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	TEMPERATURE CHART






	BARELY HARDY


	0° to -5°C


	(32° to 23°F)







	FAIRLY HARDY


	-5° to -10°C


	(23° to 14°F)







	MODERATELY HARDY


	-10° to -15°C


	(14° to 5°F)







	HARDY


	-15° to -20°C


	(5° to -4°F)







	VERY HARDY


	-20°C or below


	(-4°F or below)













ALL ABOUT HERBS





What Is a Herb?


It’s an interesting word, herb, with different meanings for different people. And as I have described some plants that might be thought to be surprising inclusions in a herb book, while just possibly having omitted one or two that might have been expected, you are entitled to an explanation.
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Rosemary growing in a narrow mixed border.





To a botanist, the word herb is shorthand for the term herbaceous plant, which is one that differs from a tree or a shrub in lacking any woody framework and more or less dies down in the autumn to survive the winter as a rootstock. But clearly that definition won’t suffice for present purposes as there are several shrubs and some trees in the book. As the name derives from Latin, through French, do those languages help us? Not much. Herba in Latin means grass, or more or less any green plant, while to the French, une herbe is simply a plant, more specifically a grass, and often modified in such terms as herbe marine (seaweed) or mauvaise herbe (weed).


The first recorded use of ‘herb’ in English specifically to mean a plant that has some culinary or medicinal value was in 1290 and subsequently Chaucer used it too but even today, it is employed with varying scope. Thyme is generally recognized as a kitchen herb, but what about parsley; sage is generally perceived as a herb but what about onion? And where do lettuce and celery fit in; or apple and blackcurrant? Where do vegetables and fruit end and herbs begin? I don’t know, and so I’ve devised my own definitions and, as far as culinary use is concerned, I’ve included only those plants that are used principally to add specific flavours to dishes and meals without being major edible components in their own right. So parsley and some types of onion are in; but lettuce and apple are out.
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Woven willow beds with chives and contrasting fennel.





Not all herbs, however, are culinary; indeed some are poisonous but are used, or have been used in the past, for medicinal purposes. I have included a large number of species that fall into this category. By and large, however, I have left out those plants whose only use has been as a source of dyes, for this is a large, rather complex and specialized subject that is of interest only to a very small number of gardeners. I have also generally excluded plants that qualify solely for what I may best call household uses such as pan scouring, pest control or even potpourri, for which it seems almost every scented plant under the sun has been used at one time or another. Which brings me to my final point. This is a gardening book, not a cookbook or a medicinal herbal. I have written from the standpoint of a gardener who wants to grow a range of herbs to use in the kitchen but who also has an interest in those many others with medicinal roles, without being likely to ever want to try them. So while I have indicated the general kitchen uses, I have given no recipes. And even more importantly, I have given no details of the way that herb plants are prepared for medicinal use and must emphasize that this is not something to be undertaken without expert guidance and knowledge.
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A herb garden with flowering chives creates a peaceful retreat in which to stop and sit.





So, I hope you will grow a large number of herbs in your garden, will find many of them attractive in their own right, will enjoy using some in your cooking and will find much interest in familiarizing yourself with those that have, over the years, performed intriguing and sometimes remarkable medicinal roles.





Site and Soil


Herbs are rather more demanding in respect of their soil and site requirements than many of the plants that you will grow in your garden. Although there are some notable exceptions, it’s fair to say that most grow best in light, fairly free-draining, alkaline and not very rich soils; and in full sun.


Of course, not all gardeners have these conditions but because herb gardens are generally fairly small, it is usually possible to alter the existing soil to bring it closer to the optimum, even if this means creating a small raised bed in which to do it. There is little that can be done if your garden beds are all shady, although even there, it may be feasible to grow some herbs in containers on a sunny patio or path edge, as described here.
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Thyme intersperses Sempervivum and Stachys byzantina in this coastal rock garden.





