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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.
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Anyone who has ever grown lettuce in a window box or planted some bulbs in an old terracotta pot knows that the pleasure of growing something yourself often far exceeds the effort it takes. And by using the plants you grow to create gifts for those you love, you can share that pleasure and prolong it even further.


Gardeners, like cooks, are generous people. You seldom leave the garden or kitchen of such a person without a cutting, a few seeds, a recipe or a scrap of paper filled with hastily-scrawled tips. Transforming what you grow into gifts takes this instinct, packs it into a jar or box and wraps it all up in a pretty bow. Of course, your intention is to delight the recipient, but there is also a near-addictive enjoyment in creating such gifts too.


Making your own presents enhances your awareness of – and delight in – the passing seasons in unexpected ways. If you’ve rigged up a simple flower press at home, a country walk or a stroll around the garden is never the same again. You will always have an eye out for interesting leaves or grasses, perfect flowers or seed heads. If you’re making your own pot-pourri, every falling petal is no longer a source of sadness – it’s an opportunity.


Some gifts, such as a batch of biscuits, a jar of seasoned olives or a simple posy, are the work of a few minutes. Others take a little more forward planning. Chutneys and liqueurs need to mature for a few weeks or months before you give them. But there’s something enormously satisfying in knowing that you have a stash of gifts ready to be packed up and given to friends and family.


For some of the gift ideas in this book, there’s an initial investment in powders, potions, essential oils and waxes, but a little goes a long way, and lasts a long time. You’ll have them on hand next time you want to rustle up a quick bar of soap, face cream or room spray. They’ll also allow you to create unique gifts at a fraction of the cost of something mass-produced in a factory.


And there is an added benefit to making your own gifts. Not for you the anxiety-inducing dash along the high street, wearily ticking off gifts from your present list with a resigned ‘That’ll do.’ Making your own gifts allows you to give yourself permission to slow down and spend a few hours, a day or two, in activities which combine both playfulness and usefulness. The intrinsic pleasure in making your own presents means that you’ll never have to battle with the crowds in a shopping centre. You also have the comfort of knowing exactly what has gone into your jellies, face masks and polishes – there are no secret or sinister ingredients lurking beneath the pretty lids.


Deciding how to package your presents is almost as much fun as making them. Look out for old tins, pretty jars, lengths of ribbon, tags, stamps and unusual papers and you can wrap them up in a fashion that would rival the attempts of the smartest boutiques.


We all know how much time and love goes into growing your own flowers, fruit, vegetables and herbs. When we transform them into gifts, we’re sharing more than a piece of our gardens, we’re sharing a piece of our hearts. And there is nothing more generous than that.
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While it’s satisfying to create and give presents made from plants you’ve grown in your garden, sometimes the most touching gift of all is the simplest: a plant you’ve propagated and tended yourself. It’s an inexpensive way of increasing your own stock as well as producing specimens which you can pot up and give to friends.


There’s nothing terribly difficult about dividing, layering or taking cuttings to increase your plant supply, so even the most inexperienced of gardeners shouldn’t feel daunted about giving it a try.
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Taking cuttings


Take softwood cuttings in spring when the plant has plenty of healthy new shoots. Get everything ready before you start. You’ll need a pruning knife, a 7cm pot with drainage holes, filled with a mixture of compost and horticultural grit, a watering can with a fine rose, a pencil or dibber, a length of strong wire and a clear plastic bag.


Pull a non-flowering stem, about 10cm long, from the plant with a small strip of bark, or ‘heel’, attached. Trim the excess off the bark strip with a pruning knife. Use your knife to trim the lower leaves from the stem – you need only a few pairs of leaves to remain at the top and you need a decent length of bare stem to insert into the compost. Make four or five holes around the edge of the pot with a pencil or dibber and insert the prepared stems into them, firming them in gently with your fingers. Water in lightly.


Bend the wire into a loop which clears the tops of the cuttings by several centimetres. Insert the loop into the pot and place the plastic bag over the top, making sure it doesn’t touch the leaves.


