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INTRODUCTION
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My first encounter with herbs was very early in my childhood when I crawled out of the kitchen door to nose into a clump of mint. Since then my appreciation of herbs has grown, and so has the repertoire of herbs that I grow. I know, use and love herbs as they grow through each season. I have grown herbs in containers, in hanging baskets, on patios, allotments and now, in Suffolk, have a half-acre garden where herbs predominate. There is a circular culinary wheel, an informal herb potager, and through the rest of the garden herbs play an important role as attractive plants in herbaceous borders.

I love the taste of mint and have two collections of these aromatic but invasive plants. In an old enamel footbath, with holes drilled in it for drainage, I grow apple mint, curly mint and ginger mint. In a large round container sunk into the main herb garden, spearmint and peppermint compete with apple mint.

I also have upright pennyroyal growing in an ever increasing patch: its waywardness is always forgiven when its astonishing lavender-blue flowers appear. Creeping pennyroyal basks in a damp area near a small natural pond, that boasts a clump of watermint. The lowest-growing mint of all, Corsican mint, fills cracks in the paths of the main herb garden.
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meadowsweet


MEASUREMENTS

Metric and imperial weights and measurements are given throughout the book. For practical instructions and recipes, follow either metric or imperial: do not mix them.

THE HERB POTAGER

I grow salad herbs, such as chervil, lambs’ lettuce, landcress and chives, mixed in with tomatoes and lettuce, as well as fragrant and edible herb flowers in my herb potager. There are various sages including golden and purple sage and a lavender-scented one and also flax, costmary, thyme, sorrel, parsley, and dill. Here, too, angelica provides its own successors each year.

There are two shrub roses that make central features of two quarters of this garden. I have underplanted them with bronze and green fennel and French tarragon. In summer the herbs grow tall, hiding the bare, thorny stems of the roses.

Under and up to the stone seat a downy and fragrant path of creeping thyme and chamomile releases its heady scents as I walk along it. Twining through the wild plum arch, jasmine perfumes the air around me as I pause to admire the shape, leaf texture and flowers of the herbs in this informal herb and vegetable garden.



Edged with brick, my herb circle has an old glazed chimney for its central feature. The herbs once grew in wedge shapes: sage, thyme, salad burnet and fennel, with large clumps of chives, garlic chives, lavender and lemon balm. Some, including thyme, salad burnet, fennel and sage are still in their wedge shapes. In spring there is a lovely display from the variegated lemon balm, hyssop provides pretty blue flowers, while the garlic chives have heads of starry white. There are also some asparagus crowns, rescued from other parts of the garden, and angelica regularly sows itself here. These give the circle height in late summer.

From a herb garden there are many rewards: for most gardeners the idea of creating and running a herb garden is one of the dearest dreams. It appeals to the herbalist, cook and gardener in us all.

[image: ]
USING THE BOOK

In The Herb Garden Month-by-Month there are practical activities to undertake each month in the herb garden, as well as projects, many of which allow you to enjoy the plants indoors. Create the herb garden, with paths, benches, arches, even statuary. Then fill it with plants that will delight visual and aromatic senses as they grow – and still have more to offer as you use them in the kitchen, or preserve them for cosmetic, decorative, culinary and fragrant use later.

Each month is introduced by a scene-setting picture of the herb garden and an outline of the month’s activities. In the sections which follow are set out the principal tasks for the month, such as seed sowing, taking cuttings, harvesting and preserving herbs, or maintaining the herb garden. In each chapter there are herb profiles, each providing a full description of the plant, how to grow it, maintain, harvest and preserve it. Here, too, you will find general information on how to use the herb. There is an additional list of plants traditionally grown in the herb garden.
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Calendula and feverfew;


THE BASIL COLLECTION

For years I have grown up to 15 different types of basil, including anise basil, bush basil, cinnamon basil, dark opal basil, Greek basil, Genovese basil, green ruffles, Holy basil, horapha or Thai basil, lemon basil, Neopolitana basil, purple ruffles, spice basil and sweet fine basil. They vary in size, fragrance, and size and shape of leaf and all are wonderful plants to grow in a hot, sunny border, in pots in the greenhouse, or, sown late in the season, to grow potted up specially, indoors in autumn and winter. I nip off most buds to encourage leaf formation, but let some go to flower, so I can enjoy their fragrance. I also harvest some for pot-pourri.



NOTE TO NORTH AMERICAN READERS

Not all these monthly projects will be appropriate for every region and will have to be adapted to your area.





SEASONS AND MONTHS

Under average conditions, the terms ‘early’, ‘mid’ and ‘late’ season as used throughout the book correspond to the following months:

SPRING

Early: March

Mid: April

Late: May

SUMMER

Early: June

Mid: July

Late: August

AUTUMN

Early: September

Mid: October

Late: November

WINTER

Early: December

Mid: January

Late: February



To find out more about a herb that is mentioned in the general text, look it up in the index, and you will be referred to its profile. Included in the herb profiles are one or two that might seem unusual. For example, Norway spruce, our familiar Christmas tree, is included, because I wanted to use its branches as backing for a festive herbal wreath and for garlands. (But it has other herbal uses too – if you buy a small, rooted tree in a pot, when you plant it outdoors after Christmas, it will soon begin to grow new shoots, and you can harvest these to make your own spruce beer for summer drinks!)

In the winter and early spring months there are indoor planning projects, while all through the summer there are activities centred around particular types of herb gardens. Grow a tea garden, for example, and learn how to harvest and use herbs to make relaxing teas, or grow a fragrant cosmetic garden and use its produce to make gentle home cosmetics.

Traditionally, herbs have many uses for remedying everyday ailments, both minor and major. There are specialist books available on herbal remedies, but if you are seriously interested it is wise always to consult a professional herbalist.

In this book, I have set out to look at herbs as intensely rewarding garden plants – culinary, decorative and cosmetic – that we can all enjoy throughout the year.


