

		
		EPILOGUE

		Beauty is a terrible and awful thing! It is terrible because it has not been fathomed and never can be fathomed, for God sets us nothing but riddles. Here the boundaries meet and all contradictions exist side by side…

		The Brothers Karamazov—Fyodor Dostoevsky

		Of all mediums, flora is the most ephemeral, the most fragile, the quickest to deteriorate, decompose, dry, wither, and die. Unlike most of my peers, I don’t believe in or spend time trying to slow this natural process. I find it fascinating, moving, and utterly beautiful.

		All talented floral designers take great pride in creating romantic, lush weddings. But I am curious why these same designers don’t want to create hauntingly beautiful funerals, an equally important ceremony in this life! I do. I would love to create a whole new genre of incredibly thoughtful, dark, brooding, and personal memorial flora.

		As we began to close down a year of shooting (twelve shoots over as many months), I desired to document some of the memorable material we had used in a state of decay. I often bring bits, remnants, and treasure from gigs and shoots into the house—like a crow—and we watch them dry and decay, set amongst the beach stones, collected feathers, bones, lichens, trinkets, and miniature relics that make up our living space.

		I had amassed a little collection of one or two things from each shoot, and I wanted to photograph and document these as a funereal record of the year.
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		SELECTED FLORA

		FENNEL – FOENICULUM VULGARE – ANGIOSPERMA

		This family owes much of its beauty to multiple masses of tiny florets in various shades of yellow or bronze, with great variety depending on the stage of its yearly life cycle. Fennel is in the sea botanical family that includes dill (of course), carrot, parsnip, parsley, and the infamous and deadly hemlock, which is native here in California.

		Fennel is native to southern Europe and the Mediterranean, where it has been used for many many centuries as a culinary treasure and prized medicine. Speculation is that it was introduced to California about 120 years ago and thrives in our mesic locations with our Mediterranean climate, colonizing from sea level to 2,000 feet. This beautiful “weed” prefers and thrives in disturbed areas, especially weedy areas near fresh or brackish fresh or salty water. It grows tall and abundant in pasture, abandoned lots, roadsides, and open banks of creeks, estuaries and bays. You can see why I love it!!

		The “fennel” we often use is not a true fennel. Ferula communis, giant fennel, is a California native growing 6 to 8 feet tall.

		Fennel will reproduce from both taproot and seeds, which are dispersed by water, birds, rodents, even vehicles and clothing. Hence the moniker “invasive.” Flower production usually begins when the plants are eighteen to twenty-four months old. Germination can occur at any time of the calendar year. Flowers may be seen from early spring to late late fall, making it especially useful for my work.

		In medieval Europe, fennel wreaths were hung above doorways on midsummer days to keep “witches” away.

		In the Pyrenees, fennel fronds were fastened to rooftops for protection against evil magic.

		In order to invoke rainfall, the ancient Phoenicians planted fennel in clay pots around the image of the god Adonis. The rapid sprouting of the seeds, fast growth, and subsequent withering of the sprouts in the heat were symbolic of the death and resurrection.

		Roman warriors consumed fennel seeds, often mixed with honey to increase fighting strength, stamina, and courage, and fennel victory wreaths were worn after victories.

		The Romans had at least twenty-two medicinal uses for fennel, including but not limited to snake bites, insect repellent, calming of the bronchial tubes, mouth health and odor, tonics for liver, kidney, and spleen, and indigestion.

		Some of the medicinal benefits include:

		high levels of flavonoids, antioxidants, phenylpropanoids

		anti-inflammatory properties

		high concentrations of minerals (copper, iron, niacin, calcium, potassium, manganese, selenium, zinc, and magnesium).

		vitamins A, E, C, and B complex

		Ayurvedic properties

		A most divine herb to me.

		QUINCE – CYDONIA OBLONGA FLOWERING QUINCE –CHAENOMELES SPECIOSA 

		The common quince is a 10-foot tall, crooked-branched tree native to western Asia with four known species in temperate climates grown for its incredibly fragrant fruit. It has also been used throughout eastern and western civilizations for jellies, preserves, compotes, and pies traditionally eaten at Christmas time. The fruit must be cooked for human consumption.

		The Chaenomeles species (Asiatic) are self-sterile, hence requiring multiple trees for fruit production. Slow growing and long lived, these diminutive trees are set at one to two years, with fruit beginning to bear at three years.

		Chaenomoles speciosa is the earlier flowering and most spectacular, as it blooms early in the spring before the leaves appear.

