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To Mr. Barry Parker, whose lessons about gardening, life, and friendship have changed me for the better.
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Introduction

I have very fond memories of my first herb plant, a little curly parsley that I grew from seed in a foam cup. I was five. It was also my very first plant ever and the gateway to an experience I’ve spent my adult life repeating over and over again.

I do not recollect actually planting the seed, but I do remember waking up with excitement each morning to see what new magic the little plant had performed overnight. I remember gently rubbing its crinkly green leaves and sneaking ever-so-tiny tastes. The urge to touch, smell, taste, and explore the plant with all of my senses was strong—thankfully it was edible!

In my adult life, gardening with herbs and edible flowers grew out of a desire to make my small rooftop garden as productive and beautiful as possible. Regular, non-edible flowers are nice enough and serve a useful purpose in attracting pollinators and delighting our eyes, but I wanted to fill the empty spots in the tomato and pepper pots with something I could eat. The next thing I knew I was growing thirteen different varieties of basil and seeking out weirdly wonderful herbs with intriguing flavor descriptions that hail from around the world. I had to try them all! I’m still working on it.

Through this exercise in the economy of growing space, I have come to appreciate edible flowers as something more than a sprinkling of potpourri on my plate and have discovered captivating culinary oddities like borage, a pretty blue flower that tastes just like cucumber; Cuban oregano, an indestructible houseplant that tastes like a more potent form of the oregano we’re used to; and ‘Purple’ shiso, a frilly Asian herb that can be brewed into a refreshingly fruity, nuclear pink iced tea.

Herbs may be able to teach us about each other’s cuisines, cultures, and histories. Yet at their core they are humble, unpretentious plants, many of which started out as weeds. They’re simple to grow and they’ll fit into literally any space you can provide them, including but not limited to a crack in a broken patio stone, the step next to your front door, or your bathroom’s keyhole windowsill.

Let me show you how.
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About This Book

Can I grow herbs on a shady balcony? When do I plant basil? What should I do with a basket of rose petals? Starting a new garden and growing new plants inevitably raises an excess of questions. I wrote this book for all of you new gardeners who are overwhelmed with decisions and have a burning desire to put your own homegrown culinary herbs on the table.

Section One of this book, “Growing an Herb Garden,” will walk you through all of the steps involved in growing a healthy, organic herb garden in a myriad of challenging environments. Section Two, “The Plants,” will introduce you to more than 200 varieties of herbs and edible flowers, and Section Three, “Keeping Stock: Gather, Preserve, Eat,” will be your guide through the processes of harvesting, preserving, and storing your garden’s rewards. With easy, DIY projects, recipes, home preserving techniques, and preparation instruction, you’ll be well on your way to building an enviable year-round herb pantry.

I also wrote this book for people like me who are already passionate about growing herbs and who want to dive in, try something new, and be wowed. Our eyes are too often larger than our gardening space. I’ve packed this book full of unusual edible flowers and herbs, and in Section Two, “The Plants,” you will also find specific techniques and tricks for growing in pots.

I hope flipping through the pages of this book will inspire an all-new or renewed enthusiasm for your garden and kitchen, as well as motivate you to try new culinary experiences well after the growing season is done.

About the Projects and Recipes

Each project is rated with a difficulty score from 1 to 5 ([image: ]) so you can get an idea of the commitment required to make, build, or grow it at a glance.

I’ve included a range of recipes throughout this book—from savory delights to sweet treats and tasty beverages (alcoholic and not)—as encouragement to use herbs in new ways. Because growing your own allows access to parts of the plants that are not often offered in stores, uses for all edible elements, such as flowers, roots, and seeds, are included. You’ll be surprised to discover a delicacy or two growing right under your nose.

It is my hope that flavor variations at the bottom of forty-eight recipes and the sidebars with other herbal substitutions will encourage you to experiment with preferred flavors, take a few risks, and get more mileage out of the plants you are growing in your own garden.
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CHAPTER 1

The Pleasure of Herbs
and Edible Flowers

Herbs are tactile plants that activate all of our senses, inviting us to touch, smell, and taste them. This is their enchantment. With few exceptions, they are beautiful, ornamental, and elegant in their own right. Their beauty extends from the garden to our plates—herbs make our food come alive and taste better. They inspire new culinary adventures and daydreams.
    They make us happy.

Herbs for Everyone

Anyone can grow at least one herb plant. No matter where you live or how much money you have in your wallet, there is an herb for you. One you’ll like, too! Herbs are the perfect plants for small-space gardeners who want to grow some of their own food, or for anyone who loves good food and wants more of it. If you have even the smallest inkling that you’d like to try to grow an herb, you should!

