Herbs: tips on growing and cooking with them

Health Benefits of Herbs

If you want to change a very ordinary meal into something exceptional, then cooking with herbs is a cheap and easy way of doing so. Not only can herbs enhance your meals but they have well known healing qualities. This gives you the best of both worlds: delicious tasting food with added health benefits.

Herbs contain valuable vitamins, minerals and antioxidants just like all fruits and vegetables. What antioxidants do is to help neutralize the damaging free radicals in our bodies. Free radicals are dangerous molecules that can destroy cells in our bodies. This damage can lead to the onset of certain diseases such as Alzheimer’s, cancer and heart disease as well as causing premature aging as they cause tissue damage.

Free radicals are caused by environmental pollutants. They are very unstable and like to bond with other molecules. Antioxidants, which are present in many foods, are molecules that prevent these harmful free radicals from bonding with other molecules and damaging healthy tissue.

We come into contact of at least some of these free radicals in our normal day to day lives. As there are far too many for our bodies to cope with we need to ensure that we take enough antioxidants to counter activate the effects of the free radicals. 

Antioxidants are found in fresh foods like vegetables and fruits, in particular in Vitamin A, E, and beta-carotene and they stop free radicals from causing enormous damage. This is one of the reasons why there is so much publicity about eating five portions of fruits and vegetables a day.

The best way to get antioxidants is from a healthy balanced diet rather than from vitamin supplements. This is because the body can absorb them easily. As antioxidants work in different areas of the body it is advisable to eat as wide a range of them as possible. Eating a wide range of fruits and vegetables in as many different colors as possible and adding herbs to meals are important ways to stay healthy. 

Eating a wide variety of herbs is just as important as eating a wide variety of fruits and vegetables. When eaten as part of a balanced diet, they play a vital role in our overall health.

Benefits of growing your own herbs:

1. Adding an extra dimension to dinners - no more boring meals. Mint added to potatoes make them more delicious as does rosemary added to lamb. Cooking becomes far more interesting and you can get more adventurous with your meals. Simple dishes become a whole new meal with a bit of experimentation.

2. Herbs are good for you - they are a great way to increase your vitamin intake. Not only are herbs a health benefit in your food, gardening is a healthy exercise to undertake.

3. Readily available - No more need to rush out before the stores close as you have them available when you want them and in the quantity you want. You have fresh herbs right at your fingertips just when you want them.

4. Money saving - We all know that fresh herbs from the grocery store can be expensive when purchased individually. Even then they may not have the particular ones you want which means having to go a specialty store and having to pay even more for them. Once you have made the initial investment in your herb garden think of all the money you will save.

5. You have something to share - as you will have more than enough for your own needs you will still have plenty to share with family, friends and neighbors.

6. They make great gifts - dried, fresh herbs make a wonderful gift if you put them in a pretty jar.

7. A herb garden for children - it’s a great way for children to learn about gardening and nutrition. Most herbs are easy to grow and need little care. Children love to have their own patch in the garden and what better way to start than with herbs. As most children love pizza they can grow oregano, parsley and basil and make their own pizza using their home grown herbs. They could even grow their own tomato plant and make their own tomato sauce for the pizza base.

8. Variety - there are so many different herbs you can grow that you are only limited by space and what you like to eat. Some sources say that there are over 150 varieties of basil. Parsley comes in many varieties with curly leaf and flat leaf being the most popular.

These are just some of the benefits of herb gardening plus you have the added benefit of growing a variety of your favorite herb that can’t be found in the local grocery store.

Tips on starting an herb garden:

Most herbs are easy to grow, but you must select the proper location to grow them. Most herbs need a sunny location. The oils, which account for the herbs flavor, are produced in the greatest quantity when plants receive six to eight hours of full sunlight each day. If you don’t have a good, sunny location, many herbs will tolerate light shade, but their growth and quality will not be as good.

Herbs will grow in any good garden soil. The soil should not be extremely acid or alkaline; a soil nearly neutral is best for most herbs. A pH reading between 6.5 and 7.0 produces the best herbs. 

Most herbs do not require a highly fertile soil. Highly fertile soils tend to produce excessive foliage that is poor in flavor. Herbs grow best when soils have adequate organic matter. 

In preparing average soils, add several inches of compost to each 100 square feet of garden area to improve soil condition and help retain moisture. 

When selecting a site for an herb garden, you must consider drainage. Herbs will not tolerate wet sticky soils. 

If the only area available is poorly drained, you need to modify the area by building up raised beds of good compost and coarse soil that is rich in organic matter and drains freely. 

Herb Butter Recipe

Herb butter is so delicious. Think of that wonderful herb aroma rising from steaming hot bread! 

Cooking with herbs is a good way to experiment with different herbs and it is easy to start with something simple like herb butter. Use either salted or unsalted butter in preference to margarine. If using fresh herbs instead of dried herbs double the amount used as dried herbs have a more intense flavor.

As a general rule of thumb use 1 tablespoon of finely chopped fresh herbs; 1-1/2 teaspoons of dried herbs or 1/2 teaspoon of ground seeds like dill seed, fennel seed etc. for every 4 ounces or 1/2 cup of butter which has been softened at room temperature.

Try making some of the following herb butters using the ratios above:

Basil Butter

1 tablespoon dried basil and 1-1/2 teaspoon dried parsley. Use on green beans, summer squash or zucchini. It is equally delicious on top of poached eggs, noodles or for sautéed fish.

Fine Herbs Butter

1-1/2 teaspoon parsley; 3/4 teaspoon tarragon; 1/2 teaspoon rosemary; 1/2 teaspoon chives. This is delicious on cheese and egg dishes or can be used on fish, meats, or vegetables. 

Mint Butter

Combine 1 tablespoon of mint and 1 tablespoon of lemon choice with the butter. Add the lemon juice gradually to prevent curdling. This is ideal with lamb or can be used on new potatoes, carrots or green peas.

Mixed Herb Butter

Add 3/4 teaspoons of each of the following dried herbs - chervil, chives, dill, mint and tarragon plus 1 tablespoon of lemon juice. This is great on noodles or broiled tomatoes or can be used on broiled fish or meat.

Sage Butter

1 teaspoon dried sage; 1/2 teaspoon dried celery leaves or 1/4 teaspoon celery seed; 1 teaspoon onion juice; 2 teaspoons lemon juice. Use it on poultry, lamb chops, veal, or vegetables.

Tarragon Butter

2 teaspoons dried tarragon; 1-1/2 teaspoon dried parsley; 1 Tablespoon lemon juice. This adds a unique flavor to tomato dishes, eggs, cheese, or noodles. It can also be used on lamb or fish.

When you have made the butter, use within 2 days. It’s easy to just whip up a small batch that you will use right away, too. If you want to keep it longer then freeze it and remove several hours before it is required.

These are just a few ideas as the possibilities are endless. Try experimenting with your own favorite combinations. You should be able to think of many more recipes to make your own herb butter.

UGA Extension Publication on growing herbs:

http://www.caes.uga.edu/Publications/displayHTML.cfm?pk_id=7751
