Chapter 4

Designing Your Herb Garden

In This Chapter

Discovering your garden style

Looking at garden designs through the ages
Handling hardscapes: The hard stuff
Making your design eye-pleasing

When people think of an herb garden, they often imagine a formal
garden laid out in a knot shape or another precise geometric
pattern, but this is just one way to grow herbs. You can also grow
herbs in informal beds or mix them in among ornamentals and
vegetables — after all, many herb plants are beautiful in their own
right, and many are edible, too.

Ideally, you’ll have a design in mind before you buy or sow your
first herb plant. But if you're like most gardeners, herbs are at
least occasionally an impulse buy: You see a plant you like and
buy it — but when you get it home, you wonder where to plant it.
Although it pays to have a general design in mind, flexibility is also
important — that is, unless you're that one-in-a-million gardener
who can actually walk past an herb display without buying at least
one plant.

In this chapter, you discover the basics of designing an herb
garden. Once you have the fundamentals down, you'll be ready to
create your own herbal nirvana. Or, you can flip to Chapter 5 for
specific herb garden plans. And because most herbs are ideal for
containers, too, Chapter 6 is devoted to that subject.



Getting Started

As you consider how and where to grow your herbs, keep in mind
that the definition of herbs assumes that you want to use them in

a practical way. So before you make that trip to the nursery or dig
your first hole, ask yourself a few questions:

Why am | growing herbs? Primarily for their beauty? Or
for use in the kitchen, or to make tinctures or salves?

How often will | harvest? Will | snip a few sprigs every
day, or do one big harvest each year?

Do | want a separate herb garden? Or would it make
more sense to incorporate herbs into existing vegetable
and ornamental gardens?

Catering to convenience

If you'll be harvesting oregano, dill, and rosemary daily to season
gourmet meals, you’ll want the plants just seconds away from
your chopping block. Consider mixing herbs into the ornamental
beds around your house — most are attractive as well as tasty.
Or, if you have the room and enough sunlight, make a small
kitchen garden just outside the door, and fill it with culinary herbs
(along with a few tomato and pepper plants and maybe some
lettuce). At the very least, you can plant a large container of your
favorite herbs outside the kitchen door. You'll be that much closer
to having dinner ready in a jiffy.

Deliberating one-shot deals

Are you planning to make tinctures for a good night’s sleep, dry
lots of herbs to cook with in winter, or create arrangements and
wreaths of dried herbs? In that case, you might harvest the entire



herb crop once a year. If so, proximity to your kitchen is less
important. Instead of starting a new herb garden, consider
expanding your vegetable garden and growing your chamomile,
rosemary, or yarrow the way you grow your other crops, in easy-
to-maintain rows.

Creating an herbal oasis

Are you looking for an herbal retreat? Maybe all this talk of crops
and harvests smacks too much of menial labor. Instead of being
like Ma Joad toiling in the fields, Grapes-of-Wrath style, you
picture yourself as Greta Garbo pining, “I vant to be alone.” If so,
your garden needs to be a place where you can escape workaday
cares and revel in the pure pleasure of herbs’ textures, scents,
and colors. Put your herbs in a secluded spot and, if necessary,
create a sense of privacy with a screen of conifers or vine-clad
trellises. And don’t forget to include a comfy chair or hammock.

An Herbal Nod to History

The first step in designing a garden is to consider the overall “feel”
you're trying to achieve. Do you like symmetry and order? Or is a
free-form look more your style? History is filled with gardens at
both extremes. Of course, you may want to go for something in
between.

Formal designs — tux optional

You may have formed your impressions of herb-garden design
through woodcuts of medieval monasteries. These images usually
show large, walled gardens with raised, rectangular beds.
Everything growing in them had a use: Even the flowers weren’t
frivolous; they were used to decorate the altar.



Meanwhile, outside the monastery walls, wealthy Europeans were
creating knot gardens, probably the most impractical garden
design ever devised. Intended to be admired from upper stories,
knot gardens required boxwood or various herbs to be planted in
squares, circles, triangles, fleurs-de-lis, and loop-de-loops, and
then meticulously pruned so they seemed to be growing over and
under each other. Those swirls could contain the equivalent of a
healthy, 20-foot row of rosemary, but a gardener couldn’t gather
much more than a leaf or two from such an arrangement without
spoiling its appearance.

