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Disclaimer

It’s important that we’re always careful to identify any plant properly before harvesting it for food or medicine. Some of our herbal allies have toxic look-alikes, and we always want to make safe and healthy choices. Additionally, it’s just as important to responsibly harvest only what you need, and nothing more, to ensure that future generations can also enjoy these special plants.

Harvest responsibly.
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Introduction
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At its heart, the practice of herbal medicine is a study of the relationships among plants, people, and the environment. By exploring the complexities of these relationships, not only do we learn new ways to work with our herbal allies, but we also learn more about ourselves. And at the end of the day, our most noble pursuits are those in which our ultimate goal is to become better people. When we commit to learning about herbs and the multitude of wonderful things they officer us, we inevitably find ourselves learning more about who we are and how we approach the natural world. After all, our education is framed by our experiences. While certainly some herbal knowledge is universal, it is, at the same time, also unique to its practitioner. We all come to herbalism from a different path in life. The way we experience these plants, and our approach to their varying flavors and aromas, is as distinctive as the herbalist. In addition, as with anything else in the natural world, herbs are seasonal. When we encounter an herb is going to have just as much impact on our process as how we encounter the herb. Our experience is determined by our knowledge of the herbs in relation to the season. Or at least it should be.
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How to Use This Book


Allow this book to serve as your guide while we explore the influence of seasonality on our herbal practice. Whether this is your first step into the world of herbs or you’ve traveled this path for many years, the information contained within these pages will help you view your work from a unique, but vitally important, point of view. Of course, the way we experience the seasons is determined by our geography, but regardless of where we live, the cycle of life is the same—whether we’re observing a plant develop from seed to seed, or within ourselves as we move through the seasons of life. For each of the 48 herbs in this book, we will delve into the history and culture of the plant as well as its medicinal and culinary uses. You’ll learn how and when to find, forage, and/or cultivate the herb as we follow each plant on its journey through the seasons.

You’ll notice that some of the plants we talk about in this book don’t fit the botanical definition of herbs, that is, “any seed-bearing plant that does not have a woody stem and dies down to the ground after flowering.” This is okay. There are so many wonderful plants we can get to know; why limit ourselves to those that fall within these parameters? Here, we’ll get to know trees, shrubs, herbs, and even fungi, which aren’t even plants at all!

It’s critical that we take time to understand the importance of seasonal herbalism and learn to work with the plants available to us wherever, and whenever, we may be. Our fast-paced modern world practically begs us to seek out the convenient, streamlining our experiences into a homogenous conglomerate of online shopping and clickable availability. It’s an absolute marvel that almost anyone, practically anywhere, has access to whatever herbs they desire. No matter how exotic. No matter what time of year. If every ingredient can be ordered with a click and shipped to our doorstep, why should we take the time to explore our fields and forests, hunting these precious plants at their seasonal peak? Why bother turning the soil to cultivate our aromatic herbs when they are so readily available at our local grocery store? This book will answer all these questions, and more.

Sometimes convenience breeds complacency. If every herb is readily available to us, without the need to learn about its life cycle, walk the trails, or till the fields, then it’s far too easy to think of these plants as nothing more than ingredients. And they are anything but. They are our food and medicine. They delight our senses with their vivid colors, textures, and fragrances. Herbs can make a basic meal incredible. They can make a mundane life spectacular. Dare I say that herbs are the spice of life?

Of course, not all of us can grow a garden, or explore the wild places, I understand that. But my hope is that this book will help us all see and appreciate the cyclical nature of the outside world in a new and useful way. Let’s walk through the seasons together and experience the wonders of following a plant through its days—from seed to flower and back to seed. As the seasons progress, some plants will mature whereas others will unfurl from Earth anew, and each can officer something wonderful, from their roots and bark to their flowers and seeds. We’ll learn how and when to harvest and process these unique gifts, ensuring that their medicine is available for us when we need it most. We’ll explore where these plants grow and when to begin the search to find them. Many herbs can be cultivated right in our gardens, and we’ll discover how special it is to grow them ourselves.

