Growing Medicinal Herbs
Organic Growers School 2010
Seeds and Plants
Horizon Herbs – http://horizonherbs.com  phone # (541) 846-6704

Largest collection of organically grown medicinal herb seeds and plants. Catalog is also a growers manual and contains many of the germination specifics listed below. 

Richters – http://www.richters.com phone # (905) 640-6677

Huge selection of herb seeds and plants. Rare or hard- to - find herbs.

Fedco - http://www.fedcoseeds.com phone # (207) 873-7333

Organic gardening resources – tools, books, biological control, etc. Many heirloom organic vegetable, flower, herb, and fruit tree selections. 

Prairie Moon Nursery – http://www.prairiemoon.com phone# (866) 417-8156 

Seeds and plants of natives to the prairie and eastern states. Loads of germination information in their seed section. 

Southern Exposure seeds- http://www.southernexpsoure.com phone # (540) 894-9480 

Heirloom varieties adapted to the southeast. 

Spring Herb Festival - http://www.ashevilleherbfestival.com phone # (828) 778-4365

Friday April 30th to Sunday May 2nd 2010 at the Western North Carolina farmer’s market in Asheville, NC (at the intersections of Interstates 26 and 40) Humongous selection of plants-, including vegetables, herbs, fruit trees, and ornamentals. Lots of organic nurseries will be there!

Chestnut Herb Nursery – (828)683-5233

Open to the public by appointment and at the Asheville City Market and herb fair in the spring (see above). Over 100 medicinal herbs and natives to the southeast. Woman owned and women powered! E-mail us for our plant list, including cultivation requirements, at Juliet@chestnutherbs.com 

Medicinal Herb Gardening Books 
Compiled set of Publications – Cultivation Set – Richo Cech. Available from Horizon Herbs. See above.
Written by an herbalist gardener and seeds-man, this useful little tome covers Mediterranean herbs, Chinese herbs, Medicinal herbs from the English tradition, and growing tropical perennials in the temperate North. Medicinal use, cultivation and harvesting are discussed in detail. 
Growing At-Risk Medicinal Herbs: Cultivation, Conservation and Ecology – Richo Cech
Detailed instruction on the cultivation requirements for at-risk plants including ginseng, goldenseal, the cohoshes, bloodroot, etc.

Herbal Emissaries: Bringing Chinese Herbs to the West – Steven Foster and Chongxi 

Excellent all –around reference for popular Chinese herbs. Includes information on medicinal use, processing and cultivation for each herb.

Herbal Renaissance – Steven Foster 
Similar to the above except this book covers western herbs

The Illustrated Herb Encyclopedia; A complete Culinary, Cosmetic, Medicinal, and Ornamental Guide to Herbs – Kathi Keville 

One of my long - time favorite herb references. Provides more cultivation information than most general herbals. Beautiful illustrations. Recipes, historical reference, aromatherapy etc.  

Growing and Propagating Wildflowers of the United States and Canada – William Cullina  

One of the finest native plant growers’ manuals. Excellent photos, cultivation, and propagation information for many of our natives. 
Native Trees, Shrubs and Vines; A Guide to Using, Growing and Propagating North American Woody Plants – William Cullina.  See above
The American Horticultural Society – Plant Propagation – DK , Editor-in-chief, Alan Toogood

Illustrated manual for most basic plant propagation; cuttings, divisions, seed saving and sowing.

Growing and Marketing Ginseng, Goldenseal and other Woodland Medicinals – W. Scott Persons and Jeanine M. Davis 

The most thorough and technical guide available for growing at-risk woodland medicinal. Local author.

The Herb Society of America New Encyclopedia of Herbs and their Uses – DK , Revised edition 2001 -Deni Brown 

Excellent reference for the cultivation and usage for more than 1,000 medicinal herbs. Each monograph includes cultivation, propagation, harvest, parts used and properties and usage. I use this book for researching cultivars and international plants.
Germination Specifics
Germinating medicinal herb plants and natives requires more skill, attention, and patience than germinating vegetable plants. Following are some special treatments that herb seeds may need before they will germinate. Many of the above resources, especially the Horizon Herbs and Prairie Moon seed catalogues, include these details. 