The tradition of geometric designs for kitchen gardens came to
American shores in the 1600s, and was eventually translated in
Pennsylvania by no-nonsense German settlers. Theirs was the
so-called foursquare garden: four perfectly square blocks
separated by 2-foot walkways. These gardeners eventually
modified the look with more beds and rectangles, but still with
nary a hint of a curved line.

-

@ Formal design is first and foremost geometric, with straight
paths and symmetrical plant placements. Some plants are
more formal than others as well, forming tidy mounds with not
a leaf out of place, and these are obvious choices for a
traditional herb garden. Statuary and heavy urns containing
topiary also look at home in a formal garden, usually set at
the center as a focal point.

Informal designs — the laid-back
look

Ironically, the stiff-upper-lipped English gave us the relaxed
cottage garden in which plants grown for household use were
mingled in a seemingly haphazard fashion, usually in a small front
yard. Favorite herbs included flowery calendula, chive, monarda



(bee balm), artemisia, and damask roses alongside fragrant lilacs,
lily-of-the-valley, mock orange, and dame’s rocket.

But in fact, the layout underlying these cottage gardens was often
as geometric as those of the monasteries. What made these
gardens seem informal was the lavishness with which plants were
crammed together, often climbing up the side of the dwelling and
around the door, and flopping onto the walkway so that hard
surfaces seemed softer.

Today, the trend in American gardens is toward a more natural
look in garden design. Beds and paths are shaped with flowing
curves, emulating those you see in a woodland, meadow, or on a
hillside. Garden ornaments, too, may look as though they were
left casually behind — wooden wheelbarrows, antique tools, or
perhaps a thatched birdhouse.

Incorporating Design Basics

Beginning gardeners invariably think first about flower color, and
the more boisterous the better. Some never tire of the unrelenting
yellow of marigolds or the magenta of petunias. But usually, like a
Lothario ready to settle down, a seasoned gardener begins to look
beyond superficial flashiness to more lasting qualities: foliage
color and texture, the shape of the entire plant, and fragrance. In
all of these attributes, herbs are champions.

Before you go on to plant selection, though, you need to
understand some of the “hard” stuff.

Garden bones: Hardscapes

Winter is the best time to see the structure of your landscape, or
what the experts call its bones. What does your garden look like



after annual herbs have given up the ghost and all but the
evergreen perennial herbs are dormant below ground? In a well-
designed landscape your eye should discern rhythmic lines in
your paths and the edges of your beds. You should see some
strong vertical lines — tree trunks or an arbor, perhaps with the
bonus of a snow-shrouded garden ornament such as a statue.

Landscape designers use the word hardscape to refer to the
permanent, nonliving parts of your garden. These include natural
elements, such as boulders, as well as everything made of rock,
concrete, wood, or plastic.

Paths

Every landscape needs paths, both for visual reasons (to create a
sense of movement and boundaries) and for practical reasons (to
get you from one area to another without tromping through the
growing beds). Formal herb garden designs often have
intersecting paths with an ornament placed in the center, which
also serves as a focal point to draw the eye in. You can widen the
path to create a terrace, giving you room to kneel or stoop when
you want to harvest a sprig of mint for tea, cilantro for salsa, or
sweet Annie for a dried bouquet. Widen the path a bit more and
you have a spot for a bench where you can kick back and relax.

In a formal herb garden, the paths are generally straight, except
when surrounding a circular knot garden. In a cottage-style or
mixed garden, you have the freedom to include sinuous curves,
perhaps winding under an arched trellis of passionflower
(Passiflora spp.) or hops (Humulus lupulus). You can create a
path with turf, gravel or other small stones, bark muich, or
flagstones. Think about adding in some low-growing herbs
between stepping-stones. Traditionally, the material of choice for
paths in herb gardens is aged brick, which speaks to the plants’
history. Permanent and solid, the texture of brick is a perfect foll
for feathery leaves, and the mellow color of brick — varying from



red through yellow — is a lovely counterpoint to the many shades
of green you find in herbs.

