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• Modern Mediterranean Sea and coast lines of 
surrounding countries were created 5.3 million 
years ago.

• Prone to drought, volatile weather patterns, 
and Sahara winds from the south.

• For centuries, people of the Mediterranean 
suffered poverty, famine, plague, war, & 
religious upheaval.

• Food wasn’t fancy, just a means of survival
• Advancements in science & agriculture from 

Arab countries and New World exploration 
improved farming techniques and brought new 
foods to the Mediterranean.

• When food is plentiful, cooking can be 
transformed into cuisine. Herbs play an 
important role in shaping a culture’s cuisine.

Herbs of the Mediterranean:
Oregano Dill Parsley Bay Laurel Rosemary Za’atar Basil
Thyme Mint Lavender Sage Fennel Cilantro Saffron

ROSEMARY (Rosmarinus officinalis) = Dew of the Sea

Rosemary Legend
• Flowers used to be white, but the Virgin Mary draped her cloak over the bush, to hide from Egyptian
soldiers. From then on, the flowers were blue in her honor.
• During Elizabethan age, carried by the bride & groom to symbolize love & faithfulness.  Worn in a 
bridal wreath by the bride so she remembers her life before marriage.
• Shakespeare’s Ophelia: “There’s rosemary, that’s for 
remembrance; pray, love, remember; and there is pansies, that’s 
for thoughts…”

Spanish Proverb
“He who passes by the rosemary
And cares not to take a spray,
For a woman’s love no care has he,
Nor shall be though he live for you.”

Hardiness = Zone 8
Buy potted Rosemary, don’t try to grow from seed
High pH (alkaline) soil, good drainage
Sunny, dry location

Medicinal Uses
• Oil applied to head, or even smelling rosemary, can alleviate a migraine
• Added to lotions to soothe sore muscles & joints
• Added to shampoos: rosemary oil makes dark hair shiny
• In medieval times, burned to purify air, repels sickness & insects
• Culpeper said Rosemary was good for the eyes, so eat every morning with bread & sea salt
• Never take Rosemary essential oil internally.

Cooking with Rosemary
• Popular in cuisines of Spain, Southern France, and Italy
• A little goes a long way, especially when fresh
• Pairs well with meats, long-simmering soups & stews, potatoes.
• Can add to desserts & baked goods for a complex, savory flavor

Notes:



Garden Sage  (Salvia officinalis) = From Latin word Salveo = “I Save” or “I Heal”
Ancient Proverb: “How can a man die in whose garden grows Sage?”

Hardiness = Zone 5
• Can survive in Wisconsin if winter is mild; can also cover to protect outside
• Warm, dry soil for best flavor. Does not tolerate acidic soil!
• Can cut back/harvest hard up to 3 times in a season, but do so before has a chance to flower.
• If planted outside, don’t cut back in autumn.
• If your sage does start to flower, they are a great nectar source for bees and butterflies

Medicinal Uses
• Used solely for medicinal purposes for centuries by Greeks, Romans, Chinese, Medieval doctors
• Burn alone or with Rosemary to fumigate sickness & bug infestations
• Sage tea used to treat ulcers, respiratory problems, sore throats, mouth sores, cold symptoms 

(don’t drink sage tea for more than a week)
• Sage poultice staunched bleeding, healed serpent & wasp stings
• Sacred to the Romans; important antiseptic for cleaning wounds. Followed strict harvest 

ceremony that required special tools and sacrifice of food & wine
• Aids digestion of fatty meats, preservative effect in sausage

Cooking with Sage
• Flavor intensifies when dried, but mishandling during drying process 

can result in musty scent & flavor
• Ground sage also called Rubbed Sage.  Best Sage in the world is 

grown in Dalmatia region of Croatia
• Excellent with pork and in sausage
• Classic Thanksgiving ingredient for turkey with stuffing
• Sage Derby cheese from England (Derbyshire County).  Drink with 

Chardonnay.  Melts easily. Popular at Christmas.