Stratification or Cold Conditioning– Many seeds have a built-in alarm clock that lets them know that winter has passed and it is now spring and safe to begin life. Stratification tricks seeds into thinking winter has passed by exposing them to an extended period of cold and moist conditions. My preference is to do this in a controlled manner in the safety of my own home inside a Ziploc bag (that’s a Virgo for you). 

Here’s how you trick those innocent seeds: Wet play sand and slightly so it’s visibly wet but no water comes out when squeezed. Place a very small amount of the wet sand in a small Ziploc bag with the seeds. Label well, place in a paper bag to keep out the light, and store in the refrigerator for 3 weeks to 3 months depending on the species. If you’re not sure, try 1 month. You can plant the sand with the seed so there’s no need to pick out the individual seeds unless they are exceptionally large. Boneset, American Ginseng, Blue Vervain, Butterfly weed, Culver’s root, Echinacea, Mullein, Skullcap and Wormwood are just a few of the herbs that need stratification to germinate well. 
Light - Dependant Germination – Many seeds have formidable patience and can lay in the soil for decades, or even centuries, waiting for their break. Sunlight is the big break, and in a natural setting, it is brought about by wildfire, storm, or tree fall. The canopy opens up and the seed has a chance to find its own personal spot in paradise. You may sow these seeds directly onto the surface of the soil and very gently press them so they make contact with the soil. You may also slightly sprinkle a fine dusting of soil or vermiculite on top of the seeds. They then should be watered very gently by misting or bottom watering so they will not be washed off the surface of the soil. Many very small seeds are treated in the same manner as they do not have the reserves to grow above a thick layer of soil. Angelica, Bee balm, Catnip, Lobelia, Lovage, Mullein, Saint John’s wort and Violet are just a few of the herbs that need sunlight to germinate. 

Scarification – Many seeds have a thick impervious seed coat that must be nicked or cracked before the seed can germinate. You can rub the seeds between two pieces of sand paper until you see a little bit of the endosperm (embryo nutrient reserves, usually a lighter color and different texture than the seed coat). Sometimes this is done before stratifying seeds and sometimes at the time of sowing. Astragalus, Baptisia, Hollyhock, Licorice, Marshmallow, Passionflower, Red root, and Rue are some of the herbs that will germinate better with scarification. 
Willow bark extract, natural rooting hormone

Willow bark extract contains a natural plant hormone, a type of auxin, which is called willow rooting substance. It can be used as a free natural substitute for commercial rooting powders, and is especially helpful for rooting softwood cuttings. Cut ten 2-3 ft. willow branches, preferably in the fall after the leaves have fallen and cut the branches into 2 in. lengths. Pour a gallon of water over them and let sit for 24 to 48 hours. Strain the willow soak water and use as a replacement for 200 ppm KIBA soak. Soak the lower stem portion of cuttings in this solution for 24 hours and then place them in their rooting medium. Any unused liquid can be stored in the refrigerator for up to a year. Some people use willow in a less exact fashion by soaking willow branches in water and using the soak water to water cuttings.

Cultivation Requirements for a few of my Favorite, easy to grow, Medicinal Herbs

Calendula- Calendula officinalis, Asteraceae 

Annual, full sun, long flowering season, easily grown from seed.  Direct sow or start early in pots, somewhat cold tolerant. Does well as a container plant, hence the common name “pot marigold.” Plant 10-14’’ apart, grows to 18’’. The showy yellow-orange flowers are an edible garnish for salads, cakes, soups etc. The dried flowers make a tasty medicinal tea and can be reconstituted over winter in soups. The flowers are also incorporated into oils and salves for healing wounds, rashes, burns, and dry skin. Calendula flowers must be picked every three days or so to ensure a longer flowering season. Calendula will usually self-sow unless you are a  heavy mulcher. 
Echinacea-Echinacea purpurea, Asteraceae 