Edging

You can edge your herb bed with one of the shrubby or low-
growing herbs popular for that purpose (read more about them in
the section “Developing good habits,” later in this chapter), but
most gardeners find it easier to employ non-living materials:
landscape timber, stone, or the aged brick used for the paths.
Even informal gardens benefit from having some type of border to
define the beds and keep the lawn from infiltrating them.

Structures

Arbors, pergolas, and trellises provide focal points and add
interest to gardens year-round. The same goes for walls and
fences. Patios, decks, and terraces — any flat spot with a few
pieces of comfortable outdoor furniture — invite visitors to relax
and should be included in a garden design.

Color considerations

When it comes to their flowers, the best-known culinary and
medicinal herbs are shrinking violets. Basil and mint have
relatively insignificant flower spikes that, while capable of driving
bees into passionate frenzies, should be removed if you want to
keep the fresh flavor of the herb and avoid lessening its health-
giving components.

Many herbs have blue, purple, or pink flowers, so if you're partial
to this cool combination you can reap great satisfaction by
combining thyme, chives, oregano, rosemary, and sage, perhaps
with a border of lavender.



Bee balm, or monarda, offers you a choice of intense, deep pink
(‘Marshall’s Delight’) and red (‘Cambridge Scarlet’). You can add
yellow to the palette with elecampane, evening primrose
(Oenothera biennis), goldenrod (Solidago spp.), and tansy.
Calendula takes you from yellow into sunny oranges.

Garden ornaments

Because herb gardens are both historic and homey, they cry out
for decoration. Yet you don’t have to spend a lot of money. Browse
roadside shops; check out auctions, estate sales, architectural
salvage vyards, and yard sales for recycled, weather-beaten|
treasures. And don’'t forget Habitat for Humanity’s ReStores,
where you can find unique ornamentation as well as materials you|
can use in construction. Or make a scarecrow with last year’s
fashions! Here are just a few of the ornaments often associated
with herb gardens:

¥ Armillary

¥ Birdbaths

¥ Birdhouses and feeders
¥ Gates (wooden or metal)
¥ 0Old wagon wheels

¥ 0ld well pumps

¥ Small fountains

¥ Stone urns

¥ Sundials

¥ Whirligigs




¥ Wooden wheelbarrows

-
@ You can create a more lasting tapestry of color, however, by
collecting herbs with an eye to their foliage:

Gray, white, and silver: Herbs are famous for pale foliage
that helps tone down or blend bright colors that might
otherwise clash. Choose from catmint (Nepeta spp.), curry
plant (Helichrysum italicum), lamb’s ear (Stachys
byzantina), virtually any lavender, sage, lavender cotton
(Santolina chamaecyparissus), or woolly thyme (Thymus
pseudolanuginosis). Among the artemisias, in addition to
southernwood and wormwood, look for Artemisia alba
‘Canescens’. Or how about one of the gray-green dianthus
cultivars, such as ‘Miss Sinkins’?

Purple and red: You can bring deep burgundy red into the
garden by planting perilla, purple sage (‘Purpurea’), or the
basil cultivars ‘Rubin’ and ‘Osmin’. Orange mint gets its
name from its smell, but its leaves have a subtle purple
color.

Yellow: Just look for some form of aureum, the Latin word
for “gold,” in a species or cultivar name. Some of these
plants range from yellow to chartreuse. You can buy
golden varieties of feverfew, pot marjoram (Origanum
onites), oregano, hops, sage, thyme, and valerian.

Blue: Color is often in the eye of the beholder, but to most,
rue has the bluest foliage among herbs, especially the
cultivar plant called ‘Jackman’s Blue’. (Refer to Chapter 2
for cautions about growing rue.) The foliage of some
varieties of rosemary tends toward blue-green, and is a
safer bet.

Bronze: Bronze fennel is in a color class by itself with its
distinctive, shimmery, reddish brown foliage.




