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Calendula Officinalis: 2008 Herb of the Year

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

While looking out over your gardens, you see all of the beautiful plants. You might be surprised to realize how many of those plants are herbs! Pot marigold, also known as marigold, Mary’s gold, poor man’s saffron or calendula is the herb Calendula officinalis which has been named herb of the year by the International Herb Association.   

Herbs and flowers have a language of their own which was used before many humans could read and write. Humans would put together flower bouquets, sometimes called Tussie-Mussies, and leave them as notes with the flowers conveying the words. Calendula has the following meanings: “health, joy, remembrance, constancy, the sun, affections, grief, jealousy, and misery”.  

Calendula should not to be confused with true marigolds which are Tagetes. It is a hardy annual that thrives in the cooler weather of the fall, winter and early spring here in the Deep South, but the summer heat will send them into being very unhappy plants. Leave them in the ground, and come the first cool weather of fall, they should perk back up again, or let them go to seed and you will have a new batch of them come fall. In fact, depending on the winter temperatures, it can become a tender perennial here in South Texas surviving frosts and snow providing the temperature stays above 20°.  

The daisy-like flowers in colors of creamy white, yellow, bright yellow-orange can be 1 to 3 inches across and grow on 8 to 30 inch plants. The flowers are single although there are some double-flowered cultivars. Although it is recommended to grow them in full sun, they do better here in partial sun. There are more than 100 varieties of calendula known to exist including some heat-resistant cultivars, one of which is the “Pacific Beauty’. And it can grow in poor soils with regular watering in a well-drained bed. Occasionally fertilize and give it a foliar spray of a seaweed emulsion and/or fish emulsion. It is native to North Africa, Europe and Iran and is a member of the Asteraceae daisy family.  

Calendula has been used for thousands of years as a medicinal, culinary, cosmetic and a colorant (dye) herb. The Romans used the juice from the flowers to remove warts and made vinegar with the leaves and used it as an indigestion remedy. This same calendula vinegar, used to marinate meat, was sometimes substituted with calendula wine.  

The Egyptians used the stems to heal wounds. Calendula has been used as an antiseptic, to reduce inflammation, and to treat wounds and a variety of skin diseases. Internally, the soothing effects of calendula have been used for stomach ulcers and inflammation, and it was used during the Middle Ages to treat varicose veins and bedsores. During the Civil War and World War I, it was used by doctors by mixing the juice with alcohol to treat the burns and wounds of injured soldiers. It is not used very often as an internal medicinal herb today, but rather used as salves which are found to be effective treatments for burns, soothing pain caused from injuries and irritation, and promoting the healing of wounds, insect bites and bruises.

In addition, it is still used as a cosmetic herb being found in as many as 200 cosmetic formulations. Some of these uses are found in lotions, soaps, shampoos, conditioners and other hair products. It is beneficial for cleansing and softening the skin, including reducing acne and dandruff. Also calendula creams are used for sunburn, athlete’s foot and other skin problems. An infusion of the petals can be used as a rinse to lighten and brighten hair. To treat minor skin irritations or to sooth dry skin, add some calendula petals alone with any of the following herbs, comfrey, fennel, lady’s mantle, parsley and spearmint. Put these herbs in a gauze bag and let it hang from the water facet while filling the tub with water close to body temperature so the skin can take advantage of the therapeutic qualities provided by the herbs.  

Throughout history it has always been used as a culinary herb, and today we are seeing its return to the kitchen. More and more recipes can be found using the edible flowers petals. Flavors range from spicy to bitter, tangy, and peppery with a smell like honey having a slightly spice, woody fragrance depending on the taster. They are rich in carotene (an anti-oxidant found in carrots and squash), iodine and manganese. The petals add flavor and color to many dishes and can be used as a substitute for saffron in rice and soup, thus its common name of “poor man’s saffron”. It can also be used to give yellow color and flavor to egg dishes, cheeses, butters, cornbreads, breads, rice, mashed potatoes, soups, broths, desserts and cakes. Add a handful of the flowers to a salad for a special treat of beauty and flavor.  

For those of you with chickens, add the dried flowers to your chicken feed so the eggs will have a deeper yellow color of the yolk. Have fun growing and using this wonderful herb!  

Caution:  As with all herbs, avoid use during pregnancy unless directed to do so by your doctor!  

Contact an Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener at the Texas AgriLife Extension Service - Aransas County Office, by phone at 790-0103 or by email at aransas-tx@tamu.edu. AgriLife 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 AgriLife Extension - Aransas County Office, 611 E. Mimosa, Rockport, Texas. 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.

