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Introduction


At Home with Nature


‘Nature is not somewhere to visit, it is home.’


Gary Snyder, Practice of the Wild


Nature is an essential component in all our lives. It is the basis on which civilisation is founded, yet sometimes we can forget this essential connection. Recognising and honouring our interdependence with nature is key to re-establishing a meaningful relationship with ourselves and with our environment. Direct interaction with nature can also be a grounding force amid the ups and downs of our daily lives – it brings us down to earth and reminds us that we are a part of the natural world. The vibrant green scent of aromatic herbs; the brilliant radiance of a vase of fresh flowers; the grainy textural feel of wood; the enveloping warmth from the flickering flames of an open fire – all these sensory experiences raise simple but primeval emotional responses within us, which are comforting, nourishing and reassuring. By surrounding ourselves with elements from nature in our homes, we are simultaneously elevating our senses and soothing our souls at a primal level. Bringing plants and greenery indoors is one of the most effective ways to create a healing environment – a well-being sanctuary in which to regenerate and recharge from the overload of our modern lives.
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Scientific studies are increasingly demonstrating that contact with nature is inherently therapeutic, whether this is by walking in a forest or park, or simply by seeing a garden or some greenery through a window. If we live in an urban environment this is not always so apparent, but even the most basic relationship with the natural world, such as caring for a house plant, can have a profound impact on our sense of well-being and help lift our spirits. Plants play an indispensable role in our lives because without them we would not even have oxygen to breathe. In fact, plants and humans live in a natural synergy – we breathe in oxygen and breathe out carbon dioxide while plants breathe in carbon dioxide and breathe out oxygen. Some house plants can even help to purify the air within our homes, reduce toxins, remove airborne mould or damp and improve sleep quality.


Throughout these pages, we will explore lots of ways through which we can create a healing sanctuary by inviting nature into our homes. This means incorporating design features that blur the division between the inside and outside, so we enjoy living in a green haven – a place in which to retreat from the world, providing refuge and protection. By embracing nature in all its aspects, our home can become a source of well-being where we feel nourished and uplifted, a sacred space that nurtures our entire being. In symbolic language, our home represents our inner psyche, so it is important that we feel comfortable and at ease within our dwelling and that we take care of it.


When we combine the benefits of natural aromatics with the power of ritual, we can effectively purify and sanctify a space, on both an outer and an inner level. Fragrant plants and incense have been used for thousands of years to elevate our consciousness and make a direct connection with the divine. Recipes created in a modern stillroom provide multiple natural ways to cleanse, enhance and look after our homes using pure botanical ingredients that are biodegradable and non-toxic. Many essential oils, for example, can multitask as purifying air fresheners, eco-friendly disinfectants, household hygiene products and natural insect repellents, as well as being therapeutically invaluable for combatting airborne infections and a wide range of stress-related conditions when used in room vaporisers.


The creation of a healing and sustainable home is also about being aware of the challenges facing our society today. Confronted by such enormous ecological issues as global warming and the destruction of natural habitats, we urgently need to return to a more environmentally conscious way of living, to renew our connection with nature and to utilise the limitless healing potential of botanicals as an everyday practice. By incorporating the lifestyle suggestions presented in this book, we can begin to move away from the habits that further destroy our ecosystems and instead make an individual step towards addressing some of these important environmental issues. In her book, 60 Days to a Greener Life, Heather White reminds us that it took one generation to change the lives of women forever by petitioning for the vote and that a collective effort today can bring about a widespread change of attitude towards our environment:


‘Individual action drives culture change, and without culture change, global policies and market solutions will not work.’


I would like to invite you to take a walk through history, with herbs and aromatic plants as your companions, since botanicals have always played a central role in our evolution. The story begins with humans perceiving themselves as inseparable from nature and therefore treating it with reverence and respect. Then gradually human nature and the natural environment became divorced from each other, due to the prevailing religious, philosophical or scientific beliefs of the time. Today, as a result, and with the natural world in crisis, there is the need to reconnect to our past, not in the sense of trying to resurrect primitive patterns of thought, but by reimagining our role as an intrinsic part of nature and by taking care of the natural environment in all its aspects. Developing a daily practice of sustainability can help mould the future through changing our perception of what it means to live ethically and by prioritising environmental stewardship for future generations.


