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Last month I wrote about how we can use herbs in our daily lives.  As I said then the use of fresh herbs has been around for thousands of years.  At first they were used as much for health as flavour.  Over the centuries the medicinal and health importance of herbs in our diet has dropped off.  As our diet improved, medicine became a more finite science, and a wider range of food became available we started to spend more resources on flavour.
When it was a struggle to simply put enough food on the table we didin't waste time trying to find better ways of presenting it.  Now, for most of us, eating is a pleasure and we all like to stimulate the senses.  I was fortunate in growing up with a mother who loved to cook and didn't have any cultural or social boundaries to limit what she prepared.  One day we would have a Sri Lankan curry, the next smoked cod and the next a traditional Aussie roast lamb.

Living in Melbourne also extends our taste buds.  I have travelled widely around the world and lived in several countries and Melbourne has the widest range of food styles.    Over the last decade Melbourne based chefs have started to take the raw styles from the myriad of different cultures that make up our city and blend them together.  There are some outstanding chefs that also have an innate feel for flavour and are able to create whole new tastes.
My wife and I eat out frequently and are always looking for something different.  Something to make you go; "wow".  Food that leaves you wanting more and wanting to know how it was made.  I never use recipes but when I am reading a menu I try and remember how the chef has created the dish.  Some dishes require special skills, equipment or time that I don't have.  Most, however can be created at home - with a little imagination.

The other way I cook is by seeing what is fresh or cheap in the local shops then I start adding. This is what I would like everyone to do. It is not hard and beomces even easier the more you do it. After a while you will be able to group ingredients and will just know what to mix with what.  You will know which ingredients can be swapped with others.

During a recent discussion I was relating cooking to painting.  I was saying that I start with a whole palette of flavours and textures.  From this palette I take a few and mix them with others then start to apply them to the major ingredients as a painter would mix his colours then apply them to the canvas, paper, or sculture.  In the discussion up came the usual question of how do you know what to mix with what?  To me it is clear with flavour, but not with paint.  I have no artistic skill at all.
One of the group said that it was just like when she paints.  On one side she has her yellows, oranges, reds etc and on the other her purples, blues and greens.  The spectrum of colours with the hot and light colours on one side and the heavy and dark on the other.  I started thinking aout flavours in this fashion.  I feel they have a similar split.  On one side there are the light and spicy flavours; tarragon, dill, ginger, coriander, pepper, chives, parsley even chilli.  They all have what I call a tangy but delicate flavour. The flavours are strong but rarely over power and must be added late in the cooking or eaten raw.  They don't retain the intricacies of flavour when dried and when blended together nearly always add rather than conflict.

On the other side are the strong and heavy flavours; rosemary, oregano, thyme, marjoram, sage and olive.  These are all strong herbs that have a deep, resonating flavour that when used individualy will sit in the background and add to the flavour of the main ingredients and when blended develop a different layer of flavours from which it is hard to pick one out.  They can be added at any time in the cooking but the earlier they aere added the better the taste will move through all the ingredients.
Some like basil and garlic sit in between and work well in either group.  The beauty of getting a feel for this grouping is that it makes it much easier to play with flavour.  I feel you can mix any herbs with in a group and can't go wrong.  When blended they will always enhance each other and if used at the right time will produe great food.  Once you have a feel for each group then you can start blending across the groups being careful not to mix too much of one or the other.

A good start is to make up a paste (like I mentioned last month) from each group.  Start with an even blend of ginger, coriander, dill and chives and another of rosemary, oregano, thyme and sage.  Use these  for stir fries, baked fish or tossed with butter and fresh pasta.  Once you have a feel for each one add some garlic or basil and use in a range of dishes.  Then add a herb from the other group and see how it works.

A simple way to use the pastes is with fresh uncooked prawns, scallops or fish as they are easy and quick to cook.  They will also work with the flavours and absorb them.  When cooking start with some hot oil, add the prawns etc then toss for a bit.  Add some (table spoon or two) boiling water to create a 'sauce', cook for a few minutes and then serve on wilted spinach or boiled rice.
Once you are comfortable with these blends then you can start adding in other flavours like, coconut, olive, chilli, sesame and soy.  These are strong flavours that will shift your blends to a new level.  Remember cooking with herbs is not hard, should be fun and will always make good eating. 