On the whole, most culinary herbs and edible flowers are a joy and a delight no matter what sort of growing conditions you’re starting with; thankfully, persnickety varieties—or botanical brats—are rare. Barring giants like angelica, borage, and lovage that practically require an estate to accommodate their girth, most stay relatively small or can be trained to stay that way. They are by and large tolerant plants that thrive in cramped quarters and are forgiving enough to put up with trial and error and occasional neglect.

With the exception of rare and foreign varieties, common culinary herbs are affordable to grow if you use your imagination and know where to find cheap plants. Just a few examples:


• Plastic buckets, discarded olive oil cans, and wooden crates make good containers and are free for the taking from the curbside.

• Use thrift store cutlery as digging tools.

• Anything that will hold water can serve as a watering can in a pinch.

• A pack of seeds is cheaper than transplants and offers a heck of a lot more mileage.

• Split the cost of a plant with a friend and cut it up to make several more.
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Who needs a yard when all it takes to grow an enviable crop of basil is a big pot and a spot of sunshine?

Why Grow Your Own?

Because you’re reading this book, chances are that you’ve got an interest in growing herbs and your own reasons for doing so. If you’re not already convinced, the following should seal the deal.

Easy Growing

Herbs are generally undemanding plants that are less susceptible to pests and disease and rarely require special attention to grow lush and productive. For this reason, they are much easier to grow organically than tomatoes or potatoes and are more cost effective to boot. A single pot of basil is prolific, adding sparkle to dozens of summertime meals and a few winter meals, too.

Know What You Grow

Cultivating your own herbs organically ensures that there was nothing on, in, or around them during the growing process that you’d rather not ingest.

Fresh Is Best

Like tomatoes, carrots, and peas, store-bought herbs, even those from the best stores and markets, can’t hold a candle to a homegrown herb that has gone directly from your garden to the plate.

Natural Essence

Your homegrown herbs were cultivated outside, basking in the heat and warmth of the sun. The potency of their aromatic, volatile oils is the direct result of this basic, natural alchemy. Herbs that have spent their lives in a greenhouse under artificial lights are a nice midwinter substitute, but a poor imitation for what you can achieve in a pot stuck outside your front door.

Pretty Delicious

Most herbs are as beautiful as they are useful. There is no need to sacrifice aesthetics for the sake of a practical, useful garden. In fact, you may already have an herb or two tucked in among the delphiniums and the daffodils right now, moonlighting as an ornamental. With an herb garden you can indeed have it all, and eat it, too.

Quick Results

Unlike many of our favorite vegetables and fruits that require three months to several years to get to a harvest, many herbs get to their first feast within a month or even a few weeks of planting. And they’ll keep producing, too. Some live through just one season; others keep coming back every year like a Rolling Stones tour. Your patience is not required.

Convenience Food

Look, it takes some doing to keep an herb garden alive and thriving, but it is still easier than going all the way to the store to buy a bundle. An herb garden offers months of convenience and mealtime spontaneity. Whenever I can avoid a trip to the grocery store by choosing my seasonings at whim from my own garden, I have more time to laze about with a good book. Enough said.

Have It All

Herbs are certainly gaining a regular place in even the most basic grocery stores, and farmers’ markets are catering more and more to a growing demand for the unusual and exotic. Even still, there are all sorts of flowers, roots, seeds, and other delectable plant parts that are too temperamental to find their way to the most sophisticated market stand or gourmet food shop. As a gardener, you have direct access to these seasonal morsels. Lucky you!

[image: ]

The compact size of ‘Blue Boy’ rosemary makes it the perfect choice for small pots and cramped spaces where nothing else will fit, including balcony ledges and indoors on windowsills.
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CHAPTER 2

Creating an Herb Garden Anywhere

It’s critical whenever you start a new garden to understand the kind of growing conditions you can or can’t provide. Before buying plants or launching a plan for backyard domination, take some time to familiarize yourself with the lay of the land … or decking, patio stones, or whatever you’ve got underfoot. The garden isn’t just about the plants that are in the ground; all of the space below and above the soil plays a role in the ecosystem you are about to create.

Location, Location, Location

The following key factors will affect how and what you plant, and whether your plants will flourish or die:

Airflow

Herbs thrive in conditions where the air moves quietly through the space. Gentle breezes that move all around and through the plants can actually toughen them up a bit, while the absence of airflow can lead to powdery mildew and other fungal diseases. High winds, on the other hand, can break stems, stress plants out, and dry out the soil. Urban gardens that are high in the sky with too much or not enough shelter are especially prone to these problems.

