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Welcome to ‘Mighty Basil’ the first in a series of books highlighting the use of herbs in every day life. Volume I will examine how the herb is used in cooking and Volume II will focus on its use around the home. 

For me, basil is the king of herbs. Its smell is reminiscent of summer and its inclusion in pasta or salads elevates any dish to something special. As soon as autumn starts to nip at its tips, I make huge batches of pesto and then freeze them in icetrays. Then, when it’s winter it transports me back to warmer days (Hint – sometimes the frozen garlic can be slightly bitter so I tend to add that separately).

This book is like a love letter to the herb and you will discover how versatile basil is. There are recipes for:

Starters 

Side dishes

Mains

Desserts 

And finally:

Drinks.

I hope you will enjoy exploring basil in all its glory.

Alan Cox

Whitstable, Kent. 

May, 2024.
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The culinary uses of basil in various cuisines around the world.
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Welcome to chapter one. In this chapter we will be examining the culinary uses of basil and will find some inspiring recipes.   

Italy: A Love Affair with Basil.

In the heart of Mediterranean cuisine, Italy's culinary landscape is infused with the vibrant flavours of basil. Here, basil takes centre stage in iconic dishes such as pesto Genovese, where fresh basil leaves are blended with pine nuts, Parmesan cheese, garlic, and olive oil to create a verdant sauce that enlivens pasta, sandwiches, and salads. In Caprese salad, basil leaves mingle with ripe tomatoes, fresh mozzarella, and a drizzle of balsamic glaze, epitomizing simplicity and elegance on the plate. Basil also finds its way into soups, stews, and risottos, infusing each dish with its signature aroma and depth of flavour.

Thailand: A Symphony of Spices and Aromatics.

In the bustling street markets and bustling kitchens of Thailand, basil adds a spicy, aromatic kick to an array of vibrant dishes. Thai basil, with its purple stems and licorice-like flavour, is a key ingredient in dishes such as Pad Krapow (Thai basil stir-fry) and Gaeng Kiew Wan (Thai green curry), where it infuses the rich, coconut-based sauces with its unique fragrance and heat. Basil leaves are also used as a fresh garnish in soups, salads, and noodle dishes, adding a pop of color and freshness to each bite.

India: The Sacred Herb of Spice Blends.

In the diverse tapestry of Indian cuisine, basil—known as Tulsi or Holy Basil—holds spiritual significance and culinary acclaim. Used in traditional spice blends such as garam masala and curry powder, basil lends its aromatic notes to dishes ranging from aromatic curries to savoury snacks. In South Indian cuisine, fresh basil leaves are ground into chutneys and sambars, adding a refreshing contrast to spicy lentil dishes and rice preparations. Basil's medicinal properties are also celebrated in Ayurvedic cuisine, where it is used in herbal teas and tonics to promote health and vitality.

Greece: A Mediterranean Medley of Flavours.

In the sun-kissed landscapes of Greece, basil adds a burst of flavour to classic dishes such as moussaka, spanakopita, and Greek salad. Here, basil's bright, herbaceous notes complement the bold flavours of olive oil, feta cheese, and ripe tomatoes, creating a symphony of taste and texture on the palate. Basil leaves are also used to garnish grilled meats, seafood, and mezze platters, adding a fresh, aromatic finish to each dish.

Vietnam: A Fusion of Fresh Herbs and Aromatics.

In the vibrant street markets and bustling kitchens of Vietnam, basil plays a pivotal role in the country's rich culinary heritage. Here, basil leaves are used as a fresh garnish in dishes such as pho (Vietnamese noodle soup) and banh mi (Vietnamese sandwich), adding a burst of freshness and fragrance to each bite. Thai basil is also a key ingredient in dishes such as Bun Cha (grilled pork noodle salad) and Goi Ga (Vietnamese chicken salad), where it adds a spicy, aromatic kick to the vibrant flavors of fish sauce, lime, and chili.

Middle East: A Tapestry of Flavors and Aromas.

