence of
the small nettle does not allow a clear assess-
ment about whether it grew as a weed in rye
fields (Litynska-Zajac 2005, p. 76).
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