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Indian cuisine is renowned globally for its vibrant flavours, aromatic spices, and
wide variety of dishes. At its core lies a complex tapestry of spices that not only
tantalize the palate but also offer numerous health benefits. While curry may be the
most iconic dish, Indian cuisine is much more expansive, featuring a diverse range
of flavours derived from unique spice blends cherished for centuries.

The use of spices in Indian cooking dates
back millennia, with each region boasting its
own distinctive flavour profile and culinary
techniques. These herbs and spices have
served as remedies for various ailments,
with references to their medicinal properties
found in ancient texts like the VVedas. Spices
have held special significance throughout
history, being used for rituals, preservation,
perfumes, and even as aphrodisiacs.

The term 'spice’ originates from the Latin
word species, indicating items of high value
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and distinction. Throughout history, spices
have often been considered more valuable
than gold or gems, shaping significant
historical events through trade. One of the
primary advantages of using spices and
herbs as remedies is their minimal side
effects compared to commercial drugs.
Indian spices, renowned worldwide, are
particularly cherished for their ability to
enhance flavour and provide nutrients to
dishes without adding extra fat or calories.
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Indian cuisine entices not only with its
distinct flavours and aromas resulting from
skilful spice combinations, but also offers a
plethora of health benefits. Within Indian
culinary traditions, one can find remedies for
various ailments, from common colds and
flu to toothaches and stomach aches. From
the fiery heat of Kashmiri chilli to the earthy
warmth of cumin, spices play a crucial role
in defining the essence of Indian cuisine
while also offering notable health promoting
properties.

In recent years, scientific research has
illuminated the numerous health benefits
associated with Indian spices. Traditional
culinary practices, such as tempering spices
in hot oil to release their flavours, have been
found to enhance the bioavailability of
certain nutrients, further amplifying their
health benefits. This holistic approach to
food preparation underscores the intrinsic
connection between flavour and health in
Indian cuisine.

Spices originate from various plant parts,
including seeds, fruits, roots, bark, and
leaves, and are rich in bioactive compounds
such as phenolic compounds, flavonoids,
alkaloids, terpenoids, and essential oils,
which contribute to their distinct flavours
and health benefits. Each spice's unique
aroma and taste are a result of its specific
chemical composition.

Indian spices can be classified based on the
plant parts they come from, their origin,
flavour profile, and economic importance.
Plant based categorizations include leaf
spices (e.g., mint, curry leaf, bay leaf), root
and bulb spices (e.g., onion, garlic, ginger),
fruit spices (e.g., chilli, cardamom), rhizome
spices (e.g., turmeric, ginger), bark spices
(e.g., cinnamon), seed spices (e.g., cumin,
coriander), pod spices (e.g., Vvanilla,
tamarind), kernel spices (e.g., nutmeg), bud
spices (e.g., clove), floral spices (e.g.,
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saffron), latex spices (e.g., asafoetida), berry
spices (e.g., black pepper), and aril spices
(e.g., mace).

In terms of origin and flavour, spices can be
classified into aromatic spices (e.q.,
cardamom, cumin), pungent spices (e.g.,
ginger, black pepper), phenolic spices (e.g.,
clove), and coloured spices (e.g., turmeric,
saffron).

Economically, Indian spices are divided into
major and minor categories. Major spices,
such as small cardamom, black pepper,
chilli, turmeric, and ginger, constitute a
significant portion of the global spice trade,
contributing 75-90% of total imports. All
other spices are considered minor, further
categorized into bulbous spices (e.g., garlic,
onion), seed spices (e.g., coriander, cumin),
aromatic spices (e.g., clove, cinnamon),
leafy spices (e.g., curry leaf, mint), and
acidulant tree spices (e.g., tamarind).

Turmeric (Haldi)

Turmeric, commonly known as Haldi,
dominates the spice cultivation landscape in
India, covering around 60% of the total area
allocated for spices and condiments.
Belonging to the Zingiberaceae family,
turmeric comprises approximately 70
species, with 30 of them thriving in India.
The primary source of turmeric is the
rhizome of the Curcuma longa plant, which
contributes to 96% of the country's total
turmeric yield, while Curcuma aromatica
accounts for the remaining 4% of cultivated
land.