Before you can begin to amend your soil, you really need to understand how different soils vary and how many changes can and cannot be made. All soils are made up of differing amounts of clay, silt and humus. (Stones and pebbles don’t play a part in this although a soil with plenty of pebbles in it is no bad thing for herb growing as the pebbles will usefully help to retain heat.) A soil that contains a high proportion of clay will be slow to warm up in spring but then stays warm and will also contain a good supply of nutrients. In dry conditions, however, clay soils will become hard and impenetrable whereas in the wet winter weather, they may become waterlogged; precisely the wrong conditions for herbs. By contrast, a light, sandy soil will warm up quickly, cool down quickly and, being free-draining, lose both water and nutrients rapidly. Humus, which is simply part-decomposed organic matter, will improve both types of soil because it contains natural gel-like substances that bind together soil particles to form crumbs and also help the retention of moisture by their sponge-like properties. For this reason, you should always dig in compost, manure or other organic matter before planting in order to ensure moist, fertile soil.
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Gravel pathways weave through these low-growing flower and herb beds, with a striking array of chives, allium, forget-menots, sage, thyme and conifers.





Many herbs require at least slightly alkaline conditions; to be more precise, they require a pH of above 7. The pH scale is a measure that runs from 0 to 14, and whereas soils with a pH above 7 are alkaline, those with a pH below 7 are called acid. Most soils lie naturally somewhere between about pH 6 and pH 7.5 (and are therefore more or less neutral) and most herbs will be happy in these kinds of conditions but distinctly unhappy if the soil is appreciably acid, that is below a pH of about 5.0. The pH of a slightly acid soil can be raised fairly simply, however, by adding lime, and this procedure is well worth doing in the autumn before planting a new herb garden in the following spring.
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Well-worn steps provide a welcome path through this abundant, tumbling herb garden.








Design and Styles of Herb Gardens


Gardens are such personal creations that the best results are achieved when people design them for themselves, perhaps with reference to some professional pointers over practical pitfalls. So, by this token, you can plant a herb garden exactly as you wish and no one should criticize you for it.


Much of the interest in herb growing is an historical rather than a practical one, and much of early gardening was carried out for herbal reasons. Many of the methods of planting herbs that were developed over the years were extremely attractive and many people are drawn to the idea of a herb garden that mimics in some way these very traditional growing methods. Such a planting can fit very happily into an otherwise modern garden.
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Sage, thyme, oregano and tarragon look striking alongside a variety of grasses in this contemporary herb garden.





But before outlining how an historically inspired herb garden can be planned, let’s just start with a very simple planting of herbs for someone who does, indeed, only want a small collection of herbs for use in the kitchen. They should be planted as close to the kitchen as possible, commensurate with the requirements for sun and soil. It really is surprising how a few more metres to walk will deter busy cooks from making full use of the fresh herbs that are available. To grow a basic range of herbs for the kitchen you will need an area of about 2 × 2m (7 × 7ft); ideally, 3 × 3m (10 × 10ft). Remember to plant the taller types at the back and then, most importantly, put in some stepping stones, for a herb garden is unlike an ornamental flower bed in that you will need to walk in and among the plants as you snip and collect. Without stepping stones, you will find you have compacted soil and muddy shoes – another inconvenience if you have just stepped out while in the middle of stirring a sauce. And that is all there is to it: easy to plant, easy to maintain.
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Raised concrete beds house a combination of cotton lavender, thyme and cornflower.





And so now to the historically inspired herb garden and, be it medieval or Victorian in its inspiration, the watchword is formality. The design will be based on angles and symmetry. Measure accurately the area that you have available for planting and transfer the outline to a scale drawn on graph paper. Allowing for the smallest individual planting unit or bed of about 60 × 60cm (24 × 24in), examine ways in which the whole can attractively be divided up. Bear in mind always the need for access to all parts, even if not to pick and collect herbs, then for maintenance. Paths dividing up the discrete parts of the area could be of grass (hard to mow in confined space and also giving you a great deal of edge trimming); bricks (arranged in any number of patterns; time-consuming to do but visually superb although you must use durable types that won’t crumble); or gravel (easy, cheap, very attractive but annoying and messy if you have to walk over it with muddy boots). Mortared pebbles and stone slabs are less effective as they are less formal; concrete or other modern slabs or blocks will look terrible unless they are very good copies of brick paviors.
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The secret to this walled herb garden is variegated box interspersed with masses of herbs, including purple sage, tansy, fennel, monkshood, flowering alliums and aquilegias and pink bistort.





