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Part I

Flavor as Inspiration

Varieties in the Garden—Recipes for the Kitchen
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My Kitchen Garden

Growing What I Love to Eat

ISTARTED MY KITCHEN GARDEN because I was longing for mesclun, that very particular French salad made of distinctive sweet and bitter greens and herbs. I had been daunted by the thought of growing food, but then, driven by the desire for that flavor from Nice, I turned my backyard into a salad garden for the restaurant. My success surprised and delighted me. I was so excited to have my yard filled with the lettuces I loved.

You do not need a large backyard to start a garden. There are many other underused locations waiting just for you: balconies and windowsills, rooftops, vacant lots—and schoolyards! Tragically, supermarkets have numbed us with the convenience of the same mass-produced fruits and vegetables year-round—to the point that most of us consider a garden unnecessary. Growing a few lettuces or tomatoes is pleasurable, but it is so much more than that—for the future of the planet, it is a necessity that we become caretakers of the land. Fortunately, this is easy to do—and affordable, too.

We have been thoroughly indoctrinated from childhood to think that we can’t grow our own food—or cook, for that matter—because it is too much work and takes too much time, that the climate is not right, or that there isn’t enough room. But that is not so. When I was very young, my family had a victory garden in our New Jersey backyard, and we were not alone. With Eleanor Roosevelt leading the charge with her garden on the White House lawn, more than twenty million victory gardens were planted during World War II, and they produced more than nine million tons of fresh vegetables. I find it incredibly inspiring that the White House has a kitchen garden again, after too many years—especially now, when so many of us want to grow beautiful edible plants instead of lawns.

[image: young spinach]

The lettuce garden in my backyard moved to a farm long ago, but my kitchen garden continues to grow. The grassy area of my tiny yard gets smaller and smaller every year. But I couldn’t live without my beds of lettuces! Herbs are planted throughout; I depend on them daily. I let rocket reseed itself all over the garden to eat young in salads, with its flowers sprinkled over, or wilted in pasta sauce when it matures. In summer, I grow cherry tomatoes and beans. In fall and winter, I have plots of chicories, kales, and chard. There is plenty of fruit, too—a dwarf apple and a large Gravenstein, a small Meyer lemon, a kumquat, a Fuyu persimmon, and a small thicket of raspberry canes. I tuck edible plants in among the roses, and they are as beautiful as their neighboring flowers. I have a couple of chairs and a small table, and a little grill is set up nearby so I can cook and eat right in the garden. I love to watch the ebb and flow of growth: tiny sprouts as they push up from the soil, blue borage flowers reaching out to bees and birds, the burgeoning harvest as it ripens. I feel connected to the whole cycle of life.

My own path to gardening has been through taste. I am forever falling in love with the fantastic range of varieties available for almost every food plant. Learning to discern these subtleties of texture and flavor—learning to distinguish an Elberta peach from a Sun Crest—is a thrill for me. Using hand-selected produce that is still full of life and vitality, just picked from the vine or pulled from the ground, is what makes cooking not just good, but irresistible.

Gardening has also taught me empathy for farmers and farm workers and respect for the hard work they do growing our food and taking care of the land. It makes us all remember that food is precious, and we are dependent on the land for our survival. It is all about the land. That’s the reason I wanted to write this book. One of my most powerful gardening experiences has been watching the children at The Edible Schoolyard, a kitchen garden planted at Martin Luther King Jr. Middle School, a public school in Berkeley, California. Every time I see them measuring the vegetable beds for their math class, or harvesting ancient grains out in the garden for a history class, or stealing a taste of a ripe mulberry, I am reminded that there is nothing more transformational than the experience of being in nature. We have been separated from it, but as soon as we dig our hands into the soil and start watching things grow, we fall in love effortlessly—we realize we are a part of nature. I have seen this transformation happen in a school full of teenagers; I have seen it happen at the Homeless Garden Project in Santa Cruz; I have seen it happen with inmates in a jail. This connection to and respect for nature can be awakened in all of us.

The chapters of this book are filled with the experience of extraordinary farmers and cooks that I have met over the past forty years. It is with their collective knowledge that we have tried to demystify gardening, by providing recipes for cultivation and offering the most enticing dishes we make from our harvest. Each recipe celebrates the flavor of the delicious varieties of fruits and vegetables we have discovered in the fields of our farmer-gastronomes, heritage varietals that have been lost in the industrial farms in this country. Carlo Petrini, the founder of Slow Food International, has said that cooks need to be gardeners and gardeners need to be gastronomes in order to ensure the sustainability of our food system. Thomas Jefferson, our country’s most celebrated farmer-gastronome, is an inspiring example. The garden was the passion of his life. He had an adventurous palate and a profound respect for agrarian values. He planned his garden for the pleasures of the table and combed the world for interesting and tasty plants to grow. I love knowing that he sowed a thimbleful of lettuce seeds every week to ensure there was fresh salad on the table every night. Today Monticello is more than a landmark; it is a national treasury of heirloom seeds, a place of enduring values, where the roots of our democracy still thrive.

Tending the soil, planting, and growing food in this way has had a long and important history in this country. If we let ourselves, we can easily return to this tradition. And what a revolutionary idea: That we can preserve the land by nurturing the vital link between taste, cooking, and gardening! It can be as simple as putting a seed in the ground and watching it grow.
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Fragrant and Beautiful

Herbs and Herb Flowers

HERBS DEFINE MY COOKING. They provide the freshness—aliveness, really—and the beauty, fragrance, and flavor that inspire and compel me in the kitchen. Branches and bouquets of herbs flavor my stocks, soups, roasts, and stews; the leaves of tender herbs are tossed into salads; chopped herbs are stirred into sauces and scattered over any number of dishes to add a final burst of freshness. And finally, my favorite way to end a meal is with a glass of tisane—fresh herbs infused into boiling water. My yard is filled with a long list of varieties that give me a great sense of satisfaction and the security that I have something delicious to cook.


Recipes

Parsley and Herb Salad

Basil Mayonnaise

Chilled Beet Soup with Dill

Herb Noodles

Wild Salmon Carpaccio with Chervil and Green Coriander Seeds

Green Rice Pilaf with Cilantro and Onions

Black Bean and Epazote Tostadas

Sorrel Cream Sauce

Anise Hyssop and Cucumber Salad

Crab Salad with Tarragon and Red Belgian Endive

Roast Leg of Lamb with Spring Herbs

Marjoram, Garlic, and Marash Pepper Sauce

Pork Shoulder Braised in Milk with Sage

Thyme-Scented Baby Back Ribs

Lamb Kebabs with Oregano and Garlic

Fried Rosemary

Lovage Meatballs

Pounded Almond and Mint Pasta Sauce

Candied Mint Leaves

Borage Cocktail

Lemon Verbena Ice Cream
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From left: Tarragon, sage, thyme, chives, mint, parsley, marjoram

Herbs in the Garden

If you only plant one thing, plant some herbs. They are easy to grow and offer so much in return. Basically, herbs are wild, primitive plants that require very little care. Throughout the summer and fall, they lend a wonderful palette of color and texture to the landscape. In spring, perennial herbs erupt in colorful blooms, and depending on where you live, many herbs stay green year-round. Scatter them throughout your garden to take advantage of their fragrance and beauty, and plant your favorites near the kitchen where they are easy to get to.