Sweet Basil (Ocimum basilicum) = Greek word basilikon phuto = “Kingly Herb”

Hardiness = Zone 9
• Native to southern Asia & Africa; very susceptible to frost
• Easy to germinate from seed; sow directly into soil when danger of frost 

has passed
• Greeks & Romans believed swearing improved germination
• Continue harvesting leaves throughout season; don’t let it flower
• Moist, well-drained soil, but don’t let it dry out

Basil Legend
• Called the Kingly Herb because it was said to grow at the entrance to Christ’s tomb
• Used to make holy water in some Greek Orthodox sects
• Medieval people thought it was the Devil Herb, that it was poisonous, and it was used by priests during exorcisms

Cooking with Basil
• Large leaves of Sweet Basil are perfect for making pesto
• Flavor registers in the “Umami” range of your taste buds- savory, meaty
• Heat dissipates flavor, so if using fresh, add at the end of the cooking process.
• Sauté with basil-infused olive oil to add flavor without risk
• Classic herb in Italian cooking
• Pairs well with fresh tomatoes and in tomato sauces.  Plant next to tomatoes in the garden to repel cabbage moths.



Thyme (Thymus vulgaris) = Greek word = Thumus = “Courage” and “To Fumigate”
Native to the Mediterranean (along with many other species). 
Southern France in May is Thyme Blossom season- flowers are collected for making liqueur

Hardiness = Zone 4
• Common thyme has adapted well to gardens in the United States
• Small perennial shrub
• Poor, dry soil for the best flavor
• Harvest the leaves & stems throughout the season
• Attractive in rock gardens, decorative pots, in cracks between 

natural stone pieces

Medicinal Uses
• Chemical compounds Thymol & Carvacrol make thyme oil a powerful antiseptic & antifungal 

agent.
• Thyme oil used by Egyptians for embalming
• Oil used by Greeks & Romans to purify baths. Also helps rheumatic pain in a warm bath
• Used in gargles to freshen breath & heal mouth sores
• Thyme water used to clean bandages by Victorian nurses
• Thyme leaves were valued by kings & emperors who feared poisoning- they thought it 

counteracted the effects, though thyme can help prevent sickness from spoiled meat
• Never ingest essential oil of thyme internally
• Thyme Tea with Lemon & Honey = treats whooping cough, hay fever, influenza, respiratory 

infections, asthma, help indigestion
• Boil thyme in a pot of water to purify a sick room

• Thyme oil kills mosquito larvae and most effective essential oil for 
repelling adult mosquitos

• Keep pots of thyme around the patio
• Can rub leaves directly on your skin when gardening to keep bugs away
• Bees love thyme blossoms, which creates a booming honey business

Story Thyme
• Can find fairies sleeping in beds of thyme
• Roman soldiers inhaled Thyme fumes to make them brave and stuffed fresh sprigs in their pockets
• Ladies of Medieval knights embroidered scarves to bring their men courage in battle
• Thumus also means “to fumigate”, because thyme was burned during plague outbreaks and carried in nosegays

Cooking Thyme
• Very common herb in French, Italian, and Greek cuisine
• Can substitute with lemon thyme for a brighter flavor or to lighten a 

heavy cream sauce
• Can use fresh or dry, but much better flavor when fresh
• Has a lighter flavor than Rosemary if you want a savory scone or 

dessert
• Traditional with Greek Lamb dishes
• Stuff fresh sprigs with onion in a roasted chicken
• Chop fresh thyme into butter and goat cheese
• Excellent in cheesecake or pana cotta
• Enhances the flavor of lemon zest
• Makes a pretty garnish
• Sometimes used in Harissa paste/spice blends (North African cuisine)



Oregano (Origanum vulgare) = Oros = “Mountain” and Ganos = “Joy” or “Beauty”….”Joy of the Mountain”

Hardiness = Zone 4
• Has adapted to American gardens a little too well- keep it in a pot so it doesn’t spread
• Sun-loving groundcover
• Will tolerate most soils, but not water-logged site
• Easy to grown from seed, cuttings, root divisions
• Flowers can be cut & dried for floral arrangements

Oregano Origins
• Native to the mountains of Greece, also known as Mountain Mint
• Roman myth: Flowers’ fragrance lingers where the plant was touched by Venus, 

Roman goddess of love
• Greek myth: Servant of a Cyprus King dropped a jar of perfume. The servant fainted 

into the puddle and was transformed into Oregano by the gods as punishment, 
fated to grow along the ground, leaving the scent of perfume behind.