If you have room and want a medieval or Tudor feel to the planting, then use edging plants around the beds. The best by far is the compact and common form of box, Buxus sempervirens ‘Suffruticosa’ although Santolina and other plants are sometimes used as cheaper, short-term substitutes. If you are really ambitious, then the box could be planted in knot-garden fashion, the miniature hedges imitating the pattern of knotted ropes. In a design of this complexity, you must mark on your graph paper the precise position of each of the edging plants. Then with canes and twine, mark out the actual area to be planted and, square by square, plant the herb garden, following the marked positions on your design very carefully.


Planting herbs in the gaps between the spokes of a wooden cartwheel laid on the ground is certainly a very simple way of creating attractive, formal planting in a small area. If you can’t obtain a real cartwheel, then the pattern can be laid out, in whatever size you prefer, in bricks. Look at the designs in old gardening books (even ancient works have been reprinted in recent years) for your inspiration and think, also, of perhaps creating a themed garden – of aromatic herbs mentioned by Shakespeare, say, or of plants used to control fevers, of white-flowered herbs, of Chinese herbs; but above all, have fun with plants that are, by and large, easy to grow and steeped in historical and mythical interest.




Basic Herbs for the Kitchen





Allium sativum Garlic


Allium schoenoprasum Chives


Anthriscus cerefolium Chervil


Artemisia dracunculus French Tarragon


Foeniculum vulgare ‘Purpureum’ Bronze Fennel


Helichrysum italicum Curry Plant


Laurus nobilis Sweet Bay


Mentha suaveolens Apple Mint


Melissa officinalis ‘Aurea’ Variegated Lemon Balm


Ocimum basilicum Sweet Basil


Origanum vulgare ‘Aureum’ Golden Oregano


Petroselinum crispum ‘Moss Curled’ Parsley


Rosmarinus officinalis ‘Miss Jessopp’s Upright’ Rosemary


Salvia officinalis Sage


Thymus vulgaris ‘Silver Posie’ Variegated Thyme








Plants and Planting


There are two main ways of buying new herb plants: by shopping personally at your local garden centre, or by obtaining them from a specialist herb nursery, which is likely to have a much wider range and to supply the plants by mail-order and online.


At a garden centre, the plants will be in small pots; mail-order plants and those ordered online these days may well be dispatched in small plastic modules, packed together in sophisticated and very ingenious packaging which ensures they can be sent safely and reliably. Although herb plants in containers may, in theory, be planted at all times of the year, they are, in general, much less robust than shrubs or herbaceous border perennials and so are best bought and planted in spring or autumn, the periods when mail-order and online suppliers tend to send out their stock.


As explained in After-care and propagation most herbs, especially the shrubby types, aren’t long-term plants. But this shouldn’t mean that their planting positions are prepared any less thoroughly than long-lived plants. They are generally fairly small, however, and for this reason, it’s easier to prepare and plant a sizeable patch of the herb bed at a time, than to try the more time-consuming operation of making a precise planting position for each individual. It is worthwhile to double dig a herb bed in advance of planting, or at least to dig in compost (generally better than animal manures for herbs) to a good spade’s depth.


Once you obtain your plants, from whatever source, plant them promptly so that they are able to establish without delay. The planting position should be prepared by digging a hole of approximately twice the volume of the pot ball of compost or about four times the volume if the plant is in a mailing module. The soil removed should be mixed with a roughly equal volume of compost or similar organic matter and a handful of bone meal. This is rich in phosphate, which aids root development and will help the plant to establish quickly. In addition, always tease away the roots lightly around the edge of the compost ball as otherwise they tend to grow inwards, towards the more moist compost in the centre rather than out into the surrounding soil. Once the plant is in its planting hole, firm the soil carefully with your boot, or if it is a small plant, with the handle of your trowel as you fill the hole, but don’t ram it down too hard. Ensure that you finish by making a small mound with the soil sloping away from the plant’s stem. This will prevent water from collecting at the base, and then freezing and causing damage. Finally, remember to water the plant well after planting.
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Thinning and transplanting basil seedlings.





