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Maureen Little is a gardener with professional experience in the commercial cultivation of plants. She is also a herb enthusiast and beekeeper. She has published extensively on herb and bee gardening and garden design. She is a member of the Herb Society and contributes to several national gardening and self-sufficiency magazines. Maureen has advised the RHS on herbs and gardening for bees, and offers courses in these areas to both the public and gardening societies. Maureen’s most recent books are The Bee Garden, Plants and Planting Plans for a Bee Garden, The Kitchen Herb Garden and The Little Book of Popular Perennials. She lives in Preston.
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Important Notice

This book contains solely the views and opinions of the author. It is intended to provide interesting, helpful and informative material on the subjects addressed. It is sold with the understanding that it does not contain professional guidance and/or recommendations. The author and publisher disclaim all responsibility for any liability, loss or risk, personal or otherwise, incurred as a consequence, directly or indirectly, of the use and/or application of any of the contents of this book.

All reasonable care has been taken in the compilation of this book. The information it contains, however, is not a guide to self-diagnosis and treatment, and must not be substituted for medical care carried out under professional supervision by a qualified medical practitioner.

Pregnant or lactating women should also seek professional advice before taking or using any non-prescription treatments.

Readers are advised to consult a qualified medical practitioner for individual advice.


Introduction

    How could such sweet and wholesome hours

Be reckoned but with herbs and flowers!
    From The Garden by Andrew Marvell (1621–78)
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I feel certain that anyone who has grown herbs will tell you that they soon started looking for ways to use them other than in cooking. A friend of mine has a magnificent herb garden, laid out in a traditional style, complete with lavender hedges and a centre-piece of a sun dial inscribed with Marvell’s couplet (above). She grows a huge range of herbs, from everyday parsley to highly poisonous Aconitum, and her knowledge of herbs is extensive. Apparently her love of herbs started and was subsequently nurtured when, as a child, she visited her Grandma once a week after school for tea. Each time she visited, Grandma had prepared something containing different herbs: savoury scones with rosemary; lemon curd tarts with verbena or a piece of hand-dyed material for her to make her doll a new dress. And when she tripped and grazed her knee, Grandma had a soothing salve to make it better.

My friend became curious about how Grandma grew all these herbs and so began her ‘apprenticeship’, as she now calls it. She discovered which herbs were good to eat, which can be used to make a dye, which can help you relax, and which have healing properties. Under Grandma’s tutelage, she also learnt how to grow herbs, starting with a few chive seeds in a pot, later taking dozens of cuttings of lavender for Grandma’s new hedge, which she has now replicated in her own garden.

Not everyone has the desire, or space, to follow in my friend’s size of footsteps, and many of us grow just a few herbs, such as rosemary or sage, to use in our cooking. But there are a number of common herbs that can be used in many different ways beyond the kitchen. For example, the two herbs I have just mentioned – rosemary and sage – have long been used in cosmetics and in herbal remedies. There are also many herbs that are not edible, but that can be used in the home in a variety of applications, as insect repellents or cleaners, fragrances or shampoos, or as a soothing salve or for sunburn relief.

What I would like to do in this book is to give you an insight into a number of herbs that can be used in non-culinary ways. It is by no means a comprehensive overview of all such herbs: rather it is a layperson’s guide to how you can use a selection of common herbs in time-honoured but diverse ways; herbs that you may already have growing in your garden, or which are very easy to obtain.

Some of the recipes I include also call for ingredients which you are unlikely to be able to grow or produce yourself, like essential oils, for example. These are readily available from reputable suppliers, both on the high street and now also online.

What this book doesn’t include is more specialised medical information – this is the domain of experts and qualified practitioners. Any suggestions for using herbs in a therapeutic, remedial or curative manner are included because, through years of empirical use, they are considered safe to use in such ways.

In Chapter One you will find some background information about how to grow your herbs, and how to harvest, preserve, and store them.

There are some herb garden designs in Chapter Two, from a basic first-aid collection to an ‘anti-bug’ bed.

Chapter Three looks at herbs that can be used in remedies and as first-aid applications. There are a number of easy recipes, too, so that you can make your own preparations.

Chapter Four takes us to the boudoir and bathroom, where herbs find their way into fragrant cosmetics; here you will discover how to make a natural shampoo and other treatments and treats!

Herbs for cleaning and other household uses are covered in Chapter Five: for example, there is a recipe for an all-round general cleaning fluid, and information about which herbs will keeps insects at bay, and how to keep your home smelling fragrant.

There is also a Gazetteer of selected useful herbs. This is by no means an exhaustive list but it does contain the majority of herbs that are mentioned in the text.

You will also find a Glossary which explains various terms that keep cropping up throughout this book.

Plant Hardiness

My experience as a gardener is restricted to the British Isles; therefore all the recommendations I make and all the examples I provide in this book are based on this. The Royal Horticultural Society (RHS) introduced new hardiness classifications in 2012, which I have used in this book. I am grateful to the RHS for allowing me to reproduce the new hardiness chart, which can be found in Appendix 1.

 

Latin Names

In almost all cases I have given the Latin name of the plant first with the most widely accepted common name soon after. The reason for doing this is that common names for plants can vary from region to region (a bluebell in Scotland is not the same as a bluebell in England, for example), so knowing the proper, undisputed Latin name is invaluable, especially when it comes to sourcing plants in a nursery or online. You will find a list of common names of plants and their Latin equivalents in Appendix 2.


