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Preface





  Herbs and spices excite the senses with vibrant flavors and exotic scents. They enhance food. They bring the cuisines of distant lands into the home. Many are steeped in history, lore, and tradition. Herbs and spices also make attractive additions to the home garden. They surpass many ornamentals in visual appeal, combining beauty, intrigue, and utility.




  Florida’s warm climate provides residents with the opportunity to raise herbs and spices from around the globe. Unique tropical plants such as vanilla, pandanus, and curry leaf grow in southern portions of the state. By making minor adjustments, the Florida gardener can raise nearly any popular northern herb. Valuable native plants round out the possibilities.




  This book introduces gardeners to 92 herbs and spices suited to cultivation in Florida. Each plant is covered in a detailed profile, which includes illustrations, growing techniques, climate requirements, and distribution maps. Florida’s Best Herbs and Spices presents the gardener with a myriad of planting choices. We at Pineapple Press are confident that this book, like its companion volume, Florida’s Best Fruiting Plants, has come to be regarded as a gardening classic.









  Introduction




  Raising herbs and spices within the home landscape provides several key benefits. First, the gardener can select plants based on personal preferences. Plantings can be tailored to match a particular cuisine or to provide access to ingredients that are not widely available. Second, the gardener has the ability to control the use of pesticides or other chemicals within the landscape. Third, substantial savings can be achieved by using herbs and spices grown within the garden, rather than those purchased from the market. Plants harvested directly from the garden are always fresher and more flavorful than their commercial counterparts. Finally, there is the sense of accomplishment that comes from establishing a successful herb and spice garden.




  This book covers herbs and spices suitable for planting in every region of Florida. It includes both native and exotic plants. It describes familiar plants along with those that are rare or obscure. The plants described within these pages embody a unique mix of scents, flavors, textures, and colors.




  For purposes of this book, a spice is defined as a plant part, devoid of significant nutritive value, which is used to enhance or alter the flavor of food. Spices may consist of seeds, roots, fruits, or leaves. While they are often dried for preservation, spices may be used fresh or may be processed in a number of ways, such as through fermentation or extraction.




  An herb is defined as a green, leafy plant part used to flavor food, to provide aroma, or for medicinal or therapeutic purposes. Herbs are most often used fresh, although they may also be dried. Unlike spices, herbs may provide significant nutritive value.




  [image: Kanapaha Botanical Gardens in Gainesville, Florida, is home to one of the most extensive and diverse herb collections in the country.]
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Many herbs are highly ornamental and can be used in place of other groundcovers and bedded plantings. The pebbled leaves of golden sage, Salvia officinalis ‘Icterina,’ add texture and color to the garden.




  
HISTORY OF HERBS AND SPICES





  Humans have used herbs and spices since primitive times. Early uses may have been directed toward masking the effects of spoilage. However, our early ancestors may also have used herbs and spices for medicinal or ceremonial purposes, or simply for eating out of hand.




  Prior to the advent of written history, herbs and spices stimulated commerce and communication between cultures. Evidence of the use of herbs, in both China and the Middle East, stretches back 5,000 years. As early as 2,000 BC, pepper, cinnamon, cardamom, and other spices were important items of commerce in the Middle East. Egyptians used spices for embalming and mummification. According to the New Testament of the Bible, three kings from the Orient bestowed rare spices—frankincense and myrrh—on the infant Jesus Christ.




  Arab merchants, then Phoenician traders, supplied southern Europe with spices. Spices were symbols of status in the Roman Empire. Throughout early European history spices were expensive, and were only available to persons of wealth. Indeed, at various times, certain spices were worth more than their weight in gold. European interest was piqued as a result of the military expeditions of Alexander the Great, the crusades, and the travels of Marco Polo. The cities of Venice and Genoa grew and prospered for many centuries as a result of the Mediterranean spice trade.




  The Age of Exploration was driven in large part by the quest for spice. Spain and Portugal sought to break the monopoly held by Italian merchants and Arab traders. When Christopher Columbus sailed the Atlantic in 1492, he sought to discover a sea route to India, the country of origin for many valuable spices. In 1498, Vasco de Gama sailed around the Cape of Good Hope and became the first European to discover a sea route to India. During the period that followed, Portuguese, British, Dutch, and Spanish navies competed for control of sea routes to India and Southeast Asia. Spices were the subject of wars, treachery, and complex colonial ambitions.




    [image: Pound for pound, saffron is the world’s most expensive spice. The threads shown here are actually the dried stigmas of the saffron crocus, Crocus sativus. This plant is native to the Mediterranean region and may have originated on Crete.]




Pound for pound, saffron is the world’s most expensive spice. The threads shown here are actually the dried stigmas of the saffron crocus, Crocus sativus. This plant is native to the Mediterranean region and may have originated on Crete.




  While the events described above occurred in the Eastern Hemisphere, several key spices originated in the Americas. The most noteworthy of these are vanilla, cacao (chocolate), and chili pepper. The Aztecs were familiar with these plants and their culinary uses. Native Americans used cacao as early as 1,000 BC. Spanish conquistadors, upon their arrival in the New World, swiftly recognized these plants as a source of potential wealth. The Spanish exploited native labor to establish and work vast plantations, shipping their produce to eager European markets. When a hurricane drove the Spanish plate fleet ashore on Florida’s east coast in 1715, not only did its ships carry gold and silver, but they also carried a cargo of precious New World spices. These included annatto, sassafras, cacao, and vanilla.




