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Introduction

Over the past few years I have become more and more interested in growing herbs, predominantly for 

medicinal use. I decided to visit herb growers in Scotland to see what I could learn from them in order 

to grow herbs in a northern climate, and to learn more about their uses in herbal medicine. I also 

wanted to compare various growing techniques including conventional, organic and biodynamic.

The project was divided into two trips in order to cover all the herb growers in Scotland. Scotland was 

chosen as a geographical location as this is where I live and want to grow herbs. The first trip involved 

staying for a week on Arran on a herb farm called Drimlabarra. Here I had the opportunity to work and 

spend time with the owners, carrying out crop maintenance, and harvesting and processing the herbs 

into medicine. The second trip included visiting the remaining herb farms and other related sites. These 

were Brin Herb Nursery, Poyntzfield Herb Nursery, Findhorn Ecovillage, SEER Centre and Pillars of 

Hercules Organic Farm.

Both trips were full of learning and I became acquainted with many interesting people and herbs. I 

managed to visit all the places originally on my list with the exception of Scotherbs, who are a 

conventional herb farm, near Dundee, and provide supermarkets with potted and cut herbs.  

The majority of people I met had all experienced difficulties over the past few years from climate 

change. Whether this be the cold spell at the beginning of the summer 2011 that led to wind burn and 

loss of flower buds, or the reduction in sunlight hours due to increased cloud cover in the summer 

months. As the climate changes in Scotland and weather events become more unpredictable, site 

location of areas to grow herbs must be considered in detail before buying land. 

The climate map below shows the differences in climate of each area I visited. Whitefield, 2010, has 

identified five significant factors, which he ascribes to the differences in climate across Britain. These 

are the:

•East-West: The east coast is colder in winter. This is because the Atlantic Ocean has a bigger 

moderating effect than the North Sea. The North Atlantic Drift also has a warming effect and rainfall is 

higher in the west.

•North-South: This has a dominant effect on the summer temperature i.e. the further north the cooler 

the summer.

•Coast-Inland: Coastal areas are warmer in winter; cooler in summer; have higher sunshine levels; 

experience stronger, saltier winds; and have fewer frosts. 

•Altitude: Altitude affects temperature. For every 200m in height the temperature drops by one 

degree. Cloud levels increase, causing lower temperatures and a reduction in sunlight. There is also an 

increase in wind speed with altitude.

•Urban-Rural: The main difference here is temperature, with towns having an increased growing 

season of 2-3 weeks per year. Air pollution will be higher in highly populated urban areas.
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Climatic map of Scotland showing sites visited.

                                                                                     
(Whitefield, 2010)
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Location 4
Brin Herb Nursery
220-280 growing days p.a.
800-1200mm annual rainfall
3-3.5hrs/day average sunshine
>12 knots average windspeed
0˚ mean January temperature
14˚ mean July temperature

Location 5
Poyntzfield Herb Nursery
280-320 growing days p.a.
600-800mm annual rainfall
3-4hrs/day average sunshine
10-12 knots average windspeed
2˚ mean January temperature
14˚ mean July temperature

Location 6
Findhorn 
280-320 growing days p.a.
600-800mm annual rainfall
3.5-4hrs/day average sunshine
10-12 knots average windspeed
2˚ mean January temperature
14˚ mean July temperature

Location 3
SEER Centre
<220 growing days p.a.
800-1200mm annual rainfall
3-3.5hrs/day average sunshine
>12 knots average windspeed
<0˚ mean January temperature
<12˚ mean July temperature

Location 1
Drimlabarra Herb Farm
230-320 growing days p.a.
1200-2000mm annual rainfall
3-3.5hrs/day average sunshine
>12 knots average windspeed
4˚ mean January temperature
14˚ mean July temperature

Location 2 
Pillars of Hercules
280-320 growing days p.a.
600-800mm annual rainfall
3.5-4hrs/day average sunshine
10-12 knots average windspeed
2˚ mean January temperature
16˚ mean July temperature



Farming Methods

The farming methods used at the various farms and nurseries that I visited varied. This gave me an 

insight as to how they each apply to herb growing. The farming methods used were biodynamic, 

organic, conventional and those using permaculture design. 

