
Herbs 
 
I love herbs!  They’re pretty plants.  They make lovely flowers.  They smell good.  Some 
are evergreens.  Some last a single growing season.  Some are reseeders and come 

back on their own.  Some must be replanted every year.  They have many uses.  And, 
really – in the greater scheme of things, they’re easy to grow.  Harder, may be how, 
when, where to use them. 

 

 
When I grow up – I want my herb garden to look like this! 

 

Of course, I also want 12 hunky guys to take care of all the heavy work (mowing, 
edging, mulching, weeding, making new/larger beds).  I’m happy to do the planting, 
picking, and enjoying.  And that’s the thing – as with any gardening project there are a 

few rules. 
 

RULE #1  CHOSE PLANTS FOR YOUR AREA 

RULE #2  THINK ABOUT YOUR AVAILABLE SPACE 
RULE #3  THINK ABOUT YOURSELF 

 

Plant things that can deal with your weather.  That means – want something like 
tarragon??  Nope.  It doesn’t like our heat or humidity.  Try planting Mexican Mint 
Marigold instead.  Same tasting herb and it grows beautifully here. 

 
I’m really bad about Rule #2.  I tend to look at a six-inch space and think “Ah ha!  this 
plant will fit there …. I’ll keep it pruned ….. I’ll keep it controlled”.  Yeah – no.  Follow 



planting instructions based on how big the adult plant will be not how big you think or 
want it will be.   

 
 
 

 
Lastly, how much work do you want to do.   
Makes a difference to how/what you plant. 

 
 
 

 
 
I’ll talk a bit about different uses for herbs – culinary, medicinal, magical (you never 

know what works!).  One thing to remember – always talk to your doctor about any 
herbal regimen.  Make certain any medications you currently take will not be adversely 
affected.  Make sure you know where the herbs you’re using come from.  Your 

flowerbeds?  Okay.  Beside the highway?  A big NO.  Also, herbs are like vegetables – 
they’re likely to go into your mouth.  Be aware of pesticides, herbicides, and fertilizers.  
 

So, let’s start at the beginning.  What exactly is an Herb?  Herbs are defined as an 
herbaceous (meaning they have little or no woody tissue) annuals or perennials.  That’s 
not really true though.   

 
An Herb is any plant valued for its flavor, fragrance, medicinal, or spiritual qualities.  
That includes trees, shrubs, vines, annuals, biennials, perennials, groundcovers, weeds 

(yes, really), and primitive plants (like ferns, mosses, and fungi). 
 
So, I’ll talk a little about some herbs you’re familiar with and some that might surprise 

you. 

 



 
Basil 

 

For most of us basil is an annual – it grows, makes flowers, produces seeds, and dies in 
one season.  Though if you live in hardiness zone 10 or greater, it can be treated like a 
perennial.  It is a member of the mint family and has extremely aromatic leaves in a 

variety of scents and flavors (citrusy, cinnamon, chocolate, licorice, etc.).  Leaf colors 
span from bright green to deep purple, with smooth or crinkled leaves. The flowers are 
insignificant but very popular with bees and butterflies.  Plant basil after all chance of 

frost is past.  It grows best in direct sun – 6-8 hours.  It should be planted in a well-
draining location though it’s not really considered a drought tolerant plant.  Keep it 
watered as it dries out.  As your plant grows, harvest the leaves regularly.  This will 

encourage it to branch into a more compact shape.   
 
Culinary Uses:  When cooking with basil, add it to the dish during the last 10-15 

minutes.  It’s considered a delicate herb and the flavor will cook away.  Its flavor blends 
well with parsley, rosemary, oregano, thyme, and sage. 
 

Medicinal Uses: An infusion relieves gas and stomach pains.  It was considered a 
warming herb and used for colds and flu, fevers and respiratory infections, headaches 
as a tisane.  Other uses include using as a poultice for insect bites and stings. 

 
Magical Uses: Basil attracts money (keep a leaf or two in your wallet) and brings good 
luck to a new home.  So, it makes a really nice gift for the new homeowner.  The scent 

brings happiness to the home.  It will protect you in crowds or while you are traveling – 
just put a leaf or two in your shoe.  Basil is attractive to dragons, salamanders, and 
other fire-oriented creatures.  Works for me!  I like dragons. 