    [image: Hot peppers come in many forms, sizes, and shapes. Peppers are native to the Americas and were not known in the eastern hemisphere prior to the voyages of Christopher Columbus. They have since been adopted as a key ingredient in many European, Asian, and African cuisines.]




Hot peppers come in many forms, sizes, and shapes. Peppers are native to the Americas and were not known in the eastern hemisphere prior to the voyages of Christopher Columbus. They have since been adopted as a key ingredient in many European, Asian, and African cuisines.




  
SCOPE, LIMITATIONS, AND CAUTIONS





  This book does not cover every herb and spice that will grow in Florida. It focuses on 92 plants of merit. The species included are those with agreeable flavors and scents, those that are easy to grow in the home garden, and those with high landscape value. This book focuses on culinary herbs and provides reduced coverage of plants grown purely for scent.




  This book includes more than a dozen descriptions of native herbs and spices. Some of these, such as Carolina allspice, Florida anise, wax myrtle, witch hazel, and yellow anise, are scent plants and are not suitable for human consumption. However, some native species such as bee balm, New Jersey tea, red bay, sassafras, spicebush, sumac, and vanilla, offer culinary uses.




    [image: The clove of commerce is the dried flower bud of a mediumsized evergreen tree, Syzygium aromaticum, thought to have originated in the Maluku Islands. The tree is extremely cold sensitive and suffers damage when temperatures fall below 50° F. Therefore, it is not suitable for growth as a dooryard tree in Florida]




The clove of commerce is the dried flower bud of a mediumsized evergreen tree, Syzygium aromaticum, thought to have originated in the Maluku Islands. The tree is extremely cold sensitive and suffers damage when temperatures fall below 50° F. Therefore, it is not suitable for growth as a dooryard tree in Florida




  While this book contains basic information regarding uses of the herbs and spices covered within its pages, it is not a recipe book or nutritional guide. The bibliography includes several excellent sources that provide expanded information about cooking. Further, while the culinary uses given for plants within this book comport with those recognized in current literature, they are not based on any specialized knowledge of the author or publisher. If information provided within this book conflicts with that of recent government advisories or scientific findings, the reader should exercise caution and should rely on the most recent information available.




  This book omits any references to the alleged medical or therapeutic qualities of herbs and spices. The author is not a physician and is unwilling to recommend any dubious forms of treatment. Many of the medical properties commonly ascribed to herbs have not been confirmed by science. In the author’s opinion, any books or articles that “prescribe” herbal “treatments” for a broad range of ailments should be viewed with skepticism. That a single plant would reduce arthritic pain while preventing the common cold and eradicating various cancers is unlikely. That the writers of such literature have uncovered a “miracle” cure unknown to medical science is even less likely.




  It should also be emphasized that not every plant in this book is edible. Some are only suitable for use as scent agents or as strewing herbs. Such limitations are pointed out within the plant profiles. A few species are poisonous. Unless the text specifically indicates that a plant is suitable for culinary use, it should never be ingested.




    [image: Many species of jasmine are grown as scent plants throughout the world’s tropical and warm-temperate regions. Shown in the photographs above are downy jasmine, Jasminum multiflorum (left), and windmill jasmine, Jasminum laurifolium (right). In the Orient, especially in China, jasmine blossoms are used to flavor tea.]




Many species of jasmine are grown as scent plants throughout the world’s tropical and warm-temperate regions. Shown in the photographs above are downy jasmine, Jasminum multiflorum (left), and windmill jasmine, Jasminum laurifolium (right). In the Orient, especially in China, jasmine blossoms are used to flavor tea.




  Contact with any new plant, even one that is regularly consumed by humans, carries some degree of risk. Individuals prone to allergic reactions should steer away from contact with unfamiliar plants. When using or ingesting any new herb or spice, the reader should start with small quantities until his or her personal tolerance is established. Use should be discontinued upon experiencing any adverse reaction, and a physician should be consulted immediately. Because it is impossible to completely eliminate the risks associated with allergies and other sensitivities, neither the author nor Pineapple Press may be held responsible for any ill effects that allegedly result from use of plants described within this book.




    [image: Vicks plant, Plectranthus tomentosa, is a perennial species related to Cuban oregano. It will grow throughout peninsular Florida. The leaves smell like menthol or Vicks VapoRub when bruised or crushed. It is purely a scent plant and is not used for culinary purposes.]




Vicks plant, Plectranthus tomentosa, is a perennial species related to Cuban oregano. It will grow throughout peninsular Florida. The leaves smell like menthol or Vicks VapoRub when bruised or crushed. It is purely a scent plant and is not used for culinary purposes.




  Finally, the reader should exercise special care when gathering any plant from the wild. Florida is home to some extremely toxic plants, including water hemlock, snakeroot, pokeweed, hairy vetch, atamasco lily, and mountain laurel. In addition, poisonous non-native species abound in Florida. Potentially deadly imports include oleander, castor bean, lantana, elephant ear, and angel’s trumpet. Unless the reader is absolutely certain of the identity of the plant and has previous experience in collecting the same, the reader should not pick wild plants for culinary use.