I have always considered myself a nature devotee and continue to find the richness of the plant kingdom a never-ending source of beauty, wonder and wisdom. Whether I am in the city or the countryside, I like to have a display of seasonal flowers on my kitchen table, in pots or in vases, so I can trace the changing botanical moods of the year. Just seeing the frothy whiteness of a jug full of freshly picked cow parsley in early summer, or waking up to a miniature posy of wildflowers on my bedside table early in the morning, reminds me to appreciate the little things in life. In addition, spending time alone in nature and being in touch with the elements has always provided solace and healing for me during difficult times.


I’m aware that my Finnish heritage and background have also played a vital role in creating my deep connection and reverence for nature, as has my work with botanical products in our family business, ‘Aqua Oleum’, for over forty years. Over this period, I have written many books that detail the therapeutic uses of herbs and aromatic oils, mainly as skincare, medicinal or cosmetic agents – while in this book, I set out to explore the value of botanicals in the context of the environment by focusing on their benefit within our homes, rather than on our bodies.


I have also been fortunate to design several gardens, each with a different character, over the past three decades. Perhaps the most ambitious of these projects was taking on a property with an overgrown three-acre plot at the foot of the Epynt mountains in Wales. The traditional longhouse and adjoining barn had once been the principal farm for the local area and occupied an ideal, south-facing position overlooking a river valley. As a keen gardener, I enthusiastically set about landscaping the surrounding land, including creating an extensive vegetable plot. However, I did not factor in the turbulent mountainous weather with frequent heavy rainfall, sudden high winds and temperatures that would sometimes plunge to –15°C! I therefore made plenty of mistakes, such as trying to keep an olive tree alive on the southern terrace of the farmhouse by wrapping it in fleece over winter, only for it to eventually die due to the ongoing cold and damp. Nevertheless, I was able to gain a great deal of experience in cultivating and growing a wide range of plants organically, especially those herbs and aromatics as detailed in Part 2 of this book. My enduring lesson from these experiences has been to develop a more naturalistic style of gardening, by choosing plants that are automatically suited to the specific climate and habitat of a given environment by nature.


How to Use This Book


Part 1 of this book covers how to grow herbs and flowers at home, as outlined in Chapter 1, which provides a good basis for connecting with nature. Nurturing seeds and creating a garden embodies a form of environmental stewardship on a personal level. Learning how to prepare plants in many ways, to enhance our homes in a modern stillroom, develops this theme as part of an age-old tradition. Using botanicals as home-hygiene agents and purifying and cleaning internal spaces provides another vital step in caring for the environment by reducing the need for chemical products. Chapter 4 deals with the power of perfume and incense as a central focus of early civilisations, including the psychology of scent and the value of aromatics as mood adaptogens. Recognising the healing potential of nature and introducing botanically based rituals back into our lives is also a traditional way of paying respect to nature. Finally, Chapter 6 explores how to merge the inner and outer spaces of our homes and introduces ways to bring nature indoors directly. Specific rituals and recipes accompany each chapter that suggest practical ways to utilise the healing power of plants and the well-being benefits of living close to nature.


Part 2 of this book provides an in-depth guide to growing and preparing a wide range of specific plants and how to use them within the home. The magic and folklore of individual herbs and aromatics is also touched upon in this section as it is a fascinating area of study. This book can therefore be read as an overview of our relationship with botanicals from the earliest civilisations right up to the present day, including their history, folklore and magic. It also provides a step-by-step guide on how to create your personal well-being sanctuary as a refuge from the stresses of everyday life. In addition, it can be used as a practical textbook on how to grow, prepare and use a wide range of plants in the home, together with a detailed and clear presentation of over forty individual species in an A–Z format. It is my hope that you will find these pages, along with the beautiful images, both informative and inspiring.




PART I


Growing and Using Botanicals at Home
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Chapter 1


Growing, Gathering and Drying Plants


‘Herbs are the bridge between nature and healing.’


