
Comfort and Spice 
One of the first known spices, cinnamon adds warmth to both sweet and savory dishes. 

 

BY KRISTA MANN 

 



Comfort and Spice 
One of the first known spices, cinnamon adds warmth to both sweet and savory dishes. 

 

BY KRISTA MANN 

 



I AM STANDING IN THE KITCHEN sniffing, 

breathing in a deep lungful of cinnamon. It isn’t quite 

cold enough for me to get the dizzying feeling of the 

holidays, but fall is upon us, and mere weeks away 

from stuffing and cider and crisp air, I feel the memo-

ries swirling. The smell breaks open a time capsule 

that feels like being snuggled up in a blanket. 

The smell of cinnamon is so ingrained in our 

good-time holiday feelings that, in 2011, retail giants 

across the United States pumped the scent into malls 

and stores, hoping to entice consumers to give in to 

their every buying whim. Cinnamon, one of the 

world’s most used spices, has a way of dazzling both 

our sense of smell, and of course, our taste buds.  

Webster’s Dictionary defines cinnamon as “an 

aromatic spice prepared from the dried inner bark of a 

cinnamon tree.” Native only to the island of Sri 

Lanka, cinnamon is now grown across Southeast 

Asia, South America and other tropical locations. 

Cinnamon from Sri Lanka is still considered by many 

to be of the highest quality.  

As the definition points out, cinnamon comes 

from the bark of trees. Cinnamon trees are grown for 

approximately two years at which point they are cut 

back, a process called coppic-

ing. New shoots will grow 

from the tree stumps, and one 

year later, these saplings can 

be harvested by cinnamon 

growers. The trees are har-

vested twice a year during the 

rainy season, which makes 

peeling the bark easier. The 

peeling process is the most 

important and time-

consuming as only the inner 

bark can be used. Once peeled 

and dried, the tender bark is 

now called a quill, which can 

be cut into cinnamon sticks, 

ground into powder or pro-

cessed into oil.  

There are two main types of 

cinnamon: Cassia and Ceylon. 

Cassia, or Chinese cinnamon, 

comes from harder, thicker, 

darker quills that produce a stronger more intense fla-

vor. This less expensive form of cinnamon is what 

you will find in most U.S. grocery stores. Commonly 

produced in China and Indonesia, it is usually labeled 

in the U.S. as simple cinnamon, making it harder for 

consumers to differentiate between the two forms of 

this spice. 

Ceylon, or “true” cinnamon, comes from finer, 

lighter, softer quills that produce a sweeter flavor and 

are more aromatic. Sri Lanka is the biggest producer 

of “true” cinnamon. This type of cinnamon is consid-

ered by some to be of finer quality, but can be more 

difficult to find in the U.S. Mexico is the leading con-

sumer of “true” cinnamon, where it is commonly used 

in everything from chocolate to mole sauce.  

Like most Americans, I had never tried Ceylon 

cinnamon, so I set out on a quest to find it. This was 

much harder than I imagined. New to the central 

Pennsylvania, I started at two local specialty food 

stores I had spotted when we arrived in town.  
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Krista Mann chronicles her travel and food adventures at 

becominganomad.wordpress.com. She is currently living in 

Carlisle, PA.  



 

Glossary 

Cassia - grown primarily in China, Vietnam, and Indonesia; hard, dark quills, strong, bold flavor. 

Ceylon - grown primarily in Sri Lanka; lighter, softer quills, sweeter with a hint of citrus flavor . 
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One store carried bulk organic cinnamon from In-

donesia, but did not know what kind it was. Based on 

the fact that it was from outside Sri Lanka, and the 

darker color, I ruled it out. At my second stop, they 

again carried organic cinnamon, but the bottle did not 

include the country of origin or the type of cinnamon. 

The hunt continued. Next, I  called ethnic grocery 

stores in a nearby larger city. Both store clerks I spoke 

with weren’t sure where their cinnamon came from, or 

what kind it was. I was getting worried.  

So of course I turned to the Internet. One quick 

Google search later, I found The Spice House. Founded 

in 1957, it offers a wide range of Ceylon cinnamon op-

tions, and three days later I had a small package of both 

Ceylon quills and ground cinnamon, which is how I 

found myself in the kitchen sniffing.  

