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October 15, 2010 

Overwintering tender plants 

Apparently several readers are dealing with the matter of overwintering tender plants. Jean Gavril’s 
questions about keeping rosemary and bay laurel indoors sparked queries in good number, many of 
which I received in the supermarket! This certainly deserves some attention and I thank Jean for getting 
it going. 

Don’t move your entire outdoors, indoors 

To overwinter plants, first and foremost one must be realistic about available space and light. It is 
tempting to bring in everything, but overcrowding and insufficient light are the chief culprits that kill the 
plants. 

So my advice is to select only favorite or precious plants. Don’t choose plants that are really annuals 
even if they look fabulous. Harvest that thriving basil and make batches of pesto to freeze. Take cuttings 
to root of plants that are too big to move indoors. Tender perennials like fig can be moved into 
unfinished basements or garages for the winter. They go dormant and require only an occasional splash 
of water.  

Once you have selected the plants to be moved indoors, make sure they are in excellent health. No 
diseased or infested ones should be included. Unless you are a glutton for punishment, do not fool 
yourself into thinking you can cure or quarantine the plants. 

To start with, give the plants a mild haircut to neaten and control all wayward growth. Some of these 
clippings are good for rooting. I also recommend removing all blossoms so the plant focuses on 
adjusting to the change of environment and not on making fruit or seeds. Hose pots and plants 
thoroughly to clean them well. To be more certain of ridding plants of pests, by all means use an organic 
insecticidal soap. Once the water has dripped away, move them indoors. Position the pots in the right 
locations. If in the house, be sure there are saucers beneath to catch excess water and to protect carpets 
and floors. Water as required and rotate the pots weekly so the plant receives light uniformly. 
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Growing rosemary indoors, a worthwhile challenge 

Now to Jean’s specific inquiries. Growing rosemary indoors can indeed be challenging. In the early 
years, I lost countless plants. Enough to give up on them, but I’m glad I persevered because through trial 
and error I have learned to help the rosemary get through the winter reasonably well. And there is 
something so satisfying about picking fresh rosemary in the middle of winter. Think leg of lamb or roast 
potatoes with garlic and rosemary.  I also make a super easy rosemary-olive oil cake that my family 
enjoys.  

Although the creeping ground cover type of rosemary tolerates the indoors better, I have found that in 
general the shrub variety is easier to handle. If buying a rosemary plant to grow indoors, choose as big a 
plant as possible since they are slow growers. Rosemary does not enjoy being re-potted so be sure the 
pot size is correct and the plant is not root-bound. That is, no roots poking through the drainage holes. 
The plant must be healthy and lush. The branches should be supple and resilient and bounce back when 
pressed. When touched, the needles must not fall off and the plant must be fragrant. 

Clear the soil in the pot of rosemary of dry needles and other debris. Give the plant a light pruning, of 
new growth only. Hose everything before moving indoors. Place the plants in a western or southern 
location where they will receive about six hours of good light. If natural light is unavailable, provide 
good artificial light. Don’t forget to rotate the pots! A temperature of sixty degrees is ideal. Keep away 
from heating vents, open windows and exterior doors. Water regularly, but let the top inch of soil dry 
between waterings. Good drainage is very important. No fertilizer is needed. Save that for when the 
plant is ready for the outdoors in spring. At that time, freshen the soil with crushed eggshells.  

Now, here in my opinion, is the most essential factor in preventing mildew: Good air circulation. The 
usual humidity in greenhouses or from humidifiers in the house is not favored by rosemary. What I have 
found that works is a small fan to move the air around. Also, give the plants some space by not crowding 
them together. In my greenhouse, there is a fan that runs several hours a day. You can do the same in the 
house. And that’s it. 

With those rosemary clippings, take stems of new growth of about two and a half inches. Pick the leaves 
off the lower half part of the stems. Dip a fourth of an inch of the bottom end in rooting hormone 
powder and plant in small pots of sandy potting soil. Mist lightly with water as needed. Keep in good 
light. Heat from below is nice. Roots will appear in fourteen to twenty-one days. Transplant to slightly 
bigger pots. I often just start with such a pot and don’t have to bother re-potting until the plant is really 
big. As the plant grows, pinch off new terminal growth to encourage branching. 

Tips for growing bay laurel or sweet bay indoors 

Fresh bay laurel or sweet bay is another great plant to have around. I have several trained as standards 
and enjoy sharing the clippings with friends who cook with the leaves. In my experience, bays are easier 
to overwinter than rosemary. They are slow growers and tolerate being slightly root-bound. Bays require 
good drainage and regular watering. Otherwise, they are low maintenance. Next time you cook up some 
rice, toss in a bay leaf or two. The humble dish is promoted to aristocratic fare. 

Bring them indoors in late fall. Follow the same instructions as rosemary. Bays like slightly cool, well lit 
space and again, no fertilizer. With bay plants, DO NOT let them dry out. This is very important. Once 
the leaves get dry and begin to fall, it is all over! But don’t let that scare you; it really is no big deal to 
water every couple of days. 
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To root the cuttings of bay is easy and the process is the same as for rosemary except add a bit more 
water. Nothing to it. 

I highly recommend growing both rosemary and bay. They look great in the garden as well as indoors. 
And my, oh my, they contribute mightily in the kitchen. If in the past you have been too intimidated to 
grow either, I say just go for it. They are worth the effort. 

P.S. Tip for holiday entertaining: Because bay leaves are flat and leathery, they make charming place 
cards. Take a clean, healthy leaf, write the name with a silver marker and you are done. Come to think of 
it, you could do the same for buffet table dishes that need to be labeled. When the party is over, the 
leaves go into the compost bucket.  

Wait! They could be gift labels as well! I like simple brown paper wrapping. Tie with raffia, add a sprig 
of rosemary for fragrance and label with bay leaf. Voila! 
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