QUALITY THYME IN THE GARDEN



By Tree O’Toole-Williams

My original thought  to tell you about a few neat herbs for your  garden that are available for purchase at the local nurseries.  But I’ve changed my mind and decided to honor the herbs that are probably ALREADY in your garden.  These are times when we’re all feeling grateful and full of thanks for what we have, and so I think we should give proper recognition to two greatly misunderstood and under-appreciated herbs – DANDELION and PLANTAIN.

It seems that kids through time have always enjoyed these two herbs – picking yellow dandelion bouquets for their moms; making wishes on the plumed parachutes of the dandelion seed heads; “shooting” contests to see who can send their plantain seed heads the furthest by looping them through the long stems.  I wonder what it is that happens as we age that makes us forget those endearing first connections with the plants??

“DANDELIONS DON’T TELL NO LIES/DANDELIONS WILL MAKE YOU WISE…”

The rest of the world and even our American ancestors cherished the power of the golden dandelion, but somehow the generous American hearts of today have yet to be reacquainted with this old friend.

From the French “dent de lion”, meaning “lion’s tooth”, the jagged-leafed dandelion Is not only a delightful burst of bright color in your otherwise boringly monochromatic green lawn, but it is well known and valued as a food and as a medicine throughout the world.  Every part of this benevolent herb is edible, but you must be VERY careful that the dandelions you use have not come from lawns or fields that have been subjected to herbicides or other chemical contaminants.

The leaves contain iron, potassium, calcium, and vitamins A, B, C, and D.  The young-to-early mature leaves can be eaten raw in salads and sandwiches, while the older leaves become a bit more bitter and need to be cooked and prepared like you would spinach (steamed and served with a little butter – yum!)

The roots (containing Vitamin C) can be roasted to make a tasty decaffeinated “coffee” (like a cross between coffee and Postum)- just dig up the largest roots you can find, wash off all the dirt, dry them in the sun or in the oven at a low heat, grind them in the coffee grinder and roast them in the oven at 225 degrees F until brown.  The roots of dandelion are known to filter wastes and toxins from the bloodstream, and also to stimulate the flow of bile, making it an effective treatment for liver disorders and toxin filtration.  The roots can also be steamed or boiled like parsnips and eaten or added to stews.

You can soak the flower buds for an hour or two in salted water, drain them well, then sauté them in butter or margarine, or you can bread and fry them.  And the piece-de-resistance is the fresh dew-covered flowers, carefully gathered in the early morning, to make the best-tasting homemade dandelion wine! (feel free to email me at treegreenwoman@aol.com for a copy of my grandpa’s favorite family recipe!)

AIN’T NOTHIN’ PLAIN ABOUT PLANTAIN

My other favorite uninvited, but always welcomed, herbal guest is plantain.  They are characterized by their long, regally erect spikes topped with tiny brown/yellow/green seed-ey looking flowers and thick, grooved, oval leaves.

Brought to our country from Europe, the Native Americans gave it the common name, “White Man’s Foot”, because it grew around all of the earliest settlements and continued to follow the European advance of “civilization” in North America.

The seeds can be found as one of the ingredients in most commercial bulk laxatives.  However, in the natural health arena, it is sold singly as psyllium (pronounced like “silly yum”).  When taken with an 8 oz. glass of water, this herb forms a thick gelatinous fluid that moves easily through the bowel, capturing toxins, cholesterol, and anything in its path, and quickly and effectively moves them out of the body.  While harvesting the very small seeds can be quite labor-intensive, those willing to try can grind the seeds into flour, or they can soak the seeds in water until soft and cook them like rice (add a little honey to really make them tasty!)

The leaves can be eaten like those of the dandelion (young and tender ones in salads; older leaves steamed or boiled).  Medicinally the leaves can be used to treat insect bites (including mosquitoes) and skin wounds – just take a leaf, mash it between your back teeth a few seconds, then apply the wet leaf directly on the affected area and in minutes you will find relief! (I especially like to use plantain for those little black fly bites.)

Remember – the plants are our allies and they’re growing in your yard for a reason.  So maybe the next time you’re standing out in your lawn and you notice one or both of these herbs paying you a visit, instead of targeting them with your weed sprayer, you’ll opt to invite them in for dinner – BON APPETITE!