USEFUL HERBS

FRESH FROM THE GARDEN

Hyssop

Rosemary

Sage

Salad burnet

Thyme

Winter savory

FRESH FROM THE KITCHEN

WINDOWSILL

Chervil

Chives

Parsley

Winter savory

IN THE GREENHOUSE

French tarragon

Lemon verbena

Liquorice

Mint

Scented pelargonium







PLEASE NOTE

Any mention of herbal remedies is intended for reference only. Plant substances, whether used as foods, remedies or cosmetics, used externally or taken internally, can cause allergic reactions in some people. Neither the author nor the publishers can be held responsible for claims arising from the mistaken identity of any herbs or their inappropriate use. Do not try self-diagnosis or self-treatment for serious or chronic medical conditions without consulting a medical practitioner or a qualified medical herbal practitioner. Do not take herbal remedies if you are undergoing any other medical treatment. Always seek professional medical advice if symptoms persist.
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JANUARY

If you are a first-time herb gardener, you are embarking upon one of gardening’S greatest pleasures. What better time than midwinter to start thinking about the aroma and fragrance of herbs in the spring or summer garden, as well as the household pleasures they provide throughout the year?

A herb garden offers a special combination of plants, which can be enjoyed in different ways. They can be admired simply for their decorative effect and overall shape, as they grow into the plan you have created. In addition, you can appreciate the scents, aromas and colours of their flowers and foliage.

Herbs can be raised from seed, grown from cuttings or bought in containers from garden centres or nurseries. During winter, in an established herb garden, fresh herb leaves are still available from many evergreen plants such as rosemary, thyme and sage. You can also grow a selection of herbs indoors on a sunny kitchen windowsill. Winter savory, chives, parsley, chervil, sage and thyme will all provide flavour for soups, stews, sauces and vegetable dishes through the winter season.

If you are new to herb gardening, use the calm and relative inactivity of this ‘in-between’ season to choose the site for your herb garden and the plants that you will use and enjoy. Then settle down to create a planting plan for the herb garden. Herbs are versatile plants that look equally attractive whether they are grown informal, shaped beds such as squares, rectangles and circles, or informal borders. If space is at a premium, plan a herb garden using containers on a balcony or patio, or even a windowbox.

Whether you are growing a herb garden for the first time, extending an existing one or adding a new herb feature to your garden, now is the time to choose or reassess the site and to make the right plant choices.

[image: ]
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tasks
FOR THE
month


HERB THEMES FOR THE GARDEN

LEMON-SCENTED LEAVES

Balm • Lemon mint • Lemon thyme • Verbena

ORNAMENTAL DYE PLANTS

Coreopsis • Dyer’s chamomile • Safflower

EDIBLE FLOWERS

Bergamot • Borage • Garlic chives • Hyssop • Lavender • Mallow • Pot marigold • Rose • Sage • Viola

ENGLISH CULINARY

Chives • Mint • Parsley (curled) • Rosemary • Sorrel

FRENCH CULINARY

Bay • Chervil • Fennel • Garlic • Parsley • Tarragon • Thyme

ITALIAN CULINARY

Basil • Bay • Oregano • Parsley (flat-leaved) • Sage

POT-POURRI HERBS: FLOWERS

Lavender • Rose • Sage • Sweet rocket • Thyme

POT-POURRI HERBS: LEAVES

Basil • Bergamot • Mint • Scented pelargonium • Rosemary • Sage • Thyme • Wild strawberry




CHECKLIST

[image: ] Plan a new herb garden or bed

[image: ] Select herbs to grow

[image: ] Order seeds
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STARTING A HERB GARDEN

If you begin a herb garden in midwinter, most of your activity will be comfortably achieved indoors – drawing plans; ordering seeds and imagining the non-stop pleasure of harvesting throughout the following seasons. Now is the time to get to know the plants on paper; discover what conditions suit them best and check that you have the right soil and site for them. Then decide on the shape of the herb garden and the range of plants you want to grow.


NOTE

[image: ] Before making a formal plan, ask yourself the following questions about your garden. Is the soil a heavy clay? Is it a light, infertile sandy soil? Is the garden sheltered from wind? Is it shady or sunny? [image: ]



Herbs are adaptable plants that will grow in most conditions, extremes of cold, drought and moisture excluded. Most originate from hot climates and thrive in well-drained, infertile sandy soils. In the wild, herbs are not constantly harvested, so fertile soil is not necessary, and the aromatic oils produced in their leaves and stems help prevent excessive loss of water.

In the garden, you may have to offer the plants a little extra help to ensure they perform well. In cold areas, winter shelter from chilly, drying winds is necessary to prevent evergreens such as bay turning brown. In summer, the plants will benefit from the shelter and shade provided by herb hedges and wooden fencing.

If the soil is infertile, work in well-rotted, home-made compost or a bagged, proprietary compost in autumn or spring. The added compost gives the plants extra nutrients so they keep producing new shoots throughout the growing season. The addition of compost will also help water retention in dry soils. Heavy clay soils need similar additions of compost to open them up and prevent waterlogging. Clay soils also need gravel or coarse material such as sand worked in to make them free draining.

Choosing the site

For best results, choose a site in full sun, protected from cold or drying winds and with soil that is well manured, well dug and drains efficiently. Naturally, in exceptionally dry seasons you will have to water the plants. Remember that herbs in containers may need watering at least once a day, especially in sunny sites during dry, warm spells.

For you, easy access to the herb garden is essential. If you plan to grow herbs solely for kitchen use and have limited space, choose a site near the back door. That way, you can harvest fresh herbs in all weathers, just a step outside the kitchen.

Making a plan

Before you begin to mark out the site or prepare the soil, draw a plan on paper. Measure the chosen area of the garden. Scale down the actual measurements so that you can fit them on to sketch paper or squared graph paper. 1 metre can be represented by 4cm (1 m = 4cm). The sides of the original plan shown measured 12 × 12cm, representing 3 × 3m. If you use imperial measure, scale the measurements down so that the actual measurement of 10 × 10ft is represented by a square with sides 5 × 5in (ie 2ft = 1 in).

Shape is an important consideration. You may want a square herb garden with equal sides, or prefer a rectangle to take into account an existing site with irregular sides. Circular herb gardens are attractive and suit a small garden. In a large herb garden you could combine squares, rectangles, triangles and circles (see diagram).

