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TUIS IN THE GARDEN

Hi everyone. This year Tuis have decided to do their spring courting (and hopefully nesting) in
the Fragrant Garden. As we move plants, pot up new ones and serve customers we are becoming
ardent bird watchers as the tuis continue to entertain. The farmer across the road was advised to
remove the hedge line of old, old macrocarpas. It was sad to see these giants being ripped out of
the ground earlier this year. They had been good companions for the nineteen years we have
been at the nursery. This winter has seen the full blast of the cold southerly smack into the now
exposed edge of our garden. We have been waiting apprehensively to see if the Tuis would
bypass our garden and find someone else to entrance. Luckily, they have adapted and as winter
has rolled by they have progressed from the flowering gums to the new buds of poplar and now
that the camellia grove is in full flower they are busy playing games % :
and gathering the camellia nectar. They do need a ‘lookout’ point . 3
of high trees. Flying across open paddocks from the neighbours -
they first alight on the windbreak gums and poplars. It seems as if -"fr_-
they are checking for predators. Once they feel safe they swoop
down to the camellia trees and gather the nectar. There are six Tuis §§ g
this year and while one or two stand guard in the gums the other =~
four will fly from bush to bush and feed for over ten minutes. Then [e_"‘ e
they change over and let the others have a feed while they perch in the hlgher trees. And they are
definitely courting! The males swoop and chase the girls and get up to all sorts of aerobatic
antics as they show off their cleverness. We laughed the other day as they played over our heads
for an hour before five of them all perched on the same branch just above our heads. You could
practically hear them puffing they were so worn out. The staff is competing to see who can
imitate the most calls and gurgling chuckles that the tuis have in their wide range of calls. The
kowhai are just coming into flower so guess it will be their turn next to supply the nectar. And
later, in early summer they will entertain us at breakfast time as we sit and sip coffee watching
them as they sip their ‘morning cuppa’ from the flax bushes.
We were permitted to choose an off cut from the macrocarpa hedge when the portable mill
people moved into transform the trees into enough
planks and beams for the farmer’s daughter. Nicola
and her family are going to build a new house up the
valley. Meanwhile we are anticipating sitting in the
summer sun on a huge new garden seat. At least the
old trees are being recycled and still appreciated.
The next wildlife to appraise as to how they are
adapting to the demise of the hedge will be the
monarch butterflies. They used the old hedge as their
: wintering over retreat every year. Fingers crossed they
eyt NSNS have decided to use our Cupressus leylandi shelter

o WSS  hedge instead.

PRIMROSES

Jane Austin wrote her observations and life experiences in the early 19" C. Her books reflect an
elegant age when manners and decorum were all important and what seemed a less selfish “me”
and “now” era than the 21* century seems to have become. In her novel Emma, there is
reference to calling on the neighbour of an afternoon and being invited in for a cowslip wine
tonic. I always think of Emma when the primroses start to flower! And wonder just how big a
plot of cowslips would be needed to provide enough flowers for a brew of cowslip wine.
Cowslips are just one small part of the Primrose family. They have delicate, nodding trumpet
flowers that come from a long, single stalk and then have a cluster of up to eight buds on each



head. Botanically they are Primula veris. Their nodding heads have an extra attraction, turning
up the flowerhead reveals a small bright orange marking inside on every petal.
Handling any of the primula family releases the wonderful, linament aroma of the leaves and
roots. Very musky and reminiscent of sporting fixtures and the changing room! In fact, the plant
can be useful in an ointment for arthritic, nerve and joint pain.
Pliny recommended it for paralysis and rheumatism and Culpepper knew of its wound healing
powers.
Primroses have a similar sweet scent to the flower but each flower grows in its own short, stem
and they are closer to the foliage than cowslips. Old fashioned primroses flower in soft colours of
white, cream, pale purples and pinks. Most have a darker marking near the centre of the flower.
We also cultivate the hose-in-hose cowslip. This form is a double flower that has one flower
shape stralght behmd the first. Apparently this name first appeared in Elizabethen England
I L SRS when it was the male fashion to wear several pairs of
hose on the leg. These were of course, modestly tucked
into the pantaloon trousers of the day. The top pair of
hose were often a contrasting colour and the top was
rolled down to mid- thigh to reveal the second pair of
hose underneath. This fashion trend was named hose-
in-hose. (By the way, this is when the ‘Order of the
Garter’ also began. There must have been some very
elegant male legs to turn the eye of the Virgin Queen!)
. In recent years, with cross pollination occurring, a new

