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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.

[image: Illustration]



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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