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Cooking with Ocimum (Basil)

When you’re cooking with fresh basil and you’re not sure you’ve added enough, add more!  Basil has a sweet, clove-like flavor used in spaghetti, lasagna and pizza.

Slices of luscious ripe tomatoes and mozzarella cheese sprinkled with green olive oil and a handful of chopped fresh basil are simple and good.  Stuff sweet red or yellow peppers with cooked rice combined with chopped fresh basil, minced scallion, minced Italian plum tomatoes and crumbled feta cheese.  Bake at 350 degrees until tender, about 40 minutes.

For best aroma and flavor, shred basil gently with your fingers instead of chopping it with a knife.  Add this herb during the last minutes of cooking or use fresh; the flavor will fade if it’s held in heat too long.  Handle the fresh leaves with care: the slightest bruise will blacken them.

Toss shredded basil onto zucchini and yellow summer squash that have been briefly sautéed in olive oil and garlic; sprinkle with freshly grated Parmesan cheese.  Stuff red and yellow cherry tomatoes with a mixture of goat cheese, minced red peppers and minced onion.  Sauté in butter until warm and stir in lots of fresh basil.

Dark purple basil is used in butters, heavy cream sauces, in salads and stir-fries.  Scatter flowers onto salads and sauces.

The season for fresh basil can be extended by making basil puree in a food processor or blender, using 8 cups washed and dried basil leaves and 4 tablespoons olive oil.  Transfer the puree to a jar and float a thin layer of olive oil on top.  Cover and refrigerate (or freeze, using plastic containers) for later use.  Basil preserved in oil will keep for up to one year in the refrigerator and longer in the freezer.

Basil puree is marvelous on grilled chicken or fish, stirred into gazpacho, or spooned into pears that have been poached in white wine, lemon peel and a little sugar.

Fresh basil dries well, but loses some of its flavor, which can be recaptured by soaking the dried basil in a little white wine or vermouth.  Chop the reconstituted basil and use as fresh.

Basil freezes easily. Tear the leave into small pieces, place in ice trays and cover with water.  Freeze and store the frozen cubes in plastic bags.  Defrost the cubes in a strainer and use as fresh.  Basil can also be frozen by placing whole leaves on a baking sheet.  Freeze and then pack the frozen leaves into plastic bags.  Use straight from the freezer.

A favorite Italian method of preserving basil is to layer the fresh leaves in coarse salt in a container with a tight-fitting lid.  This method will turn the leaves dark but will not affect the flavor.  Be sure to rinse off the salt before using.  Salt preserved basil will keep for 4-6 months, stored in a dark, cool place.
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