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CHAPTER 1

What's the Difference Between an Herb
and a Plant?

That was a real question asked by a grade-schooler who wanted to
use herb plants in a science-fair project. How was he to know that
herbs are plants? Nobody ever told him about this stuff before. This
was not an idiotic question. In this chapter we’ll start off with some of
the more frequent questions about herbs: the basics.

Are you a busy person who wants to try your hand at herb
gardening? Have you always loved the idea of herbs in your garden,
but felt that herb gardening seemed so difficult, so geometric, so
formal? There’s so much to learn about herbs, and you’ll never figure
it all out, right? Wrong! Herbs are among the easiest plants to grow,
and they adapt to many different growing conditions—even those
caused by beginning gardeners.

Most herbs just want a sunny spot with good drainage. If you've
got that, you should have no problem. There are a few exceptions, of
course, but we’ll get into those in later chapters. Just start with an
idea or two, and build on that. As you gain confidence, you'll soon
realize that herb gardening is not the least bit intimidating. And you'll
actually enjoy it, too! The bottom line is, understanding a few basics
about how plants grow—and why they sometimes don’t—will help
ensure the success of your herb garden-to-be.



Herbs are so accommodating. You can add some dill and basil to
your vegetable garden, toss lavender and artemisia into your
perennial border, or tuck a little plot of thyme and sage by your
kitchen door. One of the best things about gardening with herbs is
their diversity; you can choose from kinds with interesting foliage or
showy flowers, or you can just stick with the culinary types. And
these great little plants are so appealing that you won't be able to
resist touching, sniffing, and tasting them every time you pass by.

There are a million reasons why gardening with herbs is not only
easy, but enjoyable, too. For instance, there’s nothing like being able
to reach right out and snip some fresh chives or parsley for cooking,
or stroll through the garden on a summer morning picking flowers for
potpourri.

If you're feeling ambitious, you can give your little garden a
theme, turning it into a colonial garden or a flower-filled cottage
garden. If you're interested in dyeing your own fabrics, you could
plant a dyer’s garden. If you're fascinated with herbal medicine, you
could plant an apothecary garden. Believe it or not, it's easy; the only
limit is your imagination.

Another gratifying thing about herb gardening is there’s not really
an “off season” when nothing blooms. The variegated leaves of
golden sage or silver thyme look beautiful all year, even when not in
bloom. In some cases, the foliage is even more attractive than the
blossoms! When other annuals have succumbed to the first frosts,
parsley, summer savory, and lavender still hold their beauty, and the
hardy little calendula will continue to bloom well into cold weather.

Finally, you don’t have to wait for a special time to start using
your herbs. As soon as the plants are large enough, you can start
taking sprigs for cooking. In fact, pinching the ends off many leafy
herbs like basil, rosemary, and tarragon will encourage bushy
growth.

Rubbing or touching the leaves and stems of most herbs releases their
scent.




With all these plants to choose from, this can all seem
intimidating at first. What should you put in your garden? And how do
you care for them? What if they get sick and die? But if you take it
one step at a time, you’ll get a handle on what kind of herb garden
you want and which plants to put in it. The rest comes naturally.
Before you know it, your neighbors will be coming over and asking
who you hired to landscape your yard!

But before we get into those kinds of specifics, let's take a step
back and cover a few basics.

What Are Herbs?

This is one of the most frequent questions | get at the farm. Many
people think of herbs as just a few seasoning plants, but the
definition of “herb” can be very broad! The dictionary defines an herb
as “a seed-producing annual, biennial, or perennial that does not
develop persistent woody tissue but dies down at the end of the
season.” But that definition would eliminate many plants that are
considered herbs, like rosemary and sage. So for the purposes of
this book, we’ll use a broader definition: an herb is “a plant valued for
its medicinal, savory, or aromatic qualities.” This covers many more
possibilities, including shrubs, trees, and many common flowering
annuals and perennials that may already be in your garden, like
roses and peonies.

Thousands of plants are considered herbs in this broader
definition. In fact, if it's useful ... it's an herb!

Of the dozen flowers found in a Neanderthal burial chamber, all but one had
medicinal properties that are still acknowledged today!