• Oregano stems were traditionally woven into Greek stefanas (bridal crowns) to 
bring joy to the marriage

Medicinal Uses
• Ancients thought it was an antidote to poisoning (Mediterranean oregano is high in 

antioxidants, vitamins A, K, and C
• Chewing fresh leaves will help a toothache
• Drops of essential oil on the pillow or breathing fresh leaves deeply will help you sleep

Cooking with Oregano
• Because Oregano is so wide-spread, you will find it in most European 

cuisines
• Common flavoring in Greek cooking (Meat, Lamb, Moussaka)
• Most recipes will call for dried Oregano
• Distinct, classic flavor of Italian pizza

Za’atar (Origanum syriacum) = Cousin of Oregano
Also is a generic Arab word used to described any herb growing wild

• In North African countries, dried Za’atar herb is kept on the table like we 
would a salt shaker.  

• Drizzled with oil over grilled flatbread (origins of our modern pizza)
• Can also substitute with regular culinary oregano, thyme, or marjoram

• Za’atar can also mean a blend of spices (that doesn’t contain Origanum
syriacum)

• Blends will vary, but they all have some version containing sesame seeds 
& ground sumac

• Try it in yogurt-tahini sauce



Lavender  (Lavandula x intermedia) = Latin word Lava = “To Wash”

Lavender commercial production isn’t limited to Provence France.

Turkish Lavender
• Commercially grown in small village Kuyucak, Turkey, southern foothills 

of the Taurus Mountains
• Lavender seedlings brought there by a rose merchant in 1975 and given 

to locals to grow in their gardens
• 500 tons of lavender flowers produced every year; oil is used in 

cosmetics, perfume, and pharmaceuticals
• Best time to visit is in June, when the buds start to open, until the 

harvest in August

Saffron (Crocus sativus)
“I’m just mad about Saffron, Saffron’s mad about me….They call me Mellow Yellow”- Donovan

Hardiness = Zone 6
• A fall-blooming crocus bulb/corm
• Can be grown in Wisconsin, but dig up the corms after the 

first few frosts, but before the ground freezes
• Place corms in a wooden crate or plastic tub, cover with dry 

sand or peat moss, keep in cool dry place that will stay 
around 40-50°F

• Plant in spring after danger of frost has passed, in well-
drained soil (a raised bed is best)

Saffron Production
• Iran and India are the world’s largest producers
• Best saffron comes from the La Mancha region of Spain
• Came to the U.S. during Colonial times and is still 

grown by Mennonites in Pennsylvania

Harvesting Saffron
• One of the most expensive spices in the world 

(1 pound can cost $1,000)
• Flowers are cut and then 3 red threads are 

removed BY HAND
• 100,000 flowers = 1 pound of saffron threads
• Beware saffron that looks too orange or seems 

too affordable; imposters ground turmeric and 
safflower stigmas can be cut into blends, but 
lack the flavor of saffron

Cooking with Saffron
• Just a pinch is all you need (about 1 gram)
• Too much saffron creates bitter taste and can be toxic
• Never eat saffron raw; moisture is required to release the color 

and flavor (usually takes 30 minutes)
• Flavor is earthy, silky
• Spanish Paella, Milanese Risotto, Saffron Rice with Indian Curry, 

Saffron Cakes from England, Swedish St. Lucia Buns at Christmas

An aphrodisiac? 
Cleopatra added saffron 
threads to her bath water



Bay Laurel –Turkish Bay (Laurus nobilis) = Latin word Laurus = “Praise” and Nobilis = “Famous”
Not to be confused with California Bay (much stronger flavor, narrower leaves.  
Unless a recipe specifies, always assume it means Turkish Bay.