Variegation: You don’t want to overdo variegated leaves
— those that are tinged with white, yellow, pink, or some
combination — if you don’t want your garden looking like a
three-ring circus. But a few variegated plants scattered
here and there provide a lively counterpoint to solid green,
and can brighten up a dark corner. Tri-colored sage, which
has swirls of pink and white on the usual green, and
variegated thymes are among the most popular variegated
herbs. You'll also find subtle colors among the scented
geraniums. Look for ‘Fair Ellen’, ‘Chocolate Mint’, and
‘Skies of Italy’.

Fuzzy, frilly, shiny, lacy

As you grow and study herbs, you’ll notice that the texture of their
leaves is even more varied than their color. Deciding which plants
contrast most strikingly when planted next to each other is one of
the endless pleasures of herb gardening. For soft fuzziness,
nature hasn’t come up with anything that begs to be petted more
than lamb’s ear, an ornamental perennial. Its herbal cousin,
betony, has greener but still hairy leaves (and contains tannins
that can soothe a sore throat or treat diarrhea). A scented
geranium collection is a menagerie of tactile thrills: velvety,
sandpapery, and crinkly. Here are some of the herbal textures you
can play with in your garden:

Fernlike: Herbs with leaves that are divided or toothed like
fern leaves include chamomile, chervil, feverfew, parsley,
and tansy. The leaves of valerian are deeply divided, too,
but the effect is quite different on this 5-foot-tall plant.

Feathery: Dill, fennel, southernwood, wormwood, and
yarrow are among the herbs with leaves so finely divided
as to approach hairlike. Anise has fine leaves at the top of
the plant, while those near its base are more like parsley.



Smooth 'n’ shiny: The smooth leaves of bay and
eucalyptus reflect light and brighten a garden.

Tiny: When you visit a well-stocked herb nursery, you may
think the thyme breeders are having a contest to see who
can produce the tiniest leaves. Ground-huggers such as
‘Minus’ thyme have the smallest — pinpoints that would do
pointillist painter Georges Seurat proud.

Prickly: What's the point? Spiny leaves give your domain
a bit of drama. Try cardoon (Cynara cardunculus), or its
cousin globe artichoke (Cynara scolymus), liver-
rejuvenating milk thistle, or a thicket of the prickle-surfeited
eglantine rose (Rosa eglantina). Of course, keep these
away from paths — unless you want to deter visitors.

Rough: Running your finger across a sunflower leaf will
send shivers down your spine, but for true grit, grow sage.
Rub a leaf over your teeth to clean them after dinner — it’s
good for your gums, too!

Succulent: These plants have their own botanical
category because of the way their thick, fleshy leaves
store water. Aloe is the most common herb among them.
Purslane (Portulaca oleracea), a nutritious weed that’s rich
In anti-aging anti-oxidants, looks a bit like a jade plant that
has been stomped on.

Pleated: The leaves of lady’s mantle (Alchemilla mollis)
and nasturtium are round and puckery, while those of
silver sage (Salvia argentea) add white fuzz to the garden
mix.

Developing good habits

You may not be able to distinguish the sandpapery look of sage
leaves or the satiny sheen of basil from a distance. But in a well-
designed garden, your eye will be drawn to the overall effect of



the different shapes and sizes of the plants. Informal gardens
combine plants with a wide variety of shapes and sizes; formal
gardens rely on a more symmetrical arrangement and sometimes
incorporate plants that have been carefully pruned to specific
shapes. Even in informal gardens, repeating a shape gives
rhythm to the design.

The shape and growth pattern of a plant is called its habit. Basil
and sage have shrubby habits — their branching stems form more
or less rounded mounds. Creeping thyme crawls flat along the
ground like a living carpet. Some plants have a strongly vertical
habit — mullein, with its tall flower stalks reaching skyward, is a
good example. Still others are climbers, such as passionflower
and hops. The following list of plant habits, along with examples of
herbs that fit the bill, gives you an idea of the range of shapes you
have to work with when you’re planning your garden.

Tall spires: Angelica (Angelica archangelica), black
cohosh (Actaea racemosa), evening primrose, Joe-Pye
weed (Eupatorium purpureum), mullein, and other vertical
herbs have an air of stateliness and drama. These plants
command attention, so use them sparingly. Mullein also
has a basal rosette (a circle of foliage near the stem) of big
felty leaves, so you'll get a habit and texture bonus.

