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DILL:  2010 HERB OF THE YEAR

By Linda Collins, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener

Every year the International Herb Association names an herb of the year.  This year’s herb is dill, Anethum graveolens, which belongs to the family Apiaceae, formerly called Umbelliferae.  It is both a spice and an herb, and recipes will specify the spice dill seed when calling for the seed, or the herb dill weed or dill when calling for the leaf.   
Dill is an annual that is native to the Mediterranean region.  It has long been used as both a culinary and a medicinal herb.   Records show that it was used medicinally over 5,000 years ago in Egypt.  The ancient Greeks believed that dill cured hiccups.  In the Middle Ages, dill was one of the herbs used by magicians to cast love potions and to ward off witches’ spells.  In Germany and Belgium, brides would attach a sprig of dill to their wedding gowns or carry dill sprigs in their bouquets in the hopes for a happy and blessed marriage. Early American settlers called dill seed meetinghouse seed, because both adults and children chewed them to be quiet and to stave off the boredom and hunger of long sessions in church or town meetings.  

Dill is aromatic, feathery and has fernlike plumes.  It is grown as a cool weather herb in south Texas and should be planted in the fall.  It prefers full sun although it can be grown in partial shade in Texas, providing that it has good drainage.  It grows best in medium-rich, neutral to somewhat acidic soil and needs plenty of water.  Plant it every two weeks or so for continuous dill.  Depending on the cultivar, dill can grow from 2’ to 5’ tall.  Some of the cultivars are Bouquet, Dukat, Superdukat, Fernleaf, Mammoth, Long Island Mammoth, Delikat, Green Sleeves, Hercules, Monia, Tetra Leaf and Vierling. 

The flowers can be pinched off for higher leaf production. To harvest, pick the leaves as the flowers begin to open, and collect seeds when they are green for salads, or let the seeds ripen on the plant to use for drying or planting.  Dill is self-sowing, so when the heat of summer arrives and causes it to bolt, just let it go, and come fall when the temperature starts to cool, lots of little baby dill weed plants will be seen.  

Dill attracts beneficial insects including hoverflies and very tiny predatory wasps. It also is a favorite food for the swallowtail butterfly larvae. According to Michael Bettler of Lucia's Garden, dill provides not only food for the caterpillar but camouflage for the caterpillar as it eats and food for the emerging butterfly. So be sure to plant enough for you and the butterflies!  

Dill and basil planted near tomato plants may help keep tomato hornworms away and encourage tomatoes to grow steadily. It is said that dill improves the growth and health of cabbage, onions, lettuce and cucumbers, but should be kept away from carrots. 

The best time for harvesting dill is in the early morning because the higher moisture content of the plants at this time results in better flavor. If you want a continuous supply of dill, do not let your plants bolt by keeping their tops trimmed regularly. Dill weed is best harvested before the plant is fully mature and before the flower buds have opened.  Dill seed is harvested at the end of the plant’s life cycle. The flowers will be spent, the stems will start drying out, and the seeds will have turned a golden brown color. 
To collect dill seed and dry them for culinary or sowing purposes, allow the seeds to turn pale brown. Cut the tops from the plants with about a foot or so of the stalk intact and hang upside down over a screen or with the umbels in paper bags to catch the seeds. When dry, store in dark glass jars.  

Another method involves laying the freshly harvested seed heads on a cookie sheet and then placing them in the freezer. Remove the frozen seed heads after a few days and rub the seed heads between your hands over a piece of paper to harvest.
Fresh cut dill can be stored in the refrigerator for two to three days. Place the stems in a cup of water to help keep the leaves fresh.  Fresh dill is preferred over dried dill because of its superior flavor. However, there are several methods for preparing dill weed for long term storage.  To dry naturally, lay freshly harvested dill on waxed paper or a paper towel and place in a frost-free refrigerator.  Dill weed can also be dried in a food dehydrator or frozen and placed in plastic bags for later use.

We all know about the wonderful flavor of dill pickles.  However, both the dill leaves and dill seeds can tantalize the culinary senses when used in just about any dish including salads, soups, sauces, meats (especially fish and seafood), egg dishes, vegetables (especially potatoes), breads, butters, vinegars and oils.   If you really want to perk up an omelet, put a little dill in the egg mixture.   Add the chopped leaves to cold sour cream for a dip or add as a garnish for mild cheeses. To preserve its flavor, add dill leaves at the last minute of cooking to sauces or vegetables or dill can be added at the beginning of cooking and right before serving. Fresh dill is much more aromatic than the dried one.
Texas AgriLife Extension - Aransas County office can be reached by phone at 361 790-0103 or by email at aransas-tx@tamu.edu, and is located at 611 E Mimosa, Rockport.  For more local gardening news, visit the Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener website www.aspmastergardeners.org. AgriLife Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin. 