Put the cuttings in a warm, shaded place and remember to turn the bag inside out every few days to ensure the moisture doesn’t drip down onto the leaves and make them wet, as this may cause them to rot. Once rooting is established and the cuttings start to show signs of new growth, snip the corner of the bag to increase circulation.


After 4–6 weeks, remove the bag completely, and when the cuttings start to look like healthy little plants, pot them up individually. Overwinter in a cold greenhouse or conservatory and plant out the following spring.


See here for information on how to take semi-hardwood cuttings.




Some plants which you can propagate by


TAKING SOFTWOOD CUTTINGS Chamomile, lavender, lemon verbena, pelargoniums, pinks, rosemary, sage


LAYERING Bay, clematis, climbing roses, honeysuckle, pinks, sage, thyme


DIVIDING Bergamot, chamomile, chives, hardy geraniums, lemon balm, lemon grass, mint, pinks, thyme, wormwood
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Dividing


Some plants, especially mint, in pots or planted in the ground can die back in the centre or become straggly after a while. Revive congested plants in spring by lifting them with a fork or carefully removing them from their pots. Use a fork, knife or your hands to split the plant into separate pieces, each with their own root system. Replant in pots or in the ground and water in well. When potting up plants, make sure the plant pots you use are scrupulously clean to avoid spreading diseases. Place some broken bits of terracotta pot in the bottom to help drainage and don’t fill the pot right up to the brim with soil as this will make it difficult to water your plant later.


If you’re using terracotta pots, while they look lovely, you may have a problem with them drying out during hot weather. To avoid this try lining the sides of the pot (don’t block up the drainage holes) with plastic. I save empty compost bags and chop them up to line pots with – the tough plastic works very well and doesn’t perish.
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Layering


This is a very easy way to increase your supply of rosemary and is possibly the simplest propagation method of all.


In summer, choose a long, fresh, flexible, non-flowering stem about 25cm long. Remove the rosemary leaves from all but the top 4–5cm of the sprig and gently roughen the underside of your stem with a pruning knife. This will encourage it to root.


Use a trowel or your fingers to make a thin trench, about 4cm deep, adjacent to the mother plant. Place the prepared stem in the trench, ensuring that the leafy tip remains above the soil level. Make a pin of about 8cm long with a piece of sturdy wire and use this to anchor the stem in the ground. Cover the stem and trench with soil and water in well. Water little and often until the stem shows signs of new growth. In the autumn, if the plant is well rooted, cut it away from its mother plant and pot up. Alternatively, leave it in place until the spring before cutting it away and planting out in a new spot.
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Wrapping


A gift looks so much more charming and personal when it’s attractively wrapped and embellished with simple cuttings from the garden. Unless you’re wrapping and giving the present almost immediately, choose cuttings which will last quite well without wilting, such as evergreen sprigs of bay leaves and rosemary, fir cones or small sprays of berries.


A wintery selection of bay leaves, berries, eucalyptus, fir cones, fir sprigs, holly, ivy, mistletoe, rosemary, dried orange and apple slices (see here)


Fine florist’s wire


Secateurs


Ribbon, garden string and/or raffia


This is hardly a ‘method’, more an inspiration. Sprigs or sprays of foliage and herbs can simply be tucked under the ribbon on your parcel, but to make them more secure you can tie them in with wire which will then be hidden by the bow. If you’d like to carry the garden theme even further, garden string and raffia come in many colours and provide an inexpensive, informal and attractive alternative to ribbon.


If you like, berries and holly leaves can be frosted to give them a Christmassy/wintery appearance (see here). Fir cones can be sprayed gold, silver or white, which looks particularly effective as an adornment to plain papers.




