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INTRODUCTION
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English cottage gardens have a rich and varied history dating back to medieval times when growing food and medicine was a priority for families in post-plague-ridden Britain. A typical family would have used their plot to plant and harvest essential vegetables, herbs and fruit, as well as tend poultry, a small amount of livestock and a beehive. If any flowers were grown, it was because they had a culinary or medicinal purpose. Herbs were dried for use during the winter months or powdered and added to fats and oils to create medicinal salves and ointments. Herbal sachets were carried to sweeten the air, stave off illness and repel witches and demons. Plant knowledge was passed down by word of mouth from generation to generation – very little was written down in the Middle Ages as people were, on the whole, uneducated and illiterate.

It wasn’t until the nineteenth century, when food production had become fully commercialized, that cottage gardens underwent a period of reinvention. The Victorians used their gardens to show off their wealth by planting an abundance of blousy flowers to impress their friends. Nowadays, cottage gardens are as desirable as ever, and still include many references to the early medieval and Victorian influences.

Most of the ingredients used in this book are found growing in my own modest cottage garden. I am by no means an accomplished gardener and lean towards the “natural” look to benefit local wildlife. I enjoy swapping plants and seeds with friends and family to save money and I always keep my eyes open for sales at local gardening clubs where friendly advice on growing is always available.

If you have little or no outdoor space, there are many types of plant that thrive in pots; herbs are easy to grow and attract pollinators as well as having many culinary and medicinal uses. Seek out your local farm shop or social enterprise; a lot of them grow without the use of pesticides. Local allotment-holders often sell their produce at much reduced prices and neighbours may well grow something that you could barter for – sourcing ingredients doesn’t have to cost the earth.

This book is not intended to provide medical advice. It is vital that you take personal responsibility for safety when using herbal remedies. Many plants should not be used during pregnancy, on babies and small children or on people with specific medical problems. Always carry out a patch test before putting things on skin and hair in case of allergic reactions.

Consult your GP if you have any doubts.


 

 

 

NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR
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In 2020 our world changed significantly; access to open countryside was restricted, hedgerows and fields were off limits and we were “locked down” in our own homes for many months. Like a lot of people I found that gardening was hugely beneficial for my well-being, especially after some tricky and stressful times at work. This time certainly made me appreciate my little green patch.

With two nieces in the nursing profession I wanted to make them something natural to calm their poor skin. Constant hand washing was taking its toll and they were really suffering with dry and inflamed hands, which no amount of chemical-laden hand cream would soothe. Unable to venture out into the hedgerows I wandered into my own back garden for inspiration and discovered calendula. Healing Hand Balm (see page 54) was born!

Creating your own simple remedies needn’t be daunting; it’s just like following a cake recipe but with less familiar ingredients. Start with something simple and you’ll soon find the confidence to be a little more daring – but be warned: it’s very addictive!

THE GREAT HERBALISTS

I have used many references from the writings of one of the most famous English apothecaries (chemists) Nicholas Culpeper. He upset his medical colleagues by writing The English Physician in English instead of the preferred Latin. Culpeper wanted his teachings of medical and pharmaceutical knowledge to be available to everyone. I have also frequently referenced Pliny the Elder, who interestingly is believed to have died when Mount Vesuvius erupted in Pompeii in ad 79. Pliny, a commander in the Roman army, naturalist and author, famously wrote the 37-book Naturalis Historia, described as “an encyclopaedia of all contemporary knowledge – animal, vegetable and mineral”, giving a wonderful insight into beliefs and practices in the first century.


 

 

 

PREPARING FLOWERS AND HERBS

It’s important to prepare fresh botanicals before infusing them into carrier oils; excess moisture in the plants can turn the oil rancid rendering it useless. You don’t need equipment like dehydrators to prepare your herbs and flowers. I use a piece of chicken wire fashioned into a frame for drying flower heads and petals. Herbs and flowers don’t have to be absolutely dry but do need to be “wilted” for a couple of hours to remove some of the moisture. Lay petals and leaves onto kitchen paper overnight – whole flower heads will take a bit longer. Bunches of woody herbs can be hung up in cool airy places like outhouses or garden sheds, but avoid the cooking smells and smoke of the kitchen.





HERBS

Herbs are at their best before they begin to flower. Harvest them mid-morning on a dry day before the sun has burned away the flowers’ essential oils.






	Remove any old, dead or diseased leaves – there’s no need to wash them if you grow without the use of pesticides – give them a gentle shake to remove any insects.

	Tie the herbs into loose bundles with natural twine, hang upside down and put a brown paper bag over them to catch leaves as they dry.

	Keep them away from direct sunlight and leave for at least two weeks or until the leaves are crunchy. It’s important that your herbs are completely dry or they could be spoiled by mould growth – check on them regularly and discard any that smell musty or have fluffy mould growing on them.

	Crumble the herbs with your fingers and store in an airtight container, where they will keep for about a year. I’ve found that rubbing the dried herbs through a colander effectively removes any woody stalks and crumbles the leaves up finely as well.



FLOWER HEADS AND PETALS
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Harvest flower heads and petals mid-morning on a dry day when the flowers are looking their best. Avoid drying in direct sunlight as this can destroy the very health-giving properties that you wish to harness in your remedies. All you need for the drying process is a flat surface that allows air to circulate freely; chicken wire is perfect for this. Alternatively, hang up some muslin to create a flat hammock, or even use an old wire shelf from the oven. I place my chicken wire tray under the shade of a big old apple tree in the garden on a dry day, although if it’s windy you might lose a few flowers. Remember to bring them back inside before nightfall otherwise the flowers will get damp with the morning dew.
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	Lay baking paper over the wire of your drying surface, to prevent smaller petals falling through the gaps.

