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  Author’s Note


  I have written this book to introduce readers to the remarkable qualities of lavender as a healer, relaxer, decoration and ingredient in home care and cooking. Its fascinating history goes back almost to the time when records began and helps to show just why the herb is held in such high esteem by people all over the world.


  You will learn to grow and love lavender for all its aesthetic, healthful and delicious properties, and come to appreciate it in the garden, in the natural pharmacy and in the kitchen.


  Philippa Waring

  November 1996


  
    PART 1

    The Story of

    Lavender

  


  
    Chapter 1

    Nature’s Great Restorer


  


  To many people, lavender is just a typical plant of the cottage garden – fragrant and attractive to look at when in full summer bloom. Yet it is also a herb of hidden qualities, with a whole variety of uses to which it can be put in everyday life, health care and even the culinary arts. It is a constant source of surprise, too, as an accidental discovery by a French chemist in 1927 revealed: not only was a new element added to its list of properties, but a form of health treatment was born which now has followers all over the world.


  That morning René-Maurice Gattefossé was working in his family’s perfumery business, testing the essential oils of a number of plants used in the manufacture of the company’s products. It was a study that had engaged his attention for several years and had already led to a number of advances in the techniques of distillation and blending. As the chemist worked at his bench a sudden explosion rocked the laboratory. Gattefossé fell back with a cry of pain, clutching at one of his hands which had been badly burned. Almost without thinking, as he later recounted, he thrust the injured hand into the nearest liquid, a container of pure lavender oil. The relief was almost instantaneous, and in the days that followed Gattefossé watched with mounting fascination and interest as his hand healed swiftly and cleanly, leaving no trace of a scar.


  By the end of the week the conclusion was inescapable: lavender oil had the power to heal burns. The scientist in Gattefossé made him wonder if any of the other essential oils used in the business had similar healing powers which could make them as effective as, perhaps even more than, their chemical equivalents. He knew well enough from his study that these oils – odoriferous liquid components from aromatic plants, trees and grasses which had been extracted by steam distillation – were sometimes known as ‘ethereal oils’ because when they were left in the open air they evaporated without trace and as if by magic. But there was nothing supernatural about what he had stumbled upon, and Gattefossé was convinced that if he could substantiate the fact by further experimentation, a whole new branch of therapeutic treatment might be opened up. Later that year he wrote in what would become a landmark book:


  
    Doctors and chemists will be surprised at the range of odoriferous substances which may be used medically and at the great variety of their chemical functions. Beside the antiseptic and antimicrobial properties of which use is currently made, the essential oils are also antitoxic and antiviral, they have a powerful energising effect and possess an undeniable cicatrising property. In the future their role will be even greater.

  


  Gattefossé’s words could hardly have been more prophetic. Nor was his contribution quite finished, because in order to describe this use to which essential oils might be put in health care he coined the term ‘aromatherapy’, which he also used as the title for his book, published the following year. Today, anyone who practises this branch of complementary medicine should be aware of the debt they owe to the humble lavender plant.


  It is probably true to say that most modern gardens of any size contain at least one lavender bush. Some, like my grandmother’s, have a whole range of different varieties: I remember that hers looked especially beautiful in the summer months with their purple, blue and pink flowers scenting the garden with their unique, sweet fragrance. The old lady, who died when well into her eighties, had a special fondness for the herb and throughout her home the evidence was there for all to see.


  In the winter, for example, she took full advantage of her summer crop of lavender to perfume her little cottage with bunches of the flowers that hung in posies in a number of the rooms. She also used the dried flowers in embroidered lavender bags which kept her cupboards and drawers sweet-smelling and free of moths and other insects. In the bathroom cabinet she had a small, dark blue bottle marked ‘Lavender Oil’ which she used for emergencies. When, one day, I was stung by a wasp, a couple of drops which she administered to my swollen arm quickly brought relief and stopped my tears. She made up lavender water to cool and refresh herself on hot days, and dab on the neck and hem of her dress so that she seemed to waft through life trailing an unmistakable aroma. When she kissed me, the fragrance of lavender stayed in my nostrils for hours afterwards.


  My grandmother also brewed lavender tea which she said was good for headaches and stopped you from worrying, and that would make you live longer. She used cooking apples and lavender to make jars of jelly conserve which tasted absolutely delicious on fresh bread or toast. Occasionally, I remember, she would even hum a little rhyme as she cleaned the house:


  
    Velvet gown and dainty fur

    Should be laid in lavender,

    For its sweetness drives away

    Fretting moths of silver grey.

  


  The mere aroma of lavender, she once confided to me as we sat in her kitchen on a bleak winter morning, provided her with a constant reminder of the drowsy, fragrant days of summer. Not surprisingly, it was from her that I first began to learn some of the secrets of this extraordinary plant and its remarkable properties, as healer, household aid and cookery ingredient. Those properties have made it a boon to mankind since the days of Ancient Rome.


