Indian Spices and Herbs
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Turmeric (Haldi)





Turmeric is the ancient and sacred spice of India. It is the dried rhizome of a herbaceous perennial tropical plant. The primary rhizomes which are rather round in shape are called bulbs while the thin long secondary rhizomes are fingers. Turmeric is a member of the ginger family. It grows underground in hot, moist climates. The plant is uprooted, the top discarded and the root broken from its main bulb. The fingers are then boiled and sun-dried. The outer skin is removed and the finger ground to a powder. Turmeric is native to Southern Asia and grows in India, Indonesia, South America, China and the Caribbean. India is currently the largest producer of this inexpensive spice, which is the "soul" of most Indian dishes. 90% of India's produce does not get a chance to leave the country and is consumed domestically. Dried turmeric has a rich and woody aroma, it tends to be somewhat musky and is pungent. When eaten on its own, turmeric leaves a slightly bitter flavour on the tip of the tongue. It is one of the essential spices in Indian cuisine and forms the basis of most masalas and curry pastes. This is what gives the golden colour associated with many Indian dishes. Indeed, in Indian cuisine, turmeric is used as a natural colour just as much as it is used as flavouring. Turmeric binds and harmonises the spices that it is used in conjunction with, but needs to be used sparingly. Its flavour is enhanced when combined with spices that are low in terms of pungency. 
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Cumin (Jeera)


Cumin belongs to the Apiacae family. The spice is widely cultivated in Gujrat, Rajasthan and in some parts of Uttar Pradesh and Madhya Pradesh. Cumin is used to flavour food as well as used in Ayurvedic medicines. Cumin is native to the Levant and Upper Egypt. It now grows in most hot countries, especially India, North Africa, China and the Americas. The spice is especially associated with Morocco, where it is often smelt in the abundant street cookery of the medinas. Cumin was known to the Egyptians five millennia ago; the seeds have been found in the Old Kingdon Pyramids. The Romans and the Greeks used it medicinally and cosmetically to induce a pallid complexion. In Indian recipes, cumin is frequently confused with caraway, which it resembles in appearance though not in taste, cumin being far more powerful. This is due to a misunderstanding of the Indian word jeera. The term usually means cumin, but can occasionally mean caraway, so in doubtful cases, cumin is generally to be understood. The use of the terms ‘black cumin’ for nigella, and ‘sweet cumin’ for aniseed or fennel, further confounds this confusion. As a general rule interpret jeera or zeera (jira, zira) as cumin and kalonji as nigella. When the seeds themselves are in doubt, cumin is easily distinguished from the other Umbelliferae by its flavour, and its shape and colour is quite different from nigella. Classically, cumin symbolised greed; thus the avaricious Roman Emperor, Marcus Aurelius, came to be known privately as ‘Cuminus’











Chillies / Mirch


Chillies are native to South America, particularly Mexico where they were consumed approximately 9000 years ago. They have been cultivated in these regions as well as Central America and the Caribbean Islands for thousands of years. Despite not being related to the pepper vine, capsicums are still referred to as peppers. Chillies exist in an assortment of shapes, colours and even sizes; they can be but a few millimetres or as long as a 30cm ruler! They can be bought as whole chillies (either fresh or dried) as well as in flakes, threads and a ground powder form. The green and red chillies have no aroma until dried. Chillies' flavour is only released when the flesh is cut. They range in taste from mild and tingling to burning hot. Chillies get their heat from a substance called capsaicin, which can be found in their seeds, flesh and skin. A general guideline is that large fleshy chillies are typically milder than small, thin ones. Remove the seeds and veins in a chilli to reduce its capsaicin content, thus lessening the heat. Fresh chillies can be refrigerated or frozen - they will keep for at least a week in the vegetable drawer of the refrigerator but will lose their flavour and piquance if frozen. Dried chillies can be stored almost indefinitely at an ambient temperature in an airtight container, away from the sunlight. Today, chillies are the biggest spice crop in the world - hundreds of different varieties are grown in all the tropical regions and eaten daily by a quarter of the worlds population. Although used in cuisine ranging from all the corners of the Earth, India is the largest producer and consumer of chillies and each region uses its local varieties. Chilli powder is an essential ingredient in many curries, sauces and spice mixes. When red, dried chillies are fried in hot oil, they give a wonderful flavour to the dish. Crushed chillies make excellent garnishes and chilli powder or fresh, sliced green chillies will add a kick to any dish. 


