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PRAISE FOR THE CHINA BAYLES MYSTERIES…

“Mystery lovers who also garden will be captivated by this unique series.”

—Seattle Post-Intelligencer

“One of the best-written and well-plotted mysteries I’ve read in a long time.”

—Los Angeles Times

“An entertaining detective writer.”

—The Dallas Morning News

“A nice book to curl up with on a blustery day.”

—Chicago Tribune

“Albert has created captivating new characters and a setting dripping with atmosphere.”

—Publishers Weekly

“[China Bayles is] such a joy…an instant friend.”

—Carolyn G. Hart

“A treat for gardeners who like to relax with an absorbing mystery.”

—North American Gardener

“An appealing series.”

—Booklist

“A wonderful reading experience.”

—Midwest Book Review

“Gripping.”

—Library Journal

“Cause for celebration.”

—Rocky Mount (NC) Telegram
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A NOTE TO READERS


I have herein communicated such Notions as I have gathered either from reading of several Authors, or by conferring sometimes with Scholars, and sometimes with Country people; To which I have added some Observations of mine own, never before published: Most of which I am confident are true, and if there be any that are not so, yet they are pleasant.

—WILLIAM COLE, THE ART OF SIMPLING, 1656



For years now, China Bayles has been nagging me about writing a book primarily about herbs—no murder, mayhem, or other unsavory doings, just herbs and the ways they are used in people’s lives. China isn’t the only one, either. I regularly receive letters that ask for information about growing and using herbs and close with the plaintive question: “When are you and China going to write a book about herbs?”

This book is our answer. In it, China and I have adopted the traditional format of the book of days, or daybook: the personal calendar in which people over the centuries have recorded meaningful events, ideas, things to do and to celebrate, and odds and ends of interest. A person’s daybook might record religious and national holidays, saints’ feast days, the sun’s passage through the zodiac and the phases of the moon, and information about planting and harvesting. For centuries, people have found such personal calendars indispensable, as a kind of collective memory of what was important in the past and what might be of importance in each day of the present year.

Because herbs play such an important part in China’s life, and in mine (and we hope in yours, too) our Book of Days is all about herbs. What is an herb? For me, the best and most inclusive definition is the one adopted by the Herb Society of America: Herbs are plants that are grown or gathered “for use and delight.” Herbs may grow tiny or tall, in the tropics or the deserts, in a wild meadow or in our gardens or on our windowsills. We may grow or gather these ourselves, or purchase the dried or processed plant material. Indeed, herbs are plants for use and delight.

In this book, China and I have gathered together tidbits and treasures about the plants we love to live with, as well as their many mysteries and myths and magical uses. There are quite a few practical items, too—recipes, crafts, gardening tips, and ideas for ways you can put more green into your daily life. The recipes are uncomplicated and designed for average cooks, but all feature the flavors of our favorite herbs. We’ve also featured a few people who know and grow herbs, and a few gardens and herb farms you might like to visit. And because China’s mysteries are all about herbs, we’ve included tidbits from her books, as well as brief essays about the mysteries and some special contributions by the irrepressible members of the Myra Merryweather Herb Guild, Pecan Springs’ oldest civic organization.

I became interested in herbs many years ago, as a doctoral candidate working with medieval English texts in which both medicinal and culinary herbs figured prominently. Among my efforts: the translation of the earliest English cookery text, A Forme of Cury, compiled in 1381 by Richard II’s cook for the Royal kitchen. For the past twenty years, growing and using and learning and writing about herbs has been a way of finding my place in life, on this green earth, and in this amazing universe, so full of mystery and magic. I have learned that when I live in harmony with the plants around me, with the circling seasons, and with the earth itself, I live in greater contentment and peace. And when China Bayles brought her herb shop into my life in the early 1990s, my sense of possibilities for living a green life grew even stronger. Perhaps this book will help you see how this can be true for you, too.

Some of this material has appeared in other forms: in the China Bayles Mysteries (I’ve noted the titles where appropriate); in the Book of Days pieces written for the Herb Companion from 1998-2002; in China’s Garden (the herbal newsletter that China and I published from 1994-1999); and in China’s pages on my web site (www.mysterypartners.com) and in “Lifescapes,” my Internet journal (www.susanalbert.blogspot.com). It has been revised and rewritten and assembled here in a format that China and I hope will please you. You will find reading suggestions throughout the book, a glossary, and an index of recipes, crafts, and medicinal preparations. (One word of caution: Herbs contain plant chemicals that can affect you in a variety of ways. Never take a therapeutic preparation of a plant until you have done your homework!)

China and I hope that you will keep this book where you can dip into it daily. We will be delighted if it sparks your own creative imagination and encourages you to create your own personal place in the green, growing world.

