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How to use this ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.





Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.





Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.





You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





introduction


This is a guide to cooking the Provençal way. For people who want to recreate the flavours of the Mediterranean at home, who want to eat simply but well on a day-to-day basis, who love to cook food for special occasions and dishes that rhyme with the seasons. It’s also for people who enjoy reviving old skills, such as making homemade red wine vinegar or canning tomato coulis using authentic recipes from a family that does all of this.


My French family have been working the land in Provence for hundreds of years. The values and lessons from the joys and trials of such a life have shaped the way I live, the way I feel about home and the way I cook for others. Growing up in the UK, to me Provence was almost a secret place, another life. I have a grandfather, Maxime (Papé Xime), whose knowledge of the land, its biodiversity and the medicinal value of its aromatic herbs is unparalleled. He mows the grass under his olive trees at night so as not to disturb any bees. He also makes a mean Nougat at Christmas. His mother Antoinette, sisters, Régine and Edmée, and his daughter, my mother Françoise, are the most talented home cooks, gardeners and foragers I have ever known. This book shares something of our lives here and the recipes I take to life away from Provence, so you can bring a bit of this magical place into your own homes and kitchens.


My maternal ancestors hail from the southern foothills of the Mont Ventoux. The sun beats hard and dry, but aromatic herbs, vines and fruit trees prosper. My mother grew up on a fruit farm called La Cointe surrounded by pine forests, fields and orchards, the same farm as her father, aunts, grandfather, grandmother and great grandparents before her. The rigours and natural ebb and flow of peasant life meant that the women in the family learned how to deal with a glut of produce, how to make something wonderful out of almost nothing, how to feed the masses and cook with a generosity that isn’t about extravagance or showing off, but instead one of spirit, taking real joy in cooking for others and celebrating the produce.


We no longer live in that great farmhouse together as an extended family, but we pitch in with each other’s grape, olive, truffle and cherry harvests, share our produce and gather to eat signature Provençal seasonal dishes, whether made with ingredients from the market or our own potagers. Such rituals are in keeping with Provence’s cultural calendar of fêtes lauding the land and its bounty: La Fête de la Lavande in Sault, La Foire aux Asperges in Mormoiron, La Fête de la Figue in Caromb.



PRESERVING PROVENCE



When we move far away from our families, cooking the dishes from home is a way of feeling close to them and keeping our traditions alive. In many ways it is because I have lived away from Provence that I have come to understand what is so special about it. And though I live in Provence happily now, I don’t know where life might take me next. This book contains the rituals I take with me wherever I go and the dishes I come to again and again for the simple reason that they make me feel happy. It is not a guide to running a smallholding and I have not (I hope) directed you to buy expensive imported fruit and vegetables exclusively from the Mediterranean. I cooked Provençal dishes for many years in London using Britain’s beautiful fruit and vegetables, outstanding free-range meat and, frankly, world-class seafood. This book simply tells of a way of using good ingredients, wherever we may live, using recipes passed down through the generations of my family.


Not everything is in this book. It will take me a lifetime to gather every old recipe and skill: my aunt’s muscat grape juice; the homemade saucisson and goat’s cheese my great grandmother Antoinette used to make; but I hope these pages are enough to inject Provençal joie de vivre into kitchens, and bring simple peasant cooking out of holiday nostalgia and into your kitchen, wherever you are.


THE RECIPES


Provence is at the crossroads of civilisations. In our fields, we find fragments of Roman amphorae, roof tiles from villas long since fallen and arrowheads from Neolithic human societies. Though its borders are drawn by politics, Provence’s soul is wide open: Mediterranean, Levantine, North African. It is the fruit and vegetable garden of France. These ingredients, combined with Provence’s unique identity, position and history, have resulted in a cuisine full of heart, balance and soul, a cuisine that showcases its people’s reverence for the produce, the changing seasons and the land. For me, of course, these are more than just recipes, they are tied to memories: when my great aunt Tata Edmée first had twenty of us over for soupe au pistou on her terrace; the sight of my mother canning jars of apricot and plum compotes for winter; the poignant, intimate moment that a special recipe was passed down when an older member of the family decided that it was time.