Turmeric rhizomes contain about 5%
essential oil, with its distinctive yellow
colour attributed to the presence of
curcumin, a compound renowned for its
anti-inflammatory, antineoplastic, and anti-
angiogenic properties. The curcuminoids in
turmeric act as antioxidants, aiding in
purifying the blood and exhibiting antibiotic
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properties. Traditional medicine has long
utilized turmeric to address a wide array of
conditions, including rheumatism, skin
diseases, digestive issues, inflammatory
disorders like arthritis, and hepatic diseases.
It also helps in combating Alzheimer, reduce
the risk of heart disease and restricts cell
growth in cancer.

Chillies (Mirch)

Chillies, or Mirch, are another staple in
Indian cuisine, belonging to the genus
Capsicum and renowned globally for their
versatility. They come in various sizes,
shapes, and colours, with the red hue
attributed to the presence of capsanthin, a
carotenoid pigment. The pungency of
chillies arises from the alkaloid capsaicin,
measured in terms of Scoville value.
Capsicum oleoresin  derived from red
chillies finds application in ointments to
alleviate pain, swelling, and inflammation.
Green chillies are rich in Vitamin C and
Vitamin A, functioning as carminative and
antiflatulence agents, stimulating blood
circulation and providing relief for sore
throats. Red chillies are also utilized in
alternative medicine to address diabetes and
low back pain, with applications including
capsicum plasters containing powdered
capsicum for conditions like acute tonsillitis.
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Cardamon (Elaichi)

Cardamom, scientifically known as Elettaria
cardamomum and hailed as the ‘Queen of
spices’, belongs to the Zingiberaceae family.
It contains 2-10% volatile oil with a distinct
pleasant odour, comprised of active
compounds such as cineole, terpinyl acetate,
pinene, sabinene, and porneol. Known for its
carminative properties, cardamom aids in
flatulent indigestion, stimulates appetite in
those with anorexia, and facilitates digestion
while preventing nausea and vomiting. In
Ayurveda, it is recognized for its diuretic
action, cough relief, cold remedy, and
cardiac stimulation. Traditionally, it has
been used to treat kidney and urinary
disorders, gastrointestinal issues, and as a
remedy for dental and gum infections, throat
ailments, lung congestion, pulmonary
tuberculosis, asthma, heart diseases, eye
inflammation, and digestive disorders.
Cardamom oil possesses anti-inflammatory
and antibacterial properties and is employed
in preparations for cold relief and sore throat
gargles. Additionally, it is reputed as an
antidote for snake and scorpion venom and
is utilized in cases of food poisoning, with
cardamom seeds noted for their aphrodisiac
properties.

Garlic (Lehsun)

Garlic (Allium sativum L.) from the
Liliaceae family is prized for its ability to
enhance taste, nutritional value, and
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digestion. Its principal compound, allin, is
transformed into allicin, a potent antifungal
and antiviral agent by the enzyme alliinase.
Allicin further converts into allyl disulphide,
which imparts the characteristic flavour.
Garlic  exhibits  anthelmintic,  anti-
inflammatory, antioxidant, and antifungal
properties with minimal side effects. It
demonstrates antibacterial activity against
both gram-positive and gram-negative
bacteria. Garlic extract can reduce serum
cholesterol levels and prevent heart disease.
In traditional medicine systems such as
Ayurveda, Siddha, and Unani, garlic is
utilized for various purposes, including
alleviating sinus problems, promoting
abortion, regulating menstruation, treating
paralysis, forgetfulness, tremors, colic pains,
internal ulcers, and fevers. It also helps in
lowering the blood pressure of those having
complaints of high blood pressure.

Ginger (Adrak)

Ginger, derived from the root of Zingiber
officinale Roscoe, contains bioactive
compounds such as gingerol and shogaol,
imparting a pungent, lemony, or camphory
note. It serves as an appetizer, laxative, and
remedy for indigestion, asthma, bronchitis,
piles, rheumatism, headaches, and diabetic
symptoms. Fresh ginger juice is beneficial
for diabetics, while ginger tea and
concoctions effectively relieve colds and
coughs. Ginger improves blood supply to the
heart muscles and acts as an astringent,
shrinking mucous membranes or tissues to
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check discharge of blood serum or mucous
secretions. It also possesses strong anti-
inflammatory and anti-pyretic properties.