Food and Water


Food and water are, of course, important for all garden plants although, as a group, herbs probably require less than many others. They are not generally grown for large and lush flowers or fruit which would necessitate a high level of potash. And although for the majority, it is the leaves that are harvested and used, too much nitrogen, which is generally advocated for leafy growth, can also be detrimental. High nitrogen feeds are fine for leafy plants like cabbages that grow relatively quickly, but with smaller-leaved and generally slower-growing herbs, it can result in soft, watery and rather tasteless foliage. Recommended, therefore, is a light dressing of a balanced general feed containing roughly equal percentages of nitrogen, phosphate and potash. Fish, blood and bone, containing a nitrogen (N), phosphate (P) and potassium (K) ratio of around 5:5:6, serves the purpose admirably.


Water is important, too, and the herb garden, with its sunny position and free-draining soil can often be a dry one. Apply a light organic mulch once or twice each year at times when the soil is damp. Almost any of the normal organic mulching materials can be used but, because herbs are usually small plants, the grosser materials like very coarse compost are best avoided; opt instead for fine compost or, best of all, well-rotted leaf mould.





After-care and Propagation


By and large, herbs aren’t plants to be left undisturbed for long periods. Most of the herbaceous perennials soon become too large for their allotted space and most of the small shrubby types become leggy and unkempt after two or three years and require replacing.


There are also a few annual and biennial species that are obviously the most short-lived of all. So regular renewal of the plants is an important part of herb growing and while one option is simply to buy anew from your garden centre or nursery, it is much cheaper and much more satisfying to propagate your own from your existing stock, provided the plants are healthy. Propagating from diseased plants will merely perpetuate any problems.


There are three main ways in which herbs may be propagated: from seed, by division, and by cuttings. Most types of herb can be raised from seed; but many types, certainly of culinary herb, shouldn’t be. This is because the best varieties do not come true from seed and so must be propagated vegetatively, by division or cuttings. Nonetheless, many medicinal herbs and, of course, the annuals and biennials among the kitchen types can and should be raised from seed and this may be done very easily. Seed can be sown either outdoors, in the final growing positions, or in a greenhouse or other protected place from which the plants must be hardened-off before being planted out.
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Lavandula angustifolia ‘Hidcote’ cuttings covered with a pierced plastic bag.





Indoors


To sow seeds on the greenhouse bench or the kitchen window ledge, be sure to buy them fresh, packeted and branded from a reputable supplier. You will require a compost in which to sow them, a propagator, water, in most instances light and some means of supplying an adequate temperature. The compost should be a proprietary mixture, either soil-based or soilless but always use fresh for each batch of seeds.


There are many types of propagator and at their simplest, these need be no more than a plant pot and a plastic bag. In practice, small plant pots are ideal for herbs as you won’t need many plants of each type. Several small pots can be stood inside a standard-size plastic seed tray covered with a purpose-made rigid plastic cover with adjustable vents. These are usually purchased complete with the seed tray base and the same device can also be used for striking cuttings. But whatever equipment you adopt, ensure that it is washed before being used again.


Generally, seeds require a slightly higher temperature in order to germinate than the plants will ever require again. Moreover, within fairly well-defined limits for each type of seed, the higher the temperature the more rapid and uniform the germination. Provision of an adequate and appropriate temperature is thus extremely important, but remember that it is the temperature of the compost, not the air above it, that really matters (what gardeners call ‘bottom heat’) and the best way to provide this is with a purpose-made sand bench containing an electric heating cable or a heating mat, on which the propagators are stood. Some models operate at low voltage so a wire may safely be run to the greenhouse from the house if you have no independent greenhouse electricity supply. Thermostatic control should enable you to regulate the heat fairly precisely but pay careful attention to the temperature recommendations given on the seed packet.


