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Garlic (Allium sativum L.), a member of the onion family, has been cultivated for thousands of 
years and is widely used for both its culinary and medicinal attributes. As Americans have 
become more accustomed to garlic flavor and knowledgeable about the many health benefits 
of eating garlic, popularity of this crop has increased. 

Most garlic in the U.S. is grown in the mild climate of northern California. Varieties adapted to 
mild climates and then grown in cold climates often do not perform well and usually develop a 
very "hot" flavor. Garlic is an adaptable species, however, and over thousands of years, 
varieties have been selected that grow well in cold climates, often with better garlic flavor than 
the varieties grown in mild climates. 

Garlic is available year round, but is freshest between March and August. Garlic is available in 
forms other than fresh, such as powder, flakes, oil, and puree. 

Infamous for its distinctive, pungent smell, but prized for its historic role as a highly medicinal 
vegetable, garlic is a love-it-or-hate-it kind of food. Some people can’t stand it even in soups and 
stews, while others happily chow down on raw cloves as a snack (and hopefully brush their teeth 
afterward!). 

And then there’s a third group, the people who hate the taste, but feel guilty because they keep 
reading all about what a superfood it is. Frequently touted benefits of garlic include cancer 
prevention, lower blood pressure, and lower cholesterol. It’s also traditionally been used as a 
natural disinfectant, antibacterial, and antifungal medicine. 

To some extent, this medicinal tradition has been backed up by lab experiments, but as always, 
it’s always important to read the research critically – were the studies done in humans, in 
animals, or in test tubes? Does the benefit rely on choking down 10 cloves of garlic a day, or is it 
something that a reasonable diet could include? Ultimately, the evidence is neutral to positive: 
there’s a lot of potential, but very little conclusive research to suggest that otherwise healthy 
people should worry about eating garlic if they don’t like the taste. 



 

Garlic and Chronic Disease 

The most famous chemical in garlic is allicin, a sulfur-containing compound that’s most 
concentrated in fresh garlic, and becomes even stronger when the garlic is crushed or chewed. 
This is what gives the garlic such a strong taste and smell.  Like many other plant chemicals, 
allicin functions as the garlic’s defense against predators and pests, and many of garlic’s health 
benefits come from allicin mounting that exact same defense for your benefit. 

Cholesterol and Cardiovascular Health 

One of garlic’s most famous benefits has traditionally been the prevention of heart disease, 
specifically by lowering blood cholesterol and blood pressure. High blood cholesterol is really 
more of a symptom (the real problem is whatever is causing the high cholesterol), but from a 
health standpoint, it’s still interesting to see what kinds of treatments reduce cholesterol levels. 

In the case of garlic, the evidence is mixed. A 2000 review and analysis concluded that while the 
available studies suggest a modest benefit, it’s hard to analyze the data accurately because they 
all used different forms of garlic (powdered, fresh, or extracts). 

On the other hand, these effects may only work in the short term: the few studies who followed 
up to 6 months found no real benefits from garlic compared to placebo. And a study from 2006 
demonstrated no benefit in cholesterol levels (or anything else) even in the short-term for garlic 
powder over a placebo. The most recent meta-analysis, from 2012, was back to finding a small 
benefit for garlic in whole food, powder, or oil form. 

The evidence for blood pressure and other markers of cardiovascular risk is equally inconclusive: 
some studies find a benefit, and others don’t. Some population studies show that garlic is 
associated with a lower risk, but this kind of research is so inconclusive that it’s hard to know for 
sure. So while the evidence is mixed, it’s safe to say that there isn’t an extreme result either way. 

Cancer 

It’s everyone’s favorite disease to “cause” or “cure” with food, and garlic is no exception. Garlic 
does seem to treat cancer in test tubes, and even in some animal models, but whether this 
benefit carries over to humans eating garlic isn’t clear. 

Most of the evidence about garlic and cancer is epidemiological (survey studies). A 2001 meta-
analysis of the epidemiological research found there’s an association between garlic intake and 
prevention of stomach and colorectal cancers, but that there simply isn’t enough strong evidence 
to suggest benefits for any other kind. 

This kind of evidence is obviously limited – food recall is unreliable, and epidemiological studies 
only prove association, not causation. The very few non-epidemiological studies that we have are 
conflicting, with some finding benefits, and others finding no change. But many of the population 
surveys did try to control for confounding factors (like the fact that high intake of garlic usually 
means high intake of other vegetables as well), so the results are worth noting, if not conclusive. 



Garlic as an Antimicrobial 

Another traditional benefit of garlic came from its antimicrobial effects. One of the oldest-known 
natural antibiotics, garlic has been used for centuries to treat bacterial, fungal, and parasitic 
infections. In test tubes, garlic kills all kinds of pathogens, including well-known microbes like 
staph, E. Coli, and candida. And it seems that this benefit really does carry over to human 
subjects. For example, one study found that a diluted garlic extract helped children infected with 
tapeworms recover more quickly. Another showed the benefits of a garlic-based mouthwash in 
killing the bacteria that cause cavities. 