  The lavender plant belongs to the family Labiatae and is of the genus Lavandula , indicating that the flowers are tubular and lipped, although they vary in shape and appearance. The range of its varieties is enormous: some types are no more than little shrubs while others form tall and impressive growths as much as five feet high. Because of this, lavender may be grown in solitary splendour, in small groups, or as a hedge to border the garden.


  [image: ]


  The plant is a xerophyte, which means that it is especially adept at thriving in dry conditions. The coarse, greyish leaves are the giveaway of this quality – the greyness actually being a mass of tiny white hairs which are there to hold moisture within the plant. In an article in The Times about the climatic changes taking place in Britain, with the country becoming more Mediterranean, it was reported that tests carried out by the Henry Doubleday Research Association in its gardens at Ryton near Coventry and Yalding near Maidstone, Kent, had revealed that lavender was ‘high on the list of plants that can survive drought and still flower plentifully’. This is because it has evolved a strategy to deal with the sun and the consequent risk of desiccation. In addition it has an extensive root system which can go as deep as 75 cm (2ft 6ins).


  Originally, of course, lavender grew only in the wild, and it was from its wild form that mankind first began to learn of its herbal benefits. Subsequent interbreeding of the species has produced plants with colours ranging from deepest purple through the traditional ‘lavender’ to the palest shades of pink and white, and with many different types of leaf shape and texture.


  Although for a time in recent years lavender was considered old-fashioned, with a fragrance that harked back to Victorian times (as exemplified by the term ‘lavender and old lace’), it is now enjoying a new wave of popularity, not just as a perfume but also as a flavouring and decoration. Cultivation and hybridisation are also constantly producing new varieties with different benefits.


  England and France are probably the two countries most readily associated with the cultivation of lavender – in the UK in Norfolk and the Cotswolds, and across the Channel mainly between Orange and Grasse – but it is also grown in quite a number of other countries. Although I would not claim the list to be definitive, I know that it is to be found in Germany, Holland, Belgium, Spain, Portugal, Italy, Hungary, Bulgaria, Romania, Algeria, Morocco and Turkey, as well as the United States, Canada, Russia, China, Japan and Australia. Indeed, during the course of writing this book I found myself consulting dictionaries of several different languages to find the common name of the herb in each country. Those which remain fixed in my mind include Lavande (France), Lavanda (Italy), Lavendel (Germany), Lavendel (Holland), Espliego (Spain) and, most curious of all, Alfazema in Portugal.


  Lavender is still found growing wild in many parts of the Mediterranean region on dry, warm slopes, as far east as Greece, and it can be spotted sporadically as high up as the tree limit – about 1,707 metres (5,600 feet) – on some mountains like the Maritime Alps. In Germany there is even an area between Bingen and Kreuznach where it is so widespread that the local people call the region the ‘Lavender Mountain’.


  One cannot help wondering if this place was a source of inspiration for the expression ‘being in lavender’ as opposed to the more famous term which refers to clover. In one of the early editions of that wonderful reference book, Dictionary of Phrase and Fable , compiled by the admirable Ebenezer Cobham Brewer almost 150 years ago, I found this entry:‘ Laid up in lavender , i.e. taken great care of, laid away, as women put things away in lavender to keep off moths. Things in pawn, or persons in hiding, are said to be in lavender.’


  The properties of lavender in either its essential oil form or as dried flowers are such that over the years it has been prescribed for all manner of ailments – some of these suggestions being vaguely practical while the rest are outlandish, to say the least. For example, I have found it recommended for the bite of a mad dog, to exorcise ghosts and prevent pregnancy, and even to cure baldness! More realistic is the entry in that vade mecum of natural medicine, Nicholas Culpeper’s Complete Herbal , which I referred to at an early point in my research. A nineteenth-century edition comments:


  
    Lavender is of special good use for all the griefs and pains of the head and brains that proceed of a cold cause, as the apoplexy, falling sickness, the sluggish malady, cramps, convulsions, palsies and often faintings. It strengtheneth the stomach, and freeth the liver and spleen from obstructions, provoketh women’s courses and expelleth the child and afterbirth. The flowers of lavender, steeped in wine, helpeth them that are troubled with the wind, or colic, if the places be bathed therewith. A decoction made with flowers of Lavender, Horehound, Fennel and Asparagus roots, with a little cinnamon, is very profitably used to help the falling sickness, and the giddiness or turning of the brain. To gargle the mouth with the decoction thereof is good against the toothache. Two spoonfuls of the distilled water of the flowers taken, helpeth them that have lost their voice, as also the tremblings and passions of the heart, and faintings and swoonings, not only being drunk, but applied to the temples, or the nostrils to be smelt into. But it is not safe to use it where the body is repleat with blood and humours, because of the hot and subtle spirits wherewith it is possessed. The oil used with the Oil of Spike is of a fierce and piercing quality, and ought to be carefully used, a very few drops being sufficient for inward or outward maladies.

