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Looking for a winter gardening project?  How about growing your 
own indoor herb garden?  While not all herbs are going to do well 
inside, it can be fun to experiment and see what grows best for 
you.  You can start with plants or seeds.  If you are looking for 
seeds, check out the free seed library housed at the Richmond 
Memorial Library in Batavia.  The seed library is coordinated and 
maintained by Genesee County Master Gardener volunteers.  You 
can find the seed library in the non-fiction gardening section.  The 
library has been recently stocked with lots of herb seeds:  Anise, 
sweet Basil, lemon Basil, Caraway, Catnip, Chamomile, Chervil, 
Cilantro, Dill, Fennel, Garlic Chive, Lavender, Oregano, Parsley, 
Rosemary, Sage, Spearmint, Sweet Marjoram, Summer Savory, 
and Thyme! 
 
The biggest challenge to growing herbs inside during WNY winters is getting enough light.  Herbs need 6 to 
8 hours of direct sunlight a day.  Most of the herbs that we really like come from sunny and warm 
Mediterranean countries.  Light is required for herbs to produce the oils that give them their flavor.  Even a 
south window may not be enough during our winter months.  Parsley, thyme and mint will do well in a 
western exposure.  Supplemental lighting can improve your herb crop, and you will definitely need it if you 
are starting plants from seed.  Plants will become “leggy” without enough light.  Pinching herbs or 
harvesting to cook with, will help keep them more compact.  Periodically rotate your plants as they will 
naturally grow toward the window. 
 
When using supplemental lighting, herb plants should be five to fifteen inches from the light source.  Lights 
should be on for 12 hours a day.   If you are growing herbs from seed you can place seedlings under two 
40-watt white fluorescent bulbs for 14 to 16 hours.  An easy way to get a broad light spectrum is to use a 
combination of warm and cool bulbs. 
 
There are a variety of small growing kits available on the market.  Many are perfect for a windowsill or 
kitchen counter, so your herbs are handy for your favorite recipe.  They come with a light source, room for 
pots and some are even self-watering.  There are also hydroponic kits available that don’t use potting soil.  
I even found 1 that was aquaponics – with room for 6 plants growing in a frame which fit over an 
aquarium.  A beta fish was living below and providing the fertilizer.  That may not be for everyone. 
 
Even though most herbs are drought tolerant and prefer drier soils when grown outside, you do have to 
pay attention to your indoor plants.  An excellent medium for growing herbs indoors consists of two parts 
potting soil with one-part perlite or sharp sand added for drainage.  Most herbs prefer a soil pH between 6 
and 7.  Water-logged soil can spell death for herbs, especially in winter.  Root rots can result from 
overwatering, but you don’t want your plants to dry out either.  A dried-out rosemary is a goner, while 
mint, chives and lemon balm want to be kept evenly moist.  With most herbs you can let the soil surface 
dry between waterings, but not to the point where the plant wilts. 



Pick containers with a drainage hole so excess water can drain out.  Have some kind of container under the 
pot to catch that water.  Empty any excess water that collects in the saucer, so plants aren’t standing in it.  
Consider using clay pots to house your herb plants.  Clay pots are more porous than plastic pots and allow 
for better soil drainage.   
 
Herbs grown indoors will need some fertilizer, but not a lot.  If you over fertilize, you’ll get more leaves, 
but it will probably affect the aroma and taste.  Give your herbs a low dose of water-soluble fertilizer every 
two weeks. 
 
Indoor herbs prefer daytime temperatures around 65 to 70 degrees F and nighttime temperatures of 55 to 
60 degrees F.  If you are growing your herbs on the windowsill, keep the foliage from touching the glass 
when it is cold outside.  You may even have to move them if winter temperatures get extremely cold.  
Most herbs can survive temperatures in the mid to low forties, but some cannot.  Take basil for example, it 
won’t survive temperatures below 50 degrees F. 
 
Winter heating results in dry air in our houses.  Herbs would like some humidity in the air.  Grouping plants 
together can help raise the humidity around them.  Just keep an eye out for insects that may roam plant to 
plant.  A humidifier in the room can benefit plants and people. 
 
For the best flavor, herbs should be harvested before they bloom.  Make your cuts right above the node 
(where a pair of leaves are).  This will encourage new growth.  Don’t harvest more than one-third of the 
plant at one time.  When using fresh herbs instead of dried, the general guideline is to use three times the 
amount stated. 
 
Your indoor herbs aren’t going to get as large as they would outside in the summer, but having plants to 
tend through the winter can help keep your spirits up until you can get back out in the garden.  And having 
fresh herbs to cook with or make tea is an added bonus. 
 
Resources for this article include Michigan State University, National Gardening Association, Missouri 
Botanical Garden, Bonnie Plants, Penn State University, University of Nebraska and Chicago Botanical 
Garden. 
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