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COOKING BASICS: SPICES 101 

Overview 
Spices are naturally fragrant, but to reach their full flavor potential, they need help.  Cracking/grinding, 

toasting with dry heat and blooming in fat (moist heat) are classic techniques for achieving this.   

When you toast spices, moisture cooks off and the spice takes on a warm, smoky, earthy flavor that can 

be totally different from the character of the raw spice.  Best suited for whole spices. 

 

Blooming is best for ground spices and dried herbs.  To intensify and enhance their flavor, cook them for 

a minute or two in a little butter or oil BEFORE adding liquid to the pan. If the recipe calls for sautéing 

aromatics (like onions), add the spices to the fat in the pan when the vegetables are nearly cooked. 

 

A key element in many recipes, spices lend depth and complexity to everything from rice and bean 

dishes to barbecue recipes.  If you are new to spices some basic ones to get you started include: 

 

Allspice 

Cinnamon 

Chili powder 

Cloves 

Coriander 

Cumin 

Fennel Seed 

Ginger 

Nutmeg 

Paprika (sweet & smoked) 

Peppercorns 

Turmeric      

 

Whole spices are best 

Purchasing whole spices and grinding them yourself is ideal.  Whole spices have a longer shelf life than 

ground (which lose their punch after a year) and freshly ground spices have a superior flavor.  If you 

want to grind your own spices, invest in a small coffee grinder and reserve it for just this purpose.  

However, the reality is that most cooks typically rely on the convenience of ground spices.   

 

When using ground spices, clean out your pantry regularly 

If you have spices that you moved from your last house or apartment, they need to be retired.  Ground 

spices will lose their punch after a year.  Use stick-on dots to label each jar with a purchase date and 

then regularly purge your pantry pf spices that are more than 12 months only.  DON’T buy spices in bulk. 

 

Proper storage is critical for maximum flavor 

Heat and sunlight will rob spices of their potency.  Keep them in a cool, dark pantry to prolong freshness.  

Don’t store spice jars on the counter or near the stove.  Also, opaque or amber jars are better than clear. 

 

Heat them up for best results 

Heating changes the flavor of spices, making them taste richer and more complex.  Ground spices that 

are used in barbecue rubs will see plenty of heat on the grill.  (In effect, the spices are toasted as the 

food cooks.)  Spices that are used in dishes with liquids (such as chili, curry or soup) should be bloomed 

in fat before the liquid is added to the pot.  You can cook the spices in a little butter or oil for a minute or 

two and then add the mixture to a recipe.  Or simpler still, add the spices once the aromatics (such as 

onions) are cooked and before the tomatoes, broth, wine or other liquid is added.  We often add ground 

spices with the garlic, they both require a minute or so to develop their flavors. 
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Health Benefits of Spices 
Source:  National Geographic Complete Guide to Herbs & Spices     

 

Spices are loaded with phytonutrients that protect from disease and boost healing processes.  Even a 

small quantity packs a good dose of benefits.  Listed below are health benefits of many popular spices 

listed by category -- sweet and savory.   

 

Sweet Spices: 
Allspice – is the dried unripe fruit of the Pimenta dioica, a slow growing evergreen.  Its taste is a blend of 

cinnamon, nutmeg and cloves with a hint of juniper and peppercorn.  Sub ½ teaspoon cinnamon and ½ 

teaspoon cloves for 1 teaspoon allspice, or use equal parts cinnamon, nutmeg and cloves.  It contains 

eugenol which is a mild antimicrobial.  It has been prescribed for treating stomach disorders, used as a 

deodorant and an anesthetic for toothaches. 

 

Cinnamon – There are two main species of cinnamon, Cinnamomum Verum (Ceylon) and Cinnamomum 

aromaticum (Cassia).  Cinnamon as been used to treat coughs, arthritis, sore throats and colds and to 

aid circulation and digestion.  In modern day it is used to treat muscle spasms, vomiting, diarrhea, loss of 

appetite, bacterial and fungal infections and cognition problems as well as to lower blood sugar in both 

types 1 and 2 diabetics.   

 

Cloves – Cloves are the unopened flower buds of the clove tree.  Cloves have been called the super 

spice because their antioxidants have a ORAC (oxygen radical absorbance capacity) of more than 

290,000 times higher than any other therapeutic grade oil.  It offers antiviral, anti-inflammatory and 

antibacterial qualities.  It also contains eugenol so is a mild anesthetic making it beneficial for root canal 

therapy and for gum or toothache pain.   