		Chaenomoles japonica flowers later, with its leaves, and then again often in the fall.

		The scent of both fruits is so heavenly that it was a custom in medieval and Shakespearean times to place the ripe fruit in drawers and wardrobes, scenting linens and garments.

		I know from my own experience that a single fruit in a bowl will scent an entire room!

		Quince branches are an excellent choice to bring spring blossoms into the home. If cut before flowers appear, they will force in the heat of the house and keep blooming for two to three weeks.

		MAGNOLIA

		Magnolias have been on this earth a very very long time. Fossils of flowers date back to at least before the Cretaceous period, in the time we know as the age of the dinosaur (144–65 million years ago).

		Fossil flowers that are nearly 100 million years old, found in what we now call North America, look remarkably like today’s magnolias. Truly native!

		The flowers of magnolias are central to the development of ideas about the first angiosperms, flowering plant. Both sexes are present in this flowering tree. They are among the first of all known flowering plants, yet more specialized and complex than blooming grasses or wind-pollinated flora.

		MAGNOLIAS, BEES, AND BEETLES…

		Beetles share a special relationship with magnolias. They are attracted to the heavily and heavenly scented flowers and bumble into and over them, clumsily eating the anthers full of nitrogen-rich pollen. Secretions from the petals and formal parts of the flower collect on the beetles’ bodies, which they then carry to the next magnolia they visit. Interspecies sex! The magnolias avoid self-fertilization because the male and female bits of the flower have distinct and different phases in different times of the year. Very smart. Magnolias’ flowers thus predated bees on this planet!

		Who’s to say, given the ancient history of magnolias, whether they truly are ‘native’?

		They currently populate Asia (from the Himalayas to Japan), the Americas, and most of Europe. They most likely were introduced to Europe in 1688. The name hails from Pierre Magnol, French Huguenot botanist (1638–1715).

		The Chinese attribute many medicinal properties to magnolias. The thick bark is used as a tonic (some barks even smell of citrus); the petals are consumed to treat colds, fevers, and allergies.

		Over the years I have heard of a few recipes involving magnolia.

		As a blond blowzy woman driving a red convertible once saw me cutting them (with permission!) in the only 7-Eleven in tony Mill Valley, she claimed that as a younger person in the Deep South she drank magnolia cocktails. I also found a few Japanese pickled magnolia recipes.

		There are eighty-five or more subspecies of magnolias; a few I like to use include: 

		Magnolia grandiflora (southern magnolia), sometimes referred to as laurel leaved tulip tree.

		Magnolia x soulangeana

		Magnolia liliiflora

		Magnolia denudata – Yulan magnolia, Japanese name Haku-mokuren

		Magnolia globosa – globe flowered

		Magnolia campbellii (Campbell’s magnolia) found in the mountains of China; used to make tea boxes.

		PEONY OR PAEONY – PAEONIA

		“It is worth while selling everything one possesses to buy peonies and to dig up everything else in the garden to make room for them.” Attributed to a master gardener named Coats.

		Another historical quote from American author Richardson Wright:

		“The fastest way to financial ruin is to have a personal propensity for indulgence in tree peonies.”

		A poem by Po Chu-I (722-846)

		“100 pieces of damask for the most beautiful flowers, 5 pieces of silk for the more common types. A bunch of dark red peonies would pay the taxes on ten poor people’s houses.”

		These quotes begin to describe many people’s deep deep love of peonies; they also describe why I am often conflicted when using them, and will never pay or participate in the paeonia trade out of season and from far away.

		That being said, they are remarkable, and we were careful to use peonies grown as close as possible, from a biodynamic farm, and in season!!

		There are twenty-five to thirty species in this genus, and they are found throughout the Pacific coast of North America, Asia, and Europe—wild peonies grow in Italy!

		The history of peonies follows two separate branches:

		The western species (Paeonia officinalis), which has chiefly medicinal properties.

		The Chinese species (Paeonia lactiflora), grown since at least the 5th century BCE.

		Tree peonies have been cultivated in Asia for over fifteen hundred years, with more than three hundred varieties in all shades of the rainbow.

		There are also intermediate gradations of all colors and striped and bicolored forms.

		The mythology of Europe’s Paeonia officinalis is extensive. It was said to be an important part in “horrible mixtures and potions brewed by witches and sorcerers” (Flowers, A Guide for Your Garden).

		Paeonia was derived from Paeon, who with a poultice (that of course included Paeonia officinalis) healed Hades of a wound inflicted by Hercules.

