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Coriander - Cilantro 
What is it and why we are trying to grow it at the GBG?

by
Pat Holloway

There is an Alaska firm that uses coriander seeds in one of it’s recipes. They really want to create an all Alaska product 
but are wondering if there can ever be a locally grown source of coriander. So the question is, “Can we grow cilantro to ripe 
seed stage and harvest coriander in Fairbanks?” We will answer that question over the next couple years as we try growing 
the herb in our garden. If we cannot grow it in the interior they may have to look to the Mat Valley or further south for a so-
lution to the problem. In the mean time,  here is some interesting information about coriander from the website of  whfoods.
org.

Coriander is considered both an herb and a spice since both its leaves and its seeds are used as a seasoning condiment. 
Fresh coriander leaves are more commonly known as cilantro and bear a strong resemblance to Italian flat leaf parsley. This 
is not surprising owing to the fact that they belong to the same plant family (Umbelliferae).

The fruit of the coriander plant contains two seeds which, when dried, are the parts that are used as the dried spice. 
When ripe, the seeds are yellowish-brown in color with longitudinal ridges. They have a fragrant flavor that is reminiscent 
of both citrus peel and sage. Coriander seeds are available in whole or ground powder form. The name coriander is derived 
from the Greek word koris, which means bug. It may have earned this name because of the “buggy” offensive smell that it 
has when unripe. The Latin name for coriander is Coriandrum sativum.

The use of coriander can be traced back to 5,000 BC, making it one of the world’s oldest spices. It is native to the 
Mediterranean and Middle Eastern regions and has been known in Asian countries for thousands of years. Coriander was 
cultivated in ancient Egypt and given mention in the Old Testament. It was used as a spice in both Greek and Roman cul-
tures, the latter using it to preserve meats and flavor breads. The early physicians, including Hippocrates, used coriander for 
its medicinal properties, including as an aromatic stimulant.

There are many health benefit claims about coriander. In parts of Europe, coriander has been referred to as an “anti-
diabetic” plant. In parts of India, it has traditionally been used for its anti-inflammatory properties. In the United States, co-
riander has recently been studied for its cholesterol-lowering effects. There is even research to support many of these claims. 
Many of the healing properties of coriander can be attributed to its exceptional phytonutrient content. Not only is it replete 
with a variety of phytonutrients, coriander is a good source of dietary fiber, iron, magnesium and manganese.

Cilantro also contains an antibacterial compound that may prove to be a safe, natural means of fighting Salmonella, a 
frequent and sometimes deadly cause of foodborne illness, suggests a study published in the June 2004 issue of the Journal 
of Agriculture and Food Chemistry. While dodecenal is found in comparable amounts in both the seeds and fresh leaves 
of coriander, the leaves are eaten more frequently since they are one of the main ingredients in salsa, along with tomatoes, 
onions and green chilies. In addition to dodecenal, eight other antibiotic compounds were isolated from fresh coriander.

 Fresh coriander (or cilantro) leaves should look vibrantly fresh and be deep green in color. They should be firm, 
crisp and free from yellow or brown spots. Whenever possible, buy whole coriander seeds instead of coriander powder since 
the latter loses its flavor more quickly, and coriander seeds can be easily ground with a mortar and pestle. Coriander seeds 
and coriander powder should be kept in an opaque, tightly sealed glass container in a cool, dark and dry place. Ground cori-
ander will keep for about four to six months, while the whole seeds will stay fresh for about one year.
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