  This book is divided into two parts. Part I presents basic information related to cultivation. It contains a discussion of Florida’s climate, growing conditions, garden pests, and other topics. Part II, which is the heart of this book, contains profiles of 92 plants. These are arranged alphabetically based upon the common name most often used in Florida.




  FEATURES OF THE PLANT PROFILES




  The plant profiles furnish detailed information in a simple, consistent format. Each profile is two or four pages long. The first page relays basic data, including the plant’s common name, scientific name, and classification. The most prominent feature is a full-color illustration depicting the leaves and, in some instances, the flower of a typical plant.


  

[image: image]




  On the top right-hand side of the page, a state map shows the plant’s range. Portions shaded in dark green denote areas to which the plant is best adapted. Portions shaded in light green show areas where the plant will grow, but where growing conditions are not optimal. Portions shaded in yellow show areas to which the plant is only marginally adapted. Where growing seasons differ in north and south Florida, the range maps are bisected by a dashed line.




  Beneath the range map, a plant silhouette shows the average dimensions and growth habit of the plant. The bottom right corner contains a characteristics chart that ranks various attributes from one to five stars.




  The text follows a standard order and, in most cases, is organized under the following subheadings: Geographic Distribution, Plant Description, Flavor and Scent, Varieties, Cultivation, and Harvest and Use.




   
CLASSIFICATION OF HERBS AND SPICES





  Scientists classify plants through an array of features. Understanding the relationship between species can aid the gardener in several ways. Related species often share flavor characteristics, require similar regimens of care, succeed under similar conditions, and suffer from identical problems. Knowing that a species belongs to a particular family can assist the grower in making planting decisions and in tending to the needs of a plant.




  A few of the plants described within these pages are isolated species within families that do not contain other members suitable for culinary use or as scent agents. However, most belong to one of a dozen spice- and herb-rich families: Alliaceae (onion), Apiaceae (carrot), Asteraceae (aster), Brassicaceae (cabbage), Fabaceae (bean), Lamiaceae (mint), Lauraceae (laurel), Myrtaceae (myrtle), Piperaceae (pepper), Rosaceae (rose), Rutaceae (citrus), and Zingiberaceae (ginger). Each plant profile identifies the family to which the plant belongs and lists related species.




    [image: The Jamaican caper, Capparis cynophallophora, is a native plant that is widely used as a hedge in south Florida. It is related to Capparis spinosa, a shrub native to the Mediterranean region that produces the edible capers sold in stores. Capers are the pickled flower buds of the plant. The fruits, known as caper berries, are also harvested, pickled, and used in cooking.]




The Jamaican caper, Capparis cynophallophora, is a native plant that is widely used as a hedge in south Florida. It is related to Capparis spinosa, a shrub native to the Mediterranean region that produces the edible capers sold in stores. Capers are the pickled flower buds of the plant. The fruits, known as caper berries, are also harvested, pickled, and used in cooking.









  
I The Basics of Raising Herbs and Spices





  Most herbs and spices are easy to grow. They are tenacious and will quickly rebound from minor setbacks. Herbs are inexpensive, fast growing, and have a short life span. Therefore, the death of a single plant need not be viewed as a monumental loss. Indeed, most gardeners expect to lose a few plants over the course of a season. Success is often, in part, the result of trial and error. While planting schedules may differ, care regimens for most herbs and spices are similar to those of many ornamentals.




  GETTING STARTED




  The first step in starting an herb and spice garden is to choose an appropriate location. While a few herbs will grow in shaded areas, most require at least 6 to 8 hours of direct sun per day. Some northern herbs, such as lemon balm and lavender, require shade during the summer. They may prefer locations where a canopy of a deciduous tree blocks the midday sun. To make intelligent planting decisions, the gardener should track the movement of sun and shadows across the yard through different seasons. In addition, the garden must have good drainage. Very few herbs and spices will succeed in low, damp locations. Where drainage is a problem, a raised planting bed may be the best solution.




  The second step is to determine the size of the garden. A productive garden requires the input of some time and effort. The gardener should therefore make a realistic assessment of how much time he or she is willing devote to the project. A window box or container garden may be the best option for those with very limited time. There are advantages to starting small and gradually expanding the garden as time permits.




    [image: Pineapple mint is a variegated selection of apple mint. It performs well under Florida conditions and is frequently included in Florida herb gardens.]
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  The third step is to determine the overall layout. A garden that is carefully designed will achieve better productivity with less effort. With medium and large gardens, it may be useful to draw a map to assist with the planning process. A garden that is laid out in a grid pattern has the advantages of accessibility and easy harvest. A less formal garden may be easier to maintain and may achieve a more natural look.




   [image: The leaves of aromatic aster, Aster oblongifolius, exude a pleasant scent when bruised or crushed. This plant is native to the eastern United States. It produces showy lavender-blue flowers in the fall.]
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  The fourth step in the planning process is to select appropriate plants. To reduce maintenance requirements, the gardener should select species that are reasonably well adapted to the location. This book provides detailed selection criteria that will assist the gardener with such decisions.




  The fifth and final step is to determine how the plants will be situated within the garden. As a rule of thumb, annuals should be segregated to facilitate removal at the end of the growing season. Plants should be sorted in terms of height. Taller specimens should be placed in a spot where they do not interfere with views, light, or access, generally toward the north or rear of the garden.