Biodynamic

Founded in 1924 by the Austrian teacher and philosopher Rudolf Steiner, biodynamics “attempts to use 

holistic principles, viewing the farm as an integral whole and taking account of the conditions of the 

cosmos” (Kollerstrom, 2010). This means growers sow, plant and harvest according to the phases of 

the moon. Compost and liquid fertilizers used are produced through a variety of processes and referred 

to as biodynamic preparations e.g. BD500 (Tompkins and Bird, 1989).

Organic

Organic farming excludes the use of manufactured pesticides, fertilizers, plant growth regulators and 

genetically modified organisms. It instead uses techniques such as crop rotation, green manures, 

composts, and biological pest control. It relies on ecological processes rather than using inputs with 

adverse effects (Wikipedia, 2011).

Conventional

Modern farming practices that use industrialised processes are said to be conventional farming 

practices. They utilise machinery, genetic technology, artificial pesticides, herbicides and fertilizers to 

produce large amounts of crops and meat for increased demand, often referred to as intensive farming. 

Many of these practices are associated with negative effects on the natural environment e.g. water 

pollution, soil erosion and reductions in bird populations (Wikipedia, 2011).

Permaculture

 

Permaculture is “an innovative framework for creating sustainable ways of living; a practicable 

method for developing ecologically harmonious, efficient and productive systems that can be used by 

anyone, anywhere.” (Permaculture Magazine, 2011). These usually involve organic farming methods 

on a smaller scale than conventional methods, and forest gardens, replicating the highly productive 

woodland edge with edible plants.
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The Sites
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Location 1: Drimlabarra Herb Farm, Kildonan, Arran.

Drimlabarra Herb Farm is run by Maureen and Keith Robertson, who moved to Arran in 2000. They 

are both herbalists and grow a variety of herbs organically using vegan stock free lines. Vegan stock 

free means excluding the use of “livestock manures, animal remains from slaughterhouses, genetically 

modified material and indeed anything of animal origin such as fishmeal’ (www.veganherbal.com). 

Alongside being organic and vegan, permaculture design is also implemented.

The site of 16 acres is made up of a cultivated vegetable and herb garden, orchard, grassland and 

wetland. A large hedge surrounds the grassland and vegetable garden, which provides both a 

windbreak and medicinal plants such as Sambucus nigra, Crataegus monogyna, and Viburnum opulus. 

A plan of the farm can be seen in Appendix 1.

                                                  

Figure 1: Vegetable and herb beds with hedge in background.
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Herbs are grown in the vegetable garden, a herb spiral, polytunnel, and ‘wild’ in the grassland, hedges 

and wetland areas (Figure 1). From these areas they harvest over 50 different herbs and their seeds, 

which are dried or used fresh to make tinctures and oils for medicinal use. Examples of herbs grown 

are:

Calendula officinalis

Eupatorium perfoliatum 

Hypericum perforatum

Melissa officinalis

Plantago lanceolata

Viola tricolor

Vitex agnus-castus

As they do not use chemical herbicides weeding is carried out by hand, which is very time consuming. 

To minimise time spent weeding they use mulches as much as possible to reduce weed growth, which 

has the extra benefit of fertilizing the crop plant. Examples of mulches used are grass cuttings, 

seaweed or straw. Companion planting was also used to reduce weed growth. For example chickweed, 

Stellaria media, was grown under taller plants to cover the ground and outcompete weeds. Though 

often considered a weed itself it has many medicinal uses and therefore harvested. 

Perennial weeds, such as couch grass (Agropyron repens) and dock (Rumex crispus), are made into 

liquid fertilizer by steeping them in water. Once the roots have died the solid remains can be safely put  

onto the compost heap and the liquid fed to their plants as a fertilizer. Watering is done by hand, 

though the area does receive high rainfall levels and dew at night also helps the soil stay damp.

