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Introduction - Growing herbs
Home-grown culinary herbs provide a wonderful daily supply of fresh greens for your kitchen
and are a great way to start growing food. From previous workshops in our community
gardening programme we learned about the healing powers of many herbs and they also
provide an additional source of essential nutrients and vitamins. Use aromatic, fresh herbs,
such as Oregano, Thyme, Basil or Rosemary freely to add flavour to a wide range of dishes
and boost your healthy diet at the same time. Parsley can be added to scrambled eggs, soups,
potato recipes or salads to increase iron levels. Chop some Coriander leaves to add to curries;
dill and fennel are good for fish dishes. Chives are very low in calories but contain a wealth of
anti-oxidants, plant fibre, essential minerals and vitamins such as Vitamin A and Folates.

Which herbs to choose for my garden?
Herbs generally like a sheltered, sunny spot with freely draining soil. You can grow them either
outside or in the house, in raised beds, planters, rockeries, borders, window boxes or pots.
If limited for space try to focus on growing a steady supply of some main herbs to use daily in
fresh salads, sandwich toppings, and cooked dishes:

•
•
•
•
•

Basil needs a lot of sun and is best grown in pots on a sunny window sill indoors or in a
greenhouse. If you like the taste of Basil try to grow a larger number of plants as you will
use a lot of leaves in one go when making pesto or tomato sauces. Be very careful when
watering Basil, as the plants don’t like too much water! Try to keep soil slightly moist, by
watering from the bottom of the pot (e.g. by filling the saucer underneath) with warm/tepid
water in the morning.
Larger Thyme and Oregano plants might do well outside in a sunny border or herb bed,
but might not survive the winter, while Rosemary will grow into big hardy shrubs with fresh
rosemary sprigs all year round.
Parsley is not the easiest to grow from seed, but once established they are hardy and will
live for two years, which means you can pot the plants up at the end of the summer to
bring indoors for a steady supply of fresh greens during winter.
Peppermint can be used fresh in relaxing herbal teas or in salad dressings, garnishes,
drinks, sauces or soups. As mint plants have a tendency to spread and take over your
garden it is best grown in pots.
Chives are very easy to grow perennial plants (this means the plants keep growing for
many years, you don’t have to sow them every year) and with a distinctive onion taste can
be added to many dishes such as champ, soup, stews, omelettes or potato salad. And
even their pretty lilac flowers are edible and will also provide a food source for bees and
bumblebees in your garden.
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Potted Supermarket Herbs
While you can grow herbs from seed it is much easier to grow them on from potted plants or
seedlings, bought from a garden centre or online supplier. In the present situation this has
become almost impossible, but the potted herbs sold cheaply in many supermarkets as an
instant supply of fresh herbs for cooking can be used instead. (Please don't go out the
shop especially to buy herbs - but if you have a delivery order sitting ready or have to go for
essential groceries anyway and spot a pot of basil or parsley why not add it to the basket…)
To make supermarket herbs survive for more than a
couple weeks you need to give them proper care.
Usually the pots contain far too many young
seedlings, which all compete for water, nutrients,
light and space in their little containers. If neglected
you end up with long, straggly shoots, which often
die after a week or so.

To make your herbs grow on for longer you can do the
following:

•
•
•

Keep pots on a sunny window sill, water them regularly and
harvest strategically to thin the plants out! This means
cut down individual shoots close to the ground for use,
leaving only a few young plants to grow on.
You can also re-pot the whole plant into a bigger pot or try
to carefully divide the contents of the pot into a few
individual plants to repot and grow on.
Once you have only a few strong plants growing per pot,
don’t overharvest, but shorten long, thin plants to encourage
more side-shoots.

Growing Herbs from Seed
You can also grow your herbs from seeds but be aware that they are usually much slower to
germinate than most vegetable seeds, some are a bit tricky to start and it could be a few
weeks before you see the first green seedlings emerging. Most herb seeds are best started
indoors in seed trays or little pots, kept on a warm, sunny window sill. Parsley seed might
benefit from soaking overnight, while Rosemary and Sage seed should be kept in the freezer
for a week before sowing.

•
•
•
•
•

Fill a row of cells in a seed tray or a few small pots with compost and sprinkle a few of the
tiny herb seeds into each cell/small pot and press them gently down.
Most herbs, such as Chives, Parsley, Thyme, Oregano, Coriander, Borage, Lovage,
Fennel, Marjoram, Peppermint and Sage will then need to be thinly covered with
compost/soil as they will germinate in the dark.
Butseed
a fewlightly
herbinto
seeds
to germinate
- so don’tDill,
cover
them with
soil, just press
the
the need
damplight
compost
– e.g. Chamomile,
Lavender
or Rosemary.
To keep temperatures up and facilitate germination you could cover the trays/pots with
plastic.
Keep seeds moist by regular watering – misting with a spray bottle works best
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If you have no seed packets try to grow a variety of seeds from your spice rack:
Look for jars of whole fennel, cumin or coriander seeds; dill and caraway should work too.
Mustard and sesame seeds can also be sown into shallow trays/pots to produce mini leafy
greens to add to salads and sandwiches or added to stir fries. Even some herbal tea bags
(unused) might have viable seed included such as fennel or chamomile. Sometimes the seed
won’t sprout, maybe because the spices were chemically treated or maybe they are too old.
As a great science experiment for your youngsters test
germination of any seeds from your cupboard first, by
sprinkling a few seeds on a wet paper towel, cover with a
lid etc and keep moist.
Are they sprouting after a couple of days?

Using Wild Herbs
Many common wild growing plants, which you might find in your
garden, such as Stinging Nettle, Dandelion or even Wild Garlic
are in fact highly nutritious herbs that can be used in cooking,
when not much else is available.
But please only forage for wild plants if you are 100% sure
that you can identify them and know that they are edible!
So you may want to leave a nettle patch in a corner of
your garden and harvest the fresh spring tops (with
gloves!) to make nettle soup or cook for a few minutes in
milk before mashing into your champ. Nettles will loose
their stinging properties once cooked.
Dandelions are incredibly useful herbs too, full of
nutrients and vitamins and all parts of the plant can be
used.
The yellow flowers are starting to pop up in our gardens
now and I found really simple recipes for Dandelion Jam
on a few websites – haven’t tried them yet myself, but if
you are interested check out
www.instructables.com/id/Harvest-Your-Dandelions/ and
www.truefoodsblog.com/recipe/dandelion-jam-veganhoney/

Make sure you keep them watered
throughout the growing season
Hope your herbs will grow well
Materials reproduced with permission of Mid Ulster District Council.

