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There’s More to Sweet Basil than Pesto
by Michelle Le Strange, UC Master Gardener Program
Folks have been using basil to season food, kill bugs, or cure ailments for almost 3000 years. It is one
of the most popular seasonings of summer with flavor coming from a balance of several compounds that
make it taste like citrus, licorice, spice, and mint. It is a perfect companion with a red ripe tomato.
Basil is a genus (Ocimum) of 64 species of aromatic herbs native to various tropical and subtropical
regions around the world. It is very useful because there are so many cultivars selected by breeders
for specific purposes. Although most varieties are grown for their culinary uses, several varieties have
compact habits or purple foliage and are useful as ornamental plants, too.
Start basils by seed, cuttings, or seedlings, and plant them outside after all danger of frost has passed
and the ground has warmed up. You’ll find them in nurseries right now. Basil likes it warm and can be
planted in full sun or partial afternoon shade. Consistent water with occasional applications of
fertilizer in a compost reach soil promotes continuous leaf growth. The plants develop loose flower
spikes and the flowers are usually white, but can also be pink to lavender.
For the best tasting leaves don’t let basil plants flower. To accomplish this you need to practice regular
pruning and start when the plants are small. Each stem you cut back will form 2-4 new branches in a
few weeks. But if you wait until the plants flower, you’ll be too late and snipping off the flowers will
only encourage more flowering, not more leaf growth. So start snipping and pinching when plants are
small.
It’s not hard to prune basil. Just get out the scissors and snip away, and then take those aromatic
cuttings to the kitchen for dinner.
Sweet basil (O. basilicum) is the basic form of this herb and the type that everyone is most familiar. It
has green leaves that are smooth to slightly puckered, strongly veined, sometimes toothed, and about 3
inches long by 1½ inches wide. The plants grow approximately 2 feet tall and 15 inches wide and
eventually produce small stalks of white flowers. This is the choice basil for making the traditional
uncooked Italian pasta sauce called pesto. It is so easy to grow it is a good herb for beginner
gardeners who really prefer to cook.
‘Genovese, ‘Italian Pesto’, and ‘Profuma di Genova’ are specific types of the sweet basil that hail from
Genoa Italy. These varieties are very aromatic, intensely full of flavor and are vigorous growers.
Lettuce-leaf basils (O. basilicum) is also known as “large leaf basil” because of its super large leaves.
‘Green Ruffles’, ‘Mammoth’ and “Lettuce-Leaf’ all have huge leaves that are 5-6 inches long and 3-4

inches wide, just perfect for sandwiches and salads. The plants reach about 30 inches tall and 18
inches wide.
Thai basil (O. basilicum) is a spicy basil characterized by the aroma and taste of anise and essential in
Thai cooking. Its flavor is very unusual, complex and appealing. The plants reach about 20-inches tall
and wide. Their leaves are dark green and pointy with serrated edges. Their flowers are unusual,
instead of spikes, the pale lavender blooms are borne in clumps. ‘Persian Anise’ and ‘Siam Queen’ are the
popular varieties.
Cinnamon and Licorice basils (O. basilicum) both resemble sweet basil in growth form, but their flavors
are distinctly different and live up to their names. Cinnamon reaches a height of 36-inches and has
lavender flowers, while Licorice reaches a height of 30-inches and has pink flowers. Cinnamon basil is
so beautifully aromatic that fresh cuts sprigs as a centerpiece quickly become a dinner conversation.
Lemon basils (O. basilicum x O. americanum) have a strong lemon flavor and aroma. They lack the
intensity of sweet basil and don’t stand up to garlic and other strong flavored foods, but they perform
well in vinaigrettes served with vegetables and seafood, and in beverages and desserts. Their leaves
are a lighter green color and ‘Mrs. Burns’ and ‘Sweet Dani’ are cultivars that are slightly larger in size
than sweet basil.
Spicy Globe basil (O. basilicum x O. americanum) is another cross but this time the plants are compact
and only reach 10-inches tall and 14-inches wide making them “globed shaped” plants. They form a
natural small hedge when planted along the edge of a flower bed or herb garden. These tiny leaves are
less than 1-inch long and wide. ‘Piccolo’ ‘Dwarf Bouquet’ ‘Dwarf Bush Fine Leaf’ and ‘Green Globe’ are
some specific varieties.
Ornamental basils (O. basilicum) are not meant for the kitchen, but make wonderful accent plants in the
garden. Most have gorgeous purple leaves and are a slower growing than the green types. There are
many selections to choose from in this category.
‘Magical Michael’ produces amazing large, purple, flat flowers and has green leaves.
‘African Blue’ bears bright green leaves with purple veins and stems and large purple flower spikes
that look good in arrangements.
‘Dark Opal’ Rubin’ and ‘Osmin’ are similar looking varieties of dark-purple basil whose leaves retain
their color throughout the season.
‘Ebony Wonder’ has a deep-purple leaf with a lime-green edge.
‘Purple Ruffles’ has, you guessed it, ruffled purple leaves.
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