Susan Wittig Albert

Meadow Knoll, near Bertram, Texas
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JANUARY 1


Love and joy come to you

And to our wassail too

And God send you a Happy New Year

—THE YORKSHIRE WASSAIL SONG
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Wassail!

Wassail—the Old English word waes haeil means “be ye well”—is the centuries-old tradition of welcoming in the New Year by offering a warming (often spirited) drink to the friends and neighbors who dropped in. Over time, the spiced drink itself, which was sometimes shared in a common cup or bowl, became known as the “wassail.” Traditionally, it contained cinnamon, a spice that is native to Southeast Asia. Cinnamon traveled from the Orient to the West some seven centuries before Christ, and has always been enormously valuable. During the 1500s and 1600s, it lured Portuguese, Dutch, and English traders to the Far East, where the illegal sale of even a single stick of cinnamon was punished by death. Now, researchers tell us that as little as a half teaspoon of cinnamon a day may help diabetics reduce blood sugar levels.

Here is a Pecan Springs’ favorite recipe for cinnamon-rich wassail. You’ll always find it in a big glass bowl at Ruby Wilcox’s New Year’s Day open house.

RUBY’S SPICED CIDER WASSAIL


2 quarts apple cider

1 quart orange juice

1 quart apricot nectar

½ cup fresh lemon juice

6 broken pieces of cinnamon

1 tablespoon whole cloves

one orange, sliced thin

one lemon, sliced thin

whole cloves



In a nonreactive pan, bring to a boil the cider, juices, cinnamon, and cloves. Simmer over low heat for 20 minutes. Transfer to a heat-proof punch bowl. Stud the orange and lemon slices with whole cloves and float them in the wassail. Serve in heat-proof punch cups. Makes about 4 quarts.

Learn the history of the spices we take for granted:

Dangerous Tastes: The Story of Spices, by Andrew Dalby

Spices and Herbs: Lore & Cookery, by Elizabeth S. Hayes


Our wassail cup is made of rosemary-tree,

So is your beer of the best barley.

—TRADITIONAL SONG




JANUARY 2


January may be called the digging month, as almost the only gardening operation that can be performed in it is digging, or rather trenching the ground.

—JANE LOUDON, INSTRUCTIONS IN GARDENING FOR LADIES, 1840
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Beginning of Work Day

In Japan, where the second day of January is known as the “Beginning of Work Day,” it is said that any project begun on this day will be successful. Since I’m always looking for all the help I can get, this sounds like a good day to pull out the plant catalogs that have been arriving in the mail and start making lists of the new varieties I want to try out this year. The day may be dark and gloomy outdoors, but if I’m dreaming about butterfly gardens and fragrance gardens, maybe the rest of the winter will pass more quickly.

GARDEN PROJECTS

Some garden-related projects to start on this “beginning of work day”:


•  Start collecting plant catalogs (if you haven’t already).

•  Choose three annual herbs to grow that you’ve never grown before. A new variety of dill, maybe. Or anise hyssop, an herb with a delicious scent, or borage, which has an edible blue blossom and a cucumber taste. Read about them, and research seed sources.

•  Choose three perennial herbs—native to your area—to add to your garden. Do some research to find out how they were used, for and by whom. Some ideas: echinacea, artemisia, lavender, witch hazel.

•  Pick out three containers to fill with herbs for your patio or deck. Some possibilities: a half-barrel, a large terra-cotta pot, a planter box. What herbs will you grow in each?

•  Start a garden journal. Aim to record your planting and harvesting, as well as the way you use your plants and the enjoyment they give you.




In the yeare that Januarie shal enter on the Thursday the winter shalbe long and most part drie and the yeare shalbe very holesome.

—ERRA PATER
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JANUARY 3


Here in this place I’ll set a bank of rue, sour herb of grace;

Rue, even for ruth, shall shortly here be seen…

—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, RICHARD II
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The Language of Flowers

Using plants as symbols is a human habit that dates back to classical times. The term poet laureate, for example, comes from the Roman practice of awarding their favorite poets with a coronet of laurel leaves. Napoleon used the violet to represent his promise to return from exile, while his followers wore violets in their lapels to symbolize their faithfulness to him. And “there’s pansies,” Ophelia says, in Shakespeare’s Hamlet, “that’s for thoughts.”

But it was in nineteenth-century England where the romantic, ingenious, and secret “language of flowers” became most popular, and “floral dictionaries” were all the rage. Women and men who wanted to be successful in society were expected to know that a sprig of balsam meant “I am impatient,” while an ox-eye daisy blossom meant, “I’ll wait forever.” They also had to know that if a flower was presented upside-down, its original meaning was contradicted, and that “Yes”—ah, the mystery and promise of that word!—was implied by touching the flower to the lips.

