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From the Heart...






. . . Life Skills for Today





By Sharon L. Benedict MS, ACC
From Herb Pots to Herb Farm
“Herb gardens have a special magic. Filled with alluring fragrances, color, textures, and flavors, they reflect a rich and diverse history. Used to flavor our food, to treat our ailments, and to soothe our souls, herbs enhance our lives in so many ways that it is hard to imagine doing without them.”

Miranda Smith, author of Your Backyard Herb Garden, loves her herbs and shows us how to grow them in our own backyard. Whether you are living in an apartment or on a spacious farm, she encourages you to find a special spot for your very own herb garden. There is nothing more satisfying than picking a basil leaf or rosemary stem from your own herb treasure garden. In our younger years, John tended and I plucked a large vegetable and herbal garden on some acreage. Now that we have a smaller place, we look forward to starting to work on our own little plot of herbal heaven.
Let’s start with the simplicity and convenience of herbs in a pot. Charlie Nardozzi of the National Gardening Association (http://garden.org) has some basic tips for herb potting to get you started:

Materials List

· Large plastic or wooden container
· Potting soil 

· Herb plants of your choice 

· Fertilizer 

· Water

Steps

1. Choose containers. Select a container with drainage holes, the larger the better. An 18-inch diameter faux terra cotta or half whiskey barrel provides enough space to grow a variety of herb plants. If you don’t have a large container, select a number of smaller pots and plant a single herb in each one. 

2. Choose soil. Fill the container with bagged potting soil. If you’re using a very large container, fill the bottom with a layer of empty soda cans. The cans will take up volume so you’ll need less soil to fill the pot. 

3. Choose herbs. Select herbs that you commonly use in cooking, but don’t forget to try a few new ones. It’s easiest to purchase herb plants from a garden or home center rather than starting with herb seeds, and plants will give you instant results. You can usually find basil, cilantro, thyme, oregano, sage, rosemary, and parsley at garden centers. Some unusual herbs to try include lemongrass, lovage, and French tarragon. 

4. Plant your herb garden! Moisten the soil thoroughly. Arrange the plants so that those that grow tall, such as basil and lemongrass, are in the center and cascading varieties of herbs, such as thyme and oregano, are along the edge. Plant them close together: 10 herb plants will fit in a half whiskey barrel! 

5. Water and fertilize. Sprinkle a time-release fertilizer in the pot, scratch it into the surface and water well after planting. Water frequently to keep soil evenly moist, but not sopping wet. 

6. Harvest regularly. Once the plants show new growth, you can begin harvesting. Snip off whole stems rather than individual leaves to encourage bushy, new growth. Never take more than one third of a single plant at a time. By following this pattern your plants should supply you with seasonings through the entire growing season.
Nardozzi encourages you to add a visual appeal by growing attractive ornamentals of culinary herbs, such as purple basil and tricolor sage. In addition, if herb plants get overgrown, significantly cut them back to compel new growth. 
If you cook a lot, you most likely already know what herb plants you want to grow in your container garden. If this is your first try, start with ones easy-to-grow, such as parsley, chives, cilantro or thyme. You can also grow herbs that correspond to your favorite cuisines: cilantro for Mexican food, basil and rosemary for Italian, mint and chamomile for tea, lemongrass and Thai basil for Thai food. Just make sure you grow something you believe you will use. If you don’t like mint, don’t grow it.
Some herbs are best in their own individual pots, such as mint or rosemary. Others like thyme and sage, are planted together in window boxes that can conveniently sit on the walls of your patio or even your front door walkway. Be creative but insure there is enough appropriate light and water for healthy growth. Find a sunny window and place your herb containers nearby. Put the sun lovers in the center (i.e. oregano) and the less demanding on the side or in the area of filtered sunlight.
What fun to be cooking in your kitchen and decide to grab a couple fresh herbs near by. Whether your herb garden is inside your home on your kitchen windowsill or just outside on your patio or front door, enjoy the fragrance and convenience of creative cooking with herbs right at home. Check out the sources listed below and locally at your garden store and nature center; and by all means take an herb cooking class! Next week, we will go outdoors to cruise through an herb farm for those who have a little extra plot of land to play with. 
Resources:

A Handful Of Herbs: Gardening, Cooking And Decorating by Barbara Segall (2005)

Your Backyard Herb Garden: A Gardener's Guide to Growing Over 50 Herbs Plus How to Use Them in Cooking, Crafts, Companion Planting and More by Miranda Smith (1999)

The Herbal Kitchen: Cooking with Fragrance and Flavor by Jerry Traunfeld (2005)
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