  [image: Many gingers are grown primarily for ornamental purposes. While some ornamental gingers are edible, few approach culinary gingers in flavor, quality, or utility. The gingers shown in the photographs above are red button ginger, Costus woodsonii; ‘Moy Giant,’ Hedychium sp.; Hawaiian torch ginger, Costus barbatus; and torch ginger, Etlingera elatior. The flower buds and seedpods of torch ginger are used in Malaysian and Indonesian cooking. Gingers can be propagated by breaking up the rhizome and planting pieces near the soil surface.]
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PROPAGATING HERBS AND SPICES





  Herbs and spices can be started from seed, vegetatively propagated, or purchased in containers from nurseries and retailers. The section that follows touches briefly on some common propagation techniques. In Florida, starting herbs and spices from seeds sown directly in the ground can be unreliable. Germination rates are often disappointing. A high percentage of newly spouted plants damp off or wither away under the intense sun. Other young plants succumb to insect pests. The odds of success increase with regular watering, a well-prepared planting bed, and seeds treated with fungicide. Some species may also benefit from a temporary shade cloth enclosure.




  A less risky approach is to sprout seeds in small containers indoors or in a shaded location. Pressed-peat pots are ideal for this purpose. A mix of peat and sand, or sterile potting soil, should be used as the planting medium. When the plants reach a few inches in height, they can be incrementally exposed to direct sunlight. Once they are acclimated to full sun, they can be planted directly in outdoor beds.




  A common mistake made by inexperienced growers is to plant seeds too deep. As a rule of thumb, seeds should be sown at a depth no greater than one and a half times the length of the seed. The seeds of some plants, such as oregano and lemon balm, can be sown directly on top of the soil. Other small seeds should receive only a light dusting of soil sufficient to cover the seeds.




  Regular watering is critical in the periods leading up to and following germination. The planting medium must be kept damp. At the same time, it must not be permitted to become soggy. The best way to achieve even watering is to place the pots in a tray and to gradually fill the base until the pots soak up sufficient moisture. Any water remaining in the tray for more than a minute is an indication of over watering.




  Another method of starting plants, especially woody perennials, is by rooting softwood cuttings. The branch should be severed with a sharp knife about 6 inches below the growth tip. A diagonal cut, made just below a node, will promote rooting. Leaves near the base of the cutting should be removed. The cutting should then be dipped in rooting hormone before being inserted about 2 inches deep into the growing medium. A combination of damp sand and peat works well as a medium. To maintain humidity and prevent evaporation, the top of the tray or container may be covered with cellophane. The cuttings should be stored in a shaded location until they resume robust growth.




  Colony-forming herbs, such as bee balm, lemon grass, and thyme, can be propagated by subdividing clumps. A few species, such as rosemary, can be propagated through ground layering. This method involves bending over a flexible stem, scraping away some bark to expose the cambium, and burying the exposed portion in a mound of earth with the branch tip protruding. After a few weeks, roots will form along the buried section of the stem. At that point, the stem can be severed from the rest of the plant and replanted.




  Woody species are typically reproduced through air layering or grafting. Air layering is accomplished by scraping away a segment of bark on a branch, wrapping the same in damp sphagnum moss, and sealing the wrap in cellophane covered with aluminum foil. After roots develop within the sphagnum moss, the branch is severed and replanted. Grafting involves joining a scion, which is a branch tip taken from one plant, with a rootstock, which is typically a young seedling plant from the same species. Both techniques are complex and should not be attempted without additional research and guidance.




  FLORIDA GROWING CONDITIONS




  Those who move to Florida from other regions of the country should not assume that the same gardening techniques they employed elsewhere are suitable for use here. The gardener must overcome special challenges posed by soil, pests, disease, and climate.




  SOIL CONSIDERATIONS As a general rule, Florida’s soil is mediocre to poor. It ranges from infertile sand to dense clay to oolitic limestone rubble. While most fruit trees and some ornamentals prosper when planted directly in native soil, most herbs benefit from some form of soil enrichment. The planting bed should be supplemented with some combination of topsoil, humus, peat, compost, and other organic matter. While manure is a valuable additive under certain circumstances, it should be used sparingly, as it can burn tender young roots.




  Before planting, the gardener should ascertain the pH of the soil. Acidic soils have a pH value of less than 7.0. Alkaline soils have a pH value of greater than 7.0. Most herbs and spices prefer neutral or mildly acidic soil. However, with proper care, many species will make acceptable growth in soils that are mildly alkaline. Strongly alkaline soils, such as those that are composed of limestone rubble, may cause nutritional deficiencies in many types of plants. Under such circumstances, it may be necessary to raise the acidity of the soil with sulfur or acidifying fertilizers. Applications of chelated iron, manganese, and other supplements may also be required.
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  CLIMATE CONSIDERATIONS Florida’s climate is diverse. North Florida lies within the temperate zone. Winter freezes are frequent and can be severe. Much of peninsular Florida lies within the transitional zone between warm temperate and subtropical climates. The weather is characterized by long, humid summers, and mild winters punctuated with occasional freezes. South Florida has a subtropical climate. Winter freezes are rare. The climate of the Keys is classified as near tropical.




  The growing season in Florida is longer than it is in most other locations within the continental United States. Even in north Florida, the gardener may be able to start and harvest more than one crop of short-lived annuals. However, in areas of the state from Orlando northward, it is important to know the average date for the first frost. When this date nears, the gardener should be prepared to harvest or protect any annuals that remain in the garden.




