
Herbs To Plant in April 
By Grace Emery, Bexar County Master Gardener 

 
April is for planting herbs! There are many to consider in a late Spring timeframe.  Basil, 
Lemon Balm, Mexican Mint Marigold and Sage will be our focus here. 
 

Basil, Sweet Basil, Ocimum basilicums 
 

Annual 
Light Requirement: Full Sun 
Height to 3 feet, width to 20 inches 
Planting time: Late spring 
 
Basil is an erect, many-branched aromatic 
annual or short-lived perennial, woody at 
the base, with narrow, bright green 
leaves.  
 
 

 
There are sixty plus kinds of Basil.  Several varieties you might like to try:  Cinnamon Basil 
has purple veined leaves and pink flowers, with a cinnamon like aroma.  A hardier Mexican 
variety, ‘Cuban’, is vigorous, columniform and hardier with small light green leaves and a spicy 
flavor. ‘Dark Opal’ has purple black leaves and long pink flowers, with a delicate aroma. In 
2017, Balsamic Blooms joined the Texas Superstars. It is a tender perennial with edible 
blooms and anise flavored leaves and fragrance.  

 
Sweet Basil is by far the most popular basil 
in the world; the most popular variety of 
sweet basil is the ‘Genovese’ variety, which 
means “perfume basil.” It has a tall uniform 
habit with slightly wrinkled leaves and is slow 
to bolt.  This is regarded as the best basil in 
terms of flavor for pesto and for all tomato 
and garlic-flavored dishes.  
 
 
 

When planting in your garden, buying basil in 4-inch pots is a good plan. (Basil is easy to grow 
from seed but should be planted six weeks prior to planting.) Dig the hole, put water in it, wet 
the plant as well, and use a time released fertilizer. To reduce the chance of disease, keep the 
plants 10-20 inches apart for good air circulation; when watering, try not to wet the leaves. 
Instead, water the soil around the plants. When harvesting the leaves, cut just above a leaf 
node or branched stem to encourage healthy, bushy growth. When the Basil begins to flower 
or bolt, pinch about half the flowers off, but save some for the bees! 

Cinnamon Basil 

Sweet Basil 

Balsamic Blooms Basil 

Thai Basil 

Lime Basil 



 You will want to use fresh basil as opposed to dried, 
because the dried has very little flavor.  
 
One way to preserve basil, is to put several handfuls of 
leaves (stripped from the stem) into a blender or food 
processor – add a little olive oil and freeze in ice cube 
trays. This will preserve your basil to use as fresh basil 
during the cooler winter months, since none of the Basils 
respond well to cold weather and their leaves turn black 
when exposed to cold. This is definitely a warm weather 
plant. 
 

 
 
 
Lemon Balm, Bee Balm or Sweet Balm or Melissa officinalis 
 

Perennial 
Light requirement: Full sun to partial shade 
Height up to 3 feet, width to 20 inches 
Water Requirements: light 
Planting time: early spring 
 
Lemon Balm is a hairy, clump-forming herbaceous perennial with 
creeping roots and erect square stems up to 3 feet tall. It is in the mint 
family so it can be invasive. Leaves are lemon scented, heart-shaped, 
toothed, and deeply veined; flowers, white or pale pink, are sparse in 
the late summer. Lemon Balm is widely grown in gardens.  

 
It can be sown in the ground when it is 70 degrees, but since it 
clumps, it can be grown vegetatively. It self-sows and can spread by 
the roots. Lemon Balm grows like a weed, literally. If it begins to look 
ragged, just cut to the ground and it will send out the new growth.  
 
There are green and variegated varieties to choose from and if you do 
not want a lot, just plant in a container on a shaded deck area. It looks 
lovely and drapes the container.  
 
Bees are attracted to the small flowers. Lemon Balm has a citronella 
compound, so dried leaves deter many pests. You can rub on your 
skin to repel mosquitoes and sprinkle it on the ground in your garden, to repel squash bugs. It 
can also be used as mulch for your vegetables. This plant is rarely bothered by pests. It would 
be a good addition to your home garden or plant on your back deck to deter pests.  
 
