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We’ve touched on the possibilities that come with using fresh and dried herbs 
in previous lessons and resources, how to store them fresh and how to dry 
them at home yourself. Now let’s dive into how to use them in your good food 
cooking to build amazing flavor. You may be shocked at how big a difference  
a small pinch of herbs can make in a dish! 

A few quick notes: First, when chopping fresh herbs, you want to use that  
sharp knife we talked so much about—a dull blade can bruise and blacken  
your vibrant herbs, where a sharp one cuts cleanly and releases their aroma 
and oils, uncompromised.

Second, when using dried herbs, add them towards the end of cooking to 
maximize their flavor which may be already depleted from drying and storage. 

Next, when using fresh herbs, add delicate leaves like parsley towards the  
end of cooking or after. This will help keep their color vibrant and make the 
flavor pop. You can add heartier leaves from thick, woody stems like rosemary 
towards the beginning of cooking. As you may have guessed, the longer you 
cook, the more flavor and color can diminish. Heartier herbs like rosemary, 
sage, and thyme can hold up to heat better though, which means they can  
be roasted or simmered in long-cooking dishes like soups and stews.

And, lastly, remember to reference the Ingredient Index when shopping or 
when you need to easily access more details about a particular ingredient.

Basil
Actually a relative to mint, basil has a floral-sweet, peppery flavor with a  
hint of licorice, anise, and well, mint. You’ll likely find two kinds of basil in the  
store: sweet basil (aka Italian basil) or Thai basil. The Thai variety has a more 
pronounced anise flavor while sweet basil is the one commonly used in tomato 
sauces, on pizzas, and in pesto. 
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Uses: Try basil in salad dressings (particularly with a splash of balsamic  
vinegar), sauces, dips, soups, stir fry, and marinades. It’s delicious with bell 
peppers, eggplant, potatoes, tomatoes, zucchini and summer squash, as well 
as with berries, apples, pears, figs, pineapple, mango, and summer melon like 
watermelon, cantaloupe, and honeydew. When using in cooked applications,  
try adding basil towards the end of cooking for best, brightest flavor and color.

Works well in combination with: garlic, thyme, marjoram, and oregano

Substitutions: Thai basil and sweet basil can interchange, just note that the 
stronger anise flavor is in Thai basil. In a pinch, you can sub basil with oregano, 
thyme, or mint

Chives
More than just a garnish, chives have a subtle scallion, onion, and leek flavor 
that adds brightness to soups, salads, and main dishes. Try adding chives 
towards the end of cooking, or use raw for best flavor and color.

Uses: Try chives tossed with potatoes, sprinkled in stews, folded into creamy 
sauces, baked into crackers and breads, added to stir fry and scrambles,  
folded into cooked grains, rice, and pulses, and scattered raw on some roasted 
veggies. Chives are tasty with veggies like asparagus, squash, and pretty much 
anywhere you’re looking for subtle onion flavor. And don’t underestimate the 
power of combining chives with fruit, especially in a salad. Try citrus fruits, 
apples, summer melon, even peaches.

Works well in combination with: dill, marjoram, parsley, sage, thyme,  
and basil

Substitutions: scallions and red onion in raw and cooked applications, yellow, 
red, and white onion and leeks for cooked recipes
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Cilantro
Bright, citrus-y, fresh cilantro is a bit of a polarizing herb—some love it, some 
think it tastes like soap. Remember that this leafy herb comes from the same 
plant that coriander seed the spice comes from. When using cilantro in cooked 
applications, it holds up well if added at the middle or end of cooking, and it’s 
bright and fresh when used raw. 

Uses: Cilantro has cooling properties that pair well with spicy dishes and it’s 
probably most familiar used with peppers and tomatoes in salsa. It’s also  
delicious paired with roasted veggies like carrots, mashed into avocado, stirred 
into curry, sprinkled in salads and soups, and whisked into dressings, sauces, 
and vinaigrettes. Try it with fruits like apples, pears, bananas and plantains, 
summer melon, and mangoes, too.

Works well in combination with: basil, oregano, mint, parsley, and thyme

Substitutions: Try parsley instead

Dill
Feathery in texture, dill has a grassy, unique flavor that pairs well with lemon 
and other sour flavors. It also brightens creamy sauces, dips, and soups.  
Perfect paired with potatoes for roasting or for potato salads, it’s also a nice 
addition to dressings, fermented veggies (sauerkraut, pickles), and cucumber, 
green bean, and tomato dishes. When using dill in cooked applications, it  
holds up well if added at the beginning or end of cooking, and it’s bright and 
fresh when used raw. Fresh is definitely best when using dill as it provides  
the most flavor.

