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    AJOWAN

    
  
    FLAVOR & AROMA When I want to introduce complex herbal notes with a slight bitterness—particularly when raw—ajowan is my go-to spice. The bitter element, which I actually love, mellows when cooked or baked, resulting in a nice nutty taste. Its additional notes of thyme, oregano, fennel, cumin, and even celery work well in breads and baked goods, especially since the spice adds a textural element when left whole. 

    Ajowan, like many other spices, benefits from being fried in fat until lightly brown to develop its flavor. This results in the added bonus of an aromatic, infused cooking fat, which you can—and should—use later. 

    ORIGIN [image: ] Native to South India [image: ] Cultivated in India, Iran, Egypt, Pakistan, and Afghanistan

    HARVEST SEASON Ajowan is an annual herb in the parsley (Apiaceae) family that grows 1 to 2 feet in height and bears small, red-speckled white flowers and fleshy round leaves. Because it is frost tender, it is mainly grown as a winter crop in subtropical climates and as a summer crop in temperate climates. When the seeds fully ripen, in 120 to 140 days, the stems are cut, dried, and threshed.

    PARTS USED Seeds, essential oils, and roots

    ABOUT Often referred to as ajwain or carum, ajowan seeds are grayish-green and oval shaped with stripes, similar to caraway or cumin. They are predominantly found in Indian cuisine in baked goods and, in particular, in Gujarati vegetarian fare, including batters for bhajias (fritters). In Gujarat, they also mix whole or crushed seeds with cilantro and chile peppers to give pudlas (chickpea pancakes) a wonderful aromatic flavor. Because ajowan is mainly used in these cuisines, most people outside of India and southwest Asia—including myself at first—have hardly heard of it. It is well worth seeking out. 

    Ajowan is also incredibly perfumy. Its seeds contain about 5% essential oil, of which half is the widely used medicinal element thymol. Its essential oils are used for treating everything from arthritis and asthma to indigestion and sore throats. The root is also said to help with digestion.
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    TRADITIONAL USES

    Baghaar (method of seasoning by frying spices in oil)—India

    Chaat masala (spice blend)—India and Pakistan

    Berbere (spice blend)—Ethiopia and Eritrea

    Parathas (flatbread)—Southwestern Asia

    Pakoras (fritters)—Southwestern Asia and Gujarat

    
    
    
    NOTE

    Toasting recommended

    RECOMMENDED PAIRINGS

        
    [image: ] Spinach salad

    [image: ] Sautéed artichokes

    [image: ] Baked bass

    [image: ] Split peas

    [image: ] Roast turkey

   
    
    
    SPICE PAIRINGS

    caraway, chile flakes, cumin, fennel, turmeric

    RECIPE IDEAS

   
    1. Add whole ajowan seeds to your favorite pancake recipe and serve with whipped feta cheese for brunch.

    2. Season thinly sliced cucumber with whole ajowan seeds, white wine vinegar, and coarse salt for a quick pickle.

    3. Simmer peeled garlic cloves in milk until tender, season with whole ajowan seeds, and purée until smooth for a condiment.
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            QUICK BLEND

    Gujarat

    Use this slightly bitter, herbaceous blend to season cooked potato purée, which you can then shape into small patties and pan-fry in olive oil until golden brown. It is also great on fried eggplant served with yogurt.

    Makes about ⅓ cup/26 grams

    2½ tablespoons/5 grams dried dill 

    1½ tablespoons/3 grams crushed dried cilantro

    1 tablespoon/15 grams ajowan seeds, toasted

    2 teaspoons/2 grams crushed dried mint

    ½ teaspoon/1 gram pepperoncino chile flakes, or other chile flakes
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    ALEPPO

    
  
    FLAVOR & AROMA It’s as if one day Aleppo chiles were introduced to the world and there was no going back. For years I didn’t know a thing about them, until my friend Ana Sortun, chef-owner of Oleana in Cambridge, Massachusetts, brought me some. Life was never going to be the same. These magical chile flakes have citrus and sun-dried tomato notes and a mild, pleasant heat. They are robust with fruitiness and earthy cumin and cayenne undertones with just a touch of salt. They’re a good example of how chiles can offer so much more than heat; they can deliver sweet, acidic notes as well. 

    The coarsely ground large flakes add texture and complexity to dishes, and because they don’t dissolve right away, you can use the spice in cold dishes or longer-cooked ones. Needless to say, it is one of my favorite spices.

    ORIGIN [image: ] Native to South and Central America and later the northern Syrian town of Aleppo [image: ] Cultivated in Syria and Turkey

    HARVEST SEASON Aleppo pepper plants, which can reach 4 feet high, thrive in warm, dry climates. Each offers an abundance of peppers that ripen from green to deep burgundy-red and are ready to be harvested around September (75 to 85 days from sowing). Growing several inches in length and just under 2 inches wide, pods are laid out in the sun to dry naturally, though not fully, to preserve their natural oils. Then they are seeded and coarsely ground. Often, salt will be added to the flakes for flavor and to avoid clumping.

    PARTS USED Whole chiles

    ABOUT Also known as Halaby pepper, true Aleppo is a deep red, complex pepper in the nightshade (Solanaceae) family that traditionally grows in one of the world’s oldest and continuously inhabited cities. Rich in Islamic history and architecture, this Syrian town just south of the Turkish border was said to be one of the last stops on the storied Silk Road. 

    The Aleppo chile has long been an essential ingredient in Mediterranean and Middle Eastern cuisine, only gaining popularity around the world at the end of the twentieth century. Traditionally, it’s used as a table condiment, not unlike salt and pepper, and for seasoning grilled meats. Today, it’s used as a more complex substitute for any dish where crushed pepper is called for, like pizza, chili, and a variety of sauces.

