Selling Herbs!

So far this year we have looked at three genera of plants that are considered herbs but are as widely used as flowering shrubs as they are used in the kitchen.  The biggest trend in plant buying and home gardening around Australia and overseas is the ‘home grown’ fruit, veggies and herbs.  Many people, from those living in the inner city to those living in the sticks are finding personal satisfaction from producing their own food.
As our buying demographic ages this new trend may just be what our industry needs to secure a regular buying customer base for the next decade and on.  Our job is to ensure we have the right plants for them.  We need to have plants that are easy to grow, easy to process and taste good.  There are already a mass of people who love growing there own tomatoes, chillis and a few other specific plants.  These are all fairly easy plants to grow and will produce a good crop in a season or two which means the gardener feels they have got value out of their plant. We need to get them to grow a wider range of food plants.
Some of these gardeners love growing their own food for the sheer knowledge that they have done so.  Others do so because they are passionate about having clean green food.  Growing your own maximises the chances that it is organic and healthy.  Others grow their own for the taste.  Fresh grown, fresh harvested and ‘vine’ ripened produce simply tastes far better.  It has stronger more complex flavours and food eaten when it has ripened naturally stimulates the taste buds more so than shelf ripened produce.  Finally there are those that grow their own food to save dollars.  The initial outlay for the young plants, fertiliser etc is a bit dearer than buying food from the supermarket but it is not long before they get their money back.
With the rash of modern cooking shows this new generation of gardener also wants to be able to produce innovative and impressive meals.  They want to have ‘new’ and ‘exotic’ flavours.  The best way for these is with the use of fresh herbs and exotic vegetables.  The problem is with several decades of ‘sauces in a jar’, prepared meals and fast food most of us have lost the knowledge of how to use different foods.  As most of us cook to please and impress our family and friends it can be a daunting exercise to use something different like Lemon Thyme or Coconut Geranium or Lovage.  This is before they even start to think about planting, growing and harvesting their fresh produce.  Overall it can be too scary for them to try new varieties.
What does this mean to our industry?  We need to capitalise on the desire to purchase and grow food plants.  We need to give our customers the confidence to try something new and different.  If we can do this we will have a customer for life.  We will have a person who sees their trip to the nursery as necessary as their trip to the supermarket.  Fail to help them to buy and grow their own food plants and we will lose a whole generation.  

I recently asked a leading nurseryman what I can do to get him sell more herbs.  His answer was quick and simple: “Teach my staff how to use them!”  


What he was saying is that his customers are nervous about using herbs and need some guidance.  As most nursery staff are no more experienced in the kitchen than their customers you end up with the blind leading the blind.  It is like going into a new style of restaurant and asking the waiter what a menu item is like.  If the response is ‘Dunno’ or ‘I haven’t tried it’ you won’t try it either.  Have them give you a passionate explanation of the tastes and textures of the new food and you will be highly likely to give it a go.
The solution is to ask your herb supplier for recipes and usage guides.  Give these to your staff and encourage them to go home and try cooking with the herbs and veggies you have in stock.  Encourage them to search the web and food magazines for recipes.  To bring these to work and share them with other staff.  Watch the change in how they display and sell the herbs.  Once they overcome their fear of using something different they will be keen to use more and to help their customers also overcome their fears.  No-one is more passionate than a recent convert.  

This is our best opportunity in years to rebuild the garden as a place to spend time and money.  Let’s not waste it.