  No part of mainland Florida is immune to the threat of winter cold, although several years may pass in which freezing temperatures do not occur south of Orlando. The main threat from freezing weather in peninsular Florida occurs in January and February. Northern perennials are hardy and are not affected by the cold. However, various annuals and several of the tropical species described within these pages may be damaged or killed.
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  When making planting decisions, gardeners should consider local microclimates. Fences, hedges, buildings, and stands of trees can inhibit the flow of cold air. Cold air drains away from elevated areas and collects in depressions. Cold-sensitive plants should be planted in high, protected locations that receive afternoon sun. On the other hand, hardy perennials may be placed in open or low locations.




  When severe cold threatens, the gardener should act to preserve valuable and cold-tender specimens. Smaller plants, especially those in containers, can be moved indoors to avoid cold injury. Others can be covered with fabric. Plastic sheeting may provide some protection, but tends to collect moisture and may burn those leaves that it contacts. Both micro-sprinklers and overhead sprinklers will provide several degrees of frost protection. The gardener might also consider taking cuttings from tender plants that cannot be adequately protected.




    
[image: This map is derived from NOAA data and the Plant Hardiness Zone Map published by the United States Department of Agriculture. It shows the average lowest temperatures that can be expected on an annual basis.]
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  Florida’s diverse climatic conditions also have an impact on when plants are started. In north Florida, planting schedules closely resemble those employed by gardeners in other parts of the southeastern United States. Annual herbs are planted in the spring, after the threat of frost has passed. They are harvested over the summer and fall, before the first frost.




  Peninsular Florida is prone to hot summers with high humidity. This has a negative impact on a number of herbs that are common in northern gardens. Basil, caraway, dill, fennel, lavender, lemon balm, mint, parsley, sorrel, tarragon, thyme, and others tend to struggle or die out under such conditions.




  To overcome this problem, gardeners living in the subtropics reverse typical planting schedules. Rather than planting the aforementioned herbs in the spring, south Florida gardeners plant these herbs in the fall and harvest them during winter and spring. South Florida gardeners discontinue most annuals over the summer. They treat other heat-sensitive biennial or perennial plants as annuals and permit these plants to die off as hot weather approaches. Some heat-sensitive plants can be protected with shade or can be taken indoors until the arrival of cooler weather.




   [image: This map shows the average annual rainfall in inches. It is derived from NOAA data and the Average Annual Precipitation map created by the Spatial Climate Analysis Service of Oregon State University. The actual amount of precipitation received by different areas of the state can vary dramatically from year to year, depending on the tracks of tropical weather systems and other factors.]
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  Florida is one of the wettest states in the nation, averaging 54 inches of precipitation annually. However, this rainfall is not evenly distributed throughout the year. Peninsular Florida has a distinct dry season, which runs from November through May. Frequent irrigation may be necessary during these months. The wet season, characterized by afternoon showers and waves of tropical moisture, runs from June through October.




  MAINTAINING THE GARDEN




  Plants that receive proper care tend to be more vigorous and productive than those that are neglected. The discussion that follows outlines basic cultivation techniques.




  IRRIGATION Herbs and spices require irrigation, particularly during periods of establishment, high growth, and low precipitation. A bi-weekly watering is sufficient for most of the plants covered within this book. However, requirements vary with the species, drainage characteristics of the soil, and the season.




  Drip irrigation systems supply frequent applications of water at a low flow rate and at low pressure. Such systems are very efficient. Micro-sprinklers are slightly less efficient. However, they can be adjusted to cover a broader area. With both systems, the emitters have a tendency to clog. Soaker hoses work well for planting rows, but tend to deteriorate over time. Overhead sprinklers are inefficient, as they lose water to evaporation and runoff.




  FERTILIZATION In many areas of the state, the soil lacks sufficient nutrients to promote the vigorous growth of many plants—other than weeds and native species. This means that the gardener seeking to grow non-native herbs and spices must fertilize. Most balanced, slow-release granular fertilizers will produce acceptable results. Many organic fertilizers are also effective. Composting is another eco-friendly method of adding nutrients to the soil.




  Although supplemental nutrition is required in most areas of the state, it is better to under-fertilize than to over-fertilize. Over-fertilization can burn feeder roots and can send plants into shock. Further, excess nutrients are likely to wind up in ground water or runoff and add to the state’s pollution woes. For similar reasons, fertilizer should not be applied immediately before a rainstorm. Nutrients will wash quickly through the root zone. Although it may seem counterintuitive, the best time to fertilize is immediately after a heavy rain. Capillary action works to draw nutrients into the root zone, where they are readily accessible.




  MULCH AND WEED SUPPRESSON Plants grown in a bed of organic mulch are usually far more vigorous than those that emerge from bare earth. Organic mulch serves at least six important purposes. First, it conserves soil moisture by limiting evaporation and runoff. Second, it adds nutrients to the soil. Third, it draws earthworms into the root zone and encourages the development of beneficial microbes and mycorrhizal fungi. Fourth, it reduces the population of nematodes, microscopic worms that can harm the roots of the plant. Fifth, it moderates the temperature of the top layer of soil. Sixth, it suppresses weed growth.




