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Introduction 

What is a herb? To a botanist (someone who studies plants) a herb is any plant without a woody stem 

that dies down to the ground over the winter. To most people however, the term herb generally 

describes fragrant, culinary, medicinal, or other plants of special interest.  

This guide covers some common culinary herbs which we all know and love. Fresh herbs can make all 

the difference in cooking or brewing herbal tea, but can be expensive to buy regularly, so are a good 

choice for growing your own. 

This guide concentrates on 5 herbs that most people use regularly in cooking, can be grown in pots, and 

will provide you with a range of experience which you can use to grow many other herbs. 

Growing herbs is not limited to the garden. Most herbs that you can grow outdoors in containers also 

can grow indoors. This is especially important in the inner city, where growing space is often limited to a 

balcony or a windowsill. This guide provides a special focus on growing herbs in containers suitable for 

even the smallest spaces.  

Useful web sites: 

http://www.herbexpert.co.uk 

 

Please Note: 

This guide has been produced by Mark Donaldson. The advice provided is solely from him and in no way 

should this guide be considered a product of or an endorsement from Islington Council.  

 

 

http://www.herbexpert.co.uk/
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Culinary Herbs 

Key characteristics 

There are three types of herb plants:  

 Annuals only live for a single growing season, sow fresh seeds early in spring. 

 Biannuals live for two years, but are best treated the same as annuals. 

 Perennials can live on more of less indefinitely, usually dying back in winter and regrowing in 

spring. However, most herbs will become woody after a few years, producing less healthy 

growth, so it is important to know how to propagate new plants, divide and repot older ones.  

 

Basil ς Tender Annual 
A low-maintenance herb that comes in many varieties. The common ones grown 
are sweet basil, holy basil, Thai basil, Lemon basil, etc. Plants can achieve a height 
of two feet and sprout bright green 3 - 4 inch long leaves and tiny white flowers 
that are borne towards the end of the tender branch spikes. The leaves are subtly 
fragrant that come to the forefront when fresh leaves are crushed with hand. In 
some varieties, the leaves are purple bordered in color. Fresh and dried basil is 
used for culinary purposes. 

 

Parsley ς Half-Hardy Biennial 
The two common varieties are curled-leaf and flat-leaf.  
A native of the Mediterranean and member of the Umbelliferae family (carrots).  

 

Chives ς Hardy Perennial  
Member of onion family, and develop a bulb from which shoots grow and 
resemble tiny onions.  The mini bulbs grow together in clumps and the leaves are 
hollow and grass-like. In spring and early summer the small, pompom-shaped 
flowers appear. The flower should be removed if the flavor of the leaves is to be 
retained. Chives grow to 25cm tall and form plant colonies as expansive in area as 
provided. 

 

Mint ς Hardy Perennial  
There are three main varieties of mint: Pennyroyal (common), Peppermint and 
Spearmint. Apple Mint and Corsican Mint, which has a compact shape, grow well 
indoors. Mint grows vigorously, so is best kept in a pot, even if you have garden 
space (you can sink the pot in the ground). Mint prefers a woodland-like setting, 
with shade and moisture. 
Peppermint grows to about 60cm height, Spearmint to 45cm.  
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Oregano ς Hardy Perennial 
This plant is a native of Europe, the Mediterranean region and Central Asia. It is 
closely related to the herb marjoram; in fact oregano is actually wild marjoram.  
It grows upto 20 to 80 cm tall and has leaves which can range in length from 1 cm 
to 4 cm. 
 

Plants are also desŎǊƛōŜŘ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ΨƘŀǊŘƛƴŜǎǎΩΥ 

 Tender Annuals: sensitive to cold and frost and must be kept above 5°C 

 Half Hardy: able to cope with temperatures down to 0°C but not hard frost 

 Hardy Perennial: can withstand freezing temperatures. 

Suitable Locations 

Herbs are generally easy to grow, though growing conditions vary for individual plants.  

Exposure 

Sunlight is an essential requirement for herbs as it helps them to grow and also to produce the oils 

which are responsible for their flavour. Most prefer full sun, which means 6+ hours of direct sunlight a 

day, while some do well in partial sun. If you don¹t have a good, sunny location, many herbs will tolerate 

light shade, but their growth and quality will not be as good. 

Herbs should be protected from very cold or very hot, drying winds.  

Perennial herbs that are subject to frost damage need indoor protection during the winter months while 

some herbs will wilt in hotter temperatures. 