Rosalee de la Forêt, Alchemy of Herbs


Herbs have been used for thousands of years by all cultures alike and were the first botanical species to have been cultivated by humankind. Herbal treatment is the earliest form of medicine, and consequently, the main reason for growing plants was originally for their therapeutic benefits. Before the advent of modern drugs, plant medicine was the principal way of combatting all kinds of illness, including contagious diseases, infection and injury.
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In Western civilisation, ancient herbals date back to De Materia Medica, written in the first century CE by the Greek physician Dioscorides. In this great work, he describes the medicinal use for over 500 ‘flowers and sweet-scented things’ and how to grow, gather and store them, detailing plants that mainly came from the Mediterranean region. Over the next 1,500 years, herbals expanded their repertoire to include plants with culinary and household uses too, often mixed in with an archaic blend of myth and magic.


The range of plants that we call herbs has continued to change over the centuries in Europe. At one time, many familiar flowers, such as pinks, peonies, roses and irises, were termed ‘herbs’, as were most of our common vegetables. Some wild species, such as sweet woodruff and meadowsweet were also called herbs, since they were commonly grown for household hygiene purposes. It was only later, as the study of plants became more specialised, that they were classified into distinct species, as showcased in botanical gardens around the world. According to the contemporary Oxford English Dictionary, herbs are ‘plants of which the leaves, stems or flowers are used for food or medicine, or in some way for their scent or flavour’. Although many of the plants we now call herbs are fragrant, however, this is not true of all of them: for example, the common plantain (Plantago major), celebrated by the Anglo Saxons as the ‘mother of all herbs’, is not aromatic and contains no essential oils.


The Herb Garden


With the conquest of Britain, horticultural knowledge that had spread throughout the Roman Empire was initially preserved in the monasteries. The Romans also brought with them many familiar herbs from the Mediterranean, such as chives, parsley, onions, fennel, rosemary and thyme. These plants adapted well to more temperate climes and form the basis for the herb gardens that are a familiar sight in the UK today. This herbal legacy bequeathed by the Romans also proved invaluable for the development of herbal medicine in Britain. It was only later in Europe, starting with the medieval physic garden, that outdoor spaces also became places for recreation and enjoyment. As the cultivation of plants purely for pleasure and for appreciation of their aesthetic beauty developed, the nature of gardens also changed to accommodate these changes. The secular pleasure gardens of the Middle Ages were the domain of the nobility and the wealthy, known as ‘Gardens of Delight’, and featured an array of scented plants, such as roses and honeysuckle. Then with the Renaissance influence, the features of the medieval herb gardens became grander and more classical in structure, with formal walkways and box hedging to contain the aromatic planting. As the passion for creating gardens spread, it reached new heights in the period of the great plant hunters during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Many of the exotic plants found in European and American gardens today come from as far afield as Burma, Tibet, China, Japan and the West Indies. Perhaps the best known of these explorers was Joseph Banks who brought back specimens of around 1,300 new plant species. However, alongside the historical development of the garden, there has always existed the more common usage of herbal folk remedies known as ‘simples’. These were indigenous plants used by local people as remedies for common ailments and for household purposes, where the knowledge of how to use them was often handed down by word of mouth. For example, growing up in the countryside, I was taught early on how to rub a crushed dock leaf or some lemon balm onto a nettle sting to soothe the pain. It was also common practice in my family to put a few lavender sprigs under the pillow or in bath water to aid restful sleep before retiring. These are the same botanicals that form the basis for preparation in the stillroom:


‘When we align ourselves with the wisdom of herbs, we tap into the ancient knowledge that has been passed down through generations.’


Rosalee de la Forêt, Alchemy of Herbs


Growing herbs and flowers at home for their culinary and household usage, as well as for their inherent healing properties, is therefore part of an age-old tradition that is both practical and enjoyable. My Finnish grandmother and my mother always had extensive herb gardens. I too have always focused on cultivating a wide range of aromatic plants, especially herbs and those species used to produce essential oils. Being surrounded by a range of fresh botanical plants is not only a natural way to look after our health but also an ecologically aware manner to care for our home, our families and the environment.


We do not need a large space to enjoy the numerous benefits that herbs and aromatics can bring to our everyday life. A personalised garden can range from a window box or a small yard with pots, right up to a large outdoor plot. Since most herbs and aromatic plants are tolerant of poor soil conditions or being grown in containers, it is possible to create a botanical sanctuary wherever we live. Most herbs also mature quickly, ensuring we will always have a crop that is available to use either fresh or dried for inclusion in our aromatic recipes.