CHAPTER 1

Growing, Harvesting, Preserving and Storing Your Herbs
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You may already grow some herbs, especially if you like to use them in cooking. But you may not know that many culinary herbs can be used in other applications. Mentha spicata (spearmint), for example, as well as giving your lamb an extra fillip and also aiding digestion, will repel insects; and Rosmarinus officinalis (rosemary), which is so often paired with chicken, has antiseptic properties and also makes a fragrant hair rinse. There are other herbs, though, that you won’t have come across in your culinary endeavours, such as Saponaria officinalis (soapwort) and Tanacetum parthenium (feverfew). Such herbs are well worth growing if you want to extend your knowledge and use of herbs beyond the kitchen.

Most of the herbs that are referred to in the following chapters can easily be grown in the UK. There are some, however, that will struggle in our climate – if this is the case, this will be indicated in the respective Gazetteer entry. Take note, in particular, of the hardiness rating.

Let’s assume, then, that you would like to grow some herbs in your own garden. Come with me now and we’ll look at the what, where and how of growing, harvesting and storing your own.

Growing Your Herbs

WHAT HERBS SHOULD I GROW?

Ultimately the choice is yours, but there are some herbs which are useful in all sorts of ways and perhaps these should form the basis of your collection; for example, Chamaemelum nobile (Roman chamomile), Rosmarinus officinalis (rosemary), Thymus vulgaris (thyme), Calendula officinalis (pot marigold) and Hypericum perforatum (St John’s wort). In addition there are some herbs which are not as widely used as the ones I have already mentioned, but are, nonetheless, still worth growing: I am thinking of Althaea officinalis (marshmallow), Tanacetum vulgare (tansy) and Plantago major (plantain) to name but a few. In the Gazetteer you will find information about most of the herbs that are mentioned in the book.

WHERE SHOULD I GROW MY HERBS?

All herbs are best grown directly in the ground, where they can get their roots down into the soil and make strong, abundant growth. You will need to make sure that the soil conditions and the overall situation are suitable for the herbs you are growing.

Many herbs like free-draining, verging on poor, soil and a very sunny position. A number of these herbs hail from Mediterranean regions, which gives us a clue to the sort of conditions they like. Other herbs, however, like a richer soil which can retain a little more moisture, and many can cope with a little light shade. Again, you will find information about soil requirements and the optimum aspect for each of the herbs in the Gazetteer.

If your allocated space is big enough I would advise you to divide it into two main sections to accommodate the different groups and requirements.

The one thing that most herbs cannot endure is a cold wind. Try to give your herbs as much shelter from icy blasts as you can, even if it means erecting a wind break.

 

Soil

One thing that the majority of herbs have in common is that they like neutral soil. This means that the soil’s pH (potential of Hydrogen) level should be in the range of 6.5 to 7. If you are not sure what pH your soil is, it is worth investing in an inexpensive testing kit that you can get from any garden centre; this will give you a reasonably accurate reading. If your soil is slightly alkaline (this will be indicated by a slightly higher pH number), all is not lost. Most herbs will cope with these conditions. If, however, the reading is lower, it means that your soil is slightly acidic, which can be a little more problematic. If this is the case, you may need to add some lime to the soil to bring the pH level up.

If a particular herb requires soil which is not neutral, this is indicated in its entry in the Gazetteer.

 

Preparing the ground

Whatever herbs you are planning to grow it is worth spending time preparing the ground before you start planting.

The most important preparation task is to make sure that the area is free of weeds. Annual weeds pose few difficulties – these can be hoed off before they have a chance to set seed, and simply left on the surface of the soil to wither or be gathered up and put on the compost heap. Do your hoeing on a dry day and when the soil surface is dry: this will prevent any sneaky weed that has somehow survived intact from taking root again.

Perennial weeds, however, may be more challenging. There are three main ways of dealing with these sorts of weeds: first, if you don’t mind using chemicals, you could use a systemic herbicide. A systemic herbicide is a weed killer that you apply to the leaves of the weed. The chemicals are consequently absorbed by the plant through the leaves and taken down to the roots so that the entire plant is eventually killed off. It certainly does the job but you have to be careful not to accidentally get the weed killer on plants nearby that you don’t want to get rid of.

Second, you can dig the weeds up. You have to be very watchful to get every piece of root out of the ground, though: any left in will sprout and grow.

Third, you can cover the area with something that will keep out the light – and wait. By denying the weeds one of the essential things they need to grow – in this case sunlight – they will perish naturally. Any weeds that do survive will be much weaker and easier to dig out. This method takes a little forward planning, though.

When I am preparing a new bed, I tend to combine methods two and three. I dig out as many weeds as I can but also cover the area with black plastic over the winter.

If the herbs you wish to grow are those that need a reasonably rich soil, it is as well to apply some organic matter, such as manure or compost, at the preparation stage. Spread it on the soil to a depth of about 5cm after you have cleared the weeds, but before you cover it with black plastic or some other covering. Come springtime the worms will have taken the manure or compost down into the heart of the soil and you will be left with a lovely, forkable tilth when you take off the covering.

If your herbs need really well-drained soil, make sure you incorporate some horticultural grit into the soil, and especially in the planting hole, before you plant.

To my mind the soil is of paramount importance – even more so than the position. Having said that, some herbs, such as those originating from Mediterranean climes, need a very sunny position to do well – plant them in even a part-shady position and they will languish. Most herbs, however, will just about survive, but certainly not thrive, in deep shade so try to avoid a north-facing spot.

I know of no herb that can cope with severe windy conditions, especially if they are exposed to blasts of icy wind during the dormant season. Try to choose a spot that is sheltered, or, if you have to, erect a wind break to protect your precious plants from the worst of the weather.

 

GROWING HERBS IN A HERB GARDEN

The pièce de résistance for any herb enthusiast is to have a garden solely for
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