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About This Guide

Pakistani cuisine is renowned for its complex, aromatic flavor profiles—each carefully crafted through the skillful
blending and tempering of spices. This guide covers the essential spices you'll encounter in Pakistani cooking,

from everyday staples to specialty ingredients. Whether you're recreating classic curries, breads, or rice dishes,
understanding these spices will transform your cooking.



Essential Spices

Cumin — Zeera (mmmm)

Form: Whole seeds or ground powder
Flavor: Warm, earthy, slightly nutty

Uses: Foundation spice for most tarkas (tempering). Essential in curries, dals, and rice dishes. Ground cumin is also used
in garam masala blends.

Storage: Store whole seeds in an airtight container away from light; stays fresh 6-12 months. Toast lightly before grinding
for best flavor.

Coriander — Dhania (Wmmmm)

Form: Whole seeds, ground powder, or fresh leaves
Flavor: Citrusy, fresh, slightly sweet

Uses: Seeds used in tempering and spice blends. Fresh coriander is a garnish for curries and chutneys. Ground coriander
balances heat in many dishes.

Storage: Seeds last 6-12 months in airtight containers. Fresh leaves best used within 3-5 days; store stems in water like
flowers.

Turmeric — Haldi (mmmm)

Form: Ground powder (rarely seen fresh in Pakistani cooking)
Flavor: Warm, earthy, slightly bitter

Uses: Gives curries their golden color. Used in nearly every savory dish. Provides health benefits and anti-inflammatory
properties.

Storage: Keep in a dark, airtight container away from moisture. Best used within 12 months; loses color and potency over
time.

Red Chilli — Lal Mirch (mmm mmm)

Form: Whole dried pods or ground powder (Kashmiri vs. regular)
Flavor: Hot, fruity (Kashmiri); intensely hot (regular)
Uses: Kashmiri red chilli for color and mild heat; regular for intense spice. Used in curries, pakoras, and spice blends.

Storage: Store whole pods in a cool, dry place in airtight containers. Ground powder loses potency faster; use within 6
months.

Garam Masala— amm emEmEE

Form: Ground spice blend
Flavor: Complex, warm, aromatic blend of multiple spices
Uses: Finishing spice for many curries. Used near end of cooking or as garnish. Varies by region and family recipe.

Storage: Store in airtight container away from light and moisture. Homemade blends stay fresh 3-4 months; commercial
6-12 months.



Green Cardamom — Choti Elaichi (Nmmss sesmmm)

Form: Whole pods (green, dried) or seeds
Flavor: Aromatic, minty, slightly sweet

Uses: Essential in chai, biryani, and sweet dishes. Whole pods in rice dishes; seeds ground for masalas. Used in puris and
parathas.

Storage: Whole pods last 12+ months in sealed containers. Ground seeds lose fragrance quickly; grind as needed.

Black Cardamom — Badi Elaichi (mmm smmmmm)

Form: Whole large pods

Flavor: Smoky, camphor-like, deep aromatic

Uses: Used whole in biryani, pulao, and slow-cooked meat dishes. Not ground,; just bruised before use.
Storage: Keeps 12+ months in cool, dry place in sealed containers.

Cinnamon — Darchini (esssmmm)

Form: Whole quills (sticks) or ground powder

Flavor: Warm, sweet, woody

Uses: In biryani, pulao, and rice dishes. Also in desserts, sweet breads, and chai. Adds warmth to meat curries.
Storage: Whole sticks last 12+ months. Ground powder loses flavor within 6 months; best stored in cool, dark place.

Cloves — Laung (mmmm)

Form: Whole dried flower buds

Flavor: Strong, pungent, slightly sweet, warming

Uses: Whole cloves in rice dishes and biryani; ground in garam masala blends. Use sparingly—flavor is intense.
Storage: Whole cloves stay fresh 12+ months. Ground cloves lose potency within 6 months.

Black Pepper — Kali Mirch (mmmm mmm)

Form: Whole peppercorns or ground powder

Flavor: Sharp, hot, slightly fruity

Uses: Essential in Pashtun karahi; used in many curries. Often freshly ground as garnish or finishing touch.
Storage: Whole peppercorns last 12+ months. Grind fresh for best flavor; ground loses potency within 6 months.

