GROWING HERBS
A herb is a plant that has a use other than that of being purely decorative.  Herbs blend well into most garden schemes and their varieties of foliage, colours and textures give much pleasure with their perfume being a bonus.
It is the strong perfume of most herbs that keeps away insects that otherwise could do damage to your garden, so even if you think you may not have a use for every kind of herb, you should consider the benefits to your garden.
Some herbs can attract desirable insects to the garden, for instance the planting of lemon balm will attract bees and improve the growth of all vegetables, especially tomatoes.  Coriander will help keep your garden free of aphids, while fleas can be kept at bay by planting fennel around troublesome areas.  Lovage, marjoram and tarragon planted freely through vegetable and flower gardens will improve the health of all nearby plants.
It is no longer the practice to plant herbs in an isolated plot of their own.  They have become a valuable part of the garden as a whole.  When landscaping, many of the perennial herbs should be included.
As well as being beneficial to almost all plants, herbs respond very well to being grown in many different locations and give an interestingly varied appearance to a garden all year round.
What do herbs like?
1. They do not require rich soil - in fact this can result in soft, leggy growth that may collapse the plant in dry conditions.
2. They do need mulching to prevent them drying out.
3. Most herbs require good drainage to encourage lush growth.
4. Herbs are uncomplicated plants which make the best use of the nutrients that soil has to offer, but generally they prefer soil of a gravelly nature.
5. The great majority of herbs like sunshine, low humidity, seasonal changes, and an evenly distributed rainfall.
6. Herbs with large leaves like a moist position for abundant leaf growth.
7. Herbs like to be planted freely throughout the garden, so as to be allowed to wander.
8. Small leaved varieties generally come from Mediterranean countries, so they thrive best in open sunny positions which are protected from cold winds.
9. Herb clippings like to be composted so that their valuable properties are passed on to all your garden.
Companion Planting
The practice of planting specific types of plants together to obtain the best results is well known.  Although some research is still lacking to turn this into an exact science, it is well known that it has a lot to do with exhalations of foliage and flowers, the perfumes and the secretions given off by some roots.
Many plants appear to be more content and, therefore more productive, if they are planted with compatible plants and herbs are high on the scale of acceptable and useful plants.
Companion planting is not only useful for the production of better flowers, fruit and vegetables, but it also prevents pests and diseases from attacking plants.  The bonus is that this practice also keeps the environment free of nuisance insects like flies and mosquitoes.
For instance, ants can be discouraged by planting penny royal and tansy throughout the garden.  Ants farm aphids, by carrying them from plant to plant as they are very fond of the sweet substance that aphids secrete.  The pungent smell of penny royal and tansy will also deter ants from coming into the house so large clumps should be planted near entrances.
Apple trees are more productive and disease free if a good number of chives are grown under them.  Apricot trees benefit from the planting of basil and tansy.  Asparagus grows particularly well if it is surrounded by parsley.  Basil is one of the most valuable herbs in the garden.  Ornamental basil, sweet basil and bush basil are all beneficial.  Bees love it and it therefore brings fertility to the whole of the garden.  Aphids, fruit fly and the common house fly are all deterred by basil.
Beans like to have parsley planted among them but beans should never be grown adjacent to fennel or garlic as they are mutually destructive.
Cabbages grow better when mint, thyme, sage, rosemary and dill are planted around them, but never grow rue near cabbages.
Borage is rich in organic potassium, calcium and natural minerals.  It should always be grown near cucumbers, tomatoes and squash.  Strawberries also benefit; it will free them from disease and improve size of fruit.
Celery likes to have dill planted nearby, carrots like chives, sage and coriander planted between their rows.
Chamomile in the garden encourages other plants to increase their essential oils which makes them taste and smell more strongly.  It is also a great reviver for ailing plants.  It keeps compost heaps sweet and healthy and is very rich in calcium.
Dried herbs of any variety mixed with seed you are sowing will discourage birds, mice and slugs from eating them.
Pots of garlic, which can be easily moved around, will repel mosquitoes when you are entertaining outdoors.  Hyssop is good to grow around grapevines, but should not be planted around radishes.
Lavender is of general benefit to all kinds of plants in the garden but particularly repels all varieties of moths from laying their eggs.  Silverbeet also does very well planted near lavender.
Chives give parsley a longer life and prevent it from going to seed.  Oregano improves the growth and flavour of broccoli.
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