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Summary: 

This is a recreation of clove infused almond oil to be used to soften hands according to the 
recipe published in The English Housewife (16151).  I have chosen to only use information 
presented in Markham’s book for the purposes of this project.  At a later date, I may revisit this 
infusion and utilize other period sources to attempt to shed some light on the areas in which 
Markham was vague in this recipe, and fill in gaps where period housewives would have known 
what to do from experience (e.g. extraction methods, tools, measurements, etc.).   
 

 
The Recipe: 

In 1615, Gervase Markham (1568?-1637) published a compilation of advice for housewives 
spanning “all the virtuous knowledges and actions both of the mind and body, which ought to 
be in any complete housewife.”  It is from a 1986 reprinted copy of this work (edited by Michael 
R. Best) that I took the recipe entitled “To Make Smooth Hands” from the section on Medicine 
(titled Of the inward virtues which ought to be in every housewife. And first of her general 
knowledges both in physic and surgery, with plain approved medicines for health of the 
household, also the extraction of excellent oils fit for those purposes). 
The recipe reads:  
 

To Make Smooth Hands 
To make an oil which shall make the skin of the hands very smooth, take 
almonds and beat them to oil, then take whole cloves and put them both 
together into a glass, and set it in the sun five or six days; then strain it, and with 
the same anoint your hands every night when you go to bed, and otherwise as 
you have convenient leisure. 

(Markham, pg. 249) 
 

 
The Recreation: 

Step 1: Beat the Almonds into an Oil… 
Markham provided stark instructions for extracting the oil from the almond, which I would 
argue is the most difficult step in this recipe!  I opted to use almond oil extracted by modern 
methods and using modern equipment that would have been unavailable in 1615.  Because 
modern methods for oil extraction were used, I have not included that process in the 
documentation.  At a later date, I may revisit this project and attempt to further research and 
recreate period methods of oil extraction.   
 

                                                             
1It is known that this project is slightly out of period.   



Step 2: …Take whole cloves and put them both 
together in a glass… 
Interestingly, Markham did not include the ratio of oil 
to cloves.  One may assume, as I have, that the ratio 
would have been intuitive to the “complete” 
housewife, who herself would have likely been well 
versed in oil infusions.  In the absence of this 
information, I have defaulted to my modern 
understanding of herb-to-oil ratios for infusions, and 
have chosen a 1:2 ratio of cloves to almond oil.   
 

Step 3: …And set it in the sun for five or six days… 
As above with extraction methods and ratios, Markham is likewise vague in his approximation 
of steep time.  I would again assume that the complete housewife would have experience in 
infusions, and therefore would be able to make an informed decision regarding when the oil 
had been sufficiently infused.  Setting the glass in the sun would have created a low heat in the 
oil, effectively creating a “slow cooker” for the oil infusion.  My window sill steep time was 
impacted by the available sun at the time of infusion.  I let my oil sit in the sun for 6 days.  (19 
March to 25 March 2015) 
 
Step 4: …Strain it… 
While the English housewife would have known exactly what to use to strain the cloves out of 
the oil, I am left wondering how my modern choices of strainer would have compared to what 
was available in period.  In the modern practice of traditional herbalism, cloth is often used to 
strain fine bits out of infusions of vinegar and waters.  Using a cloth to strain oil is possible but 
would result in losing much of the oil to the cloth itself.  I have chosen to use a metal tea 
strainer for ease of use and effectiveness.   
 
To Use: …And with the same anoint your hands every night and when you go to bed, and 
otherwise as you have convenient leisure.   
 

Thoughts and Reflections: 
Based on the method of extracting the oil from the almond through “beating,” and the limited 
options for straining the finished oil, it is apparent to me that the period housewife would have 
needed to create a very large amount of almond oil in order to have a useable amount of the 
infused oil by the end of the process.  She likely would have been well versed in extracting and 
infusing oils, and much like the modern traditions of herbalism and cooking, I believe she would 
have had a broad base of knowledge to draw upon when following Markham’s recipe and 
would have known how to effectively prep her ingredients and ensure proper, useable 
amounts.  As is customary with “women’s work,” there is much we don’t know because much 
was not recorded, or was ephemeral in nature and subsequently lost.  I will refrain from the 
tangent that is the guide to housewifery being authored by a man, and leave the reader to 
ponder the implications of the overarching concept of a complete housewife having soft hands, 
and leisure time to apply the oil, in addition to running a “complete” household.   
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