Once the seedlings are showing their green cotyledons (seed leaves) above the compost, open the vents on your propagator half-way. As the seedlings stand upright and elongate, the vents should be opened fully and when the first true leaves have expanded, the cover should then be removed. It’s always very important to attend to watering carefully at this stage and to ensure that the seedlings are not exposed to direct hot sun. Sow two or three seeds to each pot, pull out the weaker seedlings if more than one emerges, and there will then be no need to prick them out. But you do need to harden them off.


The place to harden-off seedlings is the cold-frame, into which the pots of seedlings are placed. Always allow at least two weeks for hardening-off before planting out. In the first week, the frame cover is left half open in the daytime but closed up at night. In the second week, it is left fully open in the daytime and half open at night. If you do not have a cold-frame, the pots of seedlings may be put outside in the daytime and taken under cover at night, although this is laborious, and an inexpensive cold-frame makes a very worthwhile investment.


Outdoors


Gardeners talk of obtaining a good tilth before sowing seeds. Tilth is a curious, almost indefinable quality perhaps best summed up as the soil condition in which seeds will germinate and seedlings will grow most satisfactorily. This means, in practice, that the soil crumbs must be broken down finely enough for the tiny roots to be able to make fairly unimpeded progress while, at the same time, there must be enough pores between the crumbs to ensure that the roots are well furnished with water and air. The soil must also be uniform in its structure, and all of these attributes combine to ensure that it warms up evenly and quickly.
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Herbs in pots ready for sowing. Left to right: rosemary, oregano and sage.





The sowing area should generally be roughly dug, and organic matter incorporated in the autumn, then left with fairly large clods over winter. By the spring, the winter rains and frost will have broken these down but the soil will still be in a lumpy and uneven state, and there will certainly be some weed growth. The soil should then be dug again, using a fork rather than a spade, the weeds removed and the large lumps broken down with the back of the fork. This operation can be performed as soon as the soil begins to dry out in the spring – the precise timing will obviously vary according to your local conditions and with the nature of your soil; as mentioned, a sandy soil will be in a workable condition much sooner than a clay one. About one week before sowing, the area should be raked to remove any remaining large clods and, at the same time, a balanced general fertilizer should be scattered over the soil and thus incorporated into the first upper few centimetres. Rake alternately in directions at 90 degrees to each other in order to obtain as level a surface as possible.


On the whole, herb seeds are best broadcast sown; that is, scattered in small groups rather than straight lines, and discrete areas within the herb garden should be prepared for them, the soil being carefully raked away for sowing and then raked back again afterwards and carefully firmed. But always sow sparingly and, if necessary, thin out the seedlings to the spacing recommended on the packet if too many emerge.


Division


As the old, but true, gardening adage says, division is the simplest method of multiplication. Large clumps of herbaceous perennials can be pulled apart and the smaller pieces replanted. The best times of year to do this are autumn or early spring and the procedure is straightforward enough. Dig up the mature clump with a fork and pull it first into two, then more pieces. If possible, do this by hand, but if not, by inserting two forks, back to back, and levering them apart. Never use a spade as this is very likely to sever and damage the roots. From a clump of about 15cm (6in) diameter, it should be possible to obtain approximately 10 new plants but always tear off and discard those parts that lay in the centre of the original crown, as these will degenerate and never give rise to any vigorous new growth.
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Propagation of rosemary plants – dipping cuttings in rooting powder.






Cuttings



There are three main types of cutting: softwood, semi-ripe and hardwood. The names are self-explanatory and reflect the time in the season when each should be taken – softwood early on in the growing cycle, and hardwood at the end. Although it is hardly ever essential, hormone rooting powder may be used with all cuttings but it is most beneficial with softwood types.


With the exception of hardwood cuttings, all types should be rooted (or ‘struck’) in a covered chamber, either a propagator of the type used for seed growing, or a covered cold-frame. It is very important to maintain a moist atmosphere around the cuttings since they will otherwise lose water through their leaves at a time when, lacking roots, they are unable to replace it from below. Even with a covered propagator, therefore, you should pay careful attention to the moisture content of the rooting medium and use a hand sprayer to mist over the cuttings regularly. The cold-frame can also be used for hardwood cuttings, although you can also root these in a sheltered spot in the garden, inserting the shoots in a narrow ‘V’-shaped trench in the bottom with a layer of sand sprinkled in the bottom. The type of medium (sand, soil-based compost and so forth) into which the cuttings are placed varies with the type of plant and suggestions of which to use are in the individual herb descriptions.