Herb Preferred Exposure 

Oregano Full sun (south-facing). warm sheltered location 
Basil Full sun and a sheltered position.  

Cannot tolerate the afternoon heat in summer, so plant/locate them in a north-
easterly area of the garden, so that they receive morning sun. 

Parsley Full or  partial sun 

Chives Partial sun, can grow well out of direct sunlight.  
warm position 

Mint Partial sun 

Growing Outdoors 

There are many ways to grow and enjoy herbs in the garden: as a dedicated herb garden, as boarder 

plants, companion plants, in single containers or mixed containers.  
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Drainage: Herbs do not grow in wet soil. Good drainage is a must. You can improve clay type soils by 

adding sharp sand and compost. You can also improve drainage by placing a 5 inch layer of crushed 

stones 15 to 18 inches below the top soil. Because drainage is so important, you may need to raise the 

garden bed so there is adequate depth for drainage.  

Containers: is often a good choice even outdoors, allowing you to move them to take advantage of the 

sun or shade and bring tender plants in doors or under shelter during winter. When transferring pots 

from indoors to outdoors in spring, do this gradually, taking pots outside for a few hours each day firstly 

to allow the plants to adjust.  

Starting indoors:  Annual and perennial herbs that take a long time to germinate can be started indoors 

late in the winter and will be small plants ready for transplanting into the garden by spring. Indoors you 

also have more control over atmosphere and soil conditions which is an advantage if the growing season 

is short or if the climate in your area is temperamental. 

Protection: half hardy and even hardy perennials will benefit from some protection from the frost and 

cold winds over winter if they cannot be brought inside. Protection can be provided by horticultural 

cloches or similar materials which can be purchased from a garden centre.  

Growing Indoors 

You can grow many herbs indoors, but they will be less productive than those grown outdoors. They 

require the same conditions as herbs that are grown outdoors: plenty of sunlight and good, well-drained 

soil. In addition, the following should be considered: 

Window sills: a south or west facing sunny window is a good location. In summer the heat may be too 

intense and dry out the soil and plant. This can be reduced by moving pots out of the mi dday sun or 

providing some shade. If you don't have an available window that is exposed to direct sunlight, choose a 

spot that will provide the herbs with good light, and move the plants into the sun for a few hours 

whenever possible. Try to rotate pots regularly to ensure different sides of the plant receive light.  

Humidity: herbs may wilt if the humidity is too low (i.e. the air is dry). To avoid this place a bowl or dish 

of water near the herbs: s it evaporates the water will moisten the air directly around the plants. 

Fresh air: fresh, moving air is essential to prevent fungi building up. If the plants are next to a window, 

leave it open a crack for an hour or so each day, but be careful not to put them in a direct draft 

especially during the winter. Generally, any room that is not stuffy with stale air will be satisfactory. 

Containers & Window Boxes 

Almost every herb can be grown in a container if it is planted in proper soil and given the proper sun and 

water. You can start seeds in just about any sort of container. Cut-down milk cartons, pots, and flats are 

all good as long as they are clean and provide adequate drainage. 
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Drainage: There should be holes or slits in the bottom of the container to let water flow out so that the 

soil and roots won't become waterlogged. Large wooden boxes and tubs that remain in one place for 

long periods of time without being moved should have cleats or runners underneath them, permitting 

free water drainage and air circulation to prevent decay. Containers deeper than 20cm should have 

drainage material such as pebbles, or broken crockery placed at the bottom to prevent the drainage 

holes from blocking.  

Clean: Any container you use must be clean. Scrub off old potting soil, moss, and stains with hot water 

and a stiff brush. Rinse or wash new containers in hot water before planting in them. 

Number of herbs: when you plant several herbs in one container it is best to plant together only those 

that require similar amounts of water, sun, and soil conditions. For this reason it is often best to plant 

herbs in their own containers, rather than mix them, so you can tailor the conditions to suit the 

particular herb. The more vigorous herbs such as mint and lemon verbena should always be planted 

separately or kept well controlled as they tend to overcrowd most others.  

Watering: A good container should also be able to withstand constant moistening and drying out. 
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Potting Mixes for Container Growing 

Well-drained potting mix: herbs prefer to grow in a well-drained soil. If growing in containers create 

ȅƻǳǊ ƻǿƴ ΨǇƻǘǘƛƴƎ ƳƛȄΩ ƻŦ ǘǿƻ ǇŀǊǘǎ peat-free compost and one part sharp sand. Avoid peat, not only 

because it is unsustainable, but also it will be susceptible to drying out.   