Did you know?�There are over 200 identified varieties of chilli grown throughout the tropics. In addition there are many local varieties which have not yet been documented. Depending on the variety of the chilli, its heat measured in Scoville units, can range from 0-300,000











Coriander Leaves ( Hara Dhania)


Coriander is both a herb and a spice - the leaves are herbs and the seeds spices. It is one of the few plants that can be used as a herb or a spice and is undoubtedly the most widely used plant in both forms. It is of no surprise then that coriander is the most important spice in Indian cuisine. Coriander has a strong flavour which is delicate and complex, with notes of lemon and ginger. Although they smell and taste quite different, coriander seeds and leaves complement each other very well in dishes. The plants are native to the Mediterranean and Western Asia but are now grown worldwide. The coriander grown in Russia and Central Europe has smaller seeds and contains more essential oil than the oriental variety, which tends to be cultivated for the leaves just as much as for the seeds. Coriander is one of the most common herbs used in Indian cuisine and has uses ranging from flavouring curries and pastes, to its use in making chutneys, pastes and raitas when combined with other herbs and spices such as green � HYPERLINK "http://www.pataks.co.uk/cooking/spices/chillies.php" �chillies� and mint. 


Did you know?�Coriander actually keeps its flavour fairly well when frozen. Chop the leaves and freeze them in an ice tray, covered with a little water. That way, when you want to perk up some of your recipes, simply throw in a cube or two of frozen coriander! 








Fenugreek / Methi


Fenugreek is native to Western Asia and Southeastern Europe and is extensively used both as a flavouring and a medicinal herb. It is now grown in Argentina, India, Morocco, the Mediterranean, and in Pakistan. Both the leaves and seeds are used in Indian cuisine - the leaves resemble shaped clover leaves and the seeds grow in pods, which contain 15 to 20 seeds each. Fresh leaves are grassy and mildly pungent and as translated by the Slovaks, 'green hay', fennel leaves contain an aromatic note of hay. The seeds are hard, are brownish-yellow in colour and are of rhombic shape (about 3 mm). The seeds tend to taste uniquely bitter and astringent. They have an overwhelming smell of curry powder. 


Fenugreek seeds are tempered in hot oil or are dry roasted. The powdered version is ground finely and split seeds are used with a combination of split mustard seeds in pickles. Fenugreek is essential to sambhar powders and the Bengali panch phoron masala. Indian cooks also tend to make great use of fresh fenugreek leaves as a vegetable, which is often combined with potatoes, spinach or rice. The leaves are also chopped and added to the dough for naan breads and chappatis. Their dried counterparts are used to flavour sauces and gravies with a bitter taste. 








Mace / Javitri


The nutmeg tree, which is native to Indonesia but also cultivated in Grenada, can grow to nearly 30 feet and gives us two spices - nutmeg and mace. The seed of this tree is known as a nutmeg and comes encased in two layers. The outermost of these is a small, golden fruit with reddish spots. The other is a red, web-like seed membrane called an aril and is sold as the spice mace. Although some suppliers will sell blades of mace, it is more commonly found as a ground powder. The intense aroma of mace is developed during its curing process, where it is left to dry in the sun for 10-14 days and is similar to a combination of pepper and cinnamon. It is during this time that its colour fades from a bright red to a rusty orange. The flavour of mace is warm and spicy, similar to but cleaner and more savoury than that of nutmeg. Mace tends to have a role in Indian cuisine that is somewhat reserved to sweet dishes and a food colouring used for its saffron-like colour. It can be used in some masala mixes and is an ingredient that is added to garam masala to produce another variation of it. 


Did you know?�One productive acre will yield 500 pounds of nutmeg but only 75 pounds of mace, which explains its steep price. Records show that in 14th century England, one pound of mace was worth more than three sheep! 








Mustard Seed / Rai


Mustard seeds come in three colours: black, white/yellow and brown. Black mustard is grown in Southern Europe and Western Asia, white/yellow mustard is grown in Europe and North America and brown mustard is grown in India. Whole mustard has no aroma, but grinding releases strong, spicy and earthy aromas. White mustard is primarily sweet and does not have much flavour, even when ground, until it is added to a liquid. Black mustard is strong and pungent, brown mustard is slightly bitter and white mustard is initially sweet until the heat kicks in. Black mustard is sometimes used to temper spices in Indian cuisine, but has been mostly replaced by brown mustard seeds, which are used predominantly in South India,  where they are dry roasted or heated in hot oil to bring out an alluring nutty flavour. 