Heat

Extreme heat is another urban condition. Tall glass office towers cast shadows, but they also act like gigantic mirrors, radiating a profound amount of heat onto your balcony or yard. Take stock of everything in and around your garden; even the smallest, overlooked details have the potential to create pockets of heat with or without a lot of sun.

Sunlight

Speaking of sun: most herbs need lots of it. Buildings, trees, fences, walls, sheds, garages, and your neighbor’s collection of kitschy statuary can block light out of your garden for short or long periods of time throughout the day. Get to know how long and how intensely the sun hits your plants so you can be sure that they are getting what they need.


    
Plants That Prefer Partial Shade

The following plants prefer partial shade (4–6 hours of direct sun) and will thrive under low-light conditions.

BLOODY DOCK (Rumex sanguineus)

LEMON BALM (Melissa officinalis)

PANSY AND VIOLA (Viola spp.)

SORREL (Rumex acetosa)

SWEET CICELY (Myrrhis odorata)

SWEET WOODRUFF (Galium odoratum)

VIOLET (Viola odorata)

WATERCRESS (Nasturtium officinale)

WOOD GARLIC (Allium ursinum)
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        From left: Salad greens, violet (Viola odorata), and sweet cicely (Myrrhis odorata) are just three herbs that will produce a healthy crop when full sun is not available.

        
       
    
        
Plants That Will Tolerate Partial Shade

These plants will tolerate partial shade, although they may be small, less productive, and less healthy over the long term.

ALPINE AND WILD STRAWBERRIES (Fragaria spp.)

ANGELICA (Angelica archangelica)

ANISE HYSSOP (Agastache foeniculum)

CHERVIL (Anthriscus cerefolium)

CHIVES (Allium schoenoprasum)

CRESS (Lepidium sativum)

GARLIC CHIVES (Allium tuberosum)

MINT (Mentha spp.)

MARJORAM (Origanum majorana)

OREGANO (Origanum vulgare)

PARSLEY (Petroselinum crispum)

SALAD BURNET (Sanguisorba minor)

SALAD GREENS

SOCIETY GARLIC (Tulbaghia violacea)

THYME (Thymus spp.)




        
Herbs That Tolerate Poor Soil

AMARANTH

ARUGULA

BORAGE

CHAMOMILE

CHILI PEPPERS

CORIANDER

DILL

FENNEL

LAVENDER

‘LEMON MINT’ MARIGOLD

MARJORAM

NASTURTIUM

OREGANO

PURSLANE

SAGE

THYME
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    Growing in the Ground

Fortunately, herbs are not root vegetables that grow misshapen in rocky, lumpy soil, and they are not broccoli that won’t grow a crop worth a damn if the soil is poor. In fact, most of the culinary herbs you’re likely to grow will turn into an overgrown, tangled mess if you go to the trouble of piling on endless bags of compost and manure. It’s simply more fertilizer than they can handle.

That’s not to say that the soil isn’t important or that you can just plop a few plants into any old dusty patch of dirt and you’re good to go. An organic garden stands on the foundation of healthy, living soil that is teeming with microscopic organisms, wriggling wormy things, good bacteria, and fungi. Keeping chemicals out of there is one way to encourage dead earth to come alive. So is putting back the nutrients your plants remove through annual and biannual doses of homemade compost. See Fertilizing for further instruction.

Improve Drainage

Roots need air to breathe below the ground or they will rot and eventually die. Healthy soil is full of air. Soil constituents such as sand, clay, organic matter, and so on contribute to how much air there is in the soil, as do the worms and tiny organisms that scurry around in it creating tunnels and tiny holes. Sandy, gritty, or loamy soil that is loose, light, and free draining is ideal for herbs, while densely compacted or clay soils are the worst. The best way to counteract and improve these conditions is to work compost, sand, and grit into the soil over time. Few herbs will thrive in a permanent puddle, although there are a few listed here that don’t mind soggy roots.

Raise It Up

Many urban spaces have compacted soil where there was once concrete, pavement, or heavy foot traffic. It is also common to inherit soil that may be contaminated by old paint chips, or cat and dog feces. A raised bed, or a series of them built above the soil line, is a quick fix for these and a multitude of other sins including compaction, poor drainage, and uneven or sloping yards. Add a layer of gravel at the bottom of the bed to improve drainage, and fill it with soil that is exactly right for the plants you want to grow.