Growing bay


Bay, Laurus nobilis, is an evergreen member of the laurel family, steeped in ancient folklore. Those handsome bay topiaries you often see outside smart houses? It was believed that planting bay at entry points warded off witches, wizards and lightning. Whether they ward off evil or not, they’re enormously useful in the kitchen and not terribly demanding to grow. They’re very happy grown in containers, which allows you to bring them inside when hard winter frosts threaten. Water sparingly during the winter and, if you’re training your bay into a shape, prune it back in spring to help maintain its structure and promote fresh new growth. Bay trees do best when planted in well-drained soil in a sunny spot where they have some protection from harsh winds, though they will manage a little shade.
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Decorative Inspiration


SPRING: Auriculas, fragrant sprigs of Osmanthus burkwoodii or Daphne odora, variegated Euonymous fortunei leaves, ferns, pansies, flowering sprigs of rosemary


SUMMER: Achilleas, astrantias, campanulas, chillies, coneflowers, cornflowers, eryngiums, honeysuckle, some hydrangea blooms, irises, love-in-a-mist, marguerites, marigolds, sprigs of myrtle, pinks, scented pelargonium leaves and flowers, scabious, sunflowers, thrift flowers, roses, salvias, veronica


AUTUMN: Any bright, autumn foliage such as cotinus, Euonymus alatus, ginkgo, liquidambar, oak leaves with acorns, maples, asters, Chinese lanterns, dahlias, fennel seed heads, dried honesty seed heads, poppy seed heads, pyracantha berries, rosehips, sorbus berries
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Decorated stationery


Pressed flowers, herbs, leaves and seed heads are a great way to decorate gift tags, cards, boxes and name cards for the dinner table, as well as making an original adornment to bought candles.


A selection of dried flowers, seed heads and/or leaves


A selection of papers


Clear craft glue


Tweezers


SOME GOOD THINGS TO PRESS


Cow parsley or Queen Anne’s lace


Delphiniums


Ferns


Forget-me-nots


Single hydrangea blossoms


Larkspur


Pansies


Pinks


Poppies


Primroses


Individual rose petals


Verbena


Violets


Wormwood – flowers and leaves


Pick your specimens in peak condition and choose a dry day, after the morning dew has evaporated. Brush off any dust with a small, soft paintbrush and enclose the flowers in two sheets of blotting paper. Either press them in a heavy book, weighed down beneath other heavy books, or use a flower press (see the box below). They’re ready when they’re completely dry and papery, which should take a couple of weeks. They’re quite fragile, so handle them carefully – you might want to use tweezers.


If you’re not using your flowers immediately, seal them in glassine bags and store them in a cardboard box in a cool, dry place.


Cut your papers into the size you want and fold them to make cards. Use a very thin layer of clear craft glue to stick the flowers onto the cards. Less is usually more – a single bloom, a perfect curl of fern, one beautiful leaf can look more elegant and effective than a more elaborate design.




TO MAKE SCENTED STATIONERY


If you’re making a box of stationery as a gift, sew a simple muslin sachet (see Herbal Bathtime ‘Teas’) and fill it with dried, scented flower petals and herbs. Tuck the sachet into the gift box and after a week or so it will impart a subtle, sweet scent to the paper.







Making your own flower press


Of course you can buy a flower press, but often they’re small and expensive. If you can drill a hole, they’re easy to make yourself. You’ll need two pieces of wood: about 30cm square works quite well. In the four corners of each piece drill holes large enough for long bolts to be fitted through them. Cut out squares of cardboard and blotting paper (available from good craft shops, art shops and stationers) small enough to fit the area within the holes. Layer up the cardboard and blotting paper, enclosing the flowers you want to dry between two sheets of blotting paper. Place the bolts through the holes and secure tightly with wing nuts and washers.
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Seed packets


You can be too tidy a gardener. While scrupulously dead-heading plants can prolong flowering, it will deprive you of the pleasure of watching the often beautiful seed heads develop and of the thrifty satisfaction of collecting free seeds. As an added bonus, they make very good gifts for keen gardeners.


Secateurs or scissors


Brown paper bags


Small glassine bags


Labels


Sewing machine or needle and thread


Allow seed heads to dry out as much as possible on the plant. Wait until the seeds look ripe – usually when they’ve turned brown or black – and choose a dry, still day to harvest them.