We’ll take our herbs into the apothecary and craft a wide selection of healing teas, ointments, and infusions, each specifically designed to help us weather the challenges of the seasons. And we’ll also use herbs in the kitchen. While this book explores a seasonal approach to herbal medicine, I couldn’t properly cover this topic without discussing the culinary applications and benefits of herbs. Herbalism isn’t something that we do. It’s a way of life, and this is expressed throughout our daily activities, including our meals. Food is medicine; therefore, through the proper lens, there is no separation between medicinal and culinary herbalism. Even the act of growing or gathering herbs is medicine for our body and spirit. If our goal is to nurture our relationships with these plants, then we must welcome them fully into our lives. Bringing herbs into our kitchen is an intimate and personal way to experience their unique flavors, textures, and fragrances. Not only do they enhance our meals, but the sensory experiences of chopping, smelling, and tasting these herbs also helps us know them better. And, ultimately, we get to know ourselves better, too. Be open to the sensations that working with herbs can create. How do you feel about the smells and flavors of the plants as you prepare them for a meal? In a way, the plants are communicating with you—if you’re willing to listen.

I’ve included dozens of recipes throughout these pages. And I tried to demonstrate as many techniques as possible while keeping the information accessible to herbalists of all skill levels. There are no overly complicated multistep instructions, but I did challenge myself to attempt new things and explore the herbs in fun and interesting ways. Of course, as with any collection of recipes, allow this to serve as your guide but don’t be limited by the work I’ve done. Explore these herbs in your own recipes and put your personal spin on any of my creations. Ultimately, this is your journey, and I’m thankful to be part of it.







Methodology: Preparing Herbal Products and Medicines

Here’s a brief explanation of the most common types and methods of herbal products and medicines we’ll make throughout this book.

[image: Image] Capsules

Herbs ground into a powder are packed into capsules for an easy and convenient way to measure and consume medicinal doses.

[image: Image] Distillation

Steam distillation is the process by which many essential oils are made. Essential oils are often added to topical herbal products for fragrance and functionality.

[image: Image] Extraction

Alcohol Extraction

Potent medicinals are made by infusing herbs in alc­ohol, which are often taken internally but can also be beneficial when applied topically.


Liniment: A liniment is an alcohol extraction made the same way as a tincture, using isopropyl alcohol. Liniments are for external use only. Never consume a liniment!




Tincture: A tincture is made by infusing herbs in ethyl alcohol, typically 100-proof alcohol, as this produces a potent extraction. Many herbalists use vodka to craft their tinctures but any style of alcohol will work. In this book, I use what’s known as the “folk method,” often using an herb to alcohol ratio of 1:2. Making a tincture can be as simple as combining the herbs and alcohol in a glass jar, capping, and labeling the jar, then letting the herbs steep for anywhere from 2 to 4 weeks before straining.



Glycerin Extraction

A glycerin extract is also like a tincture but made using glycerin as the solvent. This is a great option when making medicine for children or for people who choose to avoid alcohol.

Oil/Fat Extraction

This extraction method makes use of fat to extract the fat-soluble chemicals from the plant material. This can be as simple as combining herbs and oil in a glass jar, capping, and labeling the jar and letting it steep in a cool, dark place for 4 to 6 weeks. In some recipes, a slow cooker is used to make an oil extraction because heat expedites the process. These herb-infused oils can be used as is, or combined with beeswax and other ingredients to create a variety of topical products.


Salves: Perhaps the most common oil-based product, salves are made by combining herb-infused oils with beeswax in a double boiler. Slowly warm the oil and beeswax in the double boiler until the wax melts completely. Give a good stir to blend and pour the mixture in containers to cool. The basic ratio I recommend for crafting a salve is 1¼ ounces (by weight) beeswax for every 16 fluid ounces of oil (by volume).




Lotions: Lotions are like salves in that they involve the incorporation of beeswax and oil, but they also often include water. Once blended, lotions are light and emollient and are easily absorbed into the skin.




Balms and ointments: Balms and ointments are variations of salves, but call for different proportions of beeswax. Balms call for more wax, creating a stiffer product, whereas ointments use less beeswax and are therefore oilier, softer products.



Water Extraction


Decoction: Some parts of plants, such as roots, bark, and seeds, need to be boiled in water to facilitate the extraction process. This technique is known as decoction.




Infusion: The basic water infusion is a cup of hot herbal tea. The water-soluble chemicals are extracted from the plants creating a delicious beverage or a healing brew. We can also make more potent water extractions by letting herbs steep in water overnight in the refrigerator.




Poultice/compress: A topical application of herbs used for various skin issues. A poultice is made with herbs macerated in water whereas a compress is usually a hot water infusion applied to the skin with a cloth or bandage.




