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It has been used for everything from currency to a remedy for hiccups. In its hundreds of varieties it has been an essential part of world culture for 10,000 years. Ancient humans, huddled around their campfires in caves, bundled in bear skins knew of its properties. Today, chefs in kitchens gleaming with stainless steel appliances wouldn’t be caught without it. In shops from Verona to Mexico City to Beijing, it dangles in long white and purple braids.

Its Latin name is allium sativum. You know it as common garlic. But there’s nothing common about it.

Curious, isn’t it, that such a humble vegetable—a cousin of the onion, one nicknamed “the stinking rose”—should be so pervasive? And yet there’s hardly a day that goes by in which you don’t encounter it. Often, of course, you meet it in food; it’s the most common flavoring agent in the United States, beat out only by pepper. We find it in the food we buy for ourselves and our pets. It’s in soup, salad dressing, mustard, and chips.

Yet throughout history we’ve found other ways to employ it. We’ve used it as a health remedy, a mosquito repellent, a glue for binding porcelain and paper, a laxative, and an aphrodisiac. Garlands of it were hung over the cradles of newborns to protect them from evil spirits.

Not surprisingly, garlic is widely represented in the world’s art. Great painters such as Velazquez and Van Gogh put it in their pictures. A movie has been made about it, and it appears in poems and songs.

Its storied powers include repelling vampires and witches and preventing the spread of the Black Death during the Middle Ages. In modern times it’s been the basis of physical therapy. In the 1960s, Americans rediscovered garlic (along with much else) as a flavoring ingredient through the great Julia Child and her magnum opus, Mastering the Art of French Cooking.

Above all, garlic is something we’re passionate about. That’s true of no other vegetable. The world, in my experience, is divided into garlicphobes and those who love its acrid aroma and sharp, biting taste. Virtually no one, though, is indifferent to it.

Just ask some of the thousands of people who, every year, pour into the little town of Gilroy, CA, for the annual garlic festival. Those wandering the fairgrounds consume everything from garlic fries to garlic-flavored ice cream. They cheer on the contest to crown Miss Gilroy Garlic. Their devotion to this strange, unassuming little packet of flavor might be funny ... if it weren’t echoed by so many of us.

This book is a random collection of information about garlic. But it’s more than that. It’s a celebration, a reflection of our extraordinary love affair with this, the humblest of vegetables.

Enjoy!


CHAPTER 1
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GARLIC 101

It’s a Bird! It’s a Plane! It’s Super Bulb!

Some foods provide more than just nourishment and garlic is one of the super foods in this particular category. Garlic is more than edible—it’s nature’s most powerful, versatile, and flavorful healer. Garlic has earned the distinguished honor of being referred to as the “super bulb” because of its medicinal powers. Since 3000 B.C.E. it has been cultivated and used worldwide to heal the body, to ease the mind, to ward off pesky vermin, and to protect against evils of all kinds.

Powerful, Herbal, Healing Vegetable

Garlic is often heralded as an ancient, magical, healing herb. Magical, healing, and ancient it is indeed—and much more. But the fact is that garlic, which is used in herbal medicines around the world, is not really an herb at all. Garlic is a vegetable. But it is no ordinary vegetable.

Garlic is a powerful, natural antibiotic. It inhibits bacteria, lowers blood pressure, aids in digestion, and keeps plaque from building up in the arteries.

Back to Basics

Garlic is a tenacious, biennial bulb vegetable that is easy to grow and adapts well to practically any environment. It is designed to withstand cold and drought and is engineered by Mother Nature to survive—it endures all climates and is able to protect itself against natural assaults by hungry predators. For protection, both the bulb and the cloves are wrapped in paper-like skins, and garlic’s inherent antibiotic and antifungal properties enable it to resist decay. Allicin, one of the powerful enzymes that garlic produces when it is cut or crushed, is a smelly, yet very successful self-defense mechanism and a key component of garlic’s self-preservation strategy. Once a bug or beast bites into it, the strong taste and the severe smell say, simply and succinctly, “scram.”

The garlic plant’s long, flat leaves turn brown when the underground bulb, the most prized part of the plant that hides below the ground, is ready to harvest. Although both the garlic bulb and leaves are edible, the bulb is where the heat is once it is dried and cured.

