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Sugar and Spice 
 

Unit # 1 ~ Ginger 

 
Don’t be hasty and you’ll learn to bake up something tasty! 

 
 

We are going to learn about a wonderful spice we call ginger.  Wouldn’t food  
be bland without flavorful spices to make them tasty?  Years back, spices were 
very valuable for their preserving properties and for the flavor they added to 
the poor selection of foods.  By the 20th century, spices were no longer 
needed to preserve foods because of refrigeration and modern transportation.  
Spices were not as widely used for medicines and perfumes, since various 
chemicals were being discovered which could replace herbs in medicine or per-
fume. Today, they retain their popularity, owing to the enjoyable flavors they 
impart on the many foods we have available.   
 
Nearly every spice we use today has been used for many, many years.  Spices 
and the search for them, along with the stories of their trade, have an impor-
tant place in history.  By the 18th century, Britain was heavily involved in spice 
trading.  Ginger was brought to the Americas in the late 18th century when 
Americans entered the spice trade.  Salem, Massachusetts, was the center of 
the spice trade in North America.   
 

 Ginger 
BOTANICAL NAME: Zingibar Officinale 

POPULAR USES: Pumpkin Pie, Ginger Ale, Cakes, Gingerbread 
SOURCES: Jamaica, India, China, Africa 

 
DEFINING SPICES:  
Products of fragrant plants that grow mainly in the tropics.  Spices are derived 
from berries, as in pepper; roots as in ginger; bark as in cinnamon; and un-
opened flower buds, as in cloves.  Other parts of plants, such as the leaves, 
are also used and dried for spices.  The word “spice” encompasses all herbs, 
flavorful seeds and blends for seasonings that are mixed from a variety of 
spices or herbs. 
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Ginger 

 
“Zingibar Officinale” 

The botanical name for ginger is Zingibar Officinale.  It comes from a peren-

nial plant with long stems and grass-like leaves.   Ginger is the underground 
stem (rhizome) of this plant.  The plant also has a lily-type flower that has a 
lovely scent.   The rhizome must be harvested at just the right time to avoid a 
bitter after-taste that it will acquire if allowed to stay in the ground too long.  
The finest ginger is grown in        Jamaica and India. Wild  
ginger is found in the woodlands     of the USA but is not related 
to true ginger.  It has heart-shaped    leaves and a brownish-purple 
blossom.  It has been used before              as a substitute for true  
ginger as it has a similar aroma. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Buy a piece of ginger root from the produce section of your local grocery 
store.  Take it home with you and slice it thinly with a sharp knife.  Be very 
careful as a sharp knife is not to be handled carelessly.  (If you are not allowed 
to use a knife, get your mother to help you with this.)  Take sniffs of the fresh, 
sliced ginger root.  Wow!  That smells interesting, doesn’t it?  Have you ever 
smelled fresh ginger root before?  Most of the ginger used in baking ginger-
bread cake or cookies is powdered ginger.  This tastes a bit different from 
fresh ginger. Fresh ginger can be very spicy to your tongue.  You may taste a 
bit if you are brave enough to try!   Take some slices of your fresh ginger root 
and allow them to dry.  Place a paper towel on a plate, place the thin slices on 
top of the paper towel, and cover it with another paper towel.  Set it in a warm, 
dry place (like the top of the refrigerator) for about a week.  If it feels very dry, 
then place it on a hard surface like a wooden cutting board.  Find a nice,  
fist-sized smooth rock outside.  Rinse and dry your rock.  (You will be using 
this for a primitive grinding stone.)  Roll the rock over the ginger root slices 
and see if you can get a fine powder.  This will be freshly ground ginger!  The 
root is sliced, dried, and then ground into powder to make the common 
kitchen spice used by many cooks and bakers.  Slices of fresh ginger root are 
used in cooking many Oriental dishes.  Ever had a swig of soda pop called gin-
ger ale?  The main flavoring in that beverage is ginger!   
  
Did your momma ever give you ginger ale to sip when you had a woozy  
tummy ache?  Ginger has medicinal properties that help to settle a nauseous 
feeling.  So next time you are feeling icky with a tummy ache—try a little glass 
of ginger ale.  Ginger is also harvested and made into capsules combined with 
other herbs to help ease nausea.  Ginger tea can be made by steeping a few 
slices of fresh ginger root in a cup of boiling, hot water for 10 minutes.   
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Remove the ginger slices and add in a bit of honey.  Sip slowly.  This seems to 
chase away the tummy ache.   
 