  Weed growth is a significant problem in most Florida gardens. Common weeds include pigweeds, nutsedges, pusleys, sandspurs, lamb’s-quarters, beggar’s ticks, goosegrasses, horse nettles, and purslanes. Weeds and grasses compete with herbs and other desirable plants for water and nutrients. Unless they are controlled or eliminated, they can rapidly take over the garden.




  Use of chemical herbicides is rarely appropriate within an herb garden as spray drift is likely to kill or contaminate plants near those targeted. The only viable choices are to surround plants with a thick bed of mulch, to lay down weed-stop fabric, or to hand weed on a frequent basis. While grass clippings make valuable additions to the compost heap, they should not be used as mulch. They break down rapidly, generate heat as they decompose, and may harbor weed seeds.




    [image: Basil is one of the easiest herbs to grow in Florida and is well adapted to Florida conditions. It will tolerate considerable heat and humidity.]
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    [image: Gingers from the genus Kaempferia tend to be short and often have ornately patterned leaves. Several species are cultivated for culinary use. However, most are grown as ornamentals and are commonly referred to as peacock gingers.]
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[image: Alabama wild ginger, Asarum speciosum, is not closely related to true ginger. It is a creeping evergreen that makesan attractive groundcover. The root gives off a pungent ginger scent. In the past, the root was used as a ginger “substitute.” However, some authorities now regard all parts of this plant and its close allies as toxic.]
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   [image: The curry plant, Helichrysum italicum, is grown almost strictly as a scent plant. It is not an ingredient in Asian curries, which are actually spice mixes. While the scent may resemble that of an Indian curry, the flavor is not curry-like and is not particularly appealing.]
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    [image: Horehound is a member of the Lamiaceae or mint family. This European native is primarily used as a medicinal herb, although some species have been used to flavor teas, ales, and candies.]
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    [image: Caribbean oregano, Lippia micromera, is also sometimes referred to as Puerto Rican oregano and Spanish thyme. It is one of a large number of species that, while not closely related to true oregano, nevertheless carry the pungent flavor and scent of oregano.]
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   [image: Most members of the Aloe genus, including Aloe vera, are native to Africa. Aloes do not have a strong scent and are not regularly used for culinary applications. Aloe vera juice is marketed in the United States as a dietary supplement. The fluid from the interior of the leaves is used to sooth minor burns and skin irritations.]
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    [image: Catmint, Nepeta faassenii, is a member of the mint family that performs well throughout Florida. Like its close relative catnip, Nepeta cataria, catmint produces a euphoric effect in some domestic cats. The variety shown is ‘Six Hills Giant.’]
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[image: The photographs above depict two native trees that are planted, in part, for their fragrant white flowers. The magnolia, Magnolia grandiflora (left), is an ornamental evergreen tree that can attain a height of over 90 feet. The loblolly bay, Gordonia lasianthus (right), is medium-sized tree distantly related to tea.]
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    [image: Japanese honeysuckle flowers are attractive and strongly perfumed, and they draw many pollinators. Parts of the plant have also been used for culinary and medicinal purposes. However, this species has exhibited strong invasive tendencies and can be rangy and difficult to control within the garden. Its use within the landscape is therefore discouraged.]




Japanese honeysuckle flowers are attractive and strongly perfumed, and they draw many pollinators. Parts of the plant have also been used for culinary and medicinal purposes. However, this species has exhibited strong invasive tendencies and can be rangy and difficult to control within the garden. Its use within the landscape is therefore discouraged.




  CONTROLLING PESTS Every gardener will suffer some damage as a result of garden pests. The following creatures rank as “frequent offenders” and deserve some additional comment:




  Eastern Cottontail Rabbit The eastern cottontail rabbit, Sylvilagus floridanus, is found throughout Florida. It is a common, destructive pest of herb and vegetable gardens. The best way to prevent rabbit damage is to erect a chicken-wire fence or other exclusionary device.




  Cutworms These thick-bodied caterpillars cause substantial leaf damage and can sever young plants at ground level. Cutworms can be controlled with approved pesticides.




  Slugs and Snails Slugs and land snails emerge after dark to feed on herbs and other succulent plants. During the day they seek refuge in plant pot bases, foundation crevices, and other moist, dark places. Their presence is confirmed by the appearance of slime trails over walkways, soil, and plants. Metaldehyde baits can reduce populations, especially during dry weather. Slugs and snails will not cross a surface treated with copper sulfate. Various pesticides are also effective.




  Grasshoppers Grasshoppers are common throughout Florida. These voracious herbivores can inflict significant damage over a short period. Some feed only on grasses. Others, such as the American bird grasshopper, Schistocerca americana, the eastern lubber, Romalea microptera, and the southern redlegged grasshopper, Melanoplus propinquus, can invade herb gardens. The only effective methods of control are through chemical insecticides or by using mesh screens to deny access.




  Nematodes Nematodes are the most populous group of multi-celled animals on earth. Tens of thousands of these microscopic worms can exist within a cubic foot of soil. Some are beneficial. Others, such as the root knot nematode, Meloidogyne spp., are parasitic and cause immense damage. Root knot nematodes are especially prevalent in loose, sandy soil. Plants beset by root knot nematodes experience poor growth or decline, and readily succumb to drought or other stresses. Mulch can reduce nematode populations. Nematodes appear to be less prevalent in raised planting beds. Nematodes can also be ”cooked” out of the top layers of soil by using sheets of plastic film to trap heat. While nematodes affect many fruit trees and some spice plants, their attacks on herbs and other short-lived plants are less frequent or less noticeable.