Steam: Hot water poured over herbs in a vessel will release a fragrant steam. Often, this steam is breathed in to soothe and heal respiratory complaints.




Syrup: Combine a water extraction with a sweetener, such as sugar or honey, to thicken the liquid and create a syrup.



Vinegar Extraction


Vinegar extractions are made much like tinctures, but they call for vinegar as the solvent. Because vinegar can react with metal, use plastic lids when making a vinegar extract or place parchment paper between the jar and metal lid to form a barrier. Typically, vinegar extracts steep for 2 to 4 weeks.



Honey Infusion


Herbs can be infused in honey to create sweet but potent medicinals. An herb-infused honey can be added to teas or used to make syrups and candies.




Oxymel: An oxymel is made by combining honey and vinegar. Either or both can be infused with herbs before blending the two into the oxymel. This sweet and sour concoction is a classic herbal medicine.
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Chapter 1

Spring
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The seeds we plant in spring will sustain us throughout the seasons.


Planning and Planting in the Season of Renewal



At long last, spring has returned! At our home in Michigan, the season is heralded by the many sights and sounds of life renewed. Whether it’s the chorus of spring peepers that serenades us every evening; the young, green plants pushing forth from the soil; or the migratory return of the somewhat eerie turkey vulture soaring overhead in search of its next meal, Mother Nature and her many creations are suddenly springing to life all around us. There’s certainly something special about this magical time. As the days slowly begin to lengthen and birdsong, once again, fills the morning air, the excitement is almost tangible as Nature breathes a collective sigh of relief. We’ve made it!

It’s also time for us herbalists to spring to life. After a winter of recuperation, reevaluating our past mistakes, and planning our future successes, now it is time to work. The soil must be prepared for planting and our wild plant friends are soon ready to be foraged. If we’re starting seeds indoors, we’ll need to gather lights, heat mats, and other equipment and determine the proper time to sow our precious seeds.

As soon as the weather begins to warm, I’m already outside, barefoot and ready to explore. One of my favorite morning activities this time of year is wandering the yard and garden with a cup of hot coffee or tea in hand, looking to see which herb friends will be the first to poke their green heads out of the soil. Valerian and echinacea always seem to be among the first perennial herbs to join the excitement, their new young leaves rising through the mass of dried flower stems still left from last year. We’ll trim those old stalks to make room for this year’s flowers and we’ll come back to visit these plants later in summer. I know the yard will soon be filled with the purple and yellow splashes of color that signal the return of our precious violets and dandelions. The harvest window for these flowers is short, and we’ll need to move quickly to harvest these vibrantly colorful and incredibly useful allies.

Spring is as exciting as it is volatile. The weather can change from cold and dreary to sunny and warm within hours. Sudden storms pop up, drenching Earth in cool raindrops while forming puddles in every low area of our yard. Heavy winds blow as if they’re trying to, literally, clear the area of any remnants of winter. Then, just as quickly as they arrived, they are gone, and we are once again delighted by the bright spring sunshine and the peaceful sounds of the birds.

And thunderstorms! There’s surely something to be said about the thunderous rumble and explosive light show of the first thunderstorm of the year. Nature is more than ready to return to this season of new life, and with this rowdy declaration, she’s letting us know it’s time to party!

Spring Planting

Spring is an exciting time, full of activity and renewal. Despite how busy I might be, it’s always satisfying to slow down and appreciate the moments that can otherwise fly by far too quickly. One spring garden chore that always helps me remain mindful is the planting of seeds. The smell and texture of the moist soil and the tiny little seeds just waiting to burst into life remind me that every moment is fleeting; by planting seeds, literally and figuratively, I’m connected to the seasons that have already passed as well as the seasons yet to come.

Successfully growing herbs from seeds requires only a bit of knowledge and a small amount of equipment. Each herb we want to grow may have different requirements for when and where to plant it but, for the most part, the process is the same for every one of them. Some herbs require that their seeds be stratified, or exposed to a period of cold temperature, to break their dormancy. This can be done indoors or, in some cases, by planting the seeds directly into the garden in autumn. Some herbs have a long germination period and need more time to grow than what we can offer them depending on the average first and last frost dates in our area—these plants need to be started indoors, under lights. Others can be planted straight into the garden in spring once the soil has thawed and reached the proper temperature for the seeds to germinate.