The Different Categories of Herbs



Most people today think of herbs as food seasonings, but a growing
number are becoming aware of their medicinal properties.
Historically, herbs have been used not just for cooking and medicine,
but as dyes, perfumes, cleaners, cosmetics, and insect repellents. To
top it off, many plants cross over into several of these categories.
For instance, sage does double duty as both a poultry seasoning
and a soothing tea for sore throats. Rosemary is beloved for its use
in cooking, but it's also used medicinally, in aromatherapy, for
potpourri, and as a brunette hair rinse.
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Anise, angelica, caraway, dandelion, hops, hyssop, marshmallow, thyme,
and nettles are all listed in ancient herbal texts as both medicinal and
culinary herbs.

THE WONDERS OF A LITTLE YELLOW FLOWER

The cheerful flowers of calendulas were once used as a saffron
substitute, to color butter and cheese, as a yellow dye for wool, and
as a hair rinse to bring out highlights in brunette and blonde hair. But
perhaps most importantly, in the form of a salve, oil, or tincture, the
plant was used as a gentle treatment for chapped skin, bruises, cuts,
and rashes. A tea made from the flowers promotes perspiration, and
it was used as a folk treatment for jaundice during colonial times. It's
generally agreed that the plant has no known side effects, and it's
even safe enough to treat diaper rash on babies!

LAVENDER

Lavender is one of the most useful herbs of all. Most people are
familiar with lavender’s fresh scent, used in perfumes and soaps, but
did you know that lavender buds are an ingredient in the seasoning
blend Herbes de Provence? The flowers are also used in jams and
jellies, and can be candied for decorating desserts. And lavender
has a long history as an antiseptic for freshening sickrooms, is used
in aromatherapy to relieve headaches, is added to bathwater to calm



irritable children, and is an ingredient in smelling salts. Cosmetically,
lavender vinegar is helpful for oily skin and is used in facials.

Lavender’s ornamental qualities make it a must for both gardens
and crafts, with the wonderful scent lingering for a very long time,
even when dry. As an age-old ingredient in potpourri and sachets, it
keeps linen closets and drawers spring-time fresh while deterring
moths. Who knew one little plant could do all those things?
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‘HERB OR ERB?”

This has been the subject of debate for years, and shows no sign of letting
up. The answer depends on where you live. The British always pronounce
their h, as do people in some areas of New England and Virginia. Other
New Englanders even keep the very old pronunciation “yarb,” from the days
of the early settlers. However, in most of the US we drop the “h” and say
“erb.” The important thing is to enjoy these plants, whichever way you say it.

Weeds or Herbs?

Guess what? Many weeds and wildflowers are considered herbs.
Why? Because some of them came over with the colonists,
“escaped” from the confines of early herb gardens, and became
naturalized. Many a New England farmhouse is still surrounded by
the old lilacs that were planted in every dooryard, or a stand of tansy,
comfrey, and scentless chamomile. Dame’s rocket, maiden pinks,
and Alexanders are other examples.

Others such as beebalm, Joe-pye-weed, and witch hazel are
native American plants that gained popularity when the colonists
learned their uses from the Indians. A huge number of plants are
included in this category, purple coneflower, boneset, goldenrod, and
meadowsweet among them.

HERBAL WEEDS?



Then there are the herbal “weeds.” Yes, | said weeds. Old herbals
are filled with common plants that were once held in high esteem but
are now treated like noxious pests. OK, maybe some of them are,
but think about this: Dandelions are more nutritious than spinach,
containing both vitamin C and vitamin A. They were so well-
respected for generations that one nineteenth-century source gives
advice on growing them as a crop! Other healthy herbal “weeds” are
plantain, burdock, stinging nettle, purslane, sheep sorrel, and
chickweed. Don’'t get me wrong—I’m not suggesting you plant these
in your formal herb garden. But instead of trying to eradicate these
from your yard, consider harvesting them!

Some specialty herb catalogs actually sell seeds of “improved” varieties of
dandelion, burdock, and purslane.

HERBAL TREES?

Yes, there are herbal trees, too. Did you know that the inner bark of
the willow tree contains salicylic acid, from which aspirin was
developed? Elder flowers yield drinks, cosmetics, and dyes. The ripe
fruits of the hawthorn are used to treat heart and circulatory
disorders. Linden blossoms make a remedy for nervous tension.
We'll cover more of these in later chapters, but for now | just wanted
to give you an overview of all the different varieties of useful plants
that make up the world of herbs.

