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From the Heart...






. . . Life Skills for Today





By Sharon L. Benedict MS, ACC
Spicing Up Your Meals and Life

Here’s the first tip. If you want to spice up your love life, you may just want to start with spicing up your meals! You never know until you try! How many years have we been told that the way to a man’s heart (women too!) is to create a meal to remember—just for them. So, listen up men! This is not just for us women. 


How’s your herbs and spices know-how? According to the Food Lover’s Companion, Herbs are “the fragrant leaves of any of various annual or perennial plants that grow in temperate zones and do not have woody stems. Herbs can be purchased in dried or fresh forms . . . They can be found at various times of year, depending on the herb.” 

After you choose herbs that have a clean, fresh fragrance and a bright color without any sign of wilting or browning, you can store them in the refrigerator wrapped in a barely damp paper lower and sealed airtight for up to five days. For longer storage of 10 days depending on the herb, “ place the bouquet of herbs, stem end down, in a tall glass and fill with cold water until the ends are covered by 1 inch. Cover the top of the bouquet with a plastic bag, securing it to the glass with a rubber band. “ You can also place herbs in a screw-top jar in the same manner and sealed tightly, with water changed every two days. Just remember before using, wash the herbs and blot dry with a paper towel. 


“Dried herbs are available year-round in metal or cardboard boxes, bottles, cellophane packages and unglazed ceramic pots. They have a stronger, more concentrated flavor than fresh herbs, but quickly lose their pungency. Crushed or ground herbs become lackluster more quickly than whole herbs.” So, keep them stored airtight to increase longevity in a cool, dark place for a maximum of six months. Best to refrigerate after 3 months. Herbs are used to flavor all kinds of food and drink, used alone or in combination, in appropriate quantities to insure just the right flavor.  Some herb examples are BASIL, BAY LEAF, CHERVIL, CORIANDER, MARJORAM, MINT, OREGANO, PARSLEY, ROSEMARY, SAGE, SAVORY, TARRAGON and THYME.

Spices are “Pungent or aromatic seasonings obtained from the bark, buds, fruit, roots, seeds or stems of various plants and trees (whereas HERBS usually come from the leafy part of a plant). Spices were prized long before recorded history. Though they've always been used to flavor food and drink, throughout the eons spices have also been favored for a plethora of other uses including crowning emperors, making medicines and perfumes, religious ceremonies and as burial accoutrements for the wealthy. 

Spices and herbs have been used in foods for centuries. According to the American Spice Trade Associations (ASTA), “Archeologists estimate that by 50,000 B.C. primitive man had discovered that parts of certain aromatic plants help make food taste better.” Throughout the generations, spices have been a rich commodity in trade and commerce that even resulted in the discovery of the New World. The United States today is the world's major spice buyer. Some examples of the more popular spices are ALLSPICE, CARDAMOM, CINNAMON, CLOVES, GINGER, MACE, NUTMEG, PAPRIKA, PEPPER, SAFFRON and TURMERIC. Spices are also sold in blends, such as CURRY POWDER. Spices are available whole and ground. Ground spices quickly lose their flavor, so keeping them stored in small quantities works best. Whole spices can be ground when needed. “Store spices in airtight containers in a cool, dark place for no more than six months. Spices are used to enhance a wide variety of food, both sweet and savory. They should be used sparingly so they don't overpower the foods being seasoned.”


Although there is every brand and dry mix out there, try fresh whenever you can. You will need to learn how to cook and garnish with them to bring out the greatest aroma, retain their flavor and preserve their high nutrition. Yet, for most of us who are on the run at work and home, having a pantry cabinet full of the latest and best dry herbs and spices are just fine. 

Now, your gourmet chef may not agree; but let’s get real here. How many of us have a vibrant herb garden we lovingly tend? I know I don’t. I depend on my hubby to be the herb/spice expert. Sure, it’s a cop-out, but it’s a loving cop-out since John loves to cook and try out new herbs in recipes. So, I just accommodate him by enjoying his culinary results. 

How many of us have the greatest intentions when we buy those fresh herbs, but find them a week later wilted to nothing or gooey and mushy in the back of the refrigerator? Join me with raising your hand, and don’t be shy! For those who actually use what you buy, here are some Basic Herb & Spice Tips for those who want to retain flavor in your foods while cutting back on dietary fat, sugar and sodium/salt  (source: The American Spice Trade Association & Alice Henneman, MS, RD, Extension Educator, Nebraska University Cooperative Extension, Lancaster County). 

· Reducing Fat - removing a tablespoon of fat removes about 10 grams of fat and 100 calories—an amount which could represent a 10 pound weight loss in a year. The calories in herbs and spices are far less than in breadings, batters, gravies, sauces and fried foods
· Reducing Sugar - Reduce or eliminate sugar by using these sweet-tasting spices: Allspice, Cloves, Anise, Ginger, Cardamom, Mace, Cinnamon, Nutmeg

· Reducing Salt – Use savory flavors with a “bite” such as black pepper, garlic powder, curry powder, cumin, dill seeds, basil, ginger, coriander and onion, are the most effective in replacing the taste of salt. Omit the salt when cooking pasta and flavor with basil, oregano, parsley and pepper or use an Italian seasoning blend. Use powdered garlic and onion rather than their salt form. Use half as much of the powdered form. Check labels to see if salt or sodium are listed among the ingredients.
 In addition, here are some basic books on herbs and spices to check out:

American Spice Trade Association, www.astaspice.org 

CNN herbs chart, http://www.cnn.com/HEALTH/indepth.food/herbs/chart.html
Foods Substitutes, Herb/Spices/Flavorings, http://www.foodsubs.com/FGFlavorings.html 

Herb & Spice Chart online, http://www.epicurious.com/cooking/how_to/herbandspice
McCormick, www.mccormick.com 

The Herb Book by John B. Lust. Benedict Lust Publications (June 2001)

The Spice Hunter, http://www.spicehunter.com/ 

Next week we will cover examples of food & flavor combinations, substitutions, and preferred quantities. Be sure and check out your local grocery stores for those wonderful fresh and dry herbs including the latest gadgets to help herb your way to culinary heaven! Even take a class!
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