Early in the garlic season, you may find “green garlic” or “garlic greens” at the farmers’ market. These are immature garlic plants that can be used as salad greens or simply sautéed as a flavorful side dish.

Hardneck garlic produces flower stalks that twist and curl. These are called “scapes” and they can be snapped off and eaten when they are young. They add an earthy and exotic flair to salads and sautés and make growing hardneck garlic much more fun than softneck garlic because only hardnecks produce scapes.

When garlic is fresh out of the ground, the bulb is soft and very mild, tasting much like the earthy vegetable that it is. It is the curing process that hardens the bulb and brings out the full, sharp taste. Curing typically takes from four to six weeks (see Chapter 5, Growing Your Own).

Garlic is propagated by planting the cloves. That said, hardneck garlic “bolts” or produces flower stalks with seedpods and bulbils. Bulbils look like miniature garlic cloves and they can be planted to propagate garlic.

Hardneck or Softneck?

There are two main types of garlic—hardneck garlic and softneck garlic (see Chapter 5, Varieties). Hardneck garlic bolts, which means it produces a single flower stalk, also known as a scape. It is considered to be far tastier and “gourmet.”

You can find hardneck garlic mainly at farmers’ markets or you can order it online direct from growers listed in Chapter 6: Garlic Getaways and Essential Resources of this book. Organic farmers mainly choose to grow hardnecks because hardnecks are tastier and thus provide a successful niche market for small farmers. Softneck garlic is the more common, usually Californiagrown, garlic you’ll find in your local grocery store.

There’s Nothing Like Family

Refer to the Allium Sativum Family Tree and you’ll see that garlic is a powerful and distinguished bulb vegetable that is a revered member of Family Liliaceae, the lily family, Genus Allium, the onion group. It is the strongest and boldest allium family member and is related to the other tasty alliums you may know: shallots, onions, leeks, scallions, and chives. These have all been relished across cultures since long before recorded history.

[image: Figure]

Allium Sativum Traditional Family Tree (based on USDA classification)
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Where Does Garlic Come From?

If you are inspired to investigate garlic more intimately, you will need to get your hands on hardneck garlic. We found it difficult to obtain locally in the timeframe we needed it for this book, but were thrilled to find it easy to order online, direct from some fantastic growers who also proved to be great sources of information for this book (see Chapter 6).

The fresh, grocery store garlic that most Americans are familiar with comes from California or Mexico, depending upon the time of year. If it’s ordinary, pure white-skinned, sort-of-shiny garlic, chances are that it’s a softneck from California and either an artichoke variety or a silverskin variety. If it’s springtime and the garlic is purple and white with a dull finish, it’s probably Mexican garlic that has made its way over the border just in time to replenish the old California bulbs that have begun to shrivel, shrink, sprout, and stink. The purple-skinned garlic tends to be milder in taste than other softneck artichoke garlics. (See Varieties in Chapter 5 for details.)

In the United States, garlic is grown commercially mainly in California, but also in Texas and Louisiana. The United States imports millions of pounds of fresh garlic annually from Argentina (January through March), and from Mexico (starting in April). Garlic is also imported from Chile, China, Spain, and Taiwan. Italy, Spain, and southern France are the primary garlic-growing regions in Europe.

Proven Health Benefits

Eating garlic has bolstered and prolonged the strength of historical powerhouses such as the Roman and Greek soldiers and the Egyptian pyramid builders. Used as a traditional folk medicine, garlic has cured toothaches, addressed intestinal ailments, and protected open wounds from infection. (See Folk Remedies and Natural Cures in Chapter 5.) Garlic has captured the modern world’s attention, too, and has been scientifically proven to be a powerful natural healer that helps people with high blood pressure, heart disease, diabetes, and cancer. And garlic, a natural remedy, has fewer side effects than prescription medications.

Garlic Prevents And Reverses Heart Disease

[image: Figure] Garlic slows the liver’s production of cholesterol.

[image: Figure] Garlic pushes fat from the body into the bloodstream for use or elimination.

[image: Figure] Garlic lowers cholesterol, triglycerides, and LDL.

[image: Figure] Garlic elevates HDL.

