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by Laura Griffin 
Community contributor

My mother had the same carton of 
McCormick cloves for over 10 years. It 
only came out of hiding a few times a 

year – to stud a ham or to season a red cabbage dish. 

In our home, paprika was the most exotic spice that she ever 
used. Salt was Morton’s, pepper was black, and that was that. 
Times sure have changed. While herbs and spices have become 
much more widespread and welcomed, they are not being 
used to their full potential. There are a few easy ways to make 
the most of these beautiful, healthful and fragrant little flavor 
bombs.

Spice up the holidays
Mulled wine or cider: simmer a deep red wine or apple ci-

der on the stove top with a cinnamon stick, a couple cloves, two 
to three allspice berries, some ginger root and if it is available, 

Seven Ways to 
Shake Up the 
Spice Rack

laura Griffin: 
owner, your Spice 
of life

Laura Griffin is a Hillsdale resident and small business owner. She is passionate 
about spices and strives to help locals improve their recipe books and spice 
up their lives. For more information, visit yourspiceoflifeblog.wordpress.com. 
Photo courtesy of T. McCreadie
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a star anise. Simmer on low for 30 to 45 minutes, strain and 
enjoy. Create a welcoming scent for guests by simmering these 
spices in water for an all-natural air freshener.

Cranberry sauce: It is most ideal to make holiday dishes 
from scratch, but it is not always possible. Strapped for time? 
Use canned cranberry sauce with the whole berries, and gently 
stir in ¼ teaspoon of apple pie spice or pumpkin pie spice 
before serving. Pie spices are also a great secret ingredient in 
squash or yam recipes.

Herbed butter: Also called compound butter, this is prob-
ably the best kept culinary secret around. There are thousands 
of possible combinations, but my favorite formula for a sea-
soned butter is to include one or more herbs, something colorful 
(like paprika), a citrus component, a salt and a touch of heat. 
For example, I recently made an oregano/garlic compound with 
a squeeze of lime, some smoked salt and paprika and a pinch 
of dried chili. Butters can be portioned out and frozen, to be 
retrieved later for adding into soups, for sautéing vegetables, 
enriching a sauce or to melt down over steak or fish.

Bananas Foster: It’s not difficult to make Bananas Foster, 
but it’s still nice to have some shortcuts. My secret is to use a 
pre-mixed cinnamon sugar as the base, melting it carefully in a 
sauté pan with butter. Once there is a rich, caramel mess in the 
pan, slide in some halved bananas and bathe them in the sauce 
to warm them up. I serve it just like that, but adding a scoop of 
a good vanilla ice cream can up the ante a little.

Special gifts
Spiced nuts and seeds: this is a thoughtful, healthy gift to 

make. Spiced nuts can be coated with egg white and baked, or 
pan roasted with a touch of oil. There are many recipes for them 
on the Internet. My favorites are curried cashews and pistachios 
with an orange-cinnamon blend. For a raw recipe, dust almonds 
with a combination of raw cacao and cinnamon. Package the 
nuts in clear cellophane bags with a festive ribbon, or go all out 
with a Mason jar with a scrap of gingham on the lid.

Vanilla sugar: Starbucks has probably introduced more 
people to vanilla sugar than anything else. Vanilla sugar is 
basically sugar infused or scented with whole vanilla beans 
or pods. I use turbinado, but any kind can be used. It’s one of 
those recipes where the sum is so much greater than the parts. 
For every cup of sugar, take one vanilla bean and slice it open 
lengthwise. Scrape out the tiny seeds and add them to sugar in 
a tightly sealed container (preferably glass). Add in the bean 
itself, mix and seal. It will start to smell amazing after a week 
or so, but try going at least four weeks for a truly delectable 
treat that can be sprinkled over fruit, stirred into coffee or tea or 
used as a topping for sugar cookies.

Spiced popcorn: there are eight flavors of Chex cereal on 
the market, and over a dozen Oreo flavors, but strangely few 
popcorn varieties. My tried and true method to make my own 
popcorn is to pop the kernels in a heavy bottomed pan with 
coconut oil. Have a large plastic resealable bag ready, and pour 
the popped popcorn straight into the bag. Add seasoning such 
as smoked salt, sweet basil, Parmesan cheese, cinnamon sugar, 
or paprika and minced onion and shake well to coat. When 
packaged into take out boxes, these make unexpected gifts or 
even wedding favors.

Keeping herbs and spices in glass jar or bottles with tight 

lids and away from light and heat will preserve their freshness 
and color. Spices should be sorted through every few months; if 
the aroma is unpleasant, it’s time to replace with fresh product.

For more spice inspiration, visit yourspiceoflifeblog.word-
press.com or email laura@yourspiceoflife.com.

Vanilla beans, left, and cinnamon sticks, right, are easy ways to add 
flavor to sugar and other sweets. 
Photo courtesy of Jason Foster-Bey

pie spice from your Spice of life can be used as a secret ingredient in 
cranberry sauce, squash recipes and yam recipes. 
Photo courtesy of Jason Foster-Bey

THink
Tell us what you

@ hibumagazine.com/survey

   19 12/3/2013   10:12:08 AM