 

Ginger – Ginger is the rhizome of the plant Zingiber officinale.  The Chinese use ginger to treat 

toothaches, colds, flu and hangovers.  The Japanese found it relieved aching joints.  It was used in 

Europe as protection against the plague during the Black Death.  It has gut soothing qualities and anti-

inflammatory effects.  Ginger is a component of more than 50% of all traditional herbal remedies. 

 

Mace/nutmeg – the nutmeg tree produces two spices:  nutmeg the dried seed and mace the irregular, 

waxy, red sheath or aril that forms around the seed casing.  Nutmeg is used as a sleep aid, as an 

antibacterial to protect teeth and gums (eugenol), to ease aching joints, to relieve stomach discomfort 

and to boost kidney and liver function.  When mixed into a paste with honey, nutmeg can brighten the 

complexion, heal acne and reduce facial scars. 

 

Vanilla – It is the second most expensive spice in the world.  It is the fruit of an orchid that must be 

pollinated by hummingbirds or bees.  Vanilla has antioxidant, anticarcinogenic, antidepressant, fever-

reducing and sedative qualities.  It has been praised for its ability to exhilarate the brain and increase 

muscular energy.   
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Savory Spices: 
Black Pepper – Considered the king of spices.  Pepper has been used to aid water loss, ease flatulence, 

cure earaches and vision problems and induce sweating.  Herbal healers use it to treat respiratory 

infections, asthma, constipation, anemia, acne, muscle strains, dental diseases, diarrhea and heart 

disease.  Medical research has shown it has antioxidant, antibacterial and anti-inflammatory qualities.   

 

Caraway seed – They are the crescent-shaped fruits of the Carum Carvi plant.  Caraway has been used 

to treat flatulence, indigestion and infant colic.  The seeds provide flavonoids that can help eliminate free 

radicals that cause cancer, aging and infection. 

 

Cayenne – Cayenne, a member of the nightshade family, is the fruit of the chili pepper plant and are 

ground into a spice or used whole either fresh or dried.  High in B complex vitamins, cayenne has anti-

irritant, antifungal, antiallergen and antibacterial properties.  It stimulates muscle movement throughout 

the digestive tract helping increase secretions and aid in absorption of nutrients.  It increases circulation 

especially to the extremities and can help circulate beneficial medicines and other nutrients through the 

body.  It also boosts metabolism and can be useful for weight loss.   

 

Cumin – Second most popular spice in the world after black pepper.  Cumin has been used to treat 

indigestion, cure skin eruptions, improve immunity and treat hemorrhoids.  With its high dietary fiber 

content and antifungal and antimicrobial properties it a natural laxative.  It is a valuable antioxidant and 

has been shown to speed up the secretion of detoxifying and anticarcinogenic enzymes from the glands. 

 

Paprika – Ground paprika derives from same species of pepper as cayenne, but typically contains a 

larger proportion of sweet and mild red bell peppers.  It has been used to reduce joint pain, ease 

digestion and maintain circulatory and heart health.  It can help normalize blood pressure and increase 

productions of saliva and stomach acids to assist digestion.   

 

Saffron – By weight saffron is the most expensive spice and comes from the three red stigmas of the fall-

flowering saffron crocus.  They are traditionally picked by hands and it takes 75,000 flowers and 20 hours 

of work to make one pound of saffron.  Saffron is used as a sedative and expectorant.  Its anti-aging 

properties led to its addition to many beauty portions.  Saffron can relieve both pain and inflammation.   

 

Sesame Seed – One of the oldest seasonings, sesame seeds have grown in the topics since prehistoric 

times and early Egyptian tombs show bakers adding sesame seeds to bread dough.  The seeds have 

both curative and preventative qualities.  They contain two unique antioxidants, sesamin and sesamolin 

that belong to a group of beneficial fibers known as lignans which have a cholesterol-lowering effect and 

can help prevent high blood pressure.  Sesamin can also protect the liver from damage caused by free 

radicals.   

 

Turmeric – Turmeric, a relative to ginger, is the rhizome of Curcuma Ionga. It possesses antioxidant, 

anti-inflammatory, antibiotic, antiseptic and analgesic qualities.  Its active ingredient, curcumin, is used in 

treating cancer, diabetes, allergies, arthritis, bowl disorders and Alzheimer’s disease.   