There are many, many recipes using ginger to flavor cookies and cakes.  The 
treats range from a soft, steamy cake to thin, hard cookies.  Did you know that 
pioneer boys and girls in their little hoop skirts and ruffled collars enjoyed gin-
gerbread, too?  You can find 26 recipes using ginger in “The Settlement Cook-
book,” first published in 1901.  We think of gingerbread cake as a sweet des-
sert, but back in olden days, it was served alongside the meal, just as we serve 
cornbread or biscuits today.  In Colonial days, street vendors sold little sugar 
cookies spiced with cinnamon and small ginger cakes to those that passed by.  
  
Gingerbread cakes are commonly made in a square.  Take your square cake 
pan and turn it upside down onto a piece of newspaper.  Take a magic marker 
and trace around the outside of your cake pan.  Measure one side with a ruler. 
Write down this measurement.  

  
QUESTIONS for YOU   

    
  1 ~ What is the perimeter of the cake pan? 
 
  2 ~ What is the area of the pan? 
 
  3 ~ Is the cake pan a shape with symmetry? 
 
  4 ~ If the cake is cut into 9 pieces and 3 of your brothers 
        eat a piece before it is served, what fraction of the cake 
        will be left for the family? 
 
  5 ~ What fraction of the cake did your brothers eat before 
        it was ready to be served? 
 
This study will instruct you on making a tasty, soft gingerbread cake.  This is 
just scrumptious when served warm with either a big dollop of whipped top-
ping or a large scoop of icy-cold applesauce.  It is a very simple cake to make 
and fills you with a warm, comforting feeling.  It is especially good to bake it 
on a blustery day outside as it fills the house with inviting aromas of sugar and 
spice.  If you are not old enough to work in the kitchen alone be sure to get 
your momma’s help to make a gingerbread cake.  You will need to be able to 
read and follow directions, use measuring cups and spoons and be cautious 
around the hot oven to work on your own.  The instructions for beginning to 
make your gingerbread cake will be on page 4 of this unit study.   
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Utensils you will need: 
 
Square cake pan 
2 mixing bowls 
Electric beaters 
Mixing spoon 
Measuring spoons 
Measuring cups 
Small saucepan 
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Gingerbread Cake 

Ingredients you will use: 
        
Vegetable shortening        
Sugar            
Eggs            
Molasses            
Water      
Plain flour     
Baking soda 
Salt 
Ground ginger 
Ground cinnamon 

   Preheat the oven to 325 degrees. 
 
 
Grease and flour a square cake pan  
(9” is the size for  
this cake recipe). 
 
 

Put in mixing bowl #1 and mix together 
1/2 cup vegetable shortening 
2 tablespoons sugar 
1 egg 

Blend into mixture in mixing bowl #1 

1 cup molasses  
1 cup boiling water 

more instructions and recipe continued on next page 

This is the mark you will set 
the oven dial on. 

Use a tablespoon of shortening and a 
paper towel to spread a thin coating 
around the bottom and sides of the pan. 

Put a few spoonfuls of flour in your 
greased pan and shake around to 
coat the sides and bottom.  Tap 
pan and throw away extra flour 
that doesn’t stick to the pan.  
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Gingerbread Cake, recipe cont. 

Marmee’s Tip:  You do not want any lumps in your salt, baking 

soda, or spices.  So make sure you mash out any lumps before 
measuring these ingredients into your bowl.   

Put in mixing bowl #2 and stir together 

2 1/4 cups plain flour 
1 teaspoon baking soda 
1/2 teaspoon salt 
1 teaspoon ground ginger 
1 teaspoon ground cinnamon 

Blend the mixture in mixing bowl #1 into the dry ingredients in mixing bowl 
#2.  Beat until smooth with the electric beaters, cleaning off the sides with a 
rubber spatula as you go along.  Pour your cake batter into the prepared 
square cake pan.  (You prepared it by greasing it with shortening and lightly 
coating it with flour.)   

Bake your gingerbread cake for 45 to 50 minutes in your pre-heated oven.  Be-
fore removing the cake from the oven, put on your hot mitts and poke a tooth-
pick through the center.  It should pull out of the cake all clean and not gooey 
with batter if your cake is ready to take out.  If it is ready, remove it from the 
oven. Leave it in the pan and let it cool for 20 minutes after taking it out of the 
oven.  Cut it into squares and serve it up with a spatula.  It is best when served 
warm with a topping.  My favorite topping is cold applesauce with a dollop of 
whipped cream on top of that!  I hope you enjoy your homemade gingerbread 
cake.  You’ll be able to make it and enjoy it over and over again now that 
you’ve practiced and learned all about baking gingerbread. 

