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Herbs often complement other plants, and create a fragrant corner for enjoying the garden.
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Work herbs into land-scape plans that include rocks, to help provide plenty of air circulation and drainage.







To our children and future generations—may you always have herbs in your gardens, kitchens, and medicine cabinets.
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Thyme, rosemary, and basil (from left) are three popular culinary herbs to cultivate.







Preface


Herbs brought us together, first as colleagues, then as friends. We both love growing herbs and other plants, spending time in our gardens, and visiting other gardens. We especially like to prepare and eat good food. Over the years, we have come to respect each other’s highly developed sense of smell and taste. When we are together, we go on ad infinitum about botanicals, sensory experience, and cooking—we are flavor and fragrance junkies.





Collectively, we have more than a century of experience in gardening and cooking. Art started growing things when he was six as the child of what would later be called hippies (but in the late 1940s were merely considered poor survivalists), and he has dabbled in herbs ever since. Susan cooked at her grandmother’s side, starting as a little girl and throughout her childhood, but she didn’t have her first garden for growing herbs until she was twenty, and she taught her first cooking class at that age.


Art, a recently retired professor of botany at Delaware State University, still occasionally teaches botany and horticulture, and he continues to enjoy researching and writing about herbs. He learned to cook when young because, with two busy parents who were just trying to keep the family afloat, he got tired of eating bologna sandwiches. While he grew up on traditional Pennsylvania German dishes, Julia Child on TV was an epiphany, and he hasn’t stopped since.


Susan has written countless books and articles on gardening, herbs, and cooking, often focusing on the garden-to-kitchen aspects—grow, harvest, and create recipes. Recently referred to as a “flavor artist,” she has shared her passion for herbs and cooking through teaching and inspiring others with sensory experiences. Art has been her mentor, guiding her in the botany, science, and chemistry of all facets of herbs.


We have written this book for new or inexperienced gardeners who like to cook and for cooks who are intrigued by the idea of growing their own culinary herbs. Herbal enthusiasts will enjoy it as well. We offer our choices of the best herbs for home gardens and share our passion for cultivating and cooking with herbs, in hopes of helping readers understand how easy it is to grow seasonings that can add signature flavor to all kinds of dishes.
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A wicker basket can be a good place to house potted herbs.






Introduction


Like any endeavor, growing plants can be intimidating if you’re a beginner. Here’s the good news, though. We’re not beginners, and we’re eager to share what we’ve learned over our decades of experience growing and bringing out the best in herbs. We have sorted through many species and varieties of culinary herbs and have selected forty varieties that we believe are especially good choices for anyone wanting to grow their own culinary seasonings.


We are passionate about using herbs in the kitchen. We know them by their appearance, their leaves, their shapes and colors—and we know them intimately through sensory experience. We’ve been wooed and enchanted by cultivating these inimitable plants and we hope you will be, too.


One of our favorite things about herbs is the pay-off to effort ratio. Creating delicious foods with herbs from your own yard can bring wonderful rewards and satisfaction—yet growing your own herbs does not require excessive maintenance. Of course, even if growing your own herbs wasn’t relatively simple, the aromas and flavors alone might be worth the work. Homegrown herbs add a unique depth of taste and variety of nutrients to countless foods and beverages.
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Fresh herbs from the garden, snipped, tied, and ready for drying.





Why You Should Grow Your Own Herbs


If you’ve grown flowers or shrubs or houseplants, you may have found it enjoyable, but cultivating herbs for culinary purposes provides a level of gratification few other homegrown plants can offer.


Save money


Anyone with a spice rack knows the expense of dried herbs. And fresh herbs from a farmers’ market or grocery store can run several dollars for one small packet. An herb you grow yourself (even if you start with a plant and not seeds) will likely cost much less at the outset—and provide harvests throughout the growing season. If it’s a perennial (comes back year after year), it will stretch your savings even further. And by preserving your harvest, you’ll also reduce the cost of buying dried herbs.


Treat your nose


Growing herbs at home offers an extra benefit that store-bought versions can’t: the scents that waft through yards and windows during the growing season. Breathing in the collection of aromas that rise as you gather herbs for supper is immensely satisfying. And besides, you always guarantee that they are organically grown.


