






TEN ESSENTIAL  HERBS

FOR THE K ITCHEN GARDEN



SAGE -  SALV IA  OFF IC INAL IS

The very word Salvia comes from the Latin to save or heal and sage was widely used in 

the ancient world. Nowadays it is used in soaps and perfumes and to flavour liqueurs it 

makes a great garden plant and Gertrude Jekyll was especially fond of  the purple leafed 

form, which she combined with pastel coloured perennials such as asters and delphiniums.

ROSEMARY -  ROSMARINUS OFF IC INAL IS

An essential for its evergreen dense growth and sky blue flowers as much as its wonderful 

scent and flavour. In Elizabethan days wedding couples wore a sprig of  rosemary each as a 

sign of  fidelity and small bunches were given to guests to symbolise love and faithfulness. 

Best varieties include ‘Benenden Blue’ with rich blue flowers, Corsican rosemary which 

is very pungent and excellent for cooking and the prostrate rosemary which is brilliant 

for banks.

BAS IL  -  OCIMUM BAS IL ICUM

Called the ‘kingly herb’ by the Greeks, basil is 

hugely popular as a culinary herb throughout 

Europe. Best grown indoors or outside in 

a sheltered spot over the summer months. 

Prevent flower spikes forming if  you want to 

use it for cooking. The best varieties include 

Sweet or Genovese basil, Neapolitan or lettuce 

leafed basil and purple basil.



BAY -  LAURUS NOBIL I S

Laurus is the Latin word for praise hence the crowning of  athletes with a wreath of  bay 

leaves and the origin of  the word ‘laureate’ for poets of  distinction. Bay is an easy and 

beautiful shrub to grow – it’s worst failing is its habit of  producing lots of  suckers from 

the base. It can occasionally get cut back by a hard winter so plant it in a corner sheltered 

by a warm wall. Add a few leaves to a jar of  rice to give a subtle flavour. 

POT MARIGOLD -  C ALENDULA

The Greeks used pot marigold petals to garnish and flavour food and it is still used today 

to make poor man’s saffron rice and to colour butter and cheese, as well as in many skin 

lotions and creams due to its antiseptic and anti-bacterial properties. In medieval times 

it was considered an emblem of  true love but now it’s more likely to be seen in the veg 

patch attracting beneficial insects! 

CHIVES  -  ALL IUM SCHOENOPRASUM

Chives were a favourite in China as long ago as 3,000 BC and were used as a flavouring 

and as an antidote to poison. Although they grow wild throughout Europe, it was Marco 

Polo who first reported their culinary uses to the West. They are very easy to grow in 

most soils in a sunny spot but the clumps do need dividing every few years to keep them 

healthy and productive.

THYME -  THYMUS VULGARIS

The Greeks and Romans both adored the Mediterranean herb, using it to scent their 

rooms and baths as well as in cooking and the Romans probably brought it with them to 

Britain. All types are good varieties to grow in a poor, dry spot in the garden – they can’t 

stand sitting about wet in the winter! Personal favourites include ‘Doone Valley’ with lots 



of  variegated leaves; lemon thyme is a must for the kitchen and the tiny leaved Thymus 

serpyllum varieties which are brilliant for growing in between paving.

FENNEL  -  FOENICULUM VULGARE

Roman warriors took fennel to keep in good health generally while their ladies used it 

as a slimming aid as fennel suppresses the appetite. It also acts as an insect repellent and 

was strewn around the house to make it smell fragrant. All parts of  the plant can be used; 

seeds, leaves and root although the large bulbous root used as a vegetable is a particular 

kind called Florence fennel.

PARSLEY -  PETROSEL INUM CRISPUM

Much folklore surrounds parsley which is one of  our best known herbs, but it was 

believed that a good harvest was ensured only if  the seeds were planted on Good Friday! 

Parsley is a very easy herb to grow as it is happy indoors or outside and in containers and 

window-boxes. The only thing to bear in mind is that it hates being transplanted so always 

sow where you intend to grow.

LAVENDER -  LAVENDULA ANGUSTIFOL IA

Long before bath salts were on the scene the Romans used lavender in the baths and the 

tradition has continued due its properties for soothing tired muscles and its lovely scent. 

Lavender is still grown in huge quantities in France and Norfolk for the perfume industry. 

Of  the English lavender varieties Hidcote has the classic rich blue flowers and is one of  

the best for hedges while ‘Bowles Early’ has pale blue flowers and a taller habit. French 

lavender, L. stoechas, has purple bracts that top the flower-heads but it needs some 

protection in winter.
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