Marmee’s Tip:  To serve your gingerbread cake squares in a 
fancy way—line a cake plate with a paper doily.  Place the 
squares on the doily.  Top each square with a dollop of 
whipped cream and lightly sift each dollop with a sprinkling of 
cinnamon and serve cold applesauce in a glass bowl with a 
serving spoon.   

Mix the batter with an electric 
beater and scrape the sides with 
a rubber spatula to incorporate  
all ingredients. 
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Wheat-Free Gingerbread Cake 

Put in mixing bowl #1 and sift together 
until thoroughly combined 

1 1/4 cups rice flour 
1 1/4 cups arrowroot powder* 
2 teaspoons baking soda 
1 teaspoon ground cinnamon 
1/4 teaspoon cloves 
1/4 teaspoon ground ginger 

I include this recipe in this unit study for you to try if someone in your family 
has allergies to wheat products.  It is a tried and true recipe and turns out very 
tasty.  It is common to find those with allergies to many foods and this recipe 
can be a special treat to someone whose diet is limited by allergies to wheat. 
 

Pour the batter into a greased, square cake pan.  Bake your gingerbread cake 
for 30 minutes in an oven heated to 325 degrees.  Before removing the cake 
from the oven, put on your hot mitts and poke a toothpick through the center.  
It should pull out of the cake all clean and not gooey with batter if your cake is 
ready to take out.  If it is ready, remove it from the oven. Leave it in the pan 
and let it cool for 20 minutes after taking it out of the oven.  Cut it into 
squares and serve it up with a spatula.  It is best when served warm with a top-
ping like applesauce. 
 
*May substitute cornstarch if arrowroot powder is not available. 

Mix the batter with an electric 
beater and scrape the sides with 
a rubber spatula to incorporate  
all ingredients. 

Add into mixing bowl #1 
and mix well 

1/2 cup sucanat or sugar 
1 cup molasses 
1/2 cup butter, softened 
1 cup boiling water 

Add into your mixture and mix well 
with an electric beater 

2 eggs 



WORD ACTIVITIES 
  

Learn the spellings and definitions: 

bland 
flavorful 
authentic 
nausea 
fragrant 
aromatic 
imported 
ancient 

 
Find 1 pair of synonyms and 1 pair of antonyms in the word list above. 
 
“Ginger” is a good word to learn to remind you of the phonetic rule: 
 

In most English words 
“G / g” sounds like “J / j” when it sits in  

front of an “i” or an “e”. 
 

Take this fun sentence and see how many words you can make from the letters 
of the alphabet that you find in this sentence.   
 

Steamy gingerbread is delicious  
on a blustery day in Autumn. 

 
Words to get you going: 

 

bed 
gust 
team 
mutter 
singer 

 
How many can you find?  Your list might get very long!  You can only use the 
letters as many times as they appear in the sentence.  For instance, 3 d’s ap-
pear in the sentence, so your word may not have more than 3 d’s in it. 
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Ginger 
“Zingibar Officinale” 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

RHIZOMES: shades of umber browns 
LEAVES & STEMS: shades of tropical greens 

LILY-LIKE PETALS: shades of pinks, purples and yellow tips 
 

See page 2 for authentic colors of the GINGER plant 
 

Reproducible Sheet  
© Martha H. Greene 2005 
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Ginger Trivia 

 
Have you ever heard of the Gingerbread Tree?   It is actually a Doum Palm 
Tree.  It receives its nickname from the apple-size fruit, which is an odd, oval 

shape.  It has an outer peel that is a reddish color and the inside is thick and 

spongy.  The fruit tastes similar to gingerbread and so is nicknamed The  
Gingerbread Tree.  It is an ancient fruit and has been found in the tombs of 

the Egyptian Pharaohs.  You probably won’t be spotting a gingerbread tree on 
your next walk in the park.  These trees are found growing in Egypt, Africa, 
and Arabia.   

Unit Reading List 
 

The Gingerbread Boy by Scott Cook 
 
The Complete Spice Book by Maggie Stuckey   
 
Maisy Makes Gingerbread by Lucy Cousins 
 
The Gingerbread Man by Barbara Baumgartner, Norman Messenger 
 
Pioneer Days: Discover the Past with Fun Projects, Games, Activities and  
Recipes by David King (Warning: contains a reference to Halloween) 

 

Gingerbread Houses for Kids by Jennifer Ericsson, Beth Blair 
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