My culinary education involved watching and helping the older generation of women in my family in the kitchen, seeing things transform in the pan, tasting, noticing how a recipe was adapted, more obviously according to the season or, more subtly, according to which particularly special ingredient in a dish was in need of highlighting. Like so many of their generation, my great aunts and great grandmother never owned a cookbook. Their cooking was learned, instinctive, the same dishes made slightly differently each time. Some things will remain a mystery. My sisters and I have tried to get definitive instructions from my grandfather for preparing black olives and it is never the same year-on-year. We laugh whenever we open a particularly perfect batch as he never remembers how he made them.


In many ways, this book is a snapshot of how we do things at a certain time. To cook well, we must adjust and tweak according to what is good and what is nice. Is it a delicate spring vegetable, needing only a little butter or olive oil and some fresh herbs, or a gutsy late summer vegetable, capable of standing proud alongside strong aromatics like bay leaves, garlic, thyme and rosemary? I have made suggestions for substitutions and alternatives where appropriate, but I hope that you will use this book as a guide, make the recipes your own and put your own stamp on dishes as you cook from it.
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THE PROVENÇAL TABLE


A typical family meal in Provence is not composed of one course requiring a vast quantity of one dish per person but instead a main course systematically preceded by one dish and followed by another, sometimes two, which balances it out. The word ‘course’ sounds very formal and labour intensive for the average weeknight, but this is not at all the case in reality.


Whatever the season, we will nearly always begin a meal with a salad and bread. Most often – and by this I mean five days a week – a big plate of well-dressed green leaves, generally a frisée with a garlic dressing. Other times it might be a Salade Composée or a variation of one from the classic trio. Next, comes the main – a simple dish of saffron rice or something more elaborate like Tata Edmée’s Aubergine Gratin. After this, we eat a piece of cheese, most often goat’s cheese, and this with more bread and a glass of red wine. Even those who aren’t drinking wine with the meal will generally sip un petit fond (a small glass) to accompany the cheese. The meal is then rounded off with seasonal fruit and perhaps yogurt.


This is a food ethic I try to live by wherever I am. Each seasonal chapter in this book contains a balance of the dips, drinks and nibbles we have for apéritif before a big family gathering, the salads we sit down to eat on a day-to-day basis, the classic main courses we come back to again and again, and the fruit- and nut-based desserts we enjoy the most.





the provençal larder


These ingredients are the building blocks of Provençal cooking and markers of deeply embedded cultural traditions. Other ingredients in dishes will not have to work as hard if care is taken with these founding elements.


OLIVE OIL


We begin with olive oil, more precisely cold pressed organic extra virgin olive oil: it is one of the most elegant, precious things in the world, something the people of the Mediterranean have been making the same way for thousands of years. Olives are picked when ripe in winter, brought to a mill, pressed and the oil collected for use until the next harvest 12 months later.


Good olive oil is indispensable for dressing salads, dips, aïoli, bourride, tapenade, brandade de morue, gratin de morue… Though it is sometimes used for cooking, it should be thought of as an aromatic rather than a cooking oil, like the sprinkling of freshly torn basil leaves or a squeeze of fresh lemon juice just before serving.


Trying to purchase Provençal olive oil outside of Provence is difficult as it is a small market relative to the Spanish, Greek and Italian giants. It is thus both a pleasure and a privilege that we continue to produce our own as a family for household use. However, being a producer does not mean it is on tap: any grower must accept the frequent years when the trees produce few olives. When our family stock is depleted, it is our chance to seek out other olive oils from the Mediterranean, to enjoy the seductive intensity of those from Tunisia, the ‘green’ freshness in those from Greece, no doubt picked earlier in the season, or the amber fruitiness of those from Puglia. There is no universally acknowledged ‘right’ tasting cold pressed organic extra virgin olive oil, it simply depends on personal preference and mood.


I learned early on the difference that good olive oil makes, how precious and so very worth the money it is and that, if chosen with care, it changes everything. If you have the means to spend a little more on a bottle of wine or an organic roasting chicken, consider buying a bottle of really special olive oil for a similar price. It will last a lot longer than the wine or the chicken and every other ingredient it is paired with will benefit.