Throughout the China Bayles Mysteries, I often use the language of flowers to add depth and significance to the story. In Lavender Lies, for instance, China comments that dyer’s bugloss (Anchusa tinctoria) was used as a rouge, which (in a time when women did not “paint”) gave the plant the meaning of untrustworthiness. In Rueful Death, the herb rue often stands (as it does in Shakespeare) for ruth: pity, compassion, mercy, as well as for repentance and remorse.

SOME FLORAL MEANINGS


•  catnip: I am intoxicated with love.

•  clover: You are lucky.

•  dandelion: I find your presumptions laughable.

•  honeysuckle: I would not answer hastily.

•  Jacob’s ladder: Come down off your pedestal!



Learn about the language of flowers:

Flora’s Dictionary, by Kathleen Gips


JANUARY 4

Today is the tenth day of Christmas, and in Celtic tradition, the end of the solstice celebration. The twelve days of Christmas begin on Christmas Day and end on January 6, Epiphany.


We had a great cake made, in which was put a bean for the King, a pease for the Queen, a clove for the Knave, a forked stick for the Cuckold, a rag for the Slut.

—HENRY TEONGE, 1676
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Twelfth-Night Cake

In most English and European households, the Twelfth-Night Cake was baked a day or two ahead of the merry celebration that concluded the holiday season. This eighteenth-century recipe will give you an idea of the work involved. Cakes like these were mostly baked in the kitchens of the gentry. Villagers (most had no ovens) usually made their cakes as puddings, which were boiled in a pot hung over the fire.

TO MAKE A TWELFTH-NIGHT CAKE


Put two pounds of butter in a warm pan and work it to a cream with your hand; then put in two pounds of loaf sugar sifted; a large nutmeg grated; and of cinnamon ground, allspice ground, ginger, mace and coriander each a quarter ounce. Now break in eighteen eggs by one and one, meantime beating it for twenty minutes or above; stir in a gill of brandy; then add two pounds of sifted flour, and work it a little. Next put in currants four pounds, chopped almonds half a pound; citron the like; and orange and lemon peel cut small half a pound. Put in one bean and one pea in separate places, bake it in a slow oven for four hours, and ice it or decorate it as you will.

—ELIZABETH RAFFALD, THE EXPERIENCED ENGLISH HOUSEKEEPER, 1769



THE TWELFTH-NIGHT BEAN

The tradition of the bean and pea came from medieval France, where, if you got the bean, you were crowned King of the Bean and everyone had to do as you directed. It’s said that Mary Queen of Scots brought the custom to England, and added the pea. Whoever got the pea shared the throne with the king. Other items might also be hidden in the cake: If you got a clove, you were a rogue; if a twig, you’d best look to your spouse’s virtue; if a bit of rag, your morals might be in question.

EASY TWELFTH-NIGHT CAKE

If you don’t have time to bake a traditional Twelfth-Night cake with 18 eggs and a gill of brandy, buy a fruitcake, insert whatever items you choose, and frost it to conceal your skullduggery. Wreathe your cake with rosemary and bay, traditional decorations.


JANUARY 5

Today is Twelfth Night Eve, when the last Yule fire was traditionally lit.


Beware of an oak,

It draws the stroke,

Avoid an ash,

It courts a flash,

Creep under the thorn,

It will save you from harm.

—TRADITIONAL ENGLISH FOLK SAYING
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The Mysterious Thorn of Glastonbury

The mystery began on Twelfth Night in 1535, when somebody noticed that the hawthorn tree (Crataegus monogyna) in front of St. John the Baptist Church was blooming—in the chilly depths of winter. Thomas Cromwell, adviser to Henry VIII, dispatched a sleuth to investigate this miraculous phenomenon. The physical evidence (two blossoms) was sent to London, beginning the custom of sending the January blooms of the Glastonbury hawthorn to the monarch. Charles I put a stop to the custom, but Queen Mary revived it in 1922, agreeing to accept a blossom whenever the Holy Thorn lived up to its reputation.

The hawthorn has long been a mysterious plant. The Greeks and Romans associated it with marriage, fertility, and protection from evil; Greek brides and grooms wore hawthorn blossoms; and Roman parents placed hawthorn leaves in cradles to ward off evil spirits. In Europe, it was believed that hawthorn would protect you from lightning. However, hawthorn’s fortunes took a turn for the worse in early Christianity, for the crown of thorns was reputed to have been made of hawthorn. Carrying hawthorn blossoms into the house was said to bring bad luck, and the tree became associated with disease and death.

Hawthorn holds another intriguing mystery: its long-recognized value as a gentle, effective herbal protection for the heart. The ancient belief that hawthorn promotes cardiac health has been confirmed by researchers who tell us that hawthorn can help to normalize blood pressure, reduce the heart rate, and promote oxygen uptake.

HAWTHORN TEA

Use 2 teaspoons of dried, crushed fruits per cup of boiling water. Steep 20 minutes. Drink up to 2 cups a day. In this therapeutic dosage, hawthorn is said to be safe for long-term use, and no toxic effects have been noted. (Pregnant women should not use it, however.)