	Spread petals across the surface in a single layer, trying not to overlap them. They will dry quite quickly.

	Place flower heads far enough apart so they don’t touch – these will take a while longer. They will shrivel and become crumbly as they dry. Place in a cool, airy place away from direct sunlight and turn them over occasionally.

	When they feel crunchy and crumble easily, store in an airtight container, label and date. Depending on the drying environment and type of flower they can take anything from two to four weeks to dry completely. Flower heads and petals will keep for up to a year.
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CHOOSING THE RIGHT CARRIER OIL

There are a wide variety of plant-based carrier oils available on the market, all with different beneficial properties for you to choose from. These are used in homemade infused oils, lotions, massage oils and balms; they also “carry” essential oils that need to be diluted before going onto the skin. You can use many of the oils that you have in your kitchen larder or there are a huge variety of sellers online; try and find one that is reputable and stocks good quality oils – remember this product will be absorbed into your skin and into your bloodstream.





Many oils are pressed from nuts, seeds and kernels. If you have any allergies make sure you research thoroughly before using them, and always do a patch test first.

 




	TYPE OF OIL
	PROPERTIES
	HAIR/SCALP
	SKIN



	
	
	Oily
	Dry
	Oily
	Dry



	Almond
	Moisturizing

Antioxidant

High in vitamin E

Natural SPF

Nourishing
	✓
	✓
	✓
	✓



	Apricot Kernel
	Easily absorbed

Antioxidant

Anti-ageing

Antiseptic

High in vitamin A
	X
	✓
	X
	✓



	Avocado
	Soothing

Hydrating

Natural SPF

Antioxidant

Anti-inflammatory
	X
	✓
	✓
	✓



	Coconut
	Easily available

Antioxidant

Anti-inflammatory

Anti-microbial

Anti-ageing

Promotes hair growth
	X
	✓
	X
	✓



	Grapeseed
	High in vitamin E

Easily absorbed

Antibacterial

Antioxidant

Anti-dandruff
	✓
	✓
	✓
	✓



	Jojoba
	Antiseptic

Hypoallergenic

Hydrating

Anti-inflammatory

Anti-fungal

Anti-acne

Healing
	✓
	✓
	✓
	✓



	Olive
	Easily available

Skin brightening

Antioxidant

Anti-ageing

Collagen boosting

Cleansing
	X
	✓
	✓
	✓



	Peach Kernel
	Easily absorbed

High in vitamin E

Hypoallergenic

Good for older skin
	X
	✓
	X
	✓



	Sunflower
	Easily available

Anti-inflammatory

Moisturizing

Easily absorbed
	✓
	✓
	✓
	✓







 

 

 

HOW TO MAKE INFUSED CARRIER OILS

Creating infused carrier oils is a lovely way to harness the properties of your garden flowers and herbs and turn them into the wonderful lotions, balms and salves contained in this book. I particularly love to make calendula infused carrier oil – not only does it become the most beautiful golden orange colour, it has wonderful skin healing benefits, too.





SUN METHOD

Healers and apothecaries have used this traditional method for hundreds of years and although it takes time and relies heavily on the appearance of the sun this is definitely my preferred way. I just love to see jars of different coloured botanical oils working their magic and infusing on my south-facing windowsill.





INGREDIENTS

Herbs or flowers, these can be dried or fresh

Carrier oil of your choice

Equipment needed

Glass jar

Muslin square

String or elastic band

METHOD

Fill the jar halfway with your plant material.

Cover with your chosen carrier oil shaking to burst any bubbles.
 Ensure that all plant material is completely covered – anything sticking out could go mouldy.

Top with the muslin and secure with string or an elastic band.

Place on a sunny windowsill for at least 2 weeks until the oil has taken on some colour and scent.

Strain the oil through the muslin, squeezing to extract all the oil.
 Compost the plant material left behind.

Label and date – you might think that you’ll remember which oil it is, but believe me you won’t!

Keep in a cool dark place and use within a year.

QUICK INFUSION METHOD

In the winter months this technique enables you to infuse carrier oil without the help of the sun. This method is a lot quicker than the sun method, but may not extract as many beneficial oils as the traditional method. Be careful not to fry your plant material by heating the oil too much.
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INGREDIENTS

Herbs or flowers, these can be dried or freshly wilted

Carrier oil of your choice

Equipment needed

Heatproof bowl

Saucepan

Boiling water

METHOD

Put the plant material and carrier oil into your heatproof bowl suspended over the pan of boiling water; ensure the water doesn’t touch the bottom of the bowl.

Simmer gently, without a lid, for 2 hours checking the water level in the pan regularly.

Allow to cool, strain, label and date.

Keep in a cool dark place and use within a year.

STERILIZING JARS AND BOTTLES

It’s good practice to sterilize all your jars and bottles before use. This will extend the shelf life of your product by removing bacteria and germs.





Wash jars and bottles in hot soapy water and rinse.

Lay the jars in an oven preheated to 140°C (285°F) for 10–15 minutes until dry.

Soak the lids in boiling water in a bowl, dry thoroughly with kitchen paper before use.
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SETTING POINT FOR JAM: You’ll need this when making the jams included in some of the recipes. Before beginning your jam-making put a couple of small plates in the freezer. To test for setting point, take the pan off the heat and place a small blob onto one of the cold plates. Let it stand for a minute, then push the blob with your finger and you should see it wrinkle. If the jam is still liquid, pop it on to boil for another 5 minutes and test again.
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