Marilyn karez| double cowslip has been born at the nursery and is

] now available from The Fragrant Garden called

“Marilyn Marvel”. This has the buttercup yellow of the cowslip but the hose-in-hose form as
well. It has a sweet, strong perfume.
The Primrose family has about 400 different species and most of them prefer the cooler part of
the garden in dappled, if not full shade. They thrive in winter with plenty of moisture round to
keep them happy but do need a ground mulch or regular watering over the drier summer
months. So, do not put them in the sunny front border and expect them to flourish. They are all
good feeders and require constant nourishment to their roots with compost and fertilizer. Do lift
them every four years and split them up. They will respond well to the disturbance and flourish
rewardingly. It is suprising the number of old forms of primula that are to be found in New
Zealand. Many of the original forms of plants were saved from extinction in England and
Europe by the estate gardener who, when ordered to
pull out a flower bed for composting because the
latest fashion plants had just arrived, would instead
take them home to his own garden. These were then
split and shared over the generations and kept going
as a gene pool. Some of these old primroses found
their way to NZ with the early settlers who carried
them out as seeds. A recent visitor to The Fragrant
Garden was interested in primroses and we had a
great chat about them. When returning home she
sent us a plant of her Aunt Jenny’s primrose. It had
been in the family for three generations and she was
keen to perpetuate and share this little treasure. It
has just begun flowering and really is a treasure! The flower stalk is primrose in form and each
small pink flower is immediately surrounded by its own circlet of green leaves. It is most
unusual. Gardening is great. There is always something new to discover and delight in finding.
Thanks Margaret!

Primrose "Jenny's

SPRING GREENS

“Water cress pottage is a good remedy to cleanse the blood in spring, helps headaches, and
consume the gross humours winter has left behind: those who would live in health, may make
use of this; if any fancy not pottage, they may eat the herb as a salad.” -Nicholas Culpepper,
1625



When an ancient or historical herbal is consulted there are references to “Pot Herbs” and
“Spring Herbs”. Pot herbs are the plants that are added to the pot and cooked to flavour the
meal. (Pot being the reference to the days when the kitchen consisted of a single pot hanging over
the fire. This is where the term “pottage” has originated. Food that was cooked, over heat, in a
pot.)

Other herbs were called spring or salade herbs and these were used fresh and raw in salads.
Spring herbs are known to be tonic herbs as well. Their tonic effects utilised to clear the blood
and system after the sluggish digestion of dried legumes, fruit and meat which constituted the
winter diet. In spring, fresh fruit and vegetables were in short supply until the berries and early
apples were available. It was important to allay diseases such as scurvy by ensuring people ate
fresh, tender greens. Forget today’s lettuce salad or coleslaw. These lettuce and cabbages are
modern vegetables, only cultivated and hybridised within the last 200 years. A salad of 1805 or
1505 would have contained many plants that the modern chef would not deign to add to the
salad bowl. Unfortunately, the modern chef would not even know or recognize these plants let
alone consider harvesting them and using them to make a highly nutritious and flavoursome
salad meal. (Spring herbs are often bitter flavours and should be added to the everyday diet.
Modern nutrition is neglecting bitter types of food.)

These ancient, spring herbs are the hedgerow plants of Europe, the prairie plants of North
American plains, the jungle undergrowth of Africa or South America, the roadside plants of
Asia. Every culture has their “peasant plants” the wild, naturally occurring herbs that are
recognized and treasured for their life-sustaining and beneficial attributes to well being. As good
herbalists we should educate ourselves to recognize and use these beneficial herbs. New Zealand,
being a multi-cultural society, now has many salad and herb plants that have been introduced to
the country by these different cultural groups. (After all, the sweet potato was an early import.)
Here are some that grow in all parts of the country and are free!

Chickweed-Stellaria media — has a medieval name which refers to the star shaped, tiny white
flowers. “Media” is named after the plants placement in its generic family of Caryophyllaceae
(the Carnation family). It is about middle-sized in this group of plants. It’s common name of
Chickweed refers to its popularity among bird breeders to feed it to their flocks. Consider taking
it indoors to feed that brood too. Chickweed collects any trace elements of copper in the soil so
can be consumed to supply the human body with its copper needs. Use some finely chopped
leaves and stalks in a salad or eat with tomato in a sandwich. They have an interesting flavour
when cooked with scrambled eggs. Either prepare them on their own or in combination with
parsley. If there is a large, purposely cultivated patch, then they can be harvested and steamed
gently the same as spinach and used as a vegetable dish on their own or in a stir-fry.