Cut off the seed heads, holding a bowl beneath the plant to capture any seeds which may fall as you work. For smaller flowers, such as pansies, it’s enough simply to shake the seeds free from the flower heads into a bowl before bagging them up. For larger specimens, place the entire flower head in a paper bag, secure with an elastic band, label and hang upside down in a dry place. When most of the seed pods have opened, tip the bag’s contents out onto a pale surface and sort the seeds from any bits of the seed heads.


Put the seeds into the glassine bags and fold down the top. Type or write out seed labels, then secure them by stitching right across the bag. They make good gifts just as they are, but you can also turn them into pretty and unusual gift tags to tie onto presents by simply punching a hole into the seed bag above the line of stitching and threading through string, ribbon or raffia.


Stored in a cool, dry, airy place, seeds will remain viable for years, but germination is more reliable within a year or so.




SOME EASY Seeds TO COLLECT


Aquilegia
Chives
Chinese lanterns
Foxgloves
Larkspur
Love-in-a-mist
Marigolds
Morning glory
Nasturtiums
Pansies
Poppies
Snapdragons
Sunflowers
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Cook’s window boxes


A themed window box, tailored to a friend’s particular culinary passion, makes an original and thoughtful gift. And, the more you pluck at them, the better they grow.


Pizza window box


1 small rocket plant


1 small basil plant


1 small oregano plant


1 small chilli plant


1 small cherry tomato plant


Thai window box


1 small lemon grass plant


1 small mint plant


1 small coriander plant


1 small Thai basil (Ocimum basilicum horapa) and/or Holy basil (O. sanctum) plant


1 small chilli plant


Fines herbes window box


1 small chervil plant


1 small tarragon plant


1 small parsley plant


1 small chives plant


Window box, or other suitable container


Broken crocks or pebbles


Compost


Slow-release fertiliser granules


If you’re not using a window box, make sure that the container you’re using has some drainage holes in the base. Add some broken crocks or pebbles to the bottom and fill with compost mixed with slow-release fertiliser granules, according to the instructions on the packet. Plant up with the chosen herbs and water them in well.


A well-cared-for window box should last all summer.




Packaging Idea
To make your planter an even more special gift, write out a card with care instructions for the herbs and tie it to the handle of some secateurs or a watering can with a pretty ribbon, garden string or raffia.







Growing rocket


Rocket, Rucola coltivata, is not only delicious scattered fresh over a just-out-of-the-oven pizza, but it’s also great in fiery summer salads and can be whizzed into a sprightly pesto. It’s very easy to grow from seed. Sow thinly directly into the ground or pot. It can run to seed quite quickly, so keep cutting at it and ensure it’s well watered.
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Chive & lemon pesto


This is a sprightly, easy pesto to make when you’re cutting back the first flush of growth from your chives before they flower. It’s delicious on pasta or gnocchi, of course, but it’s also very good as a dressing for just-boiled new potatoes.


Makes approx. 1 x 190g jar.


40g pine nuts


A generous bunch of chives, about 50g, finely chopped


60g Parmesan cheese, finely grated


Grated zest of 1 small lemon


1 small garlic clove, minced


4–6 tablespoons olive oil, plus a little more for bottling


Salt and pepper


1 x 190g jar


Warm a dry frying pan over a medium heat and gently toast the pine nuts until just golden and fragrant, rattling the pan frequently to ensure they do not burn. Cool and bash roughly in a pestle and mortar, or pulse a couple of times in a food processor. Combine with the chives, cheese, lemon zest, garlic and just enough oil to get the texture you like. Taste and season if necessary with salt and pepper.


Spoon the pesto into the cold, sterilised jar, pressing down with the back of a spoon to get rid of any air pockets. Ensure that the pesto is completely covered by a thin layer of oil before sealing.


Refrigerated, the pesto will keep for 2–3 days.




Packaging Idea
To make a more substantial gift, combine this tangy pesto with a bag or two of beautiful fresh pasta and/or a pestle and mortar.