Once the plan is on paper, indicate the points of the compass to give it a directional reference – knowing where the sun casts shadow or is at its strongest helps you position plants correctly. You can then avoid planting tall herbs where they block out light for less vigorous or low-growing plants.

Paths and other features

Whatever the size and shape of your herb bed, you need to be able to work the soil from all angles without treading on it and flattening it with your feet. Similarly, you need to be able to maintain the plants without damaging them, and may need to create access paths. These allow a circulation of air in and around the herb beds, thereby reducing the likelihood of disease. Sensibly planned paths also divide a large herb garden into manageable units and form the framework for herb hedges.

Mark any proposed paths on the plan. At this stage you may decide on a central feature such as a sundial or an old chimney pot, statuary or a bird bath, which can also be shown on the plan.

[image: ]
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SELECTING HERBS

Now you are ready to make the most important decision of all: which herbs to grow. If your space is limited, grow only the basic herbs that you enjoy and know you will use often.

Chives, parsley, sage, thyme, rosemary, mint, tarragon and bay are eight favourites that provide year-round flavour in fresh, frozen or dried form. Chives, a perennial plant that dies down in winter, can be potted up in autumn to grow indoors. Parsley normally survives outdoors but for convenience can be grown indoors in winter. Sage, thyme and rosemary are evergreen perennials that will survive most winters unprotected in mild climates. Bay plants in containers and those in cold areas need protection from wintry winds in exposed sites. Mint and tarragon, also perennials, die back in winter, but you can persuade them to keep growing by providing a little gentle heat, or ‘forcing’ them. Pot up rooted pieces of mint, grow them on a warm windowsill or in a greenhouse and keep them well watered. Tarragon can be treated similarly, but if you leave it growing outdoors in winter, protect its roots with a straw cover or mulch.

[image: ]
ORDERING SEED

Herb seed specialists provide a wide range of herb and wildflower seeds, while general seed merchants stock the most popular and basic culinary herbs. Most herbs are easily grown from seed, but some require special conditions of heat or cold to get best results. Seed catalogues generally describe ideal sowing conditions, eventual size and harvest time for the individual herbs.

Perennials

Perennial herbs produce new growth and flowers each year and survive for many seasons. It is best to buy them as young plants or raise them from cuttings or by division, as it may take a while to establish them from seedlings, or they may not grow well from seed. On the other hand it may be worth considering growing from seed those that will, if you need large numbers of plants.

Annuals and biennials

The easiest herbs to grow from seed are annuals. They germinate quickly and develop in one growing season into plants that produce flowers and set seed. Annuals can be hardy (grow outdoors in all weathers), half-hardy (need a little protection while they are young) or tender (need very warm weather to grow outdoors).

Herbs that take two seasons to reach maturity and set seed are called biennials. These can be sown in spring and used through the first year, but once they have flowered in the second year they will set seed and die. You are likely to have many new plants from their seed, as they self sow abundantly.


ORDER EARLY

Order seeds early so that you can be ready to sow tender, half-hardy and hardy annuals indoors, in the greenhouse or into their growing positions in early spring.



SEED TO ORDER

ANNUALS

Basil • Borage • Chervil • Coriander • Dill • Nasturtium • Orach • Perilla • Pot marigold • Salad rocket • Summer savory

BIENNIALS

Angelica • Caraway • Evening primrose • Mullein • Parsley

PLANTS TO BUY

Bay • Box • Chives • Curry plant • Fennel • French tarragon • Lavender • Lemon verbena • Lovage • *Rose • Sage • Salad burnet • Southernwood • Thyme • Wall germander

*Plant out bare-root roses direct into their growing sites.




PLANTING A CULINARY SQUARE

On graph paper, divide the rectangle into quarters. Number them 1, 2, 3, 4 and then write in your planting plan for each quarter. Use chives and parsley to make the herb hedges that line the paths. There are several different types of thyme, rosemary and sage which offer attractive foliage and shape, as well as aromatic leaves and fragrant flowers.

[image: ] Mint should be kept in a bed of its own, otherwise it will rampage through the whole herb garden. Once again, there are several types that you can group together to make an attractive and aromatic mint collection. Plant each sort in separate containers to stop them overwhelming each other, and then sink the containers into the ground. Make sure the containers have drainage holes.

[image: ] Plant tarragon at the back of one of the north-facing quarters. It grows to 60cm (2ft) and will otherwise cast a large shadow on the other herbs.

[image: ] In the round area at the centre of the four quarters, place a bay tree in a container. In cold areas, move it into a frost-free greenhouse when severe weather threatens.



[image: ]

practical
project


MAKING A HERB DRYING FRAME





YOU WILL NEED

bradawl

screwdriver

set square

electric or hand drill

hammer

sandpaper

pencil and ruler or tape measure



From spring until autumn one of the main tasks of a herb gardener is managing the harvest of leaves, flowers and seeds. They can all be preserved to keep their flavour, colour and fragrance, ready for you to use in cooking or to make scented presents.

In midwinter most of the basic culinary and cosmetic herbs are dormant or still in, their seed packets. Evergreen herbs, such as thyme and bay, and those that you have potted up to overwinter on your kitchen windowsill, are best used fresh. Don’t bother to cut and dry them now. Leave the main harvest and drying time until late spring and summer.

Many herbs dry well when tied into bunches and hung from shelves or hangers in a dry, dark and well-ventilated shed or loft. However, if you plan to dry large quantities for your own use, to sell or to give as presents, you will need a suitable drying frame to hold the herbs while they dry.

The free-standing frame shown here provides six shelves, but can be adapted to suit individual needs. Give it added height by standing it on a table, for easier access to the lower shelves.

[image: ]
MATERIALS

[image: ]


NOTE

[image: ] Before you begin, sand down any rough edges[image: ]
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CONSTRUCTING THE STANDING FRAME

[image: ] With a pencil, mark each upright at the top and bottom, 2.5cm (1in) from the edge and centred. Turn the point of a bradawl in the wood where marked. This will ease the wood and prevent the drill bit slipping. Use a hand or electric drill to make eight holes right through each pencil mark on the four uprights.