Uses: Try dill with cooked beans, grains, rice, and lentils; with beets; stirred into 
soups; and folded into creamy, sour and fermented sauces. Dill is delicious with 
citrus fruits like lemon and orange, and it is a great partner for a Granny Smith 
apple, too. 
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Works well in combination with: chives, parsley, tarragon, and oregano

Substitutions: tarragon

Marjoram (aka sweet marjoram)
Similar to oregano in flavor without the subtle, spicy undertones, marjoram has 
unique floral-sweet notes all its own. In dried blends like Herbes de Provence 
and Za’atar, marjoram oftentimes makes an appearance. When using marjoram 
in cooked applications, add towards the end of cooking for best flavor, and it’s 
bright and fresh when used raw. 

Uses: Try marjoram in mushroom and lentil dishes, spicy soups, stews, stuffing, 
sausage-spiced veggie dishes, sauces, salad dressings, and creamy potato 
salads. It can make simple roasted carrots sing and it brightens peas, spinach, 
summer squash, and zucchini. Cherries, oranges, apples and pears are also 
surprisingly tasty with some marjoram.

Works well in combination with: sage, basil, parsley, oregano, and thyme

Substitutions: sage, basil, or thyme

Mint
When using mint, know that peppermint has a sharper, stronger flavor with a 
cooler aftertaste than spearmint (which tends to be a bit sweeter and more  
delicate). But in general, mint is slightly astringent, sweet, and cooling. Spearmint 
is oftentimes preferred for cooking while peppermint adds punch to treats like 
ice cream, but both are interchangeable so try what you can find. When using 
mint in cooked applications, it holds up well if added at the beginning or end of 
cooking, and it’s bright and fresh when used raw.

Uses: Try it in both sweet and savory dishes like jams, compotes, and jellies; 
sauces and marinades; with berries of all kinds; in beverages; paired with figs 
and dates; with citrus fruits like oranges and limes, with stone fruits like cherries 
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and plums; with summer melon; and pome fruits like apples and pear. Mint also 
adds cooling brightness to fennel, carrots, peas, eggplant, tomatoes, potatoes, 
zucchini and summer squash, and summer melon. 

Works well in combination with: chives, cilantro, parsley, basil, savory

Substitutions: Spearmint and peppermint can be interchanged, and basil, 
rosemary, marjoram, or savory also work in a pinch

Oregano
Similar to marjoram, but not as sweet, oregano has a pungent, peppery, almost 
spicy flavor that’s delicious in recipes for pasta, tomato sauces, pesto, even 
salad dressings. When using in cooked applications, add at the beginning or 
midpoint of cooking.

Uses: Try oregano with tomatoes, zucchini and summer squash, mushrooms, 
potatoes, peppers, carrots, fennel, and winter squash. Try it with apricots, 
apples and pears, citrus fruits, and tropical fruits like pineapple and mango  
for a twist. 

Works well in combination with: basil, cilantro, dill, marjoram, mint, parsley

Substitutions: basil, thyme, marjoram

Parsley
Ultra-popular, fresh, grassy parsley is delicious raw as well as cooked in a variety 
of recipes from salad dressings, to pesto, to soups and stews. There are two 
kinds of parsley that you’ll find at most grocery stores: curly and flat-leaf (aka 
Italian parsley). Flat-leaf parsley has a stronger flavor than curly, which is why 
curly is often used as a garnish. When shopping, you’ll notice that flat-leaf 
parsley and cilantro look very similar. Here’s how you can tell them apart with 
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some practice: flat-leaf parsley has a firmer, darker, sometimes glossier leaf 
than cilantro, which has soft, bright green, delicate leaves. (Next time you’re  
in the produce aisle, hold one bunch of parsley next to one bunch of cilantro  
to compare and memorize the differences.) Parsley stems actually hold the 
majority of flavor, so chop them up and add to recipes for more oomph. When 
using parsley in cooked applications, both curly and flat-leaf parsley hold up 
well if added and the beginning or end of cooking, or simply sprinkled on raw 
before serving. 

Uses: Parsley adds bright, green flavor to salads, soups, stews, cooked rice and 
grains, beans and lentils, mushrooms, pesto, sauces, marinades, peas, pota-
toes, tomatoes, cucumbers, zucchini, and summer squash. It also enhances 
tropical fruits like coconut and bananas, pineapple, mango, and others like 
apples and summer melon.

Works well in combination with: cilantro, oregano, mint, thyme, rosemary, 
chives, sage, basil

Substitutions: cilantro

Rosemary
Pine-like, astringent rosemary has a strong flavor where a little goes a long  
way, so always start with the lesser amount called for and then add more to 
taste. It holds up well if added at the beginning or midpoint of cooking. If  
grilling with veggies, use the entire stem or in a bundle to impart flavor. For 
soups, stews, crackers, and other dishes, remove and chop the leaves— 
they can be distracting and toothy if left whole.