The climate on Arran is fairly mild, but wind is a major problem as the farm faces south and is on high 

ground so it often receives the full force of the Atlantic winds. This was especially bad in May this 

year with late icy winds that caused a lot of leaf burn and severely damaged many younger trees in the 

hedgerows. While I was visiting they also were affected by the tail end of Hurricane Katia, which 

caused damage to taller plants and man-made wind breaks. Several layers of windbreaks are used to 

try and reduce the effects of the wind. Taller hedges of Sambucus nigra and Crataegus monogyna sit 

outside lower hedges of fruit bushes mixed with Melissa officinalis. All of which are harvested and 

eaten or used for herbal medicine, showing the implementation of permaculture.
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Figure 2: Vegetable spiral bed with islands of Pladda and Ailsa Craig in thebackground. 

Herb Spiral.

The herb spiral on Drimlabarra is used to grow herbs according to their traits based on Native 

American, Humoral, and Ayuvedic schools of thought. Northern herbs are ‘cooling’, Southern 

‘warming’, Eastern ‘drying’ and Western ‘dampening’. Examples of herbs that can be grown in each 

segment are seen in Figure 3. The herb spiral was situated in the vegetable garden, in front of the 

house and protected from the wind by the planted hedge, see Appendix 1. 
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Figure 3: Herb spiral layout at Drimlabarra          

                   !

           NE
   Cooling astringent herbs 
to reduce inflammation 
and over production of 
bodily secretions, and for 
fever. Catnep
Greater 
Celandine
Yarrow 
Mint

           N
Cold, sedating or 
stimulating herbs 
to treat hot, 
inflamed 
conditions, esp 
where nervous 
system involved. 
Wood betony, 
Henbane, 
Poppies, 
Barberry.

         NW
Cooling and 
moistening herbs to 
relax and lubricate 
hot inflamed 

conditions.
Sweet violet. 
Heartsease,                                                  
Chamomile, 
       Wild                                                 
lettuce 

              W
Moistening herbs to 
lubricate and relieve 
tightness and bring 
relaxation as in 
coughs, nervous 
tension and healing.

Borage, Marshmallow, 
Mullein, Comfrey, Cleavers.

     SW
Warming and moistening herbs to 
stimulate and lubricate dry stuck 
conditions such as a dry cough, 
poor digestion and circulation.
Hyssop, Rosemary, Liquorice, 
Plantain.

Ginger, 
Garlic, 
Mustard, 
Thyme.

Herbs to stimulate 
damp, sluggish 
conditions eg poor 
peripheral circulation, 
congested muscles, 
remove stuck infected 

S

Warming and 
toning herbs to 
strengthen 
healing and over 
relaxed 
conditions.
Echinacea, St 
John!s Wort, 
Sage, Mugwort.

SE

Astringent and 
drying herbs to tone 
excessive fluxes of 
bodily secretions 
and flaccid, over 
relaxed 

E

Lady!s 
mantle, 
Agrimony, 
Periwinkle,
Cranesbill
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 Location 2: Pillars of Hercules, Falkland, Cupar.

Pillars of Hercules was established in 1983 by Bruce Bennett, and has grown to its current 6 hectare 

site. They use organic principles and have several polytunnels, which enables them to grow salad 

vegetables over an extended growing season. They also grow vegetables, fruit, flowers and culinary 

herbs, which they sell in their on site shop and through a veg box scheme. Aside from crops they also 

have hens and turkeys.

Work is carried out by paid staff and WOOFers (Working On Organic Farms), which I have seen a lot 

on organic farms due to the high maintenance of crops. 

In order to shelter field crops and polytunnels from prevailing winds, wind breaks of hedges and trees 

are used.

Although Pillars of Hercules only grows a small amount of herbs for culinary use, I was able to see 

how they use the polytunnels to extend the growing season. This is especially important in a northern 

climate. It also enables a quick rotation on salad crops: three weeks from planting to harvesting. The 

area under cultivation was relatively small with the remaining land being used for a campsite. There 

are future plans for a reed bed system for on site water treatment. 
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Location 3: SEER Centre ( Sustainable Ecological Earth Regeneration), 

Enochdhu, Nr Pitlochry.

