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My first encounter with summer savory occurred a little over 50 years ago. I was a 4-H 

vegetable gardener who had grown almost every vegetable the local seed racks could provide, 

and was looking for something “new”. My cousin’s wife was working at the Michael-Leonard 

Seed Company, packing seeds. She gave me a great assortment of vegetable and herb packets, 

which included sage, basil, cress, and summer savory. Parsley was the only other herb I had 

grown at that time, but I really thought of it as a vegetable. When it came time to exhibit at the 

Kankakee County Fair that year, I picked and bunched these herbs along with all the other 

produce from my giant garden. I was amazed by the pungency of the fragrances, and especially 

impressed by the summer savory, which had an overpowering aroma, to my unsophisticated 

nose. It almost gave me a headache, it was so much more than I had ever experienced. Little did I 

know that I’d be profiling savory in my professional life, 50+ years later. 

 The name Satureja is attributed to Pliny (23-79 AD), who associated the plant with the 

satyrs, mythical creatures of the wild, half man, half goat, with a horse-like tail, which roamed 

the ancient forests. The Satyrs were great lovers of pleasure, wine, women, music, and dance. 

According to legend, savories belonged to the satyrs.  

The savories are members of the genus Satureja. a genus of aromatic plants of the family 

Lamiaceae, related to mint, sage, rosemary and thyme. There are 52 accepted species names 

within this genus, although some references call it “about 30”. There are species native to north 

Africa, southern and southeastern Europe, the Middle East, and central Asia. Some western 

hemisphere species were once included in this genus, but have been moved to other genera. 

Several species of Satureja are cultivated as culinary or medicinal herbs. They have naturalized 

in a few places where they were not native, including North America. 

 Species in this genus may be either annual or perennial, low-growing herbs and 

subshrubs, 6-20 inches high. Leaves are 1-3 inches long, with flowers, which are white to pale 

pink-violet, forming in whorls along the stem,. 

Summer Savory (Satureja hortensis) is an annual with a branching root system and bushy 

finely hairy stems. The entire plant is highly aromatic, growing to a height of 1 to 1 1/2 feet. Its 

flowers are white or pale pink, two lipped to ¼ inch long, nearly stalkless, and appear in the 

upper leaf axils in groups of three to six. Flowers are perfect, pollinated by insects, and self-

fertile. Once established, it flowers from midsummer through the time when frost kills it. Its 

leaves are soft, hairless, linear, and about 1 inch long, attached directly to the stem in pairs, 

grayish in color, and turning purplish in late summer or early autumn. There is one cultivar, 

called ‘Aromata’ available in the seed trade. 

Winter Savory (Satureja montana) is a hardy semi-evergreen perennial, which grows 6-

12 inches in height. It is woody at the base and forms a compact bush. It has a heavier aroma, 

while that of summer savory is sweeter and more delicate. Its flowers are white or lilac, their 

lower lips spotted with purple, 1/3 inch long, and grouped in terminal spikes. Winter savory 

flowers from July through mid-September. The leaves are dark green, glossy, and lance-shaped, 

wider toward the tips, and up to 1 inch long. Fruit on both these types is 4 tiny nutlets. Both are 

also native to the Mediterranean region, and have naturalized to some extent in North America. 



Creeping Savory, Satureja montana, subsp. montana var. prostrata is a low-growing, 

creeping variant of winter savory which makes an attractive ground cover plant in the herb 

garden. 

 Satureja thymbra, Savory of Crete, is a wild species growing in tufts or clumps as do 

many other Lamiaceae plants. It grows 12-16 inches high, around the Mediterranean Basin. In 

Crete it is widespread and a common wild crafted plant in the local markets. The leaves and 

flowers of Satureja have been used since antiquity to combat infections and to preserve foods, 

due to their anti bacterial activity. 

 Lemon Savory Micromeria biflora, was formerly classed in the genus Satureja, but has 

since been reclassified. It is a small-leaf, low-growing plant, with a lemony savory taste.  

Uses 

 Romans used it extensively in cooking, often flavoring vinegars with it. Virgil suggested 

growing savory near beehives because of the pleasant-tasting honey it produced. During Caesar’s 

reign, the Romans introduced savory to England, where it quickly became popular, both as a 

culinary and medicinal herb. Saxons named it savory for its spicy, pungent taste. Italians may 

have been among the first to grow savory as a kitchen herb, rather than harvesting it solely from 

the wild. It is still used extensively in their cooking and makes an especially good companion to 

green beans and lentils. Savories were among the strongest herbs available to Europeans until 

world exploration and trade brought them tropical spices. 