Look for olive oil from a single region or, ideally, a single farm. Read the backs of bottles of big brands: you will often find that, though they are ostensibly marketed in the branding as ‘Italian’, they are in reality a blend of European, and sometimes non-European, olive oils of varying quality, blended in an attempt to homogenise and thus neutralise their flavour. This misses the point somewhat. Experiment and taste different oils until you have found one that you adore. Olive oil is best used within a year of being pressed lest it become tasteless and musty, and is best stored in glass containers in cupboards, shielded from sunlight.
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HERBS AND AROMATICS



Step off the train, plane, or car arriving in Provence and the heady herb-scented air of wild thyme and pine trees envelops you.


Herbs and aromatics are weaved into cooking and into life here. If my grandfather is feeling under the weather, his first instinct is to forage for the herb containing the flavonoids and alkaloids to ease his symptoms: a thyme steam inhalation to clear the sinuses, St John’s wort flowers steeped in oil applied to burns, lavender oil for most skin ailments. These plants grow wild and abundantly. A short walk in the hills behind our house provides juniper berries for pot-au-feu, rosemary and thyme for roast potatoes, sage for aïgo boulido, savory to sprinkle over fresh goat’s cheese, and wild fennel for olive brine… the list goes on and the cultural, aromatic, culinary and medicinal values of these plants can never be emphasised enough.


In Britain, it is possible to buy, grow or forage for every possible herb you need to cook à la Provençale. Herbes de Provence, sold around the world, are not actually from Provence; it is the common name for a dried mixture of, typically, thyme, oregano, rosemary and savory, used for sprinkling on roast meat, fish and vegetables. For instructions on how to dry herbs and make your own personalised mixes see here.


Ironically, given the ubiquitousness of herbes de Provence, dried herbs and aromatics are stored separately in Provençal kitchens to keep more control over the balance of flavours in dishes. Those most frequently used are thyme, rosemary, savory, bay leaves, oregano, juniper berries, fennel seeds, piment d’espelette and, of course, sea salt and peppercorns.


The fresh herbs predominantly used are parsley (raw in salads or cooked in stews and broths), basil (raw in salads, pounded into pistous, cooked on pizzas), sage (in broths and roasts), mint (raw in salads), and celery hearts and fronds (raw in salads).


In Provence, as in the UK, fresh herbs are expensive and sold in paltry quantities in plastic packets in supermarkets, which is bothersome as cooking with fresh herbs requires a lot, sometimes 150–200g of parsley or basil to make dishes taste as they should. Thus, as ever, forage where possible and safe to do so. (Definitively identify the plant species before putting it anywhere near your plate and do not forage adjacent to agricultural fields: the chemicals some farmers use are very harmful.) Grow what you can’t buy and, if you have the space, consider cultivating common herbs anyway to have ready access to larger quantities.


Savory isn’t common in British supermarkets but is delicious, a sort of cross between thyme and rosemary. Lavender, too, is an underused aromatic in the kitchen, yet there is no guarantee when buying stems from a florist that they haven’t been sprayed. It is best to err on the side of caution and grow a little pot for culinary purposes.



GARLIC



Garlic is, of course, a vital component of Provençal cooking, essential for frisée salad dressings, delicious in soups and stews, celebrated in aïoli… It is enjoyed year-round, though in spring and early summer, fresh garlic can be sought out and used in its stead.


I buy bulbs as large as possible for the simple reason that it is tiresome to fiddle around peeling tiny cloves. Une tresse d’ail, a braid of garlic, can be hung up in the kitchen and will stay fresh for weeks stored in this way. When cooking with garlic, whether finely chopping for soups or crushing into salad dressings and dips, the cloves must first be halved and the germinating shoot in the centre removed, as it tastes bitter and is not easily digested. The exception to this rule is when whole heads of garlic are baked, e.g. Garlic Roast Chicken and Anchoïade. The heads are kept intact in these instances.


All garlic cloves in this book are large (approximately 10g). Use double the number indicated if you only have access to smaller bulbs.
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SALADS



Green salads, refreshing, delicious and full of vitamins and minerals, are how almost all meals begin in Provence.