Herb Soil preference Ideal Potting Mix 

Basil Light, dry, moderately rich One part compost, one part top soil, one part sharp sand 
Parsley Fairly rich One part compost, one part top soil 

Chives Tolerate most conditions, 
moderately rich 

One part compost, one part top soil 

Mint Light and rich Two parts compost, one part sharp sand 

Oregano Light and average richness one parts compost, one part top soil, one part sharp sand 

The richness of the soil is an indication of the quantity and quality of decayed organic matter (compost) 

it contains.  

Peat-free Organic Compost: Compost is a mixture of organic matter - material that was once living but is 

now dead and decaying. It contains a balance of the key nutrients required for healthy plant growth: 

nitrogen (N), phosphorus (P), and potassium (K). Multi-purpose compost is fine. Try to use only peat free 

composts and where possible also organic. Lowland peat bogs and their wildlife are threatened through 

peat extraction for garden composts and other uses. Here are a few places you can buy compost from: 

 EcoPark Compost: Tel: 020 8884 5664.  

 WƻƘƴΩǎ DŀǊŘŜƴ /ŜƴǘǊŜΥ [ƻǊŘǎƘƛǇ wƻŀŘ, Stoke Newington, Islington, London, N16 0UL. Tel: 0207 275 
9494 

 Alexandra Palace Garden Centre: Alexandra Palace, London, N22 4BB. Tel: 020 8444 2555  

 Homebase: Arena Shopping Park, Green Lanes Haringey, London, N4 1DT. Tel: 08456 407801 

 Creative Garden Ideas: http://www.creativegardenideas.co.uk 

 

Making your own compost from garden and kitchen waste is a great way to save money and help the 

environment. There is a great deal of information available from Islington Council, and heavily 

subsidised compost bins and wormeries. 

Top soil: is the uppermost layer of soil, which is high in nutrients and organic matter. It is widely 

available to buy in bags or in bulk from specialist suppliers, garden centres and DIY superstores. 

Soil pH: this is a measure of how acidic (pH<6), neutral (pH 6 to 7) or alkaline (pH>7) the soil is. Most 

herbs grow well with a soil pH between 6 and 7, although a pH of 6.5 is ideal for most herbs.  Bought 

composts will normally be of a neutral pH. If growing in garden soil it is worth testing the soil pH using a 

ph tester which can be bought in most garden centers. If required, the pH can be altered slowly, and 

advice on this is available from: 

http://www.creativegardenideas.co.uk/products/composts-bark-soil-growing-media/eco-friendly-peat-free-compost-bark
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http://apps.rhs.org.uk/AdviceSearch/Profile.aspx?pid=239 

 

http://apps.rhs.org.uk/AdviceSearch/Profile.aspx?pid=239
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Key 
Stages to 
Growing 
Herbs 
 

1. Propagating 2. Transplanting 3. Looking After 4. Harvesting 

 
 

 

 
Basil Sow indoors March-April  in small pots. 

Thin to 3 plant per small pot 
Once the plants are established with a 
good root system, divide into separate 
plants and pot each up into 15cm pots 

Do not overwater. 
needs minimal fertilizing 

Pick when 10cm tall  with plenty of 
leaves. About 6 weeks from 
transplanting.  

Pinch out growing tips regularly to 
produce bushy plants. 
Cut down at end of year. 

Parsley Sow seeds March-June 
often slow to germinate,  

to help, soak seeds in warm water 
for 24 hours before sowing. 

 hƴŎŜ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ǿŜƭƭ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ ƭƻǿ ƛǎ ŀ 
low maintenance plant.  

Feed high nitrate fertil izer. 

From July the following year 

Chives From March sow seeds of take  
Divide bulblets  March-October. 

  When 10cm height cut down to 
5cm with scissors. 

Leave one third to develop flowers 
and expand the colony through 
root division. 

Avoid over harvesting before the 
young colonies become 
established. 

Mint Sow seeds  
Cuttings in summer  

Divide roots late winter, spring. 

 
Water and mulch soil  to keep 
soil  moist.  

Feed with organic liquid once a 
month in growing season. 

Check and remove any orange 
ΨǊǳǎǘΩ ƭŜŀǾŜǎΦ 

 

Sparingly during first year of 
growth. 

When full  size, usually 2 months, 
snip sprigs and leaves as needed, 
starting from the top. 