 



Companion Uses:  Basil is a good companion plant for asparagus, beans, beets, 
cabbage, chili and bell peppers, eggplant, marigolds, oregano, potatoes and tomatoes.  

Growing tomatoes and basil near each other is said to make each crop taste better. 
 

 
Bay 

 

The tale of how the Bay tree came to be, Once Upon a Time in Ancient Greece. . . 
 

Apollo, the god of light, music, poetry, art, medicine, knowledge, plague and archery, 
saw Daphne and fell instantly in love with her.  Could be Eros (Cupid) had something to 
with the love thing – you know – arrows and such.   Daphne, a Naiad nymph and 
daughter of the river god Peneus, was determined to remain unmarried and untouched 
by a man by the rest of her life.  Apollo continued to follow Daphne, but she continued to 
reject him.  Apollo told Daphne that he would love her forever.  Daphne turned to her 
father and pleaded for him to free her from Apollo.  In response, Peneus use 
metamorphosis to turn Daphne into a bay laurel tree.  Apollo, so astounded by the tree’s 
beauty, used his powers of eternal youth and immortality to make Daphne’s laurel leaves 
evergreen and dedicated it to reward the highest achievements of Greek civilization.   

 

Bay Laurel is an evergreen tree that grows best in full sun and can reach a height of 60 
feet.  It prefers rich, well-drained soil and since it is a tree – it needs room to spread out.  
So think about where you might want a tree.  Because it likes its soil relatively moist and 

doesn't like to dry out, consider mulching, and don't forget to water it regularly while it's 
young.  Bay is very hard and slow to start from seed, so propagate with cuttings.  For 
the most part, bay is pest free. In fact, it is often used to deter pests from other plants 

and in the pantry. Place a few leaves in the cabinet where you keep your flour and other 
grains to repel bugs. 



 
Culinary Uses:  Add to slow-cooking meals. Bay leaves release their flavor during slow 

cooking, so the longer the better. Consider adding bay leaves to casseroles, stews, 
soups, marinades, pasta sauces. Steam with bay leaves. The leaf is not easily digested 
so remove it prior to eating. 

  
Medicinal Uses:  In past times, bay was used to treat earaches, rheumatism, rashes 
and as insect repellent  

 
Magical Uses:  Bay is a strong protection herb.  Sorcerers and poisoners could not 
harm the person who carried bay.  It was believed that lightning would not strike where 

bay was planted.  Witches and devils were supposedly rendered helpless by it.   During 
the waxing moon, wishes can be written on the leaves then burned on the Full Moon to 
empower the wish 

 
A Hot Cup of Bay Leaf Tea.  In long past days, folks believed that bay leaf tea would lower 
your blood pressure, aid with digestive problems and even get rid of headaches. Steeping: 4 
minutes  
 
3 large fresh bay leaves 
2 cups water 
Sugar and milk (optional) 
Add the bay leaves and water to a pot, cover, and bring to a boil over high heat. Let boil for 3 
minutes then remove the pot from the heat and let the tea steep for 4 minutes.  Strain and drink 
or sweeten to suit your taste. If using milk, only use a small splash, as too much milk will dilute 
the flavor of the tea. 

 

 
Rosemary 

 
Rosemary is one of those herbs that can fool you when it comes to size.  They will get 

big – tall and wide.  Still it’s a wonderful plant.  Plant rosemary in full sun (6-8 hours) in 



well-drained soil.  It prefers a drier soil, so usually average garden watering or rain is 
sufficient.  Here, we can grow rosemary in the ground however in colder climates, it is 

likely to freeze.  But – it lends itself well to being grown in a container.  So, if you’re in 
the frozen northlands, bring it inside when temperatures turn chilly.  Rosemary is 
another plant that is hard to grow from seed.  Propagate by cuttings.  It handles our heat 

just fine and humidity without too much problem. 
 
Culinary Uses:  Rosemary is a wonderful compliment to both sweet and savory dishes. 

Use it in all types of meat and poultry recipes.  Also, it’s great in breads, butter, 
vegetables, and cookies.  The leaves and flowers can be used but remember that it has 
a strong flavor so you don't need to add very much even in dishes that are slow cooked. 

 
Misc Uses:  Use sprigs for roasting, grilling on the barbeque. Soak woody stems in 
water for a few minutes then thread vegetables and meat on shish kabob style.  Also 

use it as in ingredient in homemade soap.  An infusion in water used as a rinse will 
make your hair shiny and soft.  As it is associated with the fidelity and it makes an 
interesting gift to a bride and groom. 

