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Mid winter is a busy time for herb gardeners. Keeping warm while 

outdoors takes extra energy and there are the chores of digging over 

soil, splitting herbal perennials, planting the annual garlic crop, 

pruning the fruit trees then making herbal wreath bases from the 

prunings; making creams and ointments from the summer harvest 

and then sitting in the evenings crafting the herb-dyed wool and yarn 

– YES! It is a busy time of year. But all of this is just what makes 

herby people such interesting and vital persons! They live healthy 

lives on what they grow and eat and are able to utilize the rest of the 

herb garden harvest. 

Regards, 

Marilyn and Ian Wightman   
 
WALLFLOWERS 
Wallflowers, wallflowers, wallflowers! They are just one great feature of the 

winter herb garden. They are glowing, vibrant flowering bushes in cold and 

depressing weather. Lighting up a corner of the garden they bring much cheer.   

Wallflowers are classified under two 

names in gardening books. But this can be 

confusing. Cherianthus species are the 

small, low wallflowers that start flowering 

in spring and carry on with their display 

right into summer. They tend to be just 

annuals, fading once the flowering has 

finished. Erysimum species are the winter 

flowering group. Many experts regard 

these two distinct plant groups as needing 

to be reclassified together under the one 

name of Erysimum.  

Winter flowering wallflowers are generally listed as Erysimum cheiri. The cheiri 

part of the name is historical. It comes from the French word Cherisaunce  when 

in ceremonies and classic festivals a posy of wallflower was carried in the hand. 

Medicinally the crystalline alkaloid cherinine acts on nerve centres and muscles. 

The oil has digitalis glucosides. Hence it is used in heart medication. The 

common name of wallflower comes from its natural habitat. A native of southern 

Europe, it grew there in any nook or 

cranny on a cliff or rock face. When 

towns and castles were fortified and 

enclosed with stone and rock walls 

the plants happily self seeded, 

colonizing these new crevices and 

earning the name of wallflower.  

Wallflowers are hardy small bushes 

and with care and good maintenance 

will last up to five or six years in the 

garden. If left to flower they will 

soon exhaust themselves. It is best to 

prune the bush hard in late spring 



and clip back the growth by a third. Shape the bush at the same time and it will 

make a rounded green background to all the summer herbs that are going to 

strut their stuff. A month after pruning return and give the wallflowers a good 

feed with lime, trace elements and either slow release fertilizer or compost. 

Watch the plants in summer and give them generous amounts of irrigation in 

very dry weather. They dislike being too dry around their shallow root system. 

In winter they are frost hardy and the blooms will only suffer if they are rained 

upon too consistently. 

Wallflower shades come in many different hues. With cross pollination occurring 

they self-seed and the colour hues can vary. Mr Bowles, that lucky gentleman 

whose relatives left him a fortune back in the 19thC lived off his inheritance, 

indulged his passion for plant breeding. From him we have inherited a range of 

plants that he named after himself. Wallflower “Bowle’s Mauve” is a gentle, soft 

purple tone. It is a little lower than most wallflowers and gets to just less than 

one metre high. Wallflower ‘mutabile’ 

is a combination of five or six shades 

of purple, red, orange and yellow. All 

these tones mix together and one 

composite head of wallflower will have 

a riotous mix of seven or eight flowers 

all different colours and tones. 

Wallflower “Joy Gold” is a NZ variety 

that the Hatch Family has perfected. 

The flowerhead is a blend of creams 

and yellows. The buds are deep russet 

brown before they open. This variety 

has splendid perfume which is a joy to inhale. A cross-bred that we grow at the 

nursery has the ignominy of being called “Brick Red” which leaves little to the 

imagination. It has rusty red and orange tones with plenty of deep purple as well. 

 

CITRUS IN WINTER 
 Winter time is the best to plant new citrus trees. There is a wide range of 

different edible fruit that can be grown. There are some small pockets of 

favourable microclimates existing in the South Island that will support citrus 

growth. The only feasible way in colder regions is to containerize the trees. In 

France at the Versailles Palace the orange trees are grown in large boxes that are 

wheeled outside for the warmer months and hauled back into the Orangery 

when it is cooler. In pre-electricity 

days there were some ingenious 

tricks to keep these glasshouses 

heated. Some had plumbed pipes 

which circulated heated water 

from a boiler. Others had lidded 

boxes on the out-of-view side of the 

glasshouse where animal manure 

was piled against the wall. As it 

composted the latent heat of this 

process was enough to stop plants 

being damaged by inclement 

weather conditions. South 

Islanders wanting citrus will have to adopt a similar system of growing by taking 

the potted plants indoors for winter. I have seen citrus growing outside where 

the plant was positioned against the log fire chimney. There was enough warmth 

and air movement from the external chimney flue to protect the citrus from 

frosts. 



North of Taupo, New Plymouth and Napier just about any citrus will grow well. 