The leaves are not the only useful part of herbs; the flowers and seeds are quite tasty as well. Sprinkle them on salads, over pastas, soups, or anywhere else you would strew herbs. Tiny chervil and thyme blossoms, bell-shaped sage and rosemary blooms, and tender dill heads all lend sweet flavor and beauty. The flowering heads of cilantro and dill produce culinary seeds to harvest (coriander seed is from cilantro). Fresh green coriander seeds crushed in a mortar and pestle make a standout addition to an olive oil salsa or compound butter. Immature dill and fennel heads are a pickler’s prize. Dried, the seeds make wonderful spices, much more pungent than those bought in a jar. Herb branches thrown on the embers of a grill or wood-fired oven subtly perfume foods. Toss them in during the last few minutes of cooking.

The herbs I grow the most of are the building blocks of French and Italian cuisine, but other cuisines prize different herbs. Plant your garden to reflect your tastes, and as your herb garden grows—as I am sure it will—I recommend looking through catalogs and cookbooks to discover other herbs to try both in the garden and the kitchen.

Herbs are mostly broken into two groups: annuals and perennials (with a subgroup of half-hardy perennials). The growing cycle of annual herbs is completed in a single season and they must be resown or planted each year. Their seeds are plentiful and quite easy to propagate. Sow them individually or as a patch. They do best in well-draining soil. Strategically placed, they make good use of the areas between slow-growing plants or under plants that tower over the ground. Parsley and chervil will tolerate some shade. Annuals are particularly easy to grow in containers outside or on a sunny windowsill.

Annual herbs include basil, borage, chervil, cilantro, dill, epazote, parsley, and shiso. These all grow rapidly—and they are all quick to bolt (grow tall, flower, and go to seed). To prolong their life, pinch off the bolting tips and flower buds. This also encourages bushy growth for a greater harvest. Consistent watering is important, as very dry soil will cause the plants to rush to seed. It is always worthwhile to let a few plants go through the stages of flowering and developing seeds. Save the seeds, or allow them to reseed or self-sow. They will sprout again and again over the years, rewarding you with fresh herbs early in the season. In the spring, if you are not sure what is weed or herb, pinch off a leaf and taste it: even the first leaves of herbs will have a marked flavor. If you need to thin your plot, enjoy the thinnings as a flavorful, elegant garnish.

Perennial herbs include chives, garlic chives, hyssop, lovage, mint, sage, sorrel, tarragon, thyme, and winter savory. Half-hardy perennials include anise hyssop, bay laurel, lemon verbena, marjoram, oregano, and rosemary. These herbs will live for many years when grown in the proper conditions. Hardy perennials will overwinter in mild to cold winters; half-hardy herbs need a milder winter to survive, although in some areas they can be protected with a deep mulch and nursed through some cold. In very cold climates, plant perennial herbs in pots and bring them inside to a sunny spot during the cold months. Containers may also be the best bet for many herbs in hot and humid climates.

Perennials can be difficult to start from seeds. Try cuttings or divisions, or purchase seedlings. Be sure to choose a culinary variety; many widely available ornamental varieties are not at all good in the kitchen. Situate the plants in full sun and well-drained soil. Once established, perennial herbs thrive on a little benign neglect, and their aromatic nature makes them fairly impervious to pests. To help the plants keep their shape and vigor, prune them annually, right after they have flowered. Trim only soft new growth.
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Flowering parsley

Parsley (Petroselinum crispum)

Parsley is a staple in my kitchen for its bright green flavor and cleansing freshness. I use the stems to flavor broths and soups and use the leaves for sauces, as a salad with lemon and Parmesan, and, chopped and scattered, as a final garnish. Parsley and garlic are a perfect pair, the fresh green parsley counterbalancing the pungent spicy garlic. Many a pasta sauce is started or finished with a mix of the two. Persillade is the French name for a mixture of chopped parsley and garlic. Add some lemon zest and you have Italian gremolata. Each of them is a perfect last touch for many dishes. When you add olive oil to gremolata, along with capers and salt (or anchovies), you have salsa verde, a fantastic sauce to drizzle over meats, vegetables, and fish.

There are two varieties of parsley: flat leaf and curly leaf. I use and grow the flat-leaf variety the most. Curly parsley is classically used for tabbouleh and other Middle Eastern chopped green salads.

Parsley seed takes up to three weeks to germinate, so don’t give up on it if you are starting from seed. Parsley plants need consistent watering to perform well and they like a feeding of compost now and then. In colder climates, parsley is planted as an annual, but it is a biennial herb, meaning that it goes to seed in the second year of its life. It will overwinter in mild climates, and once established, reseed easily. A good-size parsley patch is a welcome addition to any kitchen garden.

Parsley and Herb Salad

In the spring, parsley is abundant and tender. It shoots up along with other spring herbs such as chervil, chives, and tarragon. I love to harvest them all together to make this fantastic salad. As the season progresses and the parsley becomes sturdier, other herbs, such as thyme, savory, and marjoram, have tender new growth and blossoms that you can pick and toss together. They are married into a delightful salad with lemon juice, olive oil, and Parmesan cheese. It can be piled up next to rich roasts or grilled fish and it makes a great standup appetizer tucked into a lettuce leaf. Shave in a little radish for color and zing.

Gather a small handful of parsley per person. Remove the leaves and tender stems from the main stalks. Toss the stalks into the compost (or nibble on them while you make the salad) and put the leaves in a bowl of cold water. Gather a large handful of other herbs—chervil, tarragon, cilantro, shiso, mint, or chives—pluck off the leaves and tender stems and add them to the water. Drain the leaves and dry well. Place them in a bowl and sprinkle with sea salt, a squeeze of lemon juice, a drizzle of extra-virgin olive oil, and a crack of pepper. Toss and taste. Add salt, lemon, or oil as needed. Using a sharp vegetable peeler, shave a few slices of Parmesan cheese into the bowl, enough so everyone gets a couple shavings, and toss gently. If they are available, scatter the salad with borage and nasturtium flowers. Serve.
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Basil (Ocimum basilicum)

Basil tastes of summer to me. Tomato salads, pasta with pesto, and soupe au pistou jump to mind immediately. The spicy and warm, aromatic flavor of basil brightens anything it is added to—even cocktails and desserts. There are many different kinds of basil: large-leaf Genovese, tiny-leaf Fino Verde, reddish purple Dark Opal basil, and frilly Purple Ruffles are the varieties I use the most. Some others are Thai basil, lemon basil, and lime basil. African Blue basil is a gorgeous perennial, highly aromatic basil with greenish purple leaves on a tall, very hardy plant. The flavor is quite strong; I use it mostly for tisane and pick the branches for fragrant bouquets.

Basil will stay greener when torn or cut in a chiffonade instead of chopped. Stack a few leaves neatly and then roll them, lengthwise, into a cigar shape and cut across into thin (or thick) ribbons. The leaves will only oxidize and turn dark where they have been cut. Basil will quickly turn black when scattered over a hot dish. Stir it in instead and allow it to just heat through; it will stay green longer this way. When making vinaigrette, add a sprig to flavor the vinaigrette and then add a fresh chiffonade just before serving.

When harvesting basil, pick leaves and pinch off the tops to encourage bushier growth. As flowers develop, cut them off before they have the chance to mature and your plants will keep producing for quite some time. Basil is cold sensitive, so don’t plant out too early, and water the plants consistently to keep them from bolting.

Basil Mayonnaise

MAKES 1 CUP

Pounded basil makes a beautiful green mayonnaise. Serve it with grilled fish or a tomato salad.