Just like people, each herb has its unique needs, and getting to know these plants is an important part of what an herbalist does. Sure, we can buy herbs online, and in some situations that might be the only choice. If we have the chance to grow our own, though, to become familiar with an herb’s life cycle, take advantage of that opportunity. There’s something special about cultivating herbs, planting the seeds, tending them throughout the season, and harvesting seed for next year’s crop from their spent flowers at the end of the year.

Spending time with our herbs as they move through the seasons of their life allows us to know these plants, and knowing the herbs in this intimate way opens the door to working with their medicine in ways that might not be possible otherwise. Herbalism, again, like everything else in life, is about relationships—relationships with ourselves, our community, and with the plants we work with. When we plant seeds in the soil, we foster a deeper relationship with the herbs. We’re with the plants, coaxing the young seedlings from seed and all the way through until the harvest that marks the end of their life. As a part of this sacred circle, we learn that we truly rely on each other to make the most of this time we share on Earth—and we do it together, one season at a time.

Scarification and Stratification: Breaking Seed Dormancy

There are occasions, when growing herbs in the garden, that the seeds we’re working with may need a bit of help to get going. The processes known as scarification and stratification are techniques we can use to simulate conditions the seeds would normally experience in the wild, experiences that are sometimes necessary for the seeds to germinate. This is most often the case with perennial and native plants, but replicating these situations artificially is a simple task.

Scarification

Scarification is a mechanical technique that softens or weakens the seed’s coat, or testa. In the wild, some seeds are exposed to conditions, such as freezing and thawing temperatures, the digestive system of an animal, or even fire, that weaken the seed coat. This makes it easier for the first emerging root of the plant (radicle) to break free from the hard seed coating. Since we are planting these seeds in our gardens, we’ll have to replicate this abrasion at home. There are several ways to do this, so choose the method that is easiest for you. Always wait to scarify your seeds until you are ready to plant, as the process will make the seeds more vulnerable to decay.

Soak the seeds in water. Allowing seeds to soak in room-temperature water, from overnight up to 24 hours, is an easy way to soften the seed coat. Be sure to remove the seeds from the water after 24 hours because soaking them too long will increase the chances they will become waterlogged and rot once planted.

Nick the seed coat with nail clippers. This technique is usually reserved for larger or very hard seeds, such as nasturtium or okra. Carefully nick the edge of the seed coat with a pair of nail clippers, creating a weak spot in the coating that the first root will be able to push through. Although this technique certainly works, I usually soak these seeds after nicking to soften the seed coat further.

Use sandpaper. Rubbing the seed coat with a fine-grit sandpaper is another way to improve germination of hard-coated seeds. This can be done by hand, but for larger quantities, you can reuse an old film canister to speed up the job. Just line the inside of the canister with sandpaper, add the seeds, and put on the lid. A few good shakes should complete the task.
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Some of our precious seeds need special treatment before they can sprout and grow in our gardens.


Some herb seeds that benefit from scarification include astragalus, hibiscus, licorice, marshmallow, morning glory, and nasturtium.

Stratification

Seeds that are produced and planted in the wild are exposed to the cold and moist weather of winter. This exposure breaks the seeds’ dormancy, allowing them to germinate and begin growth in spring when temperatures are more hospitable. For some herbs, we’ll need to replicate this process with a technique known as stratification. Simply put, we are exposing the seeds to a period of cooler temperatures in a moist environment. The easiest way to do this is to mimic what happens in the wild simply by planting the seeds outdoors in late autumn. If you are unsure of where you’d like to plant your seeds, or you’d like to keep a better eye on them until spring, you can stratify your seeds indoors with minimal effort or equipment.

You will need a moist medium, such as coconut coir, peat moss, or sand. For larger seeds, simply add them to the moist medium in a sealed plastic bag or other closed container. Smaller seeds can be planted at the appropriate depth in seed-starting trays and covered with the medium.

Place the plastic bag or container in your refrigerator for 1 to 3 months, checking occasionally to ensure the medium is still moist, but not overly wet.

Once planting season arrives, remove the seeds from storage and plant them in pots, or direct sow, if appropriate. For seeds planted in trays, place them under lights until they are ready to transplant outside.

Some herbs that benefit from cold stratification include echinacea, goldenrod, lemon balm, stinging nettles, and yarrow.



[image: Image] Arnica

Arnica spp.

