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Introduction 
 

 As with previous publications of The Herb 

Society of America's Essential Guides we have 

developed The Herb Society of America's Essential 

Guide to Savory in order to promote the knowledge, 

use, and delight of herbs - the Society's mission.  We 

hope that this guide will be a starting point for studies 

of savory and that you will develop an understanding 

and appreciation of what we, the editors, deem to be an 

underutilized herb in our modern times.    

 In starting to put this guide together we first had 

to ask ourselves what it would cover.  Unlike dill, 

horseradish, or rosemary, savory is not one distinct 

species.  It is a general term that covers mainly the 

genus Satureja, but as time and botanists have 

fractured the many plants that have been called 

savories, the title now refers to multiple genera.  As 

some of the most important savories still belong to the 

genus Satureja our main focus will be on those plants, 

but we will also include some of their close cousins.   

The more the merrier! 

 Savories are very historical plants and have 

long been utilized in their native regions of southern 

Europe, western Asia, and parts of North America.  It 

is our hope that all members of The Herb Society of 

America who don't already grow and use savories will 

grow at least one of them in the year 2015 and try 

cooking with it.  We have garnered quite a few recipes 

that we hope will be inspiring.  Perhaps one day the 

savories will be appreciated to the same degree as their 

relatives rosemary, mint, oregano, and thyme.   

   

~ Henry Flowers and Sara Holland 

     Editors 
 

 

 

 

It is the policy of The Herb Society of America not to advise or recommend herbs 

for medicinal or health use.  This information is intended for educational purposes 

only and should not be considered as a recommendation or an endorsement of any 

particular medical or health treatment.   

 

The Herb Society 

of America is 

dedicated to the 

knowledge, use 

and delight of 

herbs through 

educational 

programs, 

research and 

sharing the 

experience of its 

members with the 

community. 

a 

Henry Flowers & 
Sara Holland 

Editors 
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Satureja 

History and Origin 

As mentioned previously in the introduction we will be focusing on a variety of plants that are 

commonly called savories.  The main genus of plants we will be focusing on is Satureja, to 

which the important culinary plants commonly known as summer savory and winter savory 

belong.  Many other plants through time have been referred to as savory, some of which have at 

one time belonged to the genus Satureja, and we will cover some of them as well. 

Members of the genus Satureja are native to the warm temperate regions of the northern 

hemisphere - mainly regions of southern Europe, western Asia, and northern Africa.  Their close 

cousins of the genus Micromeria are native to similar regions.  Members of the genus 

Clinopodium are similar in many ways, but native to the New World.   

 

Taxonomy-What's in a Name? 
 

Genus: Satureja (sometimes Satureiea in old texts) 

Pronunciation: sŁt-Ȋ-rǛ-yå 

Family: Lamiaceae (Labiatae) Mint Family 

Common Names: savory; summer savory; winter savory; bonenkruid (Dutch and Afrikaans); 

sarriette (French); bohnenkraut and pfefferkraut (German); peverella and santoreggia (Italian); 

ajedrea, hisopillo, tomillo and sabroso (Spanish), segurelha-das-hortas (Portuguese); kyndel 

(Swedish); chubritsa (Bulgarian); sabori (Japanese); hsiang po ho (Chinese); and nadgh (Arabic) 

 

There is controversy that revolves around the name Satureja.  Many like to believe the 

mythological story of these plants being eaten by satyrs so that they would obtain great levels of 

sexual stamina.  Because of this association Pliny the Elder is believed to 

have called the plant Satureia, meaning "of the satyrs", in the first century 

CE. Satureja is believed to be a derivation of that name.  See more about 

this interesting association in the Myths and Folklore section.   

 

The other, and perhaps more plausible story, is that Satureja is a 

derivatation of the Hebrew name za'atar (similar to the Arabic az-zaôtar 

and Turkis sater) which is commonly used in reference to all plants in the 

eastern Mediterranean that have an oregano-like aroma.   

 

Both stories are interesting and we may never know which is the true one, 

so decide which one you like and go with that one.   