Pick the leaves from:


½ bunch of basil (about ½ cup lightly packed)



Coarsely chop the leaves and pound them to a paste in a mortar with:


Salt



Add:


1 egg yolk

1 teaspoon water



Whisk the yolk, water, and basil together. Into a cup with a pour spout, measure:


1 cup olive oil



Very slowly dribble the oil into the egg yolk, whisking constantly. As the egg yolk absorbs oil, the sauce will thicken, lighten in color, and become opaque. This will happen rather quickly. Then you can add the oil a little faster, whisking all the while.

If the sauce is thicker than you like, thin it with a few drops of water. Taste and add more salt, if necessary.


VARIATION

◆ Substitute ½ teaspoon lemon juice in place of half the water.

◆ Instead of basil, use a mix of other tender herbs such as chervil, parsley, chives, tarragon, or very tender thyme or anise hyssop.

◆ Pound 1 or 2 cloves of garlic in the mortar before adding the basil leaves.

◆ If your olive oil is especially pungent, substitute vegetable oil for part of the total quantity.
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Dill (Anethum graveolens)

I avoided using dill for many years, but now I love it. I like the freshness and the deep, almost caraway-seed flavor it adds to food. When I am sick I crave chicken soup with a sprinkle of freshly cut leaves. Add dill to salads and soups, both chilled and hot, and use it to flavor pickles. Cucumbers and dill is a classic combination. Dill goes to seed quite readily, which is a good thing: the seeds are delicious. Fresh and dried seed heads have different flavors, so experiment with both.

Annual dill is quite beautiful in the garden and self-seeds quite readily. Keep it moist and protected from harsh, hot afternoons. Dill will grow quite tall as it goes to seed, so situate it where it won’t make too much shade as it shoots up. Stagger sowings over the spring and summer to have fresh leaves and mature seeds throughout the growing season.

Chilled Beet Soup with Dill

MAKES 6 CUPS

This soup is more like a liquid salad than a chilled soup. The beets can be roasted ahead. Roasting them with different spices will add to the flavor of the soup. Fennel seed and fenugreek is one of my favorite blends. If your beets still have their tops, steam or sauté them and add them to the soup, too. Or serve them marinated and wrapped in a piece of prosciutto alongside the soup with some crusty bread for a lovely light lunch.

Preheat the oven to 400°F. Trim the leaves from:


1 bunch of beets



Wash the beets well and put them in an ovenproof pan in a single layer. Add:


¼ inch water

1 teaspoon whole spices (optional)



Cover and roast until tender, around 45 minutes to an hour. Let the beets cool, then trim and peel them. Cut into a fine dice, or grate on the large holes of a box grater.

Mix together with:


2 scallions, trimmed and cut fine

1 medium or 2 small cucumbers, peeled, seeded (if needed), and diced

2 tablespoons chopped fresh dill leaves

3 tablespoons crème fraîche or yogurt

Salt



Stir in:


2 cups buttermilk

A splash of red wine vinegar



Chill thoroughly. Taste for salt and adjust as needed. Serve in chilled bowls with a sprinkle of chopped dill leaves.


VARIATION

◆ Garnish with chopped hard-cooked egg.

◆ Stir in chopped cooked beet greens.

◆ Purée the soup for a velvety bright pink soup. Use only half the dill when puréeing, and save the other half for a garnish.
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Chervil (Anthriscus cerefolium)

Chervil is a lacy tender herb with a mild licorice flavor. We use it a lot at Chez Panisse, whole or chopped, in salads, fresh sauces, and other cold dishes. It is a principal ingredient in the French herb mix known as fines herbes, along with chives, parsley, and tarragon. I use chervil whenever a delicate flavor and texture is called for and I always mix some into my mesclun baby salad mix. Sprigs scattered across a dish make a beautiful and flavorful garnish. I love it on poached and soft scrambled eggs. The tiny starry white flowers are lovely, too.

Chervil is an annual herb and very sensitive to heat. It thrives in spring and fall, self-seeds readily, and pops up again when weather conditions are favorable. It will grow in summer when protected from the heat of the afternoon.

Herb Noodles

This is a fun way to make pasta. Whole herb leaves are pressed into the dough and as it is rolled out they can be seen silhouetted within the noodles. The herb flavor is more pronounced and distinct than it is in green pasta made with a purée of spinach and herbs. Cut the noodles extra wide or in fazzoletti (“handkerchief squares”). I like to serve them with the meat and juices of a tender braise, or with spring vegetables, butter, and Parmesan cheese. This pasta is tricky to use for ravioli or other stuffed pasta.

Make Farro Tagliatelle dough (or make it using the same method, but with a different whole-grain flour—or all white flour). When the pasta has been rolled ⅛ inch thick, place clean, dry, whole chervil and parsley leaves (without stems) on half the length of the dough. Fold the other half over the herbs and press the two layers together. Continue rolling out the dough to the desired thickness. Cut the noodles in strips or shapes with a scalloped pastry cutter or a sharp knife.

Less tender herbs, such as rosemary and savory, should be chopped before being placed on the pasta, because whole leaves will tear the dough as it is rolled out.
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Cilantro (Coriandrum sativum)

Cilantro, also known as coriander, makes Mexican, Indian, and Chinese cuisines sing. Some people are sensitive to its flavor, but I love it. The tender leaves and stems are delicious both raw and cooked. Use it as a scattering herb to add a final touch of flavor, or chop or pound it into fresh sauces, salsas, and raitas. Cook it into pilafs, vegetable braises, and soups. The flowers and seeds are fantastic to cook with, too. The green, still-unripe seeds are a heady mix of fresh cilantro and coriander seed flavors. They are a real treat to cook with. Add whole coriander seeds to pickle brines and poaching liquids for sweet flavor. Eggplant and coriander are especially delicious together. Try seasoning your eggplant purée or eggplant caviar with pounded coriander seeds, either green or dried.

Cilantro is a tender annual and bolts quickly in hot weather. Stagger plantings every few weeks to have it around as long as the weather holds. Pinch back flowering stalks to help prolong production. Dry the mature seeds to cook with or to plant again next spring.
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Wild Salmon Carpaccio with Chervil and Green Coriander Seeds

4 SERVINGS

Wild salmon is very lean and fine, a true delicacy. When it is pounded thin, its color becomes beautifully translucent. Salmon carpaccio may sound difficult to make, but the flesh flattens readily and easily. Spread on a cold plate and decorated with herbs and blossoms, it is gorgeous—and packed with flavor. Pounded fresh coriander seeds are a revelation.

Put four 8- to 9-inch round salad plates in the refrigerator to chill.

Remove any pinbones (a pair of needle-nose pliers is a good tool to use) from:


One 8-ounce wild salmon fillet, skin removed



Slice the fish into 8 same-size pieces. Cut 8 pieces of parchment paper, slightly larger than the salad plates. (If you have round cake pan liners, they work perfectly for this.)

Pour into a ramekin or other small dish:


1 tablespoon extra-virgin olive oil



Brush a piece of parchment with oil and place 2 of the salmon slices side by side in the center of the paper, flat sides abutting each other. Brush another piece of parchment with oil and put it on top of the salmon. Make 3 more parchment-salmon “sandwiches” with the rest of the salmon. Put them all in the refrigerator to stay cold. Take one out of the refrigerator and use a meat pounder, a mallet and wide metal spatula, or the flat bottom of a frying pan to gently pound out the salmon round and thin. Pound with a downward and outward motion, forming the fish into a flat disk. Rotate the parchment as you pound and lift it to the light now and then to see whether the salmon is being flattened evenly. Make the circle of fish just smaller than the chilled plate. Repeat with all the pieces. Keep refrigerated until ready to serve.

