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Herbs have been used down through the centuries for a variety of reasons, from medicines to love potions.  
An herb can be defined as any plant that is used for its culinary, aromatic or medicinal properties.  Herbs 
can also be grown as ornamental plants.  Herbs can be used to season meats, vegetables, soups and sauces 
or make teas.  They can also add flavor to vinegar, butter, dips, or mustards.  Many fragrant herbs are used 
in potpourris and sachets, to scent linens and clothing or used to scent bath water, oils, or perfumes.  
Medicinal herbs should be used with caution as some are harmful if consumed. 
 
Herbs can be classified as either annual, biennial, or perennial.  As a group, they are pretty easy to grow, 
but growing conditions vary with each species.  Plan your herb garden by grouping herbs according to their 
soil, water and sun requirements.  Follow these basic guidelines when gardening with herbs.  First, plant 
the herbs you enjoy using the most.  Most herbs do best in average, well-drained garden soil.  Herbs do 
not like wet feet.  Add organic matter to the soil to improve drainage.  Choose a site that receives at least 6 
hours of direct sun each day.  Apply fertilizers sparingly to leafy, fast growing herbs.  Heavy applications of 
fertilizer, especially those with high levels of nitrogen, will promote lush growth but decrease the 
concentration of essential oils. 
 
Herbs should be harvested when the oils responsible for their flavor and aroma are at their peak.  How you 
harvest them depends on the part of the plant you are using.  Leaves should be free of insect damage and 
other blemishes.  Harvest after the dew has evaporated from the plant in the morning but before the sun 
becomes too hot.  Leaves are at their peak flavor any time before flowering.  “Off” flavors can develop 
after flowering. 
 

If harvesting the entire plant, wait until just before the flower buds open.  Annuals can be cut off at the soil 
line.  When harvesting from perennial s, cut off no more than one third of the stems.  Do not harvest large 
quantities from woody stemmed herbs in late summer or fall as this will encourage new growth which may 
not harden off before winter.  Herb flowers have their most intense oil concentration and flavor when 
harvested just before they open.  Wait until seeds mature and begin to turn brown before harvesting 
them. 
 
There are several ways to dry herbs: air-drying, oven-drying or microwaving.  Herbs are sufficiently dry 
when they are crisp and easily broken.  Avoid over-drying and cool prior to storing.  Dried herbs can last up 
to a year when stored in a cool, dry location.  If herbs are not completely dried prior to storing, they can 
mold and deteriorate quickly. 
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One of the easiest and most popular culinary herbs to grow is common or sweet basil (Ocimum basilicum).  
This tender annual is primarily grown for its aromatic leaves that can be used dried or fresh.  Basil comes in 
a wide variety of colors, scents and leaf shapes.  Basil is best harvested before the small, white flowers 
open.  Using the top portion of the plant as it grows will encourage bushy growth. 
 
Dill (Anethum graveolensis) is another easy to grow annual.  Seeds can be sown directly in the garden after 
the threat of frost has passed.  It does not like to be transplanted.  Dill is an essential ingredient in pickling 
but can also be used in sauerkraut, soups, breads, stews and salad dressings.  As a bonus, dill also attracts 
beneficial insects to the garden.  Try it in a cut flower arrangement as a feathery green filler. 
 
Lavender (Lavandula angustifolia or Lavandula officinalis) is appreciated by many people for its lovely 
fragrance.  It is a common ingredient in soaps, shampoos, sachets and perfumes.  It has been used as a 
remedy for a number of ailments incl uding insomnia, nervousness and depression.  Lavender is also used 
as a flavoring.  Lavender may be clipped to form a low hedge or an aromatic border in the garden.  
Lavender needs good drainage and good air circulation.  To dry flowers, gather a bunch of stems and hang 
them upside-down in a dark, well-ventilated place to preserve color and keep the stems from molding. 
 
If you have trouble growing celery in your garden, try lovage (Levisticum officinale).  This old-fashioned 
herb has a strong celery flavor, with a bit of aniseed.  During the Middle Ages, lovage could be found in 
almost every kitchen garden.  Lovage is a hardy perennial with a fleshy tap root that does best in rich, fairly 
moist soils.  It likes to have its roots shaded with its head in the sun.  This herb will grow to nearly 6 feet 
tall so you may not need more than 1 or 2 plants. 
 
There are many other herbs worth trying, the common and the not so common.  Generally herbs require 
minimal care but can yield big rewards.  The biggest problem with herbs may be trying to decide which 
ones to grow! 
 
Resources for this article include:  Cornell University, North Carolina State University and Penn State 
University. 
 

  

 