    
[image: Butterflies and bees are frequent visitors to herb gardens. Pesticides are chemical poisons and can have a negative impact on a number of pollinators and other beneficial insects.]
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  Aphids The aphid is an extremely common pest of many herbs and spices. This pear-shaped insect is tiny, measuring less than 1/8 of an inch in length. It congregates on the underside of developing leaves. It can form dense colonies, sapping the energy of the plant and causing the distortion of new growth. Populations tend to peak in the spring. Insecticidal oils and soap solutions are effective in controlling aphids.




  Other common pests within the herb and spice garden include thrips, scale insects, leaf miners, wireworms, armyworms, weevils, mites, and loopers.




  The gardener should use restraint when applying pesticides within the herb and spice garden. Pesticides are chemical poisons and, to some extent, are bound to contaminate plant surfaces and tissues. Many are indiscriminate. They tend to kill beneficial insects and harmful insects at near-identical rates. Finally, when used in excess, pesticides can wash into local waterways and can have a devastating effect on zooplankton and other creatures that depend on such microorganisms.




  The presence of some insect pests in the garden is natural, and minor damage should not be viewed as an invitation to drench the garden in toxins. The gardener should consider various low-impact approaches. Periodically rotating crops can suppress the tendency of pest problems to build over time. The gardener may be able to counteract minor pest problems by dissolving two tablespoons of dishwashing liquid in a gallon of water and applying the same as a spray. Pesticidal oils also have a relatively low impact on the environment. Serious pesticides should only be applied as a last resort, when insect problems become unmanageable. Even then, directions should be closely followed. The treatment should be targeted only toward those plants that are suffering infestations. Sprays should only be applied in periods of dry weather and low wind.




    [image: Coastal sweet pepperbush, Clethra alnifolia, is a deciduous shrub native to the eastern United States, ranging from central Florida to Maine. The flowers are sweetly fragrant and draw legions of bees, making this an attractive scent plant to include in natural gardens.]
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HARVEST AND STORAGE





  Herbs and spices should be harvested during dry, warm weather, after any morning dew has evaporated. Plants harvested during wet weather tend to deteriorate rapidly and are susceptible to infection by mildew and mold. If herbs are clean and free of dust and pesticides, they can be used without additional preparation. If their cleanliness is in doubt, they should be briefly rinsed in cold water. The water should be gently shaken off before patting the leaves dry with paper towels. The idea is to minimize trauma to the leaves, as essential oils can be lost through the cleaning process.




  Most herbs are at their best when they go directly from the garden to the pan or table. However, many species are annual or, for other reasons, produce a discontinuous supply. With the approach of summer in south Florida, and with the approach of winter in north Florida, the gardener may be forced to harvest and preserve any remaining cold- or heat-sensitive plants. Such herbs may be stored through refrigeration, freezing, or drying.




  Herbs will usually remain fresh for between three days and a week if stored in the refrigerator. The best long-term storage method for leafy herbs is freezing. However, if left unprotected, they will suffer freezer burn and will deteriorate. The key to preservation lies in encasing the herbs in ice. This result is easily accomplished. Leaves should be placed in a small, sealable, plastic bag. The bag should be filled with water until all air has been eliminated. It should then be sealed and labeled with the name of the herb and the harvest date. Herbs stored in this manner will last for up to a year.




  Both herbs and spices can be dried, though many herbs lose some flavor and much vitality when preserved in this manner. Nevertheless, rosemary, thyme, dill, mints, and bay leaves, among others, furnish a useful culinary additive when dried. Depending on the species, methods include sun drying, drying in an oven at low temperature, or drying in a dark location with good air circulation. Dried herbs and spices gradually lose their potency over time, especially when exposed to air or light.




    [image: Camphor basil, Ocimum kilimandscharicum, is native to Africa. The leaves are aromatic and exude a strong camphor scent. This plant is occasionally used as a flavoring agent in Indian cooking, although its safety has not been adequately assessed. Camphor is considered toxic to humans if consumed in heavy doses. Extracts of camphor basil have also been shown to repel or kill insects.]
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    [image: The Aztec sweet herb, Lippia dulcis or Phyla scaberrime, is native to the American tropics. While it has been promoted as a natural sweetener, its high camphor content makes it poorly suited for this role, and some authorities consider it unsafe for human consumption.]
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    [image: African okra is a member of the Hibiscus genus and is related to roselle, a flavoring agent profiled within these pages. Most okras are used as vegetables.]
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[image: Madagascar jasmine, Stephanotis floribunda (left), which is not a true jasmine, nevertheless produces attractive blooms that give off a very pleasant fragrance. The curious seedpods (right) superficially resemble mangos in form.]
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   [image: Juniper berries are actually berry-like cones. The berries from a few species have been used as a spice, especially in the cuisines of northern Europe. However, the berries produced by most junipers are bitter and inedible. A few species are toxic. Overuse of even “edible” juniper berries is discouraged, and consumption should be entirely avoided by those who are pregnant and by those who suffer from kidney-related problems.]
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    [image: The blackberry jam fruit, Randia formosa, is a compact evergreen bush from the American tropics. Not only does it produce showy, fragrant flowers, but the pulp of the fruit is sweet and closely resembles blackberry jam in appearance and taste. This plant will succeed outdoors in coastal areas of south Florida.]
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    [image: The yaupon, Ilex vomitoria, is a native evergreen shrub. The Seminoles and other Native Americans used the leaves and twigs to brew a tea or “black drink” used in religious rituals. Consumption of large quantities of this caffeinated beverage on an empty stomach induced vomiting, giving rise to the scientific name of the species. Today, the yaupon is widely planted as an ornamental.]
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GEOGRAPHIC ORIGIN OF HERBS AND SPICES



