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THE HERBAL TOUCH

By: Barbara J. Denny, Certified Herbalist, www.serenityacresfarm.net

Psalms 104:14  “The Lord God causes the grass to grow for the cattle, and the herb for the service of man.”


Since the beginning of time, Herbs have touched the lives of man. They fed us; healed us, and have survived our footprints. They can grow in the wild and in our backyards. They are beautiful flowering plants. They are wonderful Herbs, and you can grow and use them too. Do you want to plant a garden of culinary Herbs, display a garden of fragrance, or turn a modest profit from your Herb garden? The choice is yours, whether for pleasure or profit, or both.


The term “Herb” covers many different plants from several botanical families.  Herbs are not just weeds. They need care and cultivation as any other garden plants, though they are hardier and can thrive in conditions other plants could not. South Carolina has a good climate to support most Herbs and the clay we despise for our tomatoes can work well for certain Herbs. 


There are many different ways to use Herbs and to turn a profit from them. Restaurants are looking for fresh, culinary Herbs to buy. Salves, tinctures and infusions can be created in your kitchen to sooth and heal many ailments. Bath salts, teas, and herbal crafts are also in demand and a good way to market your bounty.


Start your garden by choosing your site. Choose an area that will receive good sun. Enrich the soil by adding compost to make it friable and lime to sweeten it. For heavy clay soil, building a raised bed is an option. This can be as easy as enclosing the area in wood, cinder block or a stone wall. Remove the grass and add compost and lime. Leaves, grass clippings, small twigs, and aged manure are perfect compost materials. Turn this in with a pitchfork. Adding worms will help till the soil, bringing the nutrients down as they mix it up. They also help aerate the compressed soil with their tunnels.


You do not need a large area. A 4 x 6 plot will feed a family. Increasing this patch will enable drying some for winter use or for selling at a farmers market. Starting small will provide a good harvest, and not cause too much work or the possibility of discouragement. 


Choosing a mixture of perennial, biennial, and annual Herbs will provide years of enjoyment while still being able to try new ones each year. Some Herbs, like Menthas or mints, can be very invasive. Sinking a large flowerpot with good drainage holes and planting these Herbs in them will prevent a takeover of your garden. The mints are good for sloping or hard to grow areas. They tolerate bad soils and since they spread so quickly, they will cover a difficult area in a couple seasons. They are aromatic, have colorful flowers that attract pollinating bees and will provide a bountiful harvest for teas, potpourri, and jellies.


Drawing the layout of your garden can avoid over crowding and misplacement. Moving them on paper is a lot easier, and less damaging, than digging them up. Place them on your sketch giving them enough space for their full-grown height and width. Look at companion and non companion planting. If you plant Oregano too close to Basil, the Oregano will grow very leggy and will not produce many leaves. Rosemary is a perennial that you can pick year round. Since it will grow tall and bushy, it would do best in a corner or against a back wall. A good sketch will show where the perennials-or bones- will be located and where the trials or testers can go. I placed a six-inch Eucalyptus plant next to a wall. Within two year’s it had become a small tree with one to two inch trunks. I did not plan that one well and it was extremely hard to dig it out. 
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Herbs do not have to be together in one garden. If you have limited space, many will do well in pots. Basil and other culinary Herbs are perfect in a planter by your kitchen or back door. I have two-foot deep flowerbed around our screened in porch. A four-year-old Rosemary bush is in the corner closet to the door. Not only does it make for easy picking, the aroma fills the porch year-round. I trim it to shape in the spring and fall and clip it for use as I need. Any established garden can play host to Herbs. Use your imagination and experiment. 


Many local garden centers and nurseries carry Herbs and they can help you choose your first plants. Mail order catalogs are another great source for Herbs and information. They include detailed descriptions with characteristics and requirements. This is a great tool to have on hand while doing your sketch. You can order free catalogs online, just search Herb catalogs. Local Extension services offer classes as well as information and are qualified in the conditions of your local area. So go, explore, and enjoy!


