





  

    [image: image]


  























HEALING
 Spices














HEALING
 Spices


How to Use 50 Everyday and Exotic Spices
 to Boost Health and Beat Disease


Bharat B. Aggarwal, PhD 
 with 
 Debora Yost










[image: 9781402776632_0004_001]























STERLING and the distinctive Sterling logo are 
 registered trademarks of Sterling Publishing Co., Inc.


10   9   8   7   6   5   4   3   2   1


Published by Sterling Publishing Co., Inc.
387 Park Avenue South, New York, NY 10016 
© 2011 by Bharat B. Aggarwal 
Distributed in Canada by Sterling Publishing 
c/o Canadian Manda Group, 165 Dufferin Street 
Toronto, Ontario, Canada M6K 3H6 
Distributed in the United Kingdom by GMC Distribution Services 
Castle Place, 166 High Street, Lewes, East Sussex, England BN7 1XU
 Distributed in Australia by Capricorn Link (Australia) Pty. Ltd.
P.O. Box 704, Windsor, NSW 2756, Australia


Edited and Packaged by Bill Gottlieb, Good For You Books


Printed in China 
 All rights reserved


Sterling ISBN 978-1-4027-7663-2


For information about custom editions, special sales, premium and 
corporate purchases, please contact Sterling Special Sales 
 Department at 800-805-5489 or specialsales@sterlingpublishing.com.





















DEDICATED TO


the Sages, Rishis, Scientists, Gurus, Acharyas, and my parents—
 whose wisdom continues to inspire me!














Acknowledgments


From Bharat Aggarwal, PhD:


I would like to thank Dr. Chitra Sundaram for her assistance in researching the medical literature on spices; Ms. Alamelu Vairavan, the co-author of Healthy South Indian Cooking, for her encouragement and for educating me how to cook with spices; my wife, Uma Aggarwal, for “Adding Spice to my Life”; and my two sons, Rishi and Manoj Aggarwal, for being supportive and team players. I would also like to thank my sister, Kamlesh Goyal, who is always adding new dimension to my thinking about spices and their benefits. Above all, I would like to thank the thousands of patients suffering from various chronic diseases who have expressed curiosity about the uses of spices. I would also like to thank McCormick Spices in the United States and Ottogi Corporation in Korea, two of the world’s biggest suppliers of spices, for contributing more to my knowledge of spices.




From Debora Yost:


With Dr. Aggarwal, I would like also like to thank Dr. Chitra Sundaram and Alamelu Vairavan. Also, thanks to my dear friends and superb cooks Nancy Wilson, Sharon Esterly, and John Lehman, for assisting us with some of the more challenging recipe creations. I offer a special thanks to friend and cook extraordinaire Susan Banfield, for taking me on fun-filled culinary adventures through the Indian and Asian marketplaces of North Jersey. I am forever grateful to my husband, Nick Yost, the spice of my life, for his patience during long hours of writing and for helping me explore the world of spice almost nightly as we taste-tested the recipes in this book. And last, but not least, I want to thank my former colleague at Rodale Books and longtime and cherished friend Bill Gottlieb, for his superb editing and his encouraging support. Thanks for bringing me into this book. As always, we made a great team.




From Bill Gottlieb:


Thanks to all the superb professionals who joined with Good For You Books in creating this book: Bharat Aggarwal, PhD, a world-class scientist devoted to the health and well-being of humankind; Dr. Aggarwal’s co-author, Debora Yost; the designer, Peter Holm, of Sterling Hill Productions; the illustrator, Michael Gallatly; the project manager and proofreader, Rose Young; the copyeditor, Megan Anderson; the photography editor, illustration researcher, and indexer, Denise Getz; and the literary agent, Chris Tomasino, of Tomasino Literary Agency. It was a pleasure and a privilege to have worked with such skilled individuals who—without ever meeting together face-to-face—formed such a creative and productive team. Thank you!














CONTENTS













Introduction: From My Laboratory to Your Kitchen










PART ONE [image: s1] The Healing Power of Spices




Ancient Medicines, New Discoveries:
The Proof Is Positive—Spices Can Heal








The Healing Spice Cabinet: From Mysterious to Mainstream—
How to Buy and Store the Healing Spices




PART TWO [image: s1] The Healing Spices


Ajowan: Nature’s Pharmacy


Allspice: An All-Around Healer


Almond: Heart Guard


Amchur: Mango with an Extra Pinch of Health


Aniseed: The Ultimate Digestif


Asafoetida: Fabled Flu-Fighter


Basil: The Garden of Youth


Bay Leaf: An Infusion of Antioxidants


Black Cumin Seed: The “Amazing” Cure-All


Black Pepper: The King of Spices


Caraway: After-Dinner Relief


Cardamom: The Stomach Sentinel


Celery Seed: First Aid for Gout


Chile: Red-Hot Healer


Cinnamon: Balancing Blood Sugar


Clove: Pain Relief’s Loyal Servant


Cocoa: How Sweet It Is!


Coconut: The Fat that Burns Calories


Coriander: Taming Tummy Troubles


Cumin: Keeping Diabetes Under Control


Curry Leaf: From Mother Nature’s Branch of Medicine


Fennel Seed: Calming Cramps and Colic


Fenugreek Seed: Defeating Diabetes


Galangal: Better Health, Courtesy of Thailand


Garlic: Strong Enough to Battle Heart Disease


Ginger: Quieting That Queasy Feeling


Horseradish: Potent Infection Fighter


Juniper Berry: The Natural Diuretic


Kokum: India’s Exotic Weight-Loss Wonder


Lemongrass: The Calming Spice


Marjoram: The Mediterranean Miracle


Mint: The Essence of Freshness


Mustard Seed: Faithful to Good Health


Nutmeg: A Sprinkle of Healing


Onion: Too Strong for Cancer


Oregano: Infection Protection


Parsley: Antioxidant Enhancer


Pomegranate: “A Pharmacy unto Itself”


Pumpkin Seed: Shielding the Prostate


Rosemary: Cancer Guard for the Grill


Saffron: Lifting Your Spirit


Sage: Improving Memory and Mood


Sesame Seed: Oiling Your Circulation


Star Anise: Beautiful and Healthful


Sun-Dried Tomato: Guardian of Men’s Health


Tamarind: A Beloved Folk Remedy


Thyme: Anti-Microbial, Pro-Health


Turmeric: Leading Crusader against Disease


Vanilla: Health in Your Dessert


Wasabi: Hot Ally against Cancer


PART THREE [image: s1] Special Spice Combos


Spice Mixes and Rubs from Around the World:
Easy Combos to Create Delicious Healing Dishes


Currying Flavor: The Secret to Creating Powders and Pastes


Hot and Healthy: Healing Tips from the World’s Warm Zones




PART FOUR [image: s1] Spices as Natural Medicines


From Arthritis to Ulcers, an A-to-Z Guide to the 
 Therapeutic Potential of the Healing Spices 




PART FIVE [image: s1] Resources


A Buyer’s Guide to the Healing Spices 


Index 














Introduction:


From My Laboratory to Your Kitchen


Spices have been in my life—in my diet, in my medicine cabinet, and in my thinking—since I was a youth growing up in Punjab in northern India. And now—as Professor of the Department of Experimental Therapeutics at the University of Texas M.D. Anderson Cancer Center—spices are the subject of many experiments in my laboratory, where my colleagues and I are discovering the molecular and biochemical secrets behind the therapeutic power of these ancient medicines, and conducting human studies to put those secrets to use in the battle against cancer.


When I was growing up in India, spices were the main medicines my family used for everyday healing, in keeping with the tradition of Ayurveda, India’s system of natural healing, which employs spices, herbs, and healthful lifestyle to prevent and treat disease.


But more than medicine, spices were, well, spices. Knowing how to creatively combine and cook with spices is part of family culture in India, a domestic art that comes naturally to us, as if it were a part of our DNA. It is a great honor in India to cook for guests—and it is a delight for the guests, since the best food in India is found in homes, not restaurants.


So you can imagine my culinary misery when, in 1973, after earning my master’s of science in biochemistry in India, I traveled to the University of Louisville to earn my PhD in biochemistry. It was impossible to find restaurants that served spicy vegetarian foods or markets that sold the spices I craved! Well, a professor had told me about Berkeley, California, a much more “liberal” environment where one could find just about anything—including other vegetarians and exotic spices. In no time, I was on a Greyhound bus heading to California and enrollment at the University of California, Berkeley, where I eventually earned my PhD. And, indeed, Berkeley was America’s promised land of spices: I was able to find the foods and spices to recreate the vegetarian way of life I had always known and loved.


My first real job after graduating from Berkeley was a gem. I was hired by Genentech—one of the first companies specializing in genetic engineering—to find gene-based treatments for cancer. During my nine fascinating years at Genentech, I made some important scientific discoveries, including isolating tumor necrosis factor (TNF), a Jeckyl-and-Hyde protein that is critical for regulating the immune system but also plays a role in triggering the inflammation underlying cancer and many other chronic diseases.


And as I worked at Genentech—a pharmaceutical company where there wasn’t any interest in investigating spices as a treatment for disease—my fragrant friends were never far from my mind (or my meals!).


I recalled the brilliant yellow powder called turmeric that my mother used daily in virtually every meal. She’d also sprinkle it on a cut when I fell and hurt myself. Or put it on my forehead when I had a fever. If I was nauseous, she gave me ginger to make me feel better. If I couldn’t sleep, she gave me coriander in warm milk. On sweltering summer days, she made our family a refreshing drink out of kokum, an Indian spice that would cool us off as instantly and magically as if we were all standing under a waterfall. (You’ll find the recipe 	BrownSol Kadhi.) It seemed like almost every spice in our giant spice cabinet was a food and a medicine.


And the spices that were used as folk remedies by my mother were also part of the materia medica of the ancient medical texts of India, China, and Tibet. I often wondered: Just how potent are these spices? Could curcumin, the active ingredient in turmeric, or garcinol, the active ingredient in kokum, be powerful enough to help slow or stop tumor growth? (I later discovered that the answer to both of these questions is yes.)


My twin interests in unraveling the biochemical secrets of cancer’s lethal intrusion and researching the healing power of spices led me in 1989 to Houston and the Department of Experimental Therapeutics at the University of Texas M.D. Anderson Cancer Center.


There, during the 1990s, I discovered that curcumin is active against cancer. One experiment after another led to a greater understanding of its potential. Yes, it is capable of attacking breast cancer . . . colon cancer . . . and pancreatic cancer. And now the positive results of this research are being tested in clinical studies with cancer patients.


At first, my experiments on “traditional folk medicine” didn’t get much attention at the highly conventional M.D. Anderson. When I first mentioned to an oncologist that a compound in an ordinary Indian spice had anti-cancer properties that I’d never seen in any other substance, I was politely shooed out of his office.