In general, cuttings should be removed from the parent plant with a clean cut made just below a bud. Evergreen shrubby herbs, such as sweet bay, can present problems; even if cuttings are taken during their dormant season in the conventional hardwood manner, the presence of leaves means that water will still be lost at a time when the plant has no means of replacing it. The difficulty can often be overcome by layering – the process where a stem is anchored into the soil while it is still attached to the parent plant. The disadvantage is that some patience is needed, as layerings rarely root satisfactorily in less than 18 months.





Herbs in Containers


It should come as no surprise that herbs can be grown in containers, for most types of plant can. The advantage of growing them in this way is that even people with very tiny gardens can have a small collection of useful herbs on a paved area or path edge. Also, an even smaller collection can be maintained on an indoor windowsill or in the house during winter when outdoor plants have died down.


Always use a soil-based compost and ornamental terracotta pots are a good choice, because they look so appropriate and because they allow the compost to breathe and are much less likely to encourage the root rotting that can happen so easily in plastic pots. Be sure that the containers have adequate drainage holes and don’t allow them to stand in saucers of water. Plenty of water and free drainage are essential for successful herb growing. Choose a pot of appropriate size to the vigour of each type of plant (details of plant sizes are given in the individual descriptions), and keep one pot for each type of herb. Although a mixed planting of different herbs might look attractive initially, their varying growth rates will make for problems.
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Coreopsis, Thymus, Salvia, Helichrysum italicum and Ocimum in windowbox on garden fence.





The only pot sold specifically for herb use is the so-called parsley pot, a tall pot with holes in the side through which the plants emerge. Well planted, they look extremely attractive but there is a trick to planting them. If you completely fill the pot with compost and then try to push in the plants through the holes, you will damage the roots and they will be unlikely to establish satisfactorily. The secret is to put in compost only up to the level of the first holes and then carefully push the plants through the holes from the inside, then add more compost up to the next holes and so on until the pot is full.
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Containers of lavender on small garden patio.





Experiment with your container growing; plant some herbs in hanging baskets and window boxes (pot them up individually within the window box so any that fade or require replacing may readily be replaced), and group together containers of different sizes. Always be sure to place containers in a warm and sunny position, don’t neglect watering during the summer and be prepared, especially with large and vigorous plants, to give a little extra feed in the form of a balanced liquid fertilizer once or twice during the growing season.


There are a few rather special uses of containers that are mentioned in the individual descriptions of each herb. These are for very vigorous plants, such as mint, that would otherwise, very quickly, take over an entire herb garden. As suggested, the solution is to grow such herbs in containers and sink the entire container to rim level in the soil.





Picking and Preserving Herbs


The best way to use herbs is to pick them fresh from the garden. Just as with vegetables and salad greens, this is the great advantage of growing your own rather than relying on the shop-bought product. But even with the seasonal extension you can achieve by growing small herbs indoors in pots, it just isn’t possible to have everything fresh all year round. For medicinal use, moreover, some type of preparation is almost always necessary.


As explained earlier, this is a gardening, not a cookbook or medicinal book, and so makes no attempt to venture into the intricate details of using herbs for either purpose. The following guidelines for picking and preserving culinary herbs especially, however, should be helpful.


Take care not to eat or preserve herbs that have been sprayed with any chemical and, however they are to be treated, those for preserving should always be picked fresh. Dried or frozen herbs are never as good as lush, fresh herbs; but even dried or frozen herbs are better than brown or yellow herbs. The leaves of annual or deciduous types should be picked while they are young, which will generally mean in the early part of summer. They may be picked from evergreen species at any time of the year, although the fresh new leaves are usually preferable. It’s thought that leaves are best picked in the early morning before the heat of the day causes their volatile chemical components to evaporate and dilute.
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