The type of dressing will depend on the leaves: with sweeter salad varieties, such as Batavia, oak, butterhead or round, a classic vinaigrette works perfectly. Bitter varieties, such as frisée, dandelion and escarole, require punchy dressings, such as an anchovy or garlic vinaigrette, to balance their strong flavours. The salty, piquant nature of these dressings neutralise any bitterness in the leaves and, in my estimation, these make the best salads in the world. Crunchy Little Gem, Belgium endives and cos lettuces can stand up to substantial mustard dressings and are happily chopped and tossed into potato salads. Mustardy or peppery varieties, such as rocket and watercress, are complemented by sweeter dressings with honey or balsamic vinegar and benefit from the inclusion of fruit, such as sliced figs or orange.


Whichever the salad or salad mix purchased, allow approximately 80–100g per person for a first course - a full plate of dressed green leaves. Whole heads of Batavia, oak leaf, butterhead or escarole typically weigh 350g and are thus suitable for four to five people. British round lettuces weigh 200g on average, so you would need at least two to serve four diners a plate of each.


To wash a head of salad, pull apart the leaves, remove any bad bits, then immerse in cold water. Repeat to remove any clinging grit. The leaves must then be dried thoroughly (in batches in a salad spinner or, if you do not possess one, with a clean dry tea towel) before being tossed into dressings and immediately served. If washing a salad a day or so ahead of their intended use, it is fine to keep the leaves a little moist before placing in a bag or on a linen tea towel lightly sprinkled with water, in the fridge.






THE CHICORY FAMILY



Some explanatory notes are necessary here, as what the British call chicory is what the French call an endive, and when the French use the word chicorée they could mean any number things, including a coffee substitute made from the roots of this plant that established itself in Gallic palates during the Napoleonic and World War embargoes and shortages. Before I confuse anyone further, here is a brief guide:


– Frisée is also known as curly endive. It can be grown year-round but is more readily available in the colder months. Frisée can be ordered online or found in farmers’ markets. Their heads are larger than your typical salad and, sometimes weighing in at over a kilo, can provide more than ten portions. They keep for up to a week in the fridge owing to their substantial chewy consistency.


– Escarole, known as broad-leaf endive, is grown year-round but is more readily available in the colder months. Like frisée it can be ordered online or sought out in big food markets. It is slightly sweeter than frisée but retains its substantial slightly chewy properties. As with the frisée, its prized centre leaves are pale in colour and tender, having been blanched in the field.


– Endive is also known as chicory or Belgian endive. These can be white or red and are found in most supermarkets: They are delicious raw in salads (see here), braised in white wine or baked on savoury tarts and in quiches.


– Radicchio is a larger, round, Italian variety of red endive. It can be found in most shops and would be a good substitute together with some foraged dandelion leaves in spring for frisée, or for escarole if you cannot find it but want to try the bitter leaf salads.



OLIVES



Olives are a staple in Provence: pounded into tapenade, baked on fougasse or pissaladière, tossed into salads, simmered in stews or enjoyed just as they are. If you are in Provence, seek out and taste black olives from Nyons, green olives cassées and picholines (firm, green, un-pitted and in a delicious fennel brine).


When shopping for olives, a good-quality benchmark is when they are preserved and stored with minimal ingredients: typically salt, water, oil, vinegar and aromatics. Chemicals are unnecessary extras and, in reality, salt and a sealed container is enough to preserve olives for years. Read the ingredients on the backs of jars and packets as this will give a better indication of their quality than their price.


For authentic Provençal flavours in dishes, purchase un-pitted green olives in brine and mild black olives à la Grecque. This doesn’t mean that the olives are from Greece but that they have been prepared using the salt cure method, which results in beautiful wrinkly, shiny black skin and a strong yet balanced flavour. My sisters and I prepare our own black olives following this method every year (see here). When using such olives for cooking, they can be lightly rinsed if still coated in lots of visible salt.


For tapenade, it is simpler to use pitted olives, though generally olives, both green and black, are purchased un-pitted for the subtle nutty flavour the stones impart to the flesh when baked on bread or simmered in stews. The stones are, of course, not swallowed. Warn guests that the olive stones remain if they are unused to this.