A few months later, however, I attended a conference in India with John Mendelsohn, MD, president of M.D. Anderson and one of the most influential oncologists in the United States. While there, he attended my presentation on the healing potential of curcumin and then talked to me afterward. “I had no idea that the science behind your results was so solid,” he said. We talked more on the long flight home. By the time we returned to Houston, he had decided he wanted to launch human studies on curcumin and cancer.


Today, dozens of human studies on curcumin have been completed, and many more are underway. Research shows that curcumin may help treat a range of health problems, including heart disease, Alzheimer’s disease, arthritis, prostate problems, inflammatory bowel disease, psoriasis, and, of course, various cancers, including colorectal, breast, pancreatic, bladder, oral, cervical, and stomach.


Discovering the tremendous healing capacity of turmeric and curcumin got me hooked on investigating spices in my laboratory. We moved on to experiments with many other spices and their compounds: the garcinol in kokum, the zerumbone in ginger, the ursolic acid in oregano, the quercetin in onions, the capsaicin in red chile, the ellagitannins in pomegranate, to name a few. And one by one, we found, yes, spices and their compounds are powerful healers.


Back in 1995, when I started investigating turmeric, there were less than 50 published scientific studies on the healing potential of spices. Today, there are thousands. Worldwide, researchers have linked culinary spices to the prevention and treatment of more than 150 health problems. Spices, they have found, contain compounds that fight oxidation and inflammation, the two processes underlying most chronic diseases. And studies that analyze dietary patterns and disease—so-called population or epidemiological studies—have linked high spice intake to low rates of chronic disease.


These studies haven’t escaped the attention of the FDA and National Institutes of Health (NIH)—but our government isn’t acting fast enough to inform the public that the typical American diet is sorely lacking in spices. They aren’t even mentioned in the USDA’s food pyramid! That’s why I wrote this book.


Simply including more vegetables, fruits, and other whole foods in your diet can’t win the fight against disease, because the real secret to preventing disease and prolonging life is a diet rich in whole foods and spices. And spices—by the pinch and the teaspoon—may be more important than the foods they flavor! Open a bottle of oregano or fry fenugreek in a pan—that powerful, intoxicating aroma is the scent of health and healing!


Although many Americans have become more interested in spicy cuisine (attested to by the many ethnic restaurants in the US), most don’t take full advantage of the wonderful world of spices, either for their culinary appeal or their healing potential. The main reason, I believe, is that Americans aren’t taught how to use them to their full capacity.


It doesn’t have to be that way.


Healing Spices finally gives spices their much-deserved attention. It is the first book to present in everyday language the scientific facts about the curative power of spices. And it gives you everything you need to know to put more of those spices into your diet.


I cook with spices every day. Turmeric, red and green chile, coriander, cumin, ajowan, amchur, green and brown cardamom, cinnamon, clove, onion, garlic, and ginger—every one of them is in my daily diet. And they can be in yours, too—cooking with spices is a skill you’ll develop quite easily, with the information and instructions in this book. And once you do, you’ll add new and delicious flavors to your diet.


Please, don’t go another day without adding spice to your life. Do you want to prevent heart disease, type 2 diabetes, Alzheimer’s, and cancer? (Who doesn’t?) Well, add more garlic, cinnamon, and turmeric to your meals. And don’t forget the other 47 spices discussed in this book!


The spice trade—in pepper, clove, cinnamon, and other spices considered as precious as gold—has fueled the world’s economy from ancient times, with nation battling nation for control of spices and the spice routes that brought them to market. My hope is that this book will help open up a new (and far more peaceful!) “spice route”—the one from the market to your kitchen to your mealtime table.


I’d like to close with a quote attributed to Charlemagne, the eighth-century king, conqueror, and spice lover, which sums up my feelings about healing spices: “Spices, the friend of physicians and the pride of cooks.”


May spices be the friend of your health and the pride of your kitchen!




Bharat B. Aggarwal, PhD
 January 2011
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Ancient Medicines, New Discoveries


The Proof Is Positive—Spices Can Heal


Spices


Wars were fought over them, kingdoms were lost because of them, and new lands were discovered in search of them. In ancient times and for centuries to follow, spices were often more precious than gold.


But before they were money, spices were medicines. Turmeric, cloves, cinnamon, coriander, ginger, and black peppercorns—healers all—are among the oldest spices, with their use dating back to the world’s first civilizations. Sanskrit writings from the India of 3,000 years ago describe the varied therapeutic uses of spices, and ancient medical texts from China are filled with remedies using spices for hundreds of ailments.


Spices Throughout History


Spices originated in India, Indonesia, and other parts of south and southeast Asia and—as anciently as 2600 BCE—were imported from Asia to the countries of the eastern Mediterranean, such as Syria and Egypt.


The Egyptians revered spices—literally—using cinnamon and cassia for mummification, and putting them in the tombs of pharaohs as a necessary accompaniment in the afterlife.


The Romans saw spices as the ultimate luxury item. They perfumed palaces and temples with them. At banquets, heaps of spices were on display to enthrall guests, and were used to flavor foods and wines. Even legionnaires headed off to battle wearing spice-scented perfumes. In the first century, Roman officials were outraged when the Emperor Nero burned a year’s worth of precious cinnamon on his wife’s funeral bier. In the fifth century, the raiding Visigoths agreed to call off their siege of Rome for a bounty of gold, silver—and pepper.


In the 8th to the 15th centuries, the spice trade was controlled by the Republic of Venice, which became fabulously wealthy as a result—with Arabs playing the role of middlemen, zealously guarding the secret sources of most spices, to keep demand and prices high. In the late 15th century, Portugal and Spain sought to break that monopoly—and the sea voyage of Christopher Columbus, looking for a new Western route to the “Spice Islands,” inadvertently “discovered” the Americas.


As Columbus sailed west, others sailed east. Over the following centuries, the Spanish, Portuguese, Dutch, French, and British colonized the countries that were the source of spices. By the 17th century, the spice-trading Dutch East India Company was the richest corporation in the world, with 50,000 employees, 30,000 soldiers, and 200 ships. Spices, says an article in The Economist, are the “world economy’s oldest, deepest, most aromatic roots.”


By the 18th century, spices were grown around the world and in large quantities—and spices had become one among many commodities in world trade.


In the 21st century the dramatic history of spices is repeating itself—in terms of scientific exploration. Modern medical and nutritional researchers are discovering unimaginable riches of health in the spices that have been such an integral part of human history.


The Jewels of the Plant Kingdom


Spices contain an abundance of phytonutrients, plant compounds that bestow health and promote healing in a variety of ways. Most of them are powerful antioxidants that control and disarm the reactive oxygen species (also known as “free radicals”) that can damage cells, causing illness and aging. Phytonutrients are also anti-inflammatory—and chronic, low-grade inflammation has been linked to the development of many of our most debilitating and deadly health problems, such as cardiovascular disease, cancer, type 2 diabetes, and Alzheimer’s disease. Spices also derive their healing power from their large concentration of volatile oils, the compounds that supply their pungent aromas. (Volatile, a word used by chemists, means a rapidly evaporating oil that doesn’t leave a stain and that smells like the plant it’s from.)


Epidemiological studies that explore the link between diet and health show that populations eating a diet rich in spices have lower rates of certain diseases. The United States, for instance, has three times the rate of colon cancer as India, which is well known for its spicy cuisine. India also has one of the world’s lowest rates of Alzheimer’s disease. Greece, well known for a healthy diet rich in garlic, onions, rosemary, and marjoram, enjoys a low rate of heart disease. Spain, the country that consumes the most saffron, has low levels of the “bad” LDL cholesterol that clogs arteries and increases the risk of heart disease.


But, you might ask, can’t you get all of those phytonutrients from fruits and vegetables? Quite simply, no. Spices contain many unique phytonutrients. Here are just a few examples:




•Curcumin has potent anti-cancer properties, and studies show it can fight dozens of other diseases. Its only source: the spice turmeric.


• Thymoquinone, a powerful immune booster, is found only in the Indian spice black cumin.


• Piperine, the compound that makes you sneeze when you eat black pepper, protects brain cells and has a dozen other healing actions.


• Carbazole alkaloids, which fight type 2 diabetes, colon cancer, and Alzheimer’s disease, are found only in curry leaf, an Indian spice.


• Galangal acetate, which eases arthritis, is found only in galangal, an Asian spice.


• Diosgenin, found in fenugreek, can douse inflammation and kill cancer cells.


• Anethole, found in both anise and fennel, relaxes menstrual cramps and can quiet a colicky baby.


• Eugenol, which gives clove its distinctive aroma, is a powerful natural painkiller.


• Rosemarinic acid makes rosemary one of the most powerful antioxidants on earth.


• Gingerol, a compound in ginger, tames nausea.


• Hydroxycitric acid, abundant in the Indian spice kokum, powerfully inhibits appetite (and is already a leading ingredient in many weight-loss formulas).


• Capsaicin, found only in chiles, can help relieve the symptoms of arthritis and psoriasis.




As you’ll read in Healing Spices, these and other compounds have many different mechanisms of action, along with their antioxidant and anti-inflammatory powers. Many spices are powerful battlers of microbes—bacteria, viruses, and fungi. They limit the release of histamine, the biochemical that causes allergic symptoms. They strengthen the disease-fighting immune system. They regulate blood sugar and insulin levels, preventing or treating diabetes. They calm nerves, easing anxiety and pain. They boost metabolism, burning calories. They play hormone-like roles, balancing, strengthening, and regenerating the body. They relax the muscles of the digestive tract, relieving intestinal ills. With all these abilities and more, they can even slow aging.


How to Use This Book


You can gain the health benefits I just mentioned by eating plenty of spices. How do you do that? Read and use this book!


Healing Spices is a voyage to a wondrous new world of spices, in which you’ll discover important and useful knowledge to improve your health—while experiencing an unforgettable culinary and sensory adventure along the way! Even if spices are totally foreign to you, I promise that by the time you finish this book, you’ll feel like an old hand.


Just promise me one thing: Don’t be intimidated by spices that are unfamiliar to you, or by what appears to be a lot of spices in a recipe. First, these spices may not be as foreign as you think. (I’ll say more about that in a moment.) And the fact that a recipe contains a lot of spices doesn’t necessarily mean the recipe is hard to make, time-consuming, or fiery-hot. I know that once you’ve read the entry on any one of the 50 healing spices in this book, all the foreboding and confusion you may have felt about what to do with that spice will have vanished. You’ll feel just as confident shaking a little galangal or star anise into a stir-fry as you are sprinkling it with salt and pepper!