 

Satureja has been a genus of about 180 - 200 species. Recently a 

reevaluation has resulted in a division into three distinct genera: Satureja, 

Micromeria, and Clinopodium.  Today Satureja contains about 52 species 

including well-known species Winter Savory (S. montana), Summer 

Savory (S. hortensis), Creeping Savory (S. spicigera), Purple Winter 

Savory (S. subspicata) and Pink Savory (S. thymbra). Lemon Savory (S. 

Knowledge 
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Micromeria

a 

Clinopodium
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biflora) is now Micromeria biflora, while Georgia Savory (S. georgiana), Yerba Buena (S. 

douglasii) and Jamaican Mint (S. viminea) are Clinopodium carolinianum, C. douglasii  and C. 

vimineum respectively.  This division is on the diagnostic characters of leaves, calyx and 

geographic distribution. 

 

The genus Satureja is characterized as perennials to shrubs, with square stems and aromatic 

foliage bearing glandular hairs that secrete essential oils. The leaves tend to be conduplicate, 

folded upward like a taco shell. The flowers are two lipped, found in the axils of the leaves in 

small compact clusters. All are Old World species. 

 

Satureja species are food plants for the larva of some Lepidoptera (moths and butterflies).  

Caterpillars of the moth Coleophora bifrondella feed exclusively on winter savory.  (Wikipedia, 

12-11-2014) 

 

 

Genus: Micromeria 

Pronunciation: mǭ-krǾ-må-rǯ-å 

Family: Lamiaceae (Labiatae) Mint Family 

 

The genus Micromeria is characterized as perennials and subshrubs with subequal or 

actinomorphic calyx. The leaves are revolute with short petioles. There are approximately 75 

species.  All are Old World species native to Europe, Asia, and Africa. 

 

The name Micromeria comes from the Greek mǭkros, meaning "small", and meris, meaning 

"portion".   This is a reference to the small size of both the leaves and the flowers, which is 

obvious if you are familiar with the plants.  

 

 

 

 

 

Genus: Clinopodium 

Pronunciation: klǭ-nǾ-pǾ-dǛ-Ȍm 

Family: Lamiaceae (Labiatae) Mint Family 

 

The genus Clinopodium is characterized as perennials and subshrubs, with glandular dots on all 

vegetative parts. The leaves have entire or crenate margins and are clearly petiolate. The floral 

calyx is clearly bilabiate, not actinomorphic. The species all have similar chromosome numbers. 

Most, but not all, are New World species.  There are approximately 22 species. 

 

The name Clinopodium means ñbed-footò from the Greek ñklinosò, meaning bed, and ñpodionò, 

meaning small foot.   
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The Common Name:  Savory 
Savory is derived from the Latin word satura, which simply means "satiated".  During the 

Roman Empire savory was a commonly used herb that spiced up foods before exotic spices from 

the east arrived and superseded this flavorful native.  Foods made with savory were likely to be 

very palatable and thus lead to a full belly and satiation.   

 

Savory is defined in the dictionary as: "pungently flavorful without sweetness", "having a 

pleasant taste or smell", and "morally exemplary".  The first two definitions fit our herb of 

discussion and I'd like to think that the third is a definition that can be applied to those who grow 

and use this venerable herb.  According to the Merriam-Webster Dictionary the first known use 

of the word "savory" was in the 13th Century.   
 

What about the genera Acinos and Calamintha? 
Many members of the genera Acinos and Clinopodium have at one time been listed as members 

of the genus Calamintha.  Examples are basil thyme - previously Calamintha acinos and now 

Clinopodium acinos; alpine calamint - previously Calamintha alpina and now Clinopodium 

alpinum (Acinos alpinus); wild basil - previously Calamintha clinopodium and now Clinopodium 

vulgare.   

 

According to the current version of The Plant List there are no currently accepted species names 

in the genus Calamintha.   Two examples listed not long ago as belonging to this genus are 

common calamint, a notable tea herb - formerly C. officinalis (now Clinopodium nepeta) or 

Calamintha sylvatica (now Clinopodium menthifolium); and large-flowered calamint - 

Calamintha grandiflora (now Clinopodium grandiflorum), which is a beautiful ornamental plant.   