    [image: This map shows the approximate geographic origin of the herbs and spices within this book.]
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II Plant Profiles



  

[image: image]




   
Allspice





  SCIENTIFIC NAME: Pimenta dioica




FAMILY: Myrtaceae




OTHER COMMON NAME: Pimienta de Jamaica (Spanish)




  Woody Perennial; Evergreen Tree
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Characteristics







	Overall Rating

	★★★






	Ease of Care

	★★★★






	Utility

	★★★






	Landscape Value

	★★★★






	Salt Tolerance

	★






	Drought Tolerance

	★★★★






	Heat/Humidity Tolerance

	★★★★★






	Cold Tolerance

	★★






	Shade Tolerance

	★★






	Longevity

	★★★★














   

  Known Hazards




  The oils produced by this plant may cause dermatitis in hypersensitive individuals. Many closely allied species are poisonous. Allspice contains small amounts of estragole, which is considered a mild carcinogen. This plant should not be consumed by pregnant or nursing women. Allspice contains salicylates, and consumption may cause allergic reactions in those who are intolerant of these compounds.
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Allspice is not a spice mix, as its name implies. Instead, the spice is composed of the dried fruit of a single species. Allspice is used in many cuisines and is especially popular in the Caribbean region, where it originated. The leaves can be used as a scent and flavoring agent.




  GEOGRAPHIC DISTRIBUTION Allspice is native to Jamaica, Cuba, various other Caribbean islands, portions of southern Mexico, and Central America. The Aztecs and other indigenous people used it as a flavoring agent. Columbus is thought to have first brought allspice back to Europe. Today, major producers include Jamaica, Mexico, Guatemala, and Honduras. In Florida, allspice has been successfully cultivated as far north as Merritt Island on the east coast, and the Sarasota area on the west coast.




   PLANT DESCRIPTION Allspice is a small evergreen tree or large shrub. It can reach over 40 feet high under favorable conditions. In Florida, it typically reaches a height of between 15 to 20 feet. The bark is smooth and gray. Leaves are elliptic, dark green, and glossy. Small white flowers appear in clusters on short racemes near the branch tips. The species is dioecious, meaning some plants only bear male flowers while others only bear female flowers. However, male trees often produce some hermaphrodite flowers. These develop into fruits. The fruit is a small green berry, which can grow to about 1/3 of an inch in diameter. The berry turns purple or brown as it matures. Each fruit contains two kidney-shaped seeds.




   [image: A mature allspice tree makes an attractive specimen within the home landscape.]
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    [image: The leaves of allspice are aromatic and give off a spicy fragrance when crushed or bruised.]




The leaves of allspice are aromatic and give off a spicy fragrance when crushed or bruised.




   FLAVOR AND SCENT The leaves and fruit are highly aromatic. The scent is complex and pleasant. The flavor resembles a mix of pepper, cloves, nutmeg, ginger, and cinnamon.




   VARIETIES Several cultivars are propagated in Jamaica. These are not commonly available in Florida.




   RELATIVES The Myrtaceae family contains more than 3,750 species. It is rich in food plants, including several fruiting plants and spices. Members described within this book include bay rum, Pimenta racemosa; rumberry, Myrciaria floribunda; and wax myrtle, Myrica cerifera. The clove, Syzygium aromaticum, is an important spice from this family that is not covered within these pages.




   CULTIVATION Allspice is easy to grow in south Florida. It will withstand a brief frost. However, the plant suffers severe damage at about 28° F and is killed at about 27° F. In central and north Florida, allspice can be raised in containers, although it will eventually outgrow all but the largest containers. The plant can withstand some drought and should not be over-watered. Fruit production begins when the plant reaches 4 or 5 years of age. Male and female plants should be planted near each other to ensure adequate fruit production. Seeds will not germinate in cool conditions and, except in mid-summer temperatures, may require an artificial heat source to ensure germination. In addition, the seeds rapidly lose viability when removed from the fruit. Trees can be propagated through softwood cuttings.




   HARVEST AND USE The fruit is harvested when it is still green, but after it has attained full size. In Florida, the fruit matures from August to October. The dried fruit is the primary source of the popular spice. However, the leaves also contain significant scent and flavor. The leaves can be used as a seasoning in the same manner as bay leaves, and are removed from the dish prior to serving. Unlike bay leaves, allspice leaves do not retain significant flavor after they have been dried. Allspice is used in Caribbean “jerk” seasoning, in various curry mixes, in marinades, in pumpkin pie, and in Mexican cooking. It is also used extensively in Germany and Scandinavia as a pickling agent and as meat flavoring.




   [image: Allspice flowers usually emerge from late spring to August.]
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Anise





  SCIENTIFIC NAME: Pimpinella anisum
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