Out in front of me sat two small bowls of cinna-

mon, Cassia and Ceylon. Side by side it was instantly 

clear why the two types of cinnamon are different: col-

or, texture and smell. The darker Cassia was the color 

of chestnuts, it’s coarser to the touch and the scent was 

thick, like walking into a fog of cinnamon. I liked the 

intensity. Bold and strong. I dipped my finger into it, 

and on contact with my tongue, the flavors dug in and 

stuck - a rich, sweet and spicy blend. 

By contrast, the lighter Ceylon looked like damp 

sand. The delicate quills crumbled easily in my fingers, 

and the scent crept up out of the bowl like wisps of 

smoke, delighting me with each new breath. On my 

tongue, the flavor spread and expanded as it settled in, 

light and sweet with a hint of citrus. It reminded me of 

a whisper: quiet, but important enough to bring a room 

to a standstill.  

As I ran the quill under my nose, I was reminded 

that cinnamon was once worth more than gold. It was 

regarded as a gift for the monarch and something fit to 

present to the gods. The first written reference of cin-

namon was in 2800 BC by the Chinese, but its influ-

ence and importance stretched across the world.  

In Egypt, cinnamon was used for embalming. The 

Hebrews used it in religious ceremonies. The Romans 

included it in many perfumes and fragrances, as well as 

in their wine. In Greece, they used it to preserve meat.  

Early societies in Asia, Arabia, North Africa and Mexi-

co cooked with this versatile spice.  

Cinnamon also contributed to war. The spice was 

in such demand that Sri Lanka as well as the trade 

routes used to export cinnamon were at the center of 

several conflicts between the Dutch, the Portuguese 

and the English.  

Today, cinnamon is a common, accessible ingredi-

ent that can be found in most kitchens, but recent stud-

ies have also drawn attention to the possibility of a me-

dicinal value. Cinnamon has a long history as a source 

of healing power. It was a common ingredient in medi-

eval medicine and traditional Chinese medicine where 

it was used to help cure colds, nausea and intestinal 

discomfort, among other things. It was also believed to 

improve energy, virility and circulation. 

Today, scientists are studying the effect of cinna-

mon on blood sugar levels, particularly in hopes of 

helping patients with Type 2 diabetes. In 2003, a study 

by Diabetes Care showed improvement in blood glu-

cose, triglycerides, LDL cholesterol, and total choles-

terol of 60 participants with Type 2 diabetes who took 

cinnamon in the pill form daily for 40 days. A similar 

2009 study by the U.S. Department of Agriculture 

“suggests that a water soluble extract of cinnamon, 

which contains antioxidative compounds, could help 

reduce risk factors associated with diabetes and heart 

disease.” 

Preliminary studies have also shown that cinna-

mon may have antibacterial and antifungal properties 

as well as have anti-clotting benefits. The U.S. Depart-

ment of Agriculture in Maryland also showed in a 

study that cinnamon may help reduce the proliferation 

of leukemia and lymphoma cancer cells. While another 

study links the smell of cinnamon to improved cogni-

tive function and memory. Each study included a cau-

tion, noting that additional research is required and that 

cinnamon should not be taken medicinally without the 

supervision of a doctor. There are side effects associat-

ed with consuming large amounts of cinnamon, partic-

ularly Cassia cinnamon, which contains higher levels 

of coumarin, which can cause kidney and liver prob-

lems.  

The proliferation of studies, and interest in the 

possibility of medicinal use of cinnamon, even with 

needed caution, seems to illustrate that cinnamon has 

not lost its relevance or importance in the modern 
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world. If nothing else, cinnamon has found a home in 

the American kitchen. 

As the air cools and the leaves turn the crunching 

shades of fall, we begin to think about warm kitchens. 

Cinnamon can be used in stews, soups and other savory 

dishes like curry, but in the U.S. it is most often associ-

ated with the sweeter side of meals: cinnamon rolls, 

cinnamon bread, custard and pudding, pumpkin pie. It 

is no wonder that the simple smell of cinnamon makes 

us smile.  

 

CINNAMON TEA 

Start to finish: 20 minutes (active time: 5 minutes) 

Servings: 1-2 

 

1 cinnamon stick (or 1-1 ½ teaspoons cinnamon   

powder) 

Teabag or loose tea 

Water 

Optional- sugar/honey, milk, lemon 

Boil water.  