The bold, bright, yellow flowers of Arnica begin to appear in mid-spring, scattering their cheerful colors around meadows and open forest floors. This glorious spring bloom is a sight to behold! That is, if you’re lucky enough to live in an area that wild arnica chooses to call home.

The arnica species most people are likely familiar with is Arnica montana, a European native that thrives in high elevations up to 9000 feet above sea level. Uses for this herb have been well documented in herbal literature. In North America, there are a handful of arnica species available to the forager, although, much like their European cousins, they typically reside in high-altitude areas in the western and northern parts of the continent.

Here in Michigan, there is one wild species of arnica, Arnica cordifolia, also known as heartleaf arnica. Its habitat is limited to the northernmost areas of the state and the plant is considered endangered and so is under legal protection. This means that not only do I miss out on the excitement of spring’s annual arnica flower show, but I’m also unable to gather this valuable herb from the wild; if I want to work with arnica, I need to cultivate it in my garden.

For the Apothecary

Arnica has a long history of medicinal use, specifically as a topical treatment for pain, swelling, and bruising. It stimulates blood flow, which helps eliminate pain and reduce swelling when applied to the inflamed area. Arnica can be infused in oil or tinctured; both methods of extraction result in potent topical remedies. I like to use arnica oil as the base of a lotion recipe. This easy-to-make lotion is soft, luxurious, and quickly absorbed into the skin, promptly easing any discomfort.

In the Kitchen

Due to the presence of the chemical helenalin, arnica is not generally considered safe for consumption. Although Leung’s Encyclopedia of Common Natural Ingredients Used in Food, Drugs, and Cosmetics states that arnica is sometimes used in very small quantities (0.02 to 0.08 percent) in products such as baked goods, beverages, candy, and frozen desserts, I think it’s best to stick to topical medicinal uses for this amazing herb.
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Growing and Gathering

Arnica begins blooming in mid-spring and continues until midsummer. The flowers can be harvested anytime during this period. While the European arnica is used most, and is considered to be the most potent, North American arnicas are certainly viable options if they are available to you. If you are lucky enough to live in an area where arnica grows, work with this herb but be responsible about harvesting it. Thanks to the internet, the use of arnica for pain relief has become quite widespread among modern herbalists, and this has affected wild populations of this herb.

If I choose to work with this plant, I need to either grow it in my garden or purchase it from a supplier. Both options are reasonable, but they also present their own challenges.

My garden sits approximately 630 feet above sea level. Arnica montana grows best at elevations between 1500 and 7500 feet. Although it isn’t impossible for me to grow this herb, it certainly wouldn’t perform as well as I would like. My best bet would be to plant Arnica chamissonis, also known as meadow arnica. Although still an alpine herb, meadow arnica is less elevation dependent than other species and would be most likely to produce well in my garden. Meadow arnica is also said to be equally as effective as European arnica. The trick to growing arnica is to plant the seeds on the surface of the soil because they need light to germinate. Keep the soil watered well until the seeds sprout, then transplant your arnica into a full-sun area.

If you need to purchase arnica, try to support local suppliers whenever possible. There are also several online sources for herbs. Take the time to confirm the species of the plant you are purchasing online. Due to their popularity and specific growing conditions, arnica flowers can get quite expensive.

There are some lower-cost alternatives offered online, including Mexican arnica, but you do get what you pay for. Mexican arnica is a completely different genus, Heterotheca inuloides, and although it is sometimes used as a topical for pain relief, it’s not nearly as potent as true arnica. [image: Image]
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Like many members of the Asteraceae family, arnica flowers transform into fluffy bristles when they mature.



Arnica Lotion

Makes 1 cup

I prefer sunflower oil for this recipe. It’s a light-bodied oil that quickly penetrates the skin. Feel free to substitute, if needed. Some alternatives might include coconut, olive, or grapeseed oil. First, we need to create our herb-infused oil. For this we’ll combine equal parts dried arnica flowers and oxeye daisy flowers. To make 2 cups of oil, I recommend about 1/2 cup of each flower. Once your oil has steeped for 4 to 6 weeks, strain it, and you’re ready to make the lotion.