Coriander (Dhaniya)

Coriander,  scientifically  known  as
Coriandrum sativum L., hails from the
Umbelliferae family and is native to the
Mediterranean region. Revered for its fresh,
spring-like aroma, coriander seeds contain
0.5 to 1.0% essential oil with the active
compound geraniol. Rich in vitamin C and
vitamin A, coriander leaves offer various
health benefits, including aiding digestion,
respiratory health, and urinary tract function.
The seeds are chewed to combat bad breath
and are infused to relieve flatulence,
indigestion, vomiting, and intestinal
disorders, including those affecting the
female reproductive system. Oleoresin
derived from coriander finds application in
flavouring beverages, pickles, sweets, and
other delicacies. It is also used to alleviate
symptoms of urethritis, cystitis, urinary tract
infections, skin conditions, throat ailments,
vomiting, nosebleeds, coughs, allergies, and
dysentery. Coriander  oil  exhibits
antimicrobial properties and serves as a
natural fragrance in the perfumery industry.
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Clove (Laung)

Clove, commonly referred to as Laung, is
the small reddish flower bud of the
Syzygium aromaticum tree from the
Myrtaceae family. The essential oil of cloves
primarily contains eugenol, comprising
about 15% of its composition. Clove oil is
frequently employed in Ayurveda and
Chinese medicine for its analgesic properties
in dental care. Eugenol possesses
antioxidant properties that prevent food
from becoming rancid, while eugenol esters
serve as flavouring agents. Clove offers
various pharmacological actions, including
analgesic, anaesthetic, antibacterial,
antiparasitic, antioxidant, antiperspirant,
antiseptic, carminative, digestive,
rubefacient, stimulant, and stomachic
effects. It is commonly used to alleviate
minor disorders like indigestion, flatulence,
and toothaches.

Black Pepper (Kaali Mirch)

Black pepper, known as Kaali Mirch, is the
fruit of the black pepper plant from the
Piperaceae family, utilized both as a spice
and medicine. Its pungency and aroma stem
from its oleoresin, present in the pericarp
cells. Piperine, constituting 4-10% of black
pepper, imparts its characteristic biting taste,
while other alkaloids like chavicine,
piperidine, and piperethine are present in
smaller amounts. Black pepper is a rich
source of nutrients such as manganese, iron,
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calcium, potassium, vitamins A, C, K, zinc,
chromium, and others. It offers numerous
medicinal benefits, including
antihypertensive, anti-Alzheimer's,
antidepressant, anti-inflammatory,
antioxidant, antipyretic, antitumor,
antiasthmatic, analgesic, and antimicrobial
properties. Black pepper stimulates the
secretion of hydrochloric acid, aiding
digestion, and is used with hot milk to
alleviate throat infections. It is also effective
in treating rheumatism, muscular pain,
intestinal gas, and headaches, with piperine
enhancing the bioavailability of other
medicines and serving as an antidote for
cough and chest congestion.

Cinnamon (Dalchini)

Cinnamon, also known as Dalchini, is
derived from the bark of the Cinnamomum
verum tree belonging to the Lauraceae
family and is widely used in households. Its
bark contains 1% essential oil, with active
compounds including eugenol, cineole, and
cinnamaldehyde.  Cinnamon  exhibits
antioxidant, anti-inflammatory, antidiabetic,
antimicrobial, immunity-boosting, cancer-
preventing, and heart disease-protecting
properties. When combined with ginger,
cinnamon stimulates blood circulation and
digestion. It serves as an antipyretic,
antiseptic, astringent, anti-inflammatory,
carminative, diaphoretic, fungicidal,
stimulant, and stomachic agent. Applied as a
powdered spice in water, cinnamon bark can
alleviate headaches and neuralgia, and is

Oct — Dec’24



traditionally used as a folk remedy for
various internal disorders and tumours.