ANCHOVIES



All of the anchovies in this book are preserved anchovy fillets in olive oil, purchased in little jars and cans. There are more expensive, delicious, freshly prepared anchovies to be found in delicatessens, but for my cooking purposes and budget, salted anchovies in olive oil from supermarkets do a sterling job.


I wasn’t born loving anchovies; I used to pick them off pizzas. But I knew they did something magic to Delia Smith’s puttanesca pasta, which my family lived off in London in the 1990s, as without, that dish was just ordinary, lacking something. They are surely one of the best savoury seasonings: melted into daubes and stews, pounded and spread on roast lamb… They can elevate subtly and deeply, like Marmite in pasta sauce or fish sauce in a Thai curry, or add punch to dressings and dips. My favourite way of using anchovies is in the best dressing in the world for the best salad in the world: see Escarole.



WINE



Wine is cooked with abandon and drunk with restrained admiration in Provence. It would be traitorous of me to say anything other than the best wines in the world are from our cave cooperative, TerraVentoux, but in any event I would never cook with a wine I wouldn’t drink. Keep a bottle of white and a bottle of red in the cupboard on standby for cooking: even just a splash can liven up lentils, stews and sauces. Store bottles on their side to prevent the corks from drying out, letting air in and spoiling the wine.


A few recipes in this book require a lot, sometimes even a whole bottle of wine. Wine is an expensive commodity in the UK, so I will say this: when watching my spending, I halve the required quantity of wine and make up the missing volume of liquid (after the wine has reduced) with stock or hot water. The dish doesn’t really suffer and no one else will know any different. It is important, however, to stick to the quantities with tough game, for example the Wild Boar Civet, as it tenderises the meat.


Wine bag-in-boxes have waned in popularity, but I adore those we get from our cave cooperative: the vin de table AOC is excellent, good value, easy to transport and perfect for day-to-day cooking. I sense and hope that a bag-in-box revival is on the cards. Admittedly, I probably wouldn’t serve bag-in-box wine to guests outside of the family, but for home life purposes, it is perfect: decant into a carafe, chill if white or rosé, or allow to breathe at room temperature if red.



BREAD



Baguettes ‘tradition’ accompany all our meals. They are much smaller than some French sticks sold in British supermarkets, so I hope that you won’t think me very greedy when I suggest splitting a baguette between two people for a sandwich.


When a baguette is more than a day old, we serve it sliced and toasted. It can also be revived in the oven if whole by sprinkling over a little water and giving it a blast for a few minutes at 180˚C/160˚C fan/gas mark 4 and eaten immediately. On the third day, if there is still a baguette left, it can be made into Tartines, which keep for a long time, Baguette Pizzas or Garlic Baguette.


When a baguette becomes too stale to slice, it is bashed or grated into breadcrumbs (or given to a neighbour’s horse). These breadcrumbs, known as chapelure, are used to top gratins and Tomates Provençales and can be kept in jars for a few weeks or in bags in the freezer more long-term. Buying breadcrumbs is madness.
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RED WINE VINEGAR



One hears a lot of emphasis from chefs and food writers on the importance of using quality olive oil in salad dressings and marinades. Rightly so, but the vinegar should be of equal standing. In Provence, the very often homemade vinegars used for vinaigrettes and marinades are exponentially more complex than the average, pasteurised supermarket offering: sweet yet sharp, delicious as the local wines that made them.


The good news is that the best vinegar in the world is at your fingertips, as it can be made at home with the wine you love to drink (see here). The process is straightforward, however, if you are looking to replicate the taste of the classic dressings and salads in this book but do not wish to make their own vinegar, the closest to ours I have found commercially outside of France is muscat, or moscatel, vinegar.
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CHEESE



The French are never without their cheese and Provence is no different. Dinner parties and special occasions call for a big cheese board, but the rest of the time we keep it simple and generally only pass around one cheese at the end of a meal, most frequently fresh goat’s cheese, a Comté or a Beaufort. Buying cheese for eating is, of course, a matter of personal preference, but in cooking, Parmesan, rindless goat’s cheese logs, feta and grated Emmental are most useful.



