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Overview 
 

Few ingredients have the power to transform a recipe the way fresh herbs do.  What would pesto be 
without basil, or salsa sans cilantro? Whether used by the pinch or by the bunch, fresh herbs pull a 
recipe together by infusing the dish with unparalleled aromas and flavors.  Sometimes, when the 
effect you seek is subtle, refined, and delicate, a hint of herbs is enough; other times, handfuls are 
required.  
 
Today it is easy to obtain fresh herbs – in the grocery produce section, at a farmer’s market or right in 
your own back yard.  However, with this abundance has come much waste and anxiety.  Many of us 
buy or pick fresh herbs, use a few springs, and then proceed to forget about the rest of the bunch until 
they are dried out, limp or spoiled.  We have good intentions but lack follow-through.   
 
This waste may occur because of not knowing how to store or handle the herbs or maybe, not 
knowing how to incorporate the flavors into everyday cooking -- What herbs go with what food?  How 
do you use them other than as a garnish on a dish?  When and how should they be added during 
cooking?  Once you have answers to those questions, you will reach for that bunch of herbs more and 
more often, and throwing out less and less. 
 

Selecting and Purchasing 
Supermarkets sell fresh herbs in various ways:  loose in small plastic boxes, fastened in bunches with 
a rubber band or twist tie or still growing in a pot.  Always look for herbs with vibrant color and aroma; 
avoid ones that are limp or yellowing, have black spots or don’t smell fresh or appetizing.  Field-grown 
herbs are more fragrant and flavorful than greenhouse grown.  Field grown herbs usually have larger, 
hardier stalks and leaves.  The more tender greenhouse herbs make a delicate garnish and can be 
used directly without having to wash and dry.   
 

Handling 
Fresh herbs fall into two main categories:  hardy and tender.  Hardy herbs, like rosemary, oregano, 
sage and thyme will stay green and fragrant for a week or two when kept dry and refrigerated.   
 
Tender herbs, such as basil, dill, cilantro, tarragon and chervil, need special care to prevent them from 
blackening or freezing in the refrigerator.  They must be kept very dry and should be placed in the 
warmest spot of the refrigerator.   
 
After purchasing your fresh herbs, remove any rubber bands or fasteners.  Trim off any root ends and 
lower parts of the stems. Wash herbs if gritty or sandy.  Greenhouse herbs usually do not need 
washing.   
 
To wash herbs, put them in a sink or large bowl of cool water and swish them to release grit.  Lift 
herbs out of the water and place in a colander.  If you see a lot of grit on the bottom of the sink or 
bowl, wash the herbs again in fresh water.  Spin them dry in a salad spinner or gently blot dry with a 
clean towel.   
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Storing  
Wrap the washed and dried herbs in paper towels and put in a zip-top bag filled with a little air, which 
will help cushion the herbs.  Or even better, layer the herbs with paper towels in a plastic container 
without crushing them and seal with lid.  Store the herbs in the warmest part of the refrigerator (often 
the top shelf).  Check daily, using those that look the least perky and discarding any that have begun 
to spoil.   
 
Bunches of herbs can be stored bouquet-style in the refrigerator.  Place, stems down, in a jar with 
water covering 1 inch of the stem ends, enclose in a large zip-top plastic bag, and change the water 
every other day. Most herbs will keep for up to a week this way. 
 

Chopping 
Herbs quickly turn to mush when chopped wet, so dry herbs thoroughly with a salad spinner or 
between clean towels before cutting.  Make sure all work surfaces are completely dry as well. 
 
Make sure all blades (knife, food processor, scissors) are sharp to keep from crushing or mashing the 
fresh herbs.  Strip leaves from stems and place in a tight pile on the cutting board before you chop, 
mince or chiffonade.  Tender stems from soft-leaved herbs (parsley, cilantro, dill and tarragon) can be 
chopped as well.   
 
Chop herbs in batches.  Trying to cut too many at once leads to uneven bits and mush.  Chop no 
more than one handful at a time on a cutting board or half a bowl if using a food processor.  The more 
tender the herb, the closer to cooking time you’ll need to chop it.  You can save leftover chopped 
herbs for a day or so, but sniff them before using, especially parsley, cilantro, basil and dill which are 
highly perishable when chopped.   
 

Cooking 
Strong resinous herbs like marjoram, oregano, thyme, rosemary and sage do best when added 
toward the beginning of the cooking process.   
 
More tender herbs such as cilantro, basil, dill and parsley are best added at the end of cooking.   
Save herb stems to flavor stocks.  Woody stems of strong, resinous herbs can be used instead of 
wood chips on the grill.   
 
Herb blossoms can and should be used to garnish dishes.  Lavender-blue chive blossoms, white 
thyme blossoms and red pineapple sage blossoms all add great depth to many dishes.   
 

Preserving 
To save herbs for future use, you can make herb butter by blending finely chopped herbs with 
softened unsalted butter.  Form into a log and refrigerate up to 2 weeks or freeze up to 3 months. 
 
To freeze:  Process herbs in food processor with enough oil to form paste; place in ice cube trays 
sprayed with cooking spray and freeze until solid.  Alternately, if you don’t want the extra fat of the oil, 
fill ice cube trays half way with chopped herbs, cover with water, and freeze until solid.  Remove 
cubes from trays, put in zip-top freezer bag and freeze up to 6 months.   
 