B4

Carom Seed (Ajwain)

Ajwain, belonging to the Umbelliferae
family, originates from India. Both its leaves
and seeds are edible, with seeds resembling
those of other Umbelliferae family members
like caraway, cumin, and fennel. Ajwain
seeds offer a taste and flavour akin to
aniseed and oregano, owing to the presence
of the bioactive compound thymol, which
imparts a biting hot and bitter taste, numbing
the tongue when chewed. In Ayurveda,
ajwain is recommended for various stomach
disorders such as indigestion, flatulence,
diarrhoea, and colic.

Fenugreek (Methi)

Fenugreek, commonly known as Methi,
goes by various names across different
regions. It comprises hard lentil seeds with a
dark fawn colour and a distinctive astringent
aroma. Fenugreek seeds contain both
soluble and insoluble fibre, along with a 5%
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bitter fixed oil. Offering numerous
medicinal properties, fenugreek is utilized
for  digestive  disorders,  bronchitis,
tuberculosis infections, skin irritations,
ulcers, menopausal symptoms, and diabetes.
It is also used in combination with

buttermilk ~ for  dysentery  treatment.
Fenugreek is employed in medicine for its
aphrodisiac, astringent, demulcent,
carminative, stomachic, diuretic,

emmenagogue, emollient, expectorant,
lactogogue, restorative, and tonic properties.
Fenugreek leaves can be used as a gargle for
treating mouth ulcers.

Aniseed (Saunf)

Aniseed, known as Saunf, is the small, dried
seed of an annual herb native to the East
Mediterranean region. While primarily
cultivated in a small area in India, it is also
grown in Rajasthan, Punjab, Uttar Pradesh,
and Orissa. Aniseed's major compound,
anethole, offers a flavour reminiscent of
liquorice and is commonly used as a mouth
refresher after meals. An infusion of fennel
is utilized to counteract flatulence and is
mildly carminative, beneficial for treating
colic pain. Aniseed finds extensive use as a
natural raw material in pharmaceuticals,
perfumery, food, and cosmetic industries,
with its essential oil employed in
aromatherapy to treat colds and flu.
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Caraway (Shahi Jeera)

Caraway, comprising black dried seeds with
a pleasant aromatic flavour, contains around
5% essential oil. The primary flavouring
compound, D-carvone, alongside D-
limonene, imparts its characteristic taste.
Anciently, caraway oil was utilized by
women for enhancing beauty. The
combination of black cumin and caraway
seed oils has been utilized to combat
parasites, detoxify the body, alleviate
amoebic dysentery and shigellosis, treat
abscesses, old tumours, mouth ulcers, and
rhinitis. Caraway acts as a mild stomachic
and carminative.

Bay Leaf (Tejpatta)

Bay leaf, scientifically known as Laurus
nobilis, hails from the Lauraceae family and
IS native to the Mediterranean and Asia.
These dried aromatic leaves, containing 1—
3% aromatic oil, are utilized in pickling
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spice preparation and vinegar flavouring.
Possessing  stimulant ~ and  narcotic
properties, bay leaf helps alleviate joint,
chest, womb, and stomach pains, while
stimulating gastric functions to aid
digestion.

Asafoetida (Heeng)

Asafoetida, commonly referred to as Heeng
and dubbed ‘Food of the Gods’, originates
from Iran and Afghanistan. It is an oleo-gum
resin exuded from the rhizome or root of
Ferula asafoetida. Its flavour comes from the
presence of a ferulic ester and sulphur-
containing volatile oil. Asafoetida is rich in
protein, fibre, carbohydrates, calcium,
phosphorus, iron, niacin, carotene, and
riboflavin. Widely available and used in
every household, asafoetida is effectively
employed in treating indigestion, menstrual
pain, earaches, body pains, and toothaches.
It acts as an antimicrobial agent, boosts
detoxification enzyme levels in the body,
and is utilized in treating chronic bronchitis
and whooping cough.
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Cumin (Jeera)

Cumin seeds, or Jeera, are predominantly
cultivated in India, Syria, Iran, and Turkey,
belonging to the Apiaceae family. India
holds the largest share, accounting for 70%
of global cumin production, followed by
Syria. With an essential oil content of 2 to
4%, cumin seeds contain the active
compound aldehyde cumino. Consuming
warm water infused with cumin rehydrates
the body and enhances saliva secretion,
aiding digestion. It also promotes
breastfeeding in lactating mothers, lowers
blood sugar levels, increases haemoglobin
levels, and acts as a potent antioxidant due to
the presence of anticarcinogenic agents like
thymol and dithymoquinone.

