
The pull of that first really sunny spring day is almost magnetic: drawing you out, into the fresh air, with the apple- blossoms and the tender green of new leaves. Warm enough to make lingering outdoors a real pleasure; cool enough to enjoy being active. It’s always a real sign of the seasons’ change when I can’t wait to dash out of the kitchen and eat my lunch on the garden bench. Warm enough to make lingering outdoors a real pleasure; cool enough to enjoy being active.

Optimising your garden
It’s then I might notice all the little outdoor jobs I could be doing instead of having to scuttle back inside. Like pegging up the duvet covers to flap on the line – I love burying my nose in line-dried washing with its almost honeyed scent. The sun will also help to bleach your linen and the breeze will ‘iron’ it so you don’t have to. A good thwacking on the line can shift the deep-down dust from floor rugs, too. 	Comment by Isabelle Oliveira: Expand? Mention Why?

This is a great time to clean windows, to bring more light into your rooms and so you won’t have todon’t feel guilty every time the sunlight shows up the collected grime. Do them now and you can relax about it for a month or two. 

Wash down patios and decking;, clean the winter off your pots and freshen up the planting with primary-coloured anemones or delicate lilies of the valley;. give lavender and rosemary plants a trim so they keep their shape and grow bushy, not straggly. You could sit with a sketchbook and plan a cutting bed to bring armfuls of blue cornflowers, open-faced cosmos and friendly snapdragons into your home come summer. This is the moment to get on top of the weeds before they rampage and swallow up your garden; it’s much easier to lift them when the soil is moist, and you can put them to good use - by eating them.

This is the moment to get on top of the weeds, before they rampage and swallow up your garden. It’s much easier to lift them when the soil is moist. Give lavender and rosemary plants a trim so they keep their shape and grow bushy, not straggly. I once read, or heard, a lovely piece of advice: when planning your garden, position scented plants along the paths or by doorways. That way, you can run your hand through them and release a cloud of fragrance as you pass. You could sit with a sketchbook and plan a cutting bed to bring armfuls of blue cornflowers, open-faced cosmos and friendly snapdragons into your home come summer. 




	Comment by Isabelle Oliveira: Can I do something with this?


Benefiting from your gardenAs you do your garden spring clean, think about where you might want to sit and watch the birds or the passing of the clouds. Tree stump sections make inviting natural seats (and ideal bug hotels for your garden ecosystem), or restore a wood and cast-iron bench by chafing off flaking paint with a wire brush, sanding with glass-paper and applying new paint in your colour choice. 

After all your tidying and repairing, a bite from the garden larder is welcome. At this time of year, it doesn’t overflow with the same bounty as in summer, but you’ll find leaves and stems for salads, pestos and soups. Out in the veg patch I like to have a constant cup of tea at my side, and a colander to collect the harvest, both planted and wild. 

Hairy bitter cress gives a delicious mustardy kick to egg sandwiches, while wild garlic leaves can be served steamed or wilted as a spring  used in risottos and stir-fries. vegetable or
Put your weeds to good use – by eating them. Nettle tops can be mixed with spinach and ricotta to make gnocchi oras well as simmered in the better-known soup. , or made into this restorative infusion. Centuries agoago, you might also have used them to protect your home against evil spirits.  

Hairy bitter cress gives a delicious mustardy kick to egg sandwiches, while wild garlic leaves can be served steamed or wilted as a spring vegetable, or used in risottos and stir-fries.  

In the vegetable patch, sorrel pushes up in lime-green quills, returning every year from late winter onwards. Sow cut-and-come-again salad leaves and oriental leaves, such as mizuna and pak choi, in March and they will be starting to show themselves by April; try a pot or seed tray on a sunny windowsill to get them going. Spinach and chard, wild rocket and purple sprouting broccoli can be planted in late summer for spring pickings – there’s plenty here for a gardener’s lunch.  

Serve with crusty bread and perhaps a goat’s cheese, and round it off with an oozing, crumbly slice of rhubarb pie. 


I once read, or heard, a lovely piece of advice: when planning your garden, position scented plants along the paths or by doorways. That way, you can run your hand through them and release a cloud of fragrance as you pass. In my garden I have placed lavender along the new pathway, and can’t resist rubbing the leaves of our gnarled old rosemary bush as I head for the shed. 

The scents can be reviving, heady, zesty, relaxing, and you don’t need concentrated essential oils to feel uplifted. A sprig or two will do; a flash of scent on the breeze. 	Comment by Isabelle Oliveira: Can I do something with this?

Medical herbalism uses the subtle healing properties of plants in a carefully structured way, but traditional remedies are also often based on the active ingredients in plant chemistry. A tea of marjoram is prescribed for colds, and thyme to rid yourself of the last dregs of winter coughs. Many strong-scented herbs have antiseptic properties, so think of planting aan herb bed for health as well as cooking. A tea of marjoram is prescribed for colds, and thyme to rid yourself of the last dregs of winter coughs. To delve deeper into the natural medicine chest, consult a book such as Zoe Hawes’ Wild Drugs: A Forager’s Guide to Healing Plants (Gaia Books, 2010). 

GARDEN TREATS:
You can give yourself skin a spring clean, too. After cleansing, open pores with a steam. Use the same method as for the hair rinse, but hold your face over the bowl when just cool enough. If you need to, reheat the infusion on the hob. Rosemary is particularly good for unclogging pores, and borage for more sensitive skins.  

My favourite plant for face and body treats is the marigold – or calendula. The sunny orange faces of marigolds appear early, especially if they have self-seeded (as mine usually do). This winter, one marigold was even peeping up through the snow, a bright beacon heralding the lengthening days to come. Calendula - which is calming and healing for the skin. Pick the flowers in the middle of the day and dry them in an airing cupboard or other warm, dry place. You can then use them in the bath, or to make an infused oil for balms or to smooth straight into the skin.  


LONGER ‘RECIPES’ FOR GARDEN TREATS:

Scented bath water 
Bundle up a handful of lavender stems, secure with twine and tie on to your bath tap so that the hot water flows through them. Lightly crush the leaves first, to help release the essential oils. You can use this method with any aromatics you like; tie up flowers or smaller sprigs in a piece of muslin. 

Softening foot soak
Run warm water into a bowl with a few sprigs of rosemary (good for foot health), mint (reviving) or lavender (relaxing). Add a cup of buttermilk and the lactic acid will act as a skin smoother for hard-working feet. 

Wild strawberry facemask
These hedgerow strawberries will quickly take over a garden bed. The fruit acids in them can exfoliate and also help to lighten dark skin patches. Mash a small handful of strawberries with a tablespoon of oatmeal and a teaspoon of honey. Press gently on to damp skin and leave for five to ten minutes, then rinse off, pat the skin dry and moisturise. 

Herbal hair rinses
Infusions of herbs have long been used as a final hair rinse. Put a good handful into a measuring jug and fill up with boiling water. Leave for 10 minutes or longer, until hand hot, then pour over. Rosemary shines up dark hair; chamomile brightens fair; nettle can be used for dandruff. 
or
Hold your face over the bowl when just cool enough for a face steam after cleansing. Rosemary is particularly good for unclogging pores, and borage for more sensitive skin.