Then there are the mouthwatering smells that fresh herbs bring to meals. Did you know that smell is not only a precursor to taste, but actually an integral part of it? Without smell, we can’t sense and savor the full flavor of a food. In fact, taste is about 90 percent smell.


Here is a simple experiment to understand this proposition. Pick an herb leaf, but do not rub it or sniff it. Hold your nose closed with your fingers and do not let go. While holding your nose, take a little nibble of the herb leaf. Do you taste anything? No? While still holding your nose, take another nibble to be sure. Same results? Now let go of your nose and breathe. You will be amazed to experience the herb fragrance and flavor filling your nose and mouth. Now you understand how smell and taste together result in flavor.


In the herb profiles, we try to touch on each plant’s smell and then describe the flavor, which is the aroma and taste combined. These sensory experiences will help you the reader, gardener, and cook, to imagine the herb flavors and inspire you to use them to create wonderful food and flavor combinations.


In our olfactory memories, we each have tens of thousands of smell memories, beginning when we were born. An infant instinctively knows his or her mother by her scent. We know when our neighbors are grilling outdoors by the odor of lighted charcoal or searing meat. When driving down the road, your nose lets you know when you go by an Italian restaurant or a fried chicken diner. You don’t even have to think about it—it is an imbedded olfactory memory. While each individual has innumerable smell memories, we have many fewer taste memories.


Delight your taste buds


Experts say there is no flavor difference between fresh herbs from the store and herbs harvested from your own garden. We respectfully disagree and encourage you to do your own taste test after your first herb harvest. The difference may only be obvious to those who have done the growing, but to them it is usually significant.
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Sprigs of rosemary can be laid in the bottom of roasting pans to add a pungent accent to meat or vegetables during cooking.





What makes up what we perceive as flavor? Most of us have learned that our tongue has four kinds of taste buds—sweet, sour, salty, and bitter. But other cultures add a few more tastes. In India, proponents of the Ayurvedic system include “pungent.” For example, some spicy oreganos and garlic are considered pungent, while chile peppers and horseradish are downright hot. To this taste might be added the opposite “cool,” such as the menthol in mint. And then there is umami, a Japanese word that could be translated as a pleasant, savory taste or deliciousness with a complex richness, as in a finely made stock.


So, let’s say we add pungent, cool, and umami to the basic four tastes. When you think about it, that isn’t very many, but every food and every herb that we eat can be categorized into these basic tastes or a combination of them. By adding an herb like French sorrel to a soup or sauce, its tart flavor will bring a lightly sour aspect to the dish. And adding Greek oregano to a dish will make it pungent. Since herbs contain concentrated flavor and natural minerals, we can often use less salt in herb-infused foods.


Today’s society craves sweet and salt, and fast foods have exacerbated the overuse of these two tastes. When we create a dish, we look for a balance of flavors and try to incorporate all of the tastes—sweet and salty, bitter and sour, pungent/cool, and umami—so that we can enjoy the full range of sensory stimuli. With the other dimensions of flavor offered by herbs, we do not need so much sweet and salt in our diets. In addition, bitter and sour stimulate our digestive juices, to aid in digestion.


A sensory feast


When we smell an herb, we rub its leaves to release the essential oils and inhale deeply, usually with our eyes closed. We do this again and again, so we can capture the bouquet in our olfactory receptors. The same goes for tasting: We take a nibble and let the taste and texture roll across our tongue and permeate our taste buds, and we taste again. We find that the more we do this, the more in tune we are with the sensory experience, and all of our senses become heightened. By taking the time to smell and taste and observe and think about what we’re consuming, we create for ourselves the utmost sensory pleasure.
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Growing your own herbs means you can create your own herbes de Provence blend for seasoning everything from meats and fish to pasta and vegetables. Blends vary, but can include thyme, basil, lavender, fennel, and savory, as shown here.





About This Book


Even though growing herbs is relatively simple, there are a few important aspects that can make the difference between a passable herb garden and a great one. So we start off with “Growing Herbs at Home,” a chapter on the basics of cultivation that will ensure an optimal herb harvest.