Poppy Seeds (Afeem ke beej)

Poppy seeds, obtained from the poppy plant
(Papaver somniferum), are small kidney-
shaped oilseeds packed with nutrients such
as thiamin, folate, calcium, iron,
magnesium, manganese, phosphorus, and
zinc. They provide 525 Calories per 100
grams and consist of 6% water, 28%
carbohydrates, 42% fat, and 21% protein. In
traditional Indian medicine, they are utilized
as a skin moisturizer. Poppy seeds are
pressed to extract poppy seed oil, a valuable
commercial oil with numerous culinary,
industrial, and medicinal applications.
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Nutmeg (Jaiphal)

Nutmeg, derived from the dried and hard
seed or pit of the nutmeg fruit, and mace, the
orange-red fleshy covering of the nutmeg,
contain 7-14% essential oil, which includes
the highly toxic compound myristicin. Both
nutmeg and mace possess antimicrobial
properties.

Saffron (Kesar)

Saffron, known as Crocus sativa and
cultivated in the dry land of the Kashmir
valley, derives its name from the fragrant
stigma found in the flower of the saffron
plant. With a unique aroma among spices,
saffron is highly valued and expensive. It
takes 75,000 flowers to produce one ounce
of pure saffron. This spice contains essential
oil crocin and the colouring principle
crocerin, and it is used as a sedative and for
treating eye infections.

Oct — Dec’24



13

Mangosteen (Kokum)

Kokum (Garcinia indica) is cultivated in the
western ghats in the Konkan, Goa, South
Karnataka, and Kerala. Its ripe fruit is dark
purple due to anthocyanin content, and it
boasts sufficient malic acid. The colourful
red juice extracted from kokum is used in
beverage manufacturing.

Fennel Flower (Kalonji)

Kalonji, commonly found in Indian
kitchens, possesses various medicinal
properties. Nigella sativa, an annual
flowering plant native to southwest Asia, is
known for its carminative, diaphoretic,
digestive, diuretic, emmenagogue, excitant,
lactagogue, laxative, expectorant,
antipyretic,  antihelminthic,  resolvent,
stimulant, sudorific, and parasiticide
properties. Kalonji is effective in treating
conditions such as dog bites, paralysis, facial
palsy, migraine, and amnesia. Its powder,
when taken with water, is beneficial for
haemorrhoids, and a vinegar solution of
boiled seeds can alleviate inflammation and
tooth pain. Black seed oil has been a beauty
secret since ancient times and is also known
for its anti-parasitic activity.
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Mint (Pudina)

Mint, derived from the Greek word
"minthe," is a widely used spice with about
25 species in the genus Mentha of the mint
family (Lamiaceae). It is utilized as a herbal
remedy for various conditions including loss
of appetite, bronchitis, sinusitis, the common
cold, fever, nausea, vomiting, and
indigestion.

Caper (Kanthari)

Caper bushes, also known as Flinders rose,
are perennial herb plants bearing spiral,
fleshy leaves and large white to pinkish
flowers. Caper buds, often pickled and used
as a seasoning, are the most well-known
edible part of the plant. Other varieties of
Capparis, along with C. spinosa, are also
valued for their buds or fruits. Various parts
of Capparis plants are utilized in the
production of medicines and cosmetics.
Enzymatic reactions lead to the formation of
rutin, which manifests as crystallized white
spots on the surfaces of individual caper
buds.
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Alkanet (Ratanjot)

Alkanet, belonging to the borage family
Boraginaceae, encompasses several related
plants, with Alkanna tinctoria being the
primary source of a red dye. In Indian
cuisine, alkanet, known as ‘Ratan Jot’,
imparts its red hue to dishes like Rogan Josh.
In folklore medicine, Alkanna tinctoria is
utilized to treat  abscesses  and
inflammations.