Read more about hawthorn as a healing herb:

The Healing Herbs, by Michael Castleman


A Gard’ner’s work is never at an end, It begins with the year, and continues to the next.

—JOHN EVELYN, 1620-1706




JANUARY 6


Stand fast root, bear well top,

God send us a howling sop [bread dipped in wine]

Every twig, apple big.

Every bough, apples enow.

Hats full, caps full,

Full quarter sacks full.

—TRADITIONAL HOWLING CHARM
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Apple Howlings

If you have an apple tree, Twelfth Day is the day to celebrate it. In England, people went into the orchards on this day, to toast the trees and bless them with last year’s cider. When the celebrations got a little rowdy (they usually did), they were known as apple howlings, or “youlings.” If you plan a rowdy howling around your apple tree, you might want to invite the neighbors to join in. Serve apple cider and warm apple-spice nut bars with ice cream.

APPLE-SPICE NUT BARS


3 eggs

1 ½ cups sugar

1 teaspoon vanilla

1 ½ cups flour

1 teaspoon cinnamon

½ teaspoon nutmeg

¼ teaspoon cloves

½ teaspoon salt

3 teaspoons baking powder

3 cups apples, unpeeled, cored, finely chopped

1 ½ cups walnuts, coarsely chopped



Beat eggs until foamy; add sugar, beat until mixture is thick and lemon colored. Add vanilla. In a separate bowl, mix flour, spices, salt, and baking powder. Blend into egg mixture. Fold in chopped apples and walnuts. Turn into greased and floured 13 x 9-inch pan. Bake 30-40 minutes at 350° or until tester inserted in center comes out clean. Cut into squares. Serve warm with ice cream.

Apples were believed to have powerful medicinal qualities. Some apple lore:


•  To keep colds away for a year, eat an apple at midnight on Halloween.

•  To keep up the strength, sniff an old sweet apple.

•  To remove warts, rub the warts with an apple and bury it. When it rots, the warts will disappear.

•  John Gerard, author of the famous Herbal of 1597, recommended a cosmetic salve to keep the skin soft and supple: apple pulp, lard, and rosewater. Known as pomatum, it was popular well into the nineteenth century.



Apples are high in antioxidants, flavonoids, phytonutrients, and fiber, a potent good-health package.


JANUARY 7

January’s theme garden: a Petting Garden.


Laurel’s sister Willow and I put in many long hours this spring transforming the entire yard, from Crockett Street back to the alley, into a collection of theme gardens: a silver garden, a tea garden, a butterfly garden, a dyers’ garden, a kitchen garden. The work won’t be done for a few more months—probably never, actually, since herb gardens have a way of inviting you to do just a little more here and a little more there.

—ROSEMARY REMEMBERED: A CHINA BAYLES MYSTERY
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Theme Gardens

China and her friends take great pleasure in the theme gardens she has planted around her shop. It’s fun to define an area of the garden by dedicating it to a theme: to an historical period, for instance (a Civil War garden); to a literary figure (Shakespeare, Chaucer); to a craft (a garden of pressed plants); to the Bible; to butterflies; or to specific types and kinds of plants. January’s theme garden is an indoor petting garden that’s fun for both adults and children.

A PETTING GARDEN—AND MORE

The sweet scents and pleasant breezes of summer are months away, but a wintertime windowsill collection of scented geraniums will buoy your spirits and keep your thumb green. These fragrant plants—strictly speaking, they are not geraniums but pelargoniums— come from South Africa, where a Dutch botanist found them in 1672. Their intriguing scents made them popular for Victorian potpourri.

Scented geraniums invite us to touch, sniff, and pet. They come in a variety of fruit and citrus scents— rose, lemon, apple, lime, apricot, strawberry, coconut, peppermint, cinnamon, ginger, nutmeg, pineapple, orange, rose mint, and citronella—and will thrive with a half-day’s sunshine and regular watering. Move them outdoors for the summer, and back to your windowsill when frosts threaten.

USING SCENTED GERANIUMS


•  Freshen a closet or drawer with dried lemon geranium leaves tucked into a muslin bag.

•  Scent a room with a potpourri of dried apple or lime geranium leaves.

•  Use fresh or dried leaves to flavor tea, jelly (especially blackberry and apple), custard, sugar, sorbet, and vinegar.

•  Toss the delicate edible flowers in a salad.

•  Use rose geranium leaves to make a liqueur.

•  Flavor cake by placing a leaf or two of rose geranium in the bottom of the pan and adding a teaspoon of rose water to the batter.



Find out more about scented geraniums:

Scented Geraniums: Knowing, Growing, and Enjoying Scented Pelargoniums, by Jim Becker


JANUARY 8

Today is National Bubble Bath Day.