Young leaves are used to flavor teas, soup, custard, milk and sauces. Use finely chopped 
leaves in salads, sauces for fish, mayonnaise, sauerkraut, fruit salads, drinks, teas and jellies. 
When a recipe calls for lemon juice or fresh lemon, you may substitute 1 tablespoon of minced 
lemon balm leaves 

Favorite Pesto Recipe 
 
1 c walnuts 
 ¼ c pine nuts 
 ½ c parmesan cheese 
1/2 c olive oil,  
2 c of packed basil leaves and  
½ t of kosher salt. 
 
 Put in a blender and get a smooth 
consistency and you are ready!! 

Lemon Balm 

Variegated Lemon Balm 



 
Medicinally, Lemon Balm flowers are used to help with 
insomnia, indigestion and other stomach disorders. But 
their best use is for migraines. Steep one tablespoon 
leaves until cool and drink the tea. 
 
When drying, use the leaves and tips before or after 
flowering; they will dry quickly either in a brown bag 
hung in a ventilated space or free hanging. They will 
retain the lemony smell throughout the year. Freezing in 
oil is best, as it retains more volatile oils than drying. 
 
Special Tips: Dry quickly so leaves do not turn black. 
The leaves lowest on the stems have the most essential 
oil. 

 
 
 

Sage (Common or Garden), Salvia officinalis 
 

 
Hardy evergreen perennial 
Light requirement: Full Sun 
Height and width:  vary 
Water requirements: low to medium 
Planting time: early spring or fall 
Deer resistant 
 
Sage is a shrubby, evergreen perennial with branched stems and 
wrinkled, velvety, pale, grayish-green leaves.  Tons of blue purple 
flowers are produced in summer.  Salvia officinalis is one of over 900 

species of salvia, native to the Mediterranean and Africa, which thrive in temperate, dry and 
tropical areas and favor dry, stony or rocky soil.  Salvias have interesting and diverse aromas, 
(some aromas not very appealing), textures and colors and because their flowers secrete 
abundant nectar, this makes them a very valuable and important bee plant.   
 
The one thing that sage dislikes is high humidity, a condition sometimes difficult to control here 
in south central Texas. Seedlings can be started in the spring; wet the hole, wet the plant and 
use a slow-release fertilizer. Additionally, sage dislikes wet roots. Grow in raised beds or 
containers that allow good drainage and treat it as an annual, rather than perennial, for 
improved growing conditions.  Prune at the end of the blooming season to encourage new 
summer growth.  Sage tends to become leggy and woody so replace the whole plant after 3 
years. Or peg down a stem or two to the ground, pull some soil over it and wait for new plants 
to develop, at which time they can be ‘potted up’ and ‘planted out.’ 
 
Three varieties which are decorative in the garden as well as useful in the kitchen are Salvia 
officinalis ‘Aurea’ with chartreuse yellow leaves and green along the leaf margins; Salvia 
officinalis ‘Tricolor’ has irregular pink and ivory variegation; and Salvia officinalis ‘Purpurascens 

Favorite Lemon Balm Tea 

Crush 2 to 3 teaspoons leaves 

with fingers (crushing releases the 

oil in the leaves) and place in an 

infuser or in your teapot.  

Pour 2 cups boiling water over 

leaves and steep for 5 to 10 

minutes, remove the infuser, and 

add some honey and enjoy! 

Garden Sage 



Veriegata’ has purple gray leaves with pink variegation.  These varieties are not as hardy as 
their common cousin, but are oh, so lovely. They are worth trying in a container on your deck. 
 
Sage lends its distinctive rosemary-camphor flavor to many cuisines and regional dishes 
around the world.  The leaves are used to flavor meat dishes and in soups, stews, sauces, 
stuffing, and sausages. Sage can be fried in oil or added to recipes, and their scent will 
perfume the whole house.  
 
My favorite dish is Mushroom Risotto with fried sage leaves as a garnish. Fresh or dried leaves 
can be made into tea. 
 
