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Put a Little Spice in Your Life
By Amy Finkel, Dietetic Intern
There is nothing like the aroma of fresh cinnamon from a homemade apple pie or
the smell of basil from a cooking pot of tomato sauce to liven up our taste buds. But,
what gives our food that rich flavor? It's the zip herbs and spices that add to our food.
Herbs and spices have a long history. They were first mentioned in the Bible.
Joseph, for example, was sold into slavery by his brothers to spice merchants. During
the 1000-1300s they were viewed as precious commodities because of their expense,
limited quantity, and viewed benefits. They were used to add flavor and preserve food,
and for perfumes and medicines. The search for spices drove explorers like Marco Polo
to China and Christopher Columbus to the New World.
Today countries in Asia remain the largest growers of spices. Spices can be
expensive because they come from so far, but keep in mind they never spoil. Also it
only takes a small amount to enhance the flavor of food. To increase the shelf life of a
spice or herb and prevent it from losing its flavor quicker, store them in a dark and cool
place. Humidity, light, and heat will cause herbs and spices to lose their flavor faster.
To know when to throw out them out, simply give it a sniff. If there is no smell, toss it.

Some common spices and herbs include marjoram, coriander, bay leaf, cumin,
curry, cinnamon, cloves, pepper, dill, nutmeg, oregano, rosemary, sage, and thyme.
Certain regions are known for the use of certain herbs and spices.
Don’t be afraid of cooking or confused as to what herbs and spices go well with
certain foods. Experiment with these uses of common herbs and spices to enhance the
flavor of your next meal. Bay leaf goes well with vegetables, soups, and stews. Basil
and oregano are best in tomato based, eggplant, seafood, and grilled meats. Cumin is
common in Mexican, Tex-Mex, and Indian dishes. Curry works well in rice, tacos, beef,
chicken, and soups. Dill tastes great in potato salad, cream sauces, and fish. Nutmeg,
often used with cinnamon goes well in stews, cakes, cookies, and pies. When
marinating fish or meat, roasting chicken or lamb, or cooking stews, rosemary tastes
great. Sage can be used in stuffing, roasts, and vegetables. Thyme brings out the
flavor of meat, poultry, vegetables, sauces, soups, stuffing, and seafood.
5 Simple Secrets to Using Spices
1. Avoid cooking spices for too long to prevent strong flavors.
2. For long-cooking dishes like soups and stews, add herbs/spices less than an hour
before serving.
3. For shorter cooking dishes, add dry spices earlier in cooking to enhance flavor.
4. Unless the recipe specifically calls for it, don't use more than 3 herbs/spices in any
one dish.
5. Try replacing herbs and spices in recipes with something different such as marjoram
instead of oregano, cilantro instead of parsley, and anise seed instead of fennel. Mixing

herbs and spices will provide you with a new art in food preparation by allowing you to
create a variety of exciting seasoned dishes.
With these tips and common uses of herbs and spices, you are now ready to let
your culinary creativity run wild. Here's a variation on our local Cuban roast pork. If
you're ready for a change, enjoy!
Roast Pork with Thyme
5 lbs roast pork, trimmed
½ tsp salt
3 bay leaves
1 to 3 tsp. dried thyme

3 cloves garlic, minced
½ tsp ground black pepper
½ c. cider vinegar

Preheat oven to 325˚ F. With a knife, pierce top of roast in several places. Put garlic in
the cuts. Sprinkle with salt and pepper. Place bay leaves in the bottom of the roasting
pan, and set roast on top of bay leaves, fat side up. Mix vinegar and thyme in a small
bowl and pour on top of roast. Bake in the oven for 3 hrs or until it reaches an inside
temperature of 160˚F. Baste drippings over the roast while it cooks to keep moist. Let
roast sit for 10 minutes before slicing and serving. Serves 12.
For a guide to using herbs and spices, contact Hillsborough County Extension
at 744-5519, extension 136 or 137.
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