[image: ] Lay the uprights down on your work surface so that each has the drill holes facing upwards. With the pencil and tape measure, mark the position of the shelf runners. Measure from the top of the upright and make marks at 15cm (6in) intervals along it. These marks indicate the position of the lower side of each shelf runner.

[image: ] Pair the uprights and lay them down 35cm (14in) apart. Align the lower edge of the first shelf runner with a pencil mark. Use a set square to check that the wood edges align to make right angles. Fix the runner in place with two nails at each end. Next put the lowest shelf runner in place. This ensures that the two uprights are parallel. Continue until all the shelf runners are fixed in place.

[image: ] Use the four remaining battens to join together the four uprights, front and back, top and bottom. You will need someone to hold the frame steady as you do this. Fix the uprights together using 7.5cm (3in) screws turned into the pre-drilled holes.

[image: ]
TO MAKE THE SHELVES

[image: ] To make a shelf, use four pieces of wood. Nail the side pieces so that they fit snugly just inside the front and back pieces. Together the four pieces of wood form a rectangle. Repeat this to make the rest of the shelves. Give the frame and shelves a protective coat of varnish, if you wish.

[image: ]

[image: ] Cover each shelf with a piece of muslin. Fold the muslin over at each edge to neaten it off and tack it in place along the top edge of each shelf, spacing the drawing pins evenly.

[image: ] Now you can slide the shelves into position and wait for the burst of harvest activity that begins soon after spring. In the meantime, keep the herb drying frame dust-free with a sheet of clean plastic or a dust sheet. Each time you use it check the shelves for stains and tears, and replace them when worn.


THE SIMPLEST METHOD

Stretch a piece of garden wire across the shed or loft, fixing it at each end onto cuphooks or brackets in the walls. Peg wire coat-hangers onto the wire and tie herb bunches to the hangers.

[image: ]




ALTERNATIVE FRAMES

To dry herbs and flowers in bunches you need suitable hanging space. Use garden canes to construct a tent-like frame. Use two pairs of canes to make the end supports.

Rest a cane along the top and then wire as many canes as you need across the framework. The end result looks rather like an old-fashioned clothes dryer.

[image: ]




Later on, in spring, summer and autumn, you can dry herb leaves and flowers in various ways.

HERBS TO DRY IN BUNCHES:

Anise hyssop flowers

Lady’s mantle flowers

Lavender flowers

Lemon balm

Mint

Rosemary

Sage

Sage flowers

Thyme

HERBS TO DRY FLAT:

Bay leaves

Bergamot flowers

Chamomile flowers

Hop flowers (individually)

Lady’s mantle leaves

Lemon verbena leaves

Marigold flowers

Mint leaves

Rose blooms

Sage leaves

HERBS TO DRY ON WIRE RACK:

Chive flowers

Helichrysum flowers
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plants
OF THE
month
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Bay

BAY

(Laurus nobilis – Lauraceae)

Bay, a shrubby tree, offers evergreen and aromatic foliage that can be clipped into decorative topiary shapes to provide year-round ornament in the garden.



	type
	Evergreen shrub or tree



	flowers
	Small, creamy white, early summer (in hot climates only)



	leaves
	Oval-shaped, smooth green leaves



	height
	Depending on situation and climate, in time up to 12m (40ft). Slow-growing and suits containers. Can be clipped as a cone or standard to 1–1.2m (3–4ft).



	spread
	Up to 9m (30ft)



	planting
	Plant in autumn or spring



	position
	Sunny and sheltered



	soil
	Any, but best in light, well-drained soil. Container-grown bay needs a well-aerated, loam compost



	care
	In cold areas and in the first year of growth, protect with hessian windbreaks. Overwinter container-grown bay in frost-free conditions. From midwinter onwards check branches and undersurfaces of leaves for scale insects



	propagation
	Heel cuttings in late summer



	species and varieties
	Laurus nobilis ‘Aurea’ has yellowy-gold leaves and L.n. angustifolia, or willow-leaf bay, has narrow leaves. These varieties are best used ornamentally



	harvest
	Pick leaves throughout the year, but at their peak for drying in spring and early summer



	herbal value
	Leaves are used to flavour soups, fish stock, stews, marinades and in pickling




CHIVES

(Allium schoenoprasum – Liliaceae)

Offering onion flavour without the tears, chives’ grassy leaves and mauve flowers provide bold clumps of colour and are ideal as edging.



	type
	Hardy perennial with onion-like bulbs



	flowers
	Densely packed heads of pink-to-mauve flowers, early to mid summer



	leaves
	Hollow, long, upright



	height
	30cm (12in)



	spread
	20–30cm (8–12in)



	planting
	Plant in spring or autumn, sow seed in spring and pot up a clump or two for kitchen use over winter



	position
	Sun or partial shade



	soil
	Any, but grows best in moist, rich, loamy soil



	care
	Cut back in autumn. Lift and divide large clumps in autumn or spring. Water during dry spells and nip out some flower stems to keep leaf flavour strong



	propagation
	Divide in autumn or spring. Plant, into enriched soil and cut leafy shoots to ground level. Sow seeds outdoors in spring or into trays in the greenhouse in winter



	species and varieties
	Chinese or garlic chives (Allium tuberosum) has flat, strappy leaves with a garlic flavour and delicately scented, star-like white flowers



	harvest
	Use leaves fresh all year. Can be frozen, chopped into ice cube trays or whole. Dry in a cool oven



	herbal value
	Florets can be used whole or broken into individual flowers in salads and to flavour and colour vinegar. Add chopped leaves to salads, dressings, omelettes, soft cheese dips and herb butters




FRENCH TARRAGON

(Artemisia dracunculus – Compositae)

French tarragon’s narrow leaves hold its delicately bittersweet, aniseed flavour, prized in cooking. In the garden it makes a shapely block of feathery foliage.