Hardiness = Zone 8
• In Turkey they grow to be large trees
• Keep as a potted plant in Wisconsin, in a sunny location
• Bring indoors for the winter

Cooking with Bay
• When buying dried bay leaves, avoid ones that are pale or yellow
• Fresh bay leaves have much stronger flavor
• Alternate fresh bay leaves with meat on skewers, grill
• Add bay leaf when cooking rice or risotto
• Dried leaves most often used in a long simmering dishes like beef 

stew, braised meat, bouillabaisse, marinara and Bolognese sauces
• Do not eat whole bay leaves

Other Uses of Bay Laurel
• Aids digestion & increases appetite
• Add to bath water for relaxation
• Massage bay oil into sore muscles
• In Medieval times, bay was used to expel 

flatulent wind, worms, & unwanted 
pregnancy from the body

• Culpeper wrote that the berries were useful 
in treating venomous bites and the sting of 
wasps. *Place a fresh bay leaf on a bee sting 
to ease the pain*

• Bay leaves were placed in a house to ward off 
witchcraft and lightening strikes

Symbolism
• In ancient Rome, the Laurel Wreath was a 

symbol of victory and honor, worn on the 
heads of victorious soldiers & Olympic 
athletes

• Used by Julius Caesar
• Used by Napoleon Bonaparte
• Symbol of excellence for scholars & poets

Apollo, Greek god of prophecy, poetry, healing
• Apollo is often depicted in art with a wreath of laurels.
• Myth of Apollo & Daphne- Apollo made the mistake of mocking 

Eros, the god of love, for playing with his silly love arrows.  
Eros/Cupid sought revenge by hitting Apollo with a gold arrow 
(LOVE) and the river nymph Daphne with a lead arrow (HATE).  
Apollo chased Daphne endlessly, until she prayed to the river god 
to transform her into a bay tree, to escape Apollo’s unwanted 
affections.

• Bay leaves were also used in Apollo’s temple at Delphi, as the 
thatched roof, and bay leaves were eaten by the priestess to 
induce prophetical hallucinations.

Laureat = Crowned with Laurels
• In France, a Baccalaureat General is a degree 

that must be earned before going to 
university

• United States Poet Laureate:
THE GOOD LIFE
By Tracy K. Smith

When some people talk about money
They speak as if it were a mysterious lover
Who went out to buy milk and never
Came back, and it makes me nostalgic
For the years I lived on coffee and bread,
Hungry all the time, walking to work on payday
Like a woman journeying for water
From a village without a well, then living
One or two nights like everyone else
On roast chicken and red wine.
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Mediterranean Cuisine
Prior to publication of Elizabeth David’s cookbook in 1950, this was not a commonly 
heard term.  People of Greece eat Greek food, people in France call it French food; only those 
who live outside the Mediterranean give all these different cuisines such a broad definition.  

Mediterranean Diet
• A popular diet trend that emulates the eating habits of the coastal inhabitants of Italy, France, 

Morocco, Spain, and Greece.
• Diet emphasizes fresh, seasonal food, high in fiber and good fats, all of which keep you 

feeling full longer.  
• Approved by the Mayo Clinic as a heart healthy diet.

“Rules” of the Mediterranean Diet
• Unlimited fresh vegetables and fruit (at least 4 servings per day). Try to eat what is in season- visit farmers’ markets

• Eat 3 to 5 daily servings of whole grain bread and pasta, brown rice instead of white.  Also, pasta is a vehicle to get 
sauce to your mouth, so it shouldn’t overwhelm the plate.  Also, use a smaller plate

• Women can have one 5 ounce glass of red wine per day; Men can drink 10 ounces of red wine per day

• Milk, yogurt, and cheese are eaten in moderation, 7 servings in a week. Avoid cream sauces and macaroni & cheese

• Healthy fats = olives & oil, avocados, fish, nuts, seeds.  4 to 6 servings per day

• Eat seafood at least 3 times per week (Milwaukee Fish Fry doesn’t count)

• Eggs are an easy protein source (many Mediterranean families have their own chickens).  Free-range, organic, hormone 
free eggs have higher quantities of healthy omega-3 fatty acids.  Can have serving of 2 eggs, 3 to 5 times per week

• Poultry 2 to 5 times a week.  Avoid breading and frying your birds.