Fat hen is the country name as is Lamb’s quarters for Chenopodium album- Chen for Goose
and podium for little foot. Album is Latin for white and this refers to the grey colour of stem and
leaf and also to the white, downy powder produced by the leaves. There are many other
members of the Chenopodium family that are utilised in the herbalist’s garden — Good King
Henry, Strawberry Spinach and of course its Asian cousin introduced to Europe in the 16thC —
Spinach. Fat hen is an annual that is often regarded as a pest in the garden but the small
seedlings, harvested before they are setting flower buds, are tasty added to salads and stir-fry
dishes. It is high in iron, calcium and Vitamins B1 and B2. Utilize it raw in salads or lightly
steamed. As with all these herbs, just a few leaves or sprigs can be added to the vegetable part of
the meal.

Chicory is a perennial and the bitter leaves can be used all winter long. The leaves contain a
bitter, milky juice. Parkinson in his herbal called it a “fine, cleansing jovial plant.” . The
botanical name Chicorium intybus comes from its ancient Arabic name of cichorium and the
Latin name for endive of intybus. While it is often eaten fresh as green leaves in a salad the
European preference is to cut the newly formed head and place this in straw or sawdust in a
darkened room. Depriving them of sunlight causes blanching and the end product is called
witloof.

Lamb’s Lettuce is one of the more obscure herbs that belong to the group of spring herbs.
Botanically it is Claytonia siberica. It is named after John Clayton who was a 19thC American
plant collector. This little known plant is an annual. It has thin, elongated, fleshy leaves and tiny
white or pink striped flowers. It is a vigorous colonizer in the garden and the leaves are
refreshing when eaten in a salad or sandwich. In New Zealand its other folk name is Miner’s



Lettuce. And therein lies a mystery that has yet to be resolved. When the gold rushes hit New
Zealand in the 1860s, there was an influx of world wide gold miners. With the haste to set up
camp in the wilderness of Otago there was a shortage of fresh food and supplies. Did this little
plant, Claytonia siberica arrive in New Zealand at this time? Was it purposely introduced by an
experienced gold miner who knew of the nutritional value of fresh green herbage? As it readily
grows from seed, it would certainly provide an
immediate supply of green leaf for the limited diet of
the gold -fields era.

Lamb’s Lettuce, like Lamb’s Quarters, goosefoot, fat
hen, chickweed and similarly named herbs refers to
the use of feeding these plants to stock. All of the
mentioned plants were traditionally fed to animals to
improve their nutrition and therefore health status;
Paramount in ensuring a continuing source of milk,
meat, pelts, feathers and wool. Recent researching by
NZ Government departments has shown the

Miners Lettues nutritive attributes of certain herbs. These are now
readily available mixed in pasture seed and are
advocated for sowing in farm pasture. What is new?

REFERENCES: -

A Country Herbal — Lesley Gordon — Peerage Books
Culpepper’s Complete Herbal- Pitman Press Ltd

The Weed Herbal — Audrey Wynne Hatfield- Sterling Pub. Co
Elixirs of Life — Mrs C Leyel — Faber & Faber

A Modern Herbal — M. Grieve — Tiger Books International
All photos by Ian Wightman

Many thanks for supporting the worthy world of herbs by requesting this newsletter. The new
website format is several months old and consequently there has been a big increase in people
requesting this newsletter. A good way to be herbally proactive in New Zealand is to join the
local herb group in the area. There are over 30 herb societies and all have interesting activities
from guest speakers to workshops and seminars. Most have a reference library where herb
books can be borrowed for a month to learn even more about these wonderful plants. The
umbrella group The Herb Federation of New Zealand — has a website which has contact details
for the herbs groups throughout New Zealand — { HYPERLINK "http://www.herbs.org.nz/" }.
Marilyn has two more adult education classes available this year through Feilding Agricultural
High School. Their website is { HYPERLINK "http://www.feildinghigh.school.nz/" }

Herbally Yours,
Marilyn and Ian Wightman
http://www.fragrantgarden.co.nz

The Fragrant News is the newsletter of The Fragrant Garden, 60 Port Street East, RD7, Feilding, New Zealand.
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