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Harnessing the potential of 

plants to feed, protect or support 

fellow plants is a powerful way 

to grow organically. Claire 

Hattersley, biodynamic expert 

at Weleda, shows us how to get 

your garden working as one

Most gardeners have heard of using tea made from 
comfrey leaves to feed tomatoes, but it’s quite amazing 
how many other plants can easily bring health and vitality 
into our gardens. A lot of plants are chock-full of really 
useful minerals, trace elements and nutrients which, 
because they are bio-available, are easily absorbed by 
other plants and soil organisms. When made into teas 
and decoctions they can offer an easy-to-digest growth 
stimulant and also provide effective, non-toxic pest and 
disease treatments. Plant-based sprays and remedies are 
also free and don’t come in plastic packaging.
 
Weleda has a biodynamic garden in Derbyshire where we 
grow botanicals for the plant tinctures and extracts for our 
natural medicines and skincare. Using plants from your 
garden to feed and support other plants is not an essential 
aspect of biodynamic gardening, but it does fit with the 
holistic principles of biodynamics and is something we do 
during the main growing season. I try to always have some 
plant feeds on hand for any ailing plants, especially if late-
spring temperatures drop and the crops need a boost to get 
back in the mood for growing.
 
Stinging nettle is one of my favourite plants for this 
purpose as it’s so versatile. You can use it as a liquid 
manure, a foliar feed and an aphid-tackling spray. Nettle  
is also a nutritious food for us (see page 23), a traditional 
herbal medicinal plant and really good food for butterfly 
caterpillars. You can also make cordage out of the stems 
(see page 88). What a plant!

TE
AM WORK MAKES  

DREAM WORK

Herb teas are simple to make and can be 
strained then diluted to apply as a spray. 
Decoctions are a bit more involved, 
because the plant actives need a little  
more heat or preparation.

Making plant teas
Use this basic method for making a variety 
of plant teas. One example is to use yarrow 
flowers to make a tea that can discourage 
fungal diseases (like powdery mildew), and 
also strengthen fruiting crops (for yarrow, 
adapt the recipe below and use 1 handful of 
flowers to 1 litre of water; to dilute, add  
1 part concentrate to 10 parts water).

ο Collect fresh, vibrant, soft material such 
as leaves, shoots and flowers 

ο Place in a bucket and add freshly  
boiled rainwater 

ο Leave to infuse while the water cools
ο Strain the tea
ο Dilute the liquid with water before 

applying as a spray

Making plant decoctions
Use this basic method for making a variety 
of decoctions. For example, horseradish 
can be used to make a fungicide to treat 
fruit trees, and a decoction made of elder 
leaves, shoots and bark (100g to 1 litre 
water) can be turned into an undiluted 
spray to deter aphids and thrips.

ο Collect woody, spiny plant material 
such as bark, shoots and leaves and chop 
up into small pieces

ο Place in a pan and add cold water. 
Bring to a simmer with the lid on for 
up to 60 minutes

ο Leave the lid on while the decoction 
cools, then strain

ο Dilute the liquid with water before 
applying as a spray 
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1 Shake the pine nuts out of the 
cone and crack open their shells 

to extract the kernels. Discard the 
shells, then weigh out 3g of seeds. 
Crush the seeds to a fine powder 
using a pestle and mortar. 

2 To make a paste, gradually add 
a little lukewarm rainwater to 

the crushed seeds, stirring as you do 
it. Gradually add more water. Pour 
the mixture into a large bottle. 

3Pour the remainder of the  
1 litre of water into the bottle 

and seal the top. Shake vigorously 
for 5 minutes to thoroughly mix. 

4To help the fermentation 
process, pour the mixture into 

a wide-mouthed jar to increase its 
exposure to the air, and cover with 
muslin. Leave the mixture to ferment 
in a sunny spot for about two weeks, 
with just the occasional stir. 