Saffron / Kesar


As its production still depends heavily on manual labour, saffron is the most expensive spice in the world and often called "The Golden Spice". It is the dried stigma of the saffron crocus. It takes over 75,000 crocuses to produce five pounds of stigmas, which after being toasted, yield merely one pound of saffron. Saffron crocuses are native to the Mediterranean and to Western Asia, but production has now shifted such that Spain is now the main producer of saffron. It is said that at harvest time on the plain of La Mancha, a heady, sensual aroma explodes around you as the stigmas are toasted. The finest quality of Saffron is recognised by its deep red colour. It is called 'coupe' the Spanish for red or Kashmiri saffron. The next grade down contains a handful of yellow threads, matching the shade of the flower. This type is often referred to as Mancha for the Spanish variety or Kayam for the Iranian variety.. Saffron has a mesmerising aroma: it is distinctly rich and musky with amiable honeyed trails. The taste of this spice is very delicate, warm, penetrating and slightly bitter. It adds a brilliant golden yellow colour to dishes and is sold in strands as well as in powdered form. Saffron is immersed in liquid for the majority of its uses in cooking. Saffron is added at different stages of the cooking process, depending on what is required for the dish being prepared. If after the colour, saffron is added in the beginning stages however, if aroma is sought, the saffron is added in the latter stages. If overused, there is a danger of it giving an amaroidal taste to foods. If liquid is not required in the cooking process of the dish, then saffron can always be ground and stirred in with the same effects. In this case, it is essential that if the threads are not dry, then they are dried, possibly by roasting, before the grinding process commences. The use of saffron is very much a part of Indian Moghlai cuisine and is often used in biryanis. The spice is heavily used for its colouring properties, especially in rice and in many Indian desserts including kheer (Indian rice pudding) and kulfi (ice cream) in order to give the dish a grander look when entertaining. 
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Garam masala


Garam Masala is a Punjabi, or Northern Indian, style curry powder and is a blend of ground � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spice" \o "Spice" �spices� common in the Indian cuisine, whose literal meaning is 'hot (or warm) spice'. There are many variants: most traditional mixes use just � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cinnamon" \o "Cinnamon" �cinnamon�, roasted � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cumin" \o "Cumin" �cumin�, � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clove" \o "Clove" �cloves�, � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nutmeg" \o "Nutmeg" �nutmeg� (and/or � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mace_%28spice%29" \o "Mace (spice)" �mace�) and green � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cardamom" \o "Cardamom" �cardamom� seed or � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Black_cardamom" \o "Black cardamom" �black cardamom� pods. There are so many different combinations, and each one imparts its own distinctive flavour. North Indian Garam Masala usually contains cardamom, cinnamon, cloves, and black pepper. The Bengali version is more like the Oriental five-spice powder, and contains cumin, nigella, fennel, black mustard, and fenugreek seeds. Many commercial mixtures may include more of other less expensive spices and may contain dried red � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chili_pepper" \o "Chili pepper" �chili peppers�, dried � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Garlic" \o "Garlic" �garlic�, � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ginger" \o "Ginger" �ginger� powder, � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sesame" \o "Sesame" �sesame�, � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mustard_seed" \o "Mustard seed" �mustard seeds�, � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Turmeric" \o "Turmeric" �turmeric�, � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Coriander" \o "Coriander" �coriander�, � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bay_leaves" \o "Bay leaves" �bay leaves�, � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cumin" \o "Cumin" �cumin�, and � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fennel" \o "Fennel" �fennel�. While commercial garam masala preparations can be bought ready ground, it does not keep well, and soon loses its aroma. Whole spices, which keep fresh much longer, can be ground when needed using a � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mortar_and_pestle" \o "Mortar and pestle" �mortar and pestle� or electric coffee grinder.Garam masala can be used during cooking, but unlike many spices, it is often added at the end of cooking, so that the full aroma is not lost. Garam masala is not "hot" in the sense that � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chile_pepper" \o "Chile pepper" �chilis� are, but is fairly pungent. It is the secret spice of Indian cuisine a a lot of restaurants make their own garam masala with a number of spices, and therefore do not like to give away their secret as to how its made. As with all spices, it should be stored in a cool, dry place for no more than 6 months.