SALT COD



Salt cod, known as morue salée, was once an integral part of the Catholic diet. Dogma dictated abstinence from meat two days a week, which meant fish. All fine and well if you lived near the coast, but in the days before refrigeration, the only way inland dwellers could eat fish was if it was preserved. We all have fridges now and access to fresh seafood whenever it takes our fancy, but traditional salt cod dishes are still very much a part of the diet in Provence: gratin de morue, grand aïoli, brandade, accras de morue… For aïoli, it is important to use lovely-looking salt cod fillets as these are served whole. However, for brandade and accras de morue it is absolutely fine to buy salt cod in cheaper, smaller pieces, as these end up pounded to a paste or chopped up anyway.



FRUIT AND NUTS



Unsurprisingly, given that we are fruit farmers, my family is devoted to fruit and nuts and consumes them seasonally from our gardens and the local market at breakfast, lunch and dinner. Cousin Olivier always seems to be eating a nectarine. Papé Xime’s breakfast has consisted of precisely six walnuts, six almonds, eight olives, a slice of bread with jam and a bowl of black tea every day for the past fifty years.



EQUIPMENT



Aside from the basics, here are the extras I most often turn to:





A salad spinner


A large salad bowl


A stick blender


An extra-large cast iron casserole pan


A pastry brush


A 26cm tart or quiche tin


A dedicated omelette pan


An extra-large sauté pan with a lid


An extra-large, tall saucepan: for canning, and for preparing jams and coulis


An 8–10 litre Demijohn: for making vin d’orange, marquisette, vin de noix, etc.
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oeufs mimosa


salade de fèves et d’asperges


salade de pois chiches


soupe de petit épeautre


aigo boulido


potato salad


white asparagus and vinaigrette


tarte de blettes


nettle and asparagus brouillade


sandwich des cyclistes


garlic baguette


saffron and tomato rice


riz aux artichauts


flageolet beans and artichoke hearts


brandade de morue


grand aïoli


poulet au pastis


garlic roast chicken


daube d’avignon


provençal goat’s cheese


date and orange blossom madeleines


blossom honey and almond cake


cerises au soleil


gâteau aux cerises







IN MARCH, WE ALL BEGIN OUR OUTDOOR ROUTINES, perhaps the first tentative jogs or even lido swims, as though these actions will somehow precipitate warmer weather. This is the best time to pick young dandelion leaves to toss into salads, to forage for delicate nettle tips for soups and omelettes, and if you know where to look, find wild asparagus and wild garlic. In markets and shops, fruit and young vegetables begin to appear, sweet as the blossom-scented air outside: broad beans, peas, strawberries, baby carrots. And when the cherries finally arrive, we know that summer is just weeks away.


You don’t have to grow your own to experience the joy at the arrival of a new season’s produce, and nothing embodies this more for me than the sight of my grandfather rushing off in his battered truck to buy the first asparagus that heralds spring from his favourite producer in Mazan. We often come together as a family just to eat the dishes anchored around the new season produce, not necessarily for a birthday or religious feast: white asparagus with vinaigrette, grand aïoli… Yet, when Easter comes, I always find that it is in many ways a religious feast I prefer to Christmas: the menu is not prescriptive, there is less pressure and yet cause to celebrate and spend time with loved ones. Easter Monday calls for a picnic lunch in France, too.


In our fields, the warmer weather means there is pruning to be done. The last year’s growth on the vines must have been completely cut back by March at the latest (‘taille tôt, taille tard, mais taille en mars’), the olive trees must be thinned out and the cherry trees must too be pruned to improve the quality of the fruit and make harvesting easier.
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INFUSIONS AND HERBES DE PROVENCE



The purpose of drying aromatic plants is to remove their water content while preserving and concentrating the essential oils. The advantage of drying herbs and teas is the convenience of having pinches and teaspoons of them year-round.



Drying herbs and teas



To dry medium bunches of herbs and teas with small leaves, such as thyme, oregano or rosemary, harvest the sprigs on a warm dry day after lunch. Very fine herbs, such as thyme, rosemary and savory, should be left on stalks during the drying process. Herbs with larger leaves, such as oregano, verbena or lime, should be picked off stalks before drying.


To air dry, place the herbs on trays. Ensure the herbs are completely free of moisture and piled loosely. Store the trays in a dry, warm, dark place for a few weeks.
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