½ cup herb-infused sunflower oil

1 tablespoon beeswax

½ cup distilled water or strong peppermint tea

In a double boiler over low heat, combine the infused oil and beeswax. Heat, stirring, until the beeswax is melted and the ingredients are fully blended. Pour the mixture into a large bowl and let cool to room temperature. Once cooled, pour in the distilled water and mix with an immersion blender, or by hand with a whisk, until creamy. Scoop the lotion into a glass jar with a lid and label the jar. Massage the lotion into sore and tired muscles, as needed. Sealed and refrigerated, the lotion will keep for 1 to 2 months.

Arnica Topical Spray

Makes 1 cup

I also like to include arnica in a topical spray that does wonders for soothing and cooling sunburned skin. In this recipe, arnica partners with aloe vera and chamomile to create a refreshing topical tonic—exactly what your skin needs after a long day at the beach or out working in the garden. We’ll infuse our flowers in apple cider vinegar and that will become the base of the spray. To make 1 cup of infused vinegar, use 1 full tablespoon of each herb. Let the vinegar steep in the refrigerator for a couple weeks before straining out the herbs and making the spray.

½ cup infused apple cider vinegar

½ cup distilled water or witch hazel (I recommend witch hazel. I also recommend homemade, but if you purchase witch hazel, look for a product that does not include isopropyl alcohol, as this can be quite drying to the skin.)

1 tablespoon aloe vera gel (see here for harvesting information)

In a small bowl, stir together all the ingredients until blended thoroughly. Pour the tonic into a spray bottle and label the bottle. Spray liberally on exposed skin after sun exposure. Stored at room temperature, your spray will keep for 2 to 3 weeks.
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Dried arnica and oxeye daisy flowers infused in sunflower oil
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Calendula officinalis

With brightly colored flowers speckled across our garden beds like little bursts of sunshine, calendula cheerfully greets us as we begin the transition from spring into summer. I’ll quickly pinch off the first few flower petals I see and give them a nibble. Calendula’s tangy, slightly bitter flavor awakens the taste buds, and I just can’t help but smile.

Calendula is native to western Europe and the Mediterranean region, although the exact origin of this species is unknown. It’s widely believed that Calendula officinalis was developed in cultivation somewhere in southern Europe. The herb has become increasingly popular in gardens around the world for its vibrant flowers as well as its multitude of uses. It’s easy to grow, even in small spaces. I recommend growing calendula to anyone who can.

Older literature regarding calendula describes it mostly as a culinary plant, or refers to its extensive history in folk magic. One of the common names for calendula is pot marigold, a callback to its use as an ingredient in soups and stews. Despite this, calendula is also a valuable medicinal herb, excellent for calming irritated skin conditions and other inflammation issues.

For the Apothecary

The soft, soothing nature of calendula makes it an excellent ally for protecting and healing our skin from the intensity of the summer sun or the harshness of winter’s cold air. Dried calendula petals can be infused in oil and crafted into a gentle emollient lotion or balm to apply to rashes and itchy or dry skin. Add plantain leaves to the formula to create a very effective cream for diaper rash.

Protect your lips from winter’s dry, harsh air with calendula. I combine the herb with chickweed in a lip balm recipe that is sure to keep your lips soft and smooth. Blend two parts oil with one part beeswax. I also like to add a little shea butter to make it extra smooth. To fill 10 lip balm tubes, in a double boiler over low heat, combine 2 tablespoons herb-infused oil, 1 ½ tablespoons beeswax, and 1 tablespoon shea butter. Heat until the shea butter and beeswax are melted and well blended. Pour the mixture into lip balm tubes and let cool.

[image: Image]
Since calendula is anti-inflammatory and antibacterial, the herb can also be used for cuts, scratches, and minor abrasions. This could be in the form of a salve, made with dried flowers, or by utilizing fresh petals to craft a poultice. The same poultice can be used as an effective remedy for eczema.

Tea brewed from calendula has a mild, peppery flavor. This brew will calm an upset stomach, boost the immune system, and is a useful remedy to help soothe a sore, scratchy throat. Add calendula to your tea whenever you need to fight off a cold. A simple wellness tea can include calendula flowers, lemon balm, and ginger.

A tincture of calendula is useful for internal and topical use. Taken as a tonic, calendula tincture promotes healthy liver function and stimulates the immune system. The tincture can be diluted in tea or water and drunk to help with digestive issues. Topically, calendula tincture is an excellent treatment for acne, especially when combined with chamomile flowers. For this formula, use equal parts dried calendula and chamomile flowers steeped in 100-proof alcohol for at least 4 weeks. Use the tincture as a spot treatment on breakouts.