    Syria’s current geopolitical climate and a lingering drought have made this coveted pepper a near endangered species. Aleppo’s farmers either can’t grow it or can’t sell it. What grows on the other side of the border in Turkey, though considered a sibling pepper, just isn’t the same. Some are opting for—or being baited-and-switched with—Maraş, a pepper grown in the Turkish province of Kahramanmaraş. While we hold on tight to our stash of the authentic Syrian spice, we’ll have to wait patiently and hope the heritage of Aleppo—the town, its people, and the chile—makes a revival.
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    TRADITIONAL USES

    Koftes (minced meat kebabs)—Turkey

    Acuka (walnut-pepper spread)—Turkey

    Muhammara (hot pepper dip)—Middle East

    Kebabs—Middle East

    Ful medames (mashed fava bean dish)—Egypt

    
    
    
    NOTE

    Toasting not recommended

    RECOMMENDED PAIRINGS

        
    [image: ]  Grilled fish

    [image: ] Aglio e olio spaghetti

    [image: ] Scallopini

    [image: ] Guacamole

    [image: ] Chocolate chip cookies

   
    
    
    SPICE PAIRINGS

    cumin, oregano, rose, sesame, sumac

    HEAT INDEX

    Light to medium heat

    
    RECIPE IDEAS

   
    1. Combine Aleppo chile flakes with fresh lemon juice, brown sugar, fresh mint, and sparkling water for a spicy, refreshing lemonade.

    2. Season sliced mango with Aleppo chile flakes, lime juice, and sea salt for a snack.

    3. Marinate calamari slices with Aleppo chile flakes, chopped fresh ginger, and orange juice before quickly searing in a pan.
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            QUICK BLEND

    Biber

    Sprinkle a few pinches of this blend over ground lamb and use to make fiery grilled kebabs. It’s also a great match for a red bell pepper and bean stew.

    Makes about ¼ cup/25 grams

    2 tablespoons/15 grams Aleppo chile flakes

    ½ tablespoon/5 grams cumin seeds, toasted and ground

    ½ tablespoon/3 grams dried garlic slices, ground

    1 teaspoon/1 gram dried oregano

    Scant ½ teaspoon/1 gram ground sumac
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    ALLSPICE


    FLAVOR & AROMA I like to compare allspice to the percussion section of an orchestra; it is the heart and soul of spices. Because of its complexity, it somehow harmonizes with all the other spices in a blend or the ingredients in a dish. It’s what we call a warm spice. Its flavor and aromatic notes of clove, nutmeg, and cinnamon with peppery overtones give every dish a comforting feeling. Plus, it’s incredibly versatile. It is used in almost every continent and ethnic food, and it complements both sweet and savory dishes as well as beverages and cocktails. 

    Although most people use whole or ground berries, I prefer to crush them and use the larger pieces in long-cooked dishes for a great complex taste.

    ORIGIN [image: ] Native to the West Indies and Central America [image: ] Cultivated mainly in Jamaica but also in Tonga, Honduras, Mexico, Guatemala, and Hawaii

    HARVEST SEASON Allspice berries are handpicked when they reach full size but are still unripe and green; their aromatic essential oils are lost when the berries ripen fully. 

    As soon as they are ready to harvest (around July and August) small twigs bearing bunches of berries are broken off and spread out under the hot sun for several days to dry, turning them a deep brown color. The berries are later separated from the stalks and packaged. Never buy faded or dusty-looking allspice.

    PARTS USED Berries and leaves (known as Indian bay leaves)

    ABOUT Allspice, which resembles a fat peppercorn, is the berry of the evergreen pimiento tree in the myrtle (Myrtaceae) family. It was discovered in Jamaica by Christopher Columbus during his second voyage to the New World and named by his physician and companion, Dr. Diego Álvarez Chanca. During the sixteenth century, it made its way into European and Mediterranean cuisines, and during the Napoleonic war of 1812, it is said that Russian soldiers put it in their boots for warmth and as a deodorizer. Its essential oils are still used today in men’s cosmetics. 

    But even with its travels across the globe, allspice is still grown primarily in Jamaica. A few other countries in Central America produce smaller quantities—I get mine from Guatemala. Over the centuries, allspice has collected a number of monikers; it’s known as poivre de la Jamaïque (“Jamaican pepper”) and bois d’inde (“Indian wood”) in French, English pepper in Hebrew, and pimento in Jamaica. (My guess is the British occupation of Israel in the ’20s and ’30s had something to do with the Hebrew name.)

    Whatever you call it, allspice earned its names because it tastes like an amalgam of so many spices, including juniper berries, nutmeg, clove, pepper, and cinnamon. It’s no surprise that it can be found in a number of cuisines. The Spanish use it in escabeche. It is essential to Jamaican jerk seasoning. It’s used to season roasted meats in the Middle East. It adds warmth to European desserts and mulling spice. And it’s one of the key elements of English “mixed spice,” which is used in sweet baked goods. Even the leaves and wood are used for smoking meats. 
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    TRADITIONAL USES

    Pimento dram (allspice liqueur)—West Indies

    Jerk seasoning—Jamaica

    Pickled herring—Scandinavia

    Berbere (spice blend)—Ethiopia

    Meatballs—Sweden

    
    
    
    NOTE

    Toasting recommended

    RECOMMENDED PAIRINGS

        
    [image: ]  Hot chocolate

    [image: ] Sweet potato purée

    [image: ] Gravy

    [image: ] Quinoa

    [image: ] Beef bourguignon

   
    
    
    SPICE PAIRINGS

    black pepper, cardamom, cinnamon, clove, vanilla

    
    RECIPE IDEAS

   
    1. Put whole allspice, cardamom pods, and whole cloves in a French press, fill with boiling water, and press for a spiced tea.

    2. Season waffle batter with a little ground allspice.

    3. For a warm, spiced salad dressing base, add ground allspice to simmering red wine and cook down until it becomes a thick syrup.
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            QUICK BLEND

    Bahar

    Use this blend as a rub for pork shoulder destined for low-and-slow cooking on a grill or in the oven. It works equally well in chocolate mousse or pudding.