Uses: Pair rosemary with tomato, onion, citrus fruits, pineapple, apples, figs and 
dates, stone fruits like apricots and peaches (try on the grill with balsamic), even 
in vanilla or chocolate ice cream. Rosemary complements flavors in mushrooms, 
peas, cooked beans and lentils, tomatoes, potatoes, breads, crackers, tomato 
sauces, soups, stews, roasted veggies, and cooked grains and rice, too. 
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Works well in combination with: sage, thyme, chives, marjoram, oregano, 
parsley

Substitutions: thyme, tarragon 

Sage
Robust, woody, warm, and earthy sage brings uniquely deep flavor to stuffing, 
soups, stews, roasted veggies, crackers and baked goods, salad dressings, and 
cooked rice and grains. It’s a great player in any heavy dish as it has subtle minty 
notes that complement and brighten. Sage is best added at the beginning of 
cooking since cooking rounds out its strong, raw flavor. A little goes a long way 
with sage.

Uses: Try sage to enhance creamy sauces and tomato sauce. Or cook some 
mushrooms, lentils, beans, Brussels sprouts, peas, carrots, and/or winter 
squash with sage for comforting flavor. For a twist, try a little sage with some 
apple, grapes, pear, plum, or rhubarb.

Works well in combination with: rosemary, thyme, parsley, savory

Substitutions: marjoram, rosemary, savory

Savory
A Mediterranean herb most easily found in winter and summer varieties,  
savory’s in the mint family and has a slightly minty thyme-like flavor with a  
hint of sage. Winter savory is heartier, like rosemary, with a stronger, more  
bitter flavor than delicate, tender-leafed, sweet summer savory, which is  
the one most commonly found in stores. 

Uses: Winter savory is great for long-cooking meals like soups and stews,  
or rich comfort foods like stuffing, and meat-y flavored dishes. Summer savory 
is delicious added fresh to salads or to top soups and it’s a main ingredient in 
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the popular Herbes de Provence seasoning blend. Savory brings beautiful  
flavor to flatbreads, crackers, and breads. It’s delicious paired with stone fruit 
like peaches, apricots, nectarines, and cherries, and pome fruit like apples  
and pears. Infuse cooking water or stock with savory for rice, beans, and  
grains and use it to roast carrots, potatoes, tomatoes, and winter squash. 

Works well in combination with: parsley and bay leaf, rosemary and sage, 
thyme, mint, basil, and lavender buds

Substitutions: a combination of any or all of thyme, sage, and maybe a bit  
of mint

Tarragon
Peppery, sweet, with a hint of licorice flavor, tarragon is a star when used in 
recipes from bright salad dressings to comforting soups and stews. Fresh 
tarragon isn’t the easiest to find, but dried tarragon is usually in the spice aisle. 
If you can get your hands on fresh tarragon, it has a lovely bittersweet pepper- 
like taste with a hint of cooling anise. A little goes a long way so use a light hand. 
Tarragon is best used raw or added at the end of cooking to maintain its unique, 
bright flavor.

Uses: Try it with celery, cucumber, fennel, mushrooms, green beans, chickpeas, 
onions, peas, potatoes, spinach, tomato, summer squash, carrots, leeks, and 
zucchini. Also delicious in salad dressings or with cooked grains, rice, and 
legumes. Tarragon works very well with fruits, too. Try some with apple, pear, 
figs, grapefruit, orange, and papaya. 

Works well in combination with: basil, mint, chives, oregano, parsley

Substitutions: fennel seed, anise seeds
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Thyme
Minty, earthy, slightly peppery, and somewhat citrus-y, thyme is a popular herb 
with many potential uses. Thyme holds up well if added at the beginning of 
cooking, but for more pronounced flavor, add thyme at the mid-point or end of 
cooking. Remove the woody part of the stems from the leaves before using, but 
you can use the softer parts of the stems in your dish.

Uses: Thyme adds beautiful flavor to flatbreads, crackers, and stuffing. It’s 
delicious paired with stone fruit like peaches and nectarines, pome fruit like 
apples and pears, berries like strawberries and blueberries, figs, melon, even 
grapes. Try it in heavier dishes like soups and stews, infuse cooking water with 
thyme for rice, beans, and grains and use it to roast carrots, potatoes, and 
winter squash. Also tasty with peas, and tomatoes. Thyme is a workhorse that 
plays very well with others.

Works well in combination with: parsley and bay leaf, also rosemary and 
sage, and even lavender buds

Substitutions: marjoram, basil, oregano, savory 
 

Lesson Actions
Choose at least one herb and use it in one way you never have before. Whether 
that’s making your favorite berry cobbler with 1 teaspoon of fresh thyme, or 
roasting some sweet potatoes with rosemary, try something new. 

Tell your friends, family, or the course community what you discovered and 
write down your findings and ideas in your cooking journal.
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