In the Kitchen

The entire aerial portion of the calendula plant is edible, although I find the flowers much more palatable than the greens. Calendula leaves taste very green and rather bitter. The best way to use the leaves is to steam them and incorporate them into a soup to help balance their strong flavor. Feel free to try them fresh, but I have a feeling you’ll agree with me.

[image: Image]
The peppery flavor of calendula flowers pairs well with the sweetness of honey.


A lovely tea can be brewed using calendula’s fresh or dried flowers. The flavor is light and pairs well with more boldly flavored herbs such as peppermint, rosemary, or tulsi. Try a calendula and lemon balm iced tea for a tasty, late-spring refreshment.

The delicate petals of calendula’s flowers can be enjoyed in salads, in eggs, or incorporated into pasta dough. They can be used to color sauces, cheeses, and egg dishes. Calendula flowers are sometime referred to as “poor person’s saffron” and they are often used as a substitute for this expensive spice in recipes.

Growing and Gathering

Growing calendula is easy, making it the perfect herb for beginning gardeners. The seeds can be sown directly into the garden after any danger of frost has passed, or started indoors up to 6 weeks before your last frost date and then transplanted outside. Calendula thrives in full sun but will still produce well in a partial-shade area. I love calendula so much that I’ll dedicate an entire raised bed or row in the garden to growing it every year, but I’ll also tuck a few plants in here and there in the garden if I find an opening. They do well near cucumbers, lettuce and other greens, and tomatoes.

[image: Image]
Calendula is commonly infused in oil and made into a salve that is perfect for soothing inflamed skin conditions.


Harvest flowers regularly to encourage plants to continue blooming. Calendula prefers cooler weather and flowering may slow in the peak heat of summer, but production will pick up again when autumn’s weather appears. Established plants are somewhat frost tolerant and calendula will keep producing until killed by a hard freeze. Be sure to let some flowers mature so you can gather seeds for next year. In areas with mild winters, calendula will readily reseed itself, but at our farm in Michigan, the seeds rarely survive our cold temperatures.

Harvest the flowers by simply popping them off the stem by hand. They can be dried as is, or the petals can be removed from the sepals (the green part at the base of the flower) before being laid out on screens to dry. [image: Image]
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Soft and sticky calendula flowers are quite cold tolerant and will bloom until killed by a hard freeze.



Calendula Tea

Serves 1

This gentle tea is perfect for soothing the spirit and strengthening the body at the onset of sickness. And it tastes wonderful!

2 teaspoons dried calendula flowers (double the amount if using fresh petals)

1 ½ teaspoons dried lemon balm leaves

1 teaspoon dried ginger granules (double the amount if using fresh, finely chopped ginger)

Boiling water, for steeping

In a reusable tea ball, combine all of the ingredients and place in a cup. Pour boiling water over the herbs. Let steep for 5 minutes. Enjoy!

Calendula Butter Sauce

Makes about 2 cups

Calendula’s bright and mildly spicy flavor elevates a creamy butter sauce. Enjoy this rich and tangy sauce over pasta, steamed vegetables such as asparagus or broccoli, or grilled fish or chicken. Top the dish with finely chopped fresh parsley and garnish with fresh calendula petals.

2 or 3 shallots and/or garlic cloves

1 tablespoon olive oil

½ cup dry white wine

2 tablespoons fresh lemon juice

½ cup heavy cream

⅛ cup fresh calendula petals (dried petals work too, but fresh flowers create a more vibrantly colored sauce)

1 cup (2 sticks) cold butter, cut into 1-inch pieces

¼ cup shredded Parmesan cheese (optional)

1 tablespoon all-purpose flour (optional)

1 tablespoon butter (optional)

In a saucepan over medium heat, sauté the shallots and/or garlic in olive oil until soft, about 10 minutes. Pour in the white wine and lemon juice and cook until reduced by half. Stir in the heavy cream and calendula. Simmer for 2 to 3 minutes.

For a smooth sauce, strain the sauce through a fine-mesh sieve and discard the solids. Return the sauce to the pan. Slowly add the cold butter while constantly whisking until all the butter is incorporated. You can further thicken the sauce by stirring in the Parmesan, if you like, or with flour: In a small bowl, mash together 1 tablespoon all-purpose flour and 1 tablespoon butter and then stir this mixture into the sauce. This technique will keep the flour from clumping.