		Pliny the Elder was said to have written extensively of its many healing properties. Pliny wrote that it was necessary to gather the plant furtively at dusk, taking great care not to be seen by the green woodpecker, who would attack the gatherer and poke out his eyes! Very dramatic indeed.

		PASSION FLOWER – PASSIFLORA

		Most people would never think of using passion flower vines or blooms in arrangements. But over the course of my life in California, it’s become one of my most favorite things in the entire world. It’s like it’s from another world, the sea, or another planet.

		The story of how (over five hundred subspecies) of Passiflora came to “The New World” is typically colonial and Christian, common to many botany treatises before this century:

		“In the year 1610, the Roman theologian Giacomo Bosio received a visit from an Augustine friar who had recently returned from Mexico. This friar presented Bosio with a drawing of a flower so unusual and marvelous that Bosio called it the most extraordinary representation of the cross triumphant ever discovered in field or forest. The flower contains within itself not only the savior’s cross but the symbols of his passion.” Hence its European moniker.

		The Spanish colonists in Mexico and Central America call it the flower of the five wounds owing to its complicated structure.

		Native to many parts of the southern hemisphere and the southern temperate climates of the United States (it is the state flower of Tennessee), it is often referred to as tender, but in fact is quite vigorous and resilient, an aggressive climber that blooms during multiple seasons, at least here in California. There are at least twenty species that thrive in the Americas, with shades of pure white, pale greenish white, cerulean blues, deep purples, bloody reds, bright oranges, and pale pinks and yellows.

		I find great beauty and value in all parts of this plant—vines, blooms, and fruit. The fruit of passiflora ligularis is called granadilla and in addition to being delicious and versatile, contains many health benefits: antioxidants, minerals, vitamins, and fiber.

		Passion flower has gained modern medical attention for its use in treating anxiety, insomnia, depression, and menopause.

		Maybe it does contain sacred powers.

		SOLANDRA

		Solandra is a native to Mexico; it was and possibly still is used by the Huichol people. It is a sacred medicine; archeological evidence supports the theory it predates peyote. It is distant cousin to datura, another sacred hallucinogen. The blooms last only one or two days if you are lucky. I prefer to force them indoors as we did at Kevin West’s shoot, where they began as pristine blooms and decayed more slowly.

		BORAGE

		Also referred to as Starflower, in the flowering plant family of Boraginaceae. Native to the Mediterranean, anything that grows there grows well in California.

		Flowers vary from vibrant “Delphinium’’ blue, to pinkish purple, and more rarely, a pale white. Cooked, the thistle portion of the plant has a cucumber or cardoon flavor with a sweet tasting flower. Like nettles, it’s often used as a filling for ravioli, and is the traditional ingredient and garnish for a Pimm’s cup cocktail. It also often flavors gin. It makes an excellent honey, as the bees adore it.

		Borage makes an excellent companion plant alongside tomatoes, cabbages, and other crops, helping to ward away insects and worms. It is also said to improve the yield and disease resistance of the companion plants.

		Borage was sometimes called bugloss by the old herbalists. A hardy annual coming originally from Aleppo. High in potassium and calcium, with mineral acids. “The flowers candied and made into a conserve, were deemed useful for persons weakened by long sickness and for those subject to swoonings…..” A Modern Herbal.

		It’s also a prolific spreader! It’s a useful plant, which dyes garments a bright blue and beekeepers grow it to help bees produce more honey!!

		Italian grandmothers coat the leaves in breadcrumbs and fry them, then serve with risotto – or stuff the leaves with cheese, bread, and fry.

		Pliny the Elder claimed borage was used to “exhilarate the mind, comfort the heart, drive sorrow away, and increase happiness.”

		ELDERBERRY

		“When you settle a share of land, first plant an elder tree, then make your home there.” T. Elder Sachs

		Sambucus is in the genus of flowering plans in the family Adoxaceae. It was formerly placed in the honeysuckle family (Caprifoliaceae) but was reclassified due to genetic and morphological comparisons to Adoxa.

		There are twenty-five to thirty species of this deciduous shrub, small tree, and herbaceous perennial plant, which grow in temperate to subtropical regions and thrives in Mexico.

		Large clusters of white delicate panicles of small white or cream flowers bloom in late spring often seen along streams, edges of the forest, and roadsides.

		Then we see displays of glorious clusters of small bluish-black purple, red or black berries in early fall. Very rarely the fruit is yellow or even white.

