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Herb Gardening Is Not as Intimidating as It Sounds

I like the idea of herbs. I like the idea that I can have a fantastic herb garden where all my cosmetic, medicinal, and cooking needs are met. I even fell for the idea that herbs can be grown anywhere, in even the worst soils and under the hot, glaring sun.

While to an extent that may be true, just like many plants, herbs prefer healthy soils, and appreciate a little shade protecting them from hot Texas afternoons.

I have six herb books on my bookshelf. Each of these books covers pretty much the same material, with little differences here and there about herb history and folklore. The one thing they have in common is the overwhelming information about how to grow herbs, and how to make tinctures, teas, infusions, decoctions, compresses, poultices, oils, and other products. It’s enough to make a person give up in exasperation.
After several false starts, I’ve decided to take the trip down the herb gardening lane one step at a time. I’ve begun with rosemary, thyme, and lavender by adding them to my landscape. These are perennials, and do well in full sun to part shade with water about twice a month. Lavender and thyme will die if over-watered.
These plants do best in sandy soil, however, they will grow in black clay, too, as long as drainage is pretty good.

I prefer prostrate rosemary over upright rosemary as a landscape shrub. It has a pretty, trailing habit. With upright rosemary, you can get a roundish, fattish shape that is hard to contain.

Basil and oregano can be used in the landscape, but I treat them as “vegetable garden-type plants”.  Sweet basil (large leaves and white flowers) and Thai basil (purple leaves and pink flowers) are my favorites. All basils are annuals in our part of Texas. However, they reseed easily.
Basil and tomatoes grow well together, so next year plant a row of basil next to the tomatoes. 

Mexican oregano is an evergreen perennial that can be grown as a small shrub. It gets woody, however, and will need trimming to keep it attractive. I have low growing Greek oregano in a pot.
Common thyme and creeping thyme are the easiest to grow. Just ignore them once they get established.
Cooking is the best way to start with rosemary, thyme, basil, and oregano. All you need to do is cut off the leaves and wash them before adding to your dishes.

Lavender flowers are edible, but are mainly used in potpourris and sachets. Lavender oil is also a great household cleaner. The Latin word “lavare” means “to wash”. It has antibacterial, antiseptic, deodorizing, and insect repellent properties. I purchase lavender essential oil to add to a homemade cleaner. However, you can harvest the flowers and leaves; let them sit in white vinegar for a few days, then use the result as a cleaning solution.

Mints are easy to grow, and need shade beginning around 1:00. If they get that, and a little moisture, they will literally take over the area. This is another easy plant to use in the kitchen. I added a few peppermint leaves to my brewing tea the other day and was shocked when the mint flavor actually came through.
Most everyone I know has aloe vera. This is a must-have plant that grows abundantly, even over-abundantly, in pots. Its gel is legendary for its burn healing properties. When you know you will be outside all day and possibly getting sun-burnt, cut off a few leaves and put in a sandwich bag in the refrigerator. The cold gel will instantly soothe burned skin.
