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Introduction

Mustard seeds are so small that Shakespeare gave the name “Mustard-seed” to one of the tiny fairies in A Midsummer Night’s Dream.

These little seeds scatter widely and grow easily. Archeologists have found mustard in prehistoric sites in Europe, Africa, and Asia. Ten thousand years ago, Stone Age people gathered mustard from the wild, and it was one of the first crops cultivated by Iron Age farmers. They probably did not have to cultivate it very strenuously. Each plant produces so many vigorous, fast-germinating seeds that ancient Hindus used mustard as a symbol of fecundity.

Indian cooks still value mustard. They use the seeds whole or crushed as a spice, and vast acreages of mustard plants grow in northern India to produce the mustard oil which is a favorite for deep-frying. In the classical world, both the Greeks and Romans loved mustard, using it to make powerful sauces and pickles. By the thirteenth century, the town of Dijon, France was already a center of mustard production. Similarly, in medieval England and northern Europe mustard gave flavor and zest to all sorts of foods. It was especially prized during the dark days of winter, when it enlivened a dreary diet of root crops and salt meat. Unlike most other spices and flavorings, it grew locally, so was inexpensive and available to those who could not afford most other spices, which were all imported from the East.

Until the sixteenth century, when the hot chili peppers of Central America arrived in Europe and Asia, nothing rivalled the mustard’s firepower in the kitchen. But it was not valued only for its familiar pungent bite. Like most spices, it was credited with all sorts of medicinal merits. Pliny, who wrote in the first century A.D., gave forty remedies based on mustard. John Evelyn, the seventeenth-century English scientist who wrote a book about salads, summed up the health benefits of mustard as having “Incomparable effect to quicken and revive the Spirits; strengthening the Memory, expelling heaviness, preventing the Vertiginous Palsie, and is a laudable Cephalic. Besides it is an approved Antiscorbutick; aids Concoction, and cuts and dissipates Phlegmatic Humours.” In some nineteenth-and early twentieth-century American cookbooks, “home remedies” sections recommended mustard foot-baths or mustard plasters for rheumatism and colds. Indians used mustard-oil massages to relieve arthritis, and mustard-oil tonics to improve the sheen of their hair. Today’s herbalists still recommend mustard for colds and inflammation, though they warn that it can irritate the skin of sensitive people.

While mustard no longer reigns in the medicine cabinet, it is valued in the kitchen as much as ever. The seeds inhibit the growth of some yeasts and molds. This was important before refrigeration and preservatives, and it is still significant in the pickling process. Commercially packaged pickling spice always contains a good supply of mustard seeds, and if you make your own mixtures for spicing vinegar, you should never omit them, though you can add or delete other spices to achieve the flavor you like.

The other little-noted culinary virtue of mustard is that it emulsifies other ingredients into smooth mixtures. It even does a good job at holding oil and vinegar together, so sauces that include oil, vinegar, and mustard don’t separate. For this reason many salad dressings and egg- or cheese-based sauces often specify a little mustard, both to pique the flavor and to keep them smooth.

Because of these diverse qualities, mustard is growing in popularity. As Americans cut calories and cholesterol, mustard is taking over the role mayonnaise once held as an all-purpose condiment. Mustard works as a sandwich spread, a sauce base, a salad dressing ingredient, and a coating medium, as well as a spice.

You can buy mustard in several forms. The most basic form is the seed. There are three types of mustard seeds: black (Brassica nigra), brown (Brassica juncea), and white (Brassica hirta). The black and brown seeds are tiny and hard, while the so-called white seeds, actually a golden beige, are larger. Black seeds are hard to find. Confusingly, the brown seeds, which are deep reddish black, are often sold as black mustard seeds. You can buy them, and also the milder white mustard seeds, packed in small bottles in the spice section of supermarkets, or more economically, in bulk in health food stores and oriental groceries.

Another way to buy mustard is to purchase the yellow powder, which is commercially prepared from the seeds. The English brand, Colman’s, is widely available, and it now also comes in a coarse-ground form. You may also find powdered mustard in bulk in health and other specialty food shops.

The third way to buy your mustard is ready-made.
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