    Makes about ¼ cup/23 grams

    1½ tablespoons/15 grams allspice berries, toasted and ground

    1 teaspoon/3 grams cloves, ground

    Scant ¾ teaspoon/2 grams black peppercorns, ground

    Scant ¾ teaspoon/2 grams cubeb, ground

    ½ teaspoon/1 gram Sichuan pepper, ground
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    AMCHOOR


    FLAVOR & AROMA Amchoor has a citrusy fresh smell and a sour, slightly sweet taste with some herbaceous notes. I often refer to amchoor as my secret weapon. Since I am a huge fan of acidity and sourness, amchoor allows me to introduce these elements into many blends. While some use it in place of tamarind or lemon, I like to add it to European-style blends in place of dried citrus peel, which tends to lose its sour trait over time. Citrus can also add bitter notes, and its brightness will fade during cooking. Amchoor, on the other hand, holds on to these elements even in dishes that are cooked over a longer time. It also makes a great meat tenderizer: when used in a marinade, its enzymes help break down even the toughest cuts of meat with ease. 

    ORIGIN [image: ] Native to and cultivated in India 

    HARVEST SEASON Mangoes are biennial plants that bear fruit once every other year—and sometimes only every few years. Their cream or pink flowers are pollinated, giving way to medium-size oblong fruits, which are handpicked or plucked with a harvester while they’re still unripe and green. Many of these trees still grow in the wild and produce more fruit the older they get. 

    PARTS USED Dried unripe mango slices

    ABOUT As one of the oldest cultivated fruits, mango has been growing in India and Southeast Asia for thousands of years. Amchoor is a Hindi word that means “mango powder.” I get all my amchoor from India, the only place where the dried spice is produced. It’s actually one of only a few spices I purchase already ground. A member of the Anacardiaceae, or sumac, family, amchoor is essential to Indian cuisine, where its natural acidic qualities shine through in curries, soups, marinades, chutneys, and pickles. 
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    TRADITIONAL USES

    Authentic to India

     Mango chutney 

    Chaat masala (spice blend)

    Potato pakora (fritter)

    Samosa (savory baked or fried pastry)

    Chickpea soup
 
    
    
    
    NOTE

    Toasting not recommended

    RECOMMENDED PAIRINGS

        
    [image: ] Yogurt parfait

    [image: ] Lentil salad

    [image: ] Cauliflower velouté

    [image: ] Steamed mussels

    [image: ] Apple pie

   
    
    
    SPICE PAIRINGS

    basil, dried garlic, ginger, orange peel, turmeric

    
    RECIPE IDEAS

   
    1. Peel and chop 1 ripe mango and purée in a blender with 2 pinches of amchoor and a splash of hot sauce. Use as a sauce for meats and fish.

    2. Stir ground amchoor and shredded chicken into simmering coconut milk and chicken stock for a quick Asian-inspired soup.

    3. Mix 2 pinches of amchoor with 2 chopped ripe avocados, chopped cilantro, and sliced scallions, season with salt, and serve as a dip or spread.
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            QUICK BLEND

    Green to Red

    See photograph.

    Season corn with this blend and salt before grilling; its flavors wake up the sweet corn and complement the smoky notes the grill imparts. I also like to use it in squash soup.

    Makes about 2 tablespoons/23 grams

    1½ tablespoons/15 grams amchoor

    ½ tablespoon/5 grams sweet pimentón

    1 teaspoon/2 grams ground cinnamon, preferably Vietnamese

    Scant ½ teaspoon/1 gram ground Aleppo
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    ANCHO


    FLAVOR & AROMA There are an endless number of chiles, and each has its own particular notes. I use anchos since they offer complex notes of plum and raisin with mild heat. What I really enjoy is the dark, deep color they get from the drying process; it adds  great visual richness to dishes and blends. 

    Where anchos really shine is when they are used in soups, stews, or grilled dishes. I often use them to bring paprika to life, particularly in seasons when that spice is lighter in color and the flavor fades. Since anchos never lose their bold taste, they really help to complement and correct any inconsistencies with paprika.

    ORIGIN [image: ] Native to Puebla, Mexico [image: ] Cultivated mainly in Mexico and California

    HARVEST SEASON Anchos are actually poblano peppers, a member of the nightshade (Solanaceae) family, that are left on the vine to ripen fully, changing from a fresh green color to a deep, reddish black. The first harvests of green chiles are sold as poblanos, while anchos stay in the field, where the flavors and sugars have more time to develop (about 6 months from sowing). These 3- to 6-inch-long fruits flourish in the hot summer temperatures of Mexico and are harvested late in the season by being cut from the stem. They are traditionally laid out in the sun on mats that allow air to flow underneath as they dry for a few weeks. 

    PARTS USED Dried whole pepper 

    HISTORY One of the most popular dried chile varieties in the world, the ancho originates in the Puebla Valley, just southeast of Mexico City. It was used as a main ingredient in Mexican cuisine long before the Spanish conquest and continues to grow and thrive there. Along with the mulato and pasilla chiles (the former is also a poblano, picked and dried at a different time), they form what is considered the holy trinity of chiles, those that are essential to traditional mole sauces. 

    Anchos are often toasted and ground to add just a little extra heat to sauces, or rehydrated and stuffed. You will very often find them on the ingredient list for red chili, enchiladas, salsa, and tamales.
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    TRADITIONAL USES

    Authentic to Mexico

    Chiles rellenos (stuffed peppers)

    Tamales

    Adobo marinade for lamb

    Braised black beans

    Red mole sauce

    
    
    
    NOTE

    Toasting not recommended

    RECOMMENDED PAIRINGS

        
    [image: ] Squash soup

    [image: ] Roast duck

    [image: ] Barbecue sauce

    [image: ] Beef stew

    [image: ] Chocolate mousse

   
    
    
    SPICE PAIRINGS

    cumin, garlic, orange peel, oregano, paprika

    HEAT INDEX

    Light heat

    
    RECIPE IDEAS

   
    1. Mix cooked egg yolk with ancho chile powder, mayonnaise, lime juice, and chopped fresh cilantro to prepare Mexican-inspired deviled eggs.

    2. Grate whole ripe tomatoes on the large holes of a box grater. Add ancho chile powder, lemon juice, olive oil, and chopped onions for a quick salsa.