In the diverse culinary landscape of the Middle East, basil lends its aromatic notes to a variety of dishes, from fragrant rice pilafs to hearty stews and tagines. Here, basil is often used in combination with other herbs such as mint, parsley, and cilantro to create vibrant herbaceous blends that elevate the flavors of meat, poultry, and vegetables. In dishes such as tabbouleh and fattoush, basil adds a fresh, aromatic finish to salads, while in desserts such as baklava, it lends a subtle sweetness and floral note to the rich, nutty pastry.

Recipes and cooking tips for incorporating basil into savoury dishes, salads, sauces, and desserts.

Now that we have learned the universality of basil it’s time to look at my favourite part of the book: How to use basil in a culinary setting. You will find recipes here for starters; side dishes; mains; desserts and drinks. So, tuck in........
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Starters:
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	Tomato Basil Bruschetta.


This is probably my favourite starter. It is so easy to use and packed with flavour which takes me straight to the back streets of Rome.

Ingredients:

Baguette slices

Ripe tomatoes, diced

Fresh basil leaves, chopped

Garlic cloves, minced

Extra virgin olive oil

Balsamic vinegar

Salt and pepper to taste

Instructions:

Preheat oven to 375°F (190°C). Place baguette slices on a baking sheet and toast until lightly golden.

In a bowl, mix diced tomatoes, chopped basil, minced garlic, olive oil, balsamic vinegar, salt, and pepper.

Spoon the tomato mixture onto the toasted baguette slices.

Garnish with additional basil leaves and a drizzle of balsamic glaze. Serve immediately.

	Caprese Salad with Basil Vinaigrette:


Possibly the most common starter in Italian restaurants. It’s packed with colour, representing the Italian flag, and flavour.

Ingredients:

Fresh mozzarella cheese, sliced

Ripe tomatoes, sliced

Fresh basil leaves

Balsamic glaze

Salt and pepper to taste

For the Basil Vinaigrette:

Fresh basil leaves

Extra virgin olive oil

Red wine vinegar

Garlic clove, minced

Salt and pepper to taste

Instructions:

Arrange alternating slices of mozzarella and tomato on a serving platter.

In a blender, combine basil leaves, olive oil, red wine vinegar, minced garlic, salt, and pepper. Blend until smooth.

Drizzle the basil vinaigrette over the mozzarella and tomato slices.

Garnish with fresh basil leaves and a drizzle of balsamic glaze. Serve chilled.

	Basil Pesto Stuffed Mushrooms:


I have this quite often as a mains since it contains some of my favourite ingredients: portobello mushrooms and pesto.

Ingredients:

Large mushrooms

Basil pesto

Cream cheese

Parmesan cheese, grated

Garlic powder

Salt and pepper to taste

Instructions:

Preheat oven to 375°F (190°C). Remove stems from mushrooms and clean with a damp cloth.

In a bowl, mix basil pesto, cream cheese, Parmesan cheese, garlic powder, salt, and pepper until well combined.

Stuff each mushroom with the pesto mixture.

Place stuffed mushrooms on a baking sheet and bake for 15-20 minutes until golden and bubbly.

Garnish with fresh basil leaves before serving.

	Basil and Tomato Tartlets:


Perfect for those summer picnics and, since it uses prepared puff pastry, it’s incredibly easy to make.

Ingredients:

Puff pastry sheets, thawed

Cherry tomatoes, halved

Fresh basil leaves

Goat cheese

Olive oil

Salt and pepper to taste

Instructions:

Preheat oven to 400°F (200°C). Cut puff pastry sheets into squares and place on a baking tray.

Top each puff pastry square with halved cherry tomatoes, fresh basil leaves, and crumbled goat cheese.

Drizzle with olive oil and season with salt and pepper.

Bake for 15-20 minutes until pastry is golden brown and tomatoes are roasted.

Garnish with additional fresh basil leaves before serving.

	Basil Shrimp (king prawns) skewers:


Perfect for those long summer nights when the bbq is lit. A cold dry white wine pairs beautifully.