This book walks you through each of those 50 healing spices in what I hope is an entertaining and easy-to-follow format. To benefit from Healing Spices, you don’t have to read this book from the first page to the last. Each spice entry (and chapter) is complete in itself. You may want to start reading about the spices that:






• interest you the most,


• help you manage a health problem you have,


• help guard against a health problem you want to avoid,


• are a part of your favorite ethnic cuisine,


• or simply pique your curiosity.




I just have one suggestion before you get started. Read the next chapter—“The Healing Spice Cabinet”—first. It offers the basics on buying spices and working with them in the kitchen. Contrary to what you may think, putting more spice in your life doesn’t require a big investment or special tools. (Yes, you will need a tool to grind spices, but chances are you already have a suitable appliance that will do the job.)


Once you’ve read Part I—this chapter and the next—it’s time for Part II, the 50 chapters that feature each of the healing spices. I’ve organized them all similarly for ease of use. In each chapter, you’ll find sections on:


The healing potential of each spice. I put a spice in this book only if there is intriguing or established science showing the spice may help prevent or heal specific conditions and diseases. That science is presented in everyday language—in fact, you might find yourself actually enjoying reading about scientific studies! For quick reference, all of the health conditions potentially affected by each spice are highlighted in a box in the chapter.


Getting to know the spice. I offer the most interesting highlights into each spice’s medicinal and culinary history. You may be surprised to discover that a spice you swear you’ve never tasted is actually a key ingredient in some of your favorite ethnic dishes. Did you know, for example, that galangal is to Thai dishes what garlic is to Italian food? It’s practically in everything Thai. Did you know that authentic Mexican cooks are just as passionate about putting cocoa in a sauce or savory dish as they are about chiles? That’s why I say the spices you may think are “foreign” to you are probably already in foods you enjoy.


How to buy the spice. You’ll get specific advice on making the best purchase—the best form in which to buy a spice in order to derive the most flavor, the country reputed to be the exporter of the most flavorful variety of the spice, where you can buy the best (sometimes for less), how a particular spice should smell, and even how to examine a spice for flaws and age. You’ll also learn how to store a spice for maximum lifespan.


In the kitchen with the spice. This section provides great culinary advice for each spice. It removes all the mystery (but not the magic) from using the spice in cooking, offering specific suggestions on creatively using it to enhance your meals, so you can enjoy the spice’s health- giving benefits. It also offers a list of other spices that are good complements, and dishes where the spice shines—indispensable information for creating your own recipes.


A recipe showcasing the spice. For each spice, you’ll find a recipe that showcases its special flavor. All the recipes were developed and tested just for this book. Many of the recipes selected are classics, such as: Chicken Oreganata (featuring oregano, of course); Spain’s romescu sauce, a tomato-based sauce thickened with pulverized almonds, which is featured in Prawns with Almond Hot Pepper Sauce; or Hungarian Goulash, which wouldn’t be authentic without caraway. There are also sparkling originals, such as Roasted Tomato Soup with Fennel and Mint, Pears Poached in Port and Star Anise, and Shellfish in Saffron Broth.


That’s what you’ll find in the spice-by-spice chapters of Part II. The next part of the book—Part III—gives you even more ideas on how to use many of those spices.


Part III, “Special Spice Combos,” is a unique cooking lesson on how to maximize your use of spices, by teaching you about my favorite style of cooking—curry. That’s right, curry is neither a spice nor a dish. It is a method of cooking, using a variety of spices to produce unique mouth-watering aromas.


I also offer curry spice mixes and pastes from the world’s most famous curry-making nations so you can duplicate the tastes on your own. Plus, I offer more than two dozen spice mixes—also among the world’s most famous—that you can make ahead, so you can whip up a spice delight with the least amount of effort. I also offer suggestions on the best ways to use these mixes.


Part IV, “Spices as Natural Medicines,” is a condition-by-condition reference guide that lists all the spices that have been scientifically shown to have preventive or healing potential for each one of more than 150 health conditions, from acne, arthritis, and anxiety to stroke, ulcers, and wrinkles. In cases where a scientific study successfully tested a therapeutic dosage, that amount is included.


Part V, “Resources,” is a buyer’s guide that eliminates the legwork in finding some of the more hard-to-find healing spices. Out of the 50 spices in this book, perhaps a dozen aren’t likely to be available in even the best stocked grocery store. No problem! Thanks to the Internet, even the most exotic spice is just a click away. By using this guide, all the spices in this book can be in your kitchen nearly overnight. (My recipe testers had no problem getting them and none live in a big city.)


That’s how to use this book. I know I don’t have to explain why—spices are an incredibly tasty and healing addition to a healthy, healing lifestyle. Enjoy!



What Is a Spice?


Think of coal becoming a diamond. Think of the 0/1 of bytes blossoming into the images you see on the computer screen. Think of a tablespoon of cocoa powder transforming an ordinary glass of milk into a delicious treat. Think of anything concentrated—a distillate of the original—that delivers a bounty of whatever the original contained, plus its own unique (and often more delightful) qualities.


That’s a spice.


A spice is edible, aromatic, and dried, and it comes from a plant’s root, bark, stem, bud, leaves, flower, fruit, or seed. Spices come in a veritable rainbow of rich hues—brilliant reds, oranges, browns, greens, blacks, and whites. Unlike herbs, all spices are edible.


A spice is not an herb. Herbs are usually leaves, and they’re not always edible. For example, cilantro (the herb) is the fresh leaves of a plant; coriander (the spice) is the dried seed of the same plant. When leaves are dried, they become a spice.


(Like all definitions, however, the definition of a spice is not so, well, cut-and-dried. In this book, I’ve included a few spices that don’t exactly fit the above definition of a spice, but which are widely used to spice foods. Onion is one example. Lemongrass—a leaf that is used fresh rather than dried—is another. But for the most part, the definition above is the best way to understand what a spice is and what it isn’t.)

















The Healing Spice Cabinet


From Mysterious to Mainstream—How to Buy and Store the Healing Spices


Imagine an ice cream sundae without vanilla, pesto without basil, salsa without chile, or paella without saffron. You can’t, because the spice defines everything about the dish—its taste, texture, and aroma, how it is made, and how it is remembered. Eating would be just about joyless if it weren’t for spices—and the best cooks know it. Case in point:


Several years ago, researchers from Cornell University examined more than 4,500 recipes from nearly 100 cookbooks. They found that 93 percent included at least one spice, with the ingredient lists averaging four. That average, however, is considered a minimum in the cuisines popular for their unique and intense flavors, such as Indian, Indonesian, and Thai. Compared to those cuisines, the typical American diet is bland.
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IN A SURVEY OF COOKBOOKS BY FOOD SCIENTISTS, 93 PERCENT OF RECIPES CONTAINED AT LEAST ONE SPICE; THE AVERAGE WAS FOUR.
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It’s not that Americans aren’t fond of exotic food. The proliferation of restaurants featuring these and other ethnic cuisines across the United States attests to the growing American interest in spicy fare. So why aren’t Americans enjoying more spicy food at home?


They’re intimidated! Most of the spices from nations with spicy cuisines are unfamiliar to American palates. Many of them, such as galangal, asafoetida, and black cumin (to name a few), aren’t available in typical supermarkets—in fact, it’s possible you may never have heard of them! Plus, a long list of spices in a recipe makes a dish seem complicated and expensive.


But enjoying spices at home doesn’t have to be intimidating—or complicated, or expensive. The secret to feeling comfortable with spices is understanding them—how to buy them, use them, and combine them in ways that quickly transform a bland recipe into a flavor to savor. This book not only offers hundreds of reasons for spicing up your life to help improve health and avoid illness—it also gives you hundreds of ideas for doing it in a very tasty way.


But first, you need to know the basics.


Spices in Cooking and Eating


Contrary to popular belief, spice is not a synonym for hot. In fact, most spices do not add fiery flavor to food. Rather, spices are aromatic, which serves several culinary purposes. Spices:




• give food a pleasant, mouthwatering aroma that stimulates the appetite and increases the enjoyment of food.


• blend into new and pleasing taste sensations.


• impart a characteristic flavor, be it sweet, sour, tangy, or hot.


• serve as a natural tenderizer for tough but economical meats.


• add body and texture to a dish, with some acting as thickeners and binders for sauces.


• color a dish, making it appetizing to look at.


• assist the digestive process.




All spices perform several of these tasks. Turmeric and saffron, for example, add both brilliant color and aroma to food. Coriander acts as a thickener, while also giving a dish a nutty flavor. Ginger enlivens taste and aids digestion.


However, sniff any raw spice and you’ll detect little, if any, aroma. That’s because, with few exceptions, spices are just like any other food—something to cook. Most raw spices are dried organic matter—roots, bark, leaves, dried fruit, and the seeds of shrubs and trees. Those raw items are difficult to digest and may leave you with an upset stomach if you try.


In India, where highly spiced foods are a cherished way of life, cooks typically add spices to hot oil at the beginning of food preparation, just before adding other ingredients. This releases the spices’ volatile oils, which flood the senses with heady aromas. Spices are again added at the end of cooking. As you read about how to cook with spices (in the culinary sections that accompany each of the 50 healing spices discussed in Part II and in Part III, which is devoted to spice cuisines), you’ll develop a sure sense for how to add spices to your at-home meals. And you’ll discover that cooking with the healing spices is easy. So is the first step: obtaining them.


Finding Spices


All the healing spices are easy to obtain, although it may take some ingenuity to find some of them, depending on where you live. You’ll discover that they needn’t be expensive, either.


Half of all Americans live within 50 miles of a major city that includes large Asian, Indian, and Latin populations, and most of these cities have at least one Asian, Indian, and Latin grocery store. Those stores are where you’ll find some of the more unusual healing spices, such as amchur, cardamom, kokum, galangal, and tamarind. You can find these markets by looking in the phone book or on the Internet, as they generally do not advertise. (And Oriental sections of national and regional supermarkets continue to get more expansive, with many spices that you couldn’t find a few years ago—such as fenugreek, lemongrass, star anise, and wasabi—appearing on shelves.)


Many of these markets, particularly the Indian markets, sell spices in bulk, packaged in tins or plastic bags of 14 ounces or more. (Spices purchased in bulk keep best if you remove them from their plastic wrapping and store them in airtight glass containers.) The cost of buying bulk is much less than buying 2.5-ounce bottles of the same spice in a large chain supermarket. Or you can share the cost, splitting the bulk purchase with family or friends.


There are also many spice retailers that sell through the Internet. But compare prices, as spices bought via the Internet are generally more costly than those from a local market. You’ll find a helpful list of Internet spice retailers in the “Buyer’s Guide”.


Purchasing and Storing Spices


Spices are typically sold in one- or two-ounce tins or glass containers. Spices sold in bulk generally come in plastic. (Stay away from cardboard packaging, which doesn’t preserve freshness.) As mentioned earlier, if the spice isn’t sold in tin or glass, it’s best to transfer it as soon as you get home into an airtight tin or glass container in order to preserve freshness.