 

 



 

                        ©Mrs. Dornberg’s Culinary Experience   |    mrsdornbergs.com    3 

COOKING BASICS: HERBS 101 

Top Culinary Herbs 
 
 

Basil  
Basil is one of the most important culinary herbs. Sweet basil, the most common type, is redolent of 
licorice and cloves. Basil is used in the south of France to make pistou; its Italian cousin, pesto, is 
made just over the border. Used in sauces, sandwiches, soups, and salads, basil is in top form when 
married to tomatoes, as in the famous salad from the island of Capri—Insalata Caprese, made with 
tomatoes, buffalo mozzarella, basil, and fruity olive oil.  
 

Chives 
Toss chives into a dish at the last minute, because heat destroys their delicate onion flavor. Thinly 
slice them to maximize their taste, or use finely snipped chives as a garnish. Chives are great in dips 
and quesadillas, and on baked potatoes.  The most common type is onion chives.  Their cousin, garlic 
chives have a wider leaf and more garlic like taste. 
 

Cilantro 
Some call it cilantro; others call it coriander, or even Chinese parsley. Whatever you call it, chances 
are you either love it or hate it. This native of southern Europe and the Middle East has a pungent 
flavor, with a faint undertone of anise. The leaves are often mistaken for flat-leaf parsley, so read the 
tag. One of the most versatile herbs, cilantro adds distinctive flavor to salsas, soups, stews, curries, 
salads, vegetables, fish, and chicken dishes.  It is extremely fragile and must be handled with care. 
 

Dill 
Since ancient Roman times, dill has been a symbol of vitality. In the Middle Ages, it was thought to 
provide protection against witches and was used as an ingredient in many magic potions. In the 
kitchen, its feathery leaves lend a fresh, sharp flavor to all kinds of foods: gravlax, cottage cheese, 
cream cheese, goat cheese, omelets, seafood (especially salmon), cold yogurt soups, potato salads, 
and all kinds of cucumber dishes (including, of course, pickles). 
 

Mint 
Mint isn't just a little sprig that garnishes your dessert plate. It is extremely versatile and can be used 
in both sweet and savory dishes. In the Mediterranean, mint is treasured as a companion to lamb, and 
is often used in fruit and vegetable salads. Though there are many varieties, spearmint is preferred for 
cooking. You can add it to a bevy of dishes and drinks—lamb, peas, carrots, ice cream, tea, mint 
juleps, and mojitos. Spearmint's bright green leaves are fuzzy, very different from the darker 
stemmed, rounded leaves of peppermint. 
 

Oregano 
Oregano grows wild in the mountains of Italy and Greece; its Greek name means "joy of the 
mountain." The Greeks love oregano sprinkled on salads, while the Italians shower it on pizza and slip 
it into tomato sauces. Add chopped oregano to vinaigrette, or use it in poultry, game, or seafood 
dishes when you want to take them in a Greek or Italian direction. Oregano and marjoram are so 
similar in looks and flavor that they are often confused. Oregano, however, has a more potent taste 
and aroma; marjoram is sweeter and more delicate. 
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Parsley 
No refrigerator should be without parsley. It's the workhorse of the herb world and can go in just about 
every dish you cook. Parsley's mild, grassy flavor allows the flavors of other ingredients to come 
through. Curly parsley is less assertive than its brother, flat-leaf parsley (often called Italian parsley). 
Flat-leaf parsley is preferred for cooking, as it stands up better to heat and has more flavor, while the 
more decorative curly parsley is used mostly for garnishing. Reach for either when a dish needs a 
little burst of color. Sprinkle a little persillade, a mixture of chopped parsley and garlic, on roasted 
lamb, grilled steaks, fish, chicken, and vegetables as they do in France. Add lemon or orange zest 
and you get gremolata, a blend used in Milanese cooking, especially as a final garnish on osso buco. 
 

Rosemary 
In Latin, rosemary means "dew of the sea"—appropriate since it is indigenous to the Mediterranean. 
Rosemary is one of the most aromatic and pungent of all the herbs. Its needlelike leaves have 
pronounced lemon-pine flavor that pairs well with roasted lamb, garlic, and olive oil. Rosemary is also 
a nice addition to Focaccia, tomato sauce, pizza, and pork, but because its flavor is strong, use a light 
hand. 
 

Sage 
Sage is native to the northern Mediterranean coast, where it's used frequently in cooking. Sage's long, 
narrow leaves have a distinctively fuzzy texture and musty flavor redolent of eucalyptus, cedar, lemon, 
and mint. Italians love it with veal, while the French add it to stuffing, cured meats, sausages, and 
pork dishes. Americans, of course, associate it with turkey and dressing. Use it with discretion; it can 
overwhelm a dish. 
 

Tarragon 
Though this herb is native to Siberia and western Asia, tarragon is primarily used in France. It's often 
added to white wine vinegar, lending sweet, delicate licorice-like perfume and flavor. It pairs well with 
fish, omelets, and chicken cooked with mustard, and it's a crucial component of béarnaise sauce. 
Fresh tarragon isn't always easy to find, but when you get it, you'll love the bittersweet, peppery taste 
it imparts. Heat diminishes its flavor, so add tarragon toward the end of cooking, or use it as a garnish. 
A little goes a long way. 
 

Thyme 
Thyme comes in dozens of varieties; however, most cooks use French or English thyme. Undoubtedly 
thyme is one of the most important herbs of the European kitchen. What would a bouquet garni be 
without it? This congenial herb pairs well with many other herbs—especially rosemary, parsley, sage, 
savory, and oregano. Its earthiness is welcome with pork, lamb, duck, or goose, and it's much beloved 
in Cajun and Creole cooking. It's also the primary component of Caribbean jerk seasonings. Because 
the leaves are so small, they often don't require chopping.   
 
 
 

 