• Can have some sweets, about 4 times per week. In the Mediterranean, lavish cakes and pastries are usually reserved 
for special occasions and for company.  Cheese and fruit can be dessert instead of a cupcake.

• Red meat can be eaten 3 to 5 times a month.  Red meat is not very common 
in Mediterranean cuisine because it used to be scarce and expensive.  (Not many 
open pastures along the coast and in the mountains for raising beef cattle.)

Guidelines for a New Routine
1. “Treat Yourself Like Company”- Eat on real plates, at a table, not in front of 

the television, light some candles, put fresh flowers in a vase.
2. “Learn to Savor”- Slow down and enjoy the meal you worked so hard to 

make. Think about what is on your plate, even if you are eating alone on                                                     
your lunch.

3. “Become a Social Eater”- Meals taste better when they are shared. 
Conversation also slows down the speed at which you are eating.

4. “Learn to Make Substitutions”-Kale Chips instead of Potato Chips. 
Brown Rice instead of White Rice. Sorbet instead of Ice Cream.

5. “Get Some Moderate Exercise Every Day”- Try to do it outside. 30 minutes 
of yard work counts!

6. “Don’t Tempt Yourself”- Don’t keep processed food and junk food in the 
house.  If it’s not there, you can’t eat it.

7. “Don’t Overwhelm Yourself”- Keep the dishes you make simple, at least in                                                                             
the beginning.  Cut out your vices, like a 3 soda/day habit, slowly

8. “Give Yourself a Break”- If your car takes control and you find yourself in an Arby’s drive through, eat it, enjoy it and 
move on.  Don’t ruin your progress by giving up entirely over one slip up.

9. “Try Something New Each Week”- A new diet routine can become monotonous. Make sure to try a new ingredient or 
recipe each week.



HERBAL RECIPES

Salad with Herbed Baked Goat Cheese and Vinaigrette
Source: America’s Test Kitchen

Ingredients
Herb Baked Goat Cheese
3 ounces Melba Toasts (about 2 cups)
1 teaspoon ground black pepper
3 large eggs
2 T. Dijon mustard
1 T. minced fresh thyme leaves
1 T. chopped fresh chives
12 ounces goat cheese, firm
Extra Virgin Olive Oil

Vinaigrette and Salad
2 T. red wine vinegar
1 T. Dijon mustard
1 teaspoon minced shallot
¼ teaspoon table salt
6 T.  Extra virgin olive oil
Ground black pepper

14 cups hearty greens (mixed),
Washed, and dried

Instructions Serves 6
1. For Goat Cheese:  In food processor, process Melba toasts to fine even 

crumbs, about 1 ½ minutes; transfer crumbs to medium bowl and stir in 
pepper. Whisk eggs and mustard in medium bowl until combined. Combine 
thyme and chives in small bowl.

2. Using kitchen twine or dental floss, divide cheese into 12 evenly sized 
pieces. Roll each piece into a ball; roll each ball in herbs to coat lightly. 
Transfer 6 pieces to egg mixture, turn each piece to coat, pressing crumbs 
into cheese. Flatten each ball into disk about 1 ½ inches wide and 1 inch 
thick and set on baking sheet. Repeat process with remaining 6 pieces 
cheese. Freeze cheese until firm, about 30 minutes. (Cheese may be 
wrapped tightly in plastic wrap and frozen up to 1 week)  Adjust oven rack 
to uppermost position; heat to 475 degrees F.

3. Remove cheese from freezer and brush tops and sides evenly with olive oil. 
Bake until crumbs are golden brown and cheese is slightly soft, 7 to 9 
minutes (or 9 to 12 minutes if cheese is completely frozen). Using thin metal 
spatula, transfer cheese to paper towel-lined plate and cool 3 minutes.

4. For Salad:  While goat cheese is baking, combine vinegar, mustard, shallot, 
and salt in small bowl. Whisking constantly, drizzle in olive oil; season to 
taste with salt and pepper.

5. Place greens in large bowl, drizzle vinaigrette over, and toss to coat. Divide 
greens among individual plates; place 2 rounds goat cheese on each salad. 
Serve immediately.