 
Medical Uses:  Rosemary is a rich source of antioxidants, improves digestion, and 
enhances memory and concentration.  There have been studies that show ingesting 

Rosemary lead significantly improved memory.  A tea can be made for coughs, 
headache, high blood pressure, and reducing age-related memory loss 
 

Magical Uses:  It is considered a strong her for protection from evil spirits and witches.  
And it was burned in the homes of those who had died from illness as a cleanser, and 
placed on coffins before a grave was filled with dirt to keep the dead from rising.   

 
Finally, it is said that Rosemary grows best at the home of a strong-minded woman! 
 

Rosemary Shortbread Cookies 
Cook Time: 15 Minutes 
 
1 1/2 cups unsalted butter 
2/3 cup white sugar 
2 tablespoons chopped fresh rosemary 2 
3/4 cups all-purpose flour 
 

1/4 teaspoon salt 
2 teaspoons white sugar for decoration 
 

 
In a medium bowl, cream together the butter and 2/3 cup of sugar until light and fluffy. Stir in the 
flour salt and rosemary until well blended. The dough will be somewhat soft. Cover and 
refrigerate for 1 hour. Preheat the oven to 375 degrees F (190 degrees F). Line cookie sheets 
with parchment paper. On a lightly floured surface, roll the dough out to 1/4 inch thickness. Cut 
into rectangles 1 1/2x2 inches in size. Place cookies 1 inch apart on the lined cookie sheets. 
Sprinkle the remaining sugar over the tops. Bake for 8 minutes in the preheated oven, or until 
golden at the edges. Cool on wire racks, and store in an airtight container at room temperature. 

 



 
Borage 

 
Now, this may be an herb you’re not familiar with but it is beautiful, a reseeder, attracts 

bees and butterflies, and both leaves and flowers are used.  Borage is an easy growing 
annual plant with vivid blue flowers and leaves with the flavor of cucumbers.  Plant it in 
full sun after last frost.  It will pop right up out of the soil and start growing.  It will start 

blooming very quickly and the blue, star shaped flowers are beautiful.  It grows best 
when seeds are sown directly in the garden.  Barely cover seeds and keep well-
watered.  It is tolerant of any type soil but a sunny, well-draining place is optimal.  Once 

your plant grows and produces flowers, it will reseed itself and next year you will have 
twice as many come up.  Borage has a fast-growing season.  And, if possible, leave the 
leaves in the garden – great mulch and they add nutrients to the soil. 

 
Culinary Uses:  Use the leaves while they are young, because as the plant matures, the 
stalks and leaves become covered with a prickly fuzz.  Add young leaves and flowers 

salads, soups, dips & spreads, open face sandwiches, beverages and ice cubes (the ice 
cubes because the flowers look really pretty floating in your drink). 
 

Medicinal Uses:  The word Borage is thought to come from the Celtic word borrach 
meaning bravery.  A draught of the herb is said to have been given to the Crusaders 
before they went off to war.  According to the 1600 herbalist, John Gerard, “A syrup 

made of the floures of borage comforeth the heart, purgeth melancholy and quieteth the 
lunaticke person.”  Good to know.  It was also used to treat respiratory, hyperactive, 
cardiovascular, and gastrointestinal disorders. 

 



Companion Uses:  Borage is a good companion plant for tomatoes, squash and 
strawberries.  It’s even supposed to deter tomato hornworms and improve the flavor of 

tomatoes growing nearby. 
 
Magical Uses:  Borage brings peace to the home.  Place a pinch of dried Borage 

flowers in each corner of a room where family fights have occurred to restore harmony. 
 

 
Rosaceae - Rose 

 
Another herb you may have thought of as just a pretty face.  At this point, I will just tell 
you that roses do best in full sun.  And, after that, it depends on the type of rose you are 

growing.  Here, in the humid part of the world, some types don’t do as well as you might 
hope.  If you plan to plant a variety of roses, do some research.  As for using roses 
themselves – the stronger the scent, the greater the flavor of the petals.   