You can purchase spices fresh, dried, whole, cracked, coarsely ground, and finely ground. (You’ll learn about how to buy the individual spices featured in this book under the entry for each spice in Part II.) But you’ll get the most aromatic pleasure out of your spices if you buy them whole and grind them yourself. That’s because whole spices start to “leak” aroma and flavor as soon as they are ground. This is why whole spices have very little, if any, aroma until they are ground.


If you grind your spices, store them in small spice jars that you can purchase at many discount stores, supermarkets, major retailers that sell kitchen equipment, or Internet sites that sell spices.


Store all spices in a cool, dark place. Heat, moisture, and direct sunlight accelerate the loss of flavor and can break down the aromatic chemical components. Ideally, store spices at a temperature between 50° and 60°F. High temperatures can cause spices to cake or harden, and change or lose color.


When using spices, don’t let them sit around the stove. Tightly close the container immediately after its use and return it to its cool storage space as soon as possible.


Under ideal conditions, ground spices will keep for about a year and whole spices for two or three years.


Old spices lose flavor and healing power. If a spice in your pantry is past its prime, throw it out. You can test ground spices by opening a bottle and holding it up to your nose—if there is little aroma, toss it. To test whole spices, rub them lightly between your fingers. If they are still fresh, they will release a little volatile oil that you can feel and smell.


Spice Equipment


Cooking with the healing spices requires only a few pieces of equipment.


Mortar and pestle. This common device is essential for crushing spices in small amounts—a teaspoon or less. Chances are you already own one. Make sure the pestle fits snuggly in the mortar. If not, it will make crushing and grinding more difficult. The best mortar and pestles are marble. (Those made of wood retain the aroma of volatile oils, creating an unwanted addition to the aroma of other spices.)


An alternative to a mortar and pestle is a rolling pin—put the spice between two pieces of wax paper and crush it by rolling over it repeatedly with the pin.


Spice grinder. Grinding more than a tiny amount of spice requires an assist from electric power. There are three kinds of appliances suited to the job: a spice grinder, a coffee grinder, or a hand-held mini food processor. You’ll get spices ground to a smooth powder in seconds, compared to the task of doing it by hand with a traditional mortar and pestle. And no skill is involved. Just drop the spice in and turn on the appliance. (Make sure to follow the manufacturer’s directions.) If you start to detect an odor in the appliance after several uses, grinding sugar or rice should make it disappear.


Small heavy skillet. You will need this for dry roasting, a technique required before grinding many whole spices and seeds. (See below.) The best kind is an old-fashioned, treated cast iron skillet. Not only does it work the best, it’s also inexpensive compared to many of today’s top-of-the-line pots and pans. A smaller pan is ideal for cooks preparing spices at home.


Roasting Spices


Most (but not all) whole spices benefit from a light, dry roasting before grinding. It’s important that you do this properly. The goal is to brown them without burning them. If it’s your first try, be prepared to lose a batch or two.


To begin, heat a small heavy frying pan (preferably one made of cast iron) over medium heat until it gets nice and hot, about two minutes. Add the spices. Grab the handle (make sure to use an oven mitt or potholder, as the handle gets very hot) and shake the spices around. At the same time, stir the spices continuously with a wooden spoon so they don’t burn. For the first minute or two while the spices are losing their moisture, nothing will happen. As they continue to fry, they will start to smoke. Your nose will sense the fragrance as they start to release their aroma. Continue to fry until they are a deep brown. If they are cooking too fast, turn down the heat. Transfer the spices to a clean plate to cool before grinding.


Spices are generally roasted individually, even if you are making a blend, as they don’t brown at the same rate.


The whole process can take anywhere from a few to 10 minutes. The time element depends on the type of spice you are roasting, the amount of spice, and the size of the pan. The larger the pan, the faster the spices will brown.


You’ll get plenty of practice in roasting spices when you learn how to make healing spice blends in Part III.


Spices are beautiful to behold, pleasing to smell, and memorable to taste. The spice-by-spice chapters in Part II allow you to explore them one by one, for great health and exquisite flavors.























PART TWO 

The Healing Spices
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AJOWAN Nature’s Pharmacy




Ajowan (pronounced aj’o-wen) is a spice that’s popular in India—where it’s prized not only for its ability to add zest to curries and aroma to breads and biscuits, but also for its power to cure everyday ills. Many Indians are more likely to drink a little omam water—ajowan seeds steeped in warm distilled water—than to take an aspirin for a headache, cough medicine for a cold, an antacid for heartburn, or an antihistamine for allergies. And this folk remedy is now getting its scientific due: researchers have identified more than two dozen medicinally active compounds in the tiny crescent-shaped seeds. One of them is as strong as morphine.


Natural Pain Relief


When you chew on raw ajowan seeds, your mouth fills with a hot, bitter flavor that is so intense it momentarily numbs the tongue a bit. (In the kitchen, ajowan is always cooked, which takes the sting away.) That’s the thymol in ajowan—which can numb pain as well.


In a study by researchers in Iran (where ajowan is a folk remedy for headaches and arthritis), the pain-numbing power of ajowan was compared to morphine in laboratory animals—and ajowan was just as effective! “The present study supports the claims of traditional Iranian medicine showing the Carum copticum [ajowan] extract possesses a clear-cut analgesic [pain-relieving] effect,” write the researchers in the Journal of Ethnopharmacology.


The Secret Ingredient: Choline


Omam water is used as a home remedy for a variety of gastrointestinal ills: easing heartburn, relieving belching and bloating, reducing flatulence, and stopping diarrhea. In one experiment, researchers studied four different omam water solutions (whole seeds soaked in cold water, a warm infusion made with whole seeds, an extract of the powdered seeds soaked in cold water, and roasted seeds steeped in hot water) to find out which worked best and why.


When they gave each of the four preparations to laboratory animals, they discovered that all four helped heal the digestive tract, probably because of the presence of choline, a nutrient that aids the brain in sending healing messages to the body. But the roasted seeds had the greatest effect on GI health. When the scientists analyzed the seeds, they found acetylcholine, a chemical that controls involuntary muscles, like those that line the gut. Other researchers say the presence of acetylcholine may explain why ajowan so successfully soothes an ailing digestive tract.


An All-Purpose Healer


Asthma, high blood pressure, coughing, bacterial infections—ajowan has been used as a folk remedy for all of them. Researchers are supporting its healing reputation with new scientific evidence:


Asthma. Researchers gave a boiled extract of ajowan to people with asthma. Another group of asthmatics received theophylline, a bronchodilator that expands the airways. Every 30 minutes for two hours, the researchers measured lung function. The extract improved breathing ability by up to 32 percent—similar to the drug. Ajowan is comparable to theophylline in opening asthmatic airways, concluded the researchers in the journal Therapie.


High blood pressure. Ajowan had the same effect as the calcium channel blocker verapamil (Calan) in decreasing the blood pressure of laboratory animals. The researchers said that acetylcholine probably played a role in the pressure-lowering effect of the spice.


Cough. Iranian researchers found that ajowan works more effectively than codeine in suppressing a cough in laboratory animals. The probable reason: once again it’s the acetylcholine, calming the contractions that result in coughing.


Bacterial infection. Researchers in India found that ajowan disarmed eight strains of infection-causing bacteria. And in a test of 54 herbs against drug-resistant Salmonella bacteria, ajowan was one of those that could kill the germ.


Getting to Know Ajowan


Ajowan (which also goes by the names carom seeds and ajwain) is a stranger to most American kitchen cabinets but not to American medicine cabinets, where one or more of its active ingredients are used in cough medicines and lozenges. Thymol, its essential oil, is found in toothpaste and mouthwash. And components of the spice are also used to maintain the shelf life of packaged foods and perfumes. Ajowan is a cherished spice not only in the cuisine of India, but also in those of Iran, Pakistan,
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AJOWAN IS AN INGREDIENT IN MANY PERFUMES.
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Afghanistan, and North Africa. It has a natural affinity for starchy foods, and is used to perk up the flavor in dishes featuring root vegetables and legumes. In India, it’s an essential ingredient in lentil dishes, both for its taste and for its ability to improve digestion and prevent flatulence.


When dining in an Indian restaurant, you might find it in an appetizer fritter called pakora or a filled dumpling called samosa. It’s popular in Indian baked goods, and is found in a wafer-thin Indian flat bread called pappadam and in the puffed, pastry-like fried bread paratha. In Afghanistan, ajowan is used in breads and pastries. It’s also a key ingredient in the Ethiopian spice blend berbere, which is used to flavor vegetable dishes and meat stews.











 


Ajowan may help prevent and/or treat:


Allergies


Asthma


Cough


Diarrhea


Flatulence


High blood


pressure


(hypertension)


Infection


Pain




___________________________________


Ajowan pairs well with these spices:


Chile


Coriander


Garlic


Ginger


Oregano


Marjoram


Mustard seed


Turmeric




and complements recipes featuring:


Apples


Breads


Fish curries


Legumes


Pancakes


Root vegetables


Savory pastries


Vegetarian entrees




___________________________________


Other recipes containing ajowan:


Chaat Masala


 







How to Buy Ajowan


Ajowan is inexpensive but somewhat hard to find. It’s available in Indian markets and some specialty spice shops. Use the “Buyer’s Guide” to find it on the Internet.


The small seeds (the size of celery seeds) are always sold whole, as they are rarely used in ground form. Look for seeds that are light brown, uniform in color, and free of extraneous debris. The freshest seeds will have an herbal aroma. If stored in an airtight container away from heat and moisture, they will keep for two years or more.



Ajowan Parathas


Parathas are Indian pan-fried flatbreads that are often served as an accompaniment to a main meal. They are usually eaten with yogurt and pickles.




2 cups whole wheat flour


1 teaspoon salt


3 teaspoons ajowan seeds


1 teaspoon turmeric


½ teaspoon chili powder


Warm water


½ cup ghee or vegetable oil




1. Put the flour, salt, ajowan seeds, turmeric, and chili powder in a large mixing bowl. Combine thoroughly.


2. Make a well in the center of the flour and add a little water, about 2 tablespoons, and start mixing. Keep adding a little warm water until the mixture starts to get lumpy. Add and mix until you get medium-firm dough.


3. Put the dough on a floured surface and knead back and forth, turning, until the dough is nice and smooth, about 10 minutes. As you knead, the ajowan seeds will release their oils and aroma. Set the dough aside, covered with a clean kitchen towel, for 30 minutes.


4. Put a little flour on your hands and start to form the parathas by rolling into balls about the size of a golf ball. Make sure they are smooth with no cracks.


5. Lightly flour a rolling pin and roll out the parathas to the size of a crepe. You can stack them by separating them with a piece of waxed paper until ready to use.