Most herbs are easy to grow from seed, such as dill, coriander, fennel and parsley, as well as many other valuable household plants, including marigold, borage and lemon balm. Lots of these plants will also self-seed readily all around the garden once established. Allowing plants to self-seed is a natural step towards rewilding parts of a garden and a way of encouraging animals, birds and pollinating insects to find their homes there. Apart from the fact that I find it satisfying to nurture plants from seed to maturity, it is also by far the most economical way to establish a garden, whether this is in a window box, in pots or by establishing plants directly in the soil. Alternatively, seeds for most common herbs and flowers are available from shops. Many species can also be bought as small plants from garden centres or grown from cuttings. More tender plants, such as lemon verbena or gardenia, need the protection of a greenhouse or a warm windowsill, or at least a sheltered position in the garden to thrive.




[image: image]







[image: image]







[image: image]







[image: image]





Growing Plants from Seed


Cultivating plants from seeds you have gathered yourself is one of the greatest pleasures of gardening. Firstly, it is important to collect the seeds of each plant at the perfect stage of ripeness, usually from September onwards, although this can vary according to each species and the prevailing weather conditions. Prolonged periods of hot, dry weather will often cause flowering plants to bolt so they may produce seeds earlier in the season than normal. This means it is good to keep an eye on each species and, once the plant has flowered, watch for the seed heads to turn from green to brown or black, indicating they are ripe and ready to harvest. Seed is generally set about two months after flowering and the seed heads can ripen quickly so it is important to catch them just before they open their pods and shed the seeds themselves!


It is vital to collect the seeds on a dry, sunny day, because if they retain any residual moisture from rain or dew, then it is easy for them to spoil and develop mould. It is also best to cut the whole stem off with the seed heads attached and place them in a paper bag immediately. This helps to keep any small seeds from escaping – if you write the name of the plant on each paper bag beforehand, it also ensures that you know which seeds belong to which plant. Then once you have gathered all the seeds you need from a particular species, carefully lay them out on some white paper on a kitchen table, in a shed or greenhouse so you can easily extract and sort the seeds. If some pods don’t open readily when they are dry, gently crush the capsules to release their seed then clean off any surrounding material attached to them, as this could rot and lead to the seed becoming damp or diseased. Some seeds, such as coriander, are tiny, so it may take some patience to extract and separate them all out.
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Once the seeds are all sorted by species, lay them out to dry on some greaseproof or waxed paper on a greenhouse bench, warm windowsill or in an airing cupboard for about one week. However, too much heat can be detrimental to the drying process and prevent the seeds from germinating. The main thing is to ensure that all the seeds are spread out in a single layer so the air can get to each one and to let them dry naturally. Paper towels placed on a serving tray can also provide a good method, so long as the seeds are spread thinly so they dry quickly, but in this case, you need to be careful the seeds don’t stick to the paper towel.


An even better way to get maximum air contact is to dry the seeds on a type of fine mesh or screen as this way they dry from the bottom as well as the top. It is also good to gently stir the seeds around quite frequently, as this encourages more air contact, evens out the drying process and helps to break up clumps of seeds that stick together and prevent rot from developing. After about a week or so, once you are satisfied that the seeds are thoroughly dry, place them in a small envelope or glass jar and label each species carefully. A silica sachet can be added when you seal each container to help eliminate any moisture. Finally, you need to store your seeds in a cool, dry place, for example in a dark cupboard or in a fridge until required, since most seeds will remain viable in this way for many years.


Once you have your store of gathered seeds, you will need to decide where to grow your herbs and aromatic plants. In nature, the seeds simply lie on the ground from the moment they are released to wait for germination in the spring – or once the conditions are right – then emerge as self-seeded specimens. You can use the principle of lunar-phase gardening to discern the right time for the sowing of seeds. The principle is quite simple: when the moon is waxing, this is a good time for planting seeds that yield fruit above ground; when the moon is waning, the time is right to plant root crops with edible parts below the soil. The growth of crops is influenced by the moon phases because, just like the tides of the ocean, the moisture levels in the soil rise and fall with these cycles. At both the new-moon and full-moon high tide, there is more water being pulled to the surface of the soil, so the seeds and plants are better able to soak it up, which benefits both germination and growth.