	type
	Herbaceous perennial, tender in cold areas



	flowers
	Insignificant, and do not set seed. Best to encourage leaf production by clipping back flowering shoots



	leaves
	Long and strappy, pale green



	height
	60cm (24in)



	spread
	30cm (12in)



	planting
	Plant in spring and autumn to grow outdoors. To grow indoors in winter, pot up roots in autumn, expose plants to cool conditions (below 4°C/40°F) for three weeks, then grow on a sunny windowsill or in the greenhouse



	position
	Full sun



	soil
	Well-drained, light



	care
	Make sure roots are not waterlogged at any stage, and in winter protect with a straw mulch. Divide plants every three years to retain leaf flavour



	propagation
	Take soft stem cuttings in summer and feed cuttings through the growing season with a liquid fertiliser. Divide clumps in autumn or spring



	species and varieties
	French tarragon has the best flavour. Russian tarragon (Artemisia dracunculoides) is a strong-growing, large plant but is less distinctively flavoured



	harvest
	Pick leaves to use fresh as you need them, but best flavour in summer. Freeze in water in ice-cube trays, bag up and keep in the freezer until required. Can be air dried, but lose flavour if dried too quickly at high temperatures



	herbal value
	Use in fines herbes, in salads, dressings, herb butters, to flavourvinegar, classic sauces and fish and poultry dishes




ROSEMARY

(Rosmarinus officinalis – Labiatae)

Delicate flowers and strongly aromatic leaves are the ornamental attractions of rosemary, an evergreen shrub long valued in cooking, herbal cosmetics and remedies.



	type
	Evergreen shrub, hardy except in very cold areas



	flowers
	Depending on species and variety, small white, blue or pink flowers in spring and early summer, sometimes in autumn



	height
	Available in dwarf, prostrate and tall-growing forms up to 2.4m (8ft)



	spread
	Up to 1.5–1.8m (5–6ft)



	planting
	Plant outdoors in spring or autumn. Select strong-growing cuttings in autumn and pot up for kitchen use in winter



	position
	Full sun in sheltered site



	soil
	Well-drained loam



	care
	Needs winter protection in exposed sites, or grow in containers and bring into a frost-free greenhouse. Prune to keep shape if leggy. Do not overwater



	propagation
	Take cuttings in spring or summer to plant out the following autumn. Layer stems in summer or sow seed uncovered in spring, but germination is uneven and requires a temperature of 21°C (70°F)



	species and varieties
	Rosmarinus officinalis ‘Miss Jessopp’s Upright’ has white flowers and can be grown as a hedge. R.o. ‘Majorcan Pink’ is half-hardy and has pink flowers. R.o. lavandulaceus is tender with thin leaves and blue flowers. R.o. ‘Sudbury Blue’ has delicate deep blue flowers



	harvest
	Pick leaves through the year as needed. For drying in bulk, pick leaves in late summer. Dry whole stems and sprigs



	herbal value
	Use rosemary flowers and leaves in salads. Use leaves with meat dishes, especially lamb, and in herb butter, jams, jellies and summer drinks as well as to flavour sugar for desserts




WINTER SAVORY

(Satureja montana – Labiatae)

Winter savory provides a spicy, aromatic flavour to salads and cooked dishes. It is often used as an informal edging plant.



	type
	Hardy, evergreen, shrubby perennial



	flowers
	Small pink to white flowers in late summer to autumn



	leaves
	Small, pointed light green leaves



	height
	Up to 40cm (16in)



	spread
	Up to 45cm (18in)



	planting
	Plant out in spring. Grows well in containers indoors



	position
	Prefers full sun



	soil
	Well-drained, slightly alkaline and coarse soil



	care
	Cut sprawling stems back in spring. Give winter protection if in a damp and shady position



	propagation
	Sow seed onto soil surface in spring. Take stem tip cuttings, layer stems or divide overgrown plants in spring



	species and varieties
	Creeping winter savory (Satureja spicigera) has aromatic leaves and makes good ground cover



	harvest
	Harvest young plants in their second year from early summer onwards. Cut flowering tips and leaves from soft stems



	herbal value
	Mix with other herbs in bouquet garni. Use sparingly on its own as it has a strong flavour. Antiseptic properties are useful in astringent face preparations and to ease insect stings
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Chives
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Rosemary
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French tarragon
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FEBRUARY

During the last days of winter, decorative herb flowers such as primrose and cowslip offer delicate shape and colour to brighten the evergreen herbs at this quiet time in the herb garden. Slow though the plants may be at this season, you have a potentially busy time ahead. Activity is centred around preparing the ground for sowing and planting later in spring and planning the framework of non-plant features such as paths, seats and fencing. Weather is the main factor that determines how busy you are able to be. There is no point in attempting to work the soil in cold and frosty weather or after heavy rain. Instead, take advantage of every opportunity that mild weather provides to get out and prepare the ground. It is hard work, but healthy, strong-growing plants are the reward. Good preparation includes weeding, digging and, if necessary, enriching the soil, as well as improving its drainage. Now is also the time to start a compost heap, so that at the end of autumn you will have your own herbal compost ready to add to the soil.

If a new herb site is to be cut out of an area under lawn, wait until after the last snow or frost before you clear the turf and begin preparing the ground. As a general rule, it is more practical to start from scratch in autumn.

Once the ground is prepared, begin to put in place the permanent framework of the herb garden you have planned on paper. Paths, seats, statuary, sundials and fences are known as the hard landscape features. Your choice of these will be governed by the size of the herb garden and the cost of materials. At first these features may look stark, but in a short while the herb plants – the soft landscape features – will soften the edges. If the weather keeps you indoors, remember you can keep company with overwintering aromatic plants such as canary balm, lemon-scented eucalyptus and woolly thyme.

[image: ]
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tasks
FOR THE
month





START SMALL

Removing turves and digging overground which was once under lawn is hard work. Keep the physical effort to a minimum by starting with a small circle or rectangle to use for a few basic culinary herbs.




CHECKLIST

[image: ] Prepare existing and new herb beds

[image: ] Start a compost heap

[image: ] Choose permanent herb garden features

[image: ] Make early seed sowings



[image: ]
PREPARING AN EXISTING HERB BED

If your new herb garden site is part of an existing border or vegetable plot, the initial preparation is relatively easy.

[image: ] Mark out the site carefully.

[image: ] Next, the site will need weeding to remove long-term or perennial weeds such as dock, dandelion and thistle. They have long tap roots and also seed themselves freely each year. Other perennials such as bindweed, couch grass and creeping buttercup with underground stems or runners, are difficult to remove completely, as they regrow from small pieces of root.