6. Heat a heavy skillet or a griddle over medium-high heat and add enough oil to coat. When the oil is hot, add as many parathas as will easily fit without touching. When the dough starts to bubble, turn the parathas. Heat for about 30 seconds, cover the surface with a little oil, and turn again. Continue this process until both sides are crisp and golden brown. Transfer to a warm oven until you’re finished with the batch.




Makes about 1 dozen.
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The small ajowan 
plant is similar to parsley.


In the Kitchen with Ajowan


Ajowan has a strong thyme and anise-like flavor—and a little goes a long way. The spice always must be cooked to take away the numbing impact of the raw seeds. The longer it cooks, the mellower it gets. To enhance the flavor, first fry it in a little oil until it deepens in color.










The small seeds are chewable, so they don’t have to be ground. Ajowan lovers generally prefer the crunch that whole seeds add to a dish. But if you’d rather grind the seeds, dry roast them first. (See Roasting Spices for directions on dry roasting.) The seeds are tender and easily broken with the fingers, so you can get a fine powder using a mortar and pestle.


The spice is best known for the flavor it imparts to breads, savory biscuits, and desserts. It also blends nicely in chutneys, relishes, and pickles. Here are a few ideas for experimenting with ajowan:




• Add it to meat and fish curries, lentil stews, and potato casseroles. Because it mellows with long cooking, feel free to add more than a pinch.


• Dry roast and add it to trail mix or spiced nut blends.


• Add a pinch to homemade bread and pastry doughs. It gives piquancy to the pastry crust of a chicken potpie or other meat pies.


• Sprinkle on top of steamed or stir-fried vegetables.


• Blend roasted seeds into a compound butter for sautéing vegetables.


• Fry it in oil and combine it with garlic, ginger, and turmeric to make a stir-fry.














ALLSPICE An All-Around Healer






















Allspice. What else would you name a spice that resembles the taste and aroma of so many others!


When put to a blind sniff test, allspice has been erroneously identified as nutmeg, cinnamon, black pepper, and juniper berry, but it’s most often mistaken for clove. And it’s no wonder. Allspice gets its rich and fragrant aroma from the volatile oil eugenol, the same substance that has made oil of clove such a well-known pain desensitizer.


Eugenol, however, isn’t all that gives allspice a reputation for being a healing spice. Allspice contains more than two dozen compounds with an even greater variety of healing actions, making it a genuine all-round curative.


Jamaican Me Healthy


If you’ve ever set foot on the tropical island nation of Jamaica, you have surely experienced allspice at its absolute best—as the spicy secret in the country’s signature style of cooking, known as jerking. Allspice is what gives jerk chicken and pork their zing. (Ten-alarm fiery Scotch bonnet chiles give it sting.) Even the best homespun recipe can’t match the taste of Jamaica’s jerk, because the oh-so-slow jerk cooking you spot at roadside stands all over the country is done over a fire seasoned with the wood and the leaves of the pimento tree that produces allspice berries. The small and scrubby evergreen is partial to sandy Jamaican soil and it doesn’t grow prodigiously elsewhere, which is why it is hard to find genuine jerk anywhere else in the world.


When Christopher Columbus first “discovered” dried allspice berries after setting foot on Jamaica in 1494, he quite excitedly thought he’d found peppercorns—the Lotto of its day, considering that pepper was traded as currency at the time. It was an honest (and no doubt a subsequently disappointing) misidentification. Whole allspice berries look like peppercorns—they’re just a little larger in size and have a deep reddish-brown hue. Medicinally, allspice possesses antiviral and antibacterial qualities, making it an infection fighter. It has analgesic and anesthetic properties, so it can offer mild pain relief. Jamaicans were the first to use it as a folk remedy to help alleviate a cold, soothe a stomachache, regulate the menstrual cycle, and relieve indigestion, flatulence, and other digestive woes.
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ALLSPICE IS THE SECRET IN JAMAICA’S SIGNATURE STYLE OF COOKING, KNOWN AS JERKING.
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Russian soldiers took advantage of its warming (stimulant) qualities during Napoleon’s invasion during the winter of 1812 by sprinkling it in their boots to improve blood flow and help keep their feet warm. Its antifungal qualities have made it a home remedy for athlete’s foot, simply by sprinkling powdered allspice between the toes. Used as an essential oil (pimento oil), its anti-inflammatory action has been found to help bring relief to sore muscles and the painful joints of rheumatoid arthritis.


A Powerful Antioxidant


Allspice is loaded with antioxidants. Researchers in Japan found these tiny berries contain 25 active phenols, a category of antioxidant. They include ellagic acid, eugenol, and quercetin—all of which fight the oxidative cell damage that can lead to cancer, heart disease, Alzheimer’s, and other chronic health problems. Allspice may have other healing powers.


In three separate studies, researchers in Costa Rica found that allspice lowered high blood pressure in laboratory animals. The researchers theorize allspice works by relaxing the central nervous system and improving blood flow in the arteries.


Recently, researchers confirmed what Costa Rican herbalists have known for centuries. Allspice helps relieve the symptoms of menopause. The researchers were investigating allspice and 16 other plants used in herbal medicine as a possible natural alternative to hormone replacement therapy, which increases the risk of heart disease and certain types of cancer. Although the research is preliminary, the scientists think allspice may be a viable natural alternative in the treatment and management of menopause and osteoporosis.



Hard to Duplicate




Allspice is sweetly pungent with a peppery kick, a complex taste that is hard to match. For example, whenever you’re out of cinnamon, cloves, or nutmeg, an equal portion of allspice is the perfect substitute, but when you’re out of allspice, no single spice will do. To get a close substitute for allspice, combine one part nutmeg to two parts each of ground cinnamon and cloves.





Getting to Know Allspice


You may not realize it, but you are probably already well acquainted with allspice. It is a common flavoring in soft drinks, chewing gum, ketchup, barbecue sauce, pates, terrines, smoked fish, and canned meats. You might even have worn it: allspice is commonly used to fragrance cosmetics and even deodorants. If the label on one of those products says spice, you can bet that it’s allspice.


Allspice also puts flavor to the liqueurs Benedictine and Chartreuse, and if you’ve ever had the Jamaican drink called pimento dram, you were drinking rum flavored with allspice.


Allspice is also a common ingredient in curries, mulling spices, and, of course, jerk. It is best known, however, as a pickling agent. The Jamaicans were using allspice to preserve freshly slaughtered meat and caught fish long before Christopher Columbus “discovered” it and took it back to Spain. Today, allspice is a key ingredient in the Spanish dish escabeche, fish that is first fried, then marinated in a mixture of oil, vinegar, and whole allspice. Moroccans use it in tagines, slow-cooked stews made in a clay pot, and in the Middle East it is a key ingredient in kibbeh, a dish made with bulgur and chopped meat.


Mexicans use it to spice chocolate, a custom that goes back to the ancient Mayans, and it is a key ingredient in racado rojo, a ground spice mixture and popular condiment in the cuisines of Puerto Rico and Mexico’s Yucatan. In the United States, it is most commonly used in desserts and is the ingredient that gives pumpkin pie its distinctive flavor. It is the secret ingredient (along with chocolate) in “Cincinnati-style” chili, named after the town that claims to have more chili parlors than anywhere else in the United States.
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Allspice is native to Jamaica.


Allspice never quite attained status as a coveted spice in Europe, although the Germans make good use of it. They use it to flavor fish and meat dishes and in making sausages. It is one of the four spices in the French mix quatre épices . The English are fond of it in fruited pastries, and the Scandinavians depend on it for making pickled herring. Those little dark balls you see in jars of pickled herring are not pepper, as commonly believed. They are allspice. Columbus wasn’t the only one to be fooled by Mother Nature.


How to Buy Allspice


Allspice is the only spice native to the Western Hemisphere. Though it is indigenous to Jamaica, the pimento tree can be found growing wild in the rainforests of South and Central America. Few remain, however, because most were cut down for their berries and efforts to resow them have been difficult.


Making allspice is the leading industry in Jamaica, and Jamaican allspice is considered superior to the spice produced in Guatemala and other nations in Central and South America.





 


Allspice may help prevent and/or treat:


High blood pressure


(hypertension)


Menopause problems


___________________________________


Allspice pairs well with these spices:


Almond


Black pepper


Cardamom


Cinnamon


Clove


Cocoa


Cumin


Garlic


Ginger


Mint


Mustard seed


Nutmeg


Onion


Oregano


Turmeric


and complements recipes featuring:


Chocolate


Curries


Fruit pies and puddings


Game


Lamb


Mulled cider or wine


Nuts


Picked vegetables,


fruits, and fish


Rice pilafs


Seafood


Caution: Allspice is an irritant to the skin and can cause a skin reaction in people with eczema. If using pimento (allspice) essential oil, make sure it is well diluted in another oil.




___________________________________


Other recipes containing allspice:


All-American Chili con Carne


Apple Pie Spice


Berbere


Chesapeake Bay Seafood Seasoning


Cocoa Rub


Coconut Meatballs with Peanut Sauce


Grilled Lamb Patty Pockets with Cucumber Mint Sauce


Jamaican Jerk Marinade


Mulling Spice


Pickling Spice


Ras-el-hanout


Spiced Mixed Nuts


 






Yucatan Pickled Red Onions


If you’ve visited Cozumel, Cancun, or any of the other resorts along Mexico’s Yucatan peninsula, you’ve probably come across this relish sitting on tables in restaurants with other condiments. It goes with all kinds of Mexico foods, but you can use it like any onion dressing, including as a topping for hot dogs and burgers. You’ll get the most flavor by buying whole allspice, rather than ground, and grinding the spice yourself in small batches. You’ll definitely notice the difference if you do a lot of baking.




1 medium red onion, peeled and thinly sliced


8 black peppercorns


1 teaspoon toasted cumin seeds


10 allspice berries


½ teaspoon dried Mexican oregano or otheroregano


3 cloves garlic, minced


½ teaspoon salt


½ cup white vinegar




1. Place the onions in a medium saucepan, cover with water, and bring to a boil. Drain immediately and rinse with cold water to stop the cooking. Pat the onions dry and put in a glass or ceramic bowl.


2. Put the black peppercorns and toasted cumin seeds in a spice grinder and coarsely chop them. Transfer to a small bowl. Break the allspice berries between your fingers and add to the ground spice. Add the oregano, garlic, and salt and mix together. Add the vinegar and pour the mixture over the onions.


3. The onions will be pickled in 24 hours and will keep for two weeks in the refrigerator.




Makes about 2 cups.














Whole allspice has a long shelf life and will keep for several years in a dry, dark place. Once ground, allspice will gradually lose its robust flavor, so don’t make more than you will use in a few months.














ALMOND Heart Guard


Almond—a spice? You bet!