Ruby wrapped her arms around herself, shivering. “Are we going to stake the place out and wait until she comes home?”

“On a night like this?” I put the key in the ignition and started the car. “Anyway, we were up at five this morning, and it’s been a long, hard day. I’d rather go home and make myself a hot toddy and fall into a bubble bath.”

—MISTLETOE MAN: A CHINA BAYLES MYSTERY
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Bubble, Bubble

There’s nothing nicer on a cold winter’s night (especially if you’ve been with China and Ruby on a stakeout) than a long, luxurious bubble bath. And since today is National Bubble Bath Day, it’s the perfect time to indulge.

Make your own unscented herbal bubble bath, using skin-softening, nondrying ingredients such as castile soap (made from pure olive oil), coconut oil, and glycerin, all of which can be purchased at most large drugstores. Then choose a scent to fit your mood—a combination of scents, if you choose.

SPIRIT-SOOTHING LAVENDER BUBBLE BATH

In Lavender Lies, China includes these instructions for making a mild bubble bath. Grate one bar of castile soap into a quart of warm water. Mix well. To this liquid soap solution add 3 ounces of glycerin or coconut oil (either will make bubbles) and 2-4 drops lavender essential oil. Store in a glass or plastic container.

OTHER HERBAL BUBBLE BATHS

Using the same basic recipe, try these essential oils, alone or in a fragrant combination:


•  For a calming, soothing bath: lavender, rose, tangerine, sandalwood

•  For a warming, relaxing bath: clary sage, ylang ylang

•  For a refreshing, uplifting bath: rosemary, lemon, orange, bergamot



Find out how to make many bodycare products:

Making Natural Liquid Soaps: Herbal Shower Gels / Conditioning Shampoos / Moisturizing Hand Soaps, by Catherine Failor


The garden is never dead; growth is always going on, and growth that can be seen, and seen with delight.

—HENRY ELLACOMBE, IN MY VICARAGE GARDEN, 1902
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Love of gardening is a seed that once sown never dies.

—GERTRUDE JEKYLL
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All About the Myra Merryweather Herb Guild

The herb guild, one of Pecan Springs’ most energetic organizations, was established by Myra Merryweather during the Depression, when people gardened, not just to feed their families but to keep their minds off the sad fact that they didn’t have a paying job. Myra was a woman of remarkable energies. She became interested in herbs on a visit to England, where she met the well-known herbalist Maud Grieve, the author of A Modern Herbal, and Gertrude Jekyll, who believed that the prettiest gardens were a medley of old-fashioned favorites, herbs, and native plants. Myra was so inspired that she came back to Pecan Springs, rolled up her sleeves, and started digging. Her neighbors, not to be outclassed, started digging, too. Before you could say Salvia officinalis, they had formed an herb guild. When Myra died, she left her historic house to the Guild.

Everybody in Pecan Springs would agree that the Merryweathers have contributed to the little town’s unique charm. There’s the Joe Pye Memorial Knot Garden, for instance, created in honor of the town’s veterans, and the semi-annual Herb Bazaar and Pass-Along Plant Sale in the parking lot of the First Baptist Church, a slam-bang event whose proceeds recently furnished the Laverne Scurry Conversation Lounge at the Colonial Nursing Home. In appreciation, the Chamber of Commerce awarded the Merryweathers the Hilda Bonger Golden Trowel. Guild President Pansy Pride received loud applause when she said in her acceptance speech that the guild “stirs a pinch of savory, a potpourri of thymely delights, and a bushel of herbal joys into the melting pot of our fair city.”

China Bayles, chair of the garden committee, extends an invitation to visit the Guild’s gardens. While you’re there, you can also admire the concrete armadillo recently donated by guild member Harold Thompson. Everyone who sees it is amazed. China reports that a subcommittee has been formed to investigate suitable locations for displaying Harold’s generous gift. (Harold is now at work on a very large tumbleweed made of coat hangers.)

The guild is also at work. They are compiling a new book, Happy Thymes: A Calendula of Herbal Dillies. I am pleased to say that the guild has given their generous permission to print several items from this forthcoming publication in these pages. Thank you, Merryweathers!

Read China’s story about an unfortunate incident at the Merryweather Guild House:

“The Rosemary Caper,” in An Unthymely Death and Other Garden Mysteries, by Susan Wittig Albert


JANUARY 10
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First Aid for Faces

Let’s face it. January blasts can chap and crack your skin, and long days in overheated buildings can sap your spirits. But herbs can help to heal both body and spirit. And there’s something especially healing in a soothing product you’ve made yourself, with all-natural ingredients. Almond meal (almond oil is used in many fine cosmetics) is used in both these recipes, which are favorites of Ruby Wilcox.

This soothing treatment for winter-worn faces is suitable for all skin types. The essential oils—you can choose from several, with different effects—provide a subtle aromatherapy, lifting and soothing your spirits, while the herbs and almond meal do their work.