Cut off suckers and pinch down to 

25cm to keep bushy. 
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Oregano Sow seeds March-April . After about 
2-3 weeks, thin seedlings 
Cuttings in early spring or autumn 
 
divisions 

Transplant into a 30cm diameter 
pot in May 
 
 

avoid overwatering.   Water 
the pot when the soil dries 
out. 

Only feed once or twice 
during the season and use an 
organic feed such as 
seaweed. 

When 4-5 inches in height, 
around July until November. 



11 

 

Propagating 

Growing from Seeds 

You can sow seeds directly in the garden, but it can be better to start herbs indoors in small containers, 

especially when there is a danger of frost. Seedlings can later be transplanted to pots or the garden as 

soon as the danger of frost has passed and the soil has begun to warm up.  

8 steps to sowing seeds: 

1. Fill the container (preferably a 7,5cm diameter pot) with a potting mix (one part compost, one 

part sharp sand) to within about 1-2cm of the top and firm it down slightly with the palm of your 

hand. 

 

2. Moisten the potting mix.  

 

3. In general, seeds should be sown a depth twice the diameter of the seed. Most fine seeds, such 

as Oregano and Mint should not be buried but pressed into the soil surface instead as they 

require some light to germinate.  

 

For larger seeds, make shallow rows or holes with your finger or a pencil, pressing 0.2-0.5cm 

into the surface. Place the seeds into the rows or holes. Covering the seeds with soil and firm 

down so the seeds come in good contact with the soil.  

 

Alternatively, broadcasting is a good planting method. Instead of placing the seeds in rows or 

individual holes, scatter them evenly over the soil by hand.  

 

4. The instructions on the backs of the seed packets give a general guide to how thickly to sow. If 

starting seedlings in small containers, in general sow more than 10 seeds.  

 

5. Moisten the soil with a fine spray of water, but be very careful not to dislodge the seeds. A fine 

mist from a misting nozzle is best for top watering. Another good method-especially if you have 

planted seeds in small containers-is to soak the bottom of the container in a dish or sink filled 

with water so that moisture will be drawn up into the soil by capillary action. With either 

watering method-top or bottom-keep the soil moist but not soaking wet. 

 

6. Mark and label the container or rows so that you will know later what seeds are planted and 

where they are. 

 

7. Try to cover the container with a polythene bag. This will help keep the soil moist and aid 

germination.  
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8. Place the containers in a fairly warm location 18-23degC until germination begins. The seeds will 

not need light until they have sprouted but they will need fresh air to prevent mold and fungus 

from forming. Lift the cover for an hour or two every day or so to let fresh air reach the soil 

surface. 

 

Germination & Thinning 

Herbs usually germinate after 2-4 weeks from sowing, after which time the seedlings will break through 

the soil.  

1. Remove the polythene bag and water the seedlings gently (preferably with a spray).  

 

2. If possible, move the container to a cooler location (16-21degC) where they will receive good 

light but not direct sunlight which can burn them. 

 

3. Turn the container every day or so (and always in the same direction) to give the seedlings equal 

exposure to light on all sides. 

Damping off: is the only problem you may encounter at this stage. It is a decaying of the stems at soil 

level caused by a fungus that thrives when there is too much water in the soil and the plants are not 

given enough fresh air or the temperature is too warm. 

Thinning: When seedlings are large enough to handle they are ready to be thinned. Thin the crowded 

areas by pulling out the small, weaker seedlings, or nipping them off at the step. If seedlings has been 

started in a 7cm pot, thin to leave about 5 seedlings.  
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Perennials 

Many perennial herbs can be propagated not only from seeds but from stem cuttings or root division. 

Herbs such as chives and mint grow larger by sending up new sprouts or runners. This new growth can 

be separated from the main root system to give you small new plants. Propagating by cuttings of 

divisions is usually faster than propagating by seeds (and negating the cost).   

Although perennials can grow indefinitely, they often suffer after a few years from overcrowding and 

woody growth. Therefore it is wise to propagate new plants each year and divide older plants to 

improve their growth.  

Stem cuttings 

This is perhaps the simplest method and is often faster than growing the same herbs from seeds. Herbs 

such as feverfew, lavender, lemon balm, rosemary, pineapple sage, winter savory, and southernwood 

grow well from stem cuttings. Mints are particularly responsive, rooting in only a few weeks. 

When: cuttings can be taken any time in the spring or summer during the active growing season; take 

them from healthy, well-established plants.  

What to cut: strong, new tip growth makes the best cuttings. Do not take the soft or forced growth that 

results from too little light, weak shoots from the center of the plant, or exceptionally vigorous growth 

with thick stems. Stems that snap when bent sharply-rather than those that bend without breaking-give 

the best results. 

