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Chapter One 

Turmeric: the Basics 

The basic issue regarding this spice is the fact that the whole 
food form is the most medicinal, just like its cousin, ginger. 
Here is the key point. It should be treated like a food, not as 
a drug to be manipulated and isolated. The studies are clear. 
It is the full complement of this spice’s components that 
accounts for its broad-spectrum, medicinal actions, not 
merely one or two isolated elements.  

The curcumin issue and more 

There are essentially two kinds of turmeric, the cultivated 
types and the various wild species. The cultivated ones are 
known as Curcuma longa, although many wild derivatives 
also carry this same name. In fact, there is not a great deal 
of difference, botanically, between the two. Between the 
wild species and the domesticated ones there are some 50 
varieties of this spice. All are members of the ginger family 
and have much in common with that plant. Prominent 
authors, such as A. Bagchi of West Bengal University of 
Technology note that curcumin is the most “active” 
component, although according to other investigators the 
essential oils are even more potent. Even so, curcumin is a 

15



novel compound. Bagchi has described that there are three 
forms of this molecule alone, curcumin I, II, and III, listed 
previously by their chemical names. It is represented, upon 
extraction, by a yellow, crystalline powder that cannot be 
dissolved in water and can only be solubilized in fat, 
including fat-dissolving solvents. This means curcumin is 
insoluble in water. The absorption of all curcumin isolates is 
a major challenge, a subject that will be covered thoroughly 
in this book. 

Molecular nature 

Why is turmeric so diverse in its powers? This is a 
consequence of its complex molecular nature. As is obvious 
from its appearance it is largely a pigment-based natural 
medicine, although the spice also contains a rich content of 
essential oils. The pigments appear to be among the most 
potent compounds and include the most well-studied one, 
curcumin, which is largely responsible for the spice’s deep 
yellowish-orange color. Curcumin itself is a highly 
aggressive antioxidant and antiinflammatory agent, because 
of its specific structure as a polyphenol. It is known, 
biochemically, as a “highly pleiotropic molecule,” which 
means it is exceedingly diverse. Essentially, it denotes a 
multiplicity of actions simultaneously. It is also known, 
chemically, as a polyphenolic phytochemical of the 
specialized diketone family. In nature the specific types of 
phytochemicals seen in turmeric, such as its diketone 
pigments, are relatively rare.  

There are yet additional rare substances in turmeric, 
primarily the essential oils known as tumerones, many of 
which are unique to the plant. Other  novel essential oils 
found in turmeric are curidone and curzenone-C. There are 
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also more commonly occurring essential oil elements such 
as eugenol, the active ingredient of cloves, along with 
cineole, pinene, terpineol, and borneol. All such compounds 
work in unison to create this medicine’s wide-ranging 
effects. Regardless, there could be no more invaluable 
mechanism of action than this biological diversity, and this, 
in fact, is the nature of countless other natural cures. 
Because of this vast complexity and chemical novelty taking 
turmeric and/or its extracts means that, at once, the person 
gains the following benefits: 
 
• anti-pain actions 
• antiinflammatory effect 
• balancing and lowering of blood sugar (anti-diabetic  

action) 
• antioxidant effect 
• wound healing capacity 
• anti-histaminic or anti-allergy actions 
• anti-tumor actions 
• antidote or anti-toxic actions 
• anti-degenerative capacities, in particular in relation to  

brain cells 
• regenerative powers for nerve cells as well as endocrine  

and immunological organs 
 

Is this not a most phenomenal power? Even so, it is not 
possible to achieve such wide ranging benefits from petro-
chemically treated and artificially produced turmeric 
supplements. This diversity applies to truly whole food 
turmeric supplements, as well as the naturally/organically 
grown spice itself, because it is this vast range of capacity, 
this wholeness and fullness, that accounts for these immense 
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benefits. Chemical isolates and highly refined supplements 
simply cannot compare in therapeutic powers. Yet, despite 
this, every effort is being made to produce turmeric 
synthetically, that is to produce an isolated active ingredient, 
selling it as a chemical drug.  

This is a most erroneous approach. This whole food root 
represents a live, vital force. In fact, it is filled with energy 
from the sun and earth, and, thus, it has its own special 
healing properties, which are unique. By no means can it be 
duplicated in a sterile lab. Consider its basic ingredients: 
resins, pigments, volatile oils, albumen, lignins, biological 
salts, bio-active minerals, and plant sterols. In synthetic 
versions none of these are included. Nor as a group are they 
found in the concentrated isolates. Furthermore, it is 
particularly high in manganese, magnesium, silicon, and 
iron, none of which are found in highly processed 
supplements or patented drugs. Then, too, there are lesser 
components, for instance, vitamin A, as beta carotene, 
thiamin, vitamin E, riboflavin, boron, sodium, niacin, 
potassium, selenium, and zinc. Additionally, it is dense in 
fat, which aids in the absorption of the active components. 
Can such a broad-spectrum complex really be improved 
upon through, for instance, the application of harsh 
extraction processes or via laboratory synthesis? 

It is even more profound, if not sophisticated, than this. 
In his book Essential Herbs James Duke, Ph.D., lists the 
ultimate sources of turmeric’s medicinal power as arising 
from the sophistication of the whole through a list of novel 
phytochemical compounds in a most outstanding array. The 
following complete list is found on the Duke database, 
slightly modified: 
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• COX-2 inhibitors, notably curcumin 
• cineole, a nervous system stimulant and antiseptic 
• alpha and beta pinene, essential oil components 
• alpha atlantone 
• 4-hydroxy-methyl-anthraquinone 
• alpha terpineol 
• ar-tumerone 
• arabinose 
• azulene 
• beta sesquiphellandrene 
• bisdesmethoxycurcumin 
• bisabolene 
• borneol 
• caffeic acid 
• caprylic acid 
• caryophyllene, an essential oil component 
• cinnamic acid 
• curcumene, an essential oil component found in large  

amounts 
• curcumenol, an essential oil component 
• curcumin, an antioxidant pigment found in large amounts 
• dihydrocurcumin 
• desmethoxycurcumin 
• diferuloylmethane 
• guaiacol 
• zingiberene 
• vanillic acid 
• tumerone, found in relatively large amounts 
• curdione, an antitumor substance 
• curlone 
• curzerenone 
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