Put cinnamon stick (or powder) in cup. Add boiling 

water to cup and let the water and cinnamon steep for 

10 minutes. Add tea. Steep another 2-3 minutes. Add 

optional ingredients to taste.  

 

(Recipe from eCurry.com) 

 

BAKED MINI-DOUGHNUTS 

Start to finish: 2-3 hours (active time: 30 minutes) 

Servings: 4-6 

1 cup flour 

½ cup sugar 

1 ½ teaspoon baking powder 

¼ teaspoon salt 

¼ teaspoon nutmeg 

Pinch cinnamon 

½ cup milk 

½ teaspoon apple cider vinegar 

½ teaspoon pure vanilla extract 

1 egg 

4 tablespoons butter 

Photo: Krista Mann 
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Toppings: 6oz. chocolate (dark or milk) or ½ cup pow-

dered sugar, 1 tablespoon milk, sprinkles 

 

Preheat oven to 350 F. In a large bowl, combine dry 

ingredients and mix thoroughly. In a small sauce pan, 

over low heat, combine wet ingredients and mix until 

butter is melted. This mixture should not get too hot, 

rather go for slightly warm. Add wet to dry and gently 

mix. It should form soft dough. Now, you can either 

scoop dough into your ungreased nonstick mini-

doughnut pan or a regular size muffin pan. Note: If you 

are making mini-doughnuts it will make about 24, if 

you are making regular size doughnuts, it will make 6 

very large doughnuts or 10 more medium size dough-

nuts. Smooth out the top of the dough with your fin-

gers. Bake for 10 to12 minutes. Doughnuts should not 

be brown on top. Invert hot pan over a cutting board or 

cooling rack to release doughnuts. Allow to cool com-

pletely before decorating.  

 

Chocolate Topping 

Melt 6 ounces of chocolate either over low heat in a 

double boiler or in the microwave using short bursts, 

about 30 seconds, stirring in between. Stir until choco-

late is smooth and barely warm to the touch. Dip or 

pour chocolate over cool doughnuts. Allow most ex-

cess chocolate to drip off then place on a cooling rack 

with a plate or tray underneath to catch remaining 

chocolate drips. You could also use wax or parchment 

paper as an alternative. Briefly refrigerate to help choc-

olate set. After 15 to 20 minutes, or until chocolate is 

set.  

 

Sprinkle Glaze Topping 

Whisk milk and powdered sugar together. Dip the 

doughnuts half-way into the glaze. Allow excess glaze 

to drip off, and then dip, glaze-side down, into the 

sprinkles. Place on a cooling rack with a plate or tray 

(or wax/parchment paper) underneath to catch drips. 

Enjoy warm or at room temperature. 

 

Store the doughnuts in a Tupperware® container to 

keep fresh until you want to serve them. 

 

(Recipe adapted from VeganYumYum.com) 

 

 

PUMPKIN CINNAMON ROLLS WITH  

CARAMEL FROSTING 

Start to finish: 

Servings: 4-6 

 

Cinnamon Roll 

1/3 cup milk 

2 tablespoons butter 

1/2 cup canned pumpkin 

2 tablespoons sugar 

1/4 teaspoon nutmeg 

1 tablespoon pumpkin pie spice 

1/2 teaspoon salt 

1 egg, beaten 

1 (1/4 ounce) package dry yeast 

2 cups all purpose flour 

 

Filling 

1/2 cup brown sugar, packed 

2 teaspoons ground cinnamon 

2 tablespoons melted butter 

Frosting: 

1/4 cup butter 

1/2 cup brown sugar, packed 

2 tablespoons milk 

1/4 teaspoon vanilla 

1/4 teaspoon pumpkin pie spice 

Dash salt 

3/4 cup sifted confectioners' sugar 

 

Heat milk and 2 tablespoons butter. In large mixer 

bowl, combine: pumpkin, sugar, nutmeg, pumpkin pie 

spice, and salt. Combine wet and dry ingredients and 

mix. Add egg and yeast. Slowly add the flour to pump-

kin mixture (about half at a time). Mix until flour is 

incorporated. Place dough in a lightly greased bowl, 

then lightly grease surface of dough. Cover and let rise 

about 1 hour. On a floured surface, punch dough down 

and knead until smooth. Roll (or shape) dough into 

12x10 inch rectangle. 

 

For the filling, melt butter. In a small bowl, mix the 

brown sugar and cinnamon. Then, brush the dough 

with the butter and sprinkle with brown sugar mixture. 