[image: ] Loosen individual dock, thistle and dandelion plants with a fork and work at them until you have removed as much as possible of their tap root. Similarly, loosen the soil and dig out weeds with creeping stems.

[image: ] Fork over the soil and check that you have removed all visible pieces of their creeping root systems.

[image: ] Seedlings of short-term annual weeds such as chickweed and hairy bittercress are easier to remove, but they must be tackled before they flower – which begins very early in spring – and self sow. Use a hoe to chop the leaves away from their roots. The leaves and stems can then be forked into the soil, where they will eventually decay and increase its fertility.

[image: ] If the soil has been used regularly to grow vegetables or flowers, it will need enriching with well-rotted home-made or proprietary compost to replenish lost goodness. Dig this in, then fork the area over to break the newly-exposed soil down into a crumblier texture.

[image: ] Once the site is weed free, you will be able to transplant herbs that are overcrowded or whose position you wish to alter.

[image: ]
CUTTING A NEW HERB GARDEN FROM A TURFED AREA

If the new site is to be cut out of the lawn, mark out its shape, but wait until after the last snow or frost before clearing the turf and preparing the ground.

[image: ] Use garden twine and wooden pegs to mark out the first side of a rectangular bed.

[image: ] Then measure the second, third and fourth sides, using a set square or builder’s square to make perfect right angles where each side meets.

[image: ] Lay a straight-edged batten on the ground to act as a cutting guide. If you have an alternative use for the turf, use an edging tool to mark it into even sections to a depth of 5cm (2in).

[image: ] Then use a spade to lift each section and remove it carefully. Store in shade and re-lay it into a new site within 24 hours, before it dries out.

If you don’t wish to re-use the turf elsewhere, you can incorporate it into the new herb site. Before you begin, remove any perennial weeds such as dock, thistle and dandelion.

Double digging

[image: ] Make a trench to one spade’s depth at one end of the marked out herb bed.

[image: ] Put the soil and turf from this first trench into a wheelbarrow and keep it aside to add to the last trench you dig.

[image: ] Fork over the trench to another spade’s depth, add manure and work it into the soil.

[image: ] Work across the site, moving backwards. Remove turf and soil, turning turf over so that the grass is face downwards, and replace it in the first trench.


DOUBLE DIGGING

[image: ]

Double digging improves drainage, exposes deeply embedded weeds and eases incorporation of compost



[image: ] Continue in this way, replacing soil and turf in the last trench dug, until you have a trench left at the other end. Then add the turf and soil from the wheelbarrow.

Enriching the soil

Although herbs generally do well in poor soils, if your herbs are likely to be cut frequently for use it is well worth adding fertiliser or compost to ground that is earmarked for spring sowing and planting. Lightly fork it in and let the ground settle before you finally rake it to make a level surface.

Start a herb compost heap, so that by autumn you will be able to use your own homegrown organic matter to enrich the soil and improve its structure and drainage.

[image: ]
STARTING A COMPOST HEAP

[image: ] Fence off an area 60 × 60cm (24 × 24in) in a sheltered part of the garden, using four posts and fine-mesh wire netting.

[image: ] Construct it so that the front piece of netting can be opened like a door.

[image: ] Dig out the topsoil of the enclosed area and keep it to one side. Line the base with twigs or branches to allow circulation of air underneath your heap.

[image: ] During the year, add layers of disease-free garden and kitchen vegetable waste to the heap.

[image: ] Build the heap up in layers about 15cm (6in) deep. Between each layer add a thin layer of the topsoil you removed from the base.

[image: ] Cover the heap with a piece of old carpet to keep it dry, raise the temperature and increase the rate of decomposition.

[image: ] Every few weeks, make several holes vertically through the heap using a strong stick. This aerates the mound and prevents any slushiness in the middle.

[image: ] When the top of the fence is reached and the heap is full, start a second one. The compost from the first heap will be ready to use by the autumn, when you will begin preparing new beds or maintaining older parts of the herb garden.

[image: ]
CHOOSING PERMANENT FEATURES

[image: ] Paths Important for many reasons, as discussed. It is also very pleasant to walk into the herb garden along an even path edged with fragrant flowers and aromatic foliage.

[image: ] Seats Offer similar pleasures. From a well-located bench you can enjoy the decorative shapes, as well as the delightful aromas and perfumes, of your flourishing herb plants.

[image: ] Sundials and statues Might be considered unnecessary follies, but in a herb garden they provide fitting focal points and add height. Many herbs are low-growing, and a statue can lift your eye and create interest at a different level. Statues or large containers are particularly attractive when they mark the meeting of several paths. All-weather stone or terracotta urns can be used as permanent features to house tender herbs such as lemon verbena during the summer.

[image: ] Arches and arbours Similar dual-purpose roles to play. They again lift your eye, and also offer support to climbing plants for the scented herb garden. Honeysuckle, jasmine and roses provide fragrant cover, but will need to be tied in to the support system.

[image: ]
SOWING SEED EARLY

Many herbs germinate quite easily, but some require special conditions to ensure a high success rate, and early sowing to give them the long growing season they need.

Parsley, perilla and basil all need warmth to germinate, and basil and perilla also need warmth as seedlings and for growing outdoors.

If you can provide a temperature of 18–23°C (65–75°F), basil and perilla will germinate in about a week. If you do not have the space and cannot provide them with constant heat before transplanting into the sunniest part of the garden in midsummer, there are two solutions. Sow basil and perilla later and you won’t have to give them house room for so long. Or, you can treat the basil seeds as a sprouting crop and make several sowings indoors on kitchen tissue. You must use seed that has not been treated with fungicide.

[image: ] Place the tissue on a plate, wet it well, sow basil seed on the surface and enclose the plate and tissue in a loosely tied polythene bag.

[image: ] After about a week the seeds will sprout and you can cut the stems and seedling leaves off to use in salads. Keep the tissue moist and the basil sprouts will keep you supplied for up to several weeks, depending on the quantity sown.

[image: ] Parsley needs more warmth for germination. Provide temperatures of 21–27°C (70–80°F) and, once the seedlings have germinated, lower the temperature to 15–18°C (60–65°F) and grow on in a cool greenhouse.