RUBY’S FACIAL MASK


2 tablespoons almond meal (almonds ground very fine)*

1 tablespoon powdered marigolds

1 tablespoon powdered chamomile

aloe gel, enough to make a paste (you can purchase this at the drugstore)

about half of a raw egg

2 drops chamomile essential oil, or oil of your choice



Mix the almond meal and herbs together. Add enough aloe gel and egg to make a paste. Add essential oil. If the paste is too thin, add more almond meal; if it’s too thick, add a bit of aloe gel or egg. To use, wash your face. Pat dry, and apply the mask. Leave on for 10 minutes or so, while you’re lying down, then wash off gently. Refrigerate for up to a week. (This will make 3-4 masks.)

Read more about home-crafted cosmetics:

Jeanne Rose’s Kitchen Cosmetics: Using Herbs, Fruit, & Flowers for Natural Bodycare, by Jeanne Rose


Every gardener knows under the cloak of winter lies a miracle—a seed waiting to sprout, a bulb opening to light, a bud straining to unfurl. And the anticipation nurtures our dream.

—BARBARA WINKLER
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*Almond meal and almond oil are recommended for cosmetics throughout this book, because both are superior moisturizing and softening agents. If you are allergic to nuts, or intend to make the cosmetic as a gift for a friend, you may substitute oatmeal (oat flakes ground fine) and a non-nut oil of your choice.
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“What’s going on these days?” Amy’s sharp-featured face was pale and set. “Well, for starters, I’m pregnant.”

I said the only thing I could think of. “Let’s have a cup of tea.”

—A DILLY OF A DEATH: A CHINA BAYLES MYSTERY
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Create an Herbal Tea Pantry

China often says that there’s no puzzle that can’t be solved over a cup of tea, and she may just be right! Throughout recorded history, herbs have been used to brew beverages that clear our minds, lift our spirits, and heal our bodies. With very little expenditure, you can create your own original blends and stock your herbal tea pantry with your personal favorites.

GETTING STARTED

Set aside a cool, dark pantry or cupboard shelf, where you can keep your stash of teas and herbs. When you’ve created a favorite blend, put it into a lidded jar for storage. Keep notes on the blends you create, specifying the amount of herbs you use. Name your creations. (Chamomile Comfort? Lemony Luscious?) Nearby, cache your favorite teapot—or teapots, if you’re a collector! You’ll also want to have a tea ball (sometimes called an infuser) or tea strainer. For brewing tea from seeds, barks, or roots, a mortar and pestle are handy. And be sure to include a selection of pretty cups or mugs, so you can share your favorite teas with friends who drop in for a chat.

When it comes to brewing herbal tea, there are few rules. You’ll have to decide how much to use and how long to let it steep. To intensify the flavor, use more herbs, rather than increase the steeping time. To sweeten or not to sweeten? That’s another individual decision. In China’s opinion, honey is always nice.

Three of China’s favorite herb combinations:


•  Rosemary Renewal Blend: 2 parts dried rosemary leaves, 1 part dried juniper berries, crushed, 1 part dried mint, 1 part dried lemongrass

•  Lavender Luscious Blend: 2 parts dried lavender buds, 2 parts dried chamomile flowers, 1 part dried elder flowers, [image: ] teaspoon powdered cloves

•  Mint Magic Blend: 2 parts dried peppermint, 1 part China tea, 1 part lemongrass



Read more about herbal tea-making:

A Cozy Book of Herbal Teas: Recipes, Remedies, and Folk Wisdom, by Mindy Toomay


The path of the herbalist is to open ourselves to nature in an innocent and pure way. She in turn will open her bounty and reward us with her many valuable secrets.

—MICHAEL TIERRA
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Good bread never loafs around.

—CHINA BAYLES
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Quick and Easy Herb Breads

A loaf of hot bread is a welcome addition to the evening meal, especially in the winter. When you’re tired from a day’s work and in a hurry to get dinner on the table, preprepared products can make the task easier—and herbs make the bread special. Fannie Couch, the seventy-plus talk-show radio host at Station KPST-FM in Pecan Springs, has been collecting recipes from her Pecan Springs friends and listeners for years. Here are two of Fannie’s fast, no-fuss favorites.

BETSY BLUMEFIELD’S BEST HERB BISCUITS


2 cups baking mix

1 teaspoon dried parsley

½ teaspoon dried thyme

½ teaspoon dried basil

1 cup sour cream (low fat is fine)

½ cup melted butter or margarine

½ cup grated Parmesan cheese mixed with ¼ cup flour



Preheat oven to 400°. Lightly spray a mini-muffin pan. Mix baking mix, herbs, sour cream, and butter. Dough will be sticky. Scoop into 24 balls and roll in cheese/flour mixture. Place in mini-muffin pan and bake for 15-18 minutes, until brown.