10 Steps to taking cuttings: 

1. Prepare a suitable container and potting mix.  

2. Thoroughly moisten and drain the mix, then fill the container to within about 1cm of the top, 

firm well, and level the surface. 

3. Make the cutting just below a leaf bud or node, using a sharp knife, razor blade, or shears to 

make the cut. The cuttings should be between 8-15cm  long and have good foliage on the upper 

end. 

4. Before inserting the cuttings, strip the leaves from the lower 1/2 or 1/3 of each stem, and dip 

the cut end in a hormone powder to stimulate root growth. 

5. Place the defoliated ends into the soil about 1/2 or 1/3 the length of the stems. 

6. Water gently to settle the soil. 

7. over the cuttings with a plastic bag or an inverted glass jar to keep the soil moist and the 

humidity high. 

8. Occasionally raise the jar or remove the cover to admit fresh air and to prevent molds and 

fungus from forming. 
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9. Set the cuttings where they will receive good light but not direct sunlight, and turn the 

containers to give the cuttings equal light on all sides. 

10. The quicker rooting herbs such as mint, lemon balm, thyme, usually take from 4 to 6 weeks to 

form roots. Herbs with especially woody stems such as rosemary, myrtle, artemisia, santoli na, 

and germander may take several months. 

Root Division 

Each year the roots of many perennials grow and spread, sending up new growth that increases the size 

of the plant.  

Once chives have established, they will form small bulbs beneath the ground. These new roots and bulbs 

are capable of becoming independent plants when pulled or cut apart from the parent.  

When to divide: The best time to divide is in the autumn or early spring, when plants are not forming 

new growth.  

4 steps to dividing: 

1. Dig the herb up from the ground or 
container 

2. Gently pull or cut the root clump into sections.  
 

  
  
3. Replant the sections into the garden or 

containers with a suitable potting mix as 
soon as possible.  

 

4. Put the plant in the hole and hold it up straight by 
the base, then fill in the hole with the soil you dug 
out. Press down gently on the soil around the plant 
so that the plant is firmly in there and standing tall. 
The base of the plant should be level with or slightly 
below the top of the ground. Keep the soil moist 
until the plants have adjusted. 
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Transplanting 

Transplant seedlings: Seedlings are ready to be transplanted when they have developed at least two or 

three true leaves. The first two leaves to appear are not true leaves, they are the seed leaves or 

cotyledons, and will dry up as the plant grows.  

Transplanting cuttings: as soon as roots begin to poke through the drainage hole in the individual pots 

the plants are ready to be transplanted into larger containers or into the garden. When roots have 

formed, the foliage will gain a bright green color and, although there probably will not be any new 

leaves, the cuttings will then be ready for transplanting.  

6 Steps to Transplanting: 

1. Prepare the garden soil, or the container and potting mix for the seedlings to be transplanted 
into according to the preference for the herb.  

2. Make a small hole for the transplant to go into.  

3. Loosen the compost around the seedling using a plant label.  

4. Gently pull one seedling free, holding it by a seed leaf. Never hold the stem as if this is damaged 
ǘƘŜ ǎŜŜŘƭƛƴƎ ǿƻƴΩǘ ƎǊƻǿΦ 

Try not to disturb the soil that ƛǎ ǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀƴǘΩǎ Ǌƻƻǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ Ǌƻƻǘ ōŀƭƭ ƛƴ ǘŀŎǘΦ  

If seedlings are close together, try to separate evenly by dividing the root ball. With some plants 

it may be wiser to sacrifice one plant rather than attempt to untangle the intertwined root 

systems. 

5. Make a hole in the compost and put the seedling in, gently firming up the compost around it. 

6. Place the seedling into the hole, gently firming Up the soil around it so the seedling lies at the 
same level as before.  

Best weather to transplant: whenever possible, avoid transplanting seedlings when the weather is 

expected to be excessively hot. Try to transplant during the evening hours so that the plants will enjoy a 

cool night with no sunlight beating down on them. If transplanting to the garden, the absolute best time 

for transplanting is immediately before a period of rainy weather or cloudy overcast days. If you can 
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time your plantings to coincide with these weather conditions your plants may not even notice that they 

have been uprooted and moved to a new location. 

Moving to the Garden: If you intend to transplant the herbs into the garden, place the container 

outdoors in the shade for a few hours each day during the week before scheduled transplanting; this will 

minimize the shock of transition from indoors to outside. 
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Healthy growth 

Watering 

Most herbs prefer moist soil, but it is very important not to overwater. 