Growing chives


Slender, grassy chives (Allium schoenoprasum) are one of the first herbs to poke their way through the soil to herald the beginning of spring. These clump-forming hardy perennials are very easy to grow and have so many uses in the kitchen, they earn their place in even the smallest of gardens. Keep them well watered in dry spells and trim them back quite close to the soil line before flowering to ensure lots of fine leaf growth. If you have room, do allow a clump or two to flower, though. The pretty purple pompoms which appear at the end of the leaves look and taste wonderful in salads.
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Herbes de Provence


Making your own herbes de Provence allows you to adjust the balance of herbs until you have the flavour you like. Traditionally, this blend is a combination of herbs which grow wild in the hills of the South of France – the lavender is a more modern addition.


Makes 1 x 150g jar.


Basic recipe


3 tablespoons dried thyme


2 tablespoons dried marjoram


1 tablespoon dried oregano


1 tablespoon dried summer savory


1 teaspoon dried rosemary


1 teaspoon dried lavender flowers


½ teaspoon fennel seeds


1 dried bay leaf


OTHER ADDITIONS YOU MAY LIKE


A little dried orange or lemon zest


Dried chervil


Dried tarragon


Dried mint


Dried basil


Dried dill


1 storage jar, about 150g capacity


Combine the dried herbs in a pestle and mortar and crush roughly to blend. Seal in your chosen jar, which should be airtight.


This mixture is enormously versatile. It can be used as a dry spice rub for chicken or fish or combined with olive oil to make a marinade, scattered on potatoes before you roast them, sprinkled on pizza, or used to season stuffed tomatoes or in light, summery tomato sauces.


Sealed in an airtight container and stored in a cool, dark place, the herbes de Provence mixture will keep for up to 4 months.




GROWING MARJORAM & OREGANO


Both marjoram and oregano are an invaluable addition to the herb garden, with marjoram having the slightly milder, sweeter flavour which makes it better added towards the end of cooking time. All of the following have excellent flavour: Greek oregano (Origanum vulgare subs. hirtum), pot marjoram (O. onites) and golden marjoram (O. vulgare ‘Aureum’). Trim the plants after flowering to keep them bushy and cut them back to within about 5cm of the soil line in late autumn.
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Seasoned salts


Great for seasoning meat, fish, vegetables and even sprinkling over popcorn, seasoned salts take just seconds to make. Use fresh herbs in the mixture as they have better flavour and will dry out in the salt, infusing it with their aromas. Pack the salts in clear glass jars and give them as a set – their striking colours make for a very attractive gift.


Chilli salt
This salt adds a delicious kick of heat on everything from grilled sardines to steak or roasted potato wedges.


50g sea salt flakes


1 dried chilli


1 teaspoon fresh oregano


½ teaspoon ground cumin


¼ teaspoon smoked paprika


Thyme & orange salt
Very good sprinkled over roasted vegetables.


50g sea salt flakes


Finely grated zest of 1 small orange


2 tablespoons fresh thyme leaves and flowers


Citrus salt
Great on white fish, prawns and chicken.


50g sea salt flakes


Finely grated zest of 2 lemons


Finely grated zest of 1 lime


Dill salt
This salt works well sprinkled on salmon or roasted beetroot.


50g sea salt flakes


2 tablespoons fresh dill fronds


Finely grated zest of 1 small lemon


¼ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper


A couple of pinches of dill seeds, if you have them


To make the seasoned salts, simply pulse the ingredients in a food processor until well blended or pound them together in a pestle and mortar. Store in airtight containers.


The salts will keep their flavours for a couple of months.
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Bouquet garni


These little bundles of herbs impart great depth of flavour when added to slowly simmered soups, stews and stocks. But the classic culinary trio of parsley, thyme and bay leaves is really just the starting point. Include some tarragon for chicken or fish, a thinly pared strip of orange zest and some marjoram in bundles intended for beef casseroles, or rosemary to bring flavour to slow-cooked lamb dishes. Bouquet garni bundles make wonderful gifts for friends who are keen cooks.


The essential combination


3 parsley stalks


2 thyme sprigs


1 bay leaf


Kitchen string


Labels


Jars


To go with chicken


A curl of lemon zest


Sprigs of tarragon Fennel fronds
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