Fenugreek Seeds — Methi (mmmmm)

Form: Small yellow seeds or dried leaves (Kasuri Methi)
Flavor: Bitter, maple-like, pungent

Uses: Seeds in pickles and some curries. Dried leaves (kasuri methi) add aromatic, buttery finish to butter chicken and
other dishes.

Storage: Seeds last 12+ months in sealed containers. Dried leaves best used within 6 months; store away from moisture.

Mustard Seeds — Rai (mmmm)

Form: Small whole seeds (black or yellow)



Flavor: Nutty, peppery when popped; bitter when raw
Uses: Essential in Sindhi cuisine. Popped in hot oil for tarka. Used in pickles and some regional curries.
Storage: Stays fresh 12+ months in cool, dry place. Buy whole seeds and pop as needed.

Bay Leaf — Tej Patta (mmm mmm)

Form: Whole dried leaves

Flavor: Aromatic, slightly floral, subtle

Uses: Added to slow-cooked curries, rice dishes, and broths. Adds depth without overpowering. Remove before serving.
Storage: Last 12+ months in sealed containers away from light.

Nigella Seeds — Kalonji (mmmmmm)

Form: Small black seeds (looks like tiny onion seeds)

Flavor: Oniony, slightly bitter, nutty

Uses: Traditional topping for naan bread. Used in pickles and some regional dishes. Also called black cumin.
Storage: Stays fresh 12+ months in sealed containers.

Carom Seeds — Ajwain (EEEEN)

Form: Small seeds resembling thyme

Flavor: Thyme-like, aromatic, slightly bitter

Uses: Essential in parathas, pakoras, and breads. Aids digestion. Used in some regional curries.
Storage: Last 12+ months in sealed containers. Buy whole seeds; slight roasting enhances flavor.

Fennel Seeds — Saunf (mmmm)

Form: Whole seeds (green and aromatic)

Flavor: Sweet, anise-like, aromatic

Uses: Used in some biryani and pulao recipes. Served after meals as mouth freshener. In some karahis and curries.
Storage: Last 12+ months in sealed containers. Best used within 6-8 months for peak aroma.

Dried Fenugreek Leaves — Kasuri Methi (ammams smmmm)

Form: Dried leaves (crumbled)

Flavor: Nutty, aromatic, slightly bitter, maple-like

Uses: Finishing spice for butter chicken, paneer curries, and some meat dishes. Adds authentic depth of flavor.
Storage: Best used within 6 months of opening. Store in airtight containers away from heat and moisture.

Star Anise — Badiyan (mmmmmm)

Form: Whole star-shaped seed pods

Flavor: Licorice-like, sweet, aromatic

Uses: Used whole in biryani and pulao for subtle licorice note. Often included in garam masala blends.
Storage: Whole pods last 12+ months in sealed containers.



Saffron — Zafran (essmmm)

Form: Delicate threadlike stigmas (strands)

Flavor: Floral, luxurious, subtle earthy sweetness

Uses: Used sparingly in biryani, zarda, and Kashmiri dishes. Soaked in warm water before use. Most precious Pakistani
spice.

Storage: Keep in small glass vial away from light; stays fresh 12+ months. Very expensive; buy from reputable sources.



Essential Spice Blends

Garam Masala

The cornerstone warming spice blend used in nearly all Pakistani curries.
Recipe:

* 4 green cardamom pods

« 2 black cardamom pods (optional)
* 6 cloves

¢ 1 cinnamon stick (1 inch)

« 1 teaspoon black peppercorns

Y4 teaspoon nutmeg

« 2-3 bay leaves

Instructions: Toast all spices lightly in a dry pan until fragrant (1-2 minutes). Cool completely. Grind to fine powder in a
spice grinder. Store in airtight container; use within 3-4 months for best aroma.

Biryani Masala

Aromatic blend specifically for biryani and other rice dishes, with emphasis on fragrant spices.
Recipe:

* 6 green cardamom pods

« 2 black cardamom pods

« 8-10 cloves

« 2 inch piece cinnamon stick

« 1 teaspoon black peppercorns
15 teaspoon cumin seeds

« 15 teaspoon coriander seeds

* 2 star anise

¢ 1 bay leaf

« m teaspoon nutmeg

Instructions: Toast spices on low heat for 2-3 minutes until fragrant. Cool. Grind to coarse powder. This blend emphasizes
cardamom and star anise for the distinctive biryani aroma.