 
 
 

Mexican Mint Marigold, Tagetes lucida 
 

Hardy evergreen perennial 
Light Requirement: Full sun to partial shade 
Height and width vary 
Water Requirements: low to medium 
Planting time: early spring or fall 
 
 
 
Mexican Mint Marigold has many aliases, most alluding to its 

fragrance: Sweet Mace, Mexican or Winter Tarragon, Sweet or Mint-Scented Marigold, Root 
Beer Plant, Mexican Marigold Mint, and Yerba Anis. Its Latin generic name, Tagetes, probably 
comes from Tages, said to be the grandson of Jupiter. The specific name, lucida, means 
“bright” or “shining,” probably referring to the bright yellow-gold flowers. 
 
T. lucida is closely related to both ordinary garden marigolds and the citrus-scented signet 
marigolds (T. tenuifolia). The latter are prized by herb gardeners as potpourri material as well 
as for their ornamental value. 
 
This yellow flowered, robust plant thrives in almost any well-drained soil, including sand, and is 
relatively easy to grow. It has no special fertilization needs, and although it appreciates regular 
watering, it can withstand short droughts. For a full, well-formed plant with many blossoms, 
place it in full sun; in a shady garden, it will grow leggy and bear few flowers. 
 
North of hardiness Zone 8, Mexican Mint Marigold is often raised as an annual. The slender 
black-and-white seeds are like those of garden marigolds but smaller—about 1/4 inch long. 
They germinate most readily at 70° to 75°F. The plants are grown the same as garden 
marigolds, but from seed, they take much longer to flower—six months compared to as little as 
six weeks for garden marigolds. Especially in the North, you may prefer to purchase young 
plants instead of raising them from seed. Seedlings or plants can go into the garden after the 
danger of frost is past. Space the seedlings about 12 inches apart to allow good circulation.  
 
You can harvest the leaves throughout the growing season as soon as the plants have 
achieved some size. Mature leaves are not tougher, more bitter, or less fragrant than the 

Mexican Mint Marigold 



young, tender ones so the choice is easy to make. Another advantage of Mexican Mint 
Marigold is that it provides long lasting color to your landscape. 
 
In warm regions, such as the Gulf Coast, Mexican Mint Marigold is evergreen. In cooler 
climates, you may be able to bring them through the winter outdoors under a heavy mulch. 
Where winters are really severe, you’ll need to put them up before the first frost and bring them 

inside until warm weather returns. If you forget to bring 
plants inside and they freeze, the leaves can be used 
for cooking and tea anyway. Your reward is a tarragon 
substitute that needs no winter dormancy period 
before it can produce harvestable leaves. Growers 
never noticed any tendency toward particular diseases 
or pests, indoors or out. 
 
In the kitchen, chop the fresh leaves and use them to 
season chicken and tossed green salads, or brew 
them into a sweet, anise-flavored tea. The dried 
leaves retain their fragrance well if kept in a sealed 
glass container and protected from extreme heat and 
bright light.  
 
Mint Marigold’s dried leaves also add fragrance to 
potpourris and sachets. The flowers add long-lasting 
color and fragrance to dried arrangements, wreathes 
and bouquets.  
 
Information from: 
Herbs Delicious and Nutritious 2013 San Antonio Herb 
Market Association 
San Antonio Herb Society Resource Guide 2008 
Texas Superstars Booklet 2021 
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Foil-baked fish 

A fragrant treat when cooked with 

Mexican Mint Marigold.  

Place one pound of fresh fish fillets 

on a piece of buttered aluminum 

foil or parchment. Slash the fillets 

at 2-inch intervals and insert a thin 

slice of lemon into each cut. Dot 

the fish with butter, salt and 

pepper to taste, then sprinkle with 

a cup of chopped Mexican Mint 

Marigold leaves.  

Double-fold the edges of the foil or 

parchment to seal, and turn the 

ends under.  

Bake the packet no more than 20 

minutes in a preheated oven at 

350°F. The fish is done when it 

flakes easily. Avoid overcooking 

https://aggie-horticulture.tamu.edu/organic/files/2011/03/E-561_growing_herbs_texas.pdf