    3. In a blender, purée cooked red beans, ancho chile powder, and fresh garlic cloves. Season with salt for a pungent spread or side dish.
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            QUICK BLEND

    Puebla

    See photograph.

    Season kabocha, or other squash varieties, with a bit of this blend and olive oil before roasting until tender. It also adds complexity and mild heat to a balsamic vinaigrette destined for pork belly or arugula salad.

    Makes about 3 tablespoons/26 grams

    1½ tablespoons/15 grams ancho chile powder

    ½ tablespoon/5 grams cumin, toasted and ground

    1 teaspoon/3 grams unsweetened cocoa powder

    Scant ¾ teaspoon/2 grams white sesame seeds, toasted

    Scant ½ teaspoon/1 gram chipotle powder
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    ANISE


    FLAVOR & AROMA Anise, also known as green anise, has fennel, caraway, licorice, camphor, and even some acidic notes. Its flavors linger and its natural sweetness is a nice alternative to sugar in breads and dishes both savory and sweet. I love pairing it with fish and seafood as well as fruits and chocolate. The small seeds, when left whole, are also great in blends because, when you chew them, they release layers of taste and a refreshing, cooling sensation that adds complexity to dishes. I source all my anise seeds from Turkey and India. 

    ORIGIN [image: ] Native to the Eastern Mediterranean, Egypt, and the Middle East [image: ] Cultivated in Western Asia, Europe, and North America

    HARVEST SEASON This annual plant of the parsley (Apiaceae) family reaches about 18 inches high and its white flowers bloom in July. After flowering, its seeds ripen August through September and are harvested by cutting the whole plant. They are laid out to dry for about a week, and then threshed to separate the seeds.

    PARTS USED Seeds, leaves, and stems

    ABOUT Anise (not to be confused with star anise) is related to cumin, dill, and caraway. Its use dates back to ancient Egypt as early as 1500 BC, and the Romans are said to have added it to a spiced cake called mustacae to aid digestion. For centuries, the sweet licorice-flavored seed has been featured in German spiced cakes and soups; the cordials of France, Spain, and Italy; and the raki and ouzo of Turkey and Greece, respectively. In addition to its seeds, its young leaves can also be eaten raw or cooked and are especially good in salads, teas, soups, and stews. 

    Today, most will instantly recognize artificial licorice flavoring in candies, chewing gum, and even cough syrups. Anise’s essential oils have a long-held reputation of being an effective cough suppressant and treatment for bronchitis.
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    TRADITIONAL USES

    Pastis (anise-flavored spirit)—France

    Pain d’épices (spice bread)—France

    Ouzo (anise-flavored aperitif)—Greece

    Pizzelles (thin waffle cookies)—Italy

    Biscotti (twice-baked cookies)—Italy

    
    
    NOTE

    Toasting recommended

    RECOMMENDED PAIRINGS

        
    [image: ] Celery rémoulade

    [image: ] Fennel velouté

    [image: ] Roast leg of lamb

    [image: ] Shortbread cookies

    [image: ] Peach cobbler

   
    
    
    SPICE PAIRINGS

    caraway, clove, mace, pink pepperberries, tarragon

    RECIPE IDEAS

   
    1. Season sliced radishes with anise seeds, olive oil, coarse salt, and orange juice for a salad.

    2. Incorporate anise seeds into piecrust dough for a surprising texture and great flavor.

    3. Upgrade your tuna salad with anise seeds, black olives, and lemon juice.
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            QUICK BLEND

    Anisette

    Season a lentil salad with this crunchy blend and dress it with Dijon mustard and red wine vinegar, or sprinkle it on a bagel with lox and cream cheese for added flavor and texture.

    Makes about 3 tablespoons/27 grams

    2½ tablespoons/15 grams anise seeds, toasted

    ½ tablespoon/5 grams yellow mustard seeds

    1 teaspoon/3 grams caraway seeds, toasted

    Scant ¾ teaspoon/2 grams black mustard seeds

    Scant ¾ teaspoon/2 grams poppy seeds
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    ANNATTO


    FLAVOR & AROMA I find that annatto both tastes and smells a little of tomato. It has a slight acidity and a sweet, peppery flavor. Its aroma also has a hint of nutmeg and a musky quality. I mainly use it for the color it imparts in marinades and as a secret weapon for a deeply hued tomato sauce or soup. But I also like annatto for its rich, starchy quality that thickens sauces and stews. It creates great rubs that really stick to meat. 

    The whole seeds are impossibly hard to grind, which is probably why people tend to buy them already ground. I only buy whole seeds, and I have to admit it is a nightmare to process them. They are rich in natural oils and can get the grinders stuck—I once spent two hours cleaning one of our larger grinders. If you choose to buy and keep them whole (and not break your grinder), know that the seeds become tender after longer cooking times. You can also infuse warm oil with the seeds to obtain a beautiful red seasoning oil. Unless you know and trust the source of your ground annatto, which is sometimes blended with salt, the other reason to buy whole seeds is that the potency holds up much better over time.

    ORIGIN [image: ] Native to tropical regions in Mexico, Central America, South America, and the Caribbean [image: ] Cultivated mainly in Africa, Asia, Central America, and the Caribbean 

    HARVEST SEASON Annatto seeds come from the tropical Bixa orellana plant in the achiote (Bixaceae) family. The plants flower only in the second or third year after planting, beginning around August and continuing for about 7 months. Heart-shaped fruit pods, which are covered in red prickly spikes, ripen approximately 30 days after flowering and split open to reveal 10 to 50 seeds nestled in bright red pulp. The seeds have the appearance of tiny brick-red triangles. 

    Traditionally, ripe pod clusters are cut and laid out in the sun for 3 to 10 days or placed in a dryer to hasten the process. To collect the dye, which is often used to color cakes, ripe fruits are macerated in water, allowing the dye to settle. Dried pods are then beaten with sticks to remove the seeds, and carefully winnowed so as not to lose the colorful coating.