The SEER Centre was set up in 1997 by Moira and Cameron Thomson. Using rockdust to remineralise 

the soil, their farm of 4 acres has been transformed from a barren hillside to highly productive terraces. 

Here they grow large vegetables, rich in minerals (Figure 4). Surrounding farmland of sheep pasture, 

seen above the buildings in Figure 5, shows what the centre may have looked like before the soil was 

remineralised and crops grown. 

Figure 4: Moira and Cameron Thomson in front of the SEER Centre. 

The rockdust that they use is a by product of the Scottish quarrying industry, “420 million year old, 

freshly ground, untreated volcanic rock”(www.seercentre.org.uk).  The rockdust is mixed with soil and 

compost, which adds a large range of minerals and trace elements that increase the health of the soils 

and produce healthier plants and crops. Other benefits include longer shelf of produce and higher 

nutritional quality. This could have benefits for growing herbs and potentially increase the potency of 

medicinal herbs.
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Figure 5: Land surrounding SEER  Centre can be seen behind their terraces and polytunnel.

The soil of the surrounding area, though moraine, is low in fertility from years of conventional 

farming, leaching of minerals and soil erosion. In order to produce fertile beds they mixed compost 

with rockdust which has been placed directly on top of the existing soil. Worms and natural processes 

have over time mixed the layers to produce a healthy humus. Various terraces and a polytunnel show 

the public the difference in yields when rockdust is used. 

The site is situated on the side of a valley, south facing, with westerly prevailing winds. To protect 

their terraces they have planted several windbreaks to reduce wind speed. Over the past few years they 

have experienced greater weather extremes, which have affected their crops. For example, this year 

they did not have an apple crop due to the cold spell early in the summer, which killed off the fruiting 

buds. Their vegetables, though still larger than conventional ones, were smaller than previous years 

due to a lack of sunshine. This was caused by increased cloud cover over the summer months. Even 

with polytunnels they find the growing season too short this far north for exotic varieties such as 

tomatoes and chillies. Blight is also a problem for the SEER Centre as it is brought down the valley by 

the prevailing wind. The westerlies also bring with them weed seeds, which they try to minimise the 

effect of by use of plastic mulch. 

Further information about rockdust and the Seer Centre can be found in an article written by Moira 

Thomson in Appendix 2.
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Location 4: Brin Herb Nursery, Flichity, Farr. 

As this nursery did not propagate plants on site, sold mainly culinary herbs and no-one was available 

to talk, I have not gone into detail about this project.

Established 25 years ago, Brin Herb Nursery is a small herb nursery run by Margaret Mackenzie. It 

sells a mixture of herbs, including culinary and medicinal, and a small sales area is located in front of 

demonstration beds, showing more mature plants. There is a small herb spiral and a children’s herb 

patch. Hardy plants are kept outside and less hardy varieties are kept in a greenhouse. 

Figure 6:  Brin Herb Nursery showing sales area and demonstration beds in background.
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Location 5: Poyntzfield Herb Nursery, Black Isle.

Mr and Mrs Ross have been growing herbs since 1976 at Poyntzfield using organic and biodynamic 

methods. Over 400 varieties of herbs are grown, for both culinary and medicinal use, including many 

from Japan and the Far East. Poyntzfield is situated on the Black Isle where “because of the high 

latitude and long winters, all plants [grown at the nursery] are hardy, suitable for almost any 

garden” (www.poyntzfieldherbs.co.uk). The nursery is situated in a walled garden with a small 

polytunnel, glasshouse, and pond area (Figures 7 and 8). The walled garden provides protection from 

the wind, and the walls help to reflect heat and light back into the garden. 

Figure 7: Polytunnel and herb beds at Poyntzfield (note plastic mulch used for weed 

control). 
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In the 35 years that they have been there, they have found they and the plants have become tolerant to 

the climate. Many of the species have been propagated only from species “known to have hardiness, 

health, vigour, resistance to pests and diseases, good scent, colour and 

flavour” (www.poyntzfieldherbs.co.uk). By propagating plants themselves stronger varieties suited to 

the cooler climate can be grown. It also means that costs are kept down by not bringing in seed. 