Prepare the garnish ingredients. Remove the seeds from:


A mature cilantro flower head



Pound slightly using a mortar and pestle. Remove the blossoms from:


A few sprigs of flowering herbs (such as chervil, cilantro, thyme, borage, rosemary, sage, or nasturtium)



Gather:


Salt

Fresh-ground black pepper

1 lemon, cut in half, seeds removed

Extra-virgin olive oil

Leaves from 4 large chervil sprigs



When ready to serve, carefully peel the top sheet of parchment away from the fish and invert onto a cold plate. Peel off the other piece of paper. Season with salt and pepper. Squeeze lemon juice over and drizzle with olive oil. Scatter the crushed coriander and herb blossoms over and serve immediately.


VARIATION

◆ Other fish, such as halibut, make good carpaccio. Be sure to use the freshest of fish. Let your fishmonger know before you purchase the fish that you plan on eating it raw.

◆ Use dried coriander seeds if fresh are not available.

◆ Use chopped tender herbs if blossoms are not available. Try tarragon, basil, shiso, anise hyssop, or tiny nasturtium leaves.



Green Rice Pilaf with Cilantro and Onions

4 SERVINGS

This rice is perfect to serve with Squash Blossom Quesadillas or Chile Verde. The stems of cilantro have as much flavor as—or more than—the leaves, so be sure to use both in this recipe.

Measure:


½ cup cilantro sprigs, tightly packed

½ cup parsley leaves, tightly packed



Trim the stem from:


1 poblano pepper

1 serrano pepper (optional)



Cut the peppers in half lengthwise and remove the veins and seeds. Cut the peppers into smaller pieces.

Purée the herbs and peppers in a blender with:


½ cup water



Heat a heavy-bottomed pot over medium-high heat and pour in:


2 tablespoons olive oil or vegetable oil



Add:


1 cup long-grain brown rice



Cook, stirring now and then, for 5 minutes. Add:


½ white onion, finely diced

2 garlic cloves, peeled and chopped



Cook another 5 minutes. The onions should be softened and the rice lightly toasted. Pour in the herb and pepper purée along with:


2 cups light chicken stock or water

Salt



Bring to a boil and turn down to a bare simmer. Cover and cook for 45 minutes. All the liquid should be absorbed; if not, cook another few minutes. Let sit, covered, for 5 minutes. Gently stir the rice before serving.


VARIATION

◆ Substitute epazote, hoja santa (Piper auritum, a giant tropical Mexican herb), Mexican oregano, or spinach for some of the parsley.

◆ Chop the herbs and peppers instead of puréeing them.
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Epazote (Chenopodium ambrosioides)

Epazote flavors Mexican cuisine, especially beans, with a pungent intensity reminiscent of mint and tarragon. It adds zest to quesadillas and a pot of black beans is improved by a sprig.

Epazote is a hardy annual that takes hot, dry weather well. In mild climates, it easily reseeds itself.

Black Bean and Epazote Tostadas

4 SERVINGS

Velvety soft black beans spread on a crispy fried tortilla are heavenly, alone or topped with a variety of vegetables and salsa. Epazote and fried onions add just the right touch of flavor to the beans.

Heat a low-sided, heavy-bottomed pot or pan over medium heat. Measure in:


1 tablespoon olive oil or fresh lard



Swirl to coat the bottom of the pan and add:


½ white onion, diced

2 small epazote sprigs

1 smoked dried chile (optional)



Cook, stirring now and then, until the onions soften, about 5 minutes.

Add:


3 cups cooked black beans

1 cup bean cooking liquid



Cook at a simmer for 5 minutes. Mash the beans coarsely (a potato or bean masher works well) and cook for another 5 minutes over very low heat. Add more bean liquid if the beans get too stodgy. Taste for salt and season as needed.

Heat, in a small cast-iron or other heavy pan:


1 inch vegetable oil



Fry, 1 at a time:


8 tortillas



Slip each tortilla gently into the hot oil and cook about 2 minutes, turn, and cook another minute or so. Remove to drain on absorbent paper or a towel, and season with salt. The tortillas should be lightly golden and crisp once cool. (Cook longer if they are leathery and not crispy.)

Gather any number of the following toppings:


Ripe avocado slices

Thin crème fraîche

Cilantro sprigs

Sliced scallions

Sungold Cherry Tomato Salsa (the variation with poblano)

Crumbled queso fresco or cotija cheese

Thinly sliced jalapeño or serrano peppers

Thinly sliced cabbage tossed with lime and salt

Lime wedges



When ready to serve, spread the warm beans on the crispy tortillas and garnish with the toppings.
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Sorrel (Rumex acetosa)

Sorrel has long green leaves that bring spinach to mind. After a bite, its bright lemon flavor banishes any thoughts of comparison. Mixed with cream it makes a classic sauce for fish that tastes quite good on pork and steamed vegetables, too. Use it raw in salads, salsa verde, or an omelet. Sauté it with spinach for a soup or a side dish. Use it where you would otherwise spritz a bit of lemon.

Sorrel’s tender leaves belie its hardy constitution. Heat will not destroy it and it will winter over in quite harsh weather. Sorrel grows into a lovely dark green bush that can be picked throughout the growing season, which, in very mild climates, will be all year.

Sorrel Cream Sauce

MAKES ½ CUP

This sauce marries luscious crème fraîche with tangy sorrel to make a light creamy sauce with spirit. I have loved this sauce ever since the first time I ate it in France, at the Maison Troisgros.

Remove and discard the stems from:


1 large bunch of sorrel



Coarsely chop the leaves, or cut them into a chiffonade.

In a small pot or skillet over medium heat, melt:


1 tablespoon butter



Add the sorrel and cook until wilted. Don’t be surprised: it will turn a khaki green color. Transfer to a dish and set aside.

Wash out the pot and pour in:


¼ cup water

¼ cup dry white wine



Bring to a boil and cook for a few minutes to slightly reduce. Swirl in:


1 tablespoon butter, cut into small pieces

3 tablespoons crème fraîche



Simmer for 1 minute, turn off the heat, stir in the sorrel, and season with:


Salt

Fresh-ground black pepper




VARIATION

◆ Use court bouillon (vegetable stock seasoned with white wine) in place of the water and wine.

◆ You can use 2 teaspoons white wine vinegar instead of wine; just don’t reduce.

◆ Dice a small shallot and cook it in the butter before adding the sorrel.
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Anise Hyssop (Agastache foeniculum)

Anise hyssop, though distantly related to common hyssop, tastes nothing like it. The tender serrated leaves have a light minty-licorice fragrance with a very sweet flavor. The purple blossoms are sweet and aromatic. Use both the leaves and flowers in salads, salsa verde, fish tartare, and carpaccio and also with mild vegetables, such as cucumbers and summer squash. I especially like it with melon.

Anise hyssop is a tender perennial that is easily grown from seed. The plants grow fairly tall, so relegate them to an area where their height won’t create unwanted shade for other plants. Bees and other pollinators love the blossoms, too.

