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 Sweet, Sweet Basil!
Kijai, Spice hunter

Wellness

Sweet Basil is the next stop on 
our spice hunting journey.  I, as 
the bulk buyer for Sevananda, 
see some amazing herbs and 
spices, but even so, I am often 
surprised by the enormously 
fragrant aroma that bellows out 
of the bulk sweet basil jar. When 
I open the top and get a whiff I 
am immediately taken on an 
unexpected trip to Thailand.  

I have not yet been blessed with 
the luxury of traveling much afar.  
However, the delicious cuisines 
from around the world have 
taken me on many journeys—no 
hotel reservations or plane tickets 
needed.  For this I am thankful 
to all the unsung heroes of the 
culinary arts.  

Sweet Basil is botanically known 
as Ocimum Basilicum.   It is an 
aromatic annual and sometimes 
a short-lived perennial.  Sweet 
Basil is native to tropical Asia, 
but there are over 35 species 
known to this genus.  The 
variety and beauty of the leaves 
in the basil family are tributes to 
the variation in fl avor.  There’s 
African Basil, Cuban Basil, 
Italian Basil, Peruvian Basil and 
my personal favorite, Thai Basil, 
just to name a few.  

Basil has historically been 
honored in religion, as well 
as, folklore.  The mythological 
serpent, Basilisk, possesses a 
glance and breath that were 
believed to be fatal because the 
plant could transform into a 
serpent.   In India, Basil, after 
te Lotus, is regarded as the most 
sacred plant, and it can be found 
in most Hindu homes.  

This plant has been topically 
used for spiritual protection, as 
an insect repellant, and repels 
insects.  Externally it has been 
used to treat acne and other skin 
ailments, loss of smell, and as 
a curative for insect and snake 
bites.  Taken orally, some people 
have used it for malaria, fever, 
and as a digestive aid.   

I like its robust fl avor and use it 
as a seasoning in many recipes.  
Here are some recipes that use 
its robust fl avor.  I hope you 
enjoy them.

I love basil so much, that I eat it 
in stir-fries two or three times a 
week, A Thai favorite is a stir-fry 
of tofu with chilies, garlic, and 
basil. This is my adaptation of 
the meat version of the dish. See 
on this page what the fi nished 
dish looks like (made with fi rm 
tofu).  While the red and yellow 
peppers aren’t authentic, they 
add a splash of color and taste 
great.  

Preparation time is about 3-5 
minutes and cooking time is 
about 3 minutes. Serve this 
dish with white steamed rice or 
noodles or fried rice or anything 
that’s not too assertive.

In previous articles, Kijai, Spice 
Hunter has taken us on journeys 
to explore Cayenne (Feb ’09), 
Ethiopian Berbere Spice (Apr 
’09), Grains of Paradise (Jun 
’09), and Saffron (Oct ’09).   If 
you’d like to read about these 
worldly spices, check out our 
online archive of Sevananda Co-
Options newsletters by going to 
www.sevananda.coop.  Scroll 

down on the right 
a bit till you see 
“Store Flyers”, 
and under that are 
recent newsletters.  
Or, fi nd Kijai 
in our Wellness 
Department and 
ask her in person!

    

By Kijai Turpeau, 
Wellness Department

How to make it
Mince the garlic cloves and chop the chilies fi ne. • 
Cut the tofu into bite-sized chunks.• 
If you have the time, pound the garlic, chilies, shallots, and • 
salt together into a paste. This makes the fl avors blend 
better. If you’re in a hurry, let it be.
Heat a wok until hot, and add the peanut oil. • 
When the oil is hot but not smoking, add the pounded • 
paste. Add the chilies, garlic, shallots, and salt to the oil. 
Stir-fry on medium heat for about 10-15 seconds, taking 
care to make sure that the garlic doesn’t burn. 
Add tofu,stir-fry again for another minute. Then add light/• 
dark soy sauces, sugar, white pepper, and stock or water.
Stir-fry for one more minute to allow the sauce to thicken  • 
and coat the tofu. Then tear the basil leaves with your 
hands and add them to the wok. 
Stir untill the basil wilts. • 
Check quickly for any adjustments to seasoning. If it’s to • 
your taste, remove from heat.

Notes
If you can’t fi nd holy basil, you can use sweet basil or Italian 
basil and add another 1/4 tsp of white pepper.  
Deep-fried tofu, though not necessary, is preferable.  
If you’re serving this with steamed rice, make sure it’s a little 
extra spicy and salty so that it will taste just right with the 
neutral fl avor of the rice.
This dish tastes delicious with chicken or beef. Mince the 
chicken or beef by hand or chop into very small pieces and 
use it instead of the tofu. Increase the cooking time by another 
2 minutes or so to account for the meat. Use chicken stock 
instead of water, and if you like, add oyster sauce instead of 
the dark soy sauce.
If you prefer regular veggies instead of tofu, that too will work. 
Pick robust veggies like caulifl ower, baby corn, mushrooms, 
or squash, and stir-fry those. Once again, cook them for a few 
minutes longer so they’re done.  Don’t skimp on the basil leaves. 
Remember that they wilt in the pan, so that large handful in 
your hand won’t be so much when it’s done.

Firm tofu or deep-fried 
tofu - 100 gm, or about 3.5 
oz (Asian groceries will sell 
you deep-fried tofu if you 
can’t make your own)
3 cloves of garlic 
4-6 hot green chilies 
(preferably Thai bird 
chilies)  Adjust this to your 
taste

Kijai’s Thai Stir Fry

1 tbsp shallots
1/4 tsp salt
1 tbsp light soy sauce - 
1 tbsp dark soy sauce 
¼  cup stock or water
1 tbsp. sugar 
2 pinches white pepper
1 tbsp peanut oil 
1 large handfull of Holy basil 
leaves or Sweet basil

Ingredients


