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INTRODUCTION


Turmeric, the spice best known as an ingredient in curries, is one of nature’s most powerful ancient healers and has been used medicinally for over 4,500 years. It comes from the root of Curcuma longa, a green plant in the ginger family, and is grown throughout the tropics, especially in India and Indonesia. On the island of Bali, turmeric is at the heart of their traditional medicine, and ‘Jamu’ tonics are widely available to cure your ailments and boost your well-being.


Turmeric appears in some of the earliest known records of plant medicines. It is mentioned in Egyptian texts and is thought to have been cultivated in the Hanging Gardens of Babylon, one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World. In India, turmeric plays an important part in Ayurvedic medicine, originating around 2,500 years ago. Inhaling the fumes from burning turmeric was said to alleviate congestion; turmeric paste or juice was used to heal wounds and bruises; and the spice was also used for digestive issues.


Modern medicine is now beginning to confirm many of the reported health benefits of turmeric, especially its anti-cancer properties. Much of the research is focused on one of the main components of turmeric, a substance called curcumin. However, attention is now also being directed at studying the effects of the whole root and the pages that follow will explore all the potential health benefits of this wonder root.


COOKING WITH TURMERIC


So, we are all starting to hear more about turmeric and how it might be a good idea to include plenty of it in our diets. But beyond curry, how do we do that?


As it happens, alongside the increased attention of the medical community, chefs and healthy foodies have been trying out turmeric in an amazing array of dishes. Traditional ‘golden milks’ and tonics are growing in popularity; turmeric teas and turmeric honey are now available; and supermarkets are beginning to sell the fresh root alongside ginger, as well as in its ground or powdered form.


Turmeric has a very individual taste that is difficult to describe, except to say it is quite pungent and bitter. However, when combined with other flavours, its culinary use widens considerably; for example, it goes well with honey so can be used in desserts, on top of porridge or in granola. You can also use it in baking, roasting vegetables, in salad dressings or even in ice cream.


And as turmeric has anti-ageing properties, it can also be used as a natural beauty ingredient, so we’ve included some different face masks to try and a homemade turmeric soap.


‘Each spice has a special day to it. For turmeric it is Sunday, when light drips fat and butter-coloured into the bins to be soaked up glowing, when you pray to the nine planets for love and luck.’


– Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni, The Mistress of Spices


ANCIENT HEALER, MODERN MEDICINE


While the Assyrians and the ancient Greeks knew about and used turmeric, it is Asian herbalists – likely due to turmeric needing tropical conditions to thrive – who made the most medicinal use of this spice until the Europeans began to catch up in the late 20th century.


In Ayurveda, the Indian system of herbal medicine, turmeric is thought to ‘strengthen and warm’ the body. It is used specifically to improve the digestive system and microbiome, to regulate menstruation, relieve the inflammation associated with arthritis, and balance the metabolism. It is also used as an anti-inflammatory and antibacterial agent for coughs and colds, and on the skin for burns, cuts and bruises.


The ancient Hawaiians are also thought to have used turmeric for ear and sinus infections, most probably due to the spice’s astringent properties. And across Indonesia, the recipes for turmeric tonics are still closely guarded family secrets. They are used in the traditional herbal healing system known as Jamu both for general preventative well-being and for the treatment of specific conditions, such as joint pain.


In Europe, serious research on the health properties of turmeric began in Germany in the 1920s, and in the 1960s its benefits to the digestive system started to be discussed. By the 1990s, turmeric was being more regularly recommended by Western herbalists, and today doctors and general practitioners often recommend turmeric as part of a healthy diet, especially for cancer patients.


Research into the heart benefits of turmeric has focused on curcumin, its main active ingredient. This has been shown to have anti-inflammatory effects, and it is also an antioxidant. Inflammation has been linked to heart disease, diabetes, Alzheimer’s, stroke and cancer. Antioxidants protect the body from the damage caused by free radicals, which we are exposed to through normal bodily processes, such as digestion and burning sugars for energy, and through our environment. The anti-inflammatory and antioxidant effects of turmeric are also believed to benefit overall health and well-being when included in a healthy diet.


Recently, studies have shown the potential anti-cancer benefits of turmeric, specifically when consumed through cooking. It is thought that it may be helpful both as part of a preventative lifestyle and for cancer patients undergoing treatment.
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DOSAGE


It is currently thought that about a teaspoon of fresh or ground turmeric a day is helpful for promoting gut health and general wellness.



TURMERIC AND BLACK PEPPER


Black pepper contains the compound piperine which helps increase absorption of curcumin. It isn’t always necessary to consume turmeric with black pepper, but it has been shown to boost the body’s ability to absorb the beneficial properties.


PREPARATION AND USES


The ground turmeric that we easily recognize from its bright orange colour comes from the ‘fingers’ that grow from the root. The root is cleaned and boiled then dried at a low temperature before being processed into a powder. Turmeric can also be used in a similar way to fresh root ginger, grated directly into recipes or infused in oils (see here) or in hot water for tea. Turmeric root now more readily available in supermarkets and delis has a slightly sweeter taste than the powder.


Turmeric can be eaten both raw and cooked. For example, you can grate it into dressings, ice cream or tonics (see 1, 2 and 3), or add a little to soups and stews (see 1, 2 and 3).


WHEN EVERYTHING TURNS YELLOW


The only problem with turmeric is that it can easily discolour your pots and pans, your worktops and even your hands. Lemon juice or white vinegar can remove the colouring, or for more stubborn stains you can use a bleach-based cleaner. If you spill a bit of sauce containing turmeric, you can try sprinkling the stain with talcum powder or bicarbonate of soda (baking soda) and then blotting gently with kitchen paper (paper towel). The key thing is to try not to rub it in! For clothes, sometimes bleach is the only answer, but apparently soaking the item and putting it in sunlight may help to fade the stain. And for your skin, try mixing sugar and water and gently scrubbing your hands; this works as a natural exfoliator at the same time as removing that telltale yellow hue.
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