    PARTS USED Dried seeds and pulp

    ABOUT I discovered annatto seeds in the United States, where I learned they are traditionally used for their vibrant red-orange color. In ancient times they were used for Mayan war paint, dyeing fabrics, and later as a natural food coloring. Large manufacturers use it to give mustard, cheeses, and other dairy products their hues.

    Also known in the Mexican, Caribbean, and Latin markets as achiote, annatto is featured in much of Yucatecan cuisine and can be purchased in paste or block form. It is an essential part of rubs, marinades, the recado rojo used as a basis for pollo pibil (marinated chicken wrapped in banana leaves), and especially cochinita pibil (a braised pork dish). Each dish benefits from the deep red color the annatto gives up during cooking. It is also one of the main ingredients in the Venezuelan spice blend aliño criollo. In the Philippines, where it’s known as atsuwete or achuete, it can be found in kare-kare (vegetable and oxtail stew), pipian (chicken stew), and ukoy (shrimp and potato fritters).
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    TRADITIONAL USES

    Achiote paste—Mexico

    Tamales—Mexico

    Gouda cheese—Europe

    Adobo—Spain and Portugal

    Mustard—Worldwide

    
    
    NOTE

    Toasting not recommended

    RECOMMENDED PAIRINGS

        
    [image: ] Bolognese

    [image: ] Pomodoro

    [image: ] Squash velouté

    [image: ] Sweet potato purée

    [image: ] Paella

   
    
    
    SPICE PAIRINGS

    cumin, garlic, sumac, tomato powder, yellow mustard

    RECIPE IDEAS

   
    1. Steep whole annatto seeds in warm oil for about 10 minutes and then filter. Use the red oil in sauces and salad dressings.

    2. Mix ground annatto seeds and cayenne powder with crushed dried oregano leaves and use as a marinade for fish.

    3. In a mixer, blend annatto powder, yellow mustard seed, white wine vinegar, salt, and vegetable oil for a quick homemade mustard.
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            QUICK BLEND

    Rojo

    Rub this vibrant, musky blend on a piece of skirt steak and let it marinate for 2 to 3 hours before grilling or cooking it in a cast-iron pan.

    Makes about ⅓ cup/38 grams

    2 tablespoons/20 grams annatto seed, ground

    1 tablespoon/10 grams yellow mustard seed, coarsely ground

    1 tablespoon/5 grams dried garlic, ground (garlic powder)

    ½ tablespoon/3 grams ground ginger
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    ASAFOETIDA


    FLAVOR & AROMA You will not like asafoetida the first time you smell it. It’s kind of like fermented onion or garlic meeting sulfur or rotten eggs. This is why it is commonly referred to as stinking gum and devil’s dung. Nothing about this sounds appealing, especially when you think about adding it to your food. But it is one of the few spices that smells bad on its own and does wonders to food when cooked and used with other ingredients. 

    When I started using it, I researched Indian, Afghan, and Iranian cuisines to see how they implemented it in their dishes. I discovered that it is often blended with other  spices and that cooking it is essential. I also found that Brahmin and Jain sects use it as a replacement for onion and garlic, two things their diet forbids. So, those extreme garlic and onion notes are actually a good thing.

    I have met a few people over the years who were all excited about a fish and spinach dish they had eaten in India that had what they considered a “magic” flavor. In most cases, what made it special was the asafoetida. I like to use it in curry-type blends, where it adds a savory element that’s hard to pinpoint but would be greatly missed if left behind.

    ORIGIN [image: ] Native to Iran and Afghanistan  [image: ] Cultivated mainly in Iran and Afghanistan,  but also in parts of India and Pakistan

    HARVEST SEASON Asafoetida is a milky, resin-like substance drawn out of the large taproot of ferula (giant fennel) plants in the parsley (Apiaceae) family. Before the plants flower in the spring, the stem is cut off near the crown, and the resin is extracted. In the days that follow, and repeatedly over 3 months until the roots dry up, fresh cuts are made until all the resin has been extracted. 

    PARTS USED Dried resin from stems and rhizomes, or taproots

    ABOUT Also known as hing, asafoetida has been used in Europe for at least two millennia and was a popular spice in the Middle Ages. Before the extinction of the North African silphion plant, it was used as a less expensive option in ancient Greek and Roman cuisines, and afterward it continued to be found in dishes like mutton in France. But beyond the sixteenth century, it all but disappeared from European cuisine. 

    Where you will find it today is in South India, Iran, and Afghanistan. Actually, very little is used outside of its native countries, apart from their communities of immigrants around the world. In Indian cuisine, particularly the vegetarian dishes of South India, asafoetida is used to flavor fish, curry powders, the sambar podi spice mixture, soups, sauces, and chaat masala. Anywhere garlic will work, asafoetida will too.

    In stores you will find asafoetida mostly in a powder form and, even more often, mixed with rice flour. Asafoetida is expensive, so cutting it with rice flour lowers the price. The ground form is less intense than the resin and can be used without first being cooked, but it doesn’t have the same shelf life. It’ll last a few years but will lose its scent, while the resin seems nearly indestructible. The resin needs to be cooked to dissolve and be incorporated into a dish. It’s also very strong, so a little goes a long way. Note that if you buy resin pearls, which you can only find in India, they will be hard to grind.
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    TRADITIONAL USES

    Authentic to India

    Chaat masala (spice blend)

    Sambar (vegetable stew)

    Pickles and chutneys

    Lentil stews

    Palak paneer (spinach and cheese)

    
    
    NOTE

    Toasting not recommended

    RECOMMENDED PAIRINGS

        
    [image: ] Split pea soup

    [image: ] Roasted beets

    [image: ] Grilled octopus

    [image: ] Lamb stew

    [image: ] Soba noodles

   
    
    
    SPICE PAIRINGS

    amchoor, coriander, galangal, ginger, wasabi

    RECIPE IDEAS

   
    1. Stir ground asafoetida into full-fat Greek yogurt and use to marinate lamb chops before grilling or broiling them.

    2. Season diced pineapple with ground asafoetida, rice wine vinegar, and hot sauce and simmer until tender for a spicy chutney.