To make that harvest last beyond the growing season, preservation is a time-honored and valuable way to enjoy herbs year-round. In “Harvesting and Preserving Your Herbs” we cover what we’ve found to be the most successful methods of home preservation.


Arguably the most fun aspect of growing herbs is using them in recipes to create signature dishes. Our “Using Herbs in the Kitchen” chapter includes foundational recipes that are the building blocks of distinctive foods and meals. Herb syrups are perfect for glazes, beverages, and desserts. Herb vinegars are delightful in vinaigrettes, marinades, salads, salsas, and pickles. Use sweet or savory herb pastes in cooking and baking, and herb butters to season vegetables, breads, egg dishes, and more.


Finally, “40 of the Best Homegrown Culinary Herbs” offers profiles of forty selected culinary herbs that lend themselves to home cultivation. These detailed descriptions provide tips on growing, harvesting, and preserving each specific herb, along with insights into its aroma and taste. We mention foods or dishes that highlight or go well with that herb, discuss whether the herb is best used fresh or cooked, and offer preparation suggestions. For some herbs, such as chervil and lovage, we recommend just growing the straight species. For others, such as basils and mints, we suggest five or six favorites. We’ve chosen herbs for their culinary charms, but some also have medicinal virtues, so we occasionally mention those attributes.


Generally Recognized As Safe (GRAS)


In the United States, flavoring ingredients are regulated by the Food and Drug Administration. The Flavor and Extract Manufacturers’ Association (FEMA) provides an expert panel to determine those flavors whose use in food is “Generally Recognized As Safe” (GRAS).


In this book’s plant profiles, we have listed the GRAS status for an herb only when we consider it pertinent. What does this mean for you? Sometimes a component of an herb has been found to have detrimental effects in research on lab animals. On the other hand, the effects may have occurred at high levels that would never be replicated in normal consumption by humans. The herb may have been consumed for millennia by cultures without ill effect, and investigations of the chemistry of these herbs may not reveal any obvious toxic substances. As herbs increase in popularity, some might be nominated for GRAS status someday, but in the meantime, we can only list them as in limbo and point out any concerns.




Hardiness Zones


USDA hardiness zones are based on average annual minimum temperatures. Knowing a plant’s hardiness zone rating will help you determine whether it will survive in your climate through the cold winter. The lower the zone number, the colder the winter temperatures. To see temperature equivalents and to learn which zone your garden is in, see the U.S. Department of Agriculture Hardiness Zone Map at planthardiness.ars.usda.gov/phzmweb/.


For Canada, go to planthardiness.gc.ca/?m=1.


For Europe, go to gardenia.net/guide/european-hardiness-zones.
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This garden combines herbs and ornamental flowers in locations suited to the plants’ needs.






Growing Herbs at Home


One of the first rules of gardening is to place plants where they will be happiest. Herbs are no exception. The ideal herb garden will place herbs in individual niches or beds where they are well suited, from full blaring sun in relatively dry conditions to semishade with steady moisture.


Revisiting a plant’s origins may be the most important journey a gardener takes. The herb’s original environment often reveals the limits of a plant’s ability to live on its own. The native habitat also provides important clues to methods of cultivation and to a plant’s cold hardiness—environmental information on which the gardener will base many decisions.


The closer we can reproduce the native conditions of culinary herbs, the better the chances of good growth. Plants have only a limited ability to adapt to conditions far removed from their origins, because their genes only allow a limited number of responses. Plants that have been widely cultivated for millennia have a broader ability to adapt. Most culinary herbs do not have millennia of adaptation, so we must pay heed to their origins.



Different Conditions for Different Herbs


Except for some isolated gardens in past times—the Tudor era in England, herb gardens of the North American colonial revival—herbs were not set off by themselves in designated sites. Our ancestors realized that peppermint was happiest next to the water pump in the back of the house, while thyme would thrive in the dry, gravelly edges of the walkways out front. That’s not to say that herbs can’t peacefully coexist in a single dedicated site, however putting peppermint and thyme directly next to each other in the same bed may mean neither is able to live up to its full potential.