 

The genus Acinos is currently undergoing revision and its future is still up in the "botanical" air. 

It contains a small number of plants native to southern Europe and western Asia, most of which 

have recently had name changes.  Acinos arvensis, now Clinopodium acinos, is commonly 

known as basil thyme and is one of many herbs used in za'atar herb blends in the Middle East.  It 

is a small perennial with a notable thyme-like aroma and is very much a "savory" plant in its own 

right.  Acinos alpinus, now Clinopodium alpinum, is commonly known as rock thyme.  It was 

also formerly Calamintha alpina, Satureja alpina, and Thymus alpinus.  It is a small perennial 

shrub with vivid purple flowers and is used as both a tea and medicinal herb.   

  

Description 
Most members of the genus Satureja are herbaceous annuals or perennial subshrubs. 

 

Leaves - Entire of margin, but varying in shape by species.  Sometimes 

marked by glandular spots.  Margins sometimes ciliate. 

Flowers - Normally whorled and in loose cymes or spikes.  Corolla 

(petals) is typically bilabiate with a straight tube and tri-lobed lower lip.  

Calyx (sepals) is typically tubular and 5-toothed.  Color is white, pale 

purple or bluish purple.  Flowering time is typically late spring or early 

summer.   

Seeds - A schizocarp (see Glossary for a definition) 
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Propagation 
Most types of savory can be propagated by seed.  The most common way to start plants of 

annual summer savory is to sow seed.  Perennials such as winter savory and pink savory can be 

started by seed as well.  Lemon savory is also quite easy to start from seed, which is a quick way 

to start a good crop of a wonderful and little-known herb.   

 

Almost all savories are easily started by stem cuttings.  The best season to take cuttings will 

depend upon your location.  For those of us in the southern U.S. the best time to take cuttings of 

savories such as winter or pink savory is in the fall or early winter.  It is likely better to do so in 

northern states in the spring or summer.  A sprawling plant such as yerba buena easily roots 

itself as it spreads, so one just needs to dig up rooted stems in order to start new plants.  If you 

have a large specimen of winter savory you may note that it will at time layer its stems and there 

are certain times of the year in which adventitious roots will be present on the lower portions of 

the stems, a great indication that it is a good time to root cuttings (this is also notably true of 

other herbs such as rosemary and thyme).   

 

Division of a root ball to create new plants can also be done with larger specimens ï especially 

container grown ones.  The editors will occasionally do this with larger winter savory specimens, 

but more commonly propagate this plant by cuttings.   

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

Propagation of winter savory (top l to r): 

stem of winter savory selected for 

propagation; smaller pieces (2-3 inches long) 

removed from main stem; lower leaves 

removed; (bottom l to r) multiple pieces 

stuck into a small pot containing a sterile, 

soilless mix and watered in; plants 

transplanted when roots are formed after 4 

to six weeks. -photos by Henry Flowers 
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Cultivation 
Most savories will thrive in full sun if given a fertile, well-drained soil with routine watering and 

occasional fertilization.  The annual summer savory may need a bit more fertilization with a 

balanced fertilizer or a good organic fertilizer than will its perennial cousins.  A notable 

exception is yerba buena, Clinopodium douglasii, which prefers a shady location with a well-

drained, but lightly moist soil. 

 

Like other members of the family Lamiaceae, many perennial savories tend to get woody in time 

and should be trimmed back routinely in order to stimulate new growth.  This would be a good 

time to harvest, dry, and store some of the removed plant material for future use (see Harvesting 

and Storage). 

 

Harvesting & Storage 
Although it is preferred to use savory (both winter savory and summer savory) as a fresh herb, it 

may be dried and holds its flavor.  For both savories, harvest just before the plant flowers for the 

best flavor.  Dry by hanging bunches upside down or place on a screen to dry.  Winter savory 

will take longer to dry because of its thicker leaves.  When dry, strip the leaves and store them in 

an airtight container. 

 

Both savories may be frozen; Iôve found they stay green and 

hold their flavor for at least 6 months.  If you are not 

growing it yourself, you can purchase savory in its dry form.  

