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Why Pepper Boosts Turmeric Blood
Levels
Written By Michael Greger M.D. FACLM on February 5th, 2015

Herbs as Medicine

“Historians from all around the world have produced evidence to show that apparently

all primitive peoples used herbs-often in a sophisticated way. Quinine from Cinchona

bark was used to treat the symptoms of malaria long before the disease was identi�ed,

and the raw ingredients of a common aspirin tablet have been a popular painkiller for

far longer than we have had access to tablet-making machinery. Indeed, today many

pharmacological classes of drugs include a natural product prototype that we originally

discovered through the study of traditional cures and folk knowledge of indigenous

people.”
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There’s a plant in South Asia called Adhatoda (from adu meaning “goat,” and thoda

meaning “not touch” because it’s so bitter even the goats won’t eat it). It has

compounds that help open one’s airways and as such, Adhatoda tea has been used

traditionally to treat asthma, where the leaves are steeped with black peppercorns.

Leaves steeped with black peppercorns? That sounds gross to me—why would they do

that? Because they’re smart. Back in 1928, scientists discovered what the people

evidently already knew, that adding pepper increased the anti-asthmatic properties of

the leaves. Black pepper alone didn’t work: it was the combination. And now we know

why.

How Pepper Works With Turmeric
Just like approximately 5% of the spice turmeric is composed of an active compound

called curcumin, about 5% of black pepper by weight is comprised of this compound

called piperine. Curcumin is responsible for the yellow color of turmeric and piperine for

the pungent �avor of pepper. Piperine is a potent inhibitor of drug metabolism. One of

the ways our liver gets rid of foreign substances is making them water soluble so they

can be more easily excreted. But this black pepper molecule inhibits that process.

And it doesn’t take much. If people are given a bunch of turmeric curcumin, within an

hour there’s a little bump in the level in their blood stream. We don’t see a large

increase because our liver is actively trying to get rid of it. But what if the process is

suppressed by taking just a quarter teaspoon’s worth of black pepper? Then you see

curcumin levels skyrocket (See Boosting the Bioavailability of Curcumin). The same

amount of curcumin consumed, but the bioavailability shoots up 2000%. Even just a

little pinch of pepper—1/20  of a teaspoon—can signi�cantly boost levels. And guess

what a common ingredient in curry powder is besides turmeric? Black pepper.

Other Ways to Boost Turmeric’s Bene�ts
Another way to boost the absorption of curcumin is to consume it in the whole food,

turmeric root (fresh or dried as a powder) because natural oils found in turmeric root

and turmeric powder can enhance the bioavailability of curcumin seven to eight fold.

When eaten with fat, curcumin can be directly absorbed into the bloodstream through

the lymphatic system thereby in part bypassing the liver.
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How is it prepared in India? With fat and black pepper. Amazing how they could �gure

that out without double blind trials. (Though maybe it just tastes good, and it’s merely

coincidence?) Their traditional knowledge certainly failed them with ghee, however,

which is practically pure butter fat, which may explain India’s relatively high rates of

heart disease despite all their turmeric.

Why would we care about boosting curcumin levels? Learn why in my videos Which

Spices Fight In�ammation? and Spicing Up DNA Protection, Turmeric Curcumin and

Rheumatoid Arthritis, and Turmeric Curcumin and Osteoarthritis. It’s also good to know Who Shouldn’t Consume

Curcumin or Turmeric.

I’ve previously covered this topic of food synergy in videos such as Apples and Oranges: Dietary Diversity and Garden

Variety Anti-In�ammation that emphasize the importance of eating a variety of plant foods to take advantage of some of

these interactions.

The black pepper mechanism reminds me of the grapefruit (Tell Your Doctor If You Eat Grapefruit) and broccoli (The Best

Detox) stories. A testament to the power of plants.

The painkilling properties of aspirin mentioned in the video are actually found throughout the plant kingdom: Aspirin

Levels in Plant Foods.

In some circumstances, traditional medicine wisdom seems incredible (Tomato E�ect); in others, dangerous (Get the Lead

Out). But that’s what we now have science for!

For all our videos on the latest research on turmeric, visit our Turmeric topic page.

-Michael Greger, M.D

PS: If you haven’t yet, you can subscribe to my videos for free by clicking here and

watch my full 2012 – 2015 presentations Uprooting the Leading Causes of Death,

More than an Apple a Day, From Table to Able, and Food as Medicine.

 Discuss

Michael Greger M.D. FACLM
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Michael Greger, M.D. FACLM, is a physician, New York Times bestselling author, and

internationally recognized professional speaker on a number of important public health

issues. Dr. Greger has lectured at the Conference on World A�airs, the National

Institutes of Health, and the International Bird Flu Summit, testi�ed before Congress,

appeared on The Dr. Oz Show and The Colbert Report, and was invited as an expert

witness in defense of Oprah Winfrey at the infamous "meat defamation" trial.
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Speaking Tour
Catch up with Dr. Greger at one of his live speaking engagements:

Speaking Tour Update

Given the level of reported community transmission and the prospects of �attening the

pandemic curve by preventing unnecessary public gatherings, I’m postponing my speaking

tour until we have a better handle on the prevalence and spread after su�cient testing is

completed.

The events listed on the calendar are currently up to date!
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Progressive Health of Delaware - Wilmington, DE, USA

Thu Aug 6th 6:30pm - 9:00pm

First Unitarian Church of Wilmington - Parish Hall, 730 Halstead Rd, Wilmington, DE 
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English Spanish

Country Club of Virginia - Richmond, VA, USA

Mon Aug 10th

1968 - Wilmington, NC, USA

Mon Aug 17th

Convention Center Drive, Convention Center Dr, Wilmington, NC 28401, USA

Marine Corps - Jacksonville, NC, USA

Tue Aug 18th

Live Long Live Well Program/ Institute of Continued Learning - St. George, UT

Sun Sep 6th

Marian regional medical center - Santa Maria, CA, USA

Wed Sep 9th

Kaiser Permanente - Oakland, CA, USA

Thu Sep 10th

Sun City Eat Smart Live Longer Club - Blu�ton, SC, USA
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