Full sun, loose soil, good drainage


Some herbs, often those perennials with woody stems such as lavender, oregano, rosemary, sage, savory, and thyme, do best in full sun and a loose soil that crumbles easily. Drainage is important for these herbs, and creating raised growing beds can be helpful, as well as a liberal addition of sand and/or gravel to the soil. Consider a light-colored mulch for this group, such as gravel, sand, marble chips, or ground oyster shells, which will reflect light into the plant, rapidly drying them in the morning and helping to deter fungal diseases and insect pests. Avoid dark organic mulches for these herbs, such as wood chips, which foster fungi and do not reflect light into the plants.
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Well-drained raised beds with reflective gravel mulch are perfect for growing herbs with origins in the Mediterranean. Ozark Folk Center, Arkansas.





This set of herbs has its origins in the Mediterranean region, and by replicating the conditions there as much as possible, you will help ensure optimal health and maximum flavor.


Full to part sun, rich soil, dark mulch


Herbs such as chives, dill, parsley, and French tarragon appreciate full to part sun and a loamy, rich soil. Amendments to the soil such as compost or other organic matter can help to achieve this condition. Organic mulches, such as wood chips or cocoa bean hulls, help to contain moisture and control weeds.


These herbs generally hail from northern and central Europe.
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Wheat straw is a good mulch for many herbs.





Deep, organic soil, light mulch


For herbs such as chervil and cilantro (coriander), which came from southeastern Europe and southwest Asia, preferred conditions can be variable. Generally, however, all appreciate a deep, organic soil. A light mulch of straw may be beneficial to these herbs to help control weeds and moisture, plus it breaks down into organic matter. Avoid a heavy, thick mulch of wood chips.


Other specific needs


Herbs that were originally from Africa, Asia, and the New World require specific cultural conditions, and it is difficult to make generalizations. For example, basil, which is native to the tropics of both the Old and New World, is very sensitive to temperatures below 50°F. So you might plant it at the same time as tomatoes in your vegetable garden. On the other hand, as a native of colder areas in Argentina, lemon verbena will endure heavy frost. The scented geraniums will flower best with a cool (but not freezing) winter, and generally prefer semidry conditions during dormancy. These requirements are covered in the individual herb profiles.


Getting Started


An herb’s native environment provides important clues to methods of cultivation and to a plant’s cold hardiness—information important to helping herbs thrive. The closer we can reproduce such conditions, the better the chances of good growth.


What characteristics provide key cultivation clues? The essential factors are amount of sun, annual rainfall, soil conditions, and minimum and maximum annual temperatures. Also, an understanding of insects and diseases that a plant may encounter in its hometown is helpful, even when soil and climate seem perfect.


Sun and air


Most of the herbs we grow today benefit from both abundant sun and full air circulation. Overcrowded herbs suffer from not enough air circulation and usually the more tenacious plants survive. For instance, tarragon must have plenty of elbow room or it will just shrivel up and turn brown if it is in the shade of larger, spreading herbs. On the other hand, some herbs, such as mint, prefer plenty of moisture and will endure some shade.


It is important to note the size of plants included in the plant profiles in this book. You might start with seedlings or small plants in 3-inch pots, and when you transplant them, 1 foot of space between plants might look like plenty. But if the plants grow to be 3 feet tall and 2 feet wide, they will be crowding one another for air, sunshine, and nutrients.


Soil and water


Before planting, really examine the soil where you plan to place an herb in relation to what that herb prefers. Can you easily break the soil apart with your hands? If it is loose and crumbly, or rich and loamy, you have a good base for many herbs. However, if you initially encounter soil with the consistency of concrete or clay, then you have a job ahead of you. The addition of abundant sand and gravel, and/or plenty of organic matter and mulches (depending on the needs of the herbs you’re planting), will usually make your soil workable.
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Transplant basil seedlings once the chance of frost has passed.




Heavy, compacted soils will drain poorly, which will kill most of the herbs from the Mediterranean region. If your soil is so compacted it cannot be fixed, consider making raised beds. Some school gardens are built with raised beds on concrete or macadam, which are about as impenetrable as you can get in a garden situation. Building raised beds with workable soil on top of compacted soil has the benefit of encouraging earthworms, which will slowly but eventually do the job of increasing your soil’s health.