Anise Hyssop and Cucumber Salad

This is a very simple and refreshing salad. Use as many kinds of cucumbers as you can find: lemon, Japanese, Persian, and Armenian make a tasty and pretty mix. Cut each variety into a different shape: wedges, roll-cut batons, slices, and so on. I don’t bother with making a vinaigrette as the cucumbers taste best very lightly dressed.

Prepare the equivalent of ½ medium cucumber per person, peeling if needed. Cut into bite-size pieces and put them in a pretty serving bowl (with low sides, if possible). Count 2 small or 1 large anise hyssop leaf per person, stack them, and cut them crosswise into thin strips. Cut the strips in half if they are long. Toss with the cucumbers. Sprinkle the cucumbers lightly with red wine vinegar and salt and then with a light drizzle of extra-virgin olive oil. Toss and taste. Adjust as needed. If available, scatter a handful of anise hyssop blossoms over the top.
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Tarragon (Artemisia dracunculus)

Tarragon has an intensely aromatic and clear, licorice-like flavor. It is good to remember that a little is delightful, but a lot will quickly overwhelm a dish. Béarnaise sauce is not possible without tarragon, and a steak with béarnaise is a classic. Vinegar infused with tarragon has a wonderful light touch when used to dress salads, either with or without the addition of a few fresh leaves. I am fond of it combined with horseradish. Look for French tarragon plants; Russian tarragon has little flavor.

Tarragon is a hardy deciduous perennial that will come back in the spring in all but the coldest climates. Mulch will keep the roots protected in winter and helps guarantee a spring return. Root division after a few years will result in stronger-flavored plants.

Crab Salad with Tarragon and Red Belgian Endive

4 SERVINGS

On the Pacific coast, we enjoy large sweet Dungeness crab from late fall through early summer, but other types of crab will make delicious salad as well. Fresh tarragon enhances the clean sweet flavor of crab and other shellfish.

Bring a large pot of salted water to a boil. Add:


1 live Dungeness crab (or enough other crab to yield about ½ pound picked meat)



Cook for 13 minutes. Remove the crab and let it drain and cool. When cool enough to handle, pull off the large top shell and remove the fibrous lungs. Rinse lightly, pull off the legs and split the main body in half down the center. Crack the legs, and pick the crabmeat clean from the body and legs. Put the meat in a bowl. Gently go through the picked meat with your fingers to remove any last stray bits of shell. Refrigerate until ready to use.

Make the dressing. Mix together in a small bowl:


1 shallot, finely diced

1 tarragon sprig

Zest of ½ lemon

2 teaspoons lemon juice

2 teaspoons white wine or Champagne vinegar

A pinch of cayenne (optional)

Salt

Fresh-ground black pepper



Stir to dissolve the salt and let sit for 10 minutes or more to macerate. Whisk in:


¼ cup extra-virgin olive oil



Taste and adjust the salt and acid as needed.

Cut the root ends from:


2 heads of red Belgian endive



Remove and discard any blemished leaves. Separate the rest of the leaves and put them in a large bowl. Pour in half the vinaigrette and:


2 scallions, trimmed and sliced thin on a diagonal



Arrange the leaves on a platter or individual plates.

Remove the leaves from:


A small tarragon sprig



Take 8 or so leaves and stack them in a neat pile. Cut into a very fine chiffonade—at an acute angle, into long, very thin strips. Add three quarters of the leaves to the cleaned crabmeat and pour in the rest of the vinaigrette. Toss gently. Arrange on and around the endive. Sprinkle over the rest of the tarragon and, if desired, drizzle with:


Thin crème fraîche (optional)
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Marjoram (Origanum majorana)

Marjoram is addictive. If I am not careful, I find myself scattering it over or stirring it into almost everything I make: green beans, scrambled eggs, grilled fish, tomato sauces, salads, and more. I like to marinate squid or fish in a mixture of chopped marjoram, lemon zest, and dried chile flakes before grilling. The leaves are tender with a spicy, aromatic, mintlike flavor and are used raw or cooked. Marjoram is closely related to oregano but is more brightly flavored than its aggressive cousin. Tender leaves and stems tinged with red give it away.

Being a half-hardy perennial, marjoram is sensitive to cold and may need replanting and tending every year. It winters over well in mild climates. Pinch off the flowering stems as they appear, to keep growth tender and productive.

Roast Leg of Lamb with Spring Herbs

8 SERVINGS

Season, the night before, if possible:


1 leg of pasture-raised lamb (about 7 pounds with bone in), boned and butterflied



with:


Salt

Fresh-ground black pepper



The next day, remove the lamb from the refrigerator. Remove the leaves from


1 bunch of marjoram

½ bunch of parsley

¼ bunch of lemon thyme



Chop. Mix with:


1 bunch of chives, chopped



Open the leg of lamb, interior side up, and drizzle with:


Extra-virgin olive oil



Sprinkle the chopped herbs over the lamb. Roll up the leg and tie securely with cotton twine. Let sit for ½ hour to come to room temperature.

Meanwhile, preheat the oven to 375°F.

Strew over the bottom of a roasting pan that the leg of lamb will just fit in:


1 bunch of marjoram

¼ bunch of lemon thyme



Place the leg on top of the herbs and cook until done. This will take about 1 hour and 20 minutes for medium rare (125°F internal temperature). Check the roast after 1 hour, monitoring the internal temperature with an instant-read thermometer. When the lamb is done, remove it from the oven and let it rest for 20 minutes before slicing the meat. This allows the juice to stabilize and makes the roast more succulent.

When ready to serve, remove the strings from the roast. Collect the juices that accumulated while the roast was resting. Slice the meat, sprinkle with a bit of salt, and drizzle with the resting juices. If you like, serve with the marjoram sauce that follows.

Marjoram, Garlic, and Marash Pepper Sauce

MAKES ¼ CUP

I don’t often make sauces that involve reducing stocks and meat juices. Instead, I like to make combinations of herbs, spices, and olive oil to add freshness and bite to grilled or roasted meats and vegetables. Marash pepper is a mildly hot dried red chile, similar to the Aleppo pepper, with an earthy, fruity flavor. This sauce is especially good with lamb.

Mix together:


2 tablespoons coarsely chopped marjoram leaves

1 teaspoon coarsely chopped capers

Zest of ½ lemon

A large pinch of Marash pepper

1 garlic clove, pounded to a paste

Salt

Fresh-ground black pepper



Stir in:


3 tablespoons oil



Taste for salt and adjust as needed.


VARIATION

◆ Substitute 1 small green garlic stalk, chopped fine, for the pounded garlic.
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Common sage

Sage (Salvia officinalis)

Sage’s pebbly gray-green leaves have a strong, almost winey flavor. Pork and winter squash are both classic pairings with sage, and many consider it a necessity in stuffings for turkey and other fowl. American breakfast sausage would not be the same without sage to perfume it. A winter minestrone is warmed by its fragrance in a tasty base of sautéed onions and garlic. The leaves fry nicely for a garnish. And squash ravioli with sage brown butter is always good. Try flattening a couple of leaves onto your next grilled cheese sandwich and let them toast along with the bread.

Spring sage is tender in both flavor and texture, but as the season progresses the flavor becomes more pronounced and the leaves sturdier. Common sage and Berggarten are the varieties I recommend. Although they are gorgeous in the garden, avoid variegated and purple sages for cooking as they lend an overly bitter quality to food.

