
Harvesting the herbs 

Wildcrafting is the practice of harvesting plants from their natural, or ‘wild’ habitats, for food, 

medicinal or other purposes.  

 

● It’s important to remember to never use plants growing within 10-20 m of busy 

roadsides, along train tracks, near power lines and fences, or close to cultivated 

fields and fruit orchards (unless it is organic cultivation). The herbs will be affected by 

chemical contamination through vehicle emissions, creosote, herbicides and 

pesticides. 

 

● Also take care when harvesting plants growing near or in water – there may be 

agricultural or industrial run-off upstream. 

 

● Also, learn not to over harvest – one of the rules of thumb is the tree/plant should not 

look that different from when you started. Never take more than a third of a patch of 

herbs or a tree. 

 

When to harvest 
● Favourite hours for harvesting are early morning after the dew has dried off, but 

before the sun is fully up and in early evening after the heat of the sun has waned but 

before night moisture sets in. Herbs should be gathered when they are fairly dry – 

excess moisture dilutes their properties and slows the drying process – but not in the 

full heat of the sun. They can be picked at any time if the day is dry, cool and mild 

throughout. 

● Herbs high in essential oils like Rosemary, Peppermint, Lemon Balm and Calendula 

should be picked in the morning, during the hottest part of the year when their oils 

most developed.  

 

We talk about following the life cycle of the plant when thinking of when to 
harvest different parts of the herbs.  

●  Bark: Take bark from small branches or pruned branches. You can harvest in spring 

or  autumn. Never fully ring a tree as this will kill it. It is generally the inner bark that is  

used so the outer bark is removed and the inner bark dried.  

● Leaves: Gathered when fully developed before the flower blossoms 

● Flowers: These are collected just before or when they have fully blossomed.  Don't 



wash flowers, shake to get insects off. 

● Fruit and Seeds : 
Fruit is usually ready mid summer to early winter. Soft fruit should be picked as soon as ripe 

before fungus sets in, harder fruit can be left on the tree till after the first frosts. Seeds are 

the least perishable part of plant so should be picked when fully ripe and don't need a lot of 

drying. 

● Roots :  
* Roots of biennial plants should be dug in the autumn of the first year or in very early spring 

of the second year, as they will die off in the autumn of the second year.  
* Roots of perennial plants should be dug in late autumn after the aerial parts have died 

back. You should wait for 2/3 years growth so they mature before you harvest them.                 

* * Annual roots are rarely used in herbal medicine 

 

● Exposure to air, heat, light and moisture are the main damaging factors for herbs, 

whether fresh, dried or in preparations. Fresh herbs should be used within 24 hours 

of harvesting, unless they are to be dried, in which case they should be prepared for 

drying within a few hours of harvesting. 

 

Drying the Herbs 
 

● There are 2 important things to remember – if the herbs are dried too fast with too 

much heat they will lose their potency. When herbs are dried too slowly they can 

mould and decompose. 

● If your herbs are not vivid colours, and are dry and pale they have been heated for 

too long. 

● Once you have harvested your herbs get them out of the bag/basket as soon as 

possible. 

● Herbs need to be dried in a dark, warm place, not in direct sunlight 

● You can dry the herbs in bundles using elastic bands, moving them around often or 

they can be laid on drying racks, made from stainless steel wire, nylon or muslin 

cloth. Don't use other types of metal wire or newspaper as they can interact with the 

herb. 

● The optimal air temperature for drying ranges from 20-30 ºC (in a dehydrator 30-40 

ºC) 

● Roots – Cut the root transversely before drying to expose it to a larger area of air.  

 



Storing the Herbs 
 

● Plants are dry enough to be placed in storage only when all the parts are brittle. All 

parts must snap crisply when bent. Cut larger roots to see if the middle is completely 

dry. 

● The first choice for storing dried herbs is an opaque glass or ceramic jar with a tight 

fitting lid. Metal tins, wood and cardboard boxes, lined with wax or craft paper, can 

also be used. Plastics are the least favourable containers for long time storage; the 

herbs cannot breathe and will often take on the taste of the plastic. They should be 

stored in a dry, cool space.  

● You can store leaves, flowers and tender stems for up to one year, and roots, seeds, 

dried berries and bark for up to two to three years. 

● Stored herbs should be re-inspected occasionally. Dried herbs can pick up any 

moisture around, so if they are no longer crisp get them out and carry on drying. 

 

 

 