When early spring arrives and it begins to get warm, having taken note of the moon phase, your seeds can be sown into pots or trays in a greenhouse or on a windowsill to germinate. If the seeds are tiny, sprinkling them into trays is the most effective method. Most herbs and aromatics, especially those from the Mediterranean, require well-drained soil and, in most cases, gravel or vermiculite can be added to the seed compost. It is best to always use low-nutrient soil in the beginning and move progressively up into higher nutrients as the plants mature, according to their individual needs. To keep the soil moist, a polythene bag can be placed over the pot or tray to stop the emerging seedlings from drying out. Some seeds that are tough benefit from being soaked beforehand in warm water. I like to sow tiny parsley seeds (which do not like to be transplanted), into shallow rows of fine soil outdoors into which I have previously poured a jug of boiling water, to help them germinate quickly.


Then at a certain point, you will need to thin the seedlings out to allow the remaining plants to grow robust and healthy. Once the plants can be handled individually, it is time to gently transfer them into small pots. Later still, they can be transplanted into larger containers or out into the ground. Some small herbs, such as coriander, can simply be left to grow in their pots and more seeds can be re-sown at intervals to ensure a continuation of the crop. There is also an advantage to keeping certain herbs in pots in the kitchen, such as basil, as they not only look and smell lovely but also help to keep flies away. Certain areas of the garden can also be dedicated to rewilding, for example by sowing wildflower seeds in place of a lawn, to encourage biodiversity.


Foraging in the Wild


If you don’t have a garden, yard or window box to grow your herbs and flowers, then foraging for wild plants can be enriching. This is a great way to get to know the botanical treasures on your doorstep, especially if you live in the countryside. Otherwise taking regular day trips to local nature spots, notebook in hand, can make a welcome change to life in a city, while at the same time expanding your knowledge of the region. Wherever you live and in whatever country, it is always possible to become more familiar with the natural world around you. When out foraging, remember to take a basket or a suitable container with you, a pair of thornproof gloves and a sharp, folding knife or some secateurs.
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I spent every long summer in Finland until late into my teens, so during this period I developed a strong affinity with the Finnish landscape. Finland is a beautiful place to spend time outdoors in the summertime and become one with nature. The whole country has a small population – around the same number as Bristol – yet it covers a vast area made up of forests, lakes and islands, where much of the land has remained unchanged and untouched since the last ice age. When the glaciers gradually receded northward, they left behind a trail of enormous granite boulders and sudden outcrops of rock scattered unexpectedly across the landscape. To walk through the forests or along the rocky shorelines inevitably evokes a sense of being somewhere remote and primeval. I also naturally adopted many of the Finns’ national customs, including foraging for wild plants and mushrooms.


The Finns are famous for their botanical knowledge, so foraging has always been an important aspect of the Nordic lifestyle that has endured for centuries. A Finnish study by The Natural Resources Institute indicated that 66 per cent of Finns go foraging at least once a year, whether they live in the town or countryside. In Finland, the so-called ‘everyman’s right’ or ‘the right to roam’ law means that people are permitted to camp, swim, fish and forage virtually anywhere in the land – thus everyone is permitted to go foraging freely, apart from in private gardens or on protected nature reserves.


The benign and temperate weather of the British Isles also ensures that there are plenty of plants available to gather on foraging expeditions; you just need to learn to identify them well. Today, foraging is now enjoying a surge of popularity internationally as an enjoyable outdoor pastime and a way to get closer to nature – even many restaurants now use wild herbs in their dishes – quite apart from the economic benefits of gathering your own botanical goodies. Many useful plants, such as St John’s Wort, wild garlic, nettles, sweet woodruff, dandelion, yarrow and comfrey, grow wild and plentifully in the UK and can be gathered as part of a foraging expedition. In addition, many of these species can be used to produce stillroom recipes at home.