Many herbs will benefit from the addition of compost to the soil. Not only do you add critical nutrients and organic matter with compost, the accompanying good bacteria will help the future of your soil. Lacking compost, you can choose from a few good manufactured bacterial and mycorrhizal preparations, usually of a pasteurized chicken manure base. These preparations increase the health of your soil and rejuvenate tired soils, especially in large pots.


Cool-weather versus warm-weather conditions


Some herbs, such as chervil, cilantro, and dill, are adapted to cool weather. Annual, cool-weather herbs flower and fruit quickly and then die. When planting these herbs, put in successive plantings at ten- to fourteen-day intervals to extend the harvest in both spring and fall. Other cool-weather herbs are perennial, such as French tarragon and lovage. They just sit back and bide their time, not producing much new growth from June to September, when the weather gets cooler.


Most herbs are adapted to warm weather. When planting basil, wait until the weather reaches at least 60°F and there is no chance of frost. Basil stops growing below 50°F and starts turning black. For the same reason, do not store basil in the refrigerator; instead, keep it in a glass of water on the windowsill until you’re ready to use it.


For gardeners with a very short cool season, there are some warm-weather substitutes of the cool-season herbs. For example, Mexican tarragon (Tagetes lucida) can serve as an alternative to French tarragon (Artemisia dracunculus ‘Sativa’).


Growing Herbs in Containers


Container gardening can be a useful approach to growing plants for many reasons. One advantage is that it allows you to create the conditions that will best serve your herbs, by tailoring the soil to an herb’s liking and placing the container where it will receive the preferred amount of sun or shade. Or perhaps you do not have a backyard, but you have a deck or patio where you can place some pots. Or maybe good in-ground soil is just not available to you, due to contamination or previous uses. For older gardeners or gardeners with disabilities, containers serve to bring the plants closer to hand and eye level. Pots are also a wonderful way to get children involved in gardening: give them their own pots to plant and care for. Tender plants that won’t last through the climate of a harsh winter are simply easier to maintain in pots, since you can bring them indoors in cold weather. And sometimes, herbs just look great in that unusual pot you purchased on impulse at the garden center.
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Perennial herbs (such as rosemary and thyme) in pots can be easily relocated for protection from winter cold.
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This metal frame lined with coir and filled with potting soil allows herbs to grow from the sides as well as the top, and provides good drainage and air circulation.
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clockwise from top left Bay trees do well in large containers, and can be moved to avoid harsh conditions; a creative cinderblock planter holds rosemary, nasturtiums, and other herbs; colorful pots create a stylish display. Just make sure there are holes in the bottoms of any potted herbs for adequate drainage.





Pots


We have found that very large pots are ideal for growing herbs, from nasturtiums and basil in summer to bay laurel and rosemary in winter. We have used large plastic tubs (the ones often sold for under $10 for collecting building debris), drilled holes in the bottom, placed some broken pottery over the holes, and filled them with porous soil. These may fade in the sunlight over time, but you can easily paint them (Art uses a textured Monet blue paint). If the pots are ceramic, which can crack in the winter from frost expansion, simply turn the pots on their sides to prevent accumulation of water.


Clay pots offer a rustic appeal, but in our experience, they require constant watering, sometimes more than once a day, and gradually flake over time, especially in winter. Concrete pots are ideal: while they are often very heavy, their thick walls, along with evaporation of water from the surface, help the soil to remain cool. But concrete pots will also need to be placed on their sides in the winter where freezing occurs. Wooden whiskey barrels make good containers if you drill extra drainage holes in the bottom. It takes lots of soil to fill one, so we place a broken cinderblock in the bottom (which adds lime to the mix). Mints thrive in barrels and are kept from their habit of spreading. We have also used large metal pots, painted inside and out to prevent leaching of metal ions into the soil. These make it through winter without cracking. Old, leaky, galvanized aluminum washtubs, painted with a satin exterior paint, also make good recycled plant containers.


