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Growing and Using Thyme



Michelle Gillett







Introduction



Of all the herbs, thyme is one of the most used, and the one most cooks say they couldn’t be without. A native of the Mediterranean, it grows in abundance on hillsides and spices the air with its pungent scent. Warmer climates are said to create stronger flavor in thyme. Honey gathered from Greek wild thyme is world famous. Bees love the pale purple thyme flowers, which you often see growing wild in grassy places and on embankments in the Northeast. Wild thyme, interestingly enough, may have escaped from cultivation from the Shakers. It is often found wild in places near their settlements. Even when thyme is not in flower, it makes itself known with its sharp fragrance when you walk across it or brush against it.


The uses for thyme go back to classical ages, when it first became associated with strength and happiness. Supposedly, the word “thyme” comes from the Greek thumus, which means “courage.” During the Middle Ages, women of high rank embroidered sprigs of thyme onto the clothes of knights going off to battle. The Romans introduced thyme to Britain, where among its many medicinal uses it was recommended as a cure for hangovers. An infusion of thyme leaves was just the thing to get rid of a headache after a night of merrymaking!


If you like using natural remedies, you should have thyme in your medicine cabinet as well as in your spice cupboard. Thyme has long been used as a germicide. It derives its medicinal powers from thymol, a powerful antiseptic. In World War I, soldiers used thyme to clean battlefield wounds. Thyme is especially good for intestinal and respiratory ailments, as a mouthwash, and as a wash for cuts.


There are as many as 130 varieties of thyme. Among them, garden thyme is the best known. It is an essential ingredient in the posy of fragrant herb leaves called bouquet garni. In kitchens all over the world, thyme is used for seasoning soups and stews. So many dishes wouldn’t be complete without thyme’s aromatic flavor.


The varieties of thyme provide many different flavors, from lemon to caraway and orange. In France, fields of thyme are grown to be harvested and dried for a blend of culinary herbs called fines herbes.


Dried thyme is an essential ingredient in potpourris and herb pillows and as a flavoring for vinegars. This bulletin will tell you about growing and cultivating several varieties of thyme, and about some of its many uses. Make sure you try the delicious recipes included and thyme products described here!







Varieties of Thyme



Thyme is a member of the Labiatae family. The labiate herbs are so called because of their lip-shaped flowers. There are so many varieties of thyme that it’s impossible to list them all, but you should be familiar with the most common types: carpeting (creeping) thymes, culinary thymes, and decorative thymes. The decorative variegated thymes cannot be grown from seed. Buy plants or ask for a cutting when you visit a friend who has an unusual variety. Some nurseries specialize in herbs and are good for locating less common varieties. When you buy creeping or carpeting thymes, plant them in a rock garden or between paving stones. They like to nestle into warm, dry stones. At the end of this bulletin, you’ll find a list of sources for thyme plants and seed.


Thyme will grow happily in a sunny window box or container. I like to keep a pot of thyme on my windowsill all winter so I can snip the leaves whenever I need to flavor a sauce or a stew. But thyme, which is a sun lover, will not do so well without lots of sun. It would be interesting to experiment with different flavorings by planting a window box with different varieties of culinary thyme.


Here’s a list of some of the best-known varieties:


Garden thyme (Thymus vulgaris), also known as common or English thyme, is a shrubby plant that grows about 12 inches tall and is essential for cooking. It has pale pink blooms and gray leaves that give off a very strong scent. Thymol, the oil distilled from its leaves and flowers, is a powerful antiseptic. I like to dry the leaves of this variety to have on hand to add to dishes. Methods for drying thyme are found on page 7.
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