Sage is a beauty in the garden—the plants form soft gray mounds that shoot up stalks of purple trumpet flowers. It thrives with little more than sun and well-draining soil. A hardy perennial, sage will remain evergreen in all but the coldest climates. If allowed to, sage will become woody and rangy: annual pruning after flowering will keep it compact and bushy.

Pork Shoulder Braised in Milk with Sage

4 SERVINGS

This is a homey, rustic, and utterly delicious way to serve pork. The milk sweetens and caramelizes while cooking, and the lemon and sage give lift and flavor. Any remains of the roast taste great the next day. Serve with soft polenta, roasted potatoes, or homemade pasta to soak up the sauce.

Season, the day before, if possible:


One 2½- to 3-pound pork shoulder roast, trimmed of excess fat



with:


Salt

Fresh-ground black pepper



Cover and refrigerate for a few hours or overnight. Take the pork out 1 hour before cooking to come to room temperature.

Heat a heavy-bottomed pot in which the roast will fit fairly snugly over medium-high heat. Measure in:


1½ tablespoons olive oil or butter



Add the roast and brown on all sides. Remove it from the pan, pour off all the fat, and add:


1 tablespoon butter

5 garlic cloves, peeled

4 large sage sprigs



Cook for a couple of minutes to soften the garlic. Return the pork to the pot. Add:


3 to 4 cups whole milk

2 strips of lemon zest, removed with a sharp vegetable peeler



The milk should come up just over three quarters of the height of the roast. When the milk comes to a boil, turn it down to a bare simmer, and partly cover the pot. Cook at a slow simmer until the meat is tender, about 2 hours. Check the meat now and then, turning the roast and stirring the milk up from the bottom. Add more milk if the level drops below a couple of inches. The sauce will separate and curdle; don’t worry, it is supposed to. Once the meat is done, set it aside. Skim the fat from the sauce and reduce it if it seems too thin. Slice the roast and reheat in the sauce. Serve on a warm platter with the sauce poured over.
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Common thyme

Thyme (Thymus vulgaris)
Lemon Thyme (Thymus citriodorus)

Thyme is the herb of French cuisine and one I use often. It has a deep, green flavor with a slightly piney aroma that adds depth and complexity without being overbearing. Thyme rarely takes the spotlight but is used to enhance and unify other flavors. I toss its scented leaves into braises, soups, and soufflés. I chop its leaves or strew sprigs into marinades and dry rubs. A bouquet garni, a tied-up bunch of herbs used to flavor stocks and many other preparations, is never without a sprig or two of thyme. I like to cut large bouquets to use as a garnish for a roast or other savory dish. The irregular, charming, curling growth adds the perfect visual touch. There are numerous varieties of thyme available, many of which are ornamental and not useful for cooking. For the kitchen garden, choose English and French thyme; both are frequently referred to as common thyme.

Lemon thyme has a light floral lemony scent. The flavor suits asparagus well. Try roasting spears tossed with olive oil and sprigs of lemon thyme. Court bouillon infused with lemon thyme is a lovely poaching liquid for fish and chicken breasts. After cooking, reduce some of the liquid and swirl in a pat or two of butter for a light and aromatic sauce.

Thyme is a hardy perennial. In cold climates, mulch the plants to help them make it through the winter. Thyme especially prefers well-draining soil. Spring brings a riot of tiny white or pink flowers across the low-growing bushy plants. Thyme plants are like old friends in the kitchen garden, a pleasure to have around.

Thyme-Scented Baby Back Ribs

4 SERVINGS

Baby back ribs are the ribs on the backside of a pork loin. Their meat is tender and fine, like the loin itself. I like to cook the ribs only a short time, just until they are done. This simple marinade brings out their sweet flavor. If you can, season the ribs the night before.

Trim any excess fat from:


4 pounds baby back ribs



Season well with:


Salt

Fresh-ground black pepper



Drizzle with:


Extra-virgin olive oil



Crush using a mortar and pestle and sprinkle over the ribs:


2 teaspoons coriander seeds

½ teaspoon fennel seeds



Rinse and dry well:


1 bunch of thyme (2 if bunches are small)



Strew one quarter of the thyme over the bottom of a dish and lay in one rack of ribs. Strew with thyme. Repeat until all the ribs are in the dish, and refrigerate.

One hour before cooking, light the fire. Bring the ribs out of the refrigerator to come to room temperature. When the embers are medium hot, preheat, clean, and oil the grill. Pull the thyme off the ribs and set aside for later. Put the ribs on the grill, meaty side down, and cook for 7 minutes. Rotate the racks every few minutes for even coloring. Turn the ribs and cook for another 7 minutes. After 5 minutes throw the marinade herbs on the coals to perfume the ribs. When the ribs are done, let them rest for 5 minutes. Cut and serve.


VARIATION

◆ Use other herbs with the thyme such as savory, marjoram, rosemary, sage, or oregano.

◆ Cut thin slices of lemon and scatter on the ribs before strewing with the herbs.

◆ Add a pinch or two of cayenne to the salt-and-pepper seasoning.
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Oregano (Origanum vulgare)

Oregano is a stronger flavored cousin of marjoram. It is used extensively in Greek and Italian cooking. Many people prefer its flavor when it is dried; try it both ways, fresh and dried. Oregano complements tomatoes, meat sauces, and vegetable braises. There are many varieties of oregano; my choices for cooking are Italian and Greek. I also like another oregano, za’atar (Origanum syriacum), the oregano of Syria and Israel, which has fuzzier leaves and a deeper flavor. It is dried and mixed with sumac, sesame, and other herbs to make a condiment that is also called za’atar.

Oreganos are half-hardy perennials grown as annuals in colder climates. Dig up a plant and transplant to a container to bring inside over winter. Oregano needs little in the garden besides well-draining soil and sun.

Mexican oregano (Lippia graveolens) is not really an oregano but a hardy cousin of lemon verbena. It has a sharper, more pungent flavor than oregano that adds a distinct flavor to Mexican cuisine. Chile Verde would not taste the same without it, nor would tortilla and chicken soup. Traditionally it is used dried, but if you grow it, experiment with using it fresh. It is a tender perennial that grows quite tall with fragrant white blossoms that attract bees and other beneficial garden insects. (Lippia berlandieri and Poliomintha longiflora are two similar plants also called Mexican oregano.)

Lamb Kebabs with Oregano and Garlic

4 SERVINGS

Cooking over the fire makes everything taste better and these kebabs are no exception. Set out some freshly made Whole-Wheat Pita Bread, bowls of Yogurt, cucumber salad, diced tomatoes, purslane or other greens, mint leaves, chopped scallions, and some sumac and marash pepper for a fun outdoor meal. The kebabs taste best hot off the grill, splashed with a bit of extra marinade. Stuff them into some pita bread with any or all of the accompaniments. Add some summer squash, eggplant, and onions on the grill to complete the meal.

First make the marinade. Mix together:


½ cup olive oil

½ cup lemon juice

1 teaspoon dried oregano or 2 teaspoons chopped fresh

3 garlic cloves, pounded to a purée using a mortar and pestle

Salt



Cut into 1½-inch cubes:


1 to 1½ pounds lamb leg or shoulder



Trim most of the fat away, but leave some on for flavor and juiciness. Season well with:


Salt

Fresh-ground black pepper



Thread 5 or 6 cubes of meat onto each skewer. Large, flat, metal skewers are the best, but bamboo work well, too. (Soak the bamboo skewers in water to help keep them from burning.) Lay out the skewers in a low-sided plate or pan and pour two thirds of the marinade over them. Marinate for at least 1 hour, turning the skewers now and then.