Growing mediums


Soil in pots must be light and airy, since compacted soil will accumulate water and rot many herbs. We routinely use several soil conditioners, from perlite to terra-cotta frit to pottery pebbles. Perlite is steam-expanded obsidian that occurs in natural deposits; it resembles a white sandlike material and is easily crushed by hand to powder. Manufactured terra-cotta frit resembles finely broken pottery that is perhaps more aesthetically acceptable than perlite in a soil mixture. It is widely used by rock gardeners and for golf courses. Manufactured pottery pebbles are small, fired ceramic balls, and are routinely used in hydroponics. These products lighten up the soil and retain moisture between waterings. Styrofoam beads, while unsightly, can also be used as a soil conditioner and have the benefit of withstanding frost expansion during the winter. Vermiculite is used as a soil conditioner for short-term soils, like those used for germination of seeds. It should be avoided for large pots because it quickly breaks down into slippery individual mica pieces. Sand, chicken grit (ground oyster shell), and gravel are also useful for increasing drainage, but their weight in pots limits their usefulness.


Into the primary soil itself, we work in a range of organic soil amendments, depending on the preferences of the herbs we’re planting. This can include everything from sphagnum peat moss to composted bark or household compost, to increase the water-holding capacity, permeability, and soil aggregation. For the majority of herbs—those that appreciate a rich, loamy soil—we like to use 1 part sphagnum peat moss to 1 part pasteurized leaf mold or compost to 2 parts soil conditioner. Finally, similar to taking probiotics for our gut, we add a beneficial bacterial and mycorrhizal fungal product (for example, Espoma’s Bio-tone).


Mix the soil ingredients when they are slightly moist but not totally dry or wet. Depending on the size and number of pots, you can mix soils easily in a bucket, but you might use a washtub, wheelbarrow, or even a cement mixer.


Nutrients and moisture


Herbs of the Mediterranean will often survive with minimal moisture, but those native to other regions will require attention to watering. All herbs require basic nutrients appropriate for a typical vegetable garden. But avoid overfertilization—it often results in reduced flavor in herbs.


For container herbs, we prefer what is commonly called fish emulsion. Studies have compared fish emulsion with inorganic fertilizers and found them rather similar in the nutrition they provide. But with the fish emulsion, you also foster beneficial bacteria and fungi that are not necessarily favored by inorganic fertilizers. If you don’t like the odor of fish emulsion, controlled-release fertilizers also work. Simply sprinkle the pellets onto the soil’s surface and water them in. This treatment should last for months.


OEBPS/images/f015.jpg





OEBPS/images/f014.jpg





OEBPS/images/f013.jpg





OEBPS/images/f012.jpg





OEBPS/images/f011.jpg





OEBPS/images/f010.jpg





OEBPS/images/f005.jpg





OEBPS/images/f004.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Dedication



		Preface



		Introduction



		Growing Herbs at Home



		Harvesting and Preserving Your Herbs



		Using Herbs in the Kitchen



		40 of the Best Homegrown Culinary Herbs



		Anise hyssop



		Basil



		Bay laurel



		Black cumin



		Calendula



		Chervil



		Chives



		Cilantro



		Dill



		Fennel



		French tarragon



		Garlic



		German chamomile



		Horseradish



		Lavender



		Leaf celery



		Lemon balm



		Lemongrass



		Lemon verbena



		Lovage



		Mexican oregano



		Mexican tarragon



		Mint



		Monarda



		Nasturtium



		Oregano



		Parsley



		Roman chamomile



		Rosemary



		Saffron



		Sage



		Salad burnet



		Scented geranium



		Sorrel



		Stevia



		Summer savory



		Sweet marjoram



		Thyme



		Viola



		Winter savory









		Metric Conversions



		Sources



		Suggested Reading



		Acknowledgments



		Photography Credits



		Index



		Copyright











Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Preface











OEBPS/images/f002.jpg





OEBPS/images/f001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781604699463.jpg
The 40 Best
Culinary
Varieties
for Home

Gardens

SUSAN BELSINGER & ARTHUR O. TUCKER
with photos by SHAWN LINEHAN






OEBPS/images/f009.jpg





OEBPS/images/f008.jpg





OEBPS/images/f007.jpg





OEBPS/images/f006.jpg