Shakshuka--- Eggs In Purgatory Source: Aida Mollenkamp for Food Network
2 to 4 Servings
Prep + Cook Time = 52 Minutes
Ingredients
• 1 Tablespoon vegetable oil
• ½ of a yellow onion, finely chopped
• 1 Tablespoon tomato paste
• 2 Tablespoons Harissa paste (or 1 T. smoked paprika)
• 3 Medium garlic cloves, minced
• 4 medium jarred, roasted bell peppers, diced small (1 cup)
• 1 (28 oz) can crushed tomatoes with juices
• 1 Tablespoon kosher salt
• ¼ cup finely chopped fresh parsley leaves
• 4 large eggs
• Optional: 4-5 Slices  (1/2 inch thick) of Goat Cheese
• Pita bread, Naan, or baguette, for serving

Directions
Heat oil in a medium frying pan over  medium heat. When it shimmers, add onion and cook until just softened, about 2-3 
minutes. Stir in tomato paste, harissa, and garlic, and cook until fragrant, about 30 seconds. Add peppers and stir to coat. 
Add tomatoes and salt and bring to a simmer. Reduce heat to low and cook, stirring occasionally, until thickened, about 30 
minutes.

Stir in half of the parsley, break the eggs over the tomatoes. Cover and continue to cook for about 7 to 8 minutes, until the
eggs are set. (Add creaminess to the dish by placing slices of goat cheese between the eggs.)Sprinkle remaining parsley, 
season with freshly ground black pepper and serve immediately with pita bread or baguette.



Penne with Sun-Dried Tomato Cream Sauce Serves 4 Source: Cook’s Country – June/July 2007
If desired, sprinkle with grated Parmesan before serving

2 T. unsalted butter
1 small onion, chopped fine
2 garlic cloves, minced
½ cup sun-dried tomatoes packed in oil, rinsed, patted dry, and minced
1 (14.5- ounce) can diced tomatoes
1 cup heavy cream
Salt
1 pound penne or ziti
¼ cup chopped fresh basil
Ground black pepper

1. Bring 4 quarts of water to boil in large pot. Meanwhile, melt butter in large skillet over medium heat. Cook onion until 
soft and lightly browned, about 5 minutes.  Stir in garlic and cook until fragrant, about 30 seconds. Stir in sun-dried 
tomatoes, diced tomatoes, and cream. Increase heat to medium-high and simmer until thickened, about 5 minutes.

2. Add 1 tablespoon salt and pasta to boiling water and cook until al dente. Reserve ¼ cup cooking water, drain pasta, 
and return to pot. Add sauce and basil to pot and toss to combine, adding reserved pasta water as needed. Season 
with salt and pepper. Serve

Minestrone Soup Serves 8 Source: Grace Howaniec (Cookbook author from Oshkosh, WI)
Ingredients
6 slices lean center-cut bacon, chopped
1-2 T. olive oil
2 cups purchased coleslaw mix or shredded green cabbage
1 large onion (1 cup diced)
1 cup peeled, sliced carrots
1 rib celery (1/4 cup thinly sliced)
2 cloves garlic, minced
1 can (28 oz) diced seasoned tomatoes with juice
1 can low sodium chicken broth
Rind of a Parmesan cheese chunk
1 can (15 oz) drained, rinsed Great Northern beans
1/3 cup purchased refrigerated pesto
½ t. salt or to taste
¼ t. freshly ground black pepper or to taste

1. Fry bacon in a stock pot over medium heat until fat melts, about 5 minutes. Remove bacon bits to paper towel, 
reserving fat in pan. Add olive oil to pot.

2. Add cabbage, onions, carrots, celery, and garlic to stock pot. Cook until onions are translucent (5 minutes). Add 
tomatoes, broth, and cheese rind. Bring to a simmer; cook until veggies are tender (30 minutes). Don’t over cook!

3. Add the beans and bacon bits; remove & discard the Parmesan rind. Season soup with pesto, salt, and pepper.  
Sprinkle individual bowls with Parmesan cheese.

(Freezes Well)