		Elder identification is extremely important!! To the untrained eye it may resemble deadly hemlock, pokeberry, or other poisonous plants.

		The plant has been called the ‘medicine chest of country people’ by none other than Hippocrates in 400 BCE. Both the white delicate panicle flowers and the deep almost blue-black berries are used for culinary and medicinal uses, the stems, leaves and bark are toxic.

		Fresh flowers harvested in spring are used for the distillation of elder flower water.

		It is now widely accepted even among western allopathic medicine as an effective prevention and treatment for influenza, reducing duration and severity. Also used commonly for colds and other respiratory conditions including bronchitis. Very effective as a treatment for children’s coughs, as a syrup is easy to take, digest, and yummy.

		Has antifungal, and anti-mold properties.

		All parts of the plant are a valuable addition to the compost heap and improve fermentation.

		A beautiful rich dye can be obtained from the fruit and more mature bark. The leaves produce a vibrant green dye and the berries, of course, rich hues of blues and purples.

		Elderberry also contains a very high oxygen radical absorbance capacity, twice that of blueberries or cranberries, more vitamin C than oranges, and high levels of antioxidants (this comes from the plant’s defense mechanisms to survive high levels of UV light from direct sun). All of these result in a powerful healing ability that support immune health, brain function, and provide anticarcinogens.

		In addition to the positive and beneficial relationships between humans and elder, there is some darker lore. Some legends claim that elderwood was used both for the ‘cross’ of Jesus Christ and that Judas hanged himself from an elder tree. A myth that persists. Like many powerful plants, some patriarchal cultures claimed ‘witches’ would gather under the plant, especially when it’s full of fruit. Probably just herbalists collecting berries!

		If an elder tree was cut down, a spirit known as the elder mother would be released and take her revenge. The tree could only be safely cut while chanting a rhyme to the elder mother.

		A little more:

		If you do need to cut some wood from the tree, approach the tree with respect; ask first, and listen with an open heart. Don’t cut if you get a strong intuition not to. Some people like to leave a small gift of some kind - something practical, like untangling ivy, from around the trunk, watering in dry weather, or tidying up rubbish from around the tree. An attitude of gratitude and thanks to the tree is a positive act to which all of nature responds well. Others say it matters not to the tree, but the very act of thanking opens up something in us which is very healthy and necessary for our spirit. For this reason, it is important to state your thanks simply, and from the heart, each time you take nature’s gifts. I also find that it builds up a bond with a tree, a friendship of great power and wisdom. The Elder, of all the trees, has much to teach us, through direct contact, communication, and reconnection to past uses and lore.

		One note: Due to the extreme drought of the past few years in California, we sadly didn’t get to include elderberry flowers and berries as much as I wished in this book! A lesson about the tenuous relationship we all share with nature and beauty! There are some sweet bits of elderberry in Shed.

		NASTURTIUM

		Tropaeolum minor – Greek for “to twine.” At least 50 species of nasturtiums. They are in the same family as watercress, mustard, and cabbage, the family known as Brassicaceae. The name comes from the Latin ‘Nasus Tortus’ (twisted nose), a funny image of the feeling we get when we consume too much mustard or wasabi.

		In West Marin this lush, edible plant literally grows by the roadside, creeks, covers vacant lots, and easily establishes itself in most yards. The leaves have become one of my favorite shapes in nature and resemble translucent brilliant green water lily pads. Occasionally the leaves are variegated, or speckled.

		The blossoms appear delicate but in fact are quite hardy and super delicious! There are hybrids, which possess more unusual coloration, such as the vermillion “Empress of India,” peach melba, butter cream, tangerine, all edible names. I have a theory that these ‘exotic’ varieties often revert to our ‘common’ nasturtium colors. I love them all equally.

		They take over!! Something I value and many gardeners fight year after year, but happily the nasturtium always win this battle.

		They originated from Peru and other regions of South America.

		As it seems to be with many medicinal herbs, the native people of Peru used the leaves and flowers to treat coughs, colds, flu, and women’s health. In Ayurvedic medicine the leaves are rubbed on the gums to stimulate and cleanse the mouth.

		I treasure nasturtium for their twirly elegance and fresh beauty that I think is often misunderstood and misused. They are perfect for long, tendrily ikebana-style arrangements, we often bring just one long vine into the house. We also demonstrate how they can be used en masse, resembling how they grow by the roads, tall and rambly. Sadly, most florists use them small, often in mason jars, which doesn’t show off this sweet plant’s architecture.
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