Though we think of almond as a nut, it’s really a seed from the fruit of the almond tree. And, by definition, a dried seed is a spice. Its spicy nature is why almond imparts so much flavor to an array of sweet and savory dishes. It’s also why almond has such a storied history as a traditional medicine. So let’s rescue almond from the nuthouse (so to speak) and bring it home to the spice cabinet, where it belongs.


As a spice, almond is unique in several ways. Where most spices are virtually calorie-free, almonds are calorie-crowded—one ounce (about 20 almonds) contains 150 to 200 calories. And 78 percent of those calories are from fat. But never fear—most of that fat is in the form of “good” monounsaturated fatty acids, which (as you’ll see in a moment) research links to a healthier heart. (And even to weight control.)


Almonds also contain other heart-helping nutritional factors. Just one ounce of almonds supply 50 percent of the Daily Value (DV) for vitamin E, a nutrient long touted for aiding circulation. The same ounce provides 25 percent of the DV for magnesium, a heart-calming mineral. The spice is also rich in folate (a B-vitamin linked to lower levels of heart disease), in plant sterols (natural compounds that have a similar composition to cholesterol, helping block its absorption), and in fiber (also linked to lower cholesterol).


Let’s look more closely at why almond is one of your heart’s best friends . . .


Be a Mono-Maniac—About the Health of Your Heart


Want to eat a meal that contains the top six nutritional heart protectors? Dine on a serving of fish flavored with garlic and topped with slivered almonds. Don’t forget a side or two of vegetables. Drink a glass of red wine with the meal. And for dessert, munch on an apple and a small piece of dark chocolate. Yes, say British researchers (who used statistical evidence from the scientific literature on heart disease to dish up this heart-protecting meal), eating these foods every day would reduce the worldwide rate of “cardiovascular events” such as angina, heart attacks, and stroke by 76 percent and extend life by an average of 6.6 years.


“We selected these foods because each possesses a substance that benefits the heart in a special way,” said lead researcher Oscar H. Franco, MD, of the University Medical Center Rotterdam in the Netherlands.


Almond was chosen because two ounces supply the day’s requirement of heart-protecting monounsaturated fatty acids (MUFA). Statistically, almond accounted for about 12 percent of the total calculated reduction in heart disease and increase in longevity.


Other findings about almonds and the heart:


Lower cholesterol. A team of world-class nutritional researchers at the University of Toronto tested almonds to see if they could help the hearts of 27 people with high cholesterol. After one month of eating one ounce of almonds a day (about a handful), heart-clogging LDL cholesterol fell by 4.4 percent. Eating 2.5 ounces a day lowered LDL by 9.4 percent. The ratio of “bad” LDL to “good” HDL cholesterol also improved. And almonds decreased the oxidation of LDL, one of the first steps in turning dietary cholesterol into artery-clogging blockages.


What accounted for the improvement in the cholesterol profile? The high levels of MUFA, said the researchers. They point out that years of studies show MUFA can increase artery-clearing HDL, improve LDL/HDL ratios, and lower LDL—thereby significantly decreasing the risk of heart disease. And when you’re consuming more MUFA from almonds, said the researchers, you’re also consuming less saturated fat from meat and dairy—and saturated fat is a known risk factor for heart disease.


“Almonds . . . reduce lipid [blood fat] risk factors for coronary heart disease,” conclude the researchers in Circulation, a journal of the American Heart Association. They recommend them for “inclusion in lipid-lowering diets.”


Lower C-reactive protein. C-reactive protein is a biomarker of chronic, low-grade inflammation—and the most up-to-date thinking points to artery-damaging inflammation as the process behind the epidemic of heart disease (and many other chronic diseases). The University of Toronto researchers teamed almonds up with several other nutritional components in an approach they call a “Dietary Portfolio” (an analogy to an intelligently varied investment portfolio). The foods—almonds, plant sterols from a heart-healthy brand of margarine, soy protein from soy foods such as tofu, soluble fiber such as that found in oatmeal—lowered high levels of C-reactive protein by 23.8 percent. That was more than a statin drug, which research shows can also lower the inflammatory biomarker.


Lower blood pressure. In a similar study of the Dietary Portfolio—this time on 50 people with high blood pressure—eating almonds and the other foods for one year lowered systolic blood pressure (the upper measurement in the blood pressure reading) by 4.2 points and diastolic blood pressure (the lower measurement) by 2.3 points. The researchers then analyzed the diets of the study participants to find out which of the Portfolio foods they actually ate and didn’t eat over the course of the year—and discovered that “only compliance with almond intake . . . related to blood pressure reduction.” In other words, it was the almonds that made the difference, not the plant sterols, the soy, or the soluble fiber. The study was reported in the European Journal of Clinical Nutrition.
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EATING ALMONDS CAN LOWER HIGH BLOOD PRESSURE.
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Almonds lower high blood pressure and increase HDL. And high blood pressure and low HDL are two factors in a condition called the “metabolic syndrome”—which also includes high blood sugar, excess stomach fat, and high triglycerides (a blood fat). Having all or most of these risk factors increases your risk of death from a heart attack or stroke by 74 percent. And metabolic syndrome also is a setup for type 2 diabetes—which itself increases the risk of heart disease six- to seven-fold! Almonds to the rescue . . .


Mastering the Metabolic Syndrome


Researchers at the City of Hope National Medical Center in California conducted a study on weight loss that also measured the parameters of the metabolic syndrome. Sixty-five overweight people were put on a low-calorie diet formula and about 2.5 ounces a day of almonds. Another group used the formula and ate foods equal to the almonds in calories and protein. After six months, those on the almonds lost 62 percent more total weight, lost 50 percent more belly fat, had 56 percent less body fat, and had an 11 point drop in systolic blood pressure (compared to no change in the no-almond group). The almond group also had an increase in HDL (again, no change in the no-almonds). Of those in the study who already had diagnosed diabetes, 96 percent of those eating almonds reduced their diabetes medications, compared to 50 percent of the no-almonds. Both the almond and no-almond group had positive changes in levels of blood sugar, insulin (the hormone that controls blood sugar), total cholesterol, triglycerides, LDL, and LDL/HDL ratio.


“An almond-enriched low-calorie diet improves a preponderance of the abnormalities associated with the metabolic syndrome,” concluded the researchers in the International Journal of Obesity and Related Metabolic Disorders.


High-Fat Weight Control


Almonds aren’t shy about calories. A handful supplies 150 to 200. Snack on a handful of almonds twice a day, and you’re taking in 400 calories—maybe 20 percent of your total intake! But here’s the big surprise in the little almond: studies show that people who eat more almonds are much less likely to gain weight!


Researchers in Spain analyzed two years of health data in nearly 9,000 people and found that those who ate almonds at least twice a week were 31 percent less likely to gain weight than those who didn’t.


Scottish researchers found that adding almonds to the diet for 10 weeks didn’t cause weight gain—because people started to eat less of other foods. You can eat heart-healthy almonds without risk of putting on the pounds, they concluded.


Scientists in the Department of Foods and Nutrition at Purdue University in Indiana took a close look at the effect of eating almonds, asking a group of 13 healthy volunteers to chew a mouthful of about 10 almonds either 10, 25, or 45 times. Chowing down on the almonds “acutely suppressed” hunger, the researchers note in the American Journal of Clinical Nutrition. It also “elevated fullness”—the feeling of satisfaction after eating. The ideal amount of chewing for those benefits: 25 times per mouthful (10 was too few, and 45 was too much).


In addition to controlling your weight, eating almonds will simply make you healthier. In a study reported in the British Journal of Nutrition, researchers followed the eating patterns of 81 people. After six months, they were told to keep eating as usual—but add two ounces of almonds a day, an additional 220 calories and 16 grams of fat.


The outcome? Well, they ate the almonds, but they ended up eating less calories and less fat than they were eating before adding almonds. They also ate less sodium, less dietary cholesterol, less trans fats, and less sugar.


Getting to Know Almond


Washington D.C. is famous for apple blossoms—and Majorca for almond blossoms. From January through early March, Spain’s largest island is covered in a carpet of geranium-pink flowers from four million almond trees.


Almond is not native to Spain, however, but to western Asia and North Africa. Ancient Egyptians believed the almond had medicinal powers, and they used it to treat everything from colds to cancer. India’s traditional Ayurvedic physicians used almond to treat digestive, skin, and dental problems. They also ground it into a paste and mixed it with porridge to help patients pass kidney stones.
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The lush, beautiful 
almond tree grows in 
warm, temperate climates.



 


Almond may help prevent and/or treat:


Cholesterol problems (high total cholesterol, high “bad” LDL cholesterol, low “good” HDL cholesterol)


Diabetes, type 2


Heart disease


High blood pressure (hypertension)


Insulin resistance (prediabetes)


Metabolic syndrome


Overweight


Stroke


Triglycerides, high


 





Today, Majorca is reputed to produce the world’s tastiest almonds—and Spanish cuisine has the world’s largest collection of almond recipes, ranging from the savory (including soups and sauces) to the sweet (including confections, biscuits, and a variety of desserts). Almond is the basis for Catalonia’s famous romescu sauce, a puree that also includes tomatoes, garlic, and red chiles.


The Germans make lavish use of almond. Lübock in the north is world famous for its marzipan, a sugary almond paste that is an ingredient in many cake fillings and confections.


Italians use almond in their universally popular liqueur amaretto. In France, there’s the almond syrup orgeat, an emulsion of almond, sugar, and water that is used to flavor a mai tai and other cocktails.


In the US, almonds are most popular for making sweets, including butter pastries, cakes, and pralines.


In India, almonds are popular in savory dishes, accenting rice dishes, curries, and vegetable dishes.


In the Middle East, chefs grind almonds into flour, which they use as a thickener for stews, soups, and gravies.


How to Buy Almond


The almond tree—a lush, beautiful weather-sensitive tree that grows only in warm, temperate climates, such as Spain, Italy, and California—produces the familiar almond: a shell-covered oval seed with off-white flesh covered by thin, brown, leathery skin. Once picked, you can buy almonds in a variety of ways—in the shell, shelled and whole, natural, blanched, with or without their skins, dry roasted, sliced, slivered, diced, and as a paste, powder, butter, oil, or extract.


The freshest almonds are still in the shell. Look for unshelled almonds that aren’t split, moldy, or stained. If you buy shelled almonds, get them in sealed bags rather than from open bins, which expose them to air and humidity, dissipating freshness. If buying from bins, look for almonds that are plump and uniform in color. And smell them: they should smell sweet and nutty. If the smell is bitter and sharp, they’re rancid—the fat in the almond has spoiled.


When purchasing dry roasted almonds, opt for those with no additives or preservatives.


The more intact the almond, the longer the shelf life. Almonds in the shell stay fresh longer than shelled almonds in the skin, which stay fresh longer than skinned almonds, which stay fresh longer than skinned and slivered . . .