    Grow a Gravel Garden

    If you plan to focus on Mediterranean plants such as lavender and sage that prefer nutritionally poor soil that is dry and hot, you can skip the hard work of improving drainage and make your garden bed out of gravel instead. Lay a deep layer of gravel on top of the old soil, dump in a bit of compost for nutrition, and plant right into that. Easy peasy.

    Nitty Gritty

    A little bit of sand, grit, or gravel in the bottom of a planting hole can help fix minor emergencies when the soil drainage is poor. A thinner layer of pea gravel laid on top of the garden as a mulch is another way to improve drainage. It will also keep weeds down, prevent backsplash when you water, and heat up the soil. It’s great for pots, too.

    
    
    

    
Project

Miniature Raised Bed

Make It    [image: ]

A large raised bed is a good way out of the backbreaking work required to improve large areas of very badly compacted or generally lousy soil. But in smaller areas when only a few plants need special treatment, an old dresser drawer can stand in as a temporary, miniature version.


1. Using a hammer, jigsaw, or any other tools that may be required, knock, bang, or cut the bottom out of an old dresser drawer or crate. Drill lots of holes for drainage if you can’t remove it entirely.

2. Dig a shallow hole that is slightly wider than the bottomless box, set the box in the hole, and fill the box up with soil, sand, gravel, compost, or other amendments.

3. Plant it up!



        [image: miniature raised bed]

        TIP: To keep slugs out of raised beds, wrap a strip of copper tape all around the top edge of the box. It acts like an electric fence to repel these slimy pests from parsley, pansies, and the other herbs and flowers they love to eat.
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Growing in Containers

A container garden is not a lesser version of the real thing. A container garden is a real garden; all of the joys and occasional tears are simply held inside pots rather than in the earth.

Most herbs take to containers rather well, sometimes better than in the ground. Because you are creating your plants’ living foundation from scratch, you control the quality of the soil and drainage, the amount of water they receive and when, sun exposure, and location. Pots are also an easy solution for tender herbs that go indoors for the winter. They offer easy mobility and the chance to change things up when a plant is not working out, or simply as the mood takes you.

It’s All in the Pot


• Plants like parsley that grow deep roots need a deep container to stretch out in.

• Tall plants like dill and fennel are better off in a pot that has some girth to prevent them from falling over in the wind.

• Sage, rosemary, and other herbs that like good drainage grow best in tall “rose pots” that are narrower at the bottom than the top. The slanting, tapered shape draws water down and out the bottom easily so that the roots are never sitting in soggy soil.

• Wide, stout pots with straight sides are best for crawling plants like creeping savory or thyme that have a shallow, weblike root system.



True Grit

Remember, most herbs thrive in soil with exceptional drainage. Add sand or grit to regular potting soil, but if you can’t find either, mix 1 part potting soil to 1½ parts cactus soil.

Set It and Forget It

For herbs that like their soil constantly moist, such as nasturtiums, watercress, and sorrel, self-watering containers offer a helping hand and are especially invaluable to rooftop or urban gardeners when the midsummer heat kicks into overdrive. Unfortunately, these systems aren’t always suitable, because most herbs need to dry out ever so slightly in between waterings.

[image: ]

Use vertical space and create a sense of height by displaying pots on the steps of an old kitchen stool.

No Holes Barred

Literally anything that holds soil can be a container. Let your creativity run wild. However, drainage holes are an absolute must—no ifs, ands, or buts. Garden shops sell pots without them, but take it from me: no herb will survive for any length of time without adequate drainage, no matter how much gravel you put in before planting. Make lots of holes in the bottom of cooking pots, thrift-store pottery, wooden crates, or anything else that doesn’t have them already (at least one ¼˝ hole, every 2 inches). A drill fitted with a masonry bit works on pottery, and an oversized carpentry nail and hammer can punch holes in metal.

Place a square of thin tissue paper, used window screening, or landscape cloth over holes that are too big to hold soil in. Line open-weave baskets, hats, crates, and other items that won’t hold soil with landscape cloth, sheets made of coir, or plastic bags with holes punched in them for drainage.
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To promote good drainage, drill one ¼–½" hole into the bottom of the pot for every inch or two of pot width.

Let It Flow

Avoid the use of drip trays when possible, especially in the spring when there is a lot of rain. Plants that are left sitting in water for long periods of time run the risk of rotting. Moisture-dependent plants like watercress and lemongrass are the exception. Prop plants like rosemary and lavender that require good drainage on top of bricks to improve the flow of water out the bottom of the pot. Alternatively, line drip trays with pebbles or gravel so that the pot is sitting above the waterline.