South of these regions care should be taken to that the cold hardy varieties are 

chosen. Naval and Washington for oranges; Satsuma, Miho, Clementine, 

Richard’s Special and Silverhill are the better mandarins; Meyer Lemon is best 

though Lisbon lemons will grow in a very wind protected and sunny position; 

Wheeney, Golden Special, and Carter’s Naval are the grapefruit choice.  

There are other citrus varieties too. Kumquats are bitter orange and as the fruit 

are tart and small these are good container plants. Grouped in pairs they will 

look stunning when in smelly orange blossom and later when the fruit is ripe. 

Lemonade trees are a cross between lemon and limes and Tangelos are a cross 

between orange and grapefruit. Limes can be successfully grown in the North 

Island. The Kaffir lime is a true tropical but survives happily in NZ if grown in a 

sheltered and sunny spot. 

Citrus need plenty of special fertilizer to keep them green and healthy. The 

leaves soon turn yellow if there is a soil deficiency and are good indicators of an 

unhappy plant. They particularly like magnesium and iron. To get the balance 

right it is easiest to purchase the citrus fertilizer. This can be added to the 

container or sprinkled round at the base of the shrub. (Remembering that the 

feeder roots are concentrated on the outer drip line of the shrub not at the base 

of the trunk.) Feed citrus once a month from October onwards until March. 

Then allow the plant to rest over the cooler months. Plant your citrus in a sunny, 

north facing plot to ensure maximum sunlight to ripen the  

Citrus was first introduced to Europe from the Middle Eastern and Asian areas. 

The Moors took citrus to Spain where they ruled for hundreds of years. When 

ousted by the Christian warriors many of the mosques were converted to 

cathedrals. The orange groves were still retained. These most famous being the 

orange grove at Alhambra, Granada, in Spain. There in an enclosed courtyard 

are rows of fruiting oranges. These are watered by a system of narrow open 

drains at ground level. The water is pumped around the system and in the air 

becomes vaporized which helps irrigate the trees as well. The Arabs originally 

engineered this efficient irrigation system. Over time this also was adopted by 

other European countries. 

Citrus is regarded as herbal as well as being great to eat. In winter time when the 

fruit is at its best the human body relies on it for a natural supply of Vitamin C. 

The juice can be squeezed out and boiling water is poured over. Honey can be 

added to sweeten the cup. This is a good soothing drink for fevers, sore throats 

and flu sufferers. Hot lemon drink is also a healthy and natural warm drink for 

children. If the lemon is too bitter then squeeze an orange and pour boiling water 

over the juice in a mug. Its cleansing properties are well known too. How many 

household cleaning products are 

scented with lemon? 

Lemon and Lime essential oils are used 

in aromatherapy. Both have 

invigorating and energizing qualities.  

All citrus types are very useful in the 

kitchen. Savoury dishes such as 

hummus, avocado dips and fish meals 

are enhanced with the acrid flavour. 

Leaves of citrus can be laid in the base 

of a casserole under fish that is to be 

baked. Many cakes and slices recipes 

owe their sharp tang to citrus juice and zest as well. A plain cake is improved 

when citrus skin is grated into icing. 

And this time of year is time to manufacture marmalade. Most marmalade 

recipes use grapefruit and as those on cholesterol lowering medication know, 

grapefruit is forbidden in the diet. But why should marmalade just use 



grapefruit? Any citrus can be used as a grapefruit substitute in the marmalade 

recipe. I have made marmalade just from lemons – it sets better than any other 

citrus! Even the bitter kumquats get chopped up as their bright orange peel 

lends great colour to the jam. And if there are limes in good supply they are 

added as their green peel make interesting flecks of colour.  

 

MYRTLE’S MARMALADE 
Myrtle, my Mother-in-law, made the best marmalade ever. Her secret trick of 

great marmalade is soaking the fruit overnight. Slice the fruit very finely and 

small and put into a non-metal container. Pour over enough water to cover the 

fruit. Add a tea towel or cling film to keep it covered. The next day pour the mix 

into a large pot and slowly bring to the boil. The mix needs one cup of sugar to 

each cup of pulp. As the marmalade begins to boil add one cup of sugar at a 

time. Leave about ten or fifteen minutes and then add the next cup. After the last 

cup of sugar is added boil the mix for a further ten minutes then pour into 

sterilized jars. 

Sometimes if there is a glut of citrus fruit I make several bowls of the pulp mix 

and cover with water. The next day this is decanted into recycled ice-cream 

containers and frozen. When more marmalade is needed a jam mix is easily 

made up with this frozen pulp. Just proceed from the “bringing to the boil” part 

of the recipe. 

  

        

Hope you all have time to appreciate the crisp fresh air while working in the 

garden. And are enjoying the heady perfumes of winter from inhaling the scent 

of daphne, winter sweet and witch hazel. Already I have made two winter posies 

of sweet smelling violets to take visiting and give as a gift. While the landscape of 

the herb garden is barren this time of year there are still little pockets and 

corners of joy to be found. 

 

Herbally yours, 

Marilyn and Ian Wightman     

New Zealand 

http://www.fragrantgarden.co.nz 
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