Prepare a hot fire and clean and oil the grill. When the coals are ready and the grill is hot put the skewers on to cook. Turn to cook on all sides. They should be crispy and brown on the outside while still juicy and pink in the middle after 6 minutes or so. Brush the meat with the reserved marinade as it comes off the grill. Serve immediately.


VARIATION

◆ Use pork loin, flatiron steak, skinless chicken breast or thighs instead of lamb leg.

◆ Cook the kebabs under the broiler for the same amount of time.
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Rosemary (Rosmarinus officinalis)

Rosemary’s needlelike leaves are rich in pungent oil with a pinelike flavor. I like to chop it and add it to fava bean purée or mix it into pasta dough. Creamy white beans flavored with rosemary, garlic, and olive oil are one of my winter staples. Nuts roasted with whole leaves are an addictive hors d’oeuvre. Fried rosemary leaves make a wonderful crunchy garnish that adds that je ne sais quoi to many a dish. Strewn in the bottom of a roasting pan, the branches make an aromatic bed for roast meat and fowl, and long branches stripped of their leaves (leaving the top leaves in place) make wonderful skewers for grilling poultry livers and tender bits of meat. I frequently light a sprig or branch of rosemary (or sage) with an ember or the flame of a burner to scent the air. The fragrance is uplifting and clean. I like to carry a sprig in my pocket as an aromatic touchstone on a flight or whenever I’m away from the kitchen or garden for a long time. There are a number of cultivars available; my favorite is common rosemary (Rosmarinus officinalis), which grows quite well where I live. Arp rosemary is exceptionally hardy and thrives in both hotter and colder climates, and Barbeque grows very long stems that make good skewers.

Rosemary is a cold-sensitive perennial that is treated as an annual in colder climates. In its native Mediterranean climate it will grow into an evergreen bush. It requires little to thrive. Planting in a container offers the possibility of moving the plants indoors when it gets cold.


Fried Rosemary

I finish many dishes with fried herbs, on their own or mixed with breadcrumbs. I love the crunch and flavor that they add. Rosemary is my favorite herb to fry, followed by sage, thyme, and savory.

Remove the leaves from a medium sprig of rosemary. Discard the stem. Heat a small heavy-bottomed pan over medium-high heat. Pour in about ½ inch olive oil. When the oil is hot, add the leaves. Don’t be surprised: the oil will bubble up when the leaves are added. Let them fry for 1 minute and then scoop out with a slotted spoon or fine strainer before they turn brown. Drain on absorbent paper or towel. Sprinkle with salt and a tiny pinch of cayenne if desired. They will stay crisp for a few hours.
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Lovage (Levisticum officinale)

I have a special fondness for lovage. It has a sweet celery flavor that adds a perfect note to meat, especially ground meat. Try it chopped into your next hamburger or added to meatballs. It is great in potato soup. A judicious quantity of young leaves is nice in salads—albacore salad, chicken salad, and cucumber salad with tomato aspic, to name a few.

Lovage is a large hardy perennial that looks like giant flat-leaf parsley. It can grow quite tall, up to eight feet, but it doesn’t make it past four in its shaded spot in my garden. It grows best in moist, rich soil.

Lovage Meatballs

4 SERVINGS

Remove the crust from:


2 thick slices crusty day-old bread



Cut into cubes. You should have about 1 cup. Cover with water and let soak.

Measure into a large bowl:


½ pound ground pork

½ pound ground chicken

1 teaspoon salt

¼ teaspoon fresh-ground black pepper

1 tablespoon dry red wine

1 egg

¼ cup grated Parmesan cheese

2 garlic cloves, pounded to a purée

2 teaspoons chopped lovage

2 teaspoons chopped parsley

A pinch of dried chile flakes



    Squeeze the water from the soaking bread and crumble it into the bowl. Mix gently, using stiff open fingers like a comb, until the ingredients are well combined. Take a small ball of the mixture and pat into a thin patty. Heat a small heavy-bottomed pan over medium-high heat. Add the patty

and cook for 3 minutes on each side. Taste for salt and spices, and adjust as needed. Roll the mixture into small meatballs. Refrigerate until needed.

When ready to cook, heat a large pan over medium-high heat. Pour in:


Olive oil, enough to generously coat the bottom of the pan



Carefully add the meatballs in a single layer. Cook until browned, about 5 minutes. Shake the pan to turn and continue to cook until browned on all sides, about another 5 minutes.


VARIATION

◆ Remove when slightly underdone and finish cooking in a batch of spicy tomato sauce.
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Mint (Mentha spp.)

The refreshing perfume of mint enlivens many sweet and savory preparations. Mint goes well with melons, cucumbers, and summer squash. It is delicious with fresh or salt-cured anchovies. I like it in salsa verde and especially with spring lamb. While in Sicily, I discovered a pasta sauce of pounded almonds and mint that immediately became a household favorite. Infused in hot water, mint makes a delicious tisane. Infused in cream and milk, it makes dynamite mint chocolate-chip ice cream. A few leaves can flavor lemonade, ice tea, fruit spritzers, or refreshing cocktails. Dry some fresh mint at the end of the summer and discover how much better it is than store-bought. There is a vast array of mint varieties, but I find the best variety to cook with is Spearmint. Many others are overpowering or bitter. Taste a leaf before committing to planting.

Mint is a very hardy perennial, and it can be quite invasive. Plant it in its own bed, or plant it in a bottomless container sunk into the ground. It sends out runners and is eager to take up as much room as it can. That said, it is a welcome herb to have around and its purple blossoms are pretty in the landscape.

Pounded Almond and Mint Pasta Sauce

4 SERVINGS (ABOUT 1½ CUPS)

This is an improvisation on basil pesto. I call it La Finca pasta, as I made it on a farm in Puerto Rico where there was lots of mint and no basil or Parmesan cheese. Mint, almonds, and garlic are pounded together with a touch of tomato for balance.

Peel, seed, and dice:


1 small tomato



Blanch for 20 seconds in boiling water:


½ cup almonds



Drain, cool, and slip off the skins.

Using a mortar and pestle, pound to a paste:


2 medium garlic cloves

A pinch of salt



Add the almonds a handful at a time, pounding all the while. Add the diced tomato and pound into the almonds. Remove the nut mixture from the mortar.

Chop:


3 cups mint leaves



Add the chopped leaves to the mortar with:


A large pinch of salt



Pound the leaves to a paste. Return the pounded almond mixture to the mortar. Pound the mint and almond mixture together. Continue pounding as you gradually pour in:


¼ cup extra-virgin olive oil



Taste for salt and adjust as needed. Toss the sauce with cooked pasta and a few tablespoons pasta cooking water. Finish the pasta with a drizzle of:


Extra-virgin olive oil



Candied Mint Leaves

MAKES ABOUT 20 LEAVES

Serve candied mint leaves with a cup of tea or as an after-dinner candy. Chopped, the leaves are fantastic sprinkled over ice cream, sorbet, or chilled melons.

Pick the leaves off:


1 bunch of mint



Select the large, fresh, whole leaves for candying. Save the rest for another use.

Combine in a small bowl:


1 egg white (room temperature)

1 teaspoon water



Whisk the egg white and water together until frothy. With a small pastry brush, paint a thin layer of the egg white onto both sides of the mint leaves. Sprinkle the leaves all over with:


Sugar



Place the sugared leaves on a rack to dry. This will take several hours or overnight. Use immediately or keep in an airtight container for up to a week.