    3. Sprinkle ground asafoetida over diced cooked leeks, add bread crumbs, raw egg, and ricotta cheese, and form little patties to make leek fritters for frying.
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            QUICK BLEND

    Ferula

    Use this pungent, oniony blend to season sautéed spinach with crumbled feta cheese and lemon sauce. It also adds a garlicky flavor to crispy potato pancakes.

    Makes about 2 tablespoons/18 grams

    1 tablespoon/10 grams ground asafoetida

    Scant ¾ teaspoon/2 grams ground amchoor

    ½ tablespoon/5 grams yellow mustard seeds, coarsely ground

    Scant ½ teaspoon/1 gram ground chipotle
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    BARBERRY


    FLAVOR & AROMA I discovered barberries as a child at a Persian friend’s house. To this day, I remember his mother preparing some of the best rice dishes using these little tart-yet-sweet berries. I always thought they were sour raisins until I learned otherwise. Unlike many other dried fruits and berries, they have no added sugar or sulfur, so their great natural flavor can really shine through—they taste better than they smell. They are also rich in pectin, which makes them good for jams and jellies. 

    ORIGIN [image: ] Native to central and southern Europe, northwest Africa, and Western Asia [image: ] Cultivated in Iran (Khorasan), Northern Europe, Britain, and the New England region of the United States

    HARVEST SEASON Berberis vulgaris, not to be confused with a number of other barberry varieties also in the barberry (Berberidaceae) family, is a dense perennial bush that grows in the wild. Yellow flowers bloom in late spring, giving way to oblong, sour red berries in late summer or early fall. Traditionally, they are harvested manually by cutting the branches, and then drying them. 

    PARTS USED Berries

    ABOUT In the South Khorasan province of Iran, cultivated barberry has been traced back some two hundred years. It is said to have been brought onto United States soil around the seventeenth century in the hope that it would create nice thorn hedges and yellow dye, and that early settlers could use its flavorful sour berries for jam. What they didn’t count on was that the plant would be a consummate host for wheat rust, obliterating crops all over the country. It wasn’t until the early twentieth century that the plant was nearly eradicated. Barberry is very persistent. In the United States, it remains prominent in New England states, where it is used in pickles served with fish or meat.

    Today, the spice remains an expensive berry compared to other more mainstream varieties. Persians, who call it zereshk, are fanatic about buying the best-quality bright red berries. Barberry can turn dark and brown very fast, so it’s better to refrigerate it if you are not using it right away. I also recommend keeping the berries whole (grinding them will make a paste) and combining them with whole spices, though sometimes I’ll coarsely chop them with a knife. 
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    TRADITIONAL USES

    Zereshk polow (chicken and rice dish)—Iran (Persia)

    Koresht khalal badam (slivered almonds and barberry stew)—Iran (Persia) 

    Lamb kebab rub—Georgia

    Pickled for curries—India

    Jam—France

    
    
    NOTE

    Toasting not recommended

    RECOMMENDED PAIRINGS

        
    [image: ] Yogurt parfait

    [image: ] Apple chutney

    [image: ] Waldorf salad

    [image: ] Lamb sliders

    [image: ] Couscous

     
    
    SPICE PAIRINGS

    caraway, cardamom, dill, fennel, tarragon

    RECIPE IDEAS

   
    1. Mix whole barberries with Greek yogurt, olive oil, lemon juice, salt, and pepper for a quick, tangy dressing.

    2. Toss some cauliflower florets with whole barberries, olive oil, and orange juice before roasting in the oven.

    3. In a blender, purée barberries with apple cider, salt, and hot sauce to make a thick marinade for pork chops.
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            QUICK BLEND

    Zereshk

    This is a sweet-tart nutty blend to season a thick halibut fillet before broiling or baking. It also gives potato salad an added dimension of flavor.

    Makes about ⅓ cup/30 grams

    3 tablespoons/15 grams barberries, coarsely chopped with a knife

    1 tablespoon/10 grams white sesame seeds, toasted

    1 tablespoon/3 grams dried dill

    Scant ½ teaspoon/2 grams coarse gray salt
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    BASIL


    FLAVOR & AROMA Basil has peppery, clove-like notes that make it versatile. I buy my dried basil from Israel, and the quality is great. It has such a sweet, concentrated scent, and the leaves are crushed to a large size, allowing me to either leave them whole or grind them more finely if I want to. I love grilling or searing with dried basil, because even when it gets charred it still has a great flavor; fresh leaves would burn and become bitter. 

    The underutilized parts of the plant are the seeds. You can sprinkle them into salads or into doughs, or even soak them in liquids to make a thick, gelatinous mixture (think chia seeds). In Thailand, the seeds are used to make a popular summertime drink called nam manglak. 

    Sweet basil is the most used culinary variety of the many available. From the anise-like flavor of the deep purple Genovese variety, to tiny-leafed Greek bush basil and the licorice-scented green-purple Thai basil, there are well over one hundred types to choose from. Some are better for hedges than cuisine, so I’d recommend starting with sweet basil and expanding your culinary journey from there.

    ORIGIN [image: ] Native to tropical Asia and Africa [image: ] Cultivated in many Asian and Mediterranean countries and the United States

    HARVEST SEASON Sweet basil, the most common variety, is a tender annual that can reach up to 2 feet in height. Basil leaves can be harvested in early summer (if planted before the last spring frost) as
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    CLASSIC SPICE BLENDS

    
    
    
    
    These are just a few of the classic blends that have been used for centuries as the foundational, authentic flavors of world cuisines. They are easily made and can be used on a daily basis at home. While they are inspired by traditional recipes and remain true to their native origins, I have added a few personal touches to make them my own. Try them in sweet, savory, or even drink recipes and feel free to modify them as you like. They will allow you to explore the essence of global cuisines while preparing your favorite everyday recipes.