As with all spices, keep almond in an airtight container away from excessive heat and direct light. (The cooler the temperature, the longer they’ll keep.) You can refrigerate almonds, where they’ll stay fresh for several months. They keep in the freezer for about a year.


You can find almonds in all their forms in most markets, specialty stores, Indian and Asian stores, and online. The best almonds come from Spain (Majorca), Italy, and California.


You’ll find purveyors of almonds by place of origin in the “Buyer’s Guide”.


Almonds come in two varieties: sweet and bitter. Bitter almonds aren’t for sale because they’re poisonous. (They’re loaded with cyanide, among other toxic compounds.) However, bitter almonds are used to make almond oil, with the poisonous compounds extracted in the oil-making process.





 


Almond pairs well with these spices:


Ajowan


Allspice


Anise


Chile


Cinnamon


Cocoa


Coconut


Garlic


Mint


Nutmeg


Sun-dried


tomato


Vanilla


Wasabi


and complements recipes featuring:


Casseroles


Chicken


Cookies


Curries


Green beans


Lamb


Pudding


Salads


___________________________________


Other recipes containing almond:


Black Pepper Rice with Almonds






Garbanzo Beans with Mushrooms and Toasted Almonds








Los Banos Low-Fat Brownies


Sage Sausage and


Apricot Stuffing


Wasabi Orange Chicken with Toasted Almonds


 





In the Kitchen with Almond


Almond’s sweet, buttery taste makes it a natural for almost any sweet or savory dish. Almonds are easy to grind in a spice mill. Give the grinder a few quick pulses until you get the size of crushed nuts desired. (If you let the grinder run, you’ll end up with almond butter.)


Raw almonds should be blanched or roasted before using.


You can remove almond skins by blanching the almonds in boiling water until you see that the skins are starting to swell. Rinse under cold water. The skins should come off easily when you pinch the flesh.



Prawns with Almond Hot Pepper Sauce


This seafood dish is made with romescu sauce, a signature dish from Spain’s Catalonia region. It is traditionally served with grilled seafood. If you have leftover sauce, serve it warmed over penne.




To prepare the shrimp:


2 pounds jumbo shrimp, shelled and deveined


3 tablespoons olive oil


2 tablespoons fresh ground black pepper


1 teaspoon coarsely ground sea salt


To make the sauce:


[image: s4]cup blanched, slivered almonds


1 large ripe tomato, seeded


3 cloves garlic, smashed


2 dried red chiles, seeded


½ teaspoon ground red chile (cayenne)


¼ cup red wine vinegar


1 cup extra-virgin olive oil


Salt and freshly ground black pepper to taste




1. Combine the shrimp, the 3 tablespoons of olive oil, pepper, and salt in one layer in a baking dish and set aside while making the sauce.


2. Preheat the oven to 350°F. Line a baking sheet with aluminum foil. Place the almonds in one layer on the foil and bake for 10 minutes or until the almonds color lightly. Cool. Pulverize the almonds in a spice grinder with a few quick turns.


3. Put the tomato, garlic, red chiles, and vinegar in a food processor and process until smooth. Add the almonds and blend with a few quick turns. With the processor running slowly add the 1 cup of olive oil through the feed tube.


4. Increase the oven temperature to 400°F. Put the shrimp in the oven and roast for 10 minutes or until they turn pink and are firm.


5. Serve the shrimp on a bed of hot rice and spoon the sauce, room temperature, over the shrimp. You can also lightly heat the sauce and serve it tepid. Just continually stir the sauce as it heats so it does not separate. You can also serve the sauce chilled in place of traditional cocktail sauce to go with cold, peeled shrimp.




Serves 8 as a first course or 4 as an entree.










To roast almonds, put them on a baking sheet in a 350°F oven for about 15 minutes. Slivered and sliced almonds should be baked about half that time.


To put more almonds in your diet, eat a handful at least five times a week as a snack. Here are other ways to increase almond intake:




• Churn almonds into butter by putting almonds in a spice grinder and letting it run. Eat it with a sliced apple.


• Spread almond nut butter instead of peanut butter or cream cheese on your morning bagel.


• Add a new twist to your kids’ PB&J by substituting almond for peanut butter. (They may not even notice the difference.)


• Add slivered or sliced toasted almonds to cereal, yogurt, salads, and sandwiches.


• Make almonds into a cocktail snack by mixing 1 cup of unblanched almonds with 2 teaspoons extra-virgin olive oil, 3 teaspoons of dried thyme, 1 teaspoon of salt, and an egg white. Toast in a 400°F oven for 10 minutes. Sprinkle with fresh thyme.


• Add sliced almonds to chicken or tuna salad.


• Add a drop of almond extract to sweets containing almond.


• Add a few drops of almond extract to whipped cream.














AMCHUR Mango with an Extra Pinch of Health


India’s world-famous Madras Marina Beach, on Bengal Bay’s northern coastal town of Chennai, is one of the largest and most beautiful beaches in the world. It’s a year-round destination, but in late spring it really starts to teem with vacationers, many of whom head as fast as they can to one of the scores of seaside food stalls to snack on the region’s famous delicacy—sliced and spiced green mango.


Green mango is the same tropical fruit that Americans enjoy for breakfast, sliced over cereal or pancakes, or chopped into a salsa to complement a Caribbean fish dinner, but with one difference. Americans eat mangoes when they’re ripe—orange, juicy, and sweet. In India, they eat mangoes when they’re unripe—green and tart.


Most Americans these days are familiar with mango—it’s found in the produce section of supermarkets and is a common ingredient in fusion cuisine. But unless you’ve traveled to India or Asia, or shopped in an Indian or Asian specialty market, it’s unlikely you’ve experienced mango as a spice. The spice—amchur, am meaning mango and chur meaning powder—is a powder made from unripe, green mango. And like the whole fruit, it’s very good for you, delivering a concentrated dose of mango’s many health-giving nutrients.


Filled with Good-for-You Phytochemicals


As its colorful flesh suggests, mango—like oranges, carrots, sweet potatoes, and other orange-colored foods—is filled with healthful phytochemicals, the nutritional compounds that help prevent many chronic diseases, such as heart disease, cancer, and type 2 diabetes. The standout phytochemical in mango is beta-carotene, a powerful antioxidant. But it’s rich in several others.


When researchers from the University of Florida measured the phytochemical content of eight tropical fruits, mango was the winner. “We think mangoes have some unique antioxidants, as well as quantities of antioxidants that might not be found in other fruits and vegetables,” they commented. And one of the most unique—and most powerful—is lupeol.


Anti-cancer. Studies show that lupeol can block the mutation of DNA, one of the main causes of tumor formation—and it does so as an antioxidant, neutering radical oxygen species (ROS), hyperactive molecules that run amok, triggering mutations.


And in an animal study on prostate cancer, lupeol battled back against prostate damage, leading researchers to conclude that “mango and its constituents . . . deserve study as a potential chemopreventive agent against prostate cancer.”


Prostate health. An animal study also shows the lupeol in mango can reduce an enlarged prostate, a condition called benign prostate hypertrophy (BPH) that strikes four out of five men over 50, with urinary symptoms such as urgency, more frequent urination, a weaker stream, straining, and waking up several times a night to urinate. Lupeol, concluded the researchers, “could become an important alternative to treatment of BPH.”


Balancing blood sugar. Studies from researchers in Brazil show mango can help normalize blood sugar (glucose) levels, with glucose level in animals fed mango flour 66 percent lower than in non-mango animals.


Reversing gum disease. In other animal research, researchers found that mangiferin—another antioxidant from mango—can reduce the inflammation of periodontal (gum) disease and slow the rate of bone loss. “Our results have demonstrated promising therapeutic potential of mangiferin both in the prevention and treatment of periodontitis,” they conclude.


Pollution protection. Researchers in India found that mangiferin protected liver cells against the damaging effects of cadmium, a pollutant.


Strengthening the thyroid. In more research from India, animals given extracts of mango had higher output of several thyroid hormones. Some health experts think that hypothyroidism—low thyroid function—is epidemic in the US, accounting for a wide range of problems, including weight gain and fatigue.
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Amchur is dried, green mango.


Heart disease. Another team of Indian researchers found that mangiferin helped slow the development of heart disease in animals fed a high-fat diet, reporting their findings in Vascular Pharmacology. And a team of Cuban researchers studied a proprietary mangiferin extract called Vimang and concluded that it had “potential” in the treatment of heart disease.


The Indian Mango—Cream of the Crop


There are at least a hundred different varieties of mango, with varying sizes, colors, textures, and tastes. If you thought that a mango you ate today had a different flavor than the mango you ate last week, it’s probably not your imagination—especially if one mango came from India and the other didn’t.


The mangoes of India are different than the mangoes grown anywhere else in the world: larger, less fibrous—and much sweeter. Among mango connoisseurs, the flavor of the Indian mango is considered to be unsurpassed. (And among Indian mangoes, the Alphonso is considered the best brand.)


Late spring marks the beginning of mango season in India, when the branches of the big, burly trees start to sag from the weight of fist-sized fruit. People buy them by the dozens to eat green, sprinkled with cumin, salt, and sometimes soy sauce. Mangoes are enjoyed just as much in the summertime when they’re ripe, but it’s the tart taste of the green mango that is truly prized.





 


Amchur may help prevent and/or treat:


Benign prostatic


hypertrophy (BPH)


Cancer


Diabetes, type 2


Gum disease


(periodontal disease)


Heart disease


Thyroid problems




___________________________________


Amchur pairs well with these spices:


Ajowan


Almond


Black cumin seed


Black pepper


Chile


Coriander


Cumin


Garlic


Ginger


Fenugreek seed


Mint


Star anise


Tamarind


and complements recipes featuring:


Chickpeas


Chutneys


Curries


Marinades


Meats


Seafood




___________________________________


Other recipes containing amchur:


Chaat Masala


Los Banos Low-Fat Brownies


 










Like avocados, mangoes only ripen properly off the tree. In fact, mangoes left too long on the tree are inedible, as worms invade the ripening flesh. It’s because they are picked still green that they are ideal for exporting—a big benefit for people in the United States, Europe, and other temperate areas where mangoes don’t grow.


Mangoes grow not only in India, but also in Africa, Southeast Asia, the Caribbean, Latin America, and the Pacific Islands, including Hawaii. But the fruit originated in India, and India is by far the world’s largest grower. During the late 17th century, emperors of India’s Mogul dynasty ordered the planting of 100,000 mango trees to make sure there would be an unlimited supply of the fruit. To this day, Indians know how to put all those mangoes to tasty use. And one such use is amchur.