It is most often sold without the identification of the variety 

but you can assume it is summer savory.  In general, the 

milder summer savory is preferred in cooking over winter 

savory.  

 

 

It is best to keep the flowers pinched off (much like you would do 

with basil) until the end of the season.  At this time you may want to 

pull up the entire plant since summer savory is an annual.  On the 

other hand, winter savory is a perennial woody subshrub and benefits 

from pruning in spring and fall.  Do not cut back more than 1/3 of the 

plant at one time. 

 

You can also preserve the savories by making herb butters, marinades, and savory vinegar (see 

Recipe section) which can be used in making vinaigrette for salads or splashed on beans and 

other vegetables. 

 

Chemistry & Nutrition 
Savories contain a large variety of essential oils, many of which are responsible for giving them 

aromas similar to close cousins in the mint family such as thyme, oregano, and mint. 

 

Carvacrol, thymol, para-cymene, gamma-terpinene, alpha-pinene, dipentene, borneol, 1-linalool, 

and 1-carvone are some of the essential oils found in most of the more pungently scented 

Pat Kenny harvesting summer savory  -photo from Pat Kenny 
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Satureja 

savories such as summer savory, winter savory, creeping savory, and pink savory (Katzer 2007).  

They give the characteristic aromas of oregano or thyme (dependent upon essential oil 

concentration) that we associate with most savories.  The major chemical constituent of summer 

savory is carvacrol (30-50%), and there may be 20-30% para-cymene and substantial amounts of 

thymol (Small 1997). 

Carvacrol (CϠHϝCHϝ (OH)(C3H7)) is a monoterpenoid phenol with the 

characteristic odor of oregano.  Thymol (C10H14O) is a monoterpene phenol and 

an isomer of carvacrol.  It gives us the characteristic odor we associate with 

thyme.  Both chemicals have very notable antioxidant, antibacterial, and 

antifungal activities and works synergistically to enhance each other's effects.  

Thymol in particular has been used as an additive in mouthwashes, toothpastes, 

and topical antibiotics.  In Medicinal Plants of the World carvacrol is noted as 

being spasmolytic and carminative (van Wyk and Wink 2004). 

 

Members of the genera Micromeria and Clinopodium often have a minty or camphoraceous 

aroma.  The aroma of Yerba Buena (Micromeria douglasii) in particular is comprised of 

camphor, camphene, pulegone, carvone, isomenthone, menthone, and piperitenone. (Tucker and 

DeBaggio 2009)  Variances in oil content give different forms of Yerba Buena distinctly 

different aromas. 

 

Summer savory is a rich source of calcium and vitamin A (Prakash 1990). 

 

Savory Profiles 
 

Summer Savory - Satureja hortensis L. 

 
Summer savory has a myriad of common names around the 

world.  A few of the most common are:  bohnenkraut (German 

for ñbean herbò), sarriette des jardins (French), and ajedrea de 

jardin (Spanish).  It is native from the eastern Mediterranean 

east into Iran and the Caucasus.  In some regions of Europe and 

North America it has escaped cultivation and now grows wild. 

 

Summer savory is perhaps the most commonly used savory for 

culinary purposes.  Its aroma and taste are spicy with a hint of 

pepper and are somewhat similar to the aroma and taste of 

oregano and thyme. The specific epithet hortensis means ñof the 

gardenò ï a reference to the fact that it is a commonly cultivated culinary herb.  Its gets its 

common name of "bean herb" because when added to bean dishes it helps to bring out their 

flavor, but does not overpower it.  In addition it helps to aid in the digestion of the beans, which 

in many people can cause gas. 

 

 

Description: It is an upright, somewhat bushy annual reaching a height of about a foot to a foot 

and a half with a spread of less or equal width.   

Summer Savory  -photo by Pat Kenny 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Carvracol.png
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Á Leaves are linear-oblanceolate and are normally an inch to an 

inch and a half in length.   

Á Flowers are seen in the summer and are typically bilabiate, 

produced in whorls, and are white to purple in coloration. 

Á Propagation by seed is most common and very easy once the 

soil is warm or start it by sowing the seeds in containers inside before 

the last frost.    