Mulch


Mulch the top of your pots with grit, used aquarium gravel, beach glass, small pebbles, or terra-cotta balls. They warm up the soil, improve drainage, and give your pots a slick finish. Mulch parsley, chervil, sorrel, and other plants that prefer cool, moist soil with straw, cocoa shells, or buckwheat hulls instead.

[image: ]

Supersize It

Large containers that are 18" deep or more are easier to care for than small pots because they don’t dry out as easily, and the roots have lots of room to grow into.

If you have to stay small, stick with herbs that have shallow root systems and don’t mind cramped quarters or a bit of drought. Coriander, cress, thyme, violas, Cuban oregano, ‘Apple’ or ‘Nutmeg’ geranium, and chives are all good contenders for small pots.


Mixed Planters: 5 Aesthetically Pleasing Combinations for Window Boxes and Large Pots


    • VINTAGE COAL BUCKET: Parsley, thyme, basil, rosemary, summer savory, and French sorrel.

    • IT WAS ALL YELLOW: A gold and pastel theme in a wooden crate: lemon thyme, ‘Creamsicle’ nasturtium, ‘Golden’ marjoram, violas, and ‘Fish’ chili pepper.

    • SPRING HERBS: Colorful chive blossoms, variegated ‘Silver’ thyme, and purple violas in a large metal basin.

    • EVERYDAY EATING: Basil, French tarragon, and summer savory.

    • WINDOW BOX: Creeping savory, violas, variegated oregano (see below).
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Project

Tiered Herb Pot Tower

Make It    [image: ]

A tower of pots is a creative way to grow a lot of herbs using vertical space. It works just like a strawberry pot, but instead of cramped and shallow pockets, each herb has ample root space to grow into. It’s a lot easier to maintain and plant up, too!

You Will Need

1 small terra-cotta pot (5" tall, 6" wide top, 3½" wide bottom)

1 medium terra-cotta pot (6" tall, 8" wide top, 5" wide bottom)

1 large terra-cotta pot (11" × 5")

Potting soil

4" pot ‘Tricolor’ sage

4" pot ‘Golden’ oregano

4" pot ‘Caraway’ thyme

4" pot Roman chamomile

Drainage tray (optional)

Choosing Containers

I’ve included the exact pot sizes I used to build the layered pot depicted here; of course, other pot sizes will work well, too. Choose a bottom pot that is super wide and a pot for the middle layer with a bottom that is about half the size of the bottom pot. This will ensure that the plants on the bottom layer get the most growing space possible. Follow this equation for the top layer, but try not to go any smaller than 4–5" wide. You’ll be hard-pressed to find an herb that will happily grow in less space than that.

It should go without saying that all pots must have drainage holes.

Choosing Plants

Use your imagination to come up with your own planting combinations. Select a few draping plants such as creeping savory, ‘Lemon Gem’ marigold, or thyme that will soften the edges of the tower and a few upright plants (basil, sage, or rosemary) to create contrasting height.

Try to match the number and type of plants to the size of the pots you use. For example, a combination of pots that are equal in size to the one shown opposite works best with plants that stay relatively small and aren’t fussy about root space and depth. Thyme plants tend to work best on top where they get a lot of light and the soil dries out quickly.

Don’t go overboard cramming plants in at planting time. They’ll fill out the pot in no time and will be happiest with a bit of room to stretch out and grow.


1. Fill the large and medium containers with potting soil to within an inch of the top.

2. Set the medium pot on top of the soil of the bottom pot, pushing it toward the very edge of the back so that there is as much room in front as possible. Press the medium pot into the soil a little bit to steady it.

3. Now scoop some soil out of the bottom pot until there is enough space to plant the ‘Tricolor’ sage and the ‘Golden’ oregano. Add some soil back in around the plants, pressing it in so that there is still an inch of space between the soil line and the top of the pot.

4. Pot up the third, smallest pot with ‘Caraway’ thyme, again maintaining an inch of space between the soil and the top edge of the container.

5. Press the small pot into the middle pot as you did in step 2. Scoop some soil out of the middle pot and plant in the Roman chamomile and ‘Purple Bush’ basil.

6. Water all three pots until water starts to drip out from their drainage holes. Carefully place the tower in a sunny spot with a wall or fence behind it for extra support.




Variations

Don’t be afraid to try unusual pots made of different materials. You can even try moving the positioning of the stacked containers around by alternating sides. Prop a wooden crate diagonally across the corner of another similarly sized crate using the edges for support instead of the soil. Stack smaller squares inside larger squares.
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End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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