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When is the last time you added some spice to your life?
Sweet and spicy, basil is often used to flavor Italian,
Asian and other cuisines. Basil comes in many varieties
with unique flavors that compliment an assortment of
dishes. This article will let you discover the many flavors
of basil and the best way to grow it.
Basil is often divided into four categories — sweet green,
dwarf green, purple-leaf and scented leaf.
Most sweet green basils have large leaves and white flowers, reaching up to 2 feet tall.
Common varieties include "Genovese" and "Lettuce Leaf." True to their name, they tend
to have a strong, sweet taste that is perfect for pesto. These larger varieties are good for
flower beds or raised beds.
Thai basil is also in this group and is a bit stronger and spicier, providing a great addition
to Asian dishes like spring rolls or Tom Yum soup.
The dwarf basils are more compact with smaller leaves, making them ideal for containers.
A common variety is "Spicy Globe" although a French basil variety called "Marseillaise
Dwarf" is claimed to have the best flavor of all the varieties.
Purple-leaf varieties like "Purple Ruffle" and "Osmin" can add some color to your garden,
container or plate. It tends to be a little milder tasting, making it a fun addition to a salad.
The flowers which can be purple, pink or white can also be used in cooking.
If you are a bit on the wild side, you can try some exotic and interesting scented leaf
basils. Lemon varieties like "Sweet Dani" lend a mild citrus aroma. "Mexican Spice" has a
subtle spicy cinnamon taste and scent and pairs well with pumpkin, squash or sweet
potatoes. Other basils include chocolate, licorice, camphor and anise-scented varieties.
The unusual African Blue basil is more of an ornamental herb. It is grown for its lovely leaf
coloring and colorful flower stalks rather than for seasoning. It smells divine but tastes
rather bland. Its flowers can be used as a dramatic addition to a culinary bouquet.
Basil is easy to grow from seed, so if you want to try some varieties, buy a packet of seeds
and see what you like. You can start the seeds in pots to transplant later or directly seed
them in the garden. Plant them about ¼ inches down and water them in. Once the
seedlings are two to three inches tall, thin them out to 10 inches apart.
It is best to start seeds in early spring or fall. Although you may have missed the window
for seeding, you can still get transplants if you are just starting. At this time of year, basil
wants to flower, so pinch off the flowers to keep producing leaves for seasoning. If you
want to save seeds, let it flower and seed but 150 feet away from another variety or you
risk cross-pollination and a different taste next time.
Basil is considered an annual in Florida, but a few act like a perennial. Many herb novices
claim that they kill herbs including basil, but since it is an annual, it may not be their fault.
It should be planted every year. Like most herbs, if you give it too much water, you may
kill it.

Basil has few pest problems, but downy mildew disease can be a problem. It can look like
a nutrient deficiency, but spores will be on the underside. Reducing moisture on the
leaves can help. The sweet basils are susceptible, but the spicy ones are not.
If you would like to know more about growing basil and other common herbs, attend my
class on Saturday, May 21 from 9-9:30 a.m. at the UF/IFAS Extension Alachua County
office. This is part of our Ag Fest and Master Gardener Plant Sale from 8 a.m. to noon.
Visit our vegetable demonstration garden, check out the information booths, and buy
some plants. With over 4,000 plants and personal advice from Master Gardeners, there is
something for everyone for your landscape or container garden.

