Cumin Seed and Powder Profile

Also known as

Cuminum cyminum, Should not be confused with black cumin, the Chinese medicinal herb, or sweet
cumin, better known as fennel, or caraway.

Introduction

Cumin is the seed of a small plant in the parsley family. Its use goes back 5000 years to the Egyptians,
who used it not only as a spice but as an ingredient in the mummification process. The Greeks and
Romans also used cumin and highly regarded it as one of the essential spices. In the Middle Ages cumin
seed was thought to promote love and fidelity, so it was carried by attendees of weddings, and solders
were always sent off to battle with a fresh loaf of cumin seed bread. Pungent, sharp, and slightly sweet,
the greenish brown powder of this herb is an essential ingredient in Mexican and Indian cuisine.

Constituents

Cumin contains 2.5 to 4% essential oil. In the essential oil, cumin aldehyde (p-isopropyl-benzaldehyde ,
25 to 35%) is dominant, but there are also perilla aldehyde, cumin alcohol, a- and b-pinene (21%),
dipentene, p-cymene and b-phellandrene. In toasted cumin fruits, a large number of pyrazines are
known to serve as flavor compounds. Alkyl derivatives (particularly, 2,5- and 2,6-dimethyl pyrazine), 2-
alkoxy-3-alkylpyrazines seem to be the key compounds (2-ethoxy-3-isopropyl pyrazine, 2-methoxy-3-
sec-butyl pyrazine, 2-methoxy-3-methyl pyrazine). Also a sulfur compound, 2-methylthio-3-isopropyl
pyrazine, was found. These compounds are also found in toasted (but not fresh) fennel or coriander
seed.

Parts Used

The fruits ("seeds"), whole or ground, fresh or toasted.

Typical Preparations

Most often used in cooking, can be added to other herbs in teas, tinctures, or encapsulations.

Summary

In traditional herbal medicine, cumin is used as a diuretic and to treat stomach upset and flatulence. It is
thought to promote a healthy digestive system. Cumin stimulates menstruation, and also can be added to
gargles to treat laryngitis. Poultices of cumin are used to treat swellings of the breasts or testicles. In
Ayurvedic medicine, cumin with ghee is smoked to relieve hiccups. According to the Bible, cumin was
so valuable that it could be used in the place of money when it came time to tithe in church.



Precautions

Ground cumin should be kept in an air-tight container. Add to cooking in moderation; the pungency of
cumin can overwhelm other flavors in a dish. Be forewarned that cumin stimulates the appetite and may
increase lactation in nursing mothers.

Botanical: Cuminum cyminum (LINN.)
Family: N.O. Umbelliferae
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---Synonym---Cumino aigro (Malta).

---Part Used---Fruit.

---Habitat---Cumin, besides being used medicinally, was in the Middle Ages one of the commonest
spice of European growth. It is a small annual, herbaceous plant, indigenous to Upper Egypt, but from
early times was cultivated in Arabia, India, China, and in the countries bordering on the Mediterranean.

---Description---Its stem is slender and branched, rarely exceeding 1 foot in height and somewhat
angular. The leaves are divided into long, narrow segments like Fennel, but much smaller and are of a
deep green colour, generally turned back at the ends. The upper leaves are nearly stalkless, but the lower
ones have longer leaf-stalks. The flowers are small, rose-coloured or white, in stalked umbels with only
four to six rays, each of which are only about 1/3 inch long, and bloom in June and July, being
succeeded by fruit - the so-called seeds - which constitute the Cumin of pharmacy. They are oblong in
shape, thicker in the middle, compressed laterally about 5 inch long, resembling Caraway seeds, but
lighter in colour and bristly instead of smooth, almost straight, instead of being curved. They have nine
fine ridges, overlapping as many oil channels, or vitfae. The odour and taste are somewhat like caraway,
but less agreeable.

---History---Cumin is mentioned in Isaiah xxvii. 25 and 27, and Matthew xxiii. 23, and in the works of
Hippocrates and Dioscorides. From Pliny we learn that the ancients took the ground seed medicinally
with bread, water or wine, and that it was accounted the best of condiments. The seeds of the Cumin
when smoked, were found to occasion pallor of the face, whence the expression of Horace, exsangue
cuminum, and Pliny tells us that the followers of the celebrated rhetorician Porcius Latro employed it to
produce a complexion such as bespeaks application to study.

Cumin also symbolized cupidity among the Greeks: Marcus Aurelius was so nicknamed because of his
avarice, and misers were jocularly said to have eaten Cumin.

In the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, when it was much in use as a culinary spice, its average price
in England per 1b. was 2d., equivalent to 1s. 4d. at the present day.
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Cumin has now gone out of use in European medicine, having been replaced by Caraway seed, which
has a more agreeable flavour, but it is still used to some extent in India, in native medicine. Its principal
employment is in veterinary medicine and as an ingredient in curry powder, for which purposes it is
imported from Bombay and Calcutta, Morocco, Sicily and Malta. It is commonly sold in Malta, where
they call it cumino aigro (hot Cumin), to distinguish it from Anise, which they term cumino dulce, or
sweet Cumin.

[Top]

---Cultivation---Although we get nearly all our supplies from the Mediterranean, it would be perfectly
feasible to grow Cumin in England, as it will ripen its fruit as far north as Norway. It is, however, rarely
cultivated here, and seeds are generally somewhat difficult to obtain.

They should be sown in small pots, filled with light soil and plunged into a very moderate hot bed to
bring up the plants. These should be hardened gradually in an open frame and transplanted into a warm
border of good soil, preserving the balls of earth which adhere to the roots in the pots. Keep clean of
weeds and the plants will flower very well and will probably perfect their seeds if the season should be
warm and favourable.

The plants are threshed when the fruit is ripe and the 'seeds' dried in the same manner as Caraway.

---Constituents---The strong aromatic smell and warm, bitterish taste of Cumin fruits are due to the
presence of a volatile oil which is separated by distillation of the fruit with water, and exists in the
proportion of 2 to 4 per cent. It is limpid and pale yellow in colour, and is mainly a mixture of cymol or
cymene and cuminic aldehyde, or cyminol, which is its chief constituent.

The tissue of the fruits contains a fatty oil with resin, mucilage and gum, malates and albuminous
matter, and in the outerseed coat there is much tannin. The yield of ash is about 8 per cent.

---Medicinal Action and Uses---Stimulant, antispasmodic, carminative. The older herbalists esteemed
Cumin superior in comforting carminative qualities to Fennel or Caraway, but on account of its very
disagreeable flavour, its medicinal use at the present day is almost confined to veterinary practice, in
which it is employed as a carminative.

Formerly Cumin had considerable repute as a corrective for the flatulency of languid digestion and as a
remedy for colic and dyspetic headache. Bruised and applied externally in the form of a plaster, it was
recommended as a cure for stitches and pains in the side caused by the sluggish congestion of indolent
parts, and it has been compounded with other drugs to form a stimulating liniment.

Bay-salt and Cumin-seeds mixed, is a universal remedy for the diseases of pigeons, especially scabby
backs and breasts. The proportions of the remedy are: 1/4 1b. Baysalt, 1/4 Ib. Common Salt, 1 1b.
Fennel-seeds, 1 Ib. Dill-seeds, 1 Ib. Cumin-seeds, 1 OZ. Assafoetida; mix all with a little wheaten flour
and some fine-worked clay; when all are well beaten together, put into two earthen pots and bake them
in the oven. When cold, put them on the table in the dove-cote; the pigeons will eat it and thus be cured.
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