Ingredients:

Large shrimp, peeled and deveined

Fresh basil leaves

Lemon zest

Garlic cloves, minced

Olive oil

Salt and pepper to taste

Instructions:

In a bowl, mix together minced garlic, olive oil, lemon zest, salt, and pepper.

Thread shrimp onto skewers, alternating with fresh basil leaves.

Brush shrimp skewers with the garlic and lemon marinade.

Grill skewers over medium heat for 2-3 minutes on each side until shrimp are cooked through.

Serve hot with a garnish of fresh basil leaves.

	Basil Pesto Tomato Tartlets:


Lovely as a quick ‘amuse bouche’ at dinner parties.

Ingredients:

Puff pastry sheets, thawed

Cherry tomatoes, halved

Basil pesto

Ricotta cheese

Parmesan cheese, grated

Olive oil

Salt and pepper to taste

Instructions:

Preheat oven to 400°F (200°C). Cut puff pastry sheets into squares and place on a baking tray.

Spread basil pesto over the puff pastry squares, leaving a small border around the edges.

Top with halved cherry tomatoes, dollops of ricotta cheese, and grated Parmesan cheese.

Drizzle with olive oil and season with salt and pepper.

Bake for 15-20 minutes until pastry is golden brown and tomatoes are roasted.

Garnish with fresh basil leaves before serving.

	Basil Pesto Crostini with Roasted Peppers:


Once again, I am transported back to Rome with the combination of these flavours. If you can, buy balsamic vinegar from Modena.

Ingredients:

Baguette, sliced

Basil pesto

Roasted bell peppers, sliced

Goat cheese

Balsamic glaze

Fresh basil leaves

Instructions:

Preheat oven to 375°F (190°C). Place baguette slices on a baking sheet and toast until lightly golden.

Spread basil pesto on each baguette slice.

Top with sliced roasted bell peppers and crumbled goat cheese.

Drizzle with balsamic glaze and garnish with fresh basil leaves before serving.

	Basil and Tomato Tartlets with Balsamic Glaze:


A beautiful combination of flavours and again, perfect for a picnic. Serve with a cold, dry white wine.

Ingredients:

Puff pastry sheets, thawed

Ripe tomatoes, sliced

Fresh basil leaves

Goat cheese

Balsamic glaze

Olive oil

Salt and pepper to taste

Instructions:

Preheat oven to 400°F (200°C). Cut puff pastry sheets into squares and place on a baking tray.

Top each puff pastry square with sliced tomatoes, fresh basil leaves, and crumbled goat cheese.

Drizzle with olive oil and season with salt and pepper.

Bake for 15-20 minutes until pastry is golden brown and tomatoes are roasted.

Drizzle with balsamic glaze before serving.

	Basil and Ricotta Stuffed Mini Peppers:


Looks great. Try to buy some different coloured mini-peppers.

Ingredients:

Mini sweet peppers

Fresh basil leaves

Ricotta cheese

Lemon zest

Garlic powder

Olive oil

Salt and pepper to taste

Instructions:

Preheat oven to 375°F (190°C). Cut the tops off mini sweet peppers and remove seeds.

In a bowl, mix together ricotta cheese, chopped basil leaves, lemon zest, garlic powder, salt, and pepper.

Stuff each pepper with the ricotta mixture.

Place stuffed peppers on a baking sheet and drizzle with olive oil.

Bake for 15-20 minutes until peppers are tender and lightly browned.

Serve hot garnished with fresh basil leaves.

	Basil and Ricotta Crostini with Balsamic Glaze:


Try to buy balsamic vinegar produced in Modena.

Ingredients:

Baguette, sliced

Ricotta cheese

Fresh basil leaves

Balsamic glaze

Olive oil

Salt and pepper to taste

Instructions:

Preheat oven to 375°F (190°C). Place baguette slices on a baking sheet and toast until lightly golden.

Spread ricotta cheese on each baguette slice.

Top with fresh basil leaves and a drizzle of olive oil.

Season with salt and pepper.

Drizzle with balsamic glaze before serving.
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