 

Hardiness:  Since summer savory is an annual, its hardiness is not of 

great concern.  It is often grown in the warm season of the year and is 

used fresh in that season and harvested and processed for future use in 

dried form.  The editors and other gardeners who have cultivated 

summer savory in the southern half of the country note that it is not easy to keep summer savory 

alive in the intense summer heat and humi dity of high summer.  Thus we recommend that if you 

live in an area with such a summer that you sow summer 

savory as soon as possible (after the soil has warmed up 

and any threat of frost is past ï the same for basil seeds) in 

the spring and once it is large enough you should harvest it 

for fresh and/or dried use before it ñgoes mortò.  Since it is 

easy to germinate and since it is a wonderful culinary herb, 

we deem it worth the effort.  

 

Cultivation:  Since summer savory is an annual it is easily 

cultivated by sowing seeds when the soil is warm in the 

spring or early summer.  It prefers full sun with routine 

watering and occasional fertilization.  As it gets tall it may 

have a tendency to lean or fall over and should be trimmed 

back for use and to make the plant sturdier.  One may want 

to try one of the smaller, compact varieties listed below to 

avoid this problem. For harvesting it can be cut back, 

preferably before blooms form, multiple times per season 

and dried.  

 

"Since summer savory is well-suited to use in bean dishes, many gardeners grow it alongside or 

near their bean rows in the garden so that it can be picked at the same time". (Richardson 1991) 

 

Cultivars:  

Á 'Aromata' - A uniform, compact plant with an essential oil content up to 4%. 

Á 'Midget' - 10" to 12" tall plant with higher foliage mass and essential oil content than 

common summer savory, as well as a bushier, more uniform habit that is good for 

production. 

Á 'Saturn' - A compact, bushy plant with higher oil content than common summer savory. 

Á 'Shortie' - A compact plant with shorter internodes that is suitable for either container or 

field production. 
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Our early New England ancestors likely treasured savory much more than we do today.  In his 

1671 book, New England's Rarities, botanist John Josselyn lists both summer and winter savory 

as plants that were brought by English settlers as a 

reminder of their homeland.   

 

Winter Savory - Satureja montana L.  

 
Winter savory is so-named to distinguish it from summer 

savory by the fact that it is an evergreen perennial and will 

survive the winter in its homeland, whereas summer savory 

will not.  The specific epithet montana simply means ñof 

the mountainsò and is a reference to it growing natively in 

mountainous regions of southeastern Europe and northern 

Africa.  Thankfully it is a relatively easy-going herb and makes itself quite at home in most 

temperate gardens.   

 

Most comparisons of the taste of summer and winter savory say that the 

flavor of winter savory is coarser and stronger than that of summer savory.  

An advantage of winter savory over summer savory is its evergreen 

character and thus it is available for use pretty much year-round in regions 

with little snow cover, whereas summer savory's useful time frame is 

limited.   

 

Description: Winter savory is a shrubby evergreen perennial of about 1/2 

to 1 1/2 feet in height and a similar or slightly broader width.  

Á Leaves are oblong-linear to oblanceolate, entire, sessile, and about 

1/4 to an inch in length.  Very fine hairs are present on the leaf margins.  

The leaves tend to become somewhat tough and leathery with age and thus 

newer leaves are often used for culinary 

purposes. 

Á Flowers are produced in whorls and 

are typically white, but may be pink-white or 

soft purple.  

Á Propagation is easily done by seed, 

cuttings, or division of mature plants.    

 

Hardiness: Winter savory is considered to be hardy in USDA 

hardiness zones 5-9.    

 

Cultivation: One of the easiest savories to grow, winter savory 

needs little attention.  Like most savories it prefers full sun, good 

drainage, and occasional watering.  Like thyme and other woody members of the mint family it 

is best to trim it back occasionally in order to stimulate new growth, less woodiness, and a 

bushier growth habit.  Winter savory is also very easy to grow in a container, which makes it 

easier to overwinter and use in regions outside of its hardiness range or where snow cover makes 

it difficult to harvest.  As with thyme, it may be judicious to root new plants every 2-3 years in 

 


