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by JILL HENDERSON

The summer harvest is never truly 
complete until I have at least a few 
bottles of garlic chili oil tucked away 
in the pantry and a handful of spicy 
golden vinegars gracing the window-
sill. These flavorful, versatile condi-
ments are easy to make and add lay-
ers of flavor to your favorite dishes. 
Herbal vinegars and oils simplify the 
preparation of classic condiments like 
salad dressings, marinades, dips and 
spreads. They’re also great for stir-
frying, sautéing or braising any type 
of meat or seafood, and if you’re a 
vegan or vegetarian, use them to liven 
up meat substitutes like tofu, tempeh 
and seitan. 

Herbal oils and vinegars are well-
suited to spicing up a wide array of 
fresh, roasted, baked or steamed root 
crops and leafy green vegetables and 
can even be used in hot dishes, casse-
roles, soups and savory sauces to add 
a distinct punch of flavor. Once you 
make your own, you’ll never go back 
to store-bought.

TOOLS OF THE TRADE
To make herbal oils and vinegars, 

all you need are a handful of ingre-

dients and a few tools. You will need 
one or more glass jars, which will be 
used for the initial steeping of the 
herbs. Any kind of jar that has a tight-
fitting lid will do, and canning jars and 
lids work very well. You’ll also need 
a bottle or jar to store the finished 
product. Any kind of bottle will do, 
but for oils, I like to reuse empty olive 
oil bottles because they often have a 
removable strainer that controls how 
much liquid comes out at once, and 
their lids are designed to prevent 
leaks. Any type of bottle will do for 
vinegars, but using one with a plastic 
lid or cork works best and will avoid 
adverse effects of the acidic vinegar 
reacting with metal.  

You’ll need a cutting board, sharp 
knife or kitchen scissors to chop the 
herbs, a bottle funnel, waterproof 
stick-on labels and a permanent mark-
er. If you are the kind of cook who 
likes to recreate exact versions of reci-
pes you conjure up, you might also 
want to have a set of measuring cups 
and spoons and a notebook to write 
down the ingredients and measure-
ments you use. 

Obviously, you will need a ready 
supply of your preferred oils and vin-
egars as well as various organic fresh 

and dried herbs and spices. Mid-to-
late summer offers the home gardener 
the widest choice of fresh herbs and 
spices for making herbal oils and vin-
egars. Gather and wash all fresh ingre-
dients the day before you are ready to 
prepare your creation and allow them 
to dry on paper towels overnight.  

When working with oils and vin-
egars for human consumption, keep 
in mind that each product requires 
slightly different methods and precau-
tions. Vinegar is the easiest to work 
with because it is a natural preser-
vative. The high acidity of vinegar 
allows the addition of just about any 
kind of fresh or dried ingredient with-
out having to worry too much about 
it becoming moldy or rancid during 
steeping or storage. 

On the other hand, all edible oils 
have a limited shelf life and can go 
rancid over time, even if you haven’t 
added anything to it or never even 
opened the lid. Almost all vegetable 
or seed oils do not steep, age, or store 
well when too much green, raw or 
“wet” ingredients have been added to 
them. The final consideration before 
you begin your culinary adventure 
is the cleanliness of your ingredients, 
tools and workspace. You don’t need 
to sterilize everything — just keep it 
clean.

At Home in the Kitchen

PH
O

TO
S

 BY JILL H
EN

D
ER

S
O

N

Fresh herbs should be minced or finely chopped. Herbs being infused into oil. 

Crafting, Using Herbal Vinegars & Oils
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INGREDIENTS
Some of the best herbal oils and 

vinegars are made with just one or 
two ingredients. For example, garlic 
chili oil is outstanding in its simplicity 
and versatility. More complex com-
binations can be made using several 
traditional herbs and spices similar to 
your favorite dry seasoning blends. 
Sage, tarragon, rosemary, thyme, 
mint, lemon balm and dill make ex-
cellent stand-alone products. But add 
to that a touch of chili pepper, green 
onion and garlic and you very well 
might have a masterpiece.

Beginners should start with simple 
or traditional combinations of two 
or three herbs and branch out from 
there. A few examples include garlic, 
chili peppers and chives; cilantro, 
garlic and ginger; lemon balm, mint 
and cilantro; rosemary, marjoram and 
thyme, or onion, chili peppers and 
horseradish. All five of these basic 
combinations make fantastic and use-
ful herbal oils and vinegars that you 
will find yourself turning to often. If 
it makes it easier for you to relate to 
the vinegars and oils you will be mak-
ing and using, you can assign them a 
nationality or food category such as 
Mexican, Asian, Italian and so forth. 
This way, even the “sometime” cooks 
in your family will know which ver-
sion to use when preparing a meal.

