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Chemical-free mattresses, pillows and comforters are some of the organic products Debbie Foster sells at her Organic Nest in Bernardsville.
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Yum's the word at The Health Shoppe in Morristown, known for its healthy game dishes. From left: Brant Shapiro, general manager, with a rack of venison; Ester Mallach, baker, with blueberry pie, and Bill McVeigh, chef, with guinea hen.



Have yourself a natural Christmas 

Gifts, feasts, festivals offer alternative ways to celebrate 

BY LORRAINE ASH 
DAILY RECORD 

Anyone can buy a wreath. But to find one that radiates the colors and fragrance of real herbs and flowers, that takes a little more time. 
Not all toys are plastic or electronic. There are craftsmen still carving creations in wood -- the kind satisfying to the touch and rich with the smell of the forest. 
A back-to-nature holiday season is possible in the Morris area for those who prefer the rhythm of nature to the frantic pace of commerce, for those who appreciate healthful foods or who seek gifts that nourish mind, soul and earth. 
The Daily Record sought out local shops, farms, food and country stores, alternative festivals and winter hikes for those who want a holistic Christmas. 
First the feast 
Home cooks with a penchant for healthy eating can indulge holiday dinner guests with yummy meals and treats made with organic foods, or natural foods free of artificial preservatives, colors, flavors, sweeteners, hydrogenated fats and trans fats. 
From entrees and side dishes to desserts, the options are wide open at food stores with resplendent display cases that cater to those with holistic palates, such as Grassroots Natural Market in Denville, The Market Place at Roxbury in Flanders, Whole Foods Market in Madison, and The Health Shoppe in Morristown. 
The Health Shoppe sells a wide variety of game. 
"Not all of it is organic," said Brant Shapiro, general manager, "but if it's not organic, it's free range, hormone-free, antibiotic-free. 
"We also push local foods. Over the years, we've become known for venison, buffalo and ostrich. We've also always sold turkey and goose. This year we went all out. We have two different kinds of duck -- a Long Island duck and a Muscovy duck. We also have pheasant, quail, squab, capon, guinea hen, and poussin (a very young chicken raised on select grains)." 
Suckling pig from Pennsylvania also is a feature this year. A 15-pounder can feed a party of 20, according to Shapiro. 
	Where to find it Gift festival today 
Local establishments featured in this story
• Boehs Cabinet Shop, Chester
•Dégagé  Gardens, Rockaway Township, www.DegageGardens.com
• Grassroots Natural Market, Denville, www.grassrootsnaturalmarket.com
• The Health Shoppe, Morristown, www.thehealthshoppes.com
• The Market Place at Roxbury, Flanders
• Organic Nest, Bernardsville, www.theorganicnest.com
• The Prickly Pear, Chatham, www.pricklypearcountrystore.com
• Relevant Times, Boonton Township, www.relevanttimes.com/subscription.html
• Well-Sweep Herb Farm, Port Murray, www.wellsweep.com
• What In The World: Merchants of Fair Trade, Hackettstown, www.whatintheworld.info
• Whole Foods Market, Madison, www.wholefoodsmarket.com
Third annual "Gifts of Conscience" Alternative Holiday Fair
Today, 10 a.m. to 1 p.m.     Free entry
Morristown Unitarian Fellowship  21 Normandy Heights Road, Morris Township   For more information today, call Karen Burns at (201) 874-4733
-- Lorraine Ash 