[image: ] Transplant when the seedlings are well established, but avoid handling and disturbing the roots, as the stress will cause the plants to flower and set seed prematurely.


COMPOST MATERIALS

Use leaves of annual weeds (before they flower and set seed)

Lawn clippings, wood ash and any soft-stemmed herbal material from the herb garden

Comfrey can be used as a special compost crop: cut it and add to the heap several times a year.

From the kitchen, use fruit and vegetable peelings, egg shells, tea leaves and coffee grounds.






THINGS TO DO

Sow seed

Indoors or greenhouse: basil, canary balm, cowslip, eucalyptus, evening primrose, French marigold, parsley, perilla, safflower, thyme, wild strawberry, woad

Outdoors: chervil (can also be sown into pots for kitchen use), German chamomile

Plant out

Bare-root roses, clary sage, sweet violets

Propagate

Take cuttings: chicory, sea holly

Divide: chives, costmary, ginger, sorrel

Harvest

Flowers: sweet violet

Leaves: winter purslane

Routine maintenance

[image: ] Divide herbs such as chives and hyssop – which begin to lose vigour when they form large, congested clumps – into small, healthy sections. Cut back stems by about one-third to one-half and replant. Firm the new plants in and water well
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practical
project




PATHS THROUGH THE HERB GARDEN
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Herringbone




YOU WILL NEED

builder’s square

brick-laying trowel

spirit level

lump hammer

lines (strings and sticks)



At the most basic level, a path is for access and to ensure that as little of the growing area as possible is damaged by people walking over it.

In a small herb patch a path may not be necessary: you may be able to reach the centre easily and weed, plant, water, mulch and harvest without having to step onto the soil at any point. If you cannot work the herb garden in this way, then you need to lay a path of some sort. The simplest pathway is made by placing stepping stones across a square-shaped bed to divide it into quarters. In a circular bed, arrange the stepping stones as an inner circle a convenient distance in from the edge.

[image: ]

In a large herb garden, the path may provide the main route from kitchen to compost heap, and must therefore be suited to heavier use. Such paths become integral features of the herb garden as they weather and plants grow to soften the hard edges.

[image: ]
PATH TYPES

There are many different materials which can be used for paths and the choice will depend on your budget and taste. If you are cutting a bed from a grassed area, it is simple to leave strips of lawn in place to form the paths. Make sure that the width is adequate to allow your lawn mower through or you will have a problem keeping the paths mown.

Gravel or washed pea-shingle are relatively low-cost materials that look effective in a hot, Mediterranean-style herb garden. Lay black polythene over the base to suppress weeds. Cover this with a layer of pea-shingle 3cm (1¼in) deep: any deeper and it will be difficult to walk on. Edge the path with narrow battens of treated wood, so that the gravel does not spread into the herb beds.

Brick looks very attractive laid in patterns and is the most traditional material for herb garden paths. It is more expensive than gravel, but is very hardwearing. If you live in a cold climate, make sure that the bricks you use are frostproof.

[image: ]

Other materials include setts and cobbles, reconstituted and natural stone pavers, log rounds, woodchips and bark. The paths in the project are made from reconstituted stone pavers and divide the herb garden into four. The central area can be left empty to allow for a plant or a container, sundial or piece of garden statuary.

[image: ]
MATERIALS

[image: ]


NOTE

[image: ] If the weather is very cold or frost is forecast you may still be able to do the ground work for the path, but don’t mix or use the mortar until conditions are more favourable [image: ]



[image: ]

[image: ]
LAYING THE PATH

[image: ] Mark out the site, using the builder’s square to ensure straight edges, and sticks and strings as guides for the excavation.

[image: ] Where the path is to be laid, dig out the soil deep enough to allow for a layer of hardcore, the dabs of mortar mix and the thickness of the path material. In this case allow 10cm (4in) for hardcore, 3cm (1¼in) for sand, 2.5cm (1in) for mortar dabs and 5cm (2in) for paver – a total of 20.5cm (8¼in).

[image: ] Compact the base of the trench either by walking back and forth along it, or rolling it with a lawn roller.

[image: ] Put a layer of hardcore into the base of the trench and tamp it down.

[image: ] Cover with a layer of sand 3cm (1¼in) thick.

[image: ] Mix up some mortar. Prepare it in batches as you use it. Mortar stays workable for up to two hours, depending on temperature. Always use clean water to be sure of a soft and easy-to-apply mix.

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ] Place five dabs of mortar where the paving slab is to sit.

[image: ] Lay the slab against the string, with the smooth side down (rough surface is non-slip) and use the spirit level to check that it is level.

[image: ] Carry on laying the rest of the slabs in the same manner.

[image: ] Mix up a fresh dry batch of mortar but don’t add water to it. Brush it in between the paving slabs and water in using a watering can.

[image: ] Allow the mortar to set before using the path. Mortar takes up to 36 hours to dry depending on temperature and humidity. It is best to leave the path 3–5 days before using it.

[image: ] If you have left the central square (where the four paths meet) unpaved, add compost and plant it up with thymes or lavender. If you prefer to pave it, use a decorative container of herbs to make a focal point.

[image: ]

Basketweave

[image: ]

Stretcherbond

[image: ]

plants
OF THE
month
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Chervil

[image: ]

Parsley

CANARY BALM

(Cedronella canariensis – Labiatae)

Aromatic leaves and dome-shaped heads of small pink flowers are the attractions of canary balm. It grows well indoors and in sunny sheltered sites outdoors.



	type
	Half-hardy shrub



	flowers
	Pink to mauve heads of small tubular flowers from late summer through to early autumn



	leaves
	Musk and citrus-scented matt-green leaves are divided into three oval-shaped, pointed leaflets with toothed edges which grow along square stems



	height
	1m (3ft)



	spread
	1.2m (4ft)



	planting
	Sow seed in spring or grow from rooted cuttings. Protect plants by growing in pots and overwintering indoors in cold areas



	position
	Full sun



	soil
	Well-drained loam



	care
	Plants grown in pots may need support in their first year. In their second year stems become strong and woody. Water plants in containers frequently. Bring container-grown plants indoors in winter or protect with mulch and hessian netting cover



	propagation
	Sow seed in spring or take stem cuttings in autumn



	species and varieties
	Canary balm is sometimes sold as False Balm of Gilead or Balm of Gilead (Cedronella tryphylla)



	harvest
	Pick leaves before flowers appear and dry to use in pot-pourri. Harvest flowers as they open from summer to autumn



	herbal value
	Crush dried leaves to use in potpourri. Use fresh leaves to make an aromatic hand- or facewash. Add whole dried flowers to pot-pourri. The whole plant is useful as a decorative and fragrant indoor or conservatory plant