[image: Image]
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Stellaria media

The Latin name of this herb, Stellaria media (“amongst the stars”), perfectly describes chickweed’s small, white, star-shaped flowers that begin blooming atop their weak, slender stems in early to mid-spring and then again in autumn. Chickweed is enjoyed by people and bees alike as an early edible springtime delight. Although the bees are after the sweet nectar, I’m more interested in the tender stems and leaves. Our chickens also get excited about a tasty chickweed treat, so I’m sure to throw a handful or two into their run for them to enjoy.

This herb can be found in most places around the world, growing in fields, lawns, and disturbed soils. Some people consider chickweed nothing more than just another common garden “weed.” If by weed, they mean an incredibly useful and delicious herb that takes care of itself and reseeds every year...then, I agree. Gather this herb while you can, enjoy it in your kitchen, and make good use of it in your apothecary. And leave some for the bees!

These are small plants that do take some looking for, but once you find a patch, you should be able to harvest from the same area for years to come. In warmer areas, chickweed is a perennial, but it grows as an annual, reseeding itself yearly, even in places with harsh, cold winters.

For the Apothecary

Chickweed is a cooling herb. She is soft and gentle. Her anti-inflammatory nature makes her an ideal choice for soothing a burn or other hot, irritated skin issues. Chickweed can quickly be made into a poultice by tossing it into a blender with a small amount of water and then applied where needed to help relieve a sunburn. Including a bit of white vinegar in the mix will bring an additional cooling component to the poultice. Chickweed’s demulcent properties also lend themselves well to use in a tea to soothe a scratchy, dry throat. Demulcent herbs are soothing and mucilaginous. Their silky nature helps soothe and protect inflamed tissue. Blend chickweed with chamomile and lemon balm for a refreshing and relaxing herbal tea: Use equal parts of all three herbs, steep for 5 minutes, and add honey to sweeten.

[image: Image]
Chickweed can also be infused in oil and applied topically to soothe itchy, dry skin. A chickweed salve works well on bug bites, burns, minor scratches, and rashes. Add a small amount of chickweed-infused oil to your lip balm recipe for its gentle, softening qualities.

Freshly harvested chickweed can be tinctured in any 100-proof alcohol. The tincture can also be made from dried herbs, if necessary, but fresh plant material yields a more potent product. This antibacterial tincture can be used topically as a first-aid measure on cuts and scratches. It’s also quite beneficial as a spot treatment for acne.

Blending chickweed with nettles and red clover flowers will create a flavorful and powerful daily tonic. Tincture or brew these herbs overnight in a strong water infusion and enjoy daily for their anti-inflammatory and nutritive qualities.

In the Kitchen

The leaves and flowers of chickweed have a delicate, somewhat sweet flavor. They can be cooked— steamed, tossed into soups, or given a light sauté—but eat chickweed raw whenever possible. It’s delicious! Collect the young sprouts and put them on sandwiches and in wraps. Use chickweed as the base of a spring salad, with some violets and young dandelion greens, tossed with a bit of olive oil and fresh lemon juice. You can even chop fresh chickweed and use it to garnish a meal, just like parsley.

If you are going to cook chickweed (which is probably best for older plants, otherwise they’ll be quite bitter), toss it in with nettles and dandelion greens. They add a mild, sweet flavor. I also enjoy chickweed in eggs—either throw the herb into a scramble or, with a quick sauté, add the tasty greens to an omelet.

Harvest some fresh chickweed from the garden while you are out doing morning chores. Rinse it off, if need be, with the hose or inside at the kitchen sink. Toss it into a jar, add some parsley, cucumber, and lemon, if you have it, and a shot of apple cider vinegar. Fill the jar with hot water, cap it, and let it sit in the fridge until late afternoon. If it happens to be a particularly warm spring afternoon, you can enjoy this drink over ice. It’s a refreshing way to stay hydrated and replenish the vitamins and minerals your body needs to stay healthy.

Growing and Gathering

Chickweed loves full sun and can often be found growing in lawns, gardens, and landscaped areas. The plants typically emerge in late autumn and flower the following spring. Chickweed is an annual herb, but in warmer areas it behaves more like a short-lived perennial plant. It’s important to identify chickweed properly before harvesting as it does have an herbal look-alike—mouse-ear chickweed, or Cerastium
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