Herbaceous perennial, full sun, plant 1-2’ apart, grows to 3-4’ tall. This is the purple cone flower frequently cultivated as an ornamental and is the easiest species of Echinacea to grow from seed.  Sow in greenhouse trays or directly in the ground in early spring. Germination is usually 2-3 weeks. To improve the germination rate you may cold condition (stratify) the seeds for two weeks prior to planting. It will not flower the first year and needs to be two or three years old before the roots are ready to harvest. Echinacea seeds are relished by gold finches and will self-sow if left on the plant over winter. The roots, seeds and fresh flowers are all medicinal and can be made into a tingly tasting, immune-stimulating tea or tincture. 
Elecampagne- Inula helenium, Asteraceae

Herbaceous perennial, full sun to part shade, moist soils, 4-5’, can get rangy and require staking, plant two feet apart. Plant seeds on the surface of the soil and lightly press in, do not cover with soil. Water with a fine stream so as not to wash the seeds away from the soil. Germinates in two weeks. Elecampagne generally doesn’t flower until its second year. This is a show stopper in the garden with its large felty leaves and its wild, long-stalked, yellow, sunflower- like flowers.  Elecampagne’s sweet and spicy roots are used in teas, tinctures, and syrups. It is a stimulating expectorant for coughs and is an excellent digestive aid as an aromatic bitter. The roots grow quite large and can be harvested after the second or third year. You can dig it up, harvest some of the root, and replant the root crown. 
Skullcap-Scutellaria lateriflora, Lamiaceae

Herbaceous perennial, full sun to part shade, moist fertile soil, plant 6’’ apart, grows to 2’ tall. Cold condition (stratify) seeds for two weeks prior to planting. I prefer to plant in greenhouse trays but the seeds may be direct-sown and watched carefully. Pretty blue flower spikes in the summer – spreads by runners but not super- invasive like other mint family relatives. If you have a sunny spot next to a stream with part sun you can grow beautiful skullcap. Otherwise a wetter, rich spot in the garden will do. Skullcap is quite bitter so I prefer to make a tincture rather than tea. The leaves and flowers are made into a tincture which is used as a nervine for stress, insomnia, headaches, menstrual cramps, etc. and is safe for children.
Toothache plant – Spilanthes acmella, Asteraceae

Annual, rich soil, full sun, water during dry spells, grows 1’ tall, space 1’ apart. Direct sow after danger of frost has passed or sow in the greenhouse for a head-start. This striking plant has golden, globe-shaped flowers with a red center, leading one seed company to market them as “eyeball plant.” Spilanthes is an interesting plant to behold and to taste! It is one of the strongest sialagogues (saliva-promoter) I know; even a tiny nibble from one of the flowers will set your mouth to drool. The tingly numbing sensation it offers gives relief to toothaches and is used in many tooth and gum formulas as it is anti-microbial, stimulating, and acts as an oral anodyne. The whole above-ground parts are medicinal, and may be chewed fresh in moderation or made into a tincture. I often put it into formulas with Echinacea as an immune stimulant for augmenting the body’s internal defenses against the common colds and flu.  
Valerian- Valeriana officinalis- Valerianaceae

Herbacous perennial, early spring flowers to 5’ tall, space 1 -2’ apart, full sun to part shade, moist soils. Plant seeds on the surface of the soil and lightly press in, do not cover with soil. Water with a fine stream so as not to wash the seeds away from the soil. Germinates in 10-16 days. The musky roots offer an olfactory sensation that you will not likely forget. Valerian is like catnip for many kitties: I have seen cats digging and frolicking in a bed of valerian on the full moon. Valerian is super easy to grow and quickly self-sows: you will soon find yourself giving away Valerian plants to all your neighbors. Harvest the roots in the fall of the second year and dry for tea or make a tincture. The roots are an excellent sedative and hypnotic (sleep-aid) and combine well with passion flower for insomnia and stress. Interestingly, a small percentage of people feel stimulated when taking valerian. 
May your gardens be abundant and provide nourishment, healing and beauty in your lives!
Juliet Blankespoor, Director

Chestnut Herb Nursery

Chestnut School of Herbal Medicine

56 Sluder Branch Rd., Leicester, NC. 28748
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