CHERVIL

(Anthriscus cerefolium – Umbelliferae)

In shady and moist conditions chervil produces abundant feathery, fern-like leaves with a spicy aniseed-flavour useful in salads, sauces and soups.



	type
	Hardy annual



	flowers
	Creamy flowers in midsummer



	leaves
	Bright green, downy and finely cut foliage that changes to pinky-mauve during summer



	height
	30–50cm (12–20in)



	spread
	22cm (9in)



	planting
	Sow seed into the growing site every five to six weeks from early to late spring and again through the autumn. Barely cover the seed with soil and thin seedlings to 23cm (9in) apart



	position
	Spring-sown chervil does well in partial shade, while autumn sowings do best in full sun during the winter months. In full sun, spring-sown chervil may flower and seed too quickly to be of use



	soil
	Moist but well drained



	care
	Waterwell in dry conditions or the plant will flower and produce seed too quickly. Cut leaves back to produce an extra flush of growth from the base. Keep weed free



	propagation
	Chervil does not transplant well, so increase by a series of regular sowings through spring and autumn. Allow some plants to self sow at the end of each growing season



	harvest
	Pick fresh leaves as you need them through the year. Chervil leaves can be dried but it is better to freeze sprigs between sheets of freezer plastic



	herbal value
	Use leaves in soups, salads and fish dishes. Chervil is a classic ingredient of fines herbes. Use it generously in uncooked dishes and add it towards the end of the preparation of cooked dishes to preserve its flavour




PARSLEY

(Petroselinum crispum – Umbelliferae)

Parsley’s aromatic and vitamin-rich leaves have long been used to add a distinctive, mildly spicy flavour to salads and cooked food. Grow it indoors in containers; outdoors as a herb hedge.



	type
	Hardy biennial



	flowers
	Greenish-yellow flowers in summer of second year. Remove flower stems to promote leaf production



	leaves
	Mid-green, flat and deeply cut or tightly curled and mossy



	height
	30cm (12in) before flowering, with flowering stalk to 60cm (24in)



	spread
	20cm (8in)



	planting
	Sow indoors in early spring in seed trays or pots. Seeds need a temperature of 21–27°C (70–80°F) for up to three weeks before germination will take place. Transplant to a spacing of 20cm (8in). Sow into the growing site early autumn or late spring when the soil is warm and thin out as the seedlings grow



	position
	Warm with some shade



	soil
	Moist, enriched with compost or well-rotted manure



	care
	Water in dry conditions, keep weed free, and in severe winters cover with cloches to keep leaf flavour. Nip out any flowering stems in the second year to prevent seed production and continue leaf harvest



	propagation
	From seed only. Allow some plants to produce seed and self sow. Sow several times a year to ensure a good supply of flavoursome fresh leaves



	species and varieties
	Petroselinum crispum ‘Neapolitanum’, also called French or Italian parsley, has flat leaves and a strong flavour. P.c. ‘Tuberosum’ or Hamburg parsley has good leaf flavour but is grown mainly for its roots



	harvest
	Pick leaves all through the year as they are needed, but they are at their peak in summer of the first year. Best used fresh or frozen. Freeze chopped into water in ice-cube trays or whole, sealed in freezer bags. Can be dried, but needs to be dried quickly in a cool oven to keep a flavour and colour



	herbal value
	Leaves are used to flavour soups, sauces and salads. Classic ingredient of bouquet garni. Used as a garnish and to make herbal tea. Hamburg parsley roots are used in stews and have similar flavour to the root vegetable celeriac. Mix 25g (1 oz) crushed, fresh parsley with 15g (½oz) clear honey to make a face mask. Wash your face, pat it dry and then apply the sticky paste. Leave in place for 15–20 minutes then rinse off using warm water




SAGE

(Salvia officinalis – Labiatae)

Sage leaves bring delicious flavours to cold and cooked food. Grow sage for its range of leaf colour, flowers and aroma.



	type
	Hardy evergreen sub-shrub



	flowers
	Usually small pink to mauve flowers, though in some forms white or red. Late spring to summer



	leaves
	Depending on species or variety, silvery-green to pink and purple, textured and aromatic



	height
	60cm (24in)



	spread
	45cm (18in)



	planting
	Plant in spring or autumn. Grow in containers indoors in winter



	position
	Full sun, good air circulation



	soil
	Prefers a light, dry, well-drained alkaline soil



	care
	If growing for leaves, cut out flower stems. After flowering, cut back spent flower stems. Trim regularly to keep compact and encourage new shoots. Mulch in winter and protect plants in heavy, damp soil. Replace with new plants after five years



	propagation
	Take cuttings spring to mid-autumn and root in a heated propagator. Sow seed indoors in spring. Alternatively, layer sage branches by pinning down side shoots and covering with soil. They take about eight weeks to root.



	species and varieties
	Purple or red sage (Salvia o. ‘Purpurascens’) has dark purple leaves. S.o. ‘Tricolor’ is variegated purple with light pinky-white splashes. Golden variegated sage (S.o. ‘Icterina’) has yellow and green leaves and a mild flavour. Spanish sage (S. lavandulifolia) has a balsamic flavour. Pineapple sage (S. elegans) has pineapple-flavoured leaves



	harvest
	Broad-leaved sages are at their best before flowering or in summer. To keep colour well the leaves need a long, slow drying period. Freeze sage leaves in plastic bags in small quantities



	herbal value
	Astringent qualities are good in steamy baths. Sage leaves are often used in stuffings, cooked meat dishes, salads and for flavouring vinegars




[image: ]

Sage






End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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