N E T T L E R E M E D I E S
Stinging nettles (Urtica dioica) contain 
iron, calcium, magnesium and potassium. 
Collect the aerial parts of the nettle (leaves 
and stems) when the nettle begins to 
flower, as this is when nutrient levels are  
at their highest.

tea Soak 100g of nettles in 1 litre of hot 
water and allow to infuse for up to 10 
minutes. Use 1 part nettle concentrate  
to 5–20 parts rainwater. This can be used 
in order to help plants grow strong and 
resilient to pests and disease. 
 
cold extract Soak 100g of nettles in 
1 litre of cold rainwater for 24–36 hours. 
Spray on to fruit trees and vegetable crops 
to discourage mild attacks of aphids.
 
liquid manure Soak 100g of nettle  
in 1 litre of rainwater for 4–10 days in  
the sun. Strain and dilute 1 part 
concentrate to 10 parts water. Spray both 
crops and soil to stimulate root growth. 
You can also use it to prevent plant stress 
in hot or cold weather, and to stop green 
leaves turning yellow with chlorosis – for 
this, dilute 1:25 and then water onto the 
plants directly.

P I N E S E E D S L U G R E P E L L E N T
You can use the seeds from any pine growing locally to help protect your 
crops against slug damage. Applied as a spray, the seed extract makes the 
leaves unpalatable for slugs. It may also make the leaves of your crops taste 
slightly ‘resiny’ for a few days, so in the run-up to harvest you could try 
alternative slug deterrents such as coffee grounds or crushed eggshells 
around the plant. Like many natural plant cures, the list of ingredients is 
incredibly simple: 3g pine seeds and 1 litre of rainwater.

5After two weeks, strain the 
mixture and put the residue  

on the compost heap.

6To use, dilute 1 part 
concentrate to 10 parts 

rainwater. For best results, stir 
the mixture vigorously for 10–20 
minutes to create a whirlpool 
effect – change the direction of the 
stir every minute or so, so that the 
vortex crashes and a new one is 
created. This aerates the mixture, 
making it easier for the plants  
and the soil to take up the nutrients 
in the liquid. 

7 Apply the spray to any crops at 
risk from slug attacks.

1Collect the weeds in a porous 
bag or net. Use the roots, stems 

and leaves of many weeds – the 
more variants you include, the 
more nutrients will be added to the 
tea. Each weed contains different 
minerals. Dandelions are rich in 
iron, calcium and magnesium, while 
thistles are a source of phosphorus 
and trace elements such as zinc  
and manganese. 

2 Place the bag of weeds in a 
bucket so that it is about a 

third to half full. Cover the bag 
with rainwater until the container 
is almost full. Biodynamic 
gardeners sometimes add six special 
preparations to help the weeds 
break down more quickly and to 
increase nutrient content. To keep 
the bag submerged, weigh it down 
with a stone. Cover the bucket or 
container with sacking and leave to 
‘stew’, stirring gently once a week.

W E E D T E A
Weed roots mine minerals and 
trace elements deep in the soil, and 
their leaves extract nitrogen from 
the atmosphere. Weeds contain the 
exact combination of nutrients that 
the garden lacks. We have a weed 
tea permanently brewing in a large 
steel lidded vat that has a tap. We 
put in any problem weeds that we 
don’t want on the compost heap, 
and keep it topped up with water. 
We then use the (very smelly) tea to 
water the compost heap. That way 
we get the nutrient benefit without 
proliferating the weeds. 

3 About 2–4 weeks later, remove 
the weeds. You should be able 

to compost the mushy remains, as 
they are no longer viable after being 
submerged in water for so long, so 
you won’t spread the weeds around 
your garden in the compost.
 

4 Strain the liquid, and dilute 
1 part concentrate to at least 

10 parts rainwater. Stir vigorously 
for several minutes to aerate the 
mixture. This makes the spray 
more effective when it lands on 
the soil.

5 Spray over the soil, ideally on a 
cloudy afternoon. Target weedy 

ground and areas recently cleared 
of weeds. Apply weekly for three 
successive weeks. The nutrients will 
discourage weed regrowth. 

For more information and inspiration 
on the biodynamic approach 
and organic solutions, the book 
Biodynamic Gardening (published 
by Weleda and DK) is available from 
weleda.co.uk 

Plants can be chock-full  
of really useful minerals 
and nutrients that are 
easily absorbed by other 
plants and soil organisms 


