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Healing Health Learning 57
Asafetida, also known as hing, is a unique spice that has been used for centuries
in both cooking and healing practices. With its pungent aroma and distinct flavor,
asafetida adds a magical touch to any dish it is added to. Not only does it
enhance the taste of food, but it also offers numerous health benefits that make it
a must-have in your kitchen pantry. In this article, we will delve into the magic of
asafetida and discover how it can improve your cooking and overall well-being.

The Origins of Asafetida

Asafetida is derived from the resin of the Ferula plant, native to the Middle East
and Central Asia. It has been used in traditional medicine in these regions for
centuries and later made its way to the Indian subcontinent, where it is
extensively used in cuisine and Ayurvedic practices.

The resin is extracted from the Ferula plant and then processed into a powder or
a more concentrated form known as the asafetida gum. The powder has a beige
color and a strong, pungent smell that mellows down when cooked. This unique
aroma and flavor have earned asafetida the nickname "devil's dung" due to its
foul smell in its raw form.
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Enhancing Culinary Delights

Asafetida's strong flavor makes it a perfect addition to various dishes, especially
vegetarian and legume-based recipes. It acts as a natural savory enhancer,
similar to onions and garlic. In fact, asafetida is often used as a substitute for
these ingredients in certain cultural cuisines where their consumption is
restricted.

When added sparingly, asafetida provides a deep umami flavor that complements
spices and herbs, elevating the overall taste of the dish. It is commonly used in
lentil stews, curries, pickles, and chutneys. Its unique taste makes it a staple
ingredient in Indian, Iranian, and Afghan cuisines.

Not only does asafetida add a delightful flavor to your dishes, but it also aids
digestion. It contains compounds that promote the secretion of digestive
enzymes, which can alleviate common digestive issues such as bloating and gas.
Adding a pinch of asafetida to your meal can go a long way in enhancing both the
taste and digestibility of your favorite recipes.

Health Benefits of Asafetida

Asafetida is not only a culinary gem but also a powerhouse of health benefits.
This magical spice offers a wide range of advantages that promote overall well-
being when consumed regularly.
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1. Digestive Aid: As previously mentioned, asafetida aids digestion and helps
alleviate various digestive issues. It acts as a carminative, soothing the intestines
and reducing flatulence and bloating.

2. Anti-inflammatory Properties: The compounds found in asafetida possess anti-
inflammatory properties that can help reduce inflammation in the body. This
makes it a valuable spice for those suffering from arthritis or other inflammatory
conditions.

3. Respiratory Health: Asafetida has been traditionally used for respiratory
ailments such as asthma, bronchitis, and coughs. Its expectorant properties help
clear congestion and promote easier breathing.

4. Lowers Blood Pressure: Studies have shown that asafetida may have
hypotensive effects, meaning it can help lower blood pressure levels. This makes
it a valuable addition to a heart-healthy diet.

5. Mental Wellbeing: The aroma of asafetida is believed to have calming
properties that can help reduce anxiety and stress. It has been used in Ayurvedic
practices as a natural remedy for mental disorders.

Incorporating Asafetida Into Your Diet

Including asafetida in your diet is relatively simple, but it's important to remember
that a little goes a long way due to its strong flavor. Start by adding a pinch or a
quarter teaspoon to your dishes and adjust according to your taste preferences.

When using asafetida, it's best to temper it in oil or ghee before adding other
ingredients. This process helps mellow down its pungent taste and evenly
distributes its flavor throughout the dish. If you're cooking vegetarian or vegan
dishes, you can use oil or coconut oil instead of ghee.



Some popular recipes that benefit from the magic of asafetida are lentil dal,
vegetable curries, sambar, and pickles. Apart from these, you can experiment
with incorporating asafetida into various dishes to explore and enjoy its unique
taste and health benefits.

The Final Verdict on Asafetida

Asafetida has been a secret ingredient in many traditional cuisines for centuries,
and for good reason. Its magical properties add depth and complexity to dishes,
making them memorable culinary experiences. Furthermore, its numerous health
benefits make it a spice worth incorporating into your cooking routine.

So, if you're looking to spice up your meals and boost your overall well-being,
consider giving asafetida a try. Its unique flavor and healing properties are sure to
leave you spellbound!
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This book introduces you to one of the most notorious of all spices – the
Asafetida. Many people do not use it, as a flavoring ingredient in their foods,
because they say it smells. Nevertheless, this spice has been an integral part of
the cuisine found near the regions, of the NWFP , which is now called
Afghanistan.
My father was born in this area, and he talks about remembering Pakhtoons
crossing the border with their backpacks full of dried fruit, Asafetida, and spices,
which they used to grow on the mountains of Afghanistan. This Asafetida was
collected as sap from the taproot of an indigenous plant, which grew extensively
all over that region.
He remembers, running after the gruff Afghani salesmen saying “Khan-a, Kharo
Moshai” which was a greeting to the Khan. In return, a gruff baritone would
always answer Khara Moshay in return. These vendors sold their products, from
door to door, and one knew that they were going to be getting original spices, dry
fruits, as well as natural Asafetida without any sort of adulteration. That is why
this spice is so expensive.
The call of these door to door salesman always used to be “Heeng-o-jeera” which
meant Asafetida and cumin seeds. That is why, Asafetida cannot do without
cumin seeds and vice versa, when you are cooking a traditionally Eastern dish.
It is on par with saffron, which is often adulterated with other dried flower
stamens. Pure Asafetida powder is going to have its particular smell and that is
why it is not used more than one pinch to give any dish, a taste of onions or
leeks.
Since ancient times, Asafetida has been used as a medicine to cure lots of
ailments. In the West, it was considered to be the devils dung, because of its fetid
odor and lumpy yellowish dung like look. That is why it was used in black magic
rituals. No wonder it got a notorious reputation in medieval times.
Any woman buying this spice would immediately be labeled as a Devil’s disciple,



and would either be burned at the stake or ducked in the nearest pond. However,
this sort of ritualism was definitely not a part of Eastern cuisine, or Eastern
ancient medical alternative medicine tradition.
This is also known as giant fennel, and as fennel is traditionally called ajowain,
Asafetida was called jowani badian- the badian meaning excellent in the
vernacular. So excellent fennel!
Tempering in the Indian subcontinent cannot do without Asafetida. Every proud
housewife has this ingredient in her kitchen, and all she has to do is put clarified
butter in the wok, a hefty pinch of Asafetida, and some onion seeds and mustard
seeds. When they start spluttering, she empties out her lentils dish or meat dish
on top of this red-hot tempering oil. It will be served sizzling hot to people who
enjoy their food.
In many parts of India, many people do not eat onions and garlic, because
traditionally, they consider these herbs of not being a part of their ancient and
traditional religious beliefs. That is why a pinch of Asafetida was enough to give
the food an “onion taste.”
South Indian food, traditionally the sambhar you eat with traditional vegetarian
foods like idli and dosai are tempered with a small bit of Asafetida, so that this
food is acceptable to even all those people who are extremely particular about
garlic, and onions in their diets! This tempering is called Popu in South India and
Tadka in North India.
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