  


  Research into the lavender plant has progressed a long way since Culpeper wrote those lines in about 1653; while many of his cures are still relevant in more modern versions, we now know a lot more about the herb, although the central mystery of just why it does what it does still eludes researchers. Henry Head, the managing director of Norfolk Lavender at Heacham, who has been very helpful to me in the writing of this book, explained, ‘It is precisely because we are not sure which are the active ingredients in lavender that are said to help in stress relief, skin care and the like, that we are instituting research.’


  The flowers of the lavender contain approximately 12 per cent tannin as well as up to 3 per cent ethereal oils ( oleum lavandulae ). The principal constituents of the oils are linalyl and geranyl esters, geranial, linalool and a little coumarin. (Essential oils in general have complex molecular structures and may contain up to several hundred different natural chemicals which, when the oils are mixed in appropriate blends, are said to have tremendous therapeutic potential.)


  Because the glands or calyx containing the oil are easily accessible at the base of each floret, extracting it is most efficiently achieved by distillation. In this process, the flowers are packed tightly into a still and steam is forced through them. The heat causes the glands to burst open and the oil mixes with the steam. A cooling process then returns the vapours to their liquid state and the pale yellow lavender oil separates from the water and can be collected. I shall be describing this process more fully later in the book.


  However, since most people are likely to buy lavender oil ready-bottled, this is perhaps a suitable point at which to offer a few words of advice before anyone gets too carried away with the idea of putting it to work in any of the different uses discussed in the following pages:


  
    	1 Only buy lavender oil of the highest quality from a reputable supplier (there are already quite a number of cheaper and inferior brands creeping onto the market). Ensure that it is sold in a small brown glass bottle and that the label is marked with the words ‘Pure Essential Oil’ and the precise amount of the contents.


    	2 Store the oil (or any blend of essential oils that you have prepared from instructions) in a cool, dark place, as heat, light and air can spoil its healing properties – 18°C (65°F) is ideal. And do make sure that the bottle top is always tightly secured.


    	3 Essential oils are extremely concentrated and should always be used carefully. Most must be diluted in a carrier oil for such uses as skin care and massage.


    	4 In most instances, only a few drops of lavender oil should be used at any one time, and these should be dispensed by an eye-dropper or pipette. Keep the bottle away from the reach of small children!


    	5 If lavender oil is correctly stored it will keep for several years, but if it is mixed with other oils these should not be used after nine months.

  


  Lavender can be used in various medical and therapeutic ways in compresses and lotions, in baths, oil burners or neat as an instant form of first aid. Its qualities may be categorised as analgesic (relieving pain), antidepressant, anti-inflammatory, antiseptic, anti-spasmodic, carminative (relieving flatulence), cicatrisant (healing of wounds), deodorant, diuretic, emmenagogue (stimulating blood flow in the pelvic area and uterus), expectorant, hypotensive, nervine (soothing the nerves) and sedative. No mean list, and the problems which it can help to combat are these:


  
    	Breathing . Because lavender is an antiseptic it can kill micro-organisms, and it is also an expectorant which facilitates the break-up of catarrh. It can help fight colds, throat infections, coughs, sinusitis and flu.


    	Circulation . The oil is a sedative and hypotensive and can reduce high blood pressure and palpitations. As a diuretic, lavender is said to have a particular affinity with the kidneys and promotes the flow of urine.


    	Deodorant . The antiseptic and cleansing qualities fight sweat while the fragrance of lavender combats body odour. Preparations with lavender can be used by both men and women.


    	Digestion . Use of lavender, which is a carminative and cleanser, will help indigestion, flatulence and nausea and alleviate bad breath and toothache.


    	Emotion . With its antidepressant and sedative qualities, lavender can help to lift depression, ease stress and anxiety, and is useful in overcoming headaches, migraine and insomnia. The nervine in it is a tonic for nervous disorders.


    	Gynaecological . Lavender has a calming influence, can ease premenstrual and menopausal symptoms, and is helpful in promoting menstrual regularity and curing thrush. Because it is a mild emmenagogue which can induce or stimulate the menstrual flow, it should be avoided for the first seven months of pregnancy.


    	Insomnia . The sedative quality of lavender can induce sleep and ease problems of insomnia, restlessness and agitation, particularly in the old with whom it is said to have fewer side-effects than prescribed drugs.