Garlic Reduces And Stabilizes Blood Pressure.

[image: Figure] One of garlic’s sulfur amino acids prevents angiotensin 1 from becoming angiotensin 2, resulting in lowering blood pressure.

[image: Figure] Garlic elevates low blood pressure.

Garlic Reduces The Chance Of Stroke

[image: Figure] Garlic thins the blood and prevents blood clots from forming inside the body.

Garlic Fights Infection And Cancer

[image: Figure] Garlic stimulates the immune system’s cancer-fighting activity.

[image: Figure] Garlic stimulates the body to trap and eliminate toxins.

[image: Figure] Garlic kills bacteria, yeast, viruses, parasites, and tumor cells.

Garlic Protects Against Harmful Toxins And Pollution

[image: Figure] Garlic traps and removes heavy metals, toxins, and cancer-causing agents from the body.

[image: Figure] Garlic enhances the liver’s natural ability to detoxify.

Garlic Helps regulate blood Sugar

[image: Figure] Garlic helps the liver more effectively filter blood sugars.

[image: Figure] Garlic increases the body’s natural production of insulin.

Garlic Helps You Achieve Weight-Loss Goals

[image: Figure] Garlic helps to regulate blood sugar and can reduce hunger pains, cravings, and binges.

[image: Figure] Garlic can reduce the body’s production of fat.

[image: Figure] Garlic pushes fat from the body into the bloodstream for use or elimination.

[image: Figure] Garlic increases metabolism.

Garlic’s healing powers are at their most powerful when the garlic is fresh, but there are many popular garlic supplements on the market that are effective, too, and some are odorless. See Supplements in Chapter 5.

Garlic in the Yard and Garden

Garlic can be used to make a garden spray to fend off both insects and disease. Garlic spray is an insecticide that kills aphids and other pesky bugs as well as an antibiotic that kills fungus on plants. Garlic also protects you and your pets from mosquitoes. “Companion planting” with garlic ensures neighboring plants are safe because garden pests stay away from garlic.

The Stinking Rose

Garlic gets a bum rap mainly because of its lingering smell. Allicin, one of the key, health-packing compounds produced by garlic when it is crushed or cut, is absorbed by the body, and then comes back out through the pores and the breath. Raw garlic makes you smell more than cooked garlic and the more garlic you eat, the more you exude garlic odor as you breathe and perspire. Garlic odor sticks with some people longer than others—individual chemistry and metabolism factor in. Everyone is affected differently.


Shhh! There’s an Elephant in the Room!

Elephant garlic is really a leek in garlic garb. Elephant garlic is about the size of an orange, and although it’s the biggest of the bunch in size, it is not the best choice if you’re looking for big garlic taste. Because elephant garlic is a leek, it tastes like a leek and is quite mild. Botanically speaking, you’ll be sure to find it on the grocery store shelf mistakenly misplaced among the garlics. It is almost never in the leek lineup.



The smell of garlic is supposed to be so powerful that if you rub a clove of garlic on your bare foot, you will be able to taste the garlic in your mouth and smell it on your breath within a few minutes. We tried this a few times with no success. But then we don’t think we ever smell like garlic!

What’s Garlic Look Like?

Once you’ve seen and examined garlic growing the first time, you’ll be able to recognize it again right away. You will also probably be surprised as you begin to notice garlic growing in gardens right in your very own neighborhood.

Above the ground, garlic resembles skinny, pathetic-looking, wilting corn with no ears. It is sparse and stands no more than about three feet tall. In urban gardens, it’s often the one crop that doesn’t need a fence to protect it from late night critter pilfering because these persistent pests don’t like the taste of it.

The following diagram details the anatomy of a rocambole garlic plant, a hardneck, scape-producing garlic. The diagram comes from Growing Great Garlic by Ron Engeland, a book that profiles garlic and how it grows in great detail. We’ll cover only the basics here.

The Leaves (the Greens)

The leaves of a garlic plant are long, flat, tapered, and fairly thin. Depending upon the variety of garlic, plant leaves range from light green to blue-green. See Varieties in Chapter 5 where the noteworthy leaf coloring of specific garlic varieties is listed, where available. When a garlic plant is young, the leaves are tender enough to be eaten and the entire plant is uprooted and sold as “garlic greens” or “green garlic.” The older the plant gets, the stiffer and more fibrous the leaves become, which makes them great for weaving into garlic braids but too tough to eat.