 
Medicinal Uses:  As far back as 75 A.D, the rose was used to treat disease.  It is also 
very efficient in fighting bacterial and viral infections. Rosehips are remarkably rich in 

vitamin C  and in ancient times they were used to cure scurvy.  These fruits also have 
astringent properties and have been used to treat colds, flu and gastric problems.  Rose 
water can be used as an eyewash and as a mouthwash. It can also be used to treat 

acne and irritated skin. 
 
Culinary Uses:  Rose petals can be candied and also used to make fragrant syrups and 

preserves.  Rosehips are often used to make jams and teas.  Make a rose scented, 
flavored sugar by layering rose petals (1:2) with sugar.  Let sit for a couple of weeks and 



sieve out the petals.  You can also use the flowers to infuse honey, in cookies, cakes, 
salads.  They are rich in antioxidants and vitamins A, B3, C, D and E. 

 
Magical Uses:  A rose bud bath is supposed to conjure a lover.  Roses also attract good 
health and wealth. 

 
Rose Petal Granola 

 
1 1/2 cups walnut halves 
1/2 teaspoon fine-grain sea salt 
1/8 teaspoon freshly ground pepper 
2/3 cup dried currants  
1 cup dried rose petals with white removed 

4 cups rolled oats  
1/2 cup unsalted butter 
1/2 cup honey 
1/2 teaspoon rose water 
 

 
Preheat the oven to 300 F degrees with racks in the top and bottom thirds of the oven. Set out 
two rimmed baking sheets. Combine the oats, walnuts, salt, pepper, currants and half of the 
rose petals in a large mixing bowl. Heat the butter in a small saucepan over low heat and stir in 
the honey. Remove from heat and whisk in the rose water. When thoroughly combined, pour the 
honey mixture over the oat mixture and stir until everything is well coated, at least 30 seconds. If 
you like a clumpier granola, stir in an egg white. Divide the mixture equally between the two 
baking sheets and spread into a thin layer. Bake, stirring a couple times along the way, for 
about 35 to 40 minutes, or until the granola is toasty and deeply golden. You may want to rotate 
the pan once, top to bottom, to ensure even baking. Remove from the oven and press down on 
the granola with a metal spatula-you'll get more clumps this way. Let cool completely, sprinkle 
with the remaining dried rose petals, then store in an airtight container at room temperature. 
Makes about 7 cups. 

 
Remember I mentioned in the beginning that weeds are also herbs?  Okay --- 

 
Dandelion:  It has been used as a restorative tonic, edible food, and in herbal wines 
and beers.  When the first colonists set out from Europe for the New World, they 

brought the dandelion for their gardens because it was considered an essential plant for 
food and health. 
 

Chickweed is a medicinal and edible plant. It is high in vitamins and minerals and can 
be added to salads or cooked like spinach. It has been used to treat itchy skin 
conditions and pulmonary diseases. However, some (and I am one) believe it’s an 

invasive pest even goats won’t eat it. 
 
Plantain:  One of plantain's most common uses is as a poultice for stings, bites, 

scrapes and rashes.  It's also wonderfully refreshing and soothing to sunburn. 
 
Lambs Quarters is a 'purifier herb' so if planted in polluted area, it helps to cleanse the 

soil, by absorbing these pollutants and concentrates them in its leaves. 
 
I know, there are dozens of herbs I haven’t mentioned like thyme, sage, oregano, 

savory, dill, mints, cilantro parsley and on and on.   
 



For the most part, plant herbs in a sunny place (well, maybe not the mints) in well-
draining soil.  Water as the soil dries out.  Most can be started from seed without any 

difficulty.  Oregano is a perennial as is its cousin marjoram as well as mints, sage, and 
winter savory.  Most of the others are annuals.  Except parsley which is a biennial.  
Some grow very well here in our heat and humidity.  Some turn toes up and die.  I have 

found that herbs like chamomile, lavender, and thyme don’t do very well – too humid 
and/or too hot. 
 

A general rule of thumb --- pick your herbs in the early morning hours.  Rinse them 
gently and pat dry.  When cooking, add robust herbs like rosemary, thyme, sage, 
oregano, bay, savory add at beginning.  Delicate herbs like dill, basil, mints, cilantro, 

chives, parsley, marjoram should be added at the end.  Fresh herbs in cold dishes need 
a couple hours to sit to blend in the flavors.  Oh and don’t store your picked basil in the 
fridgie – it will turn brown. 

 
Take care. 
 

 