Checking moisture:  Check the soil every other day, daily in hot weather, to ensure that it does not dry 

out. If the soil just beneath the surface is dry, water the plants with room temperature water.  

Watering: use a watering can that has a sprinkler/rose head. Apply water to the container until it begins 

to run out of the drainage hole in the bottom. Place the container in a dish or saucer if excess water 

would harm the floor. During cooler weather, be sure to empty the dish after each watering so that 

roots and soil won't become soaked. 

 Another way to water is to set the container in a dish or saucer of water for an hour or so and allow the 

soil to absorb moisture. When the soil's surface appears damp, the plant has enough water.   

Water in the morning rather than the evening because this gives the plants a chance if the temperatures 

are hot during the day, especially for containers grown in full sun. 

The herbs will also appreciate having their foliage sprinkled with water to freshen them.  

Mulching: Use three to four cms of organic mulch on your herbs, keeping it away from the stems of the 

plants to reduce the risk of rotting. This will help keep water in the soil, keep plants cooler and suppress 

weed growth. Organic mulches also improve the quality of the soil as the mulch breaks down. Many 

things can be used as organic mulch, for example: dead leaves, grass clippings, and wood chips.  

Too dry: never allow soil in a container to dry out completely. If it does the root ball will shrink, and 

when you water it will just run over the surface of the soil, down the inside and out the drainage holes 

without being absorbed. If the soil gets in this condition, loosen the dry soil ball with a stick or screw 

driver, then soak the soil thoroughly for several hours. 

Feeding 

If you have added compost to your soil before planting, this will provide your herbs with enough 

nutrition for quite some time. Applying organic mulch, as described above, will also release nutrition. 

Organic liquid fertilises: should be used to feed herbs in containers. Liquid chemical fertilizers should be 

avoided, not only are they unsustainable, they encourage too much leaf growth, resulting in lower 

concentrations of essential oils and making the plant more susceptible to attack by varying insects.   
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Applying liquid feeds: feed container plants once a month from March until September. Never fertilize 

in extremely hot or cold seasons and when the plant is in its dormant stage. Add the fertilizer away from 

the main stem of the plant and water the plant after every application. 

Moderation: herbs will appreciate a little feeding during the growing season, but be very careful not to 

over feed. Too rich a soil may generate lush growth with only small concentrations of oil in the leaves. 

Too must  

Nutrient deficiency: if the leaves of your herbs appear yeƭƭƻǿ ƻǊ ōǊƻǿƴ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎƻƛƭ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǘƻƻ 
dry or too wet, there might be insufficient nutrients n the soil. Apply an organic liquid feed to give the 
plant a boost, then add organic matter such as compost or well -rotted animal manure in autumn to 
provide nutrients for next season.  

More tips 

Running to seed: Annual herbs such a coriander and basil can be probe to running to seed in hot 

weather. This means that, rather than producing lots of luscious leaves, they start flower production 

early and develop seeds, which slow or stop the growth of new leaves. This can be brought on by a 

variety of factors, including stress. The most common is high temperatures. Grow the plants in slightly 

shady areas to prevent this from happening. Flowers should be pinched to keep the plants bushy and 

prevent them bolting to seed. 

Pests and diseases: Herbs are notoriously trouble free in terms of pests and diseases. 
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Harvesting 

The leaves of most culinary herbs such as basil, chives, oregano, mints, parsley, rosemary, sage, and 

thyme have enough flavour throughout the growing season that you can harvest them to use while 

fresh at any time. There are a few different methods for harvesting to ensure a continuous supply while 

promoting healthy growth.  

When to harvest: herbs should only be harvest when they have established themselves. 

Frequent harvesting: once the plant is established, during the growing season you must frequently 

prune back the plant in order to encourage branching and more leaf production.  LŦ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘǊƛƳ and 

use your herbs, the plants will grow tall and lanky and annual herbs will go to seed quickly. 

 

Pinching: When the herbs are large and full 
enough, you can cut sprigs from the ends of stems, 
this is called pinching.  
 
For Basil this is when the plant is 10cm tall with at 
least 3 sets of leaves. If you examine the point 
where the sets of leaves meet the stem, you 
should see two sets of tiny leaves growing out of 
the leaf junctions. Pinch of the top set of leaves 
directly about those tiny leaves.  
 