Garlic plants have leaves that are either fertile or non-fertile. Only fertile leaf sheaths produce layers of cloves.

THE ANATOMY OF THE GARLIC PLANT

Image reprinted with the permission of Filaree Garlic Farm.

[image: Figure]

When most of the leaves turn brown and droop, the garlic bulb below ground is ready to harvest. See Chapter 5, Growing Your Own, for details that will help you determine when to harvest your own crop.

The Flower Stalk (the Scape)

Only hardneck garlic produces a flower stalk, or scape. Garlic that produces a flower stalk is said to have the “ability to scape.” Although garlic produces one and only one scape, the shape of the scape gets crazy—it coils around in loops before it straightens itself out in the end. Scapes are often snapped off so that the garlic plant will focus all its energy underground to produce the biggest and best bulb possible. The scapes are often sold at farmers’ markets and the middle segments are used for salad, sautés, and stir fries. Softneck garlic is infertile and does not bother with the fanfare of sending up a flower stalk.

The Umbel Capsule (the Seedpod)

Hardneck garlic tops off its scape with an exotic looking seedpod that contains flowers and tiny garlic bulbils. The bulbils look and smell just like miniature garlic cloves and can be planted, but it’s the slow route on the garlic-growing road because bulbils take two or more years to produce a garlic bulb big enough to eat. Garlic is usually cultivated from cloves.

[image: Figure]

“A garlic caress is stimulating.

A garlic excess soporific.”

—CURNONSKY (MAURICE EDMOND SAILLAND)

The Garlic Plant—Below Ground

Most of us purchase fresh garlic by the bulb and by the time it arrives home with us and is out the sack, it’s a neat little package. To learn more about what your garlic goes through before you get it, see Chapter 5. Meanwhile, here’s a quick look at the parts of garlic that grow quietly underground.

The Bulb (the Head)

The garlic bulb is also commonly called a head of garlic, and it is actually the plant’s underground food storage area that it calls upon for nourishment. The garlic bulb is made up of individual garlic cloves that are organized in a circular pattern around the central stem.

In a typical rocambole hardneck garlic bulb, the center of the bulb is a flower stalk, which is surrounded by several separate clove layers. These are surrounded by thin, paper-like, inner bulb wrappers. Each clove layer and grouping is individually formed by the lower part of a single, fertile, foliage leaf.

On the other hand, a typical silverskin softneck garlic bulb is probably what’s sitting in your kitchen. In this bulb, the five clove layers, and the wrapper that surrounds each layer, are produced by five distinct fertile leaves.

The whole arrangement of cloves is held firmly together to form the bulb by thin layers of paper-like skin that range in color from silvery, shiny white to matte purple depending upon the variety of garlic. Garlic bulbs range in size from about 1.5 inches in diameter up to 3 inches and usually have rounded bottoms with a flat spot in the middle where the roots have been trimmed.

The Clove (the Flesh)

Getting to the essence of it all, we arrive at the garlic clove, sometimes referred to as “flesh,” particularly when cooked.

COOKING TIP



When cooking with garlic, be sure to read the recipe very carefully, distinguishing between “clove” and “bulb.” Too often, hasty cooks read “Add a clove of garlic” as “Add a bulb of garlic.” Eating spaghetti sauce to which an entire bulb of garlic has accidentally been added will probably keep your friends and family away from you for several weeks.



A garlic clove is really a plump leaf sheath that protects and feeds the garlic bud that’s hidden inside the clove. Each garlic clove is individually protected by a single parchment paper-like wrapper that ranges in color from white to purple to bronze depending upon the variety of garlic.

The following diagram details the anatomy of a clove of garlic. The diagram comes from Growing Great Garlic by Ron Engeland, a book that profiles garlic and how it grows in great detail. It is used by permission. We’ll cover only the basics here.

Clove size varies depending on the variety of garlic and typically measures .5 inch to 2 inches. Both clove size and how easily it peels depend upon freshness and the variety of garlic.