VARIATION

◆ Dip one half of each candied mint leaf into melted chocolate. Let the chocolate harden before serving.

◆ To make candied rose petals: Select freshly cut, fragrant unsprayed roses. Before candying, refrigerate the roses so the petals stay firm and crisp. Serve candied rose petals as a candy or sprinkled on strawberry desserts or chocolate ice cream.
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Borage (Borago officinalis)

Borage has beautiful bright blue, star-shaped flowers that complement cucumbers and melon and look gorgeous floating in a glass of lemonade (but be sure to remove the spiny sepals from behind the petals before using). The young leaves taste of cucumber and are good in salads and make a wonderful cocktail. Cook them briefly and chop them into ricotta for a Ligurian ravioli stuffing.

Borage is a tender annual that reseeds readily in temperate climates. Borage attracts bees to the garden like no other plant—they love it.

Borage Cocktail

MAKES 2 DRINKS

The herb garden is a great place to look for cocktail ingredients. Many tonics and tinctures from medieval monastery gardens have become today’s aperitifs and digestifs. This refreshing drink is much easier than making your own liqueur; it can be made at a moment’s notice, with delicious and uplifting results.

Pull the tender blue petals away from the green sepals of:


4 borage flowers



Set aside.

Measure into a cocktail shaker:


6 ounces gin (artisanal gin for the best flavor)

2 ounces lemon juice

4 teaspoons simple syrup (2 parts sugar to 1 part water)

2 handfuls of borage leaves (about 6 large or 8 to 10 smaller)

6 large ice cubes



Shake for a full 30 seconds. Taste for sweetness and add more simple syrup or lemon juice as desired. Strain into 2 chilled cocktail glasses and float the borage flowers on top.


VARIATION

◆ Substitute gum syrup (simple syrup thickened with gum Arabic) in place of the simple syrup.

◆ Substitute 4 lemon verbena leaves or 3 lemon thyme sprigs for the borage leaves.

◆ Substitute lime juice for the lemon juice and use mint leaves instead of borage leaves.
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Winter Savory (Satureja montana)
Summer Savory (Satureja hortensis)

Winter savory (above) is a hardy perennial. It is considered to be the herb to serve with beans, and it is indeed quite tasty added to a ragout of fava beans. The leaves have an earthy depth, with a slight bitterness. When very young they are good in salad. When more mature they are too strong to eat raw and are good used wherever thyme is used. Try winter savory in tomato sauce, a braise of duck legs, or a pot roast. In springtime, the bush becomes a soft hill of beautiful white blossoms.

Summer savory, an annual herb, has a wonderful deep earthy flavor with a touch of mint. The leaves are tender enough to use in a vinaigrette or scattered over a salad. I love it with fresh sliced tomatoes and roasted eggplant. Plant seeds or seedlings in early spring and keep the flowers trimmed back to prolong the life of the plants.

[image: Lemon Verbena]

Lemon Verbena (Aloysia triphylla)

The leaves of lemon verbena are a fragrant, lemony delight. Ice cream, custard, and roasted berries all achieve greater heights with a quick infusion of its leaves. You can easily flavor sugar syrup with it to add to drinks of all kinds, and it makes the most delightful tisane I know. The leaves are too tough to eat, so they are used to perfume dishes and then removed. When the days grow colder and shorter, dry the leaves before they start to turn yellow; the dried leaves make good tisane all winter long.

A tender annual, lemon verbena is deciduous, except in the far South, where stable day length will keep the leaves growing year-round. The bush will grow quite tall in its favored climate. Grow it in a pot for ease of transport indoors where cold weather would otherwise be its demise.

Lemon Verbena Ice Cream

MAKES 1 QUART

Lemon verbena infuses tea, custards, and liqueurs with a heady, habit-forming aroma. I find that you get the best flavor after a short infusion of about 5 minutes in hot liquids. Steep the leaves any longer and the more delicate aromas tend to disappear. The ice cream goes beautifully with peaches, nectarines, and berries.

Separate:


3 eggs



Whisk the yolks just enough to break them up.

Heat in a heavy-bottomed pot over medium heat:


¾ cup half-and-half

⅓ cup sugar

A pinch of salt

1 cup loosely packed lemon verbena leaves



Stir to dissolve the sugar. When the mixture starts to steam, turn off the heat and let the leaves steep for 5 minutes. Strain the mixture, return to the pan, and heat.

Whisk a little of the hot milk into the egg yolks and then whisk the warmed yolks into the hot milk. Cook over medium heat, stirring constantly until the mixture thickens and coats the back of the spoon. Do not allow to come to a boil. When thickened, remove from the heat and strain. Stir in:


¾ cup heavy cream



Chill thoroughly. Freeze in an ice-cream maker according to the manufacturer’s instructions. Scrape into a chilled container and place in the freezer to firm up.

Hyssop (Hyssopus officinalis)

I was first introduced to hyssop—and its brilliant blue flowers—while eating an amazing salad in Richard Olney’s Provençal kitchen garden. Hyssop flowers and young tender leaves were his favorite summer salad garnish, regardless of what was in it. I was won over immediately. Hyssop offers a minty, slightly bitter pungency to salads, soups, pastas, and braises.

With their spiky leaves and colored blossoms, hyssop plants are quite pretty in the garden. Like most herbs, well-draining soil and sunshine are all it needs to thrive. The plants will last at least four years in climates where they can winter over. Divide the roots in spring to propagate.

Chives (Allium schoenoprasum)
Garlic Chives (Allium tuberosum)

The long thin stems of chives add a mild onion flavor to salads, sauces, soups, and eggs. Their sprightly purple-pink blossoms perk up the garden as well as a salad or soup.

Garlic chives are flatter in shape, with a garlicky bite, and can be used anywhere chives are used. They are a mainstay in many Asian cuisines and are used in dumplings, pancakes, and soups. The blossoms of garlic chives are white and every bit as good to eat as their purple cousins.

Both kinds of chive are hardy perennials, popping up in the garden long after you thought they were gone. Keep them watered through dry spells and they will thrive.

Shiso (Perilla frutescens)

The tender ruffled leaves of shiso have an intense spiced flavor somewhat reminiscent of cinnamon. It is the herb of Japanese sushi. I love its surprising flavor with cucumbers, melon, and tomatoes. Shiso is a natural flavoring for fish dishes such as carpaccio, tartare, sushi, and sashimi. The flowers and seeds are quite aromatic and tasty, too. There are green, red, and two-toned (leaves that are green on top and purple on the bottom) varieties. They are all ornamental annuals that will reseed freely in milder climates.

Bay Laurel (Laurus nobilis)

Bay leaves are a staple in the spice cabinet, but if you’ve only known dried bay leaves, fresh ones will be a revelation: thread them between meat and vegetables on skewers to grill; pound them with salt to make a pungent seasoning for pork loin; add a leaf to soups, stews, and sauces for aromatic flavor. Bay can scent custards and candies, too. A friend of mine makes a wonderful nut caramel that she sandwiches between bay leaves (peel off the leaves before eating). But make sure you are using true bay laurel; California bay (Umbellularia californica, also known as Oregon myrtle) has a fantastic fragrance but is too strong to cook with.

Bay laurel is a tender perennial tree that will grow quite tall in favorable Mediterranean climates. In colder zones, grow bay in a container and move it indoors when the temperature drops. Don’t overwater.
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