Of course, it is possible to create 
very complex flavor combinations 
using exotic spices and other ingredi-
ents. Cloves, vanilla beans and flow-
ers such as rose and nasturtium all 
add their own touch of subtle flavor. 
Dried fruit such as raisins, dates, figs, 
apples and nectarines can be used to 
create savory-sweet treats, but avoid 
using fresh fruits as they tend to add 

too much water to the mixture to be 
shelf-stable. If it’s a sweet taste you’re 
looking for, adding a bit of sugar 
or honey to vinegar (but not oil) is 
completely acceptable. If you want 
to add a punch of sass to your herbal 
vinegars, try adding a small amount 
of fresh, but dry-fleshed vegetables 
such as turnips, horseradish, beets or 
radishes.  

MAKING HERBAL VINEGARS
The very first step when making 

herbal vinegar is to decide how it will 
be used and what you would like it 

to taste like. Based on that, select the 
herbs, spices and any other ingredi-
ents that you will need to achieve that 
flavor. Next, you will need to choose 
a type of vinegar that will enhance or 
harmonize with the herbs. Any kind 
of vinegar will work, but for everyday 
use I strongly suggest white balsamic, 
apple cider, red wine or rice wine 
vinegars. Of course, white distilled 
vinegar works just fine, too.

As previously mentioned, fresh in-
gredients should be rinsed and dried 
before adding them to the vinegar to 
avoid adding too much moisture to the 
medium.  Prepare your ingredients by 
mincing, crushing, grating or zesting 
them into small pieces. The smaller 
the pieces, the more essence they will 
release into the vinegar. Dry herbs can 
be wrapped in a coffee filter and tied 
with cotton string to make filtering the 
small particles out of the vinegar easier.

Place the prepared ingredients into 
a canning jar, packing them down 
lightly as needed. Once you’ve added 
your herbs, pour over them enough 
vinegar to cover the ingredients by at 

Making Aromatic Fruit Vinegar
Excerpted from The Artisanal Vinegar Maker’s 

Handbook by Bettina Malle & Helge Schmickl. Pub-
lished by Spikehorn Press; available at acresusa.com. 

Aromatic fruit vinegars are produced like herb 
vinegars. Fresh or frozen fruit can be used in the 
infusion. 

Basic recipe: Infuse 1 quart of vinegar with an 
acidity of at least 7 percent (because it is diluted by 
the fruit) with the amount of fruit given in individual 
recipes. 

Infusion time: Depending on fruit, two to eight weeks 
at about 64°F, preferably in the dark. Chop up larger fruits. In place of the 
fruit, you can use its juice. Alternatively, you can heat the fruit in a pan 
until the juice is just barely leaking out, but without browning the fruit, 
and add the juice to the vinegar.

Blueberries: Quantity: About 10.5 ounces (300 grams), fully ripe. Infu-
sion time: Four weeks. Wild blueberries or from a home garden are ideal.

Apples: Quantity: Four apples, sliced. Infusion time: Four to six weeks. 
Use flavorful apples with yellow or red skin and yellow flesh. The apples 
have the best flavor when overripe and already a little wrinkled.

Strawberries: Quantity: About 10.6 ounces (300 grams). Infusion time: 
Four to six weeks. Large and watery berries are less suitable. 

Pears: Quantity: Four or five pears. Infusion time: Four to six weeks. 
Depending on their size, cut them into small pieces. Be sure to use flavor-
ful pears.
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least 2 inches. Next, run a butter knife 
or narrow spatula down the sides of 
the jar to release any air bubbles that 
might be trapped by the herbs. Seal 
the jar tightly with a non-metallic lid. 
If the only lid available is made of 
metal, a heavy piece of food-grade 
plastic or waxed paper can be laid over 
the mouth of the jar before the lid is 
screwed on. Place the jar in a warm, 
sunny window for up to 14 days, or 
in the refrigerator for up to a month 
before straining. If the herbs float to 
the surface of the vinegar (and they 
almost certainly will), turn or shake 
the jar every day to ensure that all of 
the ingredients are being coated by the 
vinegar. If the ingredients do eventu-
ally sink to the bottom, you can leave 
the jar undisturbed until the end of the 
steeping period.

After a few days of steeping, taste 
the vinegar. If it seems weak, add a 
few more herbs. If it’s lacking some-
thing, go ahead and add it. It’s fine to 
let vinegar steep a bit longer, or to add 
new ingredients during the steeping 
period. Once the flavor is to your lik-
ing, strain it through a double, or even 
triple layer, of cheesecloth or similar 
contrivance, into a clean bowl or jar. 
Repeat as needed. 

Keep in mind that it is not necessary 
to remove every last particle of residue 
from the vinegar to make it safe to 
store. Think of it like pickling. Unless 
you have severely watered down the 
vinegar by using excessively wet ingre-

dients or adding water, the natural acid-
ity of the vinegar acts as a preservative 
and will keep a small amount of plant 
material or residue from fermenting or 
going rancid in storage. However, if 
you want perfectly clear vinegar, strain 
away! In fact, if you want the clearest 
product possible — perhaps for use as 
a gift — allow the mixture to settle for 
24 hours between each filtering. To 
finish off your herbal vinegar, pour it 
into a clean decorative wine or olive oil 
bottle, add one or two fresh herb sprigs 
for decoration and seal tightly. Wrap it 
up with a label and store it in a cool, 
dark place for up to one year.