What's the Difference Between Herbs and Spices?

This is the second most-asked question | get at the farm. Referring
to the dictionary again, herbs are the leaves, stems, and flowers of
plants grown in temperate climates like most of the United States.
Examples are basil, rosemary, and borage.

Spices are the seeds, roots, barks, and pods of tropical plants.
Examples of spices are cinnamon, which comes from the bark of a



tree; cloves, which are the flower buds of Syzygium aromaticum, an
evergreen tree in the myrtle family; and vanilla, which is the seed
pod of a fifty-foot tropical orchid.

Herbs are usually green and have subtler flavors, while spices
tend to be shades of brown, black, or red and have a dramatic,
pungent flavor.
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Here’s one that covers both bases: The fresh or dried green leaves of the
coriander plant (coriandrum sativum) are called cilantro or Chinese parsley,
both herbs. But the brown seed of the same plant is known as the spice
coriander.

Finally, because most spices have also been used for their
aromatic and healing qualities, this places them under our broader
definition of herbs, which, remember, is “a plant valued for its
medicinal, savory, or aromatic qualities.”

So even though not everyone will be able to grow a fifty-foot
orchid in their backyard for a homegrown supply of vanilla, we still
consider spices to be herbs.

SOME MORE EXAMPLES OF SPICES

Saffron: The dried stigma of an autumn blooming crocus. The
world’s most expensive spice, it takes thirty-five thousand flowers to
produce one pound of the spice.

Hot peppers: You thought they were veggies, didn’t you?
Cayenne pepper is valued as a medicinal herb. High in vitamin C
and vitamin A, the active component in cayenne pepper is capsaicin,
which has stimulant effects on the digestive system, as well as
soothing (yes, soothing!) qualities. A skin salve made with capsaicin
to treat arthritis and shingles is sold over the counter in the US.

Black pepper: The dried fruit of a perennial climbing shrub. The
world’s most popular spice, black pepper is used both as a
condiment and as a food preservative. Medicinally, it's used for
constipation, nausea, vertigo, and arthritis.



Ginger: The fresh root of a creeping tropical perennial. Not just
for gingerbread and mulled cider, ginger has a long history as an
anti-nausea treatment. That's why Mom always used to give you
ginger ale when you were feeling queasy.

Cardamom: The seeds of a ten-foot tropical perennial. Used to
season beverages, pickles, breads, and coffee, it's also an
ingredient in curry powder. Chewing the seeds freshens the breath
and relieves flatulence, indigestion, and headaches.

Star anise: The fruit of a thirty-foot flowering tree. The seed is an
important spice, and is used as a substitute for aniseed. Medicinally,
it's used for indigestion, flatulence, bronchitis, and coughs.

Nutmeg: The fruit of a twenty-five-foot flowering tropical tree. The
fruit contains a kernel (nutmeg) surrounded by a red aril (mace).
Nutmeg is used to season milk and cheese dishes and beverages.

Coffee: The dried seed of a long-lived perennial evergreen
shrub. Never thought of coffee as an herbal beverage? You're not
alone. But like the other herbs and spices we’ve discussed, coffee
has multiple uses. In addition to its classic use as a morning pick-
me-up, coffee’s active ingredient, caffeine, is used with aspirin in
some well-known pain relievers to battle headaches and other aches
and pains, and has been shown to alleviate asthma attacks.

Your First Few Tries

When | started my first real herb garden, | was so excited just to be
planting something in the lead-infested soil of my urban backyard
that | ignored every single piece of advice | had heard or read. |
stuffed dozens of herbs, flowers, and vegetables into a tiny space
that only got two hours of sun a day, not taking into account minor
details like their growth habits, the fact that a plant actually needs
sun, and what the term invasiveness really means. | just planted with
abandon.

| learned some interesting lessons those first years. Tomatoes
from the ground are much bigger than those in a grocery-store six-
pack; same with cucumbers. Nasturtiums deprived of sunlight will
grow foliage the size of dinner plates but hardly any flowers. And the



otherwise indestructible lamb’s ear will rot away to nothing during a
shady, wet summer.

On the other hand, | learned that some of the conventional
wisdom was not necessarily etched in stone. Sure, beebalm prefers
full sun, but in partial sun | got beautiful, tall blooms that lasted the
whole second half of the summer; same with purple coneflower! And
rosemary can survive outside as far north as northern New Jersey if
it's protected during the winter. | experimented a lot; some of my
attempts worked, some didn’t. One of the best lessons | learned was
that experimenting is OK.