Big 'n’ bushy: Lovage, marsh mallow, meadowsweet
(Filipendula ulmaria), and Jerusalem artichoke (Helianthus
tuberosus) look more like the Capitol Building than the
Washington Monument. Tall, yes, but they also gobble up
lots of ground.

Grasslike: The fanlike foliage of orris root (lris florentina),
like that of all irises, is handsome long after the flowers are
gone. For a similar grasslike shape, lusty lemongrass
(Cymbopogon citratus) and chipper chives are the long
and short of it, respectively.

Monster leaves: Grow cardoon, which reaches a height of
6 to 8 feet, for pure mass. Plant it where you won't



inadvertently brush up against the spines of this thistle
relative. Or surround your house with a living fence of
closely spaced cardoon plants and ditch your home
security system.

Mound: Some herbs form such perfect mounds that you
want to reach down and pet them like a sleeping cat.
These make good edging plants, or you can use them for
contrast with floppy or spiky plants. Good mounders
include chamomile, feverfew, many types of lavender, and
some of the artemisia clan such as ‘Silver Mound’ and
‘Powis Castle’.

Groundcovers: Creepy crawly herbs, such as sweet
woodruff, cover ground and suppress weeds between
other plants. An herb gardener’s trick is to tuck chamomile
and the low-growing thymes between stepping-stones,
where they release their fragrance when you step on or
brush against them.

Hanging: Herbs with limp stems look lush dangling from a
hanging basket or draped across the side of a raised bed
or window box. A few good candidates are borage,
catmint, lemon balm, prostrate rosemary, thyme,
nasturtium, oregano (especially dittany of Crete, Origanum
dictamnus), and some scented geraniums.

Vines: Use climbing herbs such as hops, honeysuckle
(Lonicera spp.), Carolina jasmine (Gelsemium
sempervirens), climbing nasturtium, or passionflower on a
trellis for privacy or to give other herbs a windbreak.

-

@ In a border (a planting area that backs to a wall or fence),
put tall plants toward the back; in a bed (a planting area
exposed on all sides), set tall plants in the center. Floppy
plants work best along the edges, while groundcovers will
blanket bare earth between other herbs. (Make sure that
taller neighbors don't steal all their sun.)



Aroma wasn’t built in a day

Look up the word “fragrance” in a thesaurus, and what do you
see? A list of herbs, from allspice to vanilla. In fact, fragrance so
characterizes herbs that coming up with a list of herbs that don't
smell wonderful might be the easiest way to deal with this
category. Nonetheless, we plunge daringly ahead, suggesting a
few of our favorites. Crush a few leaves of the following plants
and see whether you agree:

Scented geraniums: These olfactory superstars deserve
billing above the title, as they say in the marquee biz. You
can choose from scents such as rose, apricot, almond,
mint, cinnamon, nutmeg, chocolate mint, coconut,
eucalyptus, lemon, orange, camphor, pine, strawberry, and

apple.

Mints: If geraniums get the gold medal, mint and thyme tie
for silver. There are mints that smell of apple laced with
menthol, or lime, chocolate (think York Peppermint
Patties), banana, ginger, grapefruit, orange, and more.

Thymes: Go straight for lemon thyme, which actually does
smell like citrus. Then try orange, caraway, lavender, mint,
and nutmeg. You can even find thyme that smells like
oregano.

Lavenders: The discerning nose will find some varieties
sweeter and others more medicinal. English lavender
(Lavandula angustifolia) has the clean scent of lace
handkerchiefs, while French (also known as Spanish)
lavender (L. stoechas) smells more like something used
for treating sports injuries and battling bugs.

Catmint: Said not to attract cats the way catnip does,
catmint also has a stronger and more appealing scent for
the human nose. Some compare it to mint jelly; we think it
has undertones of pine or cedar.



Curry: It's a marvel how nature stuffed the aroma of curry,
an East Indian concoction made up of as many as 20
different herbs and spices, into a single plant. Ironically,
curry is not a culinary herb, but the silvery 12- to 18-inch
plants make a great edging, and you can pluck the leaves
for potpourri.