Biodynamic preparations, which help to maintain a healthy soil, are both made on site and brought in. 

Herbs are sold as plants or seeds, both from the nursery and from the website. 

 

Figure 8: Glasshouse and herb beds at Poyntzfield.
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Location 6: Findhorn Ecovillage, The Park, Findhorn, Nr Forres. 

Established in 1962 by a small group of people, Findhorn Ecovillage is “a spiritual community, 

ecovillage and an international centre for holistic education” (www.findhorn.org). Land is limited and 

there is no large scale crop production, however, small amounts of fruit and vegetables are grown in 

private residential gardens, in the community garden and communal herb patch. Note: herbs sold in the 

Phoenix Apothecary are bought in and not grown on site.

Figure 9: Community herb garden at Findhorn.

The herbs grown in the community herb garden are mainly grown for culinary use. Some medicinal 

herbs are also grown including Arnica montana, Echinacea purpurpea, Hypericum perforatum, 

Alchemilla mollis and Lavandula angustifolia (Figure 9). As with the other sites visited, the herb 

garden is sheltered  by wind breaks. Here fruiting hedges of raspberries and some small trees provide 

the shelter (Figure 10). 
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Figure 10: Herb garden with large bay tree. Raspberry hedge can be seen in background.
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Conclusions

From my project I hoped to see what herbs can be grown in a northern climate and how farming 

practices affect the crop. The sites that I visited have all shown that it is possible to grow a wide range 

of herbs in a northern climate. If considering growing herbs in a Scottish climate the following points 

should be taken into consideration:

 Consider the site location carefully. Both when buying land and also when designating land 

use within it. Westerly land is wetter and windier, and the further north daylight reduced 

dramatically in the winter. Some areas are affected by regional climatic influences e.g. The 

Black Isle has a milder climate than surrounding areas.

Once the site has been chosen a prolonged period of working with the land and gaining an 

understanding of it helps in determining land use, for example as done at Drimlabarra. Crops 

need not be specifically cultivated but can be grown in wilder areas, for example if there is a 

natural wetland area on the land.

The quality of the soil should be checked and actions taken to increase its fertility. This can 

be done by applying mulches, liquid feed, rockdust, and biodynamic preparations. 

Provision of windbreaks will be essential to any site chosen for growing herbs in order to 

create sheltered micro climates for plants. These may be natural or man-made.

Polytunnels and glasshouses can be used to increase the growing season.

Plant breeds should be chosen carefully to make sure they are fully hardy, and if not then 

provision for overwintering may be necessary. Breeding plants that are hardy and tolerant of a 

colder climate also increases crop success as seen at Poyntzfield.

As the effect of climate change is causing increased crop damage and creating an uncertain 

future for growers, long term climate changes will also need to be investigated and taken into 

consideration. 

The majority of the sites that I visited used organic farming methods. Prior to visiting them my 

preferred method of growing was organic, and this trip has confirmed that this method produces 

healthy plants with minimum effect on the environment and would be the one I would continue to use. 

The use of rockdust and biodynamic preparations were relatively new to me before this trip, and now 

that I have learnt more about them I hope to implement them in my herb growing to produce stronger, 

healthier crops. 

Before visiting these various sites I had been apprehensive as to what could be grown in a Scottish 

climate with a shorter growing season. However, seeing the proof of healthy plants both far north on 

the Black Isle and at a westerly point on Arran, I feel more confident to grow a wider range herbs. 

These can be then propagated to produce hardier varieties as time goes by. 

Following this project I hope to look for land to buy or rents. Sites for growing need to be considered 

carefully with trade offs being made regarding a warmer, wetter climate on the west coast compared to 

a colder, drier climate on the east. My preferred location is east Scotland, as I found the wet and windy 

climate of the west coast more difficult to work in. 
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Appendix 1

Layout of Drimlabarra Herb Farm, Arran.
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Appendix 2

Sustainable Ecological Earth Regeneration with Rockdust 

by Moira Thomson 
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