When you do so, the plant signals the tiny leaves 
to start growing into branches. When those new 
branches develop three sets of leaves, pinch off 
the top set as described above. Repeat this 
process one more time. At this point you should 
have a plant with at least 16 branches. You can 
now let those branches grow, pinching back the 
stems as needed.  
 
Be very careful, however, that you don't injure the 
plant's growth by pulling off too many leaves from 
one stem or plant - particularly with young ones. 
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Cuttings. Chives can be cut with scissors as and when you please. Always leave 5cm of leaves to 

ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎΦ ¢ƘŜȅΩƭƭ ƎǊƻǿ ōŀŎƪ ǉǳƛŎƪƭȅ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǊŜ-cut them in just a few weeks. Young 

plants should not be harvested until late summer of their first year; this allows them to establish a good 

Ǌƻƻǘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǎƻ ǘƘŜȅΩƭƭ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƘƛǾŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƻƴƎ ǘŜǊƳΦ  

For herbs such as oregano, cutting stems all the way back to the ground will encourage more stems and 

a fuller plant. The stems tend to get woody and the easiest way to strip the leaves is to hold the stem by 

the top, uncut end and run your finger down the stem. 
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Repotting 

After a while a healthy plant will normally out grow its container. You may have bought a herb plant 

which is already at this stage.  

This is usually indicated by root growth through drainage holes, and the plant may become less healthy, 

wilting and showing dead leaves. At this stage for some herbs you can divide them and repot into similar 

sized pots. Alternatively you can repot the whole plant into a large pot.   

8 steps to repotting: 

1. Select a suitable clean container. If repotting into a large pot, select one which is a size larger, 

usually about 2 inches larger diameter.  

2. Prepare a suitable potting mix for the herb. 

3. Ensure the container has adequate drainage holes, and place additional drainage material at the 

bottom. 

4. Fill the container so that when you place the plant inside, the surface of its root ball will come to 

within about 2.5cm of the pot's rim.  

5. Remove the plant from its current container, grasping it gently by the base and teasing it out.  

6. hƴŎŜ ƛǘΩǎ ƻǳǘ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŜ Ǌƻƻǘǎ ŀǊŜ ƭƻƻǎŜ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ŀƭƭ ōƻǳƴŘ ǳǇ ǘƛƎƘǘƭȅ ŀƴŘ 

wrapped around each other. keep the soil around the root ball.  

7. Fill the potting mix around the plant and firm the soil in well around the root ball.  

8. Water thoroughly so that both the new soil and the root ball are evenly moist. 

 It is a good idea to set newly potted plants in the shade for a few days until they become adjusted to 

their new environment. Water them carefully from the top or the bottom 
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Overwintering and further care 

Robust culinary herbs like thyme, oregano, marjoram, parsley, chervil, and even sage, are hardy enough 

to survive our dry, cold and even frosty winters provided you find a sunny, sheltered spot for them. 

Spent annuals can be removed and composted in the fall.  

Outdoors: In winter, herbs need at least four hours of sun a day and they should be kept out of cold 

winds, especially if the soil becomes too wet. The best way to ensure this is to pot up a few of your 

favourite herbs and move them as the sun moves. Mulching around the base can also reduce frost 

damage. 

Indoors: If possible move tender herbs indoors. unless light is plentiful, growth of most indoor herbs will 

slow or even stop during the winter, even with enough warmth. When growth slows, reduce harvests 

and hold back a little on the water. 

Watering: generally potted herbs only need to be watered once or twice a week in winter, preferably in 

the morning. Check the soil moisture levels daily because the soil should not dry out completely. Herbs 

ŘƻƴΩǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǿŜǘ ŦŜŜǘ ǎƻ ŘƻƴΩǘ Ǉǳǘ ǎŀǳŎŜǊǎ ǳƴŘŜǊƴŜŀǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǘǎΦ 

Cutting back: In the fall and spring, cut off any dead or dying material from perennial herbs. Cut back 

perennial herbs by one-third in the spring to encourage lush, bushy growth.  

. 
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Growth characteristics of common herbs 
Source: http://www.savvygardener.com/Features/herbs.html 

Common 

name  Scientific name  Type Light  Soil  

Height 

(in.)  Propagation  Hardiness  Comments  

Angelica  Angelica 
archangelica  

B  LS  M  72  SF  H  Best in cool climates. 

Anise  Pimpinella 
anisum  

A  B  WD  18-24  SS  HH  Alkaline soils. 

Basil, sweet  Ocimum 

basilicum  

A  B  M  18  SS  T  Excellent for pots. 

