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FAVORITE WARM SEASON CULINARY HERBS 

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

There are perennial herbs, cool season herbs and warm season herbs. Perennial herbs that can be planted now are onion or garlic chives, fennel, culinary ginger, lemon balm, lemon grass, Mexican mint marigold, mints, oregano, Mexican oregano, rosemary, scented geraniums, sorrel and thyme. Cool season herbs thrive in our winters, usually lasting a single season. They need special conditions to make it through the warmer months. Warm season herbs that can be planted now or later this spring are profiled in this article. Some are annuals and some are referred to as tender perennials. They like the heat and usually last only one season but might over winter given a protected site and lots of mulch. 

BASIL Ocimum basilicum
Basil is an annual that loves our Texas hot summer sun. Be sure to keep the flowers pinched back or it will set seed and die before the growing season is over.  If you let the flowers bloom and set seed in the fall, you will have lots of little basil plants coming up in the spring. Basils will cross-pollinate so be sure to plant them at some distance. It is suggested seeds be planted in the early spring (March), or get 4” potted plants and plant them around mid-March. With 30 to 150 basil species (depending on who’s counting), you will never have a dull moment when planting, growing, harvesting, using or just plain learning about basils.  

Some basil species will grow here as perennials.  One of these is the hybrid African Blue which blooms profusely. However, this one will not start from seeds, so if you want it, try rooting a cutting. I finally pulled one up after about five years because it had gotten so woody.  It was still alive, but not very attractive. African Blue is not considered one of the preferred culinary basils, but can be used in a pinch. The preferred culinary basils are: sweet, Genovese, lemon, cinnamon, Thai and lettuce leaf, i.e. Valentino, Mammoth, and Napolitano. The lettuce leaf varieties can be used on a sandwich in place of lettuce. Basil is a must-have herb for every kitchen.  

BAY LAUREL Laurus nobilis 

The Bay Laurel tree is also commonly called Sweet Bay. It is difficult to propagate because it can take up to 6 months for a cutting to root. Bay Laurel is usually winter hardy in south Texas, but can be damaged in a very hard freeze. Usually it will come back from the root after freeze damage. 

Make sure that you get the true Mediterranean Bay Laurel, Laurus nobilis, and not the California Bay, Umbellularia californica, also known as Oregon myrtle and pepperwood and often substituted for Bay Laurel.

I currently have four small Bay Laurel trees growing with which I am experimenting with growing conditions. I bought them in 4” pots in the spring of 2005. One is planted up against an east fence and gets only limited mid-day sun and neither morning nor afternoon sun; one is planted in an open bed and gets direct sun all day; one is planted under two larger trees and only gets dappled sunshine; and one is in a pot in my greenhouse and gets indirect sun. Three of them have been doing great and have doubled to tripled in size. The one planted in direct, all-day sunshine has not done as well. It is now obvious to me that Bay Laurels are an under story tree, so I plan on pulling up the one the gets direct sunshine all day and putting it in a more favorable location-perhaps my greenhouse. 
Go to Goose Island State Park in Lamar, Aransas National Wildlife Refuge or elsewhere to look at native vegetation at the edges of or in the shade of live oaks and you will see a Texas relative of the Bay Laurel growing as an under story tree. It is Red Bay, Persea barbonia. While it is in the same family as Bay Laurel, like the California Bay, it is a different genus. It has fragrant leaves which can be used for culinary purposes though the flavor is not as strong as that of its’ Mediterranean cousin.
LEMON VERBENA Aloysia triphylla 

Lemon verbena is a tender perennial that is considered the sweetest of all the lemon herbs and is one of the favorites of herb gardeners. Though it grows as a bush, no amount of pruning can keep it looking groomed since the branches sprawl and droop to the ground. The leaves drop with the onset of winter and the plant looks dead in early spring. However, do not prune back until bud-break in late spring, because even the dead looking branches can bud out. Prune above the buds.

This is an herb that has been grown and used in the south for years. In fact, it is sometimes referred to as the Scarlett O’Hara herb because ladies would use it as a brow mop for various ailments. It is used as a culinary herb in teas, salads, desserts, vegetables and seafood dishes. Also a clean, dry sprig can be dropped into a bottle of white wine, re-corked and kept for a while in the refrigerator and then serve the cold wine for a refreshing summer time drink.  

SWEET MARJORAM Origanum majorana 

Sweet marjoram is considered the sweetest, and many think the best, of the origanums. This herb is worth the effort to grow. It is a tender perennial, surviving only the mildest of winters. Sometimes it doesn't make it through our hot humid summers. So plan to grow this as an annual, and consider yourself lucky if it makes it through the winter. Obviously, you don't have time to grow it from seed if you want to harvest any for cooking, so buy a nursery plant.

Have you ever noticed that it is sometimes difficult to tell marjoram from oregano? That is because they are in the same genus. Any recipe that calls for oregano will often also call for marjoram which has a more delicate flavor. It is used extensively in Italian and Greek cuisine in meat, soup, sauces, oils and vinegars.  

PLANTING HERBS FROM SEED - A good rule of thumb is to plant annuals from seed and perennials from nursery plants if you are planning to harvest for the kitchen. Annuals grow very quickly, so you will have plenty of herbs. The perennials are slow growing, and it will usually be a year before you have enough plants for serious harvesting.

SUBSITUTING FRESH HERBS FOR DRIED - When substituting fresh herbs in a recipe that calls for dried herbs, triple the amount with fresh herbs.  For instance, if a recipe calls for 1 teaspoon of a dried herb, use 3 teaspoons of the fresh herb.   Also, if using dried herbs, keep them in a cool, dry area, away from sunshine. It is recommended that you keep them no longer than six months.  

Some information in this article is from the Herb Society of America www.herbsociety.org and the South Texas Unit of the Herb Society of America www.herbsociety‑stu.org. Both sites are useful to learn more about growing herbs in Texas.

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.

PAGE  
1