All sorts of mushrooms and berries can also be found growing wild in parts of the British Isles. Of course, the favourite berry that is commonly gathered in the autumn across the UK is the blackberry (Rubus fruticosus), which is delicious made into jams and crumbles; however, the berries and leaves can also be used to make an excellent cloth dye. I have also gathered sloe berries (Prunus spinosa) on many occasions, which can be used to flavour gin, which turns a delicious bluish-purple colour, while the juice of the fruit can be used to dye linen a reddish colour that washes out to a lovely pale hue. Rosehips from the wild rose (Rosa canina) are also plentiful later in the year and are high in vitamin C. They can be used to make a delicious jelly or can also be used to prepare rosehip seed oil. Elderberry (Sambucus nigra) is a common shrub in Britain that grows in hedgerows and woodlands, having sweet-scented, creamy-white flowers that are ideal for infusing into cordials or for making sparkling wine.


Wildflowers were traditionally foraged at midsummer in Britain to make garlands and to decorate the home, often in association with their symbolic significance. For example, oxeye daisies are prolific in summertime, growing along roadsides, and make lovely wildflower arrangements. According to folklore, these are known as ‘moon daisies’ because of the way their translucent petals glow at dusk. It is also customary to gather evergreens during the colder months, especially at Christmas, and to celebrate the winter solstice by bringing greenery indoors.


There are, however, a few basic guidelines to keep in mind when collecting plants from the wild, whatever the location or country, so always take the following precautions into account:




• Always carry a precise botanical field identification guide with you.


• Never pick any species that you cannot 100 per cent identify.


• Only pick a small proportion of each plant and never strip an area of a specific species.


• Don’t use plants growing near polluted roadsides or fields sprayed with pesticides.


• Never dig a plant up from the roots or pick a rare species.


• Ensure you don’t trespass on private land.





I also like to always remember the Finnish Sámi’s inherent respect for nature before harvesting any plant from the wild. For the Sámi people, like the Native Americans, all plants are animate, as are the rocks, mountains, springs and streams – all are imbued with their own spirit. Concepts of an external environment are alien to the Sámi, as traditionally they see themselves as a part of nature, not outside of it. It is therefore natural for indigenous cultures such as these to treat each plant and the whole of the natural world with respect as well as with an attitude of gratitude for what is given. This is known as an ‘honourable harvest’ since it also ensures sustainability of each species for future generations, as Robin Wall Kimmerer recounts in her classic book on Native American wisdom, Braiding Sweetgrass:


‘When I ask my elders about the ways our people lived in order to keep the world whole and healthy, I hear the mandate – to take only what you need.’







Foraged Plants for Making Wreaths and Garlands


A traditional way of using plants gathered in the wild is to make them into wreaths or garlands. Traditionally, wreath-making has a strong association with festivals, seasonal rites or celebrations where the plants used carry strong cultural associations. For example, pine, bay, holly, ivy and mistletoe are the traditional plants to use for wreath-making at the winter solstice to hang on the front door, where each of these evergreens have a symbolic meaning. For example, mistletoe is a plant sacred to the Druids and is now used to kiss beneath. A wreath or sprigs of greenery also make lovely displays placed on the dining table at Christmas. Arranging candles or night lights in the centre of the wreath so their lights illuminate the greenery makes for a beautiful centrepiece. However, be careful that the plant material is kept well away from any candles or naked flames.


Wildflowers are gathered at May Day and at midsummer to make garlands as part of the age-old custom in honour of the Goddess Flora. However, there does not need to be a special occasion to be creative with nature. I once made a wreath purely of woven clematis creepers that looked so attractive as it dried naturally that I simply hung it against a white wall in the hallway to display the intricacy of its structure. Whatever the time of year and wherever you go foraging, remember to take a basket or a large bag with you to gather plant materials so they don’t become crushed.


The equipment you will need includes a bag or basket for collecting botanical materials, sharp scissors or secateurs, twine or florist wire, colourful ribbons (optional).


Method


1. First, collect twining or pliable plant material, such as willow wands, dogwood shoots, hazel tips, hops, old man’s beard or clematis, as this will form the base for your wreath.


2. Then gather foliage, flowers and other decorative materials of your choice. It is best to collect all your materials on dry days – it is important that they are not damp when you start working with them or they may start to rot.


3. Begin by winding and threading your base materials, which are pliable, together to form a circular frame and then tie them in place using twine or florist wire.


4. Continue to thread more stems together until you have made a complete ring or circle three strands thick and no more than 30cm (12in) in diameter.


5. Add more twigs starting at different points, weaving in and out of the ring to strengthen it until it easily holds its shape.