Bay, sweet  Laurus nobilis  WP  LS  WD  48+  C  T  For containers. Topiary.  

Borage  Borago officinalis  A  B  D  24-36  SS  HA  Often self-seeds.  

Caraway  Carum carvi  B  B  WD  30  SS, F  H  Thin seedlings to 8 
inches. 

Catnip  Nepeta cataria  P  B, LS  WD  36  SS, D, C  H  Cut back in autumn.  

Chervil  Anthriscus 
cerefolium  

A  LS  WD  24  SS  HA  Sow early, will self-
seed.  

Chives  Allium 

schoenoprasum  

P  S, LS  D  10  SS, D  H  Can be grown indoors. 

Cicely, 
sweet  

Myrrhis odorata  P  LS  R  36-48  SF  H  Space 2 feet apart.  

Comfrey  Symphytum 
officinale  

P  B  R  36-48  D  H  Neutral pH, high fertility. 

Coriander  Coriander 

sativum  

A  B  R, 

WD  

24  SS  HA  Space plants 8 inches 

apart. 

Dill  Anethum 
graveolens  

A  B  R, 
WD  

24-36  SS  HA  Do not plant with fennel.  

Fennel, 

sweet  

Foeniculum 

dulce  

P  B  WD  48-72  SS, D  H  Less vigor in clay soils. 

Horehound  Marrubium 
vulgare  

P  B  D  24  SS, D, C  H  Alkaline soils. 

Hyssop  Hyssopus 
officinalis  

P  B  D  24  SS, D, C  H  Cut back in spring. 

Lavender  Lavandula 

angustifolia  

P  B  D  18-24  SF, C  H  Evergreen. May winter-

kill. 

Lemon Balm  Melissa officinalis  P  B, LS  M  18-24  SS, D, C  H  Can be grown indoors. 
Weedy. 

Lemon 
Verbena  

Aloysia Triphylla  WP  B, LS  WD  48+  SS, C  HH  Rarely survives winter. 
Good indoors.  

Lovage  Levisticum 

officinale  

P  B, LS  R, 

M  

36-60  SF  H  Self-seeds.  
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Common 
name  Scientific name  Type Light  Soil  

Height 
(in.)  Propagation  Hardiness  Comments  

Marjoram, 
sweet  

Origanum 
majorana  

P  B, LS  R, 
WD  

8-12  SS, C  HH  Grow in pots. Sow 
seeds as annual.  

Myrtle  Myrtus 

communis  

WP  B  WD  60+  C  T  Evergreen, for large 

containers. 

Oregano  Origanum 
vulgare  

P  B, LS  WD  18-24  SS, D, C  H  Cut back in late fall. 

Parsley  Petroselinum 
crispum  

B  B, LS  R, 
M  

6-10  SS  HH  Often self-seeds.  

Peppermint  Mentha piperita  P  B, LS  M  12-24  D, C  H  Spreads easily. Good 

indoors. 

Rosemary  Rosemarinus 
officinalis  

WP  B  D, 
WD  

36  C  T  Alkaline soils. Good in 
pots. 

Sage  Salvia officinalis  WP  B  D, 
WD  

24-36  SS, C  H  Replace plants every 5 
years. 

Sage, 

pineapple  

Salvia elegans  P  B  WD  24-48  SS, C  HH  Good indoors.  

Savory, 
summer  

Satureja 
hortensis  

A  B  R  18  SS  HH  Trim back during 
season.  

Savory, 
winter  

Satureja 
montana  

WP  B  WD  24  SF, D, C  H  Alkaline soil. 

Spearmint  Mentha spicata  P  B, LS  M  18  D, C  H  Spreads easily. Good 
indoors. 

Tarragon  Artemisia 
dracunculus  

P  B  R, D  24  D, C  H  Needs winter protection.  

Thyme  Thymus vulgaris  WP  B  D  6-10  SS, C, D  H  Evergreen. Grows 

indoors. 

Woodruff, 
sweet  

Asperula odorata  P  S, LS  M  6-8  D, C  H  Good groundcover.  

Growth category: A = annual, B = biennial, P = perennial, WP = woody perennial  
Light: B = bright, LS = light shade, S = shade 
Soil: D = dry soil, M = moist soil, R = rich, WD = well drained  

Propagation: C = cuttings, D = division, SF = seed (fall), SS = seed (spring)  
Hardiness: H = hardy, HA = hardy annual, HH = half hardy, T = tender  

 


