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Organic Gardening

I am passionate about herbs and anything associated with them. They should be an integral part of our lives and not something that we make a special effort to use. They can be used in cooking, beauty products, health remedies, cleaning and, of course, organic gardening. 

More and more people are becoming aware of the need to escape from the chemicals and pollutants that surround us and the damage that they are causing to our health and well being. Lots of people realize how important it is to eat organic fruit and vegetables, but for some reason they are very expensive to buy. But there is absolutely no reason why every family in South Africa shouldn’t grow some, if not all, of their own organic vegetables and salads!  

There are hundreds of books giving lots of, often daunting advice, about this so called ‘new skill’.  The fact is organic gardening has been around for thousands of years, many of our grand-parents were practicing organic gardening – it just didn’t have a name.

So what do you need to start your organic veggie patch?

Compost – Either make your own compost in the traditional way, or get a worm farm which is far easier to manage, and there different sizes, so you can find one to fit your available space, even if you are in an apartment.

Herbs for companion planting – If your garden is in balance with nature there should be no need to use pesticides, not even herbal ones.  Companion planting is an essential part of gardening with nature and as it is mostly herbs that your use, you can use the ones that you will be using in the kitchen and home.  One important fact to remember is that often the companion plant will attract certain ‘bad’ insects.  This is nothing to be alarmed about that is what they should be doing!  A perfect example is nasturtiums and roses; yes the aphids are still in the garden, but not on the roses.  Remember that to keep the ‘good bugs’ you need to feed them and they eat the bad bugs such as aphids.  Birds also eat bugs, so you have to have food for them if you want to attract them into your garden.  The idea of companion planting is to guide the bugs to where you want them, which is away from your veggies. Remember that if you want the butterflies you have to first have the caterpillars.

Here are some of the more useful herbs:

Thyme:  There are lots of varieties, some are quite small so are ideal for container gardens as they can hang down the sides.  It is a good companion for most plants, deters cabbage moth and white fly plus it attracts bees.

Many of the varieties can be used for cooking, the favourites being common thyme and lemon thyme. In the household thyme is an antiseptic herb so ideal for cleaning.  Medicinally only the common thyme (Thymus vulgaris) is used.  It can be used for a variety of ailments including colds, coughs and most respiratory ailments, indigestion, cramps, flatulence and fungal infections such as athlete’s foot.

Rosemary:  Deters many insects such as cabbage moth, beetles, carrot flies and mosquitoes.  It is a bad companion with potatoes.  There are several varieties, but for a small garden the upright Tuscan rosemary is ideal as it does not sprawl everywhere. It is a commonly used culinary herb and  can also be used as a disinfectant in the home.  Medicinally it is a stimulant and will raise blood pressure quickly.  Do not use if you have high blood pressure. It is good for muscular aches and pains, colds and fevers, digestive upsets and hair loss due to illness. 

Lavender  I have always used a lot of lavender as a companion plant for most vegetables as it is another general insect repellent. However, since we have had so much rain this summer, many of my lavenders died as they hate having too much water.  I am replacing them with rosemary in case we have another wet summer.  In the kitchen, apart from being used in biscuits and cakes, they are also a meat tenderizer.  Simply add two sprigs of the English lavender (Lavendula angustifolia) to a marinade for 500g of meat.  It is traditionally used for the skin and as a relaxing herb for insomnia and mild stress. 

Yarrow  Yarrow is excellent for accelerating decomposition.  It increases the rate by 45-60%.  Simply add a handful to the compost heap, weekly if possible.  It is also, along with chamomile, a hospital plant.  This means that it will improve the health of a sick or ailing plant if that plant is placed close to it, or vice versa.  The best is to keep a pot of it handy in case it is needed.  It doesn’t work every time, but it is definitely worth trying.  Be aware that is in invasive so keep it in a pot if you only have limited space.  It is not really used as a culinary herb.  It is an astringent so can be used in facial steams for greasy skins.  Medicinally it is excellent to stop bleeding – simply crush and rub into the wound.  It is also used for menstrual cramps and varicose veins.

Wild garlic – Another good general insect repellent, which also keeps moles and snakes away.  The whole plant can be used as a food in much the same way as you would use spring onions.  Medicinally it is used mainly for colds and fevers.

Rue  Although this is an excellent insect repellent and is recommended in many organic gardening books it smells so foul that you shouldn’t keep it if you have a smaller garden1

Sage  Sage has to be one of the most irritating herbs to grow!  They are so fickle – a perfectly healthy looking sage will suddenly curl up its leaves and 3 days later be dead for no apparent reason. It could be growing in a bed along with other sages, all with the same conditions and it will die.  I am not the only person who has this problem, so be warned!  It is better to have 2 or 3 plants if you really want to keep it.  It deters cabbage moths, root maggots and snails, plus is a general insect repellent. It should not be grown with rue or cucumbers.  It is a strong tasting herb, so generally used with rich or fatty meats.  A small amount can be used in other dishes and also in breads. It is a preservative so should be used in marinades for braai meat which often sits around waiting to be cooked.  Medicinally it has a huge range of uses.  It is used for any infections of the throat or mouth, is excellent for respiratory and digestive problems, stops sweating, mimics female hormones and is especially good for night sweats and hot flushes.  It is astringent and good for acne, greasy hair and skin.  It darkens hair and will cover grey if used continually.

These are just a few of the herbs that can be used for companion planting, most strong smelling herbs will also be beneficial, just see which ones you will be using in your home and plant around that.

When planting your vegetables it is difficult to obtain true organic seeds.  I generally do not worry too much.  After you have done your first planting just collect your own seed for future seasons.  Think about how many vegetables you will need and the space that is available.  It is easy to get carried away and plant, for instance, 30 bean plants.  You will be so sick of eating beans you may decide to give up veggie gardening all together!  Either just plant what you need, or otherwise plant your seed trays and give the extras to a friend to grow. 

If you have a small veggie garden, or even a pot garden, it can easily be maintained in half an hour a day.  In fact much of the maintenance can be done whilst you are picking your supper.  It is not supposed to be another strain or stress in our, already, too busy lives. Hopefully you will find that it becomes beneficial as a stress reliever as well as a health and financial benefit.

 