LILLIAN LIPPENCOTT’S SATURDAY NIGHT SPECIAL HERB BREAD

Lillian works at the dry cleaners in Pecan Springs and doesn’t get home until four on Saturdays. She says that if she puts out frozen dough to thaw in the morning, and gets started on it when she gets home, she has hot bread on the table by 6.


1 1-pound loaf frozen white bread dough (follow package directions for thawing)

2 teaspoons dried basil, or 4 teaspoons fresh, minced

2 teaspoons minced dried rosemary leaves, or 3 teaspoons fresh

1 tablespoon minced chives flour for dusting



Briefly knead thawed dough on lightly floured board. Knead in minced herbs until evenly mixed. Add flour as needed to prevent sticking. Shape into a smooth ball and place in a loaf pan. Cover, let rise until doubled in size, about 40 minutes. Bake in 375° oven until golden, about 35-40 minutes.

Learn how Fannie Couch catches a crook—on the radio:

“Fannie’s Back Fence Caper,” by Susan and Bill Albert, in Malice Domestic 3: An Anthology of Original Traditional Mystery Stories, edited by Nancy Pickard
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In pre-Christian Ireland, the Celts celebrated this day as the Feast of Brewing.


A fine beer may be judged with only one sip, but it’s better to be thoroughly sure.

—CZECH PROVERB
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Beer: A Magical, Mysterious Brew

Brewing has been part of human history for more than six thousand years. It is thought that the Sumerians discovered the fermentation process by chance, perhaps when bread became wet. The earliest account of brewing pictures wheat or barley bread baked, crumbled into liquid, and fermented—a process involving natural yeasts—into a drink that is said to have made people feel exhilarated.

Beer (sometimes thought of as “liquid bread”) has been an important foodstuff in many cultures, especially in places where the water was impure. People of all ages drank it throughout the day, and workers were often paid with jugs of beer. Some beers played an important part in worship, where they were considered to be the source of inspiration from the gods, and were ceremonially prepared and ritually drunk by priests, such as the Druids who celebrated the Celtic Feast of Brewing. Laws were frequently made to regulate the consumption of beer. For example, the Puritans were allowed to drink only two quarts of beer for breakfast.

Hops (which add bitterness and aroma) were not added to beer until the seventeenth century. Instead, other herbs provided a more subtle, complex flavor: bog myrtle, yarrow, rosemary, juniper berries, ginger, caraway seed, anise seed, nutmeg, cinnamon, wormwood, sage, broom. And rather than barley or malt, some herbs—such as ginger, nettles, Saint-John’s-wort, and dandelions—were the primary ingredient of some delicious beers. Ginger beer was a much-loved nineteenth-century drink, in both England and America.

MISS BEECHER’S FAMOUS GINGER BEER (1857)


3 pints yeast

½ pound honey

1 egg white

½ ounce lemon essence (lemon zest)

10 pounds sugar

9 gallons water

9 ounces lemon juice

11 ounces gingerroot



Boil the ginger half an hour in a gallon of water, then add the rest of the water and the other ingredients, and strain it when cold, add the white of one egg beaten, and half an ounce essence of lemon. Let it stand four days then bottle it, and it will keep good many months—Miss Beecher’s Domestic Receipt-Book

Read more about herbal beers:

Sacred and Herbal Healing Beers: The Secrets of Ancient Fermentation, by Stephen Harrod Buhner
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When I was young, I said to God, “God, tell me the mystery of the universe.” But God answered, “That knowledge is for me alone.” So I said, “God, tell me the mystery of the peanut.” Then God said, “Well, George, that’s more nearly your size.”

—GEORGE WASHINGTON CARVER
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Herbs, Gardens, and Mysteries

If it’s cold, gray, and dreary out-of-doors, it’s a perfect day to settle down with a wooly afghan, a cup of hot herbal tea, a plate of cookies, and something interesting to read. Of course, China’s herbal mysteries will be at the top of your reading list—right? But there are other herb and gardening mysteries you’re sure to find delightfully deadly and chock-full of garden lore. China joins me in recommending these favorites:

THE BROTHER CADFAEL MYSTERIES, BY ELLIS PETERS

Brother Cadfael is a fictional twelfth-century Welsh monk and herbalist, a brother in the monastery of Saints Peter and Paul, in Shrewsbury, England. Cadfael’s adventures are centered on life in the monastery, where he grows herbs and prepares them for their medicinal and culinary uses—as well as using his skills, knowledge, and sleuthing talents to solve murder mysteries. You might also be interested in Brother Cadfael’s Herb Garden: An Illustrated Companion to Medieval Plants and Their Uses, compiled by Rob Talbot and Robin Whiteman.

