The Sweet Taste of Lavender

(published in The Hamilton Spectator, Thursday, January 28, 2010)

"A couple of years ago, we stayed on a lavender farm in Provence, " recalls Sue Mattie of her last trip to France. "The previous year's lavender was stored in the barns in a huge burlap bag." 

The owner of Stoney Hollow Lavender noticed the fragrance of the dried buds was far more subtle than her Ontario-grown herbs. 

"There is still a lot of essential oils there, " she is quick to point out, "but growing on that scale, they can't choose the perfect time of day to harvest." 

Mattie prefers to keep her operation on an artisan level -- propagating, tending the organic lavender beds and harvesting are all done by hand. To ensure the greatest amount of essential oils are retained, she cuts the lavender from her Grey County property in the early morning, after the dew has evaporated, but before the heat of the summer sun becomes intense. She also markets it from her studio in Burlington in the same year that it is cut. 

Mattie nurtured a fantasy of growing fragrant masses of lavender, until she lost her high-pressure job with a pharmaceutical firm. In 2001, her dream turned to reality as she and her husband ripped out old poplars at their Markdale cottage, built raised beds, and trucked in tonnes of topsoil. 

After much experimentation, she settled on four varieties, one of which is good for savory dishes (high in camphor), another for sweet. "You don't need to throw away any of the plant, " she instructs. 

The dried leaves can substitute for rosemary; the stems, soaked in water, can be laid on the barbecue coals or used as kebab skewers. The buds impart unusual flavour to handmade chocolates and baked scones, or can be sugared to decorate cakes. A sprig with buds can impart a different twist to rose when left in the bottle for just a day or two. 

"This is popular in France, and very refreshing served cold." 

Customers attending her open house and harvest throughout July can get a taste of lavender, on the plate, and in the gardens. Harvesting by hand, though, is no bed of roses. 

"It's great that people can experience cutting their own, " says Mattie, "but it's definitely hard work." 

For more information on Stoney Hollow Lavender, visit stoneyhollowherbaltreasures.com, or call Sue at 905-681-8656.

My Lady's Pink Lavender Tea 

This delicate rose-coloured tea was created by Stoney Hollow Lavender. The tea is soothing and relaxing at any time but is especially appreciated if you are suffering from symptoms of a cold or flu. 

· 1 tsp (5 mL) culinary lavender buds 

· Juice of half a lemon, (about 2 tbsp (30 mL)) 

· Boiling water 

· 1 tsp (5 mL) sugar (or to taste) 

In a small pot, infuse the lavender buds with the lemon juice for at least 5 minutes. Squeeze the lavender buds with a spoon to extract the colour and flavour from the buds. Add boiling water, steep for 5 minutes. Pour tea through tea strainer when serving. Add sugar to taste.
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