    	Muscular . As an analgesic, anti-inflammatory and anti-spasmodic, the oil is good for muscular aches, pains, sprains, rheumatism spasms and cramp.


    	Skin . Because lavender is an antiseptic, anti-inflammatory and a cicatrisant, it promotes the formation of scar tissue and can ease burns, insect bites and sunburn, as well as clearing up acne, boils, eczema and dandruff.

  


  Throughout my research for this book, I have been constantly surprised at the versatility of the plant, the many uses to which it can be put, and the enormous pleasure it can give to gardeners, herbalists and cooks – not to mention the increasing amount of attention it has been getting in the British national press as its qualities have come under discussion.


  In September 1995, for example, The Observer revealed that lavender oil was being used as part of a course of aromatherapy, funded by Age Concern and the Kingston and Richmond Health Authority, to ease the symptoms of Alzheimer’s disease in a group of 50 elderly people in the district. During a six-month period regular massage with essential oils had worked wonders in cutting back their dependence on medication and had boosted their general health, mobility and sense of well-being. Several reported that their limbs were less painful, they were less depressed and were sleeping a great deal better. ‘The smell of lavender oil is especially lovely,’ one woman declared, ‘and it’s even cleared up my chest.’


  Two months later, in a major article on job-related stress in The Mail on Sunday , alternative practitioner Hamida Bellenie stated that, for instant relief, ‘people should keep a small bottle of famous stress-beaters such as lavender essential oil on their desks and use them when the going gets tough.’ (The Japanese, I am told, have take this idea a step further: in some buildings lavender-scented air is being pumped directly into offices via the air-conditioning in order to beat stress and help maintain concentration.)


  A few weeks later the Daily Mail devoted a whole page to what it called ‘the scented soothers from nature’s own medicine chest’. In the course of this it said that lavender, ‘often used in de-stressing treatments, also acts as a great tonic for tired skin – boosting lymphatic circulation while temporarily firming and tightening the surface cells.’ Then, in March 1996, The Independent on Sunday went even further, declaring that ‘lavender oil is said by aromatherapists to be the most relaxing essence available to the public.’


  The media have also become increasingly interested in the research being conducted in scientific establishments like Warwick University, into the specific effects of certain essential oils on the mind and central nervous system. Yet with all the technical wizardry of EEC machines and the like, they have actually only been able to confirm what many have known about lavender for centuries – that it has a predominantly sedative and antidepressant effect. What is perhaps more enlightening is the suggestion coming from one or two experts in the field of alternative medicine, that what makes flower oil remedies work may be the plant’s own energy which functions on a ‘vibrational’ level within the body. However, this theory is admittedly difficult to prove: a plant’s energy cannot be detected in the way that pain-killing ingredients can.


  In the United States it is being suggested that lavender’s rising popularity is due to a combination of its scent and the effect it has upon the personality of people. Annette Green of the charmingly named Fragrance Foundation has been quoted as saying, ‘The future of fragrance lies with aromachology, the science of creating fragrant products which have a tangible effect on the psyche as well as smelling great.’


  What might almost be described as an attempt to put this into effect was the launch in Paris in July 1996 of a lavender-based scent, ‘A Year in Provence’, inspired by the best-selling books of Peter Mayle about his life in that beautiful area of France. The perfumer behind the product, Agnes Costa, explained, ‘We wanted to recreate the smell of clean white linen drying in the Provençal sunshine surrounded by fields of lavender.’ The cologne, which contains a mixture of lavender and white musk, is intended for both men and women.


  Although certain perfume manufacturers, scientists and others in the field of commerce may try to present lavender as the new fashion of the moment, it has had its admirers for centuries. In the past, a great many men and women have realised the potential of the plant and added to our store of knowledge – people like the Head family who run Norfolk Lavender in Heacham (of which more later); Joan Head (no relation) of Clipston-on-the-Wolds near Keyworth, Nottinghamshire, who grows lavender and publishes a magazine devoted to the plant, The Lavender Bag ; David and Elizabeth Christie of Jersey Lavender with their impressive gardens full of different varieties; and Natalie Hodgson who operated the only pick-your-own lavender farm in the country at Astley Abbotts near Bridgnorth in Shropshire. Started in 1989, Mrs Hodgson’s lavender fields now attract thousands of visitors each year, who are provided with scissors and allowed to cut as much as they like. What is left at the end of August is sold for distilling into essential oil.


  Lavender, as the reader will discover, is a hardy, fragrant and valuable plant with a colourful history and almost limitless potential. But it also offers a unique and intensely personal experience. If you want to know what I mean, just smell the flowers when they are in bloom, or rub some of the dried heads between your fingers, or just tip a few drops of the oil into your bath. The aroma and feeling of relaxation that will envelop you are living proof of the spell lavender has woven over mankind since time immemorial.




End of sample
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