Tamarind (Imli)

Tamarindus indica, a leguminous tree,
produces pod-like fruit with edible pulp
widely used in global cuisines. Apart from
culinary use, tamarind pulp finds
applications in traditional medicine and
metal polishing. The taste of tamarind fruit
is sweet and sour, rich intartaric acid, sugar,
B vitamins, and calcium.
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Star Anise (Chakraphool)

Licium verum, native to northeast Vietnam
and southwest China, yields star anise, a
spice closely resembling anise in flavour.
Star anise oil, highly fragrant and used in
various products, is obtained from the star-
shaped pericarps of its fruit. A significant
portion of the world's star anise crop is used
for extracting shikimic acid, a key ingredient
in oseltamivir (Tamiflu) synthesis.

Liquorice (Mulethi)

Liquorice, derived from the root of
Glycyrrhiza glabra, offers a sweet flavour
extract. Though not botanically related to
anise or fennel, liquorice has similar
flavouring compounds. It has been utilized
in herbalism and traditional medicine.
Excessive consumption, however, may lead
to adverse effects like hypokalaemia,
increased blood pressure, and muscle
weakness. In Ayurveda, liquorice is used for
rejuvenation and potentially aiding jaundice
and other ailments.

Mace Spice (Javitri)
Mace Spice, commonly known as Javitri, is
a spice derived from the seed of the nutmeg

Oct — Dec’24



tree (Myristica fragrans). The javitri or aril
has a reddish-brown colour and a delicate,
aromatic flavour that is slightly sweeter and
milder than the nutmeg kernel. It is often
used in powdered form or as whole pieces in
both sweet and savoury dishes to impart a
warm, spicy flavour and aroma. In
traditional medicine systems like Ayurveda,
it is believed to have various health benefits,
including digestive aid, anti-inflammatory
properties, pain relief, and even aphrodisiac
effects. However, it's essential to use javitri
in moderation as excessive consumption can
lead to toxicity due to its high concentration
of certain compounds.

In addition to its culinary and medicinal
uses, javitri is also valued in perfumery and
aromatherapy for its rich, warm fragrance.
Its essential oil is extracted and used in
perfumes, candles, soaps, and other scented
products for its aromatic qualities.

Thus, Indian spices are revered not only for
their flavourful contributions but also for
their extensive medicinal qualities. From
turmeric's potent anti-inflammatory
properties to ginger's digestive benefits,
these spices offer a wealth of health
advantages. Moreover, ongoing scientific
investigations are continually unveiling the
remarkable potential of these culinary gems
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in addressing various health issues, from
chronic ailments to infectious diseases.
However, it's crucial to recognize that the
efficacy of Indian spices in medicinal
applications can vary based on factors such
as dosage, preparation methods, and
individual health circumstances.
Additionally, incorporating these spices into
one's diet should complement conventional
medical treatments rather than serve as
replacements.

As global interest in holistic health and
traditional medicine expands, there's a
renewed appreciation for the ancient
wisdom inherent in practices like Ayurveda,
which has long acknowledged the
therapeutic  properties of spices. By
integrating these spices into daily cooking,
not only do dishes become more flavourful,
but overall well-being is also promoted.
Ultimately, while Indian spices undoubtedly
enhance culinary experiences, their potential
to support health and longevity renders them
invaluable additions to both kitchen pantries
and medicine cabinets. This fosters a holistic
approach to wellness that respects both
tradition and modern scientific insights. As
research in this realm continues to progress,
the profound health benefits of Indian spices
will undoubtedly remain a captivating
subject of exploration for years to come.

Pigpan Setu | ¢-magazing

Dr. Punit Kumar is an Associate Professor at
the Department of Physics, University of
Lucknow and Dr. Sanjeev Kumar Varshney is a
Professor Emeritus at the Vinayaka Mission
Research Foundation in Salem, Tamil Nadu.

Oct — Dec’24



