
THE DELIGHT OF HERBS: FROM SEED TO HARVEST 

by Ronnie Brancazio 

At LIHS's January meeting, we were treated to  a wonderful presentation by Louann Monahan-
Rothe on the subject of herbs and their uses. Herbs are clearly a favorite subject for gardeners, 
cooks, and those interested in traditional health applications, and Louann provided a wealth of 
information in all three areas of interest. She is a Master Gardener, Designer, Vice President of 
the LI Herb Society, and an outstanding speaker.  
 
Louann began by reviewing the definition of herbs and introducing us to the LI Unit of the Herb 
Society of America. She displayed a medical disclaimer stating that she is not recommending 
any specific medical or health treatment to any individual, and she stressed that she is not an 
herbalist by profession, so that her presentation is for educational purposes. She noted that 
herbs are chemically complex and can interact with medications and have varying effects. 
 
        She proceeded to give an overview of the many ways that herbs can be safely used to 
improve mental and physical well-being when prepared as tinctures, oils, tonics, salves and 
teas. She discussed several of her favorite books on herbs and provided a handout listing useful 
books, websites and youtube channels. 
 
 She then discussed the many uses of Lemon Balm, St. John's Wort, and Elderberry, three of 
her favorites. All are easily-grown, attractive perennials and energetic spreaders: 
 

 Lemon Balm is excellent for seasoning fish dishes; makes an excellent drink just added 
to water; and makes a useful tincture when combined with St. John's Wort. 

 

 St. John's Wort is used to treat mild depression and anxiety, and is considered to be an 
anti-viral. It can be prepared by cutting barely-opened flowers with some stem attached, 
allowing them to wilt, and covering them with a good quality carrier oil such as sweet 
almond oil. The container should then be left on a sunny windowsill for about a month. 

 

 Elderberry grows to be a very large shrub, is easy to propagate from cuttings, has a 
heavy but beautiful scent, and is much loved by birds. It makes a nice wine and an 
excellent tonic, and Louann likes to combine it with blueberries and lilac sugar. 
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Louann displayed several bottles and jars of tinctures, oils and herbal mixtures that she had 
prepared. She showed us that St. John's Wort turns purple in solution, even though the flowers 
are bright yellow! 
 
The next part of the presentation focused on how to grow and use Microgreens from herb seeds. 
Microgreens have become very popular, and for good reason. They contain 9 times the 
nutrients of the full-grown herbs, they are easy to grow, and they enhance both cooked and raw 
dishes, especially soups and salads. Any kind of herb seeds can be used, as well as vegetables 
like kale - and sunflowers ae especially tasty. Just be sure to get organic seeds that have not 
been treated with pesticides. She cautions that each variety of seed should be grown in a 
separate container since they germinate at different times, and you want a uniform crop. 
 
        When growing microgreens, Louann prefers using an LED grow-light and a heating mat, 
and she shared her recommendations for trays, potting medium (coco coir), and timing for the 
stages of germination. Her method is to place the damp medium in a tray with drainage holes, 
seed thickly, then weigh down the medium with another tray and weights to encourage strong 
roots, and place this in a third tray to collect water. She also sprinkles the soil with 3% peroxide 
to inhibit fungus. The weight is left in place for three days (checking for germination 2X/day), 
after which the top tray is inverted to make a cover. Once seeds germinate, this cover is 
removed. 
 
        The greens should be harvested when you see the first two leaves plus a cotyledon, and 
you should only cut as much as you need since they lose nutrition very rapidly. 
 
        Lastly, Louann demonstrated how to make a mini-greenhouse for outdoor germination 
using a 1/2 gallon plastic milk container. You cut 4" from the bottom and about 3/4 of the way 
around so that the top half becomes a hinged lid.  You then fill the bottom with damp potting mix 
and seeds, and place it outside. Sounds like fun! 
 
        The audience showed Louann their appreciation through their many questions, obvious 
interest and involvement, and enthusiastic applause!  
 
        I think many of us will be enlivening the remaining winter months by sowing herb seeds 
and enjoying our own crops of microgreens - and perhaps making our own mini-greenhouses. 
We also look forward to spring when we can grow our own herbs and prepare all sorts of 
interesting and useful herbal products. Personally, I am anxious to try lemon balm water and 
tea, and I can't wait to watch my St. John's Wort flowers turn color in solution! 
 

 



HERB RESOURCES: 

Books:  

 The Alchemy of Herbs- Rosalee de La Foret 

 Medicinal Herbs, A beginners Guide – Rosemary Gladstar 

 The Book of Herbal Wisdom, Using Plants as Medicines – Mathew Wood 

 A Modern Herbal – Volume One and Two – Mrs. M. Grieve 

 Botany in a Day – Thomas J. Elpel 

 Herbal Gardens of Delight - Adelma G. Simmons 

 Braiding Sweet Grass – Robin Wall Kimmerer 

Helpful sites on the web: 

 Rosalee de La Foret Learning Herbs https://www.herbalremediesadvice.org/online-
herbal-courses.html 

 Johnny Seeds microgreens https://www.johnnyseeds.com/ 

 Herb Society of America  https://www.herbsociety.org/hsa-learn/hsa-l  Webinars 
and resources 

 Fruition Seeds Academy  https://www.fruitionseeds.com/ free seed starting lessons 

 Seed Savers Exchange https://www.seedsavers.org/learn 

 Cornell Cooperative Extension  http://ccesuffolk.org/gardening  

  High Mowing Seeds microgreens https://www.highmowingseeds.com/   

YouTube channels: 

On the Grow – Micro greens channel 

 Rosemary Gladstar video series and Mountain Rose Herbs 

Herb Society: https://www.herbsociety.org/about/ 
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