MAKING HERBAL OILS
Preparing herbal oils is very much 

like making herbal vinegars, but with 
a few important exceptions. The first 
is that edible oils do not have the same 
natural preservative qualities as vin-
egar. This means that herbal oils will 
not support the use of a large quantity 
of “wet” and sometimes even “fresh” 
ingredients without going rancid or 
developing mold as they infuse or sit 
in storage — both of which are not only 
unpleasant, but potentially dangerous. 
The key to preventing spoilage in 
herbal oils is two-fold.  

First of all, fresh or raw herbs should 
be clean and completely dry to the 
touch. Succulent herbs such as mint, 
celery and onion should be wilted in 
the open on a double layer of paper 
toweling or a fine screen for at least 24 
hours prior to adding to the oil. This 
practice allows the leaves to release 
a large percentage of their natural 
moisture to the air instead of the oil. 
As an extra precaution, you might 
want to mince, chop, grate or zest fresh 
ingredients before setting them out to 
wilt. This will help release even more 
moisture from their cells. 

Avoid using any type of “wet” in-
gredient including, but not limited to, 
fruits and fleshy vegetables. Naturally 
dry roots and bulbs such as horserad-
ish, garlic and ginger are usually fine 
to use as is, but if they come directly 
from the garden you will want to finely 
mince or grate them and let them dry 
for 1-2 hours on paper towels first. 
Nuts and seeds can usually be used as 
is, but if you are unsure, you may wish 
to treat them the same as roots and 

The author’s herbal vinegars. 
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bulbs before adding to the oil. If you 
are unsure or uneasy, the best bet is 
to stick to pre-dried herbs and spices.

The second key to preventing spoil-
age in herbal oils is to select a natu-
rally stable oil such as organic olive 
or canola oil. Sesame and peanut oils 
have shorter shelf lives and should 
be used to make smaller batches of 
herbal oil. Herbal oils should only be 
infused for 7-10 days at temperatures 
below 80°F. However, if the weather 
or your house is cold while you are 
making herbal oil, you may actually 
need to warm the oil a bit to encour-
age the infusion process. I like to use 
a sunny, warm windowsill during the 
early spring or winter months, but if 
that isn’t enough, the oil can be very 
gently warmed once a day or once 
every other day by placing the jar in 
a double boiler and heating until just 
slightly warm to the touch. 

When making herbal oils, use the 
same basic tools and steps as de-
scribed for herbal vinegars. Prepare 
the ingredients and loosely pack them 
into a clean canning jar. Cover the 
ingredients by at least 2 inches and 
run a butter knife or narrow spatula 
down the sides of the jar to release air 

bubbles before sealing the jar with a 
tight-fitting lid. There is little concern 
of adverse reactions of oil to metal, 
but I still like to cover the mouth of 
the jar with plastic wrap before screw-
ing on the lid. 

Once the herbs have infused com-
pletely, the oil will have turned a 
vivid green or amber color. Strain the 
mixture through a double thickness 
of cheesecloth. After most of the oil 
has drained off, gather the cheese-
cloth into a bag and firmly twist and 
squeeze it to extract any excess oil 
from the herbs. Repeat this procedure 
until the oil is free of all debris. Let 
the oil rest for 24 hours, and without 
agitating the container, look closely at 
the surface of the oil. If you see a thin 
line of water on top of the oil, your 
ingredients were too wet and water 
has accumulated in the oil, which 
must be removed before the oil will 
be shelf-stable. If there is just a tiny 
bit of water, you might get by with 
refrigerating the oil, but it is best to 
remove it entirely. You can do this 
by gently dabbing the surface with 
absorbent toweling.  Repeat until the 
water no longer appears after a period 
of settling. 

Unlike vinegar, oils can easily turn 
rancid in storage if even a trace of or-
ganic matter is left in the oil. Once you 
feel confident that you’ve purified the 
oil and no trace of moisture or residue 
is present, funnel the oil into decora-
tive bottles and seal tightly. Unlike 
herbal vinegars, fresh sprigs of herbs 
should not be added to the finished 
product because they will eventually 
spoil. Most herbal oils do not need to 
be refrigerated if all traces of plant ma-
terial and water have been removed.

I hope you will try making your 
own herbal oils and vinegars. They 
are fast, easy and fun to make and 
will last well past the first fall frost and 
bring a punch of flavor to all your 
homemade dishes. 

Jill Henderson is an artist, author and organic gar-
dener. She is editor of Show Me Oz (showmeoz.
wordpress.com), a weekly blog featuring articles 
on gardening, seed saving, nature ecology, wild 
edible and medicinal plants and culinary herbs. 
She has written three books: The Healing Power 
of Kitchen Herbs, A Journey of Seasons: A Year 
in the Ozarks High Country and The Garden Seed 
Saving Guide.
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