More excitingly, garlic can sometimes help when other drugs can’t. One study found that garlic 
extract was effective against five multi-drug resistant strains of bacteria. And a group of 
researchers in Italy found the benefits so compelling that they even suggested garlic as the basis 
of potential new treatments for multidrug resistant tuberculosis that doesn’t respond to 
antibiotics. 

Applied to the skin, garlic is quite an effective remedy for fungal skin infections like ringworm and 
athlete’s foot. One study found that a 1% cream of ajoene (an extract of garlic) was actually 
even better for athlete’s foot than a 1% cream of a conventional antifungal. 

Uniquely among antibiotics, garlic also shows some promise as a gut-friendly alternative: there’s 
some evidence that it doesn’t attack your friendly intestinal flora alongside the bad guys, and it 
contains prebiotic carbohydrates (inulin) that help feed the good bacteria. And using it 
extensively in lab tests, researchers have yet to discover a kind of bacteria that develops a 
resistance to garlic. 

These antimicrobial properties make garlic an exciting natural cure for various ills, a kind of 
culinary medicine. It might be worth a try if you think you have a bacterial overgrowth (such as 
SIBO or candida). Nothing here suggests that you can cure any and all chronic infections with 
garlic, or that you should take garlic instead of going to the doctor when you’re sick, but it’s 
definitely an interesting line of research and something to bear in mind. 

 

Selecting Garlic 

When selecting garlic, it should be big, plump and firm, tight silky skins with its paper-like 
covering intact, not spongy, soft, or shriveled. Why buy small ones that are a pain to peel? As 
with all ingredients for cooking, buy the best garlic you can afford. 

Also remember that a single bulb of garlic usually contains between ten and twenty individual 
cloves of garlic. The individual cloves are covered with a fine pinkish/purple skin, and the head 
of cloves is then covered with white papery outer skin.  

When preparing garlic for cooking, check for and remove any green sprouts from the center of 
the garlic clove, as the sprouts add an unpleasant bitterness. To remove the green sprouts, cut 
the garlic in half, pull out the sprout from each side, and discard. 



Garlic Equivalents 

1 head or bulb of garlic = (about) 10 to 15 
cloves. 

1 small garlic clove = 1/2 teaspoon minced garlic 
= 1/8 teaspoon garlic powder = 1/4 teaspoon 
garlic juice = 1/2 teaspoon garlic salt 

1 medium garlic clove = 1 teaspoon minced 
garlic = 1/4 teaspoon garlic powder 

1 large garlic clove = 2 teaspoons minced garlic 
= 1/2 teaspoon garlic powder 

1 extra-large garlic clove = 1 tablespoon minced garlic 

Storing Garlic 

Unbroken garlic bulbs will keep for up to 3 to 4 months. Individual cloves will keep from 5 to 
10 days. Store in a cool, dark, and dry location (dampness is the enemy of garlic, so store 
away from stove and sink). If the cloves sprout, the garlic is still usable and the sprouts can be 
used for salads. 

How to Eat Garlic 

Garlic is a common seasoning in everything from vinaigrettes to meatloaf to soup, but true garlic-
lovers are always on the hunt for dishes that showcase the garlic itself. If you haven’t already, try 
one of these: 

 Sardine and roasted garlic spread: smear it on vegetables, eggs, or meat. 
 Lemon and garlic scallops: the mild flavor of scallops lets the garlic take center stage. 
 Garlic and parsley deviled eggs: add even more garlic for a stronger taste. 
 Roasted garlic: mix it with butter or use it in another recipe, if you can stop yourself from 

gobbling it all down straight out of the oven! 

Garlic is also the perfect seasoning for green beans and other pan-fried vegetables, like this quick 
and simple slaw. Just keep the rest of the seasonings simple, and the garlic itself will shine. 

Cooking With Garlic 

Be careful not to overcook or brown garlic when sautéing in oil. If overcooked, it will become 
bitter and unpleasant tasting. Minced garlic usually cooks in less than 1 minute. Do not have 
the cooking oil too hot. 

When sautéing onions and garlic in a recipe, add the onions first. When the onions are just 
about done, add the garlic. 

How size affects flavor  

The intensity of garlic flavor in your dish depends on how finely you have chopped, minced, or 
pureed the garlic. If you want a bold garlic flavor, you should puree or mince your garlic, but if 
you want a more subtle essence, ry slivering the clove. If you are not a true fan of garlic's bold 
flavors, you may want to roast or toast your garlic, as the heat breaks down the allicin (an 
enzyme that is released when garlic is cut).  



Sautéing Garlic  

Sautéing is the most common method used for cooking garlic. It will bring out the nutty but 
savory flavor of the garlic. Garlic can be sautéed in oil or butter but be careful is using butter 
because is will burn much faster than oil. 

Select a pan or skillet with a heavy bottom that will provide for even heating.  

Heat the oil or butter over medium heat and then add the garlic.  

The garlic should be stirred often to prevent burning.  

If cooking with other ingredients that take longer to cook, such as onions, start cooking the 
other ingredients and allow them to start to cook before adding the garlic.  

 

 


