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CULTIVATING & HARVESTING YOUR HERBS
By: Barbara J. Denny, Certified Herbalist, www.serenityacresfarm.net

It is very exciting to see tiny seedlings start breaking soil or newly planted Herbs begin to take hold and grow.  Now it is time to take care of those infants. Cultivating your garden is primarily done to eliminate weeds that compete for water and nutrients. This manipulation of the soil will increase aeration and infiltration of water, but it does have its hazards. Excessive cultivation, with tools, can cause root pruning and increased evaporation, and therefore should be kept to a minimum. If you have worked your Herb beds well before planting, you should not need to use a scuffle hoe or pitchfork. I ‘planted’ an old mailbox in the entryway to my garden and keep gloves, hand trowel, hand fork, twine and plant tags in it. They stay dry and are always at hand when needed.

I visit my Herb garden frequently. An hour a couple times a week or twenty minutes daily is usually sufficient to keep the weeds at bay. In this time, I can quickly spot potential problems whether it is the soil drying out, a bug infestation or a weed epidemic. Pulling weeds by hand when they are very small is easy. I am less likely to injure the Herbs, since the weed roots have not spread into the roots of the Herbs. If the soil is very dry, I water first. This will fill the weed roots, as they absorb the water, and loosen their hold to the soil. I try to weed after a rain. The garden smells great and the weeds pull quickly. 

I keep a few flat pavers in my gardens. This keeps my shoes cleaner and helps me not to compress the soil by stepping on it. It also makes it easier to maneuver around the plants. When the Herbs are a few inches tall thin out any overcrowding and then mulch. This will help retain moisture while keeping the weeds from growing. 


Some small plants are a feast for slugs and other bugs. Mulch can also rot the stems or stalks of plants if it remains against them. I take the cardboard tubes from paper towel and toilet tissue rolls and cut them into two-inch sections. While the plants are small, I place the tube around the stem and press it an inch into the soil. Then I can mulch up to the tube and protect the Herbs from rot. This works great for tomatoes and peppers too. Though the cardboard is biodegradable, it will last a long time. Another freebie!

Harvesting some Herbs as they grow will actually stimulate more growth. Parsley, Rosemary, Basil, Lemon Balm, Oregano and all the mints are just a few that you can begin harvesting early and continue into the fall. Just clip what you need and watch them flourish. Fresh Herbs are wonderful added to salads or straight into the dish you are preparing. Add a handful to vinegar or oil for a delicious dressing for salad, fish, or chicken. Don’t forget your family and friends; sharing the bounty is the best part!