Some lessons | just can’t seem to get through my head and am
still doing “wrong,” like putting more than one kind of mint in a bed
(without employing the bottomless restraining bucket that everyone
recommends). But | really enjoy watching the different varieties duke
it out every summer. It makes for a beautiful contrast in the bed,
between the variegated leaves of pineapple mint, dark purple stems
of peppermint, grayish green applemint, and vivid green spearmint.
And when they get out of hand, | can always rip them out and make
teal

An Early Botany Lesson

One of the first things | had to learn was the difference between
annuals, biennials, and perennials. I'll go into this in more detail in
Chapter 3, but basically, the herb world is made up of all three types.
Like most people, | always thought of annuals as just bedding plants
like impatiens and petunias, and perennials as large border plants
like daylilies and irises. What a revelation to discover that herbs fall
not only into both categories, but that many of the perennials that are
commonly grown in flower gardens are also considered herbs!
Knowing the differences between them will take you a long way
toward understanding how to grow them.

A Few Quick Definitions



Annual: A plant that grows, flowers, sets seed, and dies in one
season. They’re usually fast growing, and many will flower
abundantly all summer long. Most annuals are easy to grow, and
many can be grown from seed right in your garden. Annuals are
broken down into half-hardy, meaning they will continue to grow and
flower after the first frost until a very hard freeze, and tender,
meaning they will die at the first hint of a frost.

Biennial: A plant that lives for two years. A biennial grows its
leaves the first season, then flowers, sets seed, and dies its second
year. Biennials frequently form a rosette of leaves close to the
ground their first year and send up a tall flower spike the second.

Perennial: A plant that lives for more than two years. There are
long-lived perennials, like mint, tansy, and wormwood, and there are
short-lived perennials like foxglove. These usually set lots of seed,
and sometimes you won’t even notice that the following year’s plant
Is really just the offspring of the original. Perennials are further
broken down into groups of herbaceous, meaning they die to the
ground in winter; and woody, meaning the stem gets woody with
age, like a tree, and new growth each year comes from those stems.
Some herbs of each group are tender, meaning they must be taken
inside for the winter in most parts of the United States.
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HERE ARE SOME POPULAR EXAMPLES

» Annuals: (half-hardy) borage, calendula, German chamomile, cilantro,
dill; (tender) basil, nasturtium, cayenne pepper

* Biennials: angelica, clary, parsley, woad

» Perennials: (herbaceous) anise hyssop, beebalm, catnip, comfrey,
horehound, lemon balm, mint, oregano, pennyroyal, sorrel, tarragon;
(woody) germander, hyssop, lavender, sage, santolina, southernwood,
roses, willow, eucalyptus; (tender) bay laurel, rosemary (in some areas),
lemongrass, lemon verbena, scented geraniums, sweet marjoram

What Herbs Need



It's been said that herbs thrive in poor soil. Well, that’s partly true, but
very few plants can survive in totally depleted soil. For example, they
won't grow in the subsoil left over from construction or under a tree
where nothing else will grow. However, many of the better-known
herbs come from the Mediterranean, where conditions can be pretty
harsh. These herbs have had to withstand brisk winds, sandy and
rocky soil, and very hot temperatures, so the conditions in your yard
are likely to be somewhat better than where they came from.

In the chapter on soil, we’ll talk about easy ways you can make
your garden a haven for herbs. But for now, just remember that most
herbs need sun, good drainage, and a little compost every spring.
Obviously, there are many exceptions (like my urban shade garden),
but this is the basic rule of thumb. If you've got these things, you can
grow herbs.

Mother Nature Knows Best

In nature, plants get their nutrition from the decomposition of their
predecessors seeping back into the soil—and part of the normal
cycle of things includes bugs. In a healthy garden, there is a balance
between the pests that feed on the plants and the beneficial insects
that feed on the pests. Unfortunately, some modern gardening
practices have interrupted this process, making bug infestations
much more noticeable. In this book we’ll explore ways of keeping the
natural cycles in balance, from using compost as mulch to learning
to control a bug infestation. Healthy herbs are amazingly pest
resistant, which is reason enough to grow them. So let’s get started,
shall we?