Roll the dough up like a log, beginning with long side. 

Seal the seam by pinching. Using a sharp knife, cut the 
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roll into twelve 1- inch slices. Place the rolls, cut side 

up, in greased 11x17 inch baking pan or on a cookie 

sheet with sides. Cover with plastic wrap and let rise 

about an hour. 

 

Preheat the oven to 350 degrees. Bake the rolls about 

15 to 20 minutes. Remove from pan and cool. Drizzle 

with frosting. 

 

 

 

Frosting 

In small saucepan, melt butter. Add the brown sugar 

and milk. Cook over medium low heat for about 1 mi-

nute, stirring often. Pour mixture into a small bowl. 

Add vanilla, pumpkin pie spice, salt, and confectioners' 

sugar. Mix well and cover rolls as desired.  

 

(Recipe adapted from TheGirlWhoAteEverything.com) 
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QUINOA PULAO 

Start to finish: 2 hours (active time: 45 minutes) 

Servings: 4-6 

 

2 cups quinoa 

2 tablespoons canola oil  

1 bay leaf  

1 cinnamon stick  

1 black cardamom 

2 green cardamom  

½ teaspoon cumin seeds 

4 (or to taste) black pepper, roughly crushed 

4 cloves, roughly crushed 

¼ teaspoon turmeric powder  

½ onion, finely chopped 

1 teaspoon ginger, minced 

1 tablespoon garlic, minced 

Green chilies (to taste), finely chopped 

1 cup corn  

1 cup green peas  

1 cup carrots  

1 teaspoon garam masala  

1 teaspoon coriander powder  

½ teaspoon cumin powder  

Salt (to taste) 

3 cups water  

Lemon/lime juice (to taste) 

Cilantro (garnish) 

 

Wash and soak quinoa for 30 minutes. Drain and set 

aside. 
  

In a pan, heat oil on medium. Drop in whole spices – 

bay leaf, cinnamon stick, black and green cardamom. 

Cook for 30 seconds. Add black pepper, cloves and 

cumin seeds. Let them sizzle. Add turmeric powder 

and onions. Cook for 1 minute. Add ginger, garlic and 

green chilies, mix and cook until onions are translu-

cent. Add quinoa and roast 5 minutes. Add vegetables, 

garam masala, coriander powder, cumin powder, and 

salt. Mix. Pour in water and add lemon/lime juice. Mix 

and let the water come to boil.  
 

Reduce to low, cover with a tight lid, and cook for 30 

minutes. Remove lid, gently fluff quinoa, cover and let 

it rest for 5 minutes. Garnish with cilantro and serve. 

 

(Recipe and photo courtesy of showmethecurry.com) 

LAMB TAGINE WITH PRUNES 

Start to finish: 2 hours 20 minutes  

(active time: 20 minutes)  

Servings: 6 

 

2½  pounds boneless lamb shoulder, trimmed and cut 

into 2-inch cubes 

1 medium onion, diced  

3 tablespoons olive oil 

1 teaspoon salt 

1/2 teaspoon pepper 

2 (3-inch) cinnamon sticks 

1 teaspoon ground cinnamon 

2 teaspoons ground ginger 

2 teaspoons coriander 

1 teaspoon cardamom 

1 teaspoon black pepper 

½ teaspoon ground nutmeg 

1 teaspoon turmeric 

1 teaspoon hot paprika 

1 teaspoon ground allspice 

¼ teaspoon cumin 

½ teaspoon grains of paradise 

½ teaspoon anise seed 

2½ cups water 

1 cup carrots, diced   

2 cups pitted prunes 

1 (14.5-ounce) can chickpeas, rinsed 

3 tablespoons cilantro, chopped 

 

In a 6-quart heavy pot, toss together lamb, onion, oil, 

spices (except cinnamon sticks), salt and pepper. Cook 

on medium heat, turning the meat occasionally for 15 

minutes.  

 

Add the cinnamon sticks and enough water to just cov-

er lamb. Gently simmer, partially covered, stirring  

occasionally, 1 ½ hours.  

 

Stir in carrots, prunes and chickpeas. Simmer until 

meat is very tender and sauce has thickened, 15 to 20 

minutes. Remove cinnamon sticks. Garnish with  

cilantro and serve with couscous. 
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