6. An easy alternative is to use a ready-made wire structure or frame which can be bought from florist shops as a base. However, I prefer to make my own naturally foraged base.


7. Fix the materials or small bunches one at a time to the wreath base using wire or strong thread, laying each new bunch so it overlaps the former and conceals the wiring.


8. Gradually work your way all around the wreath, always laying the bundles in the same direction until the circle is completed and full.


9. Choose the foliage that is suited to the season and occasion, such as pine, cypress, juniper, holly and sprigs of mistletoe in the winter months. Some plants such as bay and rosemary are available at any time of year since they are both evergreen – these have been used for making protective wreaths especially.


10. Decorate this with holly berries, rosehips or any other small items that you find, which can be fixed to the wreath using florist wire. Alternatively, in summer, you can bind together small bunches of fresh plants that dry well, such as wild yarrow, love-in-the mist and lavender, then attach them using florist wire.


11. Additionally, you can embellish the wreath with anything else you wish, such as colourful ribbons or other items found outdoors, such as fir cones or small seed heads.


12. Finally, attach a looped wire or ribbon to hang it on your front door, or if you wish, in a suitable place indoors.
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Cutting and Harvesting


Plants to be harvested for use in floral arrangements, stillroom recipes or for drying should always be picked with a good length of stem, just before they come into full bloom on a warm day. The best time of day for picking herbs and flowers is in the early morning after any dew has vanished, as it is essential that all plants are completely free of damp before they are harvested, otherwise they may start to turn mouldy. Check that all parts of the plant are healthy and remove any rotten or discoloured bits, which can be composted or returned to nature. Leaves especially should be harvested when they are young as this is when they are at their most vibrant. Seeds however should be left to sun-ripen for as long as possible on the plant before they are gathered, and berries collected only once they are completely ripe.


When it comes to harvesting herbs, most annuals can be harvested at least twice in a single season – the first time it is important not to trim them too much or they will not be able to recover in time for harvesting later in the season. Most herbs can also be harvested early on in their growing season, and it may even be possible to harvest perennials up to three times in a single season – but be careful not to cut into any woody growth, especially later in the year. In some instances, it is true to say that the more you pick the more a plant will grow – for example, chives will recover quickly and produce new growth soon after they have been trimmed. There is an old country tradition that says it is preferable for culinary herbs to be picked by hand rather than cut using a metal tool, and some East Asian cooks still maintain that plants retain their flavour better when harvested in this way.


Roots should be dug up in the autumn when they have completed their growing season and are at their peak. Lift them from the soil with a fork or trowel, taking care not to damage the outer skin. Wash them free of soil and remove any remains of their top growth. For drying larger roots, it is best to slice them into smaller sections for handling with ease as they generally take longer to dry than leaves or flowers and may also require a higher temperature to fully eliminate any moisture.


Flowers for floral arranging are best cut when they are in bud, but not fully open, and it is also best to trim off the lower leaves and any unwanted branches at the same time as picking. As soon as the flowers are cut, they should be plunged into water as soon as possible after picking to ensure they have a long life. If you are picking flowers from your garden, it is good to have an appropriate container nearby or ideally to take a bucket of water around the garden with you. During the day, particularly in the summer months with the increased heat, most plants will transpire more and so will become moisture-deficient quite quickly. This means they are more likely to droop as soon as they have been cut in hot weather so try to pick them in the cool of the morning. Plants that have had the opportunity to restore their moisture balance overnight will be more able to withstand the trauma of being cut – even when gathering plants from your garden, it is good to always remember the wisdom of making an ‘honourable harvest’.


When harvesting botanicals from the garden generally, always try to use a pair of good-quality secateurs or scissors when you cut any plants – and they must be super sharp. If they are blunt, there is the danger you will crush the stem and this could damage the parent plant, whether you are foraging in the wild or picking plants from your garden. Be aware of the overall picture when you are harvesting any species and just take one or two stems from each plant rather than all the flowers from one specimen, much as you would if you were gathering from the wild. As you become more experienced with the process of harvesting, you will discover that some plants naturally respond well to being picked, whereas others tend to droop directly. If this is the case, try searing their stems a little, for example by placing them in a jug of boiled water. In all cases, it is important to always slice off a small portion from the bottom of the stem so that the plant can take in water more easily.
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