Chaat Masala

Tangy, spiced blend for snacks, street food, and finishing touch for many dishes.
Recipe:

« 2 tablespoons cumin seeds

« 2 tablespoons coriander seeds

« 1 tablespoon black peppercorns

2 teaspoons dried mango powder (amchur)
« 1 teaspoon black salt (kala namak)

* Y5 teaspoon red chilli powder

« 15 teaspoon asafetida (hing) — optional

4 teaspoon nutmeg

Instructions: Lightly toast cumin and coriander until fragrant. Cool. Grind with peppercorns to coarse powder. Mix in
remaining spices. Use as finishing spice for chaat, pakoras, and fresh fruit.



Quick Reference: Spices by Dish

Spice Key Dishes & Uses

Zeera (Cumin) Dal, dhal makhani, curries, tarka base, biryani, pulao

Dhania (Coriander) Fresh in chutneys, garnish, seeds in tempering, ground in curries
Haldi (Turmeric) All savory dishes, anti-inflammatory, color base

Lal Mirch (Red Chilli) Curry base, pakoras, samosas, heat level control

Garam Masala Finishing spice for most curries, rice dishes, soups

Elaichi (Cardamom) Chai, biryani, pulao, desserts, puris

Darchini (Cinnamon) Biryani, pulao, desserts, sweet breads

Laung (Cloves) Biryani, pulao, garam masala, slow-cooked meats

Kali Mirch (Black Pepper) Karahi, curries, tempering, garnish

Kasuri Methi Butter chicken, paneer curries, finishing touch

Rai (Mustard Seeds) Sindhi dishes, pickles, tempering in south Asian style

Tej Patta (Bay Leaf) Slow-cooked curries, rice, broths, removing before serving
Kalonji (Nigella) Naan bread topping, pickles, some regional dishes

Ajwain (Carom) Parathas, pakoras, breads, aids digestion

Saunf (Fennel) Some biryanis, mouth freshener, some curries

Zafran (Saffron) Biryani, zarda, Kashmiri dishes, rice special occasions

Note: This reference covers the most commonly used spices in Pakistani cooking. Regional variations and family recipes
may use additional or substitute spices.



Spice Storage & Cooking Tips

Buying Tips: Purchase whole spices when possible—they retain flavor longer than ground. Buy from stores
with good turnover to ensure freshness. Look for vibrant color and strong aroma.

Toasting Spices: Lightly toasting whole spices before grinding enhances their flavor and aroma. Use low heat
and toast for just 1-2 minutes until fragrant; don't let them burn.

Grinding Fresh: For best results, grind spices in small batches as needed. A dedicated spice grinder or coffee
grinder works well. This preserves volatile oils and maximum flavor.

Tempering (Tarka): Heat oil or ghee, add whole spices, and listen for the "pop" or sizzle. This technique
blooms spices and releases their essential flavors into the oil, infusing your entire dish.

Storage: Keep all spices in airtight, opaque containers away from direct light, heat, and moisture. Store in a
cool cabinet, not above the stove. Replace regularly—old spices lose potency.

Freshness Test: Smell your spices before using them. If aroma is weak or musty, it's time to replace. Color
fading also indicates loss of potency and flavor.

Quantity Guidelines: Start conservatively with spices, especially if new to Pakistani cooking. You can always
add more, but you can't remove it. Heat of spices varies by source and age.

Health Benefits: Many Pakistani spices have anti-inflammatory, digestive, and other health properties.
Turmeric, cumin, cinnamon, and fenugreek are particularly noted in traditional medicine.

About Pakistani.recipes

Pakistani.recipes is dedicated to preserving and sharing the rich culinary traditions of Pakistan. From everyday
family recipes to celebratory feast dishes, we believe that food connects us to our heritage and to each other.
This spice guide is a free resource for home cooks, food bloggers, and anyone passionate about authentic
Pakistani cooking.