The Roots

Garlic roots come out of the base or basal plate of the bulb and serve to keep the bulb nourished and growing while it is underground. Garlic roots resemble big, stiff, crazy, wiry whiskers. Like chin hairs on a pretty girl, they are always removed before public appearances.

ANATOMY OF A GARLIC CLOVE

Image reprinted with the permission of Filaree Garlic Farm.
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Filaree Garlic Farm

Filaree Garlic Farm was founded by garlic great Ron Engeland, who also authored Growing Great Garlic, the bestselling classic garlic-growing book among gardeners and farmers. Be sure to visit Filaree Garlic Farm online at www.filareefarm.com to purchase fresh garlic to eat, garlic gardening packs to grow, and for garlic tips and resources of all kinds.



Chemistry—A-A-Action

What gives garlic its amazing ability to lower total cholesterol, curtail cardiovascular disease, and head off hardening of the arteries? It’s all in the chemistry that is unleashed when you crush or cut a clove. Here is a very basic overview of the truly amazing way in which it happens. For a full scientific rundown and a whole lot more on garlic, grab a copy of Garlic and Other Alliums: The Lore and the Science by Harvard University PhD, the great garlic guru Dr. Eric Block. Chapter 4, “Chemistry in a Salad Bowl: Allium Chemistry and Biochemistry,” is for you.

Alliin

Alliin (S-allyl cysteine sulfoxide) is a garlic-specific amino acid that is void of both taste and smell. It lies dormant within the garlic clove until the clove is crushed or chopped, when it springs into action with alliinase to produce allicin.

Alliinase

Alliinase (S-alkyl-L-cysteine sulfoxide lyase) is an enzyme, or biological catalyst, that is made from protein present in garlic. Alliinase interacts with alliin and garlic’s non-volatile components to create allicin plus many other medicinal, volatile sulfur compounds.

Allicin

Allicin (diallyl thiosulphinate) is produced only when garlic is chopped or crushed. Chopping or crushing garlic allows the alliin and alliinase to blend together to create allicin. This process takes about ten seconds. Allicin is the almighty, active, sharp, pungent, and medicinal component of garlic that is a natural insecticide and a powerful killer of bacteria. Allicin also combats mold, yeast, and viruses. Allicin degrades completely in about twenty-four hours. Its power is diminished by heat, but as it degrades, allicin produces more than two dozen new, powerful, sulfur-rich compounds that have tremendous medical benefits.

Diallyl Disulfide (DADS)

As it degrades, allicin produces diallyl disulfide (DADS). DADS is a powerful, sulfur-rich compound that has proven to slow cancer growth and to shrink tumors. DADS is not produced right away, however––it takes about fifteen to twenty minutes after a garlic clove is crushed. So if you are cooking with garlic and want to harness its maximum cancer-fighting capabilities, crush your cloves in a small bowl and let them sit for at least fifteen minutes while you prepare your other ingredients.

Selenium

Garlic contains trace amounts of selenium. Selenium is an antioxidant and helps to protect against aging, cancer, and heart disease. Selenium teams up with vitamin E for both heart and liver health, and to promote healthy skin and hair; it is important for fertility, growth, metabolism, and normal thyroid function.
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I can’t get enough garlic!

—TED WILLIAMS


CHAPTER 2

[image: Figure]

THE ANCIENT HISTORY OF GARLIC

Throughout history, garlic has been used in many ways and has played a prominent role across cultures, classes, and just about everywhere on earth. Garlic has been used as a powerful political pawn, a valuable currency, a potent medicine, a glue, a protector against evil, a preservative, a cover-up, a celebrated crop, and, of course, as a favorite food. It is a vegetable, a spice, a good luck charm, a power tool, and a pharmacy, all in one.

Have Garlic, Will Travel

Garlic is believed to have originated in southeast or central Asia and then carried by travelers throughout the rest of the world. Because garlic is mobile and stores well, it found its way easily into China, India, Egypt and the Middle East, and North Africa.

As garlic made its way across Asia it went through what is known as the Fertile Crescent, an agriculturally rich, arc-shaped area that follows the Euphrates and Tigris Rivers from the Persian Gulf to the Mediterranean Sea.

Garlic continued on to southern Europe and then traveled with Christopher Columbus across “the pond” to the Americas.
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