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GARDENING WITH THE MASTER GARDENERS

          TEXAS COOPERATIVE EXTENSION

DECEMBER, CHRISTMAS AND WINTER HOLIDAY HERBS

By Linda T. Collins, Master Gardeners Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners 

Over the years, I have done some research on December, Christmas and Winter Holiday Herbs, and here is just a little information that found about the meaning of some of these holiday herbs.  

COSTMARY Tanacetum balsamita - These leaves were used to add spice to holiday ale, or wassail, in old Europe.

IVY Hedera and BAY LAUREL Laurel nobilis are plants that were long used, along with other greens, to help celebrate the winter solstice in early Europe, with ivy symbolizing friendship and bay laurel as a reminder that the long winter would soon melt into spring. 

FRANKINCENSE Boswellia sacra and MYRRH Commiphora myrrha - Christianity teaches that frankincense and myrrh, herbs that are scented plant resins, were given by the Three Kings along with gold, as gifts to baby Jesus. They were once considered to be rare treasures and worth their weight in gold. 

YARROW Achillea, sometimes called the “carpenter’s weed” because of its healing powers, is significant in the holiday tradition because of its association with Joseph the Carpenter. Today there is a blend of frankincense, myrrh and gold yarrow that is named “Potpourri of Three Kings”. Further, all three of these herbs have been used as medicinal herbs for centuries.  

ENGLISH PENNYROYAL Mentha pulegium--This perennial herb was said to have been placed in the manger on the night of the Christ child's birth and burst into bloom the moment the child was born. English pennyroyal adds a fragrant aroma to wreaths but can be toxic if ingested, so keep it out of reach of pets and children. It is often used in potpourri and cosmetics and is native to southern Europe and western Asia.

ROSEMARY Rosmarinus -Until the 20th century, rosemary was a very popular Christmas evergreen, right up there with holly Ilex and mistletoe Viscum. A gilded rosemary sprig was a treasured gift. Why it fell out of use is a mystery, but it is starting to make a comeback with the use of rosemary in holiday wreaths and rosemary topiaries as small Christmas trees. Perhaps the use of rosemary, which symbolizes remembrance, can help us to remember the meanings of our winter holidays. Just a note on those cute little rosemary Christmas trees: They don’t like being pruned up as a Christmas tree, and they don’t like living in the house, so right after Christmas plant them outside and let them grow back to their nature shape, and you will be rewarded with a great culinary herb.  

ROSEMARY Rosmarinus officinalis--One of the most beautiful and fragrant of the seasoned herbs. Rosemary, according to folklore, will bring happiness for the coming year to anyone who smells it on Christmas Eve. 

During the flight into Egypt, Mary spread her child's garments on a rosemary plant to dry. The flowers, originally white, turned blue and acquired the sweet scent they have today.

Another legend claims that at midnight on January 5, the "old Christmas Eve," rosemary plants will simultaneously burst into flower in celebration of Christmas. Rosemary plants add attractiveness and fragrance to holiday wreaths and are especially suitable for tussie mussies, which are small bouquets made with dried flowers, doilies, and ribbons for use at individual place settings on the holiday dinner table.

WILD THYME Thymus serpyllum--This pungent herb, a member of the mint family, was collected from the fields outside of Bethlehem to make a soft bed for Mary during the birth of her child. It is thought to have antiseptic properties and was burned as incense later in history by the Greeks. Today thyme is a popular culinary seasoning but can be used in dried flower arrangements, bouquets, and potpourri during the holiday season.

LAVENDER Lavandula--The Virgin Mary is said to have dried her newborn's swaddling clothes by spreading them on a bed of wild lavender. This herb, also of the mint family, grows as a small evergreen shrub. It has grey-green leaves, light purple flowers, and a sweet floral scent. When dried it can be used whole for wreaths and centerpieces or crushed to use in sachets for closets or drawers or to scent a bath.

ROSEMARY SHORTBREAD COOKIES

8 Tablespoons Butter (1 stick of butter) 

½ Tablespoons fresh Rosemary, finely chopped (1 ½ teaspoons) 

¼ Cup superfine sugar 

1 ¼ cups all-purpose flour 

Sugar (can use red and green colored sugar) 

Cream butter and sugar until smooth. Work in the flour and rosemary to make soft dough; shape into a ball.  Roll out on a floured surface until ¼ inch thick, cut into rounds with a 2” fluted cutter. Bake on a greased baking sheet in a 325° oven for 15 to 20 minutes or until the shortbread changes color. Cool on a wire rack and sprinkle with sugar. Makes about 12 cookies. 

From Coastal Bend Cuisine, compiled by Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners. With over 450 recipes, this local cookbook makes a great last minute gift. Cost is $15.
For more information or questions about local gardening, contact an Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener at Texas Cooperative Extension Aransas County Office, by email at aransas-tx@tamu.edu, by phone 790-0103, or Mondays through Fridays from 8 a.m. until 5 p.m., at 611 East Mimosa, Rockport. Visit the Extension web page and Master Gardener Newsletter at http://aransas-tx.tamu.edu. Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

Green Acres Demonstration Garden is located at the Aransas County Extension office. Because of generous community support and the work of volunteer Master Gardeners, the gardens are free. Visit the gardens during daylight hours, seven days a week.
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