    BAHĀRĀT

    Bahārāt, the Arabic word for “spices,” can be found in many places, including Yemen, Turkey, Egypt, and North Africa. It is usually finely ground, and the mixture is dependent on whether it is intended for meat, fish, or vegetables. The version below has Vietnamese cinnamon, which is sweet and floral, along with unexpected savory notes from caraway seeds. My recipe works great with lamb, beef, sauces, and roasted vegetables.

    MAKES ABOUT ½ CUP/46 GRAMS

    2½ tablespoons/15 grams allspice berries, toasted and ground

    2 tablespoons/10 grams ground ginger

    2 tablespoons/10 grams ground cinnamon, preferably Vietnamese

    2 tablespoons/5 grams rose buds, ground

    1 teaspoon/3 grams black peppercorns, ground

    1 teaspoon/3 grams caraway seeds, toasted and ground

    
    BERBERE

    This blend is based on the fiery, aromatic berbere found in North African cuisine that enhances simply prepared corn or lamb, honey, and cereals. My version does not include garlic, which is typical of berbere, but rather highlights ginger and caraway for a more acidic, floral blend. The depth and complexity it delivers to dishes comes from the seafaring early conquerors whose ships sailed past, brimming with the spices of their journeys to new lands.

    MAKES ABOUT ⅓ CUP/33 GRAMS

    2½ tablespoons/5 grams cumin, toasted and ground

    2 tablespoons/10 grams ground ginger

    1½ heaping teaspoons/5 grams caraway seeds, toasted and ground

    1½ tablespoons/10 grams ground sweet paprika

    1 teaspoon/3 grams crushed dried chile flakes

    
    CAJUN

    Honoring the great culinary traditions of Louisiana, this robust blend pays homage to Cajun cuisine. I made a very small but important change: I replaced the classic recipe’s paprika with pimentón to give vegetarian dishes a smoky depth. Whether you are preparing a crab boil, crawfish, or gumbo, this blend will take it to another level.

    MAKES ABOUT 1 CUP/54 GRAMS

    Scant ½ cup/15 grams crushed dried oregano, ground

    2 tablespoons/10 grams dried garlic slices, coarsely ground

    1⅓ tablespoons/10 grams dried onion slices, coarsely ground

    1 tablespoon/10 grams ground sweet pimentón

    ½ tablespoon/3 grams dried thyme leaves, ground

    1 teaspoon/3 grams cayenne powder

    ½ teaspoon/3 grams fine sea salt

    
    CHAI

    Traditionally made to enhance the popular Indian milk-based spiced black tea, this version of the blend, which is made without cloves or fennel seeds, takes on a whole new life when used to season meat and vegetable dishes, or even desserts.

    Makes about ⅓ cup/27 grams

    1½ tablespoons/10 grams green cardamom, toasted and ground

    ½ tablespoon/5 grams black peppercorns, ground

    ½ tablespoon/3 grams dried black tea leaves, ground

    ½ tablespoon/3 grams ground cinnamon, preferably cassia

    ½ tablespoon/3 grams ground ginger

    1 teaspoon/3 grams fennel seeds, toasted and ground

    
    CHINESE FIVE-SPICE POWDER

    Traditionally used for pork, duck, chicken, and seafood, my take on the blend substitutes fennel seeds with sweeter green anise seeds. It is also great for baking and stirring into soups for a warm, floral taste. You’ll notice there are six spices instead of five; I added a bit of chamomile to give desserts a floral element.

    MAKES ABOUT ½ CUP/36 GRAMS

    3 tablespoons/10 grams star anise, ground

    2½ tablespoons/15 grams green anise seeds, ground

    2 tablespoons/2 grams dried chamomile flowers, ground

    ½ tablespoon/3 grams ground cinnamon, preferably cassia

    ½ tablespoon/3 grams cloves, ground

    ½ tablespoon/3 grams Sichuan pepper, ground

    
    DUKKAH

    This lighter version of the Egyptian spice blend or condiment is made without paprika, with fewer nuts, and with the addition of dry mint. Although traditionally used for dips and spreads, it works just as well with roasted fish, pasta dishes, and salads. Because it contains ground nuts, it should be used quickly to avoid oxidation.

    MAKES ABOUT ⅔ CUP/63 GRAMS

    2 tablespoons/15 grams whole hazelnuts, toasted and coarsely ground

    3 tablespoons/15 grams dried coriander seeds, toasted and coarsely ground

    1½ tablespoons/15 grams white sesame seeds, toasted and coarsely ground

    1½ tablespoons/10 grams cumin, toasted and ground

    1½ tablespoons/5 grams crushed dried mint

    ½ tablespoon/3 grams dried thyme leaves, ground

   
    GARAM MASALA

    Its name, meaning “hot spice blend,” is not only a tribute to its quantity of black pepper, but also speaks to the collection of warm spices that meld together for an unmistakable flavor. Traditionally used in both northern and southern India, this floral and savory blend pairs well with vegetables, soups, stews, and grilled meats. I’ve replaced sweet cinnamon with fragrant ginger for a twist on this classic.

    MAKES ABOUT ¼ CUP/33 GRAMS

    1 tablespoon/10 grams black peppercorns, ground

    1 tablespoon/5 grams ground ginger

    ½ tablespoon/5 grams ground mace

    2½ teaspoons/5 grams cloves, ground

    ½ tablespoon/3 grams cumin seeds, toasted and ground

    3 pods/3 grams black cardamom pods and seeds, ground

    10 leaves/2 grams dried bay leaves, ground

    
    JERK

    The main components of this traditional tropical Jamaican blend are allspice and fiery Scotch bonnet peppers. This dry version of the recipe calls for ground chipotle to give it the heat component with a light smoky note. It is known for its use as a fragrant rub or marinade for slow cooking or smoking pork or chicken, but it would also work wonders on seafood and vegetables.

