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PREPARING AND PLANTING YOUR HERB GARDEN
By: Barbara J. Denny, Certified Herbalist, www.serenityacresfarm.net

April is planting time! I hope that your have already picked out your Herb Garden site and worked up a sketch of what you would like to grow. Here are some things to keep in mind and help you create a perfect patch of Herbs. 


The USDA Hardiness Zones are climate regions defined by their average minimum temperatures. South Carolina, except for the northwest corner, is zone 7b which has a minimum temperature of 5 to 15 degrees above zero. There are many plants, and most fruit trees, which need a prolonged period of cold in order to produce fruit. Microclimates are regions created by the topography of your planting area. If it is in an exposed location, it will be colder while if your garden is by a south-facing wall it will be warmer. 

Before calendars, farmers timed their planting to natural cycles. In ancient Greece, they used the migration of cranes as a signal to plant. Native Americans in Colonial New England planted corn when the Oak leaves were as big as the ears of mice. This study of events is Phenology, meaning the study of appearances in Greek. This takes a few years of studying the plants and trees on your property and recording when they begin to grow, bud, leaf out and the temperatures and last frost. Typically, our last frost is in early April. There are ways to plant earlier in late February or March. By using row covers, which are plastic sheets covering the plants and supported by curved rods; you can plant early and remove them after the danger of frost. This is also a way of extending the growing season into late fall and early winter.

Just because the temperature of the air remains above 32 degrees, does not mean the soil is warm enough to accept seedlings. One way to warm up the soil is to cover it with plastic. On sunny days, the soil will really heat up. This is also a good way to kill weed seeds and unwanted grass. I save my shower curtain liners and use them. They are in a sense free, they cover a large area, and I can reuse them until they begin to disintegrate.  

I enjoy thumbing through the seed catalogs during the fall and winter. It is cheaper to order or buy seeds at a store and fun to start them indoors when the weather is cold outside. There are seed sprouting kits available but you can make one yourself. Start by buying a large aluminum lasagna pans with a plastic cover. It is easy to make mini pots out of newspaper or you can purchase small peat moss pots. Peat moss is a great medium for planting because it retains moisture. Fill your pots with wet peat moss. Place three or four seeds into each pot and cover lightly with more peat. Label your pots and put them in the pan. Cover with the plastic lid and place in a warm spot. A good and safe spot is on top of the refrigerator. The warmth from the back of the fridge will keep the flat warm. Keep the medium moist by misting with a water bottle. When the seedlings begin to sprout, remove enough to leave one or two per pot. After they have their first set of true leaves, you can remove the plastic cover and place near a window for light. 

When the temperatures permit, start “hardening off” your seedlings by placing the flat outside in the sun during the day and bringing them in at night. Gradually you can leave them out over night and then you can plant your seedlings in the garden. This is a great way to start many medicinal and culinary Herbs, which you cannot find in nurseries. It is also a profitable venture to start them indoors and then sell your small Herb plants at farmers markets. 

Look for my next column on cultivating and harvesting your bounty. In the meantime, let’s go out and get those hands dirty! 
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