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Basil - More than just Pesto!
Ocimum sp.
In January 2012 I wrote about Basil and its delightful flavour.  In that article we looked at the common flavour types and just mentioned the more exotic forms.  The traditional Basil flavour is a complex set of flavours that originate in the blend of essential oils found in the leaves.  What we know as a 'flavour' is usually governed by the mixture of the constituent essential oils in the product.  These are normally determined by gas chromatography which is specific for each plant cultivar and is as unique as a DNA fingerprint.  There is a science in the study of essential oils and how they mix and work that is worthy of its own book.

A large number of the plants we use in our daily cooking come from the family Lamiaceae.  They have a similar mix of constituent oils but the ratios differ widely which gives them their individual flavours.  Basil has most of the aromatic oils but the key ones are anethole, eugenol, limonene and camphor.  Anethole is responsible for the liquorice or anise flavour that is so strong in some cultivars.  Eugenol gives rise to the clove scent that evokes the really exotic fragrance and limonene gives the citrus tones.  Camphor gives the menthol tang that is really strong in Camphor Basil (Ocimum kilimandscharicum).

There is a lot of work being done to classify Basil varieties by their oil content.  For the home gardener and cook there are three main groups; the Basilicum types, the Americanum types and the others.  The group most people associate with is the first one and it includes the following varieties (amongst many others):

 Sweet Basil


Sweet clove flavour, most common form available in 



nurseries and supermarkets/green grocers

Genovese or Pesto Basil
Sweet clove flavour, large green foliage slightly stronger 



flavour.

Red Rubin


Spicy clove flavour, attractive magenta  foliage

Cinnamon Basil

Strong cinnamon flavour

Red Sapphire


Similar to Red Rubin but red foliage

Green Ruffles


Clove flavour, attractive ruffled green foliage

Purple Ruffles


Clove flavour, attractive ruffled purple foliage

Thai Basil


Sub species with a strong anise flavour

Liquorice Basil

Cultivar of Thai Basil with even stronger liquorice flavour

The second group includes many of the citrus flavoured types and originates from the Americas.

Lemon Basil


Strong lemon citrus overtones

Lime Basil


Strong lime citrus ovetones

Native Basil


Strong clove scent - native to US not Australia - there 



isn't an Australian Basil.
The third group includes all the other odd varieties and there are some odd ones.
Tulsi - Sacred Basil

An important variety for Indian religions where it has 



been part of the Ayurveda medicinal history for 1000+ 



years.  Strong  clove flavour mainly used for herbal teas.

Camphor Basil

A single species with a very strong camphor fragrance.  



The strong flavour means it is not widely used in cooking 



but is a good addition to tea for winter months and in 



fresh pot-pourri.
Perennial Basil

A true perennial Basil in milder climates.  Also known as 



Tree Basil and Clove Basil due to its large size and very 



strong clove flavour.

Greek Columnar

A sweet fragrance in an upright bush.  Slightly more cold 



tolerant than other forms.

Greek Mini


Sweet clove flavour in a small bush with tiny leaves also 



know as Boxwood Basil..

Like so many of our regular herbs there are another hundred selections available with lots of different flavours, leaf colours and shapes.  There are also several other species that have their own unique flavour but these can all be quite hard to source.

One of the most unusual but common herbs that is often called a Basil is Basil Mint.  This is not a perennial Basil but a Basil flavoured mint although many a home gardener has insisted it is a Basil.  It has most of the tones of true Basil but lacks the delicate blends of the Anise, Cinnamon and some of the other constituent essential oils.  However as it is a mint it will grow all year, needs a moist environment  and will provide fresh Basil flavour whenever needed.  In many dishes the missing notes will not be noticed.  As it is a mint it needs to be well contained because it can run away. 

