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Traditions are a special part of the holidays.  Certain foods, drinks 
and even smells are frequently associated with Christmas.  The 
spices traditionally associated with Christmas include cinnamon, 
cloves, nutmeg, ginger and anise seed.  Spices typically come from 
the buds, flowers, fruit, seeds, bark and roots of (usually tropical) 
plants and trees.  Whereas herbs come from the leaves of plants.  
Spices are used dried, while herbs can be used either fresh or 
dried.  Spices tend to have a more pungent flavor than herbs. 
 
Historically, in addition to flavoring foods, culinary spices have been used as food preservatives and as 
medicines.  In the early part of the Middle Ages, many spices were extremely expensive and primarily used 
by the wealthy.  Spices were used as a source of trading and their sources were kept secret to enhance 
their value.  In some cases they were even used as money.  Gradually spices became less expensive and 
more widely available.  Spices were then frequently used to hide off flavors in food and odors.  Today the 
United States is the largest spice importer and consumer in the world. 
 
Spices start to lose their flavor once they are ground.  For the best flavor, grind your own spices 
immediately before using them.  Spices deteriorate when exposed to heat, light and moisture.  They last 
longer when stored in a cool location.  Their shelf life will vary according to the plant part and form.  
Powdered spices will lose their flavor more quickly than whole pieces. 
 
During the holidays, cinnamon is found in a variety of baked goods, the drink wassail and it is also used as a 
fragrance.  Cinnamon is native to Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, India and Burma.  Cinnamon is the dried inner 
bark of various evergreen trees belonging to the genus Cinnamomum.  The name itself means sweet wood 
and it is a very aromatic and strong spice.  There are four commercial species of cinnamon.  In the U.S. the 
spice produced from the dried, ground bark of any of these species is referred to as “cinnamon” without 
distinguishing among them.  Cinnamon is cultivated by growing the tree for two years, then cutting the 
stems at ground level.  The following year, new shoots will form from the roots, replacing those that were 
cut.  At harvest, the bark is stripped off and put in the sun, where it curls into the familiar stick form called 
“quills.”  Cinnamon is obtained by removing the outer bark of the tree and scraping from it the inner bark, 
which is dried and ground into power. 
 
Cloves can be used to flavor ham and pumpkin pie.  Cloves are the dried, nail-shaped, immature flower 
buds of the evergreen tree Syzygium aromaticum.  They are reddish-brown in color and have a strong 
flavor and aroma.  Believed to be native to the Molucca Islands of Indonesia they can also be found in 
places like Malaysia, Tanzania, Madagascar and the West Indies.  The clove tree starts to produce flowers 
when it is 5 to 7 years old.  Cloves are handpicked right before the flower opens to ensure maximum size 
and oil content of the buds.  The right stage for harvesting is when the flower petals change from an olive 
green to a yellow pink color.  Clusters of flowers are harvested together with the stalks.  Harvested buds 



Ginger Root  

are laid out in the sun for several days to dry, which turns them a dark brown with light brown heads.  One 
clove tree can yield seven to 40 pounds.  Cloves can be bought whole or ground depending on how you 
plan to use them. 
 
Nutmeg is a commonly used Christmas spice - think eggnog.  Nutmeg comes from the seed of the tropical 
Myristica fragrans tree.  Originating in the Molucca Islands it can now be found in South Africa, India, 
China, Grenada, Saint Vincent, Malaysia, Sri Lanka and Trinidad.  Once the fruit ripens, the outer husk splits 
in two exposing a purplish-brown seed surrounded by a red aril (seed coat).  Usually the fruits are allowed 
to fall to the ground before harvesting.  Seeds are dried in the sun for 1 to 2 months.  The dried seeds are 
ground.  The red seed coat is also dried to make another spice called mace. 
 

Ginger is the pungent ingredient that spices up gingerbread men and 
gingerbread houses.  Produced from the underground stem (rhizome) of 
the tropical herbaceous plant, Zingiber officinale, it is widely grown as a 
crop in Southeast Asia, tropical Africa, Latin America, Australia and the 
Caribbean.  In its native habitat, ginger is a rainforest plant with exotic 
looking flowers.  When grown commercially it is treated as an annual 
plant, growing 2 to 4 feet tall and taking up to 9 months to mature.  When 
the plant is mature the rhizomes are harvested, washed and dried.  Ginger 
is one spice that can actually be grown as a houseplant. 
 
 

Frequently used in Christmas cookie recipes, whole or crushed anise seed imparts a licorice flavor and 
aroma.  The seed is small and curved, about a quarter inch long and grayish brown.  Anise (Pimpinella 
anisum) belongs to the parsley family and is native to the Middle East and eastern Mediterranean.  It is an 
annual which grows 2 to 3 feet tall.  Anise plants grow best in light, fertile, well-drained soil.  The seeds 
should be planted as soon as the ground warms up in spring.  Because the plants have a taproot, they do 
not transplant well.  Fresh leaves can be used for flavoring and garnishing, but the seeds and oil are the 
main product. 
 
This year enjoy some of these traditional spices that provide the flavor and aroma of the holidays. 
 
Resources for this article include: The McCormick Science Institute, Penn State University, Iowa State 
University, Kew Royal Botanic Gardens, University of Florida and various websites. 
  
 
 

 

 