Both summer and winter savory are used as food flavorings. Summer savory is preferred 

by cooks, but its availability is less, because it is an annual which is only available during the 

growing season. The winter is an evergreen perennial, although its taste has often been described 

as too resinous and piney. It is used with strong game meats and pates.Savory is the herb of 

choice for bean dishes in Bulgaria and Italy. It seasons the Acadian stew known as fricot. It is 

also a key ingredient in sarmale, a stuffed cabbage dish in traditional Romanian cuisine. The 

spice mixture Herbes de Provence has savory as a principal ingredient. 

 Flavor of summer is aromatic, slightly peppery. Due to its pungent taste, it has been used 

as a poor substitute for black pepper. It is used as a flavoring for cooked foods such as beans, 

where it both compliments the flavor and reduces flatulence. It has also been used as a garnish 

for salads. Leaves can be used fresh or dried. Despite its similarities to thyme, it is used 

differently, seldom with meat and more often with vegetables. particularly legumes. It also pairs 

well with mushrooms or potatoes and is usually added at the end of cooking. 

 Summer savory tastes like peppery thyme and blends well with most flavors, helping to 

bring them together. It is popular in teas, herb butters, flavored vinegars, and with shell beans, 

lentils, chicken soup, creamy soups, beef soup, eggs, snap beans, peas, rutabagas, eggplant, 

asparagus, parsnips, salsify, onio0ns, cabbage, Brussels sprouts, squash, garlic, liver, fish, and 

quince chutney. German cooking is famous for savory and beans. It lessens the smell of cooking 

cabbage. Summer savory is used commercially in the formulation of vermouths, and bitters; 

sauces soups, and prepared meats. 

Medicinal 

 This plant was considered a panacea for thousands of years, a cure-all, a magical herb, 

symbolizing love and eternal health. Savory is anti bacterial, anti infectious, and anti fungal, and 

warming (stimulating circulation). The oil is an immuno-stimulant, invigorating, aphrodisiac, 

and tonic for the reproductive system. Use with caution. It is high in carvacrol and thymol. Of 

the two most common species, summer savory is most frequently specified for healing purposes. 

Varro Tyler says it is fairly effective in treating several ailments. Its active constituents include 

carvacrol, p-cymene, and tannin, which give it mild antiseptic and astringent properties. A tea 



made from summer savory can be used for occasional diarrhea, minor stomach upsets, and mild 

sore throats. In Europe, it is sometimes taken by diabetics to alleviate excessive thirst. It is 

pleasant tasting and relatively harmless in moderate amounts. 

 To make tea from the leaves, harvest just before the plant comes into flower. This will 

have a tangy, strong aromatic flavor, which could be compared to thyme, particularly thyme 

harvested in summer. Steep 2-4 tablespoons of dried herb in 1 cup of hot water to make a 

medicinal infusion. Limit consumption to 1 cup per day. Like thyme, savory is a remarkable 

antibacterial agent and stimulant of the immune system, but its actions are more directed to the 

digestive and urinary systems.. 

 The hot, sharp and pungent fragrance of this oil has a long reputation as an aphrodisiac. 

Its nature is very sensual, warm, physically tempting, very earthly and instinctive. It seems to be 

helpful with sexual debility, especially in males. The oil is very potent, even at low doses. 

Both savories have had the reputation of regulating sex drive. Winter was thought to decrease 

sexual desire, while summer savory was said to be an aphrodisiac. Naturally, the summer savory 

became the more popular of the two. 

 Satureja thymbra oil is an excellent additive in treatments of any kind of infectious or 

fungal skin diseases. Stubborn fungal infections have shown positive results on feet and under 

nails. It is an excellent additive to remedies for treatments of any kind of bacterial or fungal 

diseases of the skin such as hookworm, ringworm, eczema, psoriasis using up to 1% of the 

essential oil mixed with a carrier oil. 

 Summer savory has marked medicinal benefits, especially upon the whole digestive 

system. The plant has milder action than winter, Satureja montana, The whole plant, especially 

the flowering shoot, is antiseptic, aromatic, carminative, digestive, expectorant, and stomachic. 

Externally, it is a sovereign remedy for colic and a cure for flatulence. It can also be used to treat 

nausea, diarrhea, bronchial congestion, sore throat, and menstrual disorders. Some sources say 

that it should not be used by pregnant women. A sprig rubbed onto bee or wasp stings brings 

instant relief. An ointment made from the plant is used externally to relieve arthritic joints. 

