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A DASH IN YOUR DISH
By: Barbara J. Denny, Certified Herbalist, www.serenityacresfarm.net

Is your family tired of drab roasts and bland chicken? Are you looking for a way to spice up your meals and receive the praise you deserve? A Culinary Herb Garden is your answer. Planting and cooking with the right herbs will kick up your menu and have you cooking like Emeril!

Whether you want to start with seeds or starter plants, this is the time to plant directly into your garden, as you will be able to begin to harvest in June. Basil, Oregano, Dill and Chives are easy to grow from seeds. With a hand trowel, scratch the soil and scatter the seed, then lightly smooth over the soil to cover. Water using a mist or shower setting, as this will prevent the seed from washing away. Water them daily to get them off to a good start. If you buy starter plants, choose healthy ones with sturdy stems that are bushy and full. Dig a hole the depth of the pot it was in, and gently remove the plant by squeezing the sides and turning it upside down in your hand. This will prevent injury from pulling the plant out by the stem. If the plant is root bound – where the roots are massive and tangled into a ball – pull them apart gently and spread them out in the hole. Cover with soil and water as with the seeds. 

You can harvest young plants lightly after a couple months. Pick off what you need and it will rejuvenate itself and become bushier. Remember to plant Basil and Oregano on opposite sides of your garden. Oregano will grow leggy and sparse if planted too close to Basil. Basil, Fennel, Dill, Cilantro and Chervil are self-seeding. If you let your plants “bolt” or form seed heads, they will drop their seeds in to your garden and you will have volunteers the following year. This is a money saving extra too. 

Basil is a great herb for cooking. One of the main spices in Italian sauce and Pesto, it can be used fresh or dried. As with most herbs, dried is more potent than fresh. Try fresh Basil by bruising the leaves and placing them over chicken or fish. Drizzle with a good olive oil and slices of fresh garlic. Broil until done and you will have a mouth-watering dish. One of my favorite cooking herbs is Thyme. I like taking fresh Thyme and covering a pork roast I had rubbed with garlic. I bake the roast in a pan with an inch of water. This makes a delicious base for gravy for mashed potatoes.  If you like Mexican flavors, Cilantro is your herb. Added to Salsa’s and meat dishes, it has a distinct flavor. It dries well and stores for months in a jar.

Chives, Tarragon and Rosemary go very well with rice and potatoes. Why buy pre-packaged rice dishes filled with preservatives when you can so easily make them at home? By adding the spices to the cooking water, the flavors will infiltrate the rice and cook all in one pot. Potatoes, cut up and roasted in the oven with olive oil, Rosemary and garlic is a scrumptious side. Rosemary is also tasty in meatloaf; just do not add too much, as it has a very strong flavor. Let us not forget parsley! Not only is it very useful in the kitchen, but also is a lovely ornamental plant. There are many varieties of parsley. Flat leaf and curly are the most popular. I grow both and add a good amount to my famous meatballs, which I broil for extra flavor. They easily freeze for future use.

No matter how experienced or novice a cook you are, herbs will add the spice you and your family crave. So throw in a pinch of this and a dash of that and BAM you have a tasty treat!
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