    MAKES ABOUT 1 CUP/55 GRAMS

    Scant ½ cup/5 grams light brown sugar

    3½ tablespoons/20 grams allspice berries, ground

    1 tablespoon/5 grams dried garlic slices, ground
  
    ½ tablespoon/5 grams ground chipotle

    2½ teaspoons/5 grams clove, ground

    ½ tablespoon/3 grams ground ginger

    1 teaspoon/2 grams dried thyme leaves, coarsely ground

   
    MADRAS CURRY

    English merchants named this dark orange-red curry blend for the south Indian town of the same name. Its savory notes and balanced heat pair well with fish, meat, seafood, or vegetable dishes. I added curry leaves for their fresh, herbaceous flavors to cut an otherwise heavy blend. A bit of Vietnamese cinnamon makes it more floral and sweet scented as well.

    MAKES ABOUT ¾ CUP/36 GRAMS

    ½ cup/2 grams dried curry leaves, ground

    2½ tablespoons/5 grams cumin seeds, toasted and ground

    2 tablespoons/10 grams coriander seeds, toasted and ground

    1 tablespoon/10 grams ground turmeric

    1⅓ teaspoons/4 grams green cardamom pods, toasted and ground

    1 teaspoon/3 grams fenugreek seeds, toasted and ground

    1 teaspoon/2 grams ground cinnamon, preferably Vietnamese

    
    MULLED WINE SPICE

    Typically infused in warm wine or other spirits and served hot during the winter and holiday seasons, this iteration, with sharp, floral cardamom and vanilla notes from long pepper, is also nice in braised meats, roasted root vegetables, and desserts.

    MAKES ABOUT ⅓ CUP/44 GRAMS

    2 sticks/10 grams cinnamon sticks, preferably Sri Lanka soft stick,

    coarsely ground

    3 whole/3 grams long pepper, ground

    1½ tablespoons/10 grams cloves, coarsely ground

    1 tablespoon/5 grams allspice berries, coarsely ground

    ½ tablespoon/5 grams granulated dried orange peel

    1½ heaping teaspoons/5 grams green cardamom pods and seeds,

    toasted and ground

    ½ tablespoon/3 grams ground ginger

    1 teaspoon/3 grams freshly grated nutmeg

    
    PICKLING SPICE

    While most pickling recipes call for whole spices, I find it interesting to grind them so that you can eat the spices along with what is being pickled. I added pine-scented juniper berries, which are not usually found in brines, and amchoor, which gives this blend an acidity that expands its usage beyond pickling. Try adding this to the brine for quick pickled carrots, cucumbers, or cauliflower or use it to perk up fish and seafood.

    MAKES ABOUT ½ CUP/51 GRAMS

    ¼ cup/3 grams dried bay leaves, ground

    2 tablespoons/20 grams yellow mustard seeds, coarsely ground

    1½ tablespoons/10 grams fennel seeds, toasted and coarsely ground

    1 tablespoon/5 grams green peppercorns, coarsely ground

    1 tablespoon/5 grams dried sliced garlic, ground

    ½ tablespoon/5 grams ground amchoor

    1 teaspoon/3 grams juniper berries, ground

    
    QUATRE ÉPICES

    Traditionally used to season terrines, sausages, and charcuterie, this French blend enhances dairy products and roasted vegetables with a complex, peppery heat. In my version of the blend, I use white and green peppercorns instead of black for a sour note, citrusy mace in place of nutmeg, and replace ginger with galangal for a floral, sharp scent.

    MAKES ABOUT ¼ CUP/17 GRAMS

    ½ tablespoon/5 grams white peppercorns, ground

    1 tablespoon/5 grams green peppercorns, ground

    ½ tablespoon/3 grams cloves, ground

    1 teaspoon/2 grams freshly grated nutmeg or ground mace

    1 teaspoon/2 grams ground galangal or ginger

    
    RAS EL HANOUT

    The traditional Moroccan or North African blend, its name meaning “head of the shop,” is a collection of spices that are the pride and glory of the store. This simplified version, made without paprika and turmeric, gets its complexity from cubeb’s pine notes, which offset the sweetness of cinnamon and the savory notes of cumin. There are endless variations, but this recipe works particularly well with poultry, vegetables, grains, and even salads.

    MAKES ABOUT ½ CUP/42 GRAMS

    2 sticks/10 grams ground cinnamon, preferably soft stick

    1½ tablespoons/10 grams cumin seeds, toasted and ground

    1½ tablespoons/4 grams rose buds or leaves, ground

    1 tablespoon/5 grams cubeb berries, ground

    1 tablespoon/5 grams allspice berries, ground

    2½ teaspoons/5 grams clove, ground

    ½ tablespoon/3 grams dried thyme leaves, ground

   
    SATÉ

    Saté, or satay, usually refers to marinated meat or seafood skewers that are grilled and served with a peanut sauce or other spices. You can use this variation, which has a lot of lemongrass and only a bit of cumin, both for the marinade and the sauce—just add coconut, peanut butter, and lime juice—as well as for grilled vegetables or noodle dishes.

    MAKES ABOUT ½ CUP/37 GRAMS

    2 tablespoons/10 grams ground lemongrass

    1 tablespoon/8 grams ground turmeric

    1 tablespoon/5 grams ground ginger

    1 tablespoon/5 grams dried sliced garlic, ground

    1 tablespoon/5 grams coriander seeds, toasted and ground

    ½ tablespoon/3 grams cumin seeds, toasted and ground

    Scant ½ teaspoon/1 gram cayenne powder

    
    TANDOORI

    This blend has long been used for marinating (together with yogurt) or seasoning dishes, particularly chicken, to be cooked at high heat in a tandoor clay oven. You can enjoy this iteration with meat roasts, whole fish, soups, and stews with or without the traditional oven.

    MAKES ABOUT ½ CUP/48 GRAMS

    2½ tablespoons/5 grams cumin seeds, toasted and ground

    2 tablespoons/15 grams ground sweet paprika

    1 tablespoon/5 grams coriander seeds, toasted and ground

    1 tablespoon/5 grams ground ginger

    1 tablespoon/5 grams dried sliced garlic, ground

    ½ tablespoon/5 grams dried sliced onion, ground

    ½ tablespoon/3 grams ground cinnamon, preferably Vietnamese

    1 teaspoon/3 grams black peppercorns, ground

    Scant ¾ teaspoon/2 grams cayenne powder
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