THE LOUISE ELDRIDGE GARDEN MYSTERIES, BY ANN RIPLEY

Louise Eldridge is an amateur gardener, garden writer, and garden-show host with a penchant for digging up dead bodies. Ripley’s fictions are filled with sophisticated, reliable gardening advice, arranged in separate essays throughout the novels. A few titles: Death of a Garden Pest, The Perennial Killer, Death of a Political Plant.

THE CLAIRE SHARPLES BOTANICAL MYSTERIES, BY REBECCA ROTHENBERG

Before her death in 1998, Rebecca Rothenberg wrote three mysteries featuring fictional microbiologist and plant pathologist Claire Sharples: The Dandelion Murders, The Shy Tulip Murders, and The Bulrush Murders. Lots of interesting botanical details are woven into the plots.

THE CELIA GRANT MYSTERIES, BY JOHN SHERWOOD

This ten-book series (which ended in the mid-1990s) featured fiftysomething British widow and horticulturist Celia Grant. A few titles: Menacing Groves, Bouquet of Thorns, Sunflower Plot, Hanging Garden, Creeping Jenny, Bones Gather No Moss.
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Dreams are illustrations from the book your soul is writing about you.

—MARSHA NORMAN
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The Magical New Moon of January

January’s new moon—the first new moon of the first month of the new year—was thought to be full of magical powers. If you had lived in 1695, when people believed in such things, you might have followed these instructions:


At the first appearance of the New Moon after New Year’s Day, go out in the Evening and stand astride the Bars of a Gate, or Stile (in Yorkshire they kneel on a ground-fast Stone), looking at the Moon, and say:

All Hail to the Moon, all Hail to thee

I prithee good Moon reveal to me

This Night who my Husband (or Wife) must be.

You must presently after go to Bed. I knew two Gentlewomen that did thus when they were young Maids, and they had Dreams of those that afterwards Married them.

—JOHN AUBREY, MISCELLANIES, 1695



ENHANCE YOUR MAGICAL MOON DREAMS

Ruby Wilcox (who has cast a magical spell or two in her lifetime) suggests that you enhance your New Moon dreams with a romantic herb mixture. This ancient practice is a form of aromatherapy.

RUBY’S MAGICAL NEW MOON DREAM PILLOW BLEND


½ cup dried rosemary

½ cup dried rose petals

¼ cup dried lavender flowers

½ cup dried lemon verbena

½ cup dried mint

4-5 whole cloves

1 cinnamon stick, broken



Mix all ingredients. Tuck into a muslin bag and place inside your pillowcase or under your pillow. If you want a stronger, dreamier scent, add a few drops of essential oil (rose, lavender, or verbena) to the mix.

Learn about dreaming and dream pillows:

Making Herbal Dream Pillows—Secret Blends for Pleasant Dreams, by Jim Long


In winter, when the moon’s horns are sharply defined, expect frost.

—TRADITIONAL WEATHER LORE
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Pleasure for one hour, a bottle of wine. Pleasure for one year, a marriage; but pleasure for a lifetime, a garden.

—CHINESE PROVERB
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Fruit, Herb, and Spice Liqueurs

These wonderful drinks had their beginnings in medieval monastic gardens and stillrooms. Many are easy to make, but they do take time to age. If you start now, you’ll be offering your liqueur to guests at your summer outdoor dinner parties, spooning it onto ice cream for a delightful hot-weather dessert, or adding it to the marinade for your holiday duck.

ROSE GERANIUM BERRY LIQUEUR


2 pints blackberries or raspberries

1 cup fresh rose geranium leaves

4 cups vodka

½ cup white wine



Syrup:


1 cup sugar

½ cup water



Combine the berries, geranium leaves, vodka, and wine in a wide-mouth jar with a tight-fitting lid. Steep for one month in a cool, dark place. Open and crush the berries slightly with a potato masher and steep for another 4-5 days. Strain, pressing the juice from the berries, then filter through a coffee filter or double layer of cheesecloth. To make the syrup, bring the water to a boil in a small saucepan, add sugar, and stir until dissolved. Cool. Add half the syrup to the liqueur; taste, then continue to add and taste until it is as sweet as you like. Pour into a bottle, cap it, and age for three weeks in a cool, dark place. Makes about 1 ½ quarts.

SPICED PEAR LIQUEUR


8 ripe pears, juiced (about 4 cups juice)

2-inch piece gingerroot, peeled, sliced

1 whole nutmeg

1 cinnamon stick

4 cups vodka

½ cup white wine



Syrup:


2 cups sugar

1 cup water



Combine the pears, gingerroot, spices, vodka, and wine and proceed as above, steeping for 5 weeks. Strain, filter. Make the syrup and add as above. Bottle and age for about 4 weeks.

Read more about making liqueurs:

Cordials from Your Kitchen: Easy, Elegant Liqueurs You Can Make & Give, by Patti Vargas




End of sample
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