Getting to Know Amchur


Amchur is little-known outside of India, but it’s a staple in Indian homes. It’s made by drying green mango slices in the sun and then pulverizing the dried fruit into a powder. It has a tart and tangy taste, similar to powdered lime. And, traditionally, it’s used in much the same way Americans use lime (and lemon): as a souring agent. In India, it helps sour chutneys (this is why the mango chutney you can buy bottled in Indian and Asian markets is green, something that often puzzles people unfamiliar with the Indian penchant for the unripe mango). It also sours relishes and pickles (green mango pickles are often highly spiced and extremely hot). And it sours curries, especially vegetable curries. Amchur is also a key ingredient in the spice blend chaat masala, a sour condiment used to complement curry dishes.


Most notably to aficionados of Indian cuisine, amchur is used to tenderize the meat and chicken cooked in famed Indian tandoori ovens. It’s one of the ingredients credited for making tandoori dishes succulent and juicy. (It also lowers the pH level of a sauce, keeping it fresher longer.)



Garbanzo Beans with Mushrooms and Toasted Almonds


Chana means beans in India. This dish is adapted from a popular dish often sold by food vendors in South India. Serve it over basmati rice for a main vegetarian entree. The sambaar masala adds extra heat.




3 tablespoons canola oil


3 cups sliced mushrooms


½ cup sliced almonds


1 teaspoon black cumin seeds


2 cups chopped onions


10 garlic cloves, minced


1 tablespoon grated fresh ginger


1 tablespoon amchur


1 tablespoon ground fenugreek


1 teaspoon sambaar masalaor 1 tablespoon garam masala


1 teaspoon ground cumin


3 dried red chiles, seeds removed and diced


1½ cups vegetable stock


2 15.5-ounce cans garbanzo beans (chickpeas)


¼ cup cilantro




1. Heat 1 tablespoon of oil in a medium skillet over medium-high heat. Add the mushrooms and fry, stirring constantly, until the mushrooms release their liquid and it evaporates, about three minutes. Add a few tablespoons of vegetable stock if the pan gets too dry. Transfer to a plate and set aside.


2. Wipe out the skillet with a paper towel and add another tablespoon of oil. When the oil gets hot, add the almonds and stir-fry until lightly browned, stirring gently, about three minutes. Transfer to a plate and set aside.


3. Heat the last tablespoon of the oil in a medium-sized Dutch oven over medium-high heat. When hot add the black cumin seeds and sizzle for 30 seconds. Add the onions and fry until golden brown, about five minutes, stirring constantly. Add the garlic and ginger and stir five minutes more, stirring constantly. Add the amchur, fenugreek, sambaar masala, ground cumin, and chiles and cook one minute.


4. Stir in the stock, the garbanzo beans, and the reserved mushrooms. Bring to a simmer, cover, and cook for 25 minutes. When serving, sprinkle with the toasted almonds and cilantro.




Makes 6 servings.










[image: s2]


AMCHUR IS USED TO TENDERIZE THE MEAT AND CHICKEN COOKED IN INDIAN TANDOORI OVENS.
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Amchur is more popular in northern India. Southern Indians prefer tamarind as a souring agent. (Please see the chapter on tamarind.)


How to Buy Amchur


Amchur is sold as a powder or as dried green mango slices. Your best bet is the powder—the dried slices are tough and hard to grind.


When pulverized, green mango turns gray, but the amchur you’ll find in the market is tan, thanks to a touch of golden-hued turmeric, another popular spice from India. So don’t be put off by a gray color; it has nothing to do with freshness or quality. A grayer amchur only means less (or no) turmeric was added.


Amchur can be purchased at Indian markets or via the Internet. It’s sold under the names amchur, amchoor, or green mango powder. It will keep in a cool, dark place in an airtight container for about a year.


In the Kitchen with Amchur


Think of green mango powder as an exotic (and dry) alternative to citrus. It has a tart flavor but is much milder than a lemon. Use it as you would any souring agent, such as in pickles, chutneys, and relishes.


Amchur is excellent in dry spice blends when you need something tart to add balance. Here are a few other ideas for cooking with the spice:




• Use it in marinades with or instead of citrus juice. It works particularly well in marinades for tough cuts of meat.


• For a tangy taste, sprinkle it on steamed vegetables, as you would lemon.


• Sprinkle a little in melted butter served with steamed shrimp or lobster.


• Sprinkle it on meat and vegetable kebobs before grilling.


• Add it to your favorite fruit chutney recipes.


• Sprinkle it in marinated cucumber and onion salads.














ANISEED The Ultimate Digestif


Walk into any tavern in any small town along the Mediterranean, and you’ll probably encounter older gentlemen in their daily ritual of sipping pastis (in France), or ouzo (in Greece), or raki (in Turkey).


These drinks are digestifs—after-dinner drinks flavored with the distinctive licorice-like taste of aniseed (also called anise), a spice traditionally used to soothe the stomach and ease digestion.


Scientists have discovered that the gut-calming compound in aniseed is anethole, and that it is yet another factor that makes the Mediterranean diet one of the healthiest in the world.


Relaxation from the Inside Out


Watching the men in their midday ritual, it’s obvious that they’re relaxed and content, enjoying each other’s company. But that relaxation is also taking place inside the body. Research shows that anethole relaxes the parasympathetic nervous system, which controls the muscles of the digestive tract. In fact, when scientists first discovered the body-calming power of aniseed, they declared: “The relaxant effect justifies [the use of aniseed] in folk medicine.”
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ANISE FLAVORS DIGESTIFS POPULAR IN TAVERNS ALONG THE MEDITERRANEAN.
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It also justifies its use in modern medicine. The use of aniseed for digestive ills has been endorsed by the German Commission E Monographs, which help guide health professionals in that country in the medicinal use of herbs. Commission E reports that aniseed can help alleviate:




• Bad breath


• Colic


• Constipation


• Flatulence


• Indigestion


• Stomach cramps




Aniseed also relaxes the muscles of the respiratory tract, and Commission E reports the seed can ease the bronchial spasms that cause the symptoms of asthma.


In an experiment in the Middle East, scientists found anethole works to reduce digestive spasms in the same way as the prescription drug atropine (Sal-Tropine), which is used to treat stomach and intestinal spasms. Aniseed extract also showed effects similar to the asthma drug theophylline, which relaxes the muscles of the respiratory tract. Writing in the Journal of Ethnopharmacology, the researchers also noted that anethole has anti-inflammatory properties that might help calm asthma.


In another study, scientists in Saudi Arabia found that aniseed extract “completely inhibited ulcer formation” in animals with damaged stomachs. They noted that aniseed stopped the formation of ulcers through at least four different mechanisms, including reducing the acid secretions that can irritate the stomach lining.


In Lebanon, a traditional remedy for constipation is drinking a glass of water in which aniseeds have been soaked—and when scientists there tested the remedy, they found it was effective. The same researchers also found aniseeds helped conserve body fluids during hot weather, preventing dehydration.


Getting to Know Aniseed


The ancient Romans were renowned for gluttony. A typical feast might include camel, giraffe, wild boar, ostrich, lobster, sea scorpions, and songbirds. Afterward, to help digest it all, they would always eat a piece of aniseed-studded cake called mustaceus. Today, Romans (as well as other Europeans) achieve the same effect after far more modest meals by chewing on roasted aniseeds.


Aniseed has been anciently popular both as flavoring and medicine. By the 14th century, it was in such great demand that King Edward I of England saw it as revenue-building opportunity and declared it a taxable drug. He used the money to help pay for the repair and maintenance of London Bridge.


Ounce for ounce, aniseed is 13 times sweeter than sugar, making it a natural for dessert—whether dessert is a handful of roasted seeds, an anise cake, or an after-dinner digestif. And almost every European country seems to have an anise liqueur. In addition to pastis, the French also have anisette and pernod. Italy’s anise-flavored liqueurs are strega and sambucca. In Spain, it is ojen, in Egypt kibib, in Latin America aguardiente, and in the Middle East it’s arrak.


Of course, there are non-alcoholic ways to end your dinner with aniseed. The Portuguese, Germans, and Scandinavians all have specialty cakes and confections made with anise. Anise cookies are a Christmas tradition in Germany and Italy.


Aniseed is popular in Asian cooking, especially Chinese, but it’s used more in savory than in sweet dishes. Scandinavians also favor it in savory dishes, and put it in rye bread and a wide range of processed meats. In India, fennel seed (another licorice-tasting spice) is favored over aniseed.


You might also recognize the taste of anise in cough syrups and lozenges, where—as usual—it’s used both as flavoring and medicine.


How to Buy Aniseed


The majority of aniseeds—oval-shaped, and yellow to green in color—are imported into the US from Turkey. They are sold whole, cracked, or ground. However, the seeds are so small that grinding isn’t necessary—they’re best used whole. In fact, ground aniseed starts to lose its pungency fairly quickly, so if you purchase it ground, use it within a few months. (If you have ground aniseeds that have been sitting around for a long time, throw them away.) The whole seeds will keep in an airtight container in a dark place for about three years.
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The anise plant grows in temperate climates.



 


Aniseed may help prevent and/or treat:


Asthma


Bad breath


Colic


Constipation


Dehydration


Flatulence


Indigestion


Stomachache


Ulcer


________________________________


Aniseed pairs well with these spices:


Allspice


Cinnamon


Clove


Coriander


Cumin


Fennel seed


Nutmeg


Star anise


and complements recipes featuring:


Breads and biscuits


Cookies


Cheese


Chicken


Pasta


Pork


Shellfish stews


Tomato sauces


Vegetable dishes


________________________________


Other recipes containing aniseed:


Chaat Masala


 










The anise plant—an annual with white flowers—grows almost everywhere the weather is warm, including Greece, North Africa, Spain, Italy, Malta, Central America, and Turkey. (Be careful if you see fresh anise for sale. Quite often, fresh fennel is mislabeled as anise.)


In the Kitchen with Aniseed


Aniseed’s unmistakable licorice flavor is similar to the taste of fennel seed, but it’s more delicate and doesn’t have an aftertaste.



Anise Kisses


Similar to the popular anise drops found in Germany, these little cookies are a pleasant way to freshen your breath and help digestion after a meal.




3 eggs


1 cup sugar


2 cups all-purpose flour


½ teaspoon baking powder


½ teaspoon cream of tartar


1½ tablespoons aniseed, slightly crushed




1. Beat the eggs and sugar with an electric mixer for 15 minutes. The mixture should look almost white and be thick enough to ribbon. Stir in the flour, baking powder, cream of tartar, and 1 tablespoon of the aniseed.


2. Grease two baking sheets or spray them with non-stick spray. Drop heaping teaspoons of the dough on the cookie sheet, separating them by an inch. Sprinkle the remaining aniseed on top. Bake in a preheated 350°F oven for 20 minutes or until the cookies are lightly browned. Remove them to a clean tea towel to cool.




Makes about 80 cookies.
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