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Comfrey
May 15, 2009

Potions, brews and such for a healthy garden

      “Double, double toil and trouble:

        Fire burn, cauldron bubble”

    Macbeth by William Shakespeare.

This week, I don my chef/witch’s hat to brew up potions for the garden. They
are simple, organic and effective. I thought I’d share them with you as I’m
certain many will find them useful.

 

I started growing comfrey many years ago when I planted my herb garden. The
choice at that time was driven more by Shakespeare’s mention of it than for
any botanical reason. A deep rooted, hardy perennial, high in potash, nitrogen
and phosphate, comfrey is very easy to grow and puts out many tiny bell
shaped flowers in late spring or early summer. The commonly obtained herb
has pale pink/purple flowers but I’ve recently acquired a “Hidcote” variety
which has pretty blue flowers. 
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Comfrey grows big and needs to be cut down at least a couple of times during
its season. I use the large basal leaves to line platters to serve finger foods at
parties. In the Middle Ages, it was employed as a poultice to reset bones;
hence, one of its common names is Boneset. However, comfrey‘s true value is in
the making of a very effective fertilizer for the garden. Here is the recipe for
this simple tea:

Cut the leaves to the ground. I do this after it has finished flowering. Place in a
container with a tight lid. Add water to cover and then some. Close with lid.
Let it brew for about ten days. It is then ready to use. The tea makes a cheap
and highly efficacious fertilizer but, here’s the catch. The concoction really
smells to high heaven; hence the tight lid. Whilst brewing, I let it sit
somewhere far in the woods adjoining the garden. There is no need to dilute
but you can if it’ll make it more bearable to use! Apply as you would any liquid
fertilizer.

I wonder if it will work as a squirrel or deer repellent. I’ll pay attention this
year.

Time for preventative measures in the garden
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Now that the growing season is well underway, it is time for preventative
measures. A garlic spray is applied to the fruit trees and roses to keep aphids
and other soft-bodied pests at bay. To make this spray, boil one to two heads of
garlic in enough water to cover. Let sit overnight; strain and use. As the
potency will decay over time, freeze leftover infusion. 

The garlic concoction can be added to a soap solution, two tablespoons of
liquid soap plus one quart water, for a good anti-fungal, anti-bacterial, insect-
repelling treatment. Remember, use a liquid soap such as Dr. Bonner’s Castille
soap and not a detergent. Too strong or too much soap can harm plants. 

Garlic is used to prevent, not cure. So use the spray before an infestation. It is
also good for repelling mosquitoes.

I have been asked about the use of alcohol in sprays. Although alcohol is a
plant product, it is a disinfectant and should not be part of an organic program
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in the garden. It will kill good and bad bugs without discrimination. In fact all
treatments of any kind must be applied judiciously. 

Response to readers’ inquiries about sick boxwoods

Fine, healthy specimens
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An ailing boxwood

Finally, in response to queries about sick boxwoods, I have just found out about
a crab shell treatment. It is a product that needs to be purchased. I’m ordering
it from Neptunesharvest.com. This is an excellent source for many organic
products. The crab shell is a dry, organic source of nitrogen, phosphate and
potassium and is good for nematodes and fungus problems. It promotes the
growth of chitin-eating bacteria in the soil. I understand that some of this
scratched into the soil around the base of ailing boxwoods should help restore
their health. To be thorough, I’m going to apply it to all the boxwoods. Can’t do
any harm.

Happy brewing and concocting!
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