
Q
uestion: I have been 

cooking at home so 

much more this past 

year and have been 

experimenting with recipes that 

call for fresh herbs. They are 

expensive to purchase in the 

grocery store, and I like the idea 

of picking my herbs fresh on an 

“as needed” basis. So, I would 

like to plant a culinary herb gar-

den. What gardening advice can 

you give?

Answer: Growing your own 

culinary herb garden is an inex-

pensive alternative to purchasing 

fresh herbs at the grocery store, 

plus, it is exciting to just step 

outside and snip whatever herb 

you need for that night’s dinner. 

Growing your own herbs will add 

a fresh �avor to your recipes, and 

they are relatively easy to grow.

Most home gardeners do not 

grow large quantities of any one 

herb. Generally, you only need 

a small amount to add to your 

recipes. Herbs can be grown as 

part of your vegetable garden, 

in a garden devoted to herbs, in 

containers and even indoors.

Herbs can be classi�ed as an-

nuals, biennials and perennials.

Annuals grow and bloom one 

season and then die. Examples 

are anise, basil, chervil, cilan-

tro, coriander, dill and summer 

savory.

Biennials live for two seasons, 

blooming the second season 

only. Examples are caraway and 

parsley.

Perennials overwinter and 

bloom each season once they 

become established. Examples 

are chives, marjoram, mint, rose-

mary, tarragon and thyme.

All herbs have similar grow-

ing requirements. They prefer 

at least six hours of full sun in 

well-drained soil. Some herbs 

will tolerate light shade, but 

herbs will not tolerate wet soil. 

Herbs do not need to be fertilized 

as often as other plants in the 

garden. Liquid fertilizers should 

be applied once every two to six 

weeks for herbs growing in the 

ground. Granules only need to be 

applied once or twice during the 

growing season.

Regardless of what type of 

fertilizer you buy, read the 

directions carefully before 

adding anything to the soil. 

If you over-fertilize, the plant 

will produce lots of foliage and 

will result in herbs with poor 

�avor. Also, over-fertilizing can 

encourage root and stem rot 

diseases. The exceptions to that 

are chervil, fennel and summer 

savory, all of which require mod-

erate amounts of fertilizer.

Once herbs are established, 

they can tolerate dry condi-

tions, but supplemental water 

is recommended during periods 

of drought. Mulch can be used 

to conserve soil moisture, but 

keep it away from the base of 

the plants.

The majority of culinary herbs 

can be sown from seed. Before 

sowing seed, work the soil sur-

face to a �ne texture and wet it 

slightly. Make a shallow trench, 

plant the seeds and �rm the soil 

over them. Generally the �ner 

the seed the shallower it is plant-

ed but follow packet directions. 

After planting, water with a �ne 

mist of water.

Many herbs can be started in-

doors and planted outside after 

the danger of frost has passed.

Many gardeners prefer to 

grow herbs indoors. Basil, 

chives, mint, oregano, parsley 

and thyme tend to thrive when 

grown indoors. The pots used 

need to have adequate drainage 

because if the bottom of the pot 

sits in water, the roots of your 

herbs will die. A good rule of 

thumb is to water thoroughly 

only when soil surface is dry to 

the touch.

Indoor herbs require weekly 

applications of liquid fertiliz-

er or �sh emulsion whenever 

the plants are actively growing. 

Herbs require lots of sunlight, so 

you will either need to provide 

supplemental lighting or you will 

need to place plants as close as 

possible to your brightest win-

dow on a south-facing side.

Harvesting herbs is very satis-

fying. When clipping what you 

need, just be careful and don’t 

clip more than a third of the herb 

at a time. Try to harvest early in 

the day after plants dry o� and 

before it gets hot.

Herbs are best harvested be-

fore they start to �ower, other-

wise leaf production declines. 

Deadheading or removal of �ow-

ers as they appear will result in 

the continued production of new 

leaves suitable for harvest.

Herbs provide bene�cial 

�owers for bees. Also, the smell 

of mint, basil and rosemary will 

deter mosquitoes from your 

garden. Aphids and certain 

types of �ies and beetles will 

avoid areas with the fragrance 

of chives. So, in addition to 

growing fresh herbs for your 

dinner plate, they will serve a 

dual purpose when it comes to 

attracting or repelling insects.

Do you have a gardening or insect 

question? Contact the Douglas 

County Master Gardeners via 

email at douglasmg@oregonstate.

edu. Douglas County Master 

Gardeners are trained volunteers 

who help the OSU Extension 

Service serve the people of 

Douglas County.
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Herbs are excellent choices for container gardening. This mixed herb container was made by the Pine Belt Master Gardeners.
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Herbs can be grown as part of your vegetable garden, in a garden 
devoted to herbs, in containers and even indoors.

Linda Estep
Ask a Master Gardener

Culinary
 herb gardens