The Health Shoppe, offering extensive variety in all kinds of natural foods, also offers gluten-free baked products for people with digestive problems. 
Whole Foods in Madison features a Winter Festivities Menu complete with a variety of Easy Entertaining Platters, including gourmet hors d'oeuvres of many types to fit many tastes from those partial to hummus to those who crave coconut shrimp. There are cheeseboards, including one featuring holiday brie with cranberries and walnuts. There are fruit platters and baked goods from vegan apple cranberry currant pie to vanilla bean cheesecake. 
Gift giving 
In the holistic world, gifts tend to be one-of-a-kind or judged by a standard that has little to do with commerce. Good gifts are those that promote health and enhance life balance, tranquility and growth. 
At Boehs Cabinet Shop in Chester, a mainstay in the historic district for 43 years, the sweet scent of wood pleases the senses of shoppers who peruse two large rooms of bookshelves, desks, chairs, rockers, dressers, sideboards, and stools. Most of the items are made of pine, according to Lisa Eckrich of Long Valley, who tends shop for her father. But some are made of maple, oak and alder. 
"We also go to things as small as Christmas tree ornaments, toys and trains and rocking horses," Eckrich said. 
Dégagé  Gardens in Rockaway Township, an organic farm, mostly sells its natural elegances wholesale, but the place is open to the general public for those who call ahead to owner Anne Giller at (973) 586-4584.
 ( note: Present phone number is 973   827   3369 )
Giller loves to use a few of her own homemade products this time of year, especially Calendula Skin Relief salve in a glass jar. It relieves shingles, takes away stretch marks, helps heal scars. She also enjoys her simmering potpourri. 
"The potpourri is a bag of herbs and spices. You scoop out a little bit and put them into a pot of water on your stove and simmer it," Giller said. "It scents the whole house with a holiday fragrance. It's got cinnamon in it and star anise." 
All products by Dégagé Gardens are packaged in see-through cellulose bags, which are created from plant fibers, not petrochemicals. 
Debbie Foster's Organic Nest in Bernardsville carries some Dégagé Gardens products and many more from a variety of companies. The store, which features full-spectrum lighting, carries organic clothing for children up to 12 months old, and ecofashions made with fair-traded, organic fabrics using mainly vegetable-based dyes. It carries organic perfumes as well as chemical-free mattresses, pillows and comforters and much more. 
"I don't suggest that people throw everything out and start over," Foster said, "but as they need to buy things, they can make changes in the direction of buying sustainable products. When you shop at The Organic Nest, you make a direct impact on the lives of the people who make these products vs. conventional clothing, bedding and botanicals that are saturated with chemicals." 
The Prickly Pear in Chatham, a French country store, offers an ever-changing array of unusual merchandise to bring tranquility and joy into the home. There are spa products, candles, imported clothing and books that highlight inner peace. 
The potpourris come in many aromas, including pumpkin, nutmeg vanilla, elegant gardenia and French tulip. 
Diffusers, an alternative to candles, are a popular item. In a diffuser long, thin reeds are placed in a vial of oil. Fragrance travels through them and up into the air. 
Yet another gift for nose, eye and spirit is the blue salt potpourri. Placed in a clear dish, the salts, which look like rocks and shine like jewels, emit a subtle fragrance. 
Shoppers fond of items bearing a fair trade label (denoting a product made and sold under agreements that benefit marginalized workers around the globe), will be interested in checking out What in the World: Merchants of Fair Trade in Hackettstown, or the third annual "Gifts of Conscience" Alternative Holiday Fair from 10 a.m. to 1 p.m. today at the Morristown Unitarian Fellowship, 21 Normandy Heights Road, Morris Township. Gifts purchased here benefit people from Morris County and worldwide. For more information today, call Karen Burns at (201) 874-4733. 
Stocking stuffers 
Since the flourishes sometimes are the most fun of all, holistic types will love to look in their stockings and find an Ecco Bella Health by Chocolate bar, touted as good for the skin and available at The Health Shoppe. Or a Chocolove bar, modeled after mendiant, a popular holiday treat in France. Chocolove is available at Whole Foods Market. 
A card announcing a gift subscription to the new Boonton Township-based Relevant Times magazine, dedicated to uniting and informing the local holistic community, also may delight. For more information, call (973) 299-0015 or visit www.RelevantTimes.com. 
To promote walking for health, there is the CD "Walking: The Ultimate Exercise for Optimum Health” by Andrew Weil and Mark Fenton, as well as the book "Walking Meditation," including an instructional DVD and five guided meditations by Nguyen Anh-Huong & Thich Nhat Hanh. The book beckons: "What if every step you took deepened your connection with all of life and imprinted peace, joy, and serenity on the earth?" 
Those items will prepare anyone for the real thing: winter solstice hikes. 
Winter walks 
Jackie O'Mara, naturalist at the Great Swamp Outdoor Education Center in Chatham Township, will lead a free, one-hour Holiday Stress Relief Hike Dec. 17, leaving from the center at 1 p.m. Twenty people will participate. Call ahead to (973) 635-6629. 
Hikers will learn about the woods in winter, including how snapping turtles and painted turtles survive the season, and they will keep on the lookout for the bright red winterberries upon which birds depend in cold weather. 
Four days later, Doug Vorolieff, senior teacher naturalist at Pyramid Mountain Natural Historic Area, will lead a moderate two-hour Winter Solstice Hike from the Visitors Center in Montville Dec. 21 at 3 p.m. Twenty people will participate and registration is required in advance at (973) 334-3130. Cost is $3. 
Hikers will learn how traditions --such as the old indigenous practice of bringing green into the home during the cold months -- have made their way into modern practices. They also will learn about the celestial realities of this time of year. 
"The word 'solstice' means 'sun stands still,'" said Vorolieff, who also will discuss the importance of circles, rings and wheels representing the constant cycle of life. The hike ends in darkness, so hikers with some experience are best suited. 
Decking the halls 
Even in decorating, people can choose earth-friendly options. Solar path lights are available at The Home Dept and elsewhere, and aromatic wreaths and trees decorated with natural herbs and flowers are featured at Well-Sweep Herb Farm in Port Murray. 
Holiday creations at Well-Sweep, the handiwork of owner Louise Hyde, are all homemade and one-of-a-kind. The gift shop at this open-sky farm and mecca of the herb world recently included a wealth of wreaths, including one of thyme with bits of lavender tucked in. Another featured horsemint. 
The public can choose and order hundreds of herbs offered in the Well-Sweep catalog to have the satisfaction of growing them at home -- including the fragrant pineapple sage plant, sold in 3-inch pots. This herb is known to lift the spirits during the winter darkness, owner Cyrus Hyde said. 
Back in the shop, customers marvel over a variety of tabletop trees as a pleased Louise Hyde looked on. One featured cockscomb and statice, strawflowers, globe amaranth and baby's breath, with a base blanketed in a crocheted doily. 
"I just love things that look the way they should," Louise Hyde said. "A lot of people think glitz is important for the holidays. Not me. Give me that natural beauty." 