 As a medicine, savory has also been recommended as a general tonic, vermifuge, appetite 

stimulant, and treatment for diarrhea. A tea has been used as an expectorant and as a cough 

remedy. Mixed with flour and applied as a poultice, it eases the pain of sciatica and palsy. 

Nicholas Culpeper wrote that the savories were valuable for their “heating, drying, and 

carminative action, expelling wind from the stomach and bowels, and are good in asthma and 

other affections of the breast.” It was regarded as a promoter of regular menstruation and as a 

tonic for the reproductive system. Culeper said that “it is much commended for pregnant women 

to take inwardly and to smell often unto.” (Note that this is directly opposite to the above.) He 

also recommended it as a cure for deafness. 

 In The Winter’s Tale, Shakespeare mentions it, together with lavender and marjoram. 

Winter savory is recommended by several old writers, in combination with other herbs, for 

dressing trout. Another seventeenth-century herbalist, John Parkinson, described how it was 

dried and powdered and mixed with bread crumbs, “to breade their meate, be it fish or flesh, to 

give it a quicker relish.” 

 The early American colonists brought both savories with them to the New World as 

trusted remedies for indigestion. American settler and writer John Josselyn listed its presence in 

the New England area in his book New-England’s Rarities, published in 1672. Many New 

England cookbooks discuss savory’s varied uses. 

Cultivation 



Savory is a very easily grown plant when given suitable conditions. It does best in a 

moderately rich, light soil with adequate moisture, but will succeed in hot, dry sunny positions 

and can tolerate drought fairly well. It will tolerate alkaline soils, and is adaptable to a wide 

range of pH values, although the best results are with pH around neutral. It is intolerant of soil 

that remain damp and does poorly in the shade. It is a good companion plant in the garden and 

may help repel insects. It grows especially well with onions and beans. Summer savory is fast-

growing, and can be harvested within 2 months of sowing. If continually cut before flowering, it 

will branch and regrow vigorously. Savory flowers are very attractive to bees, and the plant is 

not usually attractive to deer, a good combination. Sow seed in April, in full sun location, where 

it will germinate in about 2 weeks. Savory transplants well from cell packs but not as well when 

dug from soil where it has germinated. 

 Both kinds are easy to grow from seeds or cuttings. Seeds lose viability quickly, so 

purchase fresh seed and use within a year. Summer savory germinates quickly. Sow seeds no 

more than ¼ inch deep in flats and transplant later, or sow directly into the garden after frost 

danger is past. Space plants about 10 inches apart and keep well weeded. If plants start to flop, 

pull soil up around their bases. Keep them well watered but not saturated. Summer savory does 

well as an indoor container garden plant. 

 Winter savory is slower to sprout from seeds. Start in a flat, root cuttings, or purchase 

plants. Set in the garden 10-12 inches apart after the soil has warmed up. You can also grow it in 

a container, bringing it inside for the winter if the climate is particularly frigid. It grows in any 

well-drained soil of average to poor fertility and requires less water than the summer savory. Too 

much winter moisture can cause winterkill. Winter savory is hardy as far north as USDA Zone 

5A and can be harvested fresh all winter. However it is a short-lived perennial and will probably 

need to be replaced with new plants (from seeds, cuttings, of divisions) every 2-3 years. Winter 

savory shrubs made popular hedges in Tudor herb and knot gardens and in shrub mazes. 

 

Harvesting 

 Summer savory can be harvested as soon as the plants get about 6 inches tall. In fact they 

will benefit from being pinched back at this point, becoming more compact and rounded. 

Regular harvest keeps the plants producing new tender, tasty growth. When flowering can no 

longer be delayed, cut the whole plants and dry them in a warm shady place. Once dry, strip 

leaves from the stems and store in airtight containers until used. Harvest seeds as soon as they 

turn brown, dry, shell, and store in an airtight container with a dessicant packet to keep them 

thoroughly dry. 

 

Serving Suggestions 

- Mince fresh summer savory leaves and combine with garlic, bay, and lemon juice as a 

marinade for fish. 

- Cut pre-baked potatoes into quarters lengthwise and scoop out the pulp. (Save pulp for 

another use.) Sprinkle the quarters with grated cheddar and minced fresh savory and bake at 475 

F for about 7 minutes, or until the cheese has melted. 

- Cut mozzarella cheese into small squares and dip each into beaten egg. Dredge the 

dipped squares in a mixture of bread crumbs and minced fresh savory and bake at 450 F until the 

cheese has just begun to melt and the crumbs have begun to crisp. Serve with tomato sauce that 

has been flavored with savory. 